STATEMENT FROM READERS AND WRITERS AGAINST THE GENOCIDE

On Wednesday 13 August 2025, authors who were going to the 2025 Bendigo Writers
Festival as part of the La Trobe Presents program received a Code of Conduct for Bendigo
Writers Festival speakers. The conduct demands compliance with La Trobe University’s
antisemitism definition, which is not even the internationally disputed IHRA definition but
the much-contested Universities Australia (UA) version. The UA definition does conflate
criticism of Israel and Zionism with antisemitism and a number of universities have not
adopted it. The UA definition equates to anti-Palestinian racism, and it’s untenable for
Palestinian authors and their allies to accept its terms in good conscience.

The UA antisemitism definition aside, the code seems like a blueprint for self-censorship and
silencing dissent. In particular, the code asks authors to ‘avoid language or topics that could
be considered inflammatory, divisive, or disrespectful’ (our emphasis). The code does not
appear to be an invitation to engage in respectful if potentially uncomfortable discussion and
debate. It reads like an expectation that authors will behave themselves. This is the thin edge
of the wedge of both artistic expression and academic freedom and sets a dangerous
precedent. The purpose of a writers’ festival is to debate ideas and challenge accepted
thinking.

Solidarity is all we have right now as our governments and media crawl towards recognising
the horrors of the ongoing genocide. A number of authors have already withdrawn from the
festival — including Clare Wright, Randa Abdel-Fattah, Evelyn Araluen, Jeanine Leane, Paul
Daley, Claire G Coleman, Kate Mildenhall, Jess Hill, Sonia Orchard, Thomas Mayo, Daniel
James, Fiona Stanley, Kirstin Ferguson, Michelle Scott Tucker, Kylie Mirmohamadi, Jock
Serong, Melanie Cheng, Kate Larsen, Cher Tan, Madison Griffith, Kelly Gardiner, Rachel
Ang, Sarah Firth, Bernard Caleo, Ita Mehrotra, Jonathan Butler, Jaclyn Crupi, Tara Calaby,
Grace Yee, Fiona Hardy, Jacinta Le Plastrier, Amanda Collins, David Munro, Liz Conor and
Sita Sargeant — in disgust at the Code of Conduct. We recognise that in doing so they are
foregoing income, book sales and the opportunity to discuss their work. We, the
undersigned, stand in solidarity with each and every one of them — and with all readers and
writers against genocide.

Add your name to the list of signatories using the online form here.
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