American Jews and the
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict: Part of
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In recent years, scholars and policymakers have increasingly recognized
the role, both positive and negative, that diaspora groups can play in
violent conflicts in their “homelands.”1 Although attention is often focused
on the way in which members of diasporas can help fuel and prolong such
conflicts by providing money, arms, and political support to hard-line
nationalists in their homelands (as has been the case, for example, with
the Tamil and Kurdish diasporas and the conflicts in Sri Lanka and
Turkey, respectively),2 diaspora groups can also help promote peace processes and peace-building efforts (as occurred in the early 1990s with
the U.S.-based Irish diaspora and the Northern Ireland peace process).3
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Given both the positive and negative roles that diaspora groups can play in
homeland conflicts, scholars have focused their attention on identifying
the conditions under which diaspora groups are likely to be “peace-makers
or peace-wreckers.”4 These roles, however, are not mutually exclusive.
Contrary to popular impressions, which tend to regard diaspora groups
as monolithic, in fact, they are generally quite heterogeneous, and they are
rarely united in their political attitudes toward a conflict in their homeland.
Diaspora groups are often internally divided between hard-liners and
moderates, or hawks and doves. These internal divisions mean that
“diasporas can be ‘peace-makers’ and ‘peace-wreckers’ at the same
time.”5 In other words, diaspora groups can both obstruct and promote
efforts at conflict resolution.
In this article, I explore the role played by the American Jewish community—by far the largest,6 wealthiest, and most important Diaspora
Jewish community—in the ongoing conflict between Israel and the
Palestinians. It has long been claimed that American Jews help fuel the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The pro-Israel lobby in Washington, DC, for
example, is often cited as the main reason why the United States has been
unable or unwilling to act as an “honest broker” in the peace process.7
According to this widespread view, the staunch support for Israel by
American Jews, and their outsize influence in American politics, effectively
prevents the United States from acting in a manner that some believe is the
only way to finally end the long conflict between Israelis and Palestinians:
apply pressure on Israel to stop building settlements, end its military
occupation of Palestinian territories, and allow the Palestinians to exercise
their self-determination and achieve statehood. Is this view correct? Does
the pro-Israel lobby make it harder for U.S. policymakers to try to make
peace between Israelis and Palestinians? Is the Israel lobby an obstacle in
the way of Israeli-Palestinian peace? The first section of this article will try
to answer this question.
4
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Whether or not the pro-Israel lobby is in any way responsible for the
continuation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, some now hope that
American Jews can be influential advocates for Israeli-Palestinian peace.
In a speech to the American Jewish Committee (AJC) in June 2013, for
example, then–U.S. secretary of state John Kerry directly appealed to
American Jews to help the Barack Obama administration in its efforts
to restart the peace process, telling them,
No one has a stronger voice in this than the American Jewish community.
You can play a critical part in ensuring Israel’s long-term security. And as
President Obama said in Jerusalem, leaders will take bold steps only if
their people push them. You can help shape the future of this process. . . .
Let your leaders and your neighbors alike know that you understand this
will be a tough process with tough decisions, but that you’re ready to back
the leaders who make them. For your children, do this; for your grandchildren, do this; for Israeli children and Palestinian children and for
Israel, let them know that you stand behind negotiations that will lead
to two states for two peoples living side-by-side in peace and security, and
that you are part of the great constituency for peace.

Are American Jews really “part of the great constituency for peace”? If
so, can they play the same kind of role in promoting Israeli-Palestinian
peace as Irish Americans played in the successful peace process in
Northern Ireland in the 1990s? The second section of this article and
the conclusion will address these questions.
My overall argument in this article is that American Jews are not as
influential in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as many believe. Their influence on the conflict, whether positive or negative, is often overestimated.
Although American Jews provide Israel with a great deal of political and
financial support, they have had little real influence on Israeli policymaking with regard to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Nor have they had as
much influence on U.S. policymaking toward the conflict, as many believe.
I also argue that although American Jews do largely support Israeli
territorial compromise and a two-state solution, they are divided when
it comes to the specific issues that need to be addressed in order to achieve
this solution and the time frame for implementing it. Moreover, those
American Jews who hold more hawkish and hard-line views about
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict tend to be the most strongly attached to
Israel and the most actively engaged in Jewish communal organizations, so
they have a disproportionate role in American Jewish politics when it
comes to Israel and its conflict with the Palestinians. Finally, in the
conclusion, I argue that despite growing criticism by American Jews,
especially younger ones, of Israeli government policies toward the
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Palestinians, this is unlikely to compel Israeli policymakers to become
more conciliatory toward the Palestinians.
DIASPORA JEWRY AND THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN CONFLICT
The Jewish Diaspora is the paradigmatic example of a diaspora group
being involved in a “homeland conflict.”8 Indeed, other diaspora groups
have looked at the Jewish Diaspora as an example to be emulated.9 Since its
origins roughly two millennia ago during the Greek and Roman empires,
the Jewish Diaspora has always maintained a strong connection with the
Land of Israel (Eretz Yisrael), but for most of its history, this connection
was largely a religious and emotional one. It was not until the late
nineteenth century, with the rise of the Zionist movement in Europe,
that Jews in the Diaspora really began transforming this religious and
emotional bond into practical action. The consequence was wave after
wave of Jewish immigration to Palestine (initially mainly from Eastern
Europe and later from Central Europe). This mass immigration, and the
acquisition and settlement of land in Palestine that accompanied it, was
the initial catalyst for the conflict between Jews and Palestinian Arabs that
developed during the years of the British Mandate. In this respect, the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict itself is a consequence of the actions of Diaspora
Jews. After all, Zionism emerged in the Jewish Diaspora and was a
response to the major problems facing Diaspora Jewry at the time: antiSemitism and assimilation.
From the very beginning of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, therefore,
Jews in the Diaspora have been actively involved. Although the vast
majority of Diaspora Jews were not Zionists before Israel’s establishment
and only a tiny minority actually moved to Palestine, Diaspora Jewry
played a crucial role in Israel’s creation. Their charitable donations provided the Zionist movement with funds to buy land, build agricultural
settlements and towns, and purchase arms,10 and their political lobbying
and advocacy activities helped the Zionist movement gain international
support and diplomatic backing.11 It is surely no exaggeration to say that
Yossi Shain, “Jewish Kinship at the Crossroads: Lessons for Homelands and Diasporas,” Political Science
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the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 would not have been
possible without this economic and political support from Diaspora Jewry,
especially American Jewry.
Since 1948, Jews in the Diaspora have continued to provide Israel with
vital economic and political support. In fact, this support has increased
tremendously over time as Diaspora Jewry has overwhelmingly come to
embrace Zionism (albeit a highly watered-down version of Zionism) in the
wake of the Holocaust and Israel’s creation. The ideological shift within the
Jewish Diaspora from anti-Zionism (dominant before World War II) to
Zionism (especially after Israel’s stunning victory in the 1967 Six-Day War)
has had profound and far-reaching consequences for world Jewry and for
the State of Israel. It has made support for Israel the single most important
and common expression of Jewish identity around the world. In an age
when the religious and cultural ties that once united Jews have steadily
diminished, Israel has become a rallying point for Jews worldwide. Visiting
Israel, donating to Israel, and lobbying for Israel have all become ways in
which many Diaspora Jews express not only their solidarity with the country
but also their own Jewish identity. Supporting Israel, in short, has become a
way of being Jewish, especially for secular Jews in the Diaspora.
For Israel, the financial, political, and moral support it receives from the
Jewish Diaspora is an immensely valuable resource. Ironically, the success
of Zionism—an ideology that harshly condemned Jewish life in the Diaspora and scorned Diaspora Jews—has partly been due to the Jewish
Diaspora. Even Israeli leaders now recognize this fact, and they have
gradually come to view the Jewish Diaspora as one of Israel’s most important strategic assets. Rather than “negating the Diaspora”—expecting and
hoping for its eventual demise—Israeli policymakers now want to sustain
the Jewish Diaspora, and hence they regularly stress the importance of
strengthening Jewish identity among Diaspora Jews.
The American Jewish community is by far the largest (constituting
almost 70 percent of Diaspora Jewry), wealthiest, and most important
Diaspora Jewish community. Since Israel’s establishment in 1948, and
even before then, American Jews have made an incalculable contribution
to the country’s development, if not its very survival.12 Indeed, one scholar
writes that “no citizens of one country have ever been so committed to the
success of another as American Jews have been to Israel.”13 Over the years,
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they have donated vast sums of money to Israeli governments14 and to a
multitude of Israeli charities, hospitals, universities, schools, and other
Israeli institutions. Although American Jews give to a host of causes, to this
day, more money from American Jewish donors goes to Israel than to any
other cause.15 Indeed, it is estimated that American Jews give more than
$1 billion every year to organizations and charities in Israel.16 For many
years, American Jews have also have channeled large sums of money to
their own elected officials in order to encourage them to support Israel, and
they have energetically lobbied American policymakers on Israel’s behalf.
In the public arena, American Jews have vigorously defended and justified
Israel’s policies and actions to the American public at large. They have also
done this in the international community, as major American Jewish
organizations frequently act as unofficial emissaries and interlocutors
for Israel to foreign governments and groups.
Arguably no less important for Israel is the psychological reassurance
that American Jewish support provides. The belief among Israeli Jews that
American Jews are backing them, thereby helping ensure the support of
the most powerful country in the world, is a source of great comfort and
assurance. The Israeli-Jewish sense of isolation in the world is eased, if not
alleviated entirely, by the feeling that American Jews are deeply committed
to their security and well-being. If, as David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s founder
and first prime minister, once said, “Israel’s only absolutely reliable ally is
world Jewry,”17 then American Jewry—“the world’s most powerful Jewry
in the world’s most powerful nation” (in the words of scholar Daniel
Elazar)18—is surely Israel’s most important ally. Indeed, Ben-Gurion himself once described American Jewry as “a link and a bridge between Israel
and America.”19
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Despite the major contributions that Diaspora Jews, especially
American Jews, have made to Israel, when it comes to Israeli policymaking, they have surprisingly little influence.20 Although Jews in the Diaspora, especially a few very wealthy individuals,21 have become much more
involved in domestic Israeli politics in recent years, the input of Diaspora
Jews into Israeli policymaking remains minimal. Part of the reason for this
is simply that there is no formal channel or mechanism through which
Jews in the Diaspora can participate in Israeli politics and decision making.22 Only Israeli citizens are entitled to a formal role in Israeli politics,
and even they cannot vote in Israeli elections from abroad. Another reason
is the unwillingness of Israeli policymakers to allow Diaspora Jews to
exercise even an informal role or say in Israeli policymaking, on the
grounds that they are not entitled to this because they choose not to
live in Israel. For this reason, Israeli policymakers do not regard the
influence of Diaspora Jews in Israeli policymaking as legitimate. Instead,
they have always insisted, in accordance with their Zionist beliefs, that if
Diaspora Jews want a say in what Israel does, then they should make aliyah
(meaning “to ascend” in Hebrew), that is, move to Israel (which all
Diaspora Jews are entitled to do under the state’s Law of Return).
It is not only Israeli policymakers who are resistant to Diaspora Jewish
influence. Diaspora Jews themselves have historically been quite wary
about trying to influence Israeli policies, except on matters that directly
affect them (most notably, the status of non-Orthodox streams of Judaism
in Israel, the definition of Jewish identity in Israeli law, and which Jewish
conversions are officially recognized in Israel). When it comes to the
life-and-death issues of Israeli national security and foreign policy, Diaspora Jews are, understandably, much more reluctant to intervene or speak
out, let alone apply pressure.23 They know that it is not their lives on the
line, or their children who are serving in the Israeli army.24 They recognize
Liebman, Pressure without Sanctions. See also Gabriel Sheffer, “Israel Diaspora Relations in Comparative Perspective,” in Michael Barnett, ed., Israel in Comparative Perspective (Albany: State University of
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23
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24
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that they are not the ones who must live with the risks that Israel will have
to take to achieve peace with the Palestinians. As much as they want peace
for Israel, most Diaspora Jews are reticent about telling Israelis what they
must do to achieve it, especially when Israelis might disagree with them.
This reticence has been reinforced by a prevailing norm within Diaspora
Jewish communities that holds that being a “good Jew” entails “uncritically
supporting, promoting, and defending the Israeli government.”25 Publicly
questioning or criticizing the actions and policies of Israeli governments
has traditionally been frowned on, and Jews who violated this norm could
find themselves ostracized and stigmatized.26 Most Diaspora Jews, therefore, have generally adopted—with the encouragement of their communal
leadership—a deferential attitude toward Israeli governments, accepting
and endorsing whatever they did instead of challenging or trying to change
Israeli government policies and actions. As Abraham Foxman, the
longtime head of the Anti-Defamation League, succinctly put it, “Israeli
democracy should decide; American Jews should support.”27 The deferential attitude to Israel held by most Diaspora Jews has allowed Israeli
governments to take Diaspora Jewish support for granted, confident in
the knowledge that Diaspora Jews would overwhelmingly give their backing to whatever they did.
When it comes to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, therefore, Diaspora
Jewry has had little influence on the policies Israel has pursued or the
actions it has taken. Instead of influencing Israeli policies, the main way in
which Jews in the Diaspora have been actively involved in the IsraeliPalestinian conflict is through the influence they have tried to exert on the
foreign policies of the countries in which they live. That is, the biggest role
that Diaspora Jews play in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is through their
political advocacy in support of Israel in their host countries. A large part of
global Jewish political activism is aimed at bolstering international support for Israel. This primarily involves lobbying policymakers and trying to
influence public opinion. To do this, Diaspora Jews have established a host
of “pro-Israel” organizations in different countries around the world whose
primary purpose is to shape their government’s policy toward Israel and

25
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26
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the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in a way that is believed to be in Israel’s
interests. By far the most important of these pro-Israel organizations are
those based in the United States. Although a significant proportion of
the so-called pro-Israel lobby in the United States is now made up of
non-Jews, especially evangelical Christians who ardently support Israel,28
American Jews (albeit only a small percentage of highly engaged American
Jews) have historically taken the lead role in forming the pro-Israel lobby,
and to this day, they continue to play a prominent, if not leading,
part in it.29
THE PRO-ISRAEL LOBBY
The pro-Israel lobby in the United States has attracted a lot of critical
attention and controversy.30 Its many critics see it as a major obstacle in
the way of a just and peaceful resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
It has long been blamed by supporters of the Palestinians in the United
States and elsewhere for what they perceive as the United States’ pro-Israel
“bias,” and for its consequent failure to hold Israel to account for its
aggressive military actions and human rights violations, and unwillingness
to pressure it to make the necessary concessions to the Palestinians for the
sake of peace. Some critics, most notably, John Mearsheimer and Stephen
Walt,31 go even further, blaming the pro-Israel lobby not only for preventing the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict but also for promoting
conflict elsewhere, most notoriously in Iraq.32
This damning critique of the pro-Israel lobby exaggerates its importance in U.S. policymaking. The pro-Israel lobby neither determines nor
controls the United States’ foreign policy toward the Middle East, or even
its policy toward Israel. The claim that the U.S. government’s longstanding support for Israel is driven by the domestic power of the

28
By far the largest pro-Israel organization in the United States today is Christians United For Israel,
founded by Texas-based pastor John Hagee in 2006. It now claims to have 3.3 million members, most of
whom are evangelical Christians. Eli Lake, “Pro-Israel Evangelicals Escape Aipac’s Shadow,” BloombergView, 10 January 2017, accessed at https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2017-01-10/pro-israelevangelicals-escape-aipac-s-shadow, 14 March 2017.
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Edward Tivan, The Lobby: Jewish Political Power and American Foreign Policy (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1987); and Richard Curtiss, Stealth PACs: How Israel’s American Lobby Took Control of U.S.
Middle East Policy (Washington, DC: American Educational Trust, 1990).
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International Studies Perspectives 10 (February 2009): 1–17.
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pro-Israel lobby ignores other important factors, most notably, the belief
among key policymakers that Israel can help serve U.S. strategic interests
in the Middle East and beyond; the popular perception of Israel as the only
democratic state in the region; Christian religious devotion to the Jewish
state and homeland; and a widespread public sympathy for Jewish suffering during the Holocaust and, more recently, Israeli suffering from
Palestinian terrorist attacks. All of these factors (rightly or wrongly) drive
American support for Israel, and thus to single out the pro-Israel lobby is to
underestimate the depth and breadth of this support.
Although the pro-Israel lobby is certainly not solely responsible for
American support for Israel, it does exercise significant influence in maintaining and increasing U.S. foreign aid to Israel. The United States has
provided more foreign aid to Israel (most of it in the form of military aid)
than to any other country in the world—approximately $120 billion in
total. In recent years, it has spent at least $3.1 billion per year on military
aid to Israel, a figure that is set to increase, starting in 2018, to $3.8 billion
per year for the next 10 years.
The American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), for decades the
leading pro-Israel lobby group in Washington, DC, has long played a
critical role in securing this aid because of its influence in Congress.33
AIPAC was recently described as “a $128 million organization that can fill
an arena and reach nearly any member of Congress within 24 hours.”34 Its
influence in Congress is such that one Capitol Hill staff member stated,
“We can count on well over half the House—250 to 300 members—to do
reflexively whatever AIPAC wants.”35 AIPAC’s influence in Congress helps
ensure that Israel not only receives generous amounts of U.S. foreign aid
but also that this aid cannot easily be used as a means of leverage over
Israel. Whereas threats to suspend or reduce U.S. foreign aid have regularly
been used by American presidents to pressure foreign governments, such
threats have very rarely been used against Israel.36 Undoubtedly, a major
reason for this is the strong bipartisan congressional support that Israel
enjoys, due in no small part to AIPAC’s influence.
33
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36
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occurred in 1975, when the Gerald Ford administration briefly froze arms deliveries to Israel and called for a
“reassessment” of U.S. relations with Israel over the latter’s intransigent stance in American-brokered
disengagement talks between Israel and Egypt following the 1973 war.
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In addition to preventing U.S. aid to Israel from being used to pressure
Israeli governments, AIPAC also helps ensure congressional backing for
Israeli government policies and actions. The bills supporting Israel that it
drafts or promotes often receive almost unanimous support in both the
House of Representatives and the Senate. Indeed, AIPAC’s influence
means that, in the words of one congressman, “Congress would never
pass a resolution that was in any way critical of anything Israel has
done.”37 Although AIPAC has much less influence within the White
House, it can still effectively limit the room for maneuver of any U.S.
administration on issues concerning the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
because American presidents are generally reluctant to carry out a particular policy or launch a foreign policy initiative without congressional
backing. They are particularly wary of trying to exert strong pressure on
Israeli governments in the face of congressional opposition. This helps
explain, for instance, why President Obama backed down from his early
confrontation with the Benjamin Netanyahu government in 2009 over his
demand for a total Israeli settlement freeze as he tried to restart the stalled
peace process between Israel and the Palestinians. Thus, the pro-Israel
lobby, and AIPAC in particular, has helped forestall pressure, threats, or
even sanctions that American administrations, frustrated in particular by
the continued expansion of Israeli settlements in the West Bank, might
otherwise have applied on Israeli governments. By raising the political
costs of pressuring Israel, pro-Israel lobby groups effectively constrain U.S.
policy toward the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, potentially making a resolution of the conflict harder to achieve.
It would be wrong, however, to blame AIPAC or any other pro-Israel
lobby group in the United States for the perpetuation of the IsraeliPalestinian conflict. At most, such groups might inhibit the willingness
of American policymakers to forcefully push for peace and cajole Israel into
making concessions, but they are not an insurmountable obstacle in the
way of Israeli-Palestinian peace.38 While AIPAC may sometimes be able to
prevent or stall certain U.S. actions against Israel, it cannot always get its
way. This is clear from the historical record. It was unable, for instance, to
prevent President Ronald Reagan from officially recognizing the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO) in 1988, to prevent President George H.W.
Bush from blocking billions of dollars in loan guarantees to Israel over its
settlement building in 1991, or to prevent President Bill Clinton from
Massing, “The Storm over the Israel Lobby.”
Jonathan Rynhold, “Is the Pro-Israel Lobby a Block on Reaching a Comprehensive Peace Settlement in
the Middle East?” Israel Studies Forum 25 (Summer 2010): 30–36.
37
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offering the Palestinians sovereignty over the Temple Mount in Jerusalem
(the holiest of Jewish sites) in 2000. More recently, AIPAC failed in 2014
to prevent President Obama from making and implementing an agreement with Iran regarding its nuclear program (an issue which has been
more important to AIPAC than the Israeli-Palestinian conflict),39 and in
December 2016, it failed to prevent the Obama administration from
allowing a United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR 2334)
to pass that was highly critical of Israel’s settlements (the administration
abstained in the vote). As longtime U.S. peace envoy Dennis Ross writes,
[E]very president since Truman has been prepared to adopt positions that
the Israeli government—and its friends in Congress—opposed, if they felt
our interests dictated such postures. Eisenhower, Carter, Bush 41, and
Obama took positions critical of Israel. Similarly, whether on arms sales to
the Arabs or on approaches to Iran, when administrations felt it was in our
interests to take a decision regardless of Israel’s attitudes and the position
of AIPAC, they would prevail. Carter succeeded on selling F-15s; Reagan
did the same with AWACS. Bush blocked loan guarantees to Israel; and
Obama prevented new congressional sanctions against Iran.40

In short, for all its fearsome reputation, AIPAC is ultimately no match
for a determined administration.
It is also wrong to claim that the pro-Israel lobby is a major obstacle to
peace between Israel and the Palestinians because some of the groups
within the lobby are actually strong advocates for Israeli-Palestinian peace
and for the U.S.-sponsored peace process. The pro-Israel lobby is often
depicted as a highly organized, cohesive political actor, when in reality it is
neither monolithic nor a unitary actor.41 AIPAC is only one of a number of
pro-Israel lobby groups, albeit the largest, wealthiest, and most powerful
among them. There are dozens of other pro-Israel lobby groups in the
United States, and while they are all fundamentally committed to Israel’s
security and survival, they have widely different views about what is best for
Israel and for the U.S. relationship with Israel. They also have very different views about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. There are groups on the left
such as J Street and Americans for Peace Now that vociferously oppose
Israel’s occupation of the West Bank; frequently condemn the construction
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and expansion of Israeli settlements there; and strongly support the
establishment of a Palestinian state in the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and
East Jerusalem. By contrast, there are groups on the right such as the
Zionist Organization of America and the Emergency Committee for Israel
that support Israel’s continued control over the West Bank (for security,
historical, or religious reasons, or a combination of them), back Israeli
settlement building, and are staunchly opposed to Palestinian statehood.
And there are groups in the center such as AIPAC, the Anti-Defamation
League, and the American Jewish Committee that endorse a two-state
solution to the conflict, neither condemn nor condone settlement building,
and adamantly oppose any kind of American pressure on Israel.
The diversity of views within the pro-Israel lobby concerning the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict means that when lobbying the U.S. government, it rarely acts in unison or speaks with a single voice. More often
than not, U.S. policymakers hear from many different voices, each of
which claims to be “pro-Israel.”42 Indeed, nowadays there is a cacophony
of voices coming from the pro-Israel lobby, although some obviously
command more attention from politicians than others. But for all the
noise they generate and the attention they attract, pro-Israel groups
have had minimal impact on the peace process between Israel and the
Palestinians. Right-wing pro-Israel groups such as the Zionist Organization of America were staunchly opposed to the Oslo peace process, and
in the early and mid-1990s, they actively lobbied against the peace
process and tried to torpedo it (for instance, they successfully lobbied
Congress to pass a bill requiring the United States to move its embassy
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem and to pass an amendment that linked U.S.
aid to the Palestinian Authority to State Department certification that it
was complying with the Oslo Accords).43 Their efforts created complications for American and Israeli leaders,44 but they did not succeed in
derailing the peace process. Similarly, left-wing pro-Israel groups that
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have lobbied for American pressure to be applied on right-wing Israeli
governments reluctant to move forward on the peace process have
achieved only limited and short-term success at best. Although J Street
has had some successes in Congress (for example, in December 2012,
when its lobbying helped prevent an amendment to the National Defense
Authorization Act that would have reduced U.S. aid to the Palestinian
Authority and shut down the PLO’s office in Washington, DC, to punish
the Palestinians for seeking non–member state status in the United
Nations),45 J Street was not able to push the Obama administration
or Congress to apply any sustained pressure on Israel’s right-wing
government led by Prime Minister Netanyahu.
Thus, whether for or against the peace process, pro-Israel lobby
groups have been of marginal significance in influencing U.S. policy
toward it. This policy, like every aspect of American foreign policy, is
ultimately determined by what the U.S. administration believes is in the
American national interest. It is the administration’s definition or
interpretation of the national interest in the context of its broader
foreign policy beliefs and perceptions that determines its approach to
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. When an administration believes that
the U.S. national interest requires active American engagement in
Israeli-Palestinian peacemaking, then it becomes actively engaged,
whether pro-Israel lobby groups like it or not. After all, even the
George W. Bush administration, hailed by much of the pro-Israel lobby
in the United States as Israel’s best-ever friend in the White House,
eventually, albeit belatedly, pushed for an Israeli-Palestinian peace
agreement that included a division of Jerusalem, thereby provoking
the ire of right-wing pro-Israel groups.
AMERICAN JEWISH PUBLIC OPINION
If, as I argued in the preceding section, the American Jewish pro-Israel
lobby is not a major impediment to Israeli-Palestinian peacemaking, then
what about the wider American Jewish community? Do American Jews
support or oppose peacemaking efforts? Are they “doves” or “hawks” in
their attitudes toward the Israeli-Palestinian conflict?
Most American Jews support the formula of “land for peace” that has
long been the basis for peacemaking between Arabs and Israelis, and they
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are in favor of a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
involving the creation of a Palestinian state alongside the State of Israel.46
In the largest national survey of the American Jewish population in recent
years carried out by the Pew Research Center in 2013, a solid majority of
American Jews (61 percent) thought that Israel and an independent
Palestinian state could peacefully coexist.47 In this respect, American
Jews are quite dovish, certainly in comparison with Americans in general
(in a 2016 Pew survey, only half of the American public believed that a
peaceful two-state solution is possible), and even more so when compared
with Israeli Jews, just 43 percent of whom (in another Pew survey taken in
2015) thought that Israel and a Palestinian state could coexist peacefully
(this was down from 46 percent in 2013).48 In a more recent, and much
smaller, national survey of 731 American Jewish voters conducted on
Election Day in November 2016, an even larger percentage (72 percent)
supported a two-state solution involving the creation of an independent
Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, with its capital in East
Jerusalem.49 Sixty-nine percent of the respondents were also in favor of the
United States “exerting pressure on both the Israelis and Arabs to make the
compromises necessary to achieve peace,” a finding that suggests that
American Jews are, in fact, “a constituency for peace,” as then Secretary
of State Kerry put it.
However, despite their strong support for a two-state solution to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, most American Jews, like most Americans and
most Israelis, are pessimistic about the chances of achieving a peace
agreement between Israel and the Palestinians. They are also persistently
distrustful of the Palestinians (just like Israeli Jews). In the 2013 Pew
survey, three-quarters of American Jews did not believe that the current
Palestinian leadership (led by Palestinian Authority president Mahmoud
Abbas) was making a sincere effort to reach a peace agreement with
46
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Israel,50 and in another survey that year (commissioned by the AJC), threequarters of American Jewish respondents agreed with this statement: “The
goal of the Arabs is not a peaceful two-state agreement with Israel, but
rather the destruction of Israel” (similar numbers agreed with this statement every year the question is asked). Most American Jews are, therefore,
deeply ambivalent in their attitudes toward the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
They want peace and favor some Israeli territorial concessions, but they
also worry about Israeli security and are highly suspicious about
Palestinians intentions. They are concerned about the potentially severe
security threat Israel could face if it withdraws from territory in the West
Bank, but they are also concerned about the major demographic threat to
Israel’s future as a Jewish and democratic state if it continues to hold on to
this territory and effectively rule over the Palestinian population within
it.51 They are torn between these conflicting beliefs. They want Israel to end
the occupation, but they do not want Israel to take any security risks. They
want Palestinians to have a state of their own, but they do not want this
state to be a threat to Israel in any way. In short, they are, in Steven M.
Cohen’s apt phrase, “conditional doves.”52
These general American Jewish attitudes toward the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict are remarkably stable and enduring. In the annual surveys of
American Jewish public opinion commissioned by the AJC,53 for the
past 25 years, most American Jews have consistently supported the
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Israeli-Palestinian peace process (since it began with the U.S.-sponsored
Madrid peace conference in 1991) while remaining suspicious of Palestinian intentions.54 There was overwhelming support among American
Jews for the “Declaration of Principles” between Israel and the PLO signed
on the White House lawn on 13 September 1993. In a poll taken that
month, 90 percent of American Jews regarded the mutual recognition
between Israel and the PLO as a positive development, and 74 percent
supported Israel’s withdrawal from the Gaza Strip and the West Bank town
of Jericho.55
In another poll taken almost a year later, two-thirds of American Jews
still expressed support for the agreement, yet far fewer (44 percent)
thought that the Palestinians were interested “in a true and lasting peace
with Israel,” with 42 percent believing that the Palestinians were not
interested in this.56 There was even greater distrust of the PLO, with a
slight majority (53 percent) of those surveyed agreeing with the view that
“the PLO is determined to destroy Israel”57 and only 18 percent agreeing
that “the PLO [could] be relied upon to honor its agreements and refrain
from terrorist activity against Israel.”58 While their support for the Oslo
peace process declined slightly over time, throughout the years of the peace
process (1993–2000), a solid majority of American Jews were in favor of it
—although the minority of American Jews who opposed it were so
vocal and strident that they gave the impression that there was much
more opposition to the peace process among American Jews than there
actually was.59
When the Oslo peace process collapsed and the Second Intifada broke
out, the vast majority of American Jews blamed the Palestinians for the
failure to make peace and for the renewal of Israeli-Palestinian violence. In
the 2002 AJC survey, 80 percent of American Jewish respondents thought
that the Palestinians were responsible for the violence, and 82 percent
agreed with the statement “the goal of the Arabs is not the return of
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occupied territories but rather the destruction of Israel.”60 Most American
Jews also supported the actions of the Israeli government, then led by
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, in response to the wave of Palestinian suicide
bombings that took place at the height of the Second Intifada. Almost
two-thirds (62 percent) thought that the U.S. government should give the
Sharon government a “free hand” to take whatever actions it wanted in
responding to terrorist attacks, and nearly four out of five American Jews
supported the “targeted assassination” of suspected Palestinian terrorists.61 Nevertheless, throughout the Second Intifada (2000–2005),
most American Jews continued to support a two-state solution to the
conflict. In fact, American Jewish support for the establishment of a
Palestinian state “in the current situation” increased slightly during the
course of the Second Intifada (from 53 percent support in 2001 to a peak of
57 percent in 2004). The majority of American Jews, then, were hawkish in
their views about how Israel should respond to Palestinian terrorism, but
they remained dovish in their views about how Israel should ultimately
resolve its conflict with the Palestinians.
Although American Jews consistently express support for a two-state
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, when it comes to the specific
issues that need to be addressed in order to achieve this solution and the time
frame for implementing it, there is much less agreement among American
Jews. There is no clear consensus on the future of Jerusalem, for example.62
In general, more educated, more politically liberal, and less religiously
observant American Jews are more supportive of compromising on the
status of Jerusalem in the context of a peace agreement with the Palestinians
than less educated, more conservative, and more religious Jews.63 Similarly,
according to the annual AJC surveys, there is not a strong consensus among
American Jews on whether a Palestinian state should be established “in the
current situation” or on the future of Israel’s settlements in the West Bank.
While a slim majority of respondents generally support Palestinian
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statehood and the dismantling of some (but not all) settlements, a significant minority oppose these things. For instance, in the AJC’s 2015 Survey of
American Jewish Opinion (the most recent survey in which the question was
asked), 52 percent of American Jews supported the establishment of a
Palestinian state (a slight increase from 48 percent in the 2010 AJC survey)
compared with 46 percent who opposed this.64 On the question of what
should happen to Jewish settlements in the West Bank in the framework of a
peace agreement with the Palestinians, while a majority of American Jewish
respondents in the AJC surveys consistently support the dismantling of
at least some Israeli settlements, a significant minority—ranging from
35 percent to 45 percent—oppose the dismantling of any settlements.65
In the 2015 AJC survey, for example, 59 percent were in favor of Israel
dismantling at least some of its West Bank settlements “as part of a permanent settlement with the Palestinians,” while 39 percent were opposed to the
dismantling of any Jewish settlements.66
Israel’s continued settlement building in the West Bank is particularly
controversial among American Jews. Most American Jews oppose this,67
and a plurality (44 percent) believe that the continued construction of
settlements in the West Bank hurts Israel’s security (the prevailing view
among Israeli Jews, by contrast, is that settlements help the security of
Israel).68 But the minority of American Jews who support Israeli settlements in the West Bank tend to be the most strongly attached to Israel, and
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they are often the most mobilized and most vociferous. Support for Israel’s
settlement enterprise is by far the strongest among Orthodox American
Jews (who make up about 10 percent of the American Jewish adult
population), especially the modern Orthodox (about 3 percent of American
Jews). The issue of Jewish settlements in the West Bank divides Orthodox
and non-Orthodox American Jews more than any other single issue in the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.69 While non-Orthodox Jews have come to view
the settlements as a threat to Israel’s security and its future as a Jewish and
democratic state, Orthodox Jews continue to support them (emotionally
and, in many cases, financially).70
These different attitudes toward the Israeli settlement enterprise
stem in part from the fact that Orthodox American Jews are much
more likely than non-Orthodox American Jews to have family or friends
who live in West Bank settlements,71 and many have probably visited
such settlements themselves. Furthermore, over the last few decades, it
has become very common for young modern Orthodox American Jews
to spend a year or two after high school studying in yeshivas and
seminaries in Israel before returning to the United States to go to
college. Not only does this experience have a powerful impact on their
religious beliefs and practices, it also affects their political beliefs and
attitudes.72 Cumulatively, the attendance of so many young Orthodox
Jews at yeshivas in Israel (and some in the West Bank and East
Jerusalem) has had a profound impact on the culture and politics of
modern Orthodox American Jews, resulting in a stricter adherence to
Orthodox religious practices and a stronger commitment to Israel.73 It
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has also, no doubt, generated greater sympathy and support for the
settlement project.74
The division between Orthodox and non-Orthodox American Jews in
their views about Israeli settlements is part of a broader divide between the
two groups in their attitudes about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Not
only are Orthodox American Jews much more likely than non-Orthodox
American Jews to oppose any dismantling or evacuation of Jewish settlements in the West Bank, but also they are more likely to oppose the
establishment of a Palestinian state. In general, they are much less supportive of Israeli territorial compromise with the Palestinians than other
American Jews.75 In the 2013 Pew survey, for example, a majority of
Orthodox Jews (61 percent) did not think that Israel and a future
Palestinian state could coexist peacefully, whereas most non-Orthodox
Jews thought that this would be possible.76 Similar findings appear in
numerous other surveys over many years. In the mid-1990s at the height of
the Oslo peace process, polls showed that American Jewish opposition to
the peace process was largely concentrated within the Orthodox community. In a survey taken in September 1995, 64 percent of Orthodox Jews
opposed the Yitzhak Rabin government’s peace policy, while roughly
three-quarters of non-Orthodox Jews supported it (77 percent of Reform
Jews and 74 percent of Conservative Jews).77 A decade later, in a 2005
survey, a large majority of Orthodox Jews (69 percent) opposed the
establishment of a Palestinian state, whereas a majority of non-Orthodox
Jews wanted a Palestinian state to be established. In the same survey, most
Orthodox Jews (65 percent) opposed dismantling any West Bank settlements in a peace deal with the Palestinians, compared with only 36 percent
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of Conservative, 31 percent of Reform, and 32 percent of unaffiliated Jews
who felt this way.78
Divergent American Jewish opinions about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, therefore, are closely correlated with different religious denominations.79 The religious spectrum and the political spectrum in the American
Jewish community are almost identical—with more religious Jews generally falling on the right and more secular Jews falling on the left (of course,
not all religious Jews are on the right and not all secular Jews are on the
left). Orthodox Jews have long held the most right-wing and hawkish views
within the American Jewish community, while Reform Jews and unaffiliated Jews (that is, those who do not identify with any denomination) are
often the most left wing and dovish; Conservative Jews are typically more
centrist, with views somewhere in the middle (much the same way that
Conservative Judaism lies between Reform Judaism and Orthodox
Judaism).
In addition to the long-standing religious divide between Orthodox and
non-Orthodox American Jews over the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, there is
also a growing ideological divide between politically conservative Jews and
liberal Jews. While liberals still greatly outnumber conservatives in the
American Jewish community—in the Pew survey, half of American Jews
described themselves as liberal, while only 20 percent described themselves as conservative, and the rest, 30 percent, were self-defined moderates80—the minority of American Jews who are politically conservative are
well organized and highly vocal when it comes to Israel. Politically conservative Jews tend to be much more hawkish in their views concerning the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict than liberal Jews. Compared with liberals and
moderates, they are consistently more opposed to Israeli territorial concessions to the Palestinians,81 including a division of Jerusalem,82 and they
are less willing to dismantle Israeli settlements in the West Bank. Indeed,
in the Pew survey, a majority of conservative Jews (63 percent) thought
that building settlements in the West Bank either helped Israel’s security or
made no difference to it. Most liberal Jews (60 percent), by contrast,
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thought that settlement building undermined Israeli security. In recent
years, during which successive right-wing governments have ruled Israel,
politically conservative Jews have been much more supportive of Israeli
government policies and actions than liberal Jews, who have become
increasingly outspoken in their criticism of Israel’s treatment of the
Palestinians.83 These different attitudes reflect the broader, growing
divide between liberals and conservatives in the United States in their
views about Israel and its conflict with the Palestinians—a divide that is
now also becoming a partisan divide between Democrats and Republicans.84 Thus, Democrats and liberals in the United States have become
increasingly critical of Israel, while Republicans and conservatives have
become more supportive (in surveys, conservative Republicans express
much greater sympathy for Israel than for the Palestinians compared
with liberal Democrats, who now sympathize more with the Palestinians
than with Israel).85 This trend has undoubtedly affected American Jewish
opinions about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as well.
In sum, while a majority of American Jews are moderately dovish in
their views about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, a significant minority of
American Jews—who are more religious and more politically conservative
—are much more hawkish and hard-line in their attitudes. The fact that
members of this minority also tend to be more strongly attached to Israel
and more actively engaged in the organized American Jewish community
means that their views can have an outsize influence in American Jewish
politics vis-a-vis the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.86 Put simply, the more
important Israel is to American Jews, the more right wing they are likely to
be in their views about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict87 and the more
heavily involved they are likely to be in Jewish communal activities,
including Jewish politics. Hence, despite the moderately dovish majority
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of American Jews, a hawkish minority can sometimes have a louder voice
in the American Jewish debate about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
(which in recent years has become an acrimonious argument)88 and a
greater visibility in external perceptions of American Jewry’s stance toward
the conflict.
CONCLUSION
In this article, I have drawn on historical and survey evidence to argue that
American Jewish pro-Israel organizations and American Jews in general
are not impediments to peacemaking between Israelis and Palestinians.
The pro-Israel lobby is fragmented and politically divided, and although it
may sometimes constrain U.S. policymaking regarding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, U.S. policy is fundamentally driven by the definition of
American national interest, not by the Israel lobby. American Jews are
mostly doves who support Israeli territorial compromise and a two-state
solution, but they distrust the Palestinians and are divided over whether a
Palestinian state should be immediately established and whether East
Jerusalem should become its capital. Whatever their views about
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, American Jews do not significantly influence Israeli government policies toward the Palestinians. Although they
provide Israel with a lot of financial and political support, they are generally unwilling to use this as leverage over Israeli governments when it
comes to Israeli policymaking vis-a-vis the Palestinians. While American
Jews have become increasingly involved in Israeli domestic politics,89 they
have been quite reluctant to pressure Israel on matters concerning Israeli
foreign policy and national security.
Might this change in the future? Amid growing despair over the prospects for Israeli-Palestinian peace, some hold on to the hope that American
Jews will collectively mobilize and prod, if not pressure, the Israeli government to become more conciliatory with the Palestinians. 90 Could
American Jews eventually play the same kind of role in promoting
Israel-Palestinian peace that Irish Americans played in the Northern
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Ireland peace process in the 1990s, when pressure on Sinn Fein and the
Irish Republican Army from the Irish American community helped lead it
to renounce violence and disarm and brought about the Good Friday
Agreement? It is abundantly clear that growing numbers of American
Jews, especially younger ones,91 are becoming more critical of Israel’s
treatment of the Palestinians.92 Many are now deeply worried about
Israel’s ability to remain a Jewish and democratic state if it continues to
effectively rule over Palestinians in the West Bank and East Jerusalem.
They want Israel to stop its continued expansion of Jewish settlements and
resume serious peace talks with the Palestinians aimed at achieving a
two-state solution to the conflict. In the 2013 Pew survey, for example,
almost 50 percent of American Jews (and a majority of non-Orthodox
Jews) thought that the Israeli government at the time, led by Prime
Minister Netanyahu, was not sincerely trying to make peace with the
Palestinians, despite its repeated proclamations that it was and that
the stalemate in the peace process was solely the fault of the Palestinian
leadership. Since then, a more right-wing Israeli government has come to
power, and the peace process has stalled, so American Jewish frustration
with the Israeli government’s failure, even unwillingness, to pursue peace
with the Palestinians is only likely to intensify.
Not only are American Jews becoming more critical of Israel’s policies
toward the Palestinians, they are also becoming more willing to publicly
challenge them. The rapid rise of the dovish pro-Israel group J Street since
its formation in 2008 is the clearest manifestation of this (but by no means
the only one). Within only a few years, J Street has gone from being a small
start-up (with four full-time staff members) to a major player in the proIsrael lobby (with a staff of 50).93 It has quickly built a national network of
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grassroots supporters and established the largest pro-Israel political action
committee (PAC), JStreetPAC.94 With its financial firepower and rapidly
growing cadre of activists, J Street has emerged as a group that American
and Israeli policymakers cannot afford to ignore.95 Indeed, Israeli officials
initially tried hard to do so—Israel’s ambassador to the United States
famously declined an invitation to speak at J Street’s inaugural conference—but they eventually had to acknowledge that J Street was “significant,” as one senior Israeli government official succinctly put it.96
Nevertheless, although the Israeli government now has to contend with
a much noisier and better-organized opposition among American Jews to
its policies vis-a-vis the Palestinians, it is unlikely to alter these policies
simply because of American Jewish pressure. The present right-wing
Likud-led government in Israel appears determined to maintain Israel’s
current policy toward the conflict with the Palestinians, which is basically
aimed at managing the conflict rather than trying to resolve it. It also
continues to staunchly resist international pressure, including American
pressure, to cease its ongoing settlement activities in the West Bank and
East Jerusalem.97 Its apparent imperviousness to international pressure
and criticism, even from its most important ally, suggests that it is highly
unlikely to succumb to American Jewish pressure, however much this
pressure increases in the years ahead.
Even the possible erosion of American Jewish support for Israel (which
Israeli governments have come to rely on over the years) is unlikely to sway
right-wing Israeli governments from their present policies.98 For one
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thing, there is a widespread tendency among right-wing Israeli politicians
and pundits to simply dismiss criticism coming from secular, liberal
American Jews as naive and ill-informed at best, or at worst motivated
by self-interest or even self-hatred.99 For another, as long as Israeli policymakers think that major American Jewish organizations will continue to
support Israel, financially and politically, they are not especially concerned
by weakening grassroots support for Israel within the American Jewish
community. As one commentator notes, “for very practical and understandable reasons any Israeli prime minister cares more about what
AIPAC’s position is on an issue than the position voiced by your representative American Jew on the street.”100 Thus, although American Jews are
undoubtedly becoming more critical of Israel and more vocal about it, they
probably cannot persuade or pressure Israel’s government to make peace
with the Palestinians. Only Israelis and Palestinians can really do that.
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