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Political Perspectives
Although it appeared that tensions between 
the United States and Israel were easing to some 
degree in the first half of 2013, 2014 has brought 
a crisis in the relationship. !is may presage a 
new period of serious challenges that are likely to 
present the U.S. Jewish community with di"cult 
dilemmas. !is is so, even though continued 
security cooperation between the two countries 
has not, at this point, been damaged. In fact, 
according to government sources in Jerusalem and 
Washington, the alliance has deepened, reaching 
unprecedented levels.

What explains this duality? Certainly, the 
continuation and deepening of the security 
relationship is rooted in American regional 
interests, against the backdrop of Middle East 
instability where Arab regimes, long considered 
by the U.S. as secure regional anchors, are under 
threat. Furthermore, President Obama is inclined 
to accept the position of his supporters in the 

Jewish community, and especially of those close 
to him in Chicago, that diplomatic disagreements 
with Israel must not be allowed to a#ect its 
security strength and power, which guarantee 
its survival in a hostile region. !e political price 
is another component: !ere is an assessment 
among those around Obama that weakening the 
security relationship would be unacceptable to 
Congress and the American public.

On the other hand, the president and his inner 
circle believe that continued Israeli control 
over the West Bank and its implications for the 
Palestinian people constitute a colonialist policy 
that is unacceptable for a democratic state that 
considers itself part of the West. Some in the 
administration are beginning to consider Israel 
more a liability than an asset. !ese views lead to 
a less than friendly diplomatic approach toward 
Israel, which, in the relationship equation with 
the Palestinians, is perceived as the stronger, 
occupying party. 

!e Triangular Relationship: 
Jerusalem, Washington and 
the U.S. Jewish Community5
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Concern and Disappointment  
in Israel
A few months after President Obama's March 
2013 visit to Israel, his charm wore o# with the 
Israeli people, and suspicion of his administration's 
Mid-East policy reawakened. A survey published 
by the Israel Democracy Institute in March 2014, 
found that 66% of Israeli Jews and 53 percent of 
Israeli Arabs do not believe that Secretary of State 
John Kerry takes Israel's security needs adequately 
into account. !e change in Israeli public opinion 
derives from disappointment on seven levels:

A. Problematic U.S. diplomatic conduct toward 
Syria, Egypt, and Russia, 
which along with 
other factors, signals 
perceptions of weakness 
and a desire to depart 
from the Middle East;

B. !e failure of 
the American e#ort to 
move the peace process 
forward and the feeling 
that the White House 
tends to direct most of its 

criticism at Israel, while minimizing criticism 
of the Palestinians and downplaying their 
responsibility for their own mistakes;

C. U.S. engagement with the Fatah-Hamas 
technocratic unity government, and the 
administration's readiness to continue 
providing it with aid, even though Hamas has 
not moderated its positions and continues to 

maintain its own military force in Gaza;

D. Speculation that the U.S administration is 
prepared to espouse a compromise approach 
to the Iranian nuclear threat – at Israel's 
expense;

E. !e evaporation of the positive atmosphere 
toward the Obama administration created 
by the president's visit to Israel, and the 
missed opportunity to improve the personal 
relationship between President Obama and 
Prime Minister Netanyahu;

F. Reports in the American media critical of 
Israel not only for its part in the failure of the 
diplomatic process, but also for a series of 
apparent Israeli attempts to damage American 
interests and to engage in espionage on U.S. 
soil.

G. Concern that if the tension intensifies the 
U.S. administration may withhold support for 
Israel on the international scene, which would 
contribute to its isolation and a deepening of 
de-legitimization e#orts against it.

Suspicion of the Obama administration intensified 
with its cooperation with the new Palestinian 
government – a cooperation that is perceived 
as a slap in Israel’s face  – and could also make 
positive movement in the diplomatic process 
more di"cult. Without trust and faith in the 
American anchor, it would be hard for the Israeli 
public to support the significant and painful 
concessions needed to reach an agreement with 
the Palestinians.

Second term personnel changes in the Obama 
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administration have also intensified Israeli 
suspicion. !e replacement of the national security 
advisor, who had built a relationship of trust with 
Prime Minister Netanyahu and especially with his 
former Israeli counterpart, and the replacement 
of several other senior appointees around the 
president did not contribute, to say the least, to an 
improvement in the communication between the 
governments. !e present head of the National 
Security Council seems to have avoided regular 
meetings with the Israeli ambassador, who is 
perceived as pro-Republican, and this channel, 
which could contribute to relieving the tension, is 
not being fully utilized.

More concern in Jerusalem was generated because 
of perceptions that there are elements in the U.S. 
administration that seek to defame Israel in order 
to diminish support for it in pro-Israel circles, 
including among prominent members of the 
Jewish community.

In this context, it is important to note the series 
of reports about "Israeli spying against the United 
States" that were published as Congress was 
considering a proposal to include Israel in the 
visa waiver program, which would enable Israelis 
to visit the United States as tourists for up to 
three months. Leaked testimony from a closed 
congressional hearing led to a series of additional 
reports that, purportedly, the CIA relates to 
Israel as "Enemy Number 1" in the United States' 
counter-intelligence e#orts in the Middle East. 

One recent Newsweek report illustrates the bias 
against Israel: it is based on a book that is about 
to be published in Britain that reveals purported 

Israeli wiretapping of a 1999 conversation between 
President Bill Clinton and Syrian President Hafez 
el-Assad. Israeli sources do not dismiss such a 
possibility out of hand, but emphasize that even if 
there had been such a wiretap, it would have been 
on Assad's telephone line, not Clinton's. Senior 
o"cials of the Israeli government and intelligence 
agencies have categorically rejected these 
allegations, and strenuously denied any Israeli 
intelligence activity whatsoever against American 
targets since the Pollard a#air was exposed in 
1986. However, with the exception of a single 
comment by Defense 
Secretary Hegel, no 
senior American o"cial 
has denied the report. 
Hegel himself limited his 
comment to saying that 
the report was based on 
rumors and that he was 
"not aware of any facts 
that would substantiate 
the report." 

O!cial U.S. administration sources do not 
deny the di!culties that are emerging between 
the two countries. As to the charges of spying, 
they stressed that "we will have to make do 
with Hegel's comments, since without precise 
information, it is very di!cult to issue a blanket 
denial." "ese sources claimed that Israel and the 
United States must simultaneously invest great 
energies in maintaining their relationship, since 
the partnership between them is not automatic 
and future pressures can be anticipated as well. 
"e sources added that it would be a mistake to 
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think that in another two-and-a-half years, when 
a new president assumes o!ce, the di!culties 
that emerged between the two governments 
would disappear as if they had never existed: 
""e personal relations between the leaders do 
not change the two countries' basic interests. In 
recent decades, U.S. policy has favored a two-
state solution, and this is not about to change, 

so the di!culties will 
remain in place."

In such a situation, 
the need for close 
coordination is strongly 
felt on both sides, and 
every e#ort must be 
made to reopen the 
direct channel for 
dialogue at the highest 
levels.

U.S. Suspicion of Israeli Conduct
At the same time as questions were being raised in 
Israel about President Obama, serious suspicions 
within the administration about the Israeli 
government has also contributed to the lack of 
confidence between the two governments, for the 
following reasons:

A. Benjamin Netanyahu’s current coalition 
suggests a rightward turn in the Israeli 
leadership and a hardening of the 
government's ideological positions. !ere is 
a perception that Israeli policy is conducted 
according to political considerations, i.e. to 
ensure the stability of the governing coalition;

B. !e increase in comments by Israeli leaders 
who are members of the coalition about the 
intention to annex territories in Judea and 
Samaria (mainly in the settlement blocs) 
unilaterally;

C. Israel has been seen as exploiting its influence 
in Congress in order to criticize White House 
policy on dialogue with Iran and on the 
diplomatic process with the Palestinians;

D. Continued building and issuance of 
construction tenders for new housing units in 
West Bank settlements and in East Jerusalem;

E. Perceptions in President Obama's inner circle 
and in the Democratic Party, about Israeli 
interference in the 2012 election;

F. Harsh comments by ministers and by coalition 
Knesset members about Secretary Kerry and 
members of the American peace team.

!e American administration's frustration was 
expressed in reports – both in the United States 
and in Israel – that accompanied the failure of 
the talks with the Palestinians. !e major blame 
was placed on Israel's refusal to freeze settlement 
construction, and its issuance of a slew of plans 
and new construction tenders during the 
negotiations. !e feeling in Israel was that the 
administration was excessively forgiving of what 
was referred to as "Abu Mazen's running away 
from making decisions." !e Americans replied 
by saying: "Abu Mazen did not run away from 
making decisions. He was 'locked in' because 
of the continuation of construction in the 
territories."
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Direct talks with Iran have also contributed to recent 
tensions. !e Israeli government's trust in the readiness 
of the United States to live up to its commitment to 
stop Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon, which is 
considered an existential threat to Israel, has eroded. 
!e main concern is that U.S. policy will enable Iran 
to establish itself as a nuclear threshold state, and is 
exacerbated by what Israel regards as signaled U.S. 
weakness vis-a-vis Syria, Egypt, and Russia. 

President Obama's May 2014 West Point 
commencement address was also interpreted 
by some Israelis as a sign of American hesitance: 
“Since World War II, some of our most costly 
mistakes came not from our restraint but from 
our willingness to rush into military adventures 
without thinking through the consequences…”

"e Israeli Paradox
From the outside, it is di"cult to understand the 
apparent paradox that characterizes Israeli life. 
On one hand – the pervasive feeling that Iran's 
nuclear ambitions pose an existential threat, 
the demographic reality and the concern that 
it could become a bi-national state, instability 
in the Middle East, and the de-legitimization 
campaign waged against it around the world; and 
on the other hand – the Israeli public’s optimism, 
its high birthrate, economic stability, high-rise 
construction in Tel Aviv and soaring property 
values. International surveys (such as the 2013 
World Happiness Report published by UNSDSN, 
which relied on Gallup World Poll data and 
findings of the OECD and ranked Israel 11th out 
of 156 countries), show Israel high in quality of life 

indices. In this regard, two key parameters should 
be noted as far as Israel is concerned: Mutual 
responsibility-social cohesion; and the health 
indices.

Non-Israelis find it perplexing that the former 
defense minister and prime minister, who publicly 
warns about the existential threat of Iran's 
nuclearization, lives in a penthouse apartment 
in one of Tel Aviv's prestigious new skyscrapers. 
Outside of Israel, it is also hard to understand 
the desire of a majority of Israelis to retain the 
country's Jewish and democratic character 
while pushing away the 
significance of continued 
rule over the Palestinian 
people. It is di"cult to 
understand how, despite 
the frustration, exposing 
corruption among the 
Israeli elite is consistent 
with the hope that Israel 
is marching toward 
cleaner government. It is 
di"cult to understand how the prime minister, 
despite harsh criticism from both right and left, is 
positioned high in political opinion polls against 
rivals both within and outside his own party.

!ese contradictions have characterized 
Israel since its establishment. Existential tests 
and challenges have gone hand in hand with 
unprecedented achievements since independence. 
!e contradiction also manifests in the internal 
political situation. While polls show that most of 
the population favors far-reaching compromises to 
achieve a comprehensive peace agreement based 
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on the two-state formula, election results and 
political polling point to a continued advantage 
for the right.

Benjamin Netanyahu continues to lead his 
political rivals. He is perceived by the public as 
the best suited to the post of prime minister, even 
though he is subject to constant criticism over his 
handling of the job and often has trouble leading 
internal initiatives due to lack of political support. 
!is is exactly what happened, for example, when 
he was not able to promote his own candidate for 
the presidency, or in selecting a top economist to 
be governor of the Bank of Israel.

In a Haaretz poll 
conducted a year after the 
2013 elections, Netanyahu 
garnered 30% support 
versus only 11% for the 
Labor Party head, Isaac 
Herzog; 7% for Tzipi Livni; 
6 % for Foreign Minister 
Avigdor Lieberman and 
the Jewish Home leader, 

Naftali Bennett; and only 5% for Yair Lapid.

Some explanations – albeit partial – for this 
phenomenon:

A. !e relative stability that characterizes 
Netanyahu's government in the economic field 
at a time of world financial crisis, the security 
and relative quiet (until Protective Edge, under 
his tenure fewer Israelis and fewer Arabs have 
been killed than under any other prime minister 
since the Six Day War), and the momentum of 
construction and investment in infrastructure;

B. !e assessment that the government he heads 
will negotiate more e"ciently than another 
government;

C. Developments in the political arena: Former 
Defense Minister Ehud Barak, who was 
regarded as a strong potential candidate for 
a second premiership, retired from politics 
and support for him vanished, while his 
successor, Moshe "Bogie" Ayalon, is not yet 
perceived by the public as an appropriate 
prime-ministerial candidate; two other 
potential rivals to Netanyahu – the former 
prime minister, Ehud Olmert, and the former 
IDF chief of sta#, Gabi Ashkenazi, – have 
been caught up in corruption scandals and 
investigations.

As concerns corruption in Israel, 2014 was 
an especially di"cult year. Ehud Olmert was 
sentenced to six years in prison for his part in 
the Holyland a#air and faces a Supreme Court 
appeal by the state over charges of which he had 
been acquitted. !is is the result of subsequent 
testimony given by his former secretary, whose 
silence had helped in his exoneration. Gabi 
Ashkenazi, who was considered to be someone 
who could lead the Labor Party to victory 
in the elections, has been questioned under 
caution over various suspicions related to a 
forged document that was designed to thwart 
the chances of one of the candidates to succeed 
him. In addition, a new investigation at the Port 
of Ashdod is aimed at uncovering ties between 
money and political power that were used, 
among other things, to bring about Ehud Barak's 
ouster, and interference in the internal political 
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operations of the Labor Party (Haaretz-!e 
Marker, June 6, 2012).

"e corruption investigations have not been 
confined to the top political echelons alone. A 
series of other trials and investigations – some of 
which have already led to arrests, indictments, 
and even convictions of public servants 
including the former chief rabbi, mayors, and 
other o!cials – has not been accompanied by 
rejoicing in Israel. While some do feel deeply 
frustrated by these revelations, many others 
feel that the country is strong enough and its 
society healthy enough to deal with ills that had 
been neglected during the first decades of its 
existence, and remain optimistic.

"e Jewish Community: "Between 
a Rock and a Hard Place"
A crisis in the relationship between Israel and the 
United States could put the Jewish community in 
a problematic position. American Jewry has felt 
comfortable when there has been a convergence 
of interests between their government and Israel's 
in combination with the moral and democratic 
values both countries hold. When one of the two 
pieces of the equation weakens, some U.S. Jews feel 
they are between a rock and a hard place, pressed 
between their total loyalty to their country, the 
United States, and the expectation of support for 
their sister Jewish community in Israel.

Damage can today be detected on both levels. 
A situation in which Israel and the United States 
have di#erent policy approaches toward Iran 
and in which the peace talks with the Arabs and 

particularly with the Palestinians have reached 
a dead end, increases these feelings, particularly 
if they are portrayed by the administration as 
contrary to American interests.

Further – and as reflected in a JPPI project 
conducted this year on Diaspora Jews' approach 
to the question of Israel's character as a Jewish 
and democratic state – the sense of alienation 
from Israel is deepening in parts of the Jewish 
community. Among the most frequently cited 
reasons are Israel’s lack of openness to di#erent 
streams of Judaism, and perceived discrimination 
against its Arab minority.

Critical articles and 
reports about Israel 
alleging harm to vital 
United States interests, 
such as charges of Israeli 
espionage, arouse concern 
in certain quarters within 
the community over 
the emergence of anti-
Jewish sentiment among 
portions of the American 
general public.

Distancing is not yet a 
sweeping phenomenon, 
yet there are increasing signs of internal division 
in North American Jewry over Israel, particularly 
among younger Jews. In the past year, this 
phenomenon could be seen in Jewish campus 
activity and at community events, as well as in 
disagreements that arose over the participation 
of representatives of Jewish organizations critical 
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of Israeli policies in New York’s annual Celebrate 
Israel Parade.

Another issue that should be tracked involves the 
relative erosion in the political representation of 
Jews in the United States. In the past six years, the 
number of Jews in the House of Representatives 
has dropped from 33 to 22, and in the Senate 
from 13 to 11. While the Jewish community still 
enjoys a comparative advantage in its political 
representation and while there may be some 
correlation between these numbers and a decline 
in the strength of the Democratic Party, for which 
a majority of Jews have traditionally voted, it is 
possible nevertheless that this phenomenon also 
reflects a weaker inclination among younger Jews 
to seek political or public service careers.

"ese phenomena require a response, both 
from the Israeli and American communities. 
"e Israeli government and its friends in the 

United States must make a concerted e#ort 
to maintain the special relationship between 
the two countries. Israel must, for its part, 
develop a more hospitable policy toward 
the various Jewish streams and show greater 
understanding of the expectation among 
the younger generation that it be a paragon 
of morality and values by ensuring minority 
rights, in order to enable them to identify with 
Israel more strongly. And at the same time, the 
American Jewish community must encourage 
the development of talent and commitment 
among the younger generation who will take 
responsibility for the future, not only within the 
Jewish leadership and the economy but also in 
politics, government, and academia.


