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Executive Summary 

 
 The discourse on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the United States is limited and the ability of 

the Jewish-American establishment to dictate the conversation on Israel is unparalleled.  Pro-Israel 

interests have contributed $101.7 million in donations to federal candidates and party committees since 

1990.  AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, is considered the second-most powerful 

lobby in Washington, D.C., beat out only by the NRA.  AIPAC’s organizational mission is “to strengthen 

the ties between the United States and its ally Israel”.  AIPAC supports policies promoting more funding 

to Israel, greater security and protection of Israel, an undivided Jerusalem, and negotiations without 

preconditions.  AIPAC offers selective information about each of these policy issues.  Agendas are 

inevitable, but when an organization is considered the preeminent voice for all 6.59 million Jewish-

Americans, that organization’s agenda must come into sharper focus.  This is especially true because 

AIPAC policies have not helped foster a peace agreement and have little chance of doing so.   

AIPAC doesn’t offer a complete picture of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict – nor do its policies in 

any way reflect the full spectrum of Jewish American public opinion.   The American Jewish 

Committee’s Annual Survey of Jewish American Opinion found that 55% of Jewish Americans currently 

oppose the establishment of a Palestinian state.  However, a J Street commissioned poll found that 57% of 

American Jews support the final status peace agreement (which includes the establishment of a 

Palestinian state on the basis of 1967 borders).  Jewish American opinion varies, depending on the ways 

questions are asked.  58% of Israelis support the Clinton Parameters (which call for the division of 

Jerusalem, the withdrawal from settlements, and some aspect of the right of return).  Whether the AJC or 

the J Street survey is used, the number of Israelis that support a two-state solution is still higher.   AIPAC 

and its partners have done their jobs very well – even Israelis are more open to a Palestinian state than are 

Jewish Americans.  But J Street’s polls show more Jewish-Americans open to a two-state solution than 

the American Jewish Committee polls.  These voices need to be included in the mainstream discourse in 

the US. 



2 

 

Policy does not have to be a given: the examples of the Gaza Withdrawal in 2005 and the 

temporary deferral of loan guarantees to Israel by George H.W. Bush show that global events can lead to 

changes in US policy toward Israel.  But organizations must be ready to take advantage of the rare 

confluence of such events; one appropriate way of doing so is through the expansion of discourse.  

Without Jewish-Americans driving a change in the discourse, however, such a change will be unlikely.  J 

Street was thus selected as the organization most capable of spearheading this effort.  Founded by Jeremy 

Ben-Ami in 2008, it is the moderate alternative to AIPAC.  The resources available to the organizations 

differ vastly: in 2010, AIPAC’s operating budget was $67 million in comparison to J Street’s $2.2 

million.  J Street holds different policy perspectives than AIPAC, including financial support of political 

candidates who advocate a two-state solution, the need for a settlement freeze, and the affirmation of 

1967 borders. 

If these policies were the norm for Congress, perhaps negotiations wouldn’t be stalled.  The 

expansion of J Street is therefore desirable.  Five recommendations are made as possible avenues for 

strengthening J Street’s efficacy.  All would be necessary to enable J Street to fully serve as the vehicle 

for shifting discourse in the US on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  The options are as follows: more direct 

involvement with Congress (and, relatedly, the proliferation of the language of national security), priority 

given to J Street U to capture the reality of demographic shifts in the Jewish-American population, the 

sponsorship of debates, greater mainstream media presence, and coalition-building.   

Through strategic investments in these five areas, J Street can influence the debate by offering 

greater access to information for the public and for Congress.  J Street can build upon these efforts to 

solidify its standing as the alternative for Jewish-Americans seeking peace, thus broadening the discourse 

and creating new understandings of how peace can be attained.   
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“There will not be one winner in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  There can be only a win-win 

compromise or a perpetual, bloody conflict.” 

Jeremy Ben-Ami 

 

“Peace cannot be bestowed upon people.  Peace must be earned by people.  It must be the 

product of the desire of humanity, wherever humanity may be, to find answers to mutual 

problems.” 

Hubert H. Humphrey 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Introduction 

 

The nature of the discourse on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the United States is 

extraordinarily complex.  US discourse is just one small component of the conflict in general, but 

the dialogue within the United States has huge ramifications for the future of the conflict and the 

viability of any potential peace settlement.  Analyzing the discourse, as well as exploring how 

this discourse can expand,  is an important aspect of understanding all the dimensions of the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

This paper will first briefly offer background information on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

and the current state of policy and discourse in the United States regarding the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.  After the establishment of this foundation, the next step is an explanation of the need to 

change discourse in the United States to more inclusively reflect and inform a broader base of 

public opinion on the particulars of the US relationship with Israel in this context.  An analysis of 

two incidents where US policy toward Israel did shift is included to ground the assumption that 

policy is not immoveable.   

The central argument underlying this paper is that without a significant and prominent effort 

made by Jewish-American organizations and individuals, it is unlikely that the stifled nature of 
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discourse within the US on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict will ever change.  J Street, a 

Washington DC-located firm, will be presented as the optimal organization to undertake such 

efforts.  The final component of the paper will be an analysis of how J Street can expand its 

organizational capacity to truly embody the voice of moderate Jewish Americans and further 

push the boundaries of what is deemed acceptable in the US dialogue on the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.      

Background of Conflict and Status Quo of US Policy and Discourse 

Background of Conflict 

A very concise history of the conflict itself is necessary for structuring the content of this 

paper.  The British Mandate is the commonly accepted modern starting point of the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict. The danger of being stateless was terrifyingly apparent in the wake of the 

Holocaust; after the decimation of significant portions of the Jewish population, the creation of a 

Jewish state was seen as an imperative.  In 1947, a Partition Plan adopted by the United Nations 

proposed two states in historic Palestine - one Jewish and one Arab. In this plan, Jerusalem was 

designated as an international zone.  The Jewish state was established and evolved into modern-

day Israel; the Arab state never came into being.     

Ever since the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, issues concerning refugees and rightful land 

ownership have prevented a cessation of the turmoil between the Israelis and the Palestinians.  

Negotiations, especially the Oslo Accords, the Camp David Summit of 2000, and the 2007 

Annapolis Conference, have consistently stalled over border agreements for a two-state solution. 

Particularly, Jerusalem (and, further, the notion of 1967 borders) poses complex obstacles in the 

determination of the geographic boundaries of any potential Palestinian state.   
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Jerusalem, conceptually and historically divided into West and East counterparts, is 

frequently saved for the end of negotiations, if not left off the docket entirely.  Competing claims 

exist for ownership of the city, which is viewed as a non-negotiable by all parties due to its 

sacred sites for both Judaism and Islam.  Israel annexed East Jerusalem in 1967, but this 

annexation is contested; though Jerusalem is proclaimed by Israeli law to be the capital of Israel, 

the international community does not recognize the city as the Israeli capital.  In fact, the United 

States Embassy is purposely located in Tel Aviv instead of Jerusalem.  The Jerusalem Embassy 

Act, which passed in 1995 in both the House of Representatives and the Senate, is a public law 

that provides for the relocation of the US Embassy to Jerusalem
1
; despite the Act’s passage, each 

president since 1995 has used a presidential waiver to prevent the Embassy relocation based on 

national security concerns.
2
     

Congressional attempts notwithstanding, Jerusalem presents a problem that can 

undoubtedly only be resolved through direct negotiations and as part of a larger-scale two-state 

solution.    

The US-Israel Relationship 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has substantial national security and domestic 

ramifications for the United States. These include our intricate relationship with Israel, the 

strategic and geopolitical significance of the territory in question (as well as its significance in 

broader Middle East and Arab contexts), and the concern over disputed land as a potential 

breeding ground for future terrorist activities.   

                                                           
1
 “S. 1322--104th Congress: Jerusalem Embassy Act of 1995.” GovTrack.us (database of federal legislation): 1995. 

http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/104/s1322 
2
 “Obama Extends Jerusalem Embassy Waiver.” The Jewish Week: 3 June 2010. 

http://www.thejewishweek.com/news/breaking_news/obama_extends_jerusalem_embassy_waiver 
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The relationship between Israel and the United States is characterized most commonly as 

‘special’; it offers the US necessary geographic opportunities and it results in vital intelligence 

exchanges.  The common pursuit and fulfillment of democracy philosophically enjoins both 

Israel and the United States.  The safety and protection of Israel are significant concerns for the 

Jewish-American population, a subset comprised of 6.59 million people in 2011, or 2.1% of the 

entire US population.
3
  Pro-Israel interests have contributed $101.7 million in donations to 

federal candidates and party committees since 1990.
4
  Congressional support for Israel is 

ironclad, creating a pressurized environment for any Israel-related policy decisions.   

An alliance of unprecedented proportions is borne from this pressurized environment. 

Israel is the single largest recipient of US foreign aid, receiving at least $3 billion annually.
5
  

Most of this comes in the form of defense payments to help Israel maintain and improve its 

military technologies, such as the development of the David’s Sling system and the Arrow I and 

Arrow II systems.  In fact, US funding constitutes nearly 20 percent of the overall Israeli defense 

budget.
6
   Such weapons systems are considered critical for Israeli security, especially given 

Israel’s increasing isolation over the last two years - mostly through the deterioration of Israel’s 

relationship with Turkey and Egypt, as well as ever-increasing tensions between Israel and Iran.  

Despite US efforts, however, no negotiated solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been 

reached, and the likelihood of attaining peace seems further away than ever. 

It is generally accepted that a change in who sits at the Oval Office implies a change in 

US policy.  With the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, this axiom has not historically held true.   In 

                                                           
3
 Sheskin, Ira and Arnold Dashefsky.  “Jewish Population in the United States, 2011”. Berman Institute – North 

American Jewish Data Bank: 2011. 
4
 “Pro-Israel: Money to Congress.” OpenSecrets.org: Money in Politics. Center for Responsive Politics: 2012. 

http://www.opensecrets.org/industries/summary.php?ind=Q05 

(note: individual, group, and soft money donations were combined in the calculation of the $101.7 million) 
5
 Sharp, Jeremy M. U.S. Foreign Aid to Israel. Rep. no. RL33222. Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research 

Service, 2009. 
6
 Ibid. 
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fact, even though President Barack Obama was heralded as an agent of change prior to his 

inauguration, Obama has failed to shift the status quo in US policy on this issue in any tangible 

way.  Some envision that a second-term Obama, unencumbered by the weight of re-election, 

might be a harbinger of shifts.  “According to popular legend, an American president, 

unshackled by the politics of reelection, is more willing and able to do forceful Arab-Israeli 

diplomacy (read: pressure on Israel) during a second term.”
7
  Unfortunately, as examined by 

Aaron David Miller in his piece for Foreign Policy, “The Second Term Illusion,” this vision is 

unfounded. 

 The doubt Miller expresses stems partly from the current political landscape in the 

Middle East.  The ideological distance between Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and 

President of the Palestinian Authority (PA) and Chairman of the Palestine Liberation 

Organization (PLO) Mahmoud Abbas is a huge obstacle for peace.  Netanyahu is a member of 

the Likud Party, a conservative political party that has yet to seek out meaningful compromises 

with its Palestinian negotiating counterparts.  One area where this refusal to make concessions is 

apparent is the issue of settlements – under Netanyahu, settlement construction has accelerated, 

leaving the prospect of a settlement reduction (or even a settlement freeze) bleak
8
.   

[T]his conduct…has turned the settlements, today more than at any other time, into a 

blunt knife being used to massacre the idea of two states, the diplomatic and moral status 

of Israel, the rule of law and the mission and image of the Israel Defense Forces.
9
 

The settlement issue, taken in conjunction with the perceived threat of the Fatah/Hamas unity 

government in Palestine, suggests that there is too much distrust between current Israeli and 

                                                           
7
 Miller, Aaron David. “The Second Term Illusion.” Foreign Policy: April 11, 2012.    

www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/04/11/the_second_term_illusion 
8
 Greenberg, Joel. "Netanyahu Steps up Settlement Construction after UNESCO Vote." The Washington Post: 

November 2, 2011. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/netanyahu-steps-up-settlement-construction-after-unesco-

vote/2011/11/01/gIQASF2adM_story.html. 
9
 Arieli, Shaul.  “Netanyahu, up to his neck in settlements.” Haaretz: April 23, 2012.  

http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/netanyahu-up-to-his-neck-in-settlements-1.425934 
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Palestinian leadership for negotiations to seem likely.  Israel’s distrust was particularly 

exacerbated by the Palestinian request for full membership in the United Nations and the 

approval of Palestinian membership in UNESCO in the fall of 2011.  Furthermore, the threat of 

Iran has spurred the new Israeli coalition government comprised of the Likud and Kadima 

parties, solidifying Netanyahu’s political power.   

 The relationship between Netanyahu and President Obama is also less than ideal for 

conflict resolution.  To maintain the appearance of diplomatic ease, the public interactions 

between the two leaders have to date been cordial.  However, the undercurrent of differences in 

tactics to achieve common goals was recently noted by President Obama himself. 

 What I think is absolutely true is that the prime minister and I come out of different 

political traditions. This is one of the few times in the history of U.S.-Israeli relations 

where you have a government from the right in Israel at the same time you have a center-

left government in the United States, and so I think what happens then is that a lot of 

political interpretations of our relationship get projected onto this.
10

 

 

Political realities indicate it is not an opportune time to push negotiations and seek a mediated 

resolution of the conflict.  The stasis of US policy is compounded by a Congress that refuses to 

take any action in regards to Israel other than passing legislation supporting Israel’s right to 

defend itself.  In effect, current policy is a continuation of past policy, where the alliance with 

Israel is confirmed as absolutely critical; even if the language used in speeches or statements 

alters slightly, the policy of support for Israel remains constant. 

 

The Goal of a Two State Solution 

                                                           
10

 President Obama excerpted from: Goldberg, Jeffrey.  “Obama to Iran and Israel: ‘As President of the United 

States, I Don’t Bluff’”.  The Atlantic: March 2, 2012.  

http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/obama-to-iran-and-israel-as-president-of-the-united-

states-i-dont-bluff/253875/     
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There is an assumption underlying this paper; namely, that a two-state solution is the most 

feasible option for reaching a viable agreement between the Israelis and the Palestinians.  It is 

important to acknowledge the basis for this assumption.  Many possibilities have been posed as 

solutions to the conflict, including but not limited to one-state, two-state, and three-state options.  

In a one-state solution, all Israelis and Palestinians would become citizens of a single state.  The 

population gradations of such an endeavor would not be in the best interest of Israel - including 

all Palestinians in the Israeli state would completely alter Israel’s demographics.  It is not likely 

that this would bring viable peace – both sides want their own sovereignty and would not want to 

share it.   

A three-state solution would involve giving over the West Bank and Gaza to Jordan and 

Egypt, respectively.  Unfortunately, neither Jordan nor Egypt wishes to take control of a restless 

population in disputed territory.  The safety of Israel would not be served, nor would the desire 

of Palestinians to become citizens of their own country. 

This leaves the two-state option - the most likely solution to bring long-lasting peace and the 

one that is in the US’s strategic interests.  The two-state solution is the most universally accepted 

policy option proffered by academics, think tanks, and government officials as the way to 

achieve peace between the Israelis and Palestinians.  This is the policy framework within which 

the US government currently operates. As recently as April 26
th

, 2012, President Obama 

reiterated the importance of a two state solution while still maintaining the special relationship 

between the United States and Israel: 

Ours is a unique relationship founded on an unbreakable commitment to Israel’s security, and 

anchored by our common interests and deeply held values.  These values continue to 

enlighten and guide our efforts as we work with Israel, as well as with others in the region, to 

confront shared challenges and to achieve a just and comprehensive peace based on a two-
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state solution that will usher in a future of peace, security, and dignity for the people of Israel 

and its neighbors.
11

 

 

The vision of a Palestinian and an Israeli state existing side-by-side is a policy goal of the current 

administration, then, as long as its actualization does not diminish Israeli security. 

The Power of the Pro-Israel Lobby  

AIPAC (American Israel Public Affairs Committee) is the most powerful pro-Israel 

interest group in the United States.  The organization’s mission is “to strengthen the ties between 

the United States and its ally Israel.”
12

  In 1997, Fortune magazine named AIPAC the second-

most powerful lobby in Washington, losing out only to the National Rifle Association; the 

National Journal came to the same conclusion in 2005.
13

  AIPAC was formally established in 

1959.  AIPAC began as the American Zionist Council, a foreign lobbying group, which was 

reorganized as a US organization in 1953; the organization was first called the American Zionist 

Committee for Public Affairs before being renamed AIPAC in 1959.
14

   Since that time, AIPAC 

has developed into one of the most well-funded, well-positioned, and influential organizations in 

the country with few rivals.  AIPAC’s acronym is slightly misleading – the organization is not a 

political action committee.  Its constituent members, however, do individually contribute 

financially to political campaigns.  

 AIPAC is not the only organization in the American Jewish establishment.  The 

American Jewish Committee and the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish 

Organizations are also significant actors in the political sphere in regards to US policy and 

                                                           
11

 Excerpted from a statement made by President Barack Obama for Israeli Independence Day. April 26, 2012.  Full 

text of the statement can be found at: 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/04/26/statement-president-israeli-independence-day 
12

 AIPAC’s website: “Our Mission”. 

 http://www.aipac.org/en/about-aipac/our-mission 
13

 Mearsheimer, John and StephenWalt. “The Israel Lobby and US Foreign Policy”.  Farrar, Straus, and Giroux: 

August 2007.  Pg. 14 
14

 Ibid, pg 118 
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discourse surrounding the US relationship with Israel.  AIPAC works closely with the 

aforementioned organizations, but AIPAC is still the most powerful and the most visible of these 

groups.     

AIPAC did not start out as the powerhouse it is today.  The organization developed over 

time, evolving to focus on the alignment of US-Israeli strategic interests and moral values.     

The lobby’s size, wealth, and influence grew substantially after the Six-Day War in June 

1967 … The heightened concern with Israel’s well-being within Jewish organizations 

continued during the War of Attrition (1969-70) and the October War (1973).  These 

conflicts reinforced pride in Israel’s military prowess, but they also raised fears about 

Israel’s security, thereby reinforcing the Israel-centric focus of many Jewish community-

relations groups.
15

   

 

AIPAC has become powerful because it has managed to create a standardized notion of what is 

acceptable and normal in terms of US-Israeli relations.  By institutionalizing the content and 

framework of dialogue in the United States over any issue that involves Israel, AIPAC has 

strategically managed to create stigma surrounding any who are considered deviant from the 

cultural norm of an unquestioned allegiance to Israel.  In a sense, AIPAC’s power has the effect 

of silencing individuals and setting an agenda that necessarily ostracizes all organizations and 

individuals who do not fall categorically in line with AIPAC’s policies.  

The concepts of the three dimensions of power are exceedingly relevant here.
16

  AIPAC 

operates on all three dimensions of power – the organization influences outcomes, influences the 

agenda, and influences consciousness. AIPAC has successfully positioned itself as the 

gatekeeper to financial contributions, large populations of voters, and clarification to the often-

times confusing social and political landscape of the Middle East.  By casting itself in this role, 

AIPAC is the established and preeminent guide for Congressional members when it comes to all 

matters Israel.   

                                                           
15

 Ibid, pg. 118-19 
16

 Lukes, Steven.  “Power: A Radical View”.  Macmillan: January 1, 1975. 
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AIPAC released a public report in March 2012 outlining all the regional issues deemed 

threatening to Israel’s security.  The report, entitled “Growing Turmoil, Increased Threats” 

included a threat map that assigned short blurbs to each of Israel’s neighbors.  The report made 

no mention of the Israeli role in the creation of those threats.  In its depiction of Turkey, for 

example, AIPAC merely said “[This] NATO country has cooled once strong relations with Israel 

and has even threatened military confrontation.”
17

  This oversimplification leaves out the 

explanation for the diminished Turkish-Israeli relationship.  In 2010, eight Turks were killed 

when Israel prevented their flotilla from delivering aid to Gazans.  Israel refuses to apologize for 

the incident.  Consequently, Turkey has actively reduced its diplomatic relations with Israel.  

This background is not present in the AIPAC report, highlighting the report’s purpose as an 

effort to strategically frame the Middle East for congressional members and the public.     

AIPAC lobbies to continually solidify and improve the relationship between the US and 

Israel.  For example, the organization recently pushed for the United States-Israel Enhanced 

Security Cooperation Act of 2012.  The Act passed in the House (H.R. 4133) and is being 

considered in the Senate (S. 2165).  The legislation “recommends several ways to strengthen 

U.S.-Israel strategic cooperation in such fields as missile defense, homeland security, energy, 

intelligence and cyber-security”.
18 Instead of seeking to craft opportunities for peace in a 

multilateral manner, AIPAC focuses its efforts on increasing US support for Israel. Ostensibly, 

AIPAC supports a two-state solution.
19

  In reality, however, there is virtually no literature 

coming out of AIPAC that allows room for a workable two-state solution.   

                                                           
17

 AIPAC’s website: “Policy”. 

http://aipac.org/~/media/Publications/Policy%20and%20Politics/AIPAC%20Analyses/Issue%20Memos/2012/03/Th

reat_Mapweb.pdf 
18

 AIPAC’s website: “Legislative Agenda”. 

http://aipac.org/legislative-agenda/agenda-display?agendaid={AE0C38C6-14E9-46AA-A5BE-2530BC0E7909} 
19

 AIPAC’s website: “Our Mission”.   

http://aipac.org/en/about-aipac/our-mission 
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For example, AIPAC states that Jerusalem must be the undivided capital of the Jewish 

state.
20

  In a 2006 policy briefing book designed for Congress, AIPAC describes Jerusalem as 

central to lives of Jews around the world.  It is also mentioned that under Israeli rule, 

worshippers of all faiths have been permitted unrestricted access to the holy sites of their 

respective religions that are located in Jerusalem.  This is simply untrue.   Indeed, one notable 

exception to AIPAC’s blanket statement was covered by the Los Angeles Times in 2011.  

Christian Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza were required to obtain permission to 

visit holy sites in Jerusalem such as the Mount of Olives, Via Dolorosa, and the Holy Sepulcher 

Church.
21

  Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza who wished to visit these sites during 

Easter had to apply for permits from the Israeli government.  Applications were screened, and 

though some were approved, many were not. The permit system denied Palestinian Christians 

access to their churches.  AIPAC thus makes an erroneous and misleading claim – not all persons 

are allowed free access their respective holy sites in Jerusalem.   

Certainly, the movement of Palestinians living in the Occupied Territories is severely 

restricted in all respects, not just in terms of access to holy sites.  The work of B’Tselem, an 

Israeli human rights organization, confirms the violations of religious freedom and freedom of 

movement in the Occupied Territories.  In one report, B’Tselem aggregated the number of 

comprehensive closure days experienced by the residents of the Palestinian territories.  A 

comprehensive closure day is one in which “all permits previously issued to residents of 

the Occupied Territories for purposes of work, trade, or medical treatment are invalid. Residents 

                                                           
20

AIPAC’s website: “Policy”. 

http://aipac.org/~/media/Publications/Policy%20and%20Politics/AIPAC%20Analyses/Issue%20Memos/2006/12/Jer

usalem.pdf 
21

 Abukhater, Maher. “West Bank: Palestinian Christians denied access to holy places in Jerusalem during Easter.” 

Los Angeles Times: April 16, 2011.  

 http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/babylonbeyond/2011/04/west-bank-palestinian-christians-denied-access-to-holy-

places-in-jerusalem-during-easter.html 
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are also not allowed to travel between the West Bank and Gaza.”
22

  During 2008, there were 52 

comprehensive closure days.
23

  During those days no movement at all from the West Bank and 

Gaza was permitted, even for those Palestinians with valid permits, let alone for those hoping to 

visit Jerusalem mosques or churches without a permit. 

Restrictions on access are not the only problems with current Israeli policy in Jerusalem – 

according to the US State Department, Israel is not protecting the holy sites of Jerusalem equally.   

The 1967 Protection of Holy Sites Law applies to holy sites of all religious groups within 

the country and in all of Jerusalem, but the Government implements regulations only for 

Jewish sites. Non-Jewish holy sites do not enjoy legal protection under it because the 

Government does not recognize them as official holy sites…While well-known sites have 

de facto protection as a result of their international importance, many Muslim and 

Christian sites are neglected, inaccessible, or threatened by property developers and 

municipalities.”
24

   

 

The Muslim and Christian holy sites in Jerusalem would continue to be ignored if Israel were to 

retain undivided control of the city.         

AIPAC presents Jerusalem as a nonnegotiable.  But the status of Jerusalem would be a 

critical component of any negotiations, as both Palestinians and Israelis view the city as their 

own capital; to categorically deny Palestinian claims to any part of Jerusalem stalls attempts at 

reaching a two-state solution.   

AIPAC also exerts a firm perspective on the issue of settlements.   While US officials 

have asserted the hindrance of settlements to the peace process or condemned settlement 

construction
25

, AIPAC protests the Palestinian request for preconditions prior to coming to the 

                                                           
22

 B’Tselem’s website: “Restriction of Movement.” January 1, 2012.    

http://www.btselem.org/freedom_of_movement/siege_figures  
23

 Ibid. 
24

 "Israel and the Occupied Territories." U.S. Department of State: October 26, 2009. 

http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2009/127349.htm. 
25

 A notable instance of US frustrations with Israeli settlements came in 2010, when Vice President Joe Biden was in 

Israel.  During his trip, the Israeli government announced it would construct 1,600 new settler homes in the West 

Bank.  Biden said the construction of new homes “undermines that very trust, the trust that we need right now in 

order to begin ... profitable negotiations”.   
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negotiating table.  The term ‘preconditions’ is not an imprecise label – it represents the 

acceptance of 1967 borders and a complete, enforced settlement freeze.  The Palestinians 

consider a settlement cessation a necessary show of faith and investment in the peace process – if 

the Israelis do not first recognize that the settlements are illegal under international and Israeli 

law, then hope disappears for compromises on even more controversial issues such as refugee 

status.    

AIPAC, however, frames the situation differently.  In a December 2011 memorandum, 

AIPAC equates Palestinian preconditions with a complete refusal to negotiate.  “Time and again, 

Israeli leaders have offered direct negotiations to their Palestinian neighbors. Unfortunately, 

Palestinian leaders have repeatedly rebuffed Israeli entreaties, set preconditions for talks and 

turned to bodies like the United Nations.”
26

    

There is no doubt that AIPAC is entitled to offer its own analysis of the dynamics of the 

peace process.  The problems arise because AIPAC bills itself as the primary analytical force 

covering Israel in the United States; not only that, Congress and much of the American public 

perceives it as such.  There is no real mechanism in place to counterweigh the instances when the 

analysis the organization offers is incomplete or incorrect.     

Peter Beinart on the Current Dialogue 

Peter Beinart talks about the problems inherent in AIPAC’s domination of the dialogue in 

his piece “The Failure of the American Jewish Establishment” for the New York Review of 

Books.   The crux of his work centers on the following point: 

Morally, American Zionism is in a downward spiral. If the leaders of groups like AIPAC 

and the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations do not change 
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course, they will wake up one day to find a younger, Orthodox-dominated, Zionist 

leadership whose naked hostility to Arabs and Palestinians scares even them, and a mass 

of secular American Jews who range from apathetic to appalled. Saving liberal Zionism 

in the United States—so that American Jews can help save liberal Zionism in Israel—is 

the great American Jewish challenge of our age. And it starts…by talking frankly about 

Israel’s current government, by no longer averting our eyes.
27

  

 

Beinart, an orthodox Jew himself, explores the idea that groups like AIPAC are doing a 

disservice to Israel and the United States by fossilizing the perception that they own exclusive 

rights to the Jewish-American voice.  Beinart received enormous criticism for making such a 

claim – his article was hugely controversial and regarded, by some, as blasphemous.  In an op-ed 

piece for the New York Times on March 19, 2012, Beinart made the recommendation that to 

save Israel, Americans should boycott the settlements.
28

  Michael Oren, the Israeli Ambassador 

to the United States, responded to the article swiftly, saying that Beinart is “well beyond the 

Israeli mainstream, the moderate left, and the vast majority of Israelis who care about 

peace…[he’s] part of a ‘marginal and highly radical fringe.”
29

 

 Ambassador Oren might be right – Beinart is likely one of few Jewish-Americans calling 

for any kind of boycott of Israel.  But the nuance of Beinart’s argument has gotten lost in the 

controversy it inspired.  Beinart very clearly and purposely defined his boycott in very narrow 

terms. 

We should lobby to exclude settler-produced goods from America’s free-trade deal with 

Israel. We should push to end Internal Revenue Service policies that allow Americans to 

make tax-deductible gifts to settler charities… But a settlement boycott is not enough. It 

must be paired with an equally vigorous embrace of democratic Israel. We should spend 

money we’re not spending on settler goods on those produced within the green line. We 

should oppose efforts to divest from all Israeli companies with the same intensity with 

which we support efforts to divest from companies in the settlements.
30
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Whether or not a settlement boycott is politically or even economically feasible, the 

characterization of Beinart as highly radical is an illustration of the problem inherent in the 

contemporary discussion in the United States about the Israeli-Palestinian situation.  Beinart still 

advocates for massive support of what he calls ‘democratic Israel’, or all of Israel minus the 

settlements.  He rigidly defends the sanctity of the Zionist nature of democratic-Israel as the 

reason for the necessity of a two-state solution, thereby still framing the discussion as an Israeli-

focused endeavor.  This argument is far from radical.  But Oren’s comments highlight the bizarre 

realities of American public discussion about Israel.  Any suggestions for altering the 

conversation are immediately discredited or marginalized.   

Polls of the Jewish American Community 

 Beinart suggests that AIPAC does not necessarily reflect the opinions of the majority of 

Jewish Americans.  His work begs the question: what does the majority of American Jews really 

believe?  The Annual Survey of Jewish American Opinion is commissioned by the American 

Jewish Committee (AJC) and is considered the preeminent poll for gauging Jewish American 

public opinion. According to the most recent AJC poll, 55% of Jewish Americans currently 

oppose the establishment of a Palestinian state.
31

  The AJC poll did not mention any of the 

details as to the geographic boundaries of such a Palestinian state; despite this vagueness in 

question wording, the majority of Jewish Americans still categorically opposes the establishment 

of a Palestinian state given the current environment. 

 J Street (a moderate American-Jewish organization in the United States that will be 

explored in-depth later in this paper) also conducts polls; its National Survey of American Jews 

found that 57% of American Jews either strongly support or somewhat support the final status 
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peace agreement, which would establish a Palestinian state on the basis of 1967 borders.  Even 

with margin of error factored in, there is a noticeable difference in the opinions of the Jewish 

Americans polled.  Word choice and question formatting could certainly play a role in the 

discrepancy between the two polls.  More importantly, however, is the fact that in the Fall of 

2011, Mahmoud Abbas went to the United Nations requesting full membership for Palestine.  J 

Street’s poll was conducted during the second week of July 2011, prior to Palestinian moves in 

the UN General Assembly.  The AJC poll was conducted after the Palestinians went to the UN; 

the poll registered heavy disagreement with the request, and this was likely a contributing factor 

to the drop in the support of a two-state solution.  Furthermore, the AJC poll only allowed space 

for ‘support’ or ‘oppose’ options while the J Street poll offered varying degrees of those options 

(‘somewhat support’, ‘somewhat oppose’).   

The divergent results are cause for examination because they offer different answers to 

the crucial question of majority Jewish American opinion. One thing is clear – the nature of 

Jewish American opinion is multifaceted and cannot be dismissed as a given.  Similarly, it is 

interesting to note that in its 2005 poll, the AJC found that only 38% of American Jews opposed 

the establishment of a Palestinian state.
32

  In its 2009 poll, the AJC found that 41% of American 

Jews opposed a Palestinian state.
33

  By 2011, that proportion increased to 55%, a change of 17% 

since 2005.  J Street only began polling in 2009, so there is no other comparable polling source 

for that time period.  However, though the AJC data suggests a trend toward more conservative 

opinions, it also indicates that there is volatility in Jewish-American viewpoints.  It therefore 
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cannot be assumed that the nature of Jewish-American opinion is static – political contexts shift 

public opinion.   

There have been instances where a majority American Jewish opinion has been consistent 

across both the J Street and AJC polls.  J Street’s 2009 poll found that 60% of American Jews 

were opposed to settlements in the West Bank.
34

  In response to the AJC’s 2010 question, “As 

part of a permanent settlement with the Palestinians, should Israel be willing to dismantle all, 

some, or none of the Jewish settlements in the West Bank?”, 8% said all, 56% said some, 34% 

said none, and the remaining 2% were unsure.
35

  Though the questions were asked differently, it 

can still be seen that a majority of Jewish Americans believe that at least some of the settlements 

in the West Bank should be dismantled.  This belief is not reflected in AIPAC policy.      

Why US Discourse on the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict Needs to Change 

The nature of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is one that accommodates extremes – at one 

end, any analysis of Israeli actions is perceived as anti-Semitic; at the other end, zealots call for 

the abolition of any US-Israeli relations on the basis of human rights violations.  Both extremes 

hurt the chances of the US initiating a viable peace process.  The ability to openly debate is a 

source of pride for democracies, but it simply isn’t a tenet of US discourse on the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict.  

Voices of dissent by definition bring view and ideas to the table that are at times 

uncomfortable to consider.  But they may also have a critical message to convey – a 

message that can save lives and change history… the appropriate way to deal with those 

                                                           
34

 J Street’s 2009 National Survey of American Jews. J Street: March 2009. 

Available at: http://jstreet.org/blog/post/march-2009-survey-results 
35

 AJC 2010 Annual Survey of American Jewish Opinion.  American Jewish Committee: March 2010.  
http://www.ajc.org/site/c.ijITI2PHKoG/b.5915517/k.D620/2010_Annual_Survey_of_American_Jewish_Opinion.htm 



20 

 

new voices is not to reflexively shut them down but to engage them on the merits and see 

what value there may be in what they are trying to say.
36

   

In an ideal world, this engagement with alternative voices on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

would be a given.  Political reality in the United States does not reflect this ideal, which is 

especially puzzling because significant debate is occurring within Israel itself.  

Discourse in the US: More Conservative Than Discourse in Israel 

There is no question that discourse and policy inform and influence one another.  If 

discourse is limited, policy space will be limited; if policy is static, discourse becomes static.  

The conditions on the ground in Israel and in the Palestinian territories are dynamic, but the 

discourse in the United States does not reflect the constantly changing nature of the relationship 

between Israelis and Palestinians; nor does it reflect the variety of viewpoints on the conflict 

within Israel proper.  In fact, many point to the reality that public opinion in the United States is 

more conservative than in Israel.   

At the end of 2011, a joint Israeli Palestinian poll found that 58% of Israelis and 50% of 

Palestinians support the 2001 Clinton Parameters.
37

  The Clinton Parameters “call for 

compromises in six fundamental issues: final borders and territorial exchange, refugees, 

sovereignty over Jerusalem, a demilitarized Palestinian state, final security arrangements and an 

end of armed conflict.”
38

  Several key details of these six central components differentiate the 

Clinton Parameters from other proposed solutions.  First of all, Jerusalem would be divided, with 
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East Jerusalem serving as the capital of the new Palestinian state.  Israel would withdraw 

presence and settlements from all but 3% of the West Bank, with an equal territory exchange (the 

details of which would be decided during negotiations) in Israel.  Finally, the right of return is 

mentioned, though not fully endorsed –the Clinton Parameters acknowledged the right of all 

Palestinian refugees to move into the new Palestinian state, for some to stay in Israel, or for any 

to live in a different country altogether.
39

   

Under the Clinton Parameters, all Palestinians could become citizens in the new 

Palestinian state if they so choose; for those that did not, some would be resettled in areas outside 

of Israel and Palestine, and some (the precise number of which was intentionally omitted as it 

would be determined during negotiations) would be permitted to stay in Israel.  Even with these 

particulars, 58% of Israelis agree to the Clinton Parameters.  Despite the so-called death of the 

two-state solution, this number is high – and is comparable to the majority of Arabs (67.5%) who 

say that they are ready for a peace with Israel that results in a two state solution with 1967 

borders. 
40

 

If the majority of Israelis supported the Clinton Parameters, a vision of two states and 

relatively strict interpretations of the compromises necessary to implement such a solution, how 

is it possible that AJC’s poll found a lower percentage (45%) of Jewish Americans that 

supported the mere establishment of a Palestinian state?   

The polls suggest that the attitudes of Jews in the United States are more conservative 

than the attitudes of Israelis.  This is certainly a platitude that is thrown about frequently in pro-

Palestinian organizations in the United States.  There is some truth to such an interpretation.  The 
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range of publically-asserted positions on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is broader in Israel than it 

is in the United States.  The news group Haaretz and the previously mentioned human rights 

group B’Tselem are testament to the open public discussion occurring in Israel.  Haaretz is 

Israel’s oldest newspaper and with its online edition has become a globally respected source of 

Israeli news and opinion.  B’Tselem is a non-governmental organization that is made up of 

prominent academics, attorneys, journalists, and members of the Knesset.
41

  Both are Israeli 

organizations with significant support in Israel, and both are part of the mainstream media and 

discourse on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  There are few, if any, parallel organizations in the 

United States with as much name recognition and legitimacy as Haaretz and B’Tselem.  In any 

case, the findings of J Street’s poll suggest existence of a moderate portion of the population that 

rarely gets larger-scale political and media representation in the United States.   

How Discourse in the US on the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict Can Change 

The relationship between the United States and Israel has not always been as it exists 

today.  The perception of the special, unchangeable nature of the US-Israeli relationship is not 

entirely historically accurate.  Keeping in mind the frustration and resignation that past 

presidents, prime ministers, and scholars have felt about the lack of resolution of the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict, it is important to note that global conditions can shift policy.  The common 

language about Israel can change from its current static state to one that is open to a multitude of 

kinetic ideas on how to achieve Israeli-Palestinian peace while still ensuring the safety of Israelis 

and a Jewish homeland.  The following examples reveal that organizations should be ready to 

take advantage of global conditions if and when they arise.   
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The 2005 Gaza Withdrawal 

In 2005, the US exerted pressure on Israel to withdraw its military presence in the Gaza 

Strip.  “Something that has attracted very little attention is that in order to bring about the Gaza 

pullout, the US did in fact impose drastic military sanctions on Israel.”
42

 Facing sanctions, Ariel 

Sharon had no choice but to obey American demands and pull his army from the area.  This 

episode warrants further examination.  What was going on that serves to support this 

characterization of the Gaza disengagement?   

Two issues had arisen in the lead-up to the established date of disengagement that 

predisposed the George W. Bush administration to applying more pressure than normal on Israeli 

leadership.  First, Pentagon analyst Larry Franklin was investigated for transferring classified 

intelligence to Israeli representatives.  Second, the United States was frustrated by an arms deal 

between Israel and China.  Both these episodes had begun in 2004, but their effects reached well 

into 2005 and shaped US responses to Israeli policy. 

The first issue: Lawrence Franklin, an analyst at the Department of Defense, was 

discovered to have been passing along classified American intelligence information about Iran to 

the Israeli Embassy in Washington DC, apparently through the conduit of two AIPAC 

employees.
43

  Franklin pled guilty on two counts of conspiracy in October of 2005; both AIPAC 

employees were fired and Franklin lived out a sentence of ten months under house arrest.  The 

incident was widely publicized, very controversial, and had the effect of temporarily minimizing 

the effect AIPAC had on the Administration. Perhaps as a byproduct of the strained relations, 

American Jewish groups were relatively quiet on the issue of arming the Palestinian Authority in 
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negotiations surrounding the August 2005 withdrawal.  According to Nathaniel Popper of the 

Jewish Daily news source Forward, “Officials…said there was a hesitance to enter the arena 

because the dispute involved a matter of Israeli national security, to be dealt with by the Israeli 

government.”
44

  Despite the fact that many Israeli groups as well as some American Jewish 

lobbying organizations were adamantly opposed to supplying ammunition to the PA post-

withdrawal, the sense of reticence to fight for the point was spurred by a need to be agreeable 

with US officials after the scandal. 

A second and larger-scale issue unfolding at the time was an arms deal between China 

and Israel and the US frustrations that ensued.  In 2005, Israel made a deal with China to sell 

Harpy Killer unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) to China.  The US saw the deal as one “made 

behind its back and against its express [sic] wishes.”
45

  In response, the US made demands of 

Israel to be more transparent with all its historical deals with China, to examine Israel’s security 

equipment supervision system, and to create a memo of understanding about arms sales.  

Specific sanctions were imposed on Israel as result of the deal with China, and they applied not 

only to the companies involved in the sales but to the whole Israeli defense industry.
46

  These 

penalties were as follows: suspension of technological cooperation with the Israeli Air force on 

the future Joint Strike Fighter aircraft, an end to cooperation on a large advanced simulation 

system for the IDF's ground forces, a discontinuance of information exchange on the Hunter 2 

system (an assault drone), and the delay of equipment being sent to Israel (such as shipments of 

night vision goggles).
47
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The suspicions circulating at high levels of the US government regarding the Harpy arms 

deal led to a tougher stance on Israel; this shortening of slack was palpable and worrisome.  Why 

should Israel be concerned with US criticisms of its defense and trade policies?  The answer is 

simple; as explained in the Middle East Quarterly, “The Israeli government has no alternative to 

U.S. support. Despite growing international discontent over its policies, Washington's 

unilateralism is Israel's strength. The Israeli government cannot count on any other state to come 

so consistently to its defense.”
48

     

International discontent, a lesser factor at play after the Franklin conspiracy and the arms 

deal with China, was directed at the construction of the Israeli security barrier.  A new official 

route was announced by the Israeli Ministry of Defense on February 20, 2005.
49

  To many 

international observers, including the United Nations, the construction of a physical wall 

separating ethnic populations was “tantamount to annexation” and categorically illegal.
50

  Israel, 

feeling significant pressure from the United States and some pressure from the international 

community, began to see a withdrawal from Gaza as a way out.  Jonathan Rynhold explained the 

move in a 2008 article for Political Science Quarterly: 

Continuing with the status quo posed not only grave diplomatic risks for Israel but also 

the risk of increasing international isolation and opprobrium. This concern was 

heightened by the success of the Palestinians in garnering international opposition to the 

West Bank separation barrier…The international political situation was, therefore, an 

important factor in determining the timing of the disengagement initiative. Israel needed 

to do something in order to maintain good relations with the United States, stave off the 
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specter of an internationally imposed peace agreement, and avoid further international 

criticism.
51

 

 

Discontent with Israeli policy was clearly already present.  However, the hugely important 

undercurrents of the Franklin conspiracy and the Harpy arms deal made space for placing 

heightened political pressure on Israel.  Given extraordinary environmental conditions, policy 

shifted.   

George H. W. Bush and Loan Guarantees 

The Gaza withdrawal was not the first instance of a modification in US policy towards 

Israel. The Congressional Research Service released a report in 2005 that documented the loan 

guarantee issue that occurred during the tenure of former President George H.W. Bush 

(henceforth referred to in this paper as President Bush). In September 1991, Israel requested $10 

billion of loan guarantees from the United States.  President Bush “asked Congress to delay 

consideration of the Israeli request until January 1992, because the President feared that the loan 

request would jeopardize Secretary of State Baker’s negotiations for a peace conference.”
52

 

Congress agreed to the delay.  In January 1992, Secretary of State Baker announced that the 

request would only be supported by the Bush Administration if Israel first agreed to freeze all 

settlement activity in the occupied territories.  Negotiations commenced, but no proposals were 

deemed acceptable by all parties involved (Bush’s administration, Congress, and Israel).     

The Congressional Research Service explained the resolution of these events.  

With the stalemate, it appeared that Israel’s loan guarantee request was postponed until 

consideration of the FY1993 foreign aid legislation. Following the June 1992 Israeli 

elections, in which Yitzhaq Rabin and his Labor party won control over the Israeli 

Knesset, relations between the United States and Israel improved probably because the 
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Bush Administration found the new Israeli leaders more compatible than the previous 

government. President Bush announced in August that he would propose approving the 

loan guarantees. Congress attached the loan guarantee authorization to the foreign 

operations appropriation bill that passed on October 5, 1992.
53

  

 

Policy only shifted temporarily – after initial postponement, the loan guarantees were eventually  

approved.  The current loan guarantee program is set to expire at the end of FY 2012; in 2011, 

the State Department’s Office of Inspector General (OIG) recommended the termination of the 

program in an internal report.
54

   According to the newspaper Haaretz, the internal report cited 

Israel’s entry into the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development as an indication 

that the country is economically independent and capable of protecting and serving the interests 

of its people without the external support of other countries.  Obama is said to perhaps be 

seeking a three year extension of the loan guarantees (which currently stand at $3.8 billion).  The 

recommendation of the State Department’s OIG, however, opposes such an extension.    

The Role of Jewish-Americans 

The examples of the Gaza withdrawal and the temporary removal of loan guarantees 

reveal that US policy towards Israel has been altered through the confluence of global and 

domestic events.  These incidents show that shifting policy is difficult but possible, a reality 

informed by John Kingdon’s description of policy windows.
55

  Policymakers must understand 

that windows of opportunity will open, and that creative and efficient policymaking must be 

implemented to take advantage of those windows. 

Without such unique circumstances, however, policy will likely only change if it is 

demanded by the American public.  The discourse itself must change, and without purposeful 
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and significant efforts made by Jewish Americans, the likelihood of a change in the discourse in 

the United States is minimal.  A movement could grow around a Jewish-American organization 

or coalition and then spread into non-Jewish entities, but Jewish-Americans would very likely 

need to be involved first.  International organizations do exist that urge a complete reassessment 

of the US-Israeli relationship.  One prominent example is the BDS movement, a campaign for a 

boycott, divestment, and sanctions against Israel until Palestinian rights are upheld.  The 

founding members of the BDS movement are all Palestinian civil society organizations (such as 

the Palestinian NGO Network and the General Union of Palestinian Workers).
56

 The movement 

has gained some momentum in the United States with fringe groups such as the US Campaign to 

End the Israeli Occupation.
57

   

 The composition of the BDS movement necessarily casts it as a hostile group in the US.  

The main activities of BDS are fundamentally in opposition to all American policies surrounding 

Israel.  BDS and similar campaigns will never gain actionable momentum in the United States 

because they imply anti-Israeli and, to some, anti-Semitic sentiments, and therefore could not 

possibly garner Jewish American support.     

It is because of this reality that a shift in the discourse will only be precipitated by Jewish 

Americans.  Due to the hold AIPAC has on discourse in the US, any movement in policy will 

only be made if Jewish Americans initially drive the demand for shifts.  J Street will be 

examined in the final part of this paper as the ideal candidate for shaping a new discourse in the 

United States.  To be sure, AIPAC and J Street are not the only organizations attempting to shape 

the discourse, but they are the most prominent organizations in the current political arena.  
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J Street  

It is difficult to conceptualize a viable alternative to the powerful organizations that 

dominate mainstream advocacy efforts for Israel.  Though different views certainly exist on the 

policies that would best serve Israeli, American, and human rights interests, few make it into 

political dialogue, and even fewer are represented in federal legislation.      

Pro-Israel advocates have filtered discussion of the Middle East conflict through only one 

lens – a simple us-versus-them formulation that demands unquestioning support for 

Israel.  Politicians, community leaders, media and academics have been told you’re either 

with Israel or against it, while the Jewish community has turned a blind eye to the moral 

and ethical implications of occupation and its impact on both the Palestinian people and 

Israel itself.
58

 

 

This environment caused Jeremy Ben-Ami to question the nature of Israel advocacy efforts in the 

United States.  Ben-Ami, a Jewish-American with extensive family roots in Israel, grew 

frustrated with the limitation of the scope of dialogue in the US.   

Ben-Ami was working on the Howard Dean presidential campaign in 2003 when Dean 

was asked a question about his vision for the future of US-Israeli relations in a debate.  Dean 

answered that the US needs “to be a credible negotiator, a facilitator for peace in the Middle East 

and that means we have to be trusted by both sides.”
59

  In the frenzied political fallout that 

followed his debate statements, Dean used the word ‘even-handed.’  Dean was lambasted in the 

press and was even sent an admonitory letter from Abraham Foxman of the Anti-Defamation 

League.
60

  The term ‘even-handed’ was publically interpreted as a suggestion that the US should 

lean toward the Palestinians.  Ben-Ami was shocked at the degree of vitriol that followed the 

incident, especially because he believed that Dean’s remarks were not only tame but true.  
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Consequently, he founded the organization J Street in an effort to better represent moderate 

Jewish-American public opinion.  

J Street is a nonprofit based in Washington DC that advocates for a two state solution to 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  The organization self-identifies as the voice of the mainstream 

Jewish community in the United States.
61

  J Street was established in 2008 and since then has 

become a recognizable fixture in the DC influence industry.  Despite its growth, however, J 

Street is second fiddle to a more powerful organization doing its job more effectively.  It is in the 

ring with big competitors with whom the organization does not necessarily have aligned 

interests.  But this does not mean that J Street cannot increase its relative power; one way to 

loosen AIPAC’s grip on the conversation within the United States on the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict is through the strengthening of J Street. 

At the inception of J Street, the New York Times ran an article that explained the 

purported reasoning behind its creation and mentioned that AIPAC declined to comment on J 

Street’s actualization.  Still, the article noted wryly: “…[s]ome people involved in AIPAC noted 

with satisfaction the vast difference in size of the two groups: J Street is planning for an 

operating budget of about $1.5 million, compared with AIPAC's $100 million endowment, 

membership of more than 100,000 and annual lobbying expenditures of about $1 million.”
62

  

These numbers were current as of 2008, and though J Street has grown since then, the 

differences in budgetary and lobbying capacities remain vast. In 2010, AIPAC’s operating 

budget was reported as $67 million.
63

  Comparatively, J Street’s budget for the same year was 
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$2.2 million.
64

  The budgets for the organizations are not fully representative because both 

entities hold 501(c)4 nonprofit status, funding for which is not publically disclosed by the IRS.  

 In the mandatory filings of Lobbying Reports (a byproduct of the Lobbying Disclosure 

Act of 1995), AIPAC declared $710,849 in organization lobbying expenses for the 4
th

 quarter of 

2011.
65

  This is in contrast to the declared $100,000 spent by J Street for the same time period.
66

 

J Street has less money than AIPAC.  But the organization is proof that there are more 

perspectives on the intricacies of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the United States than 

generally conceived.  

The policy perspectives held by J Street differ vastly from those of AIPAC.  J Street 

financially supports political candidates who vocally support a two-state solution.  J StreetPAC 

has endorsed over 50 congressional candidates, all Democrats, for the upcoming 2012 elections 

on the basis of five guiding principles: support for a two-state solution, support for active U.S. 

leadership to bring about a negotiated two-state solution, support for the special relationship 

between the United States and Israel, support for continued aid to the Palestinian Authority, and 

opposition to the BDS movement.
67

  J Street’s position on a two-state solution includes the 

specific envisioning of the definitive borders of the two states.  J Street affirms the 1967 Green 

Line as the most tenable option for state borders.  J Street accepts the 1967 borders as a guiding 

parameter for negotiations – which is one of the two Palestinian preconditions for coming to the 

negotiating table. 
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The second Palestinian precondition is the cessation of settlement construction.  J Street 

advocates for this component as well.  The organization calls for a settlement freeze in Israel, 

stating that the settlements in the occupied territories are an obstacle to peace.
68

 J Street 

maintains that by instituting a settlement freeze, the Israelis would resolve the main issue 

preventing the Palestinians from coming to the negotiations table.  The specifics of settlement 

dismantlement, then, would be discussed as a part of the negotiations.  This rhetoric is different 

from that of AIPAC, which contends that a settlement freeze must be a part of the negotiations 

process but cannot come as a precondition to talks.  If the preconditions were satisfied, the 

Palestinians have said they would begin negotiations immediately; J Street recognizes the 

legitimacy of the preconditions and AIPAC does not.  

How J Street Can Expand 

Part of J Street’s power rests simply in its existence.  It is already billed as the political 

alternative to AIPAC; if eighty percent of success is showing up, J Street is now the entity 

willing to show up for Jewish Americans and Americans ready for a balanced approach to the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. J Street’s Advisory Council now has over 250 prominent policy 

experts, academic leaders, and former public officials.
69

  Notable members include Lincoln 

Chafee, a former US Senator and current Governor of Rhode Island, as well as Daniel Levy, a 

former Israeli official known for being the lead Israel drafter of the Geneva Accord.  Ben-Ami’s 

goal of creating a new voice for Israel in the United States has been achieved in the founding of J 

Street.  There is, however, much room for expansion.  Now that the new voice for Israel has been 

created, how can it be amplified?  What follows are recommendations for strategic policy actions 
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J Street can take to strengthen its influence and improve its efforts at expanding discourse in the 

United States on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.      

Congress 

 J StreetPAC, J Street’s political action committee, already publicly endorses 

Congressmen and Congresswomen who vocally support a two-state solution or advocate for a 

settlement freeze.  This is a hugely significant stance – by supporting congressional members, J 

Street offers a partial substitute for the financial incentive that makes AIPAC so appealing.  

However, the J Street-Congress relationship should not end with endorsements.  J Street must 

aim to work as closely as possible with congressional representatives to spread the use of the 

language of national security policy more thoroughly as the dialectic framework for policy on 

Israel.   

 Former President Bill Clinton said in 2010 that ending the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

would “take about half the impetus in the whole world — not just the region, the whole world — 

for terror away…It would have more impact by far than anything else that could be done.”
70

  

One such reduction of terroristic dangers would be the removal of the impetus for rocket attacks 

on Israel from the Occupied Territories – a Palestinian state reached through a negotiated peace 

settlement has the potential to eliminate the rhetorical justifications of terrorists not only in Gaza, 

but in the rest of the world as well.  This would hugely benefit the security of both the United 

States and Israel.  

The current situation with Iran also has ramifications for the US-Israeli relationship.  The 

first priority of any government is the protection of its own people, and the threat of Iran, 

whether real or imagined, makes the language of national security indispensable to US 
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government officials.  The language of national security policy might be the most persuasive 

language for politicians to use in the discussion of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict – it implies 

urgency, political consequences, and reward.  It is not difficult to categorize the conflict as a US 

national security imperative – the safety of civilian Israeli populations, the threat of acts of 

terrorism in the Occupied Territories, and the geopolitical and strategic significance of the 

territory in question are all compelling factors for security considerations.       

The rhetoric would maintain the protection of the US-Israeli relationship without 

sacrificing relationships with other crucial countries in the Middle East, such as Turkey, Egypt, 

and Jordan.  J Street should use its relationships with congressional members to bring this 

rhetoric to the floor of the House of Representatives and the Senate.  By emphasizing the 

absolute imperative of resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict for both Israeli and American 

security interests, J Street can tap into the critical political component of the safety of Israel 

while still advocating the urgency of peace.    The likelihood of bringing more politicians on 

board would increase by placing the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in such a “national security” 

framework.  

J Street U 

College campuses are hubs for nascent political and social change and J Street is trying to 

harness that energy in advocating for pro-Israel, pro-peace policies.  There is a massive 

generational component to the future of Jewish-American opinion; at one extreme, a small 

fraction of ultra-orthodox Jewish-American youths are moving to Israel to live in the settlements; 

at the other, young Jewish-Americans are disinterested in the role of Israel in their lives.  A 

recent joint study by Hebrew Union College and the University of California – Davis found that 

“non-Orthodox younger Jews, on the whole, feel much less attached to Israel than their elders, 
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with many professing a near-total absence of positive feelings.”
71

  J Street can take advantage of 

this group and use the generational divide to its advantage.  J Street U, the student arm of J 

Street, has 42 chapters in the United States, including ones in Harvard, Brown, Dartmouth, and 

Berkeley.  J Street U was established in 2009 and is student-led and student-run.  Though 

increasing interactions with the federal legislature should be a J Street priority, the efforts of J 

Street U are perhaps even more integral to cultivating a more inclusive dialogue in the US.  J 

Street U’s mission encompasses a desire to create “an alternate approach to Israel advocacy that 

embraces open dialogue and constructive activism, and that warrants critical analysis of policies 

– be they Israeli, Palestinian, American or other.”
72

   

The appeal of a grassroots, student-led campaign to change public discourse is 

undeniable.  This is especially true when compared to AIPAC efforts targeted toward students, 

which consist of the sponsorship of trainings about strengthening US-Israeli ties, recruitment by 

AIPAC on campuses, and the facilitation of speakers at universities and high schools.
73

  The 

efforts are organized from within AIPAC, not by students themselves, and though schools may 

host trainings or speakers, they do not have the opportunity to publically align themselves with 

AIPAC as simply and efficiently as is possible through J Street U.  

However, the network of J Street U schools is still too small to actually contribute to a 

significant expansion of discourse.  J Street must devote a higher proportion of its resources into 

bringing J Street U to more college campuses across the country.  J Street U does not have a 

presence in some of the largest universities in the United States – Arizona State University, the 

Ohio State University, and the University of Minnesota.  Schools that already have J Street U 

chapters, generally speaking, had an environment already open to debate about the Israeli-
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Palestinian conflict.  Bringing targeted larger schools under the umbrella of J Street U would 

create exponential growth for the organization.  Instead of waiting for students at schools to 

organize chapters of their own volition, J Street U should seek out current and former students of 

unaffiliated schools to open new chapters.  This type of networking is much more feasible given 

the advent of social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter.     

Sponsored Debates 

Jeremy Ben-Ami and Alan Dershowitz publically debated over American foreign policy 

and Israel in early 2009.  The debate, which was sponsored by the 92nd Street Young Men's and 

Young Women's Hebrew Association (92Y), is sold in DVD format for $75 on the J Street 

website.  Instead of seeking to raise revenue from the sales of the DVD, J Street should make the 

full content of the debate available to the public free of charge.  Access to reliable information is 

one of the most crippling aspects of the weak discourse in the US on the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.  The provision of unlimited access to the agreements and disagreements of two 

prominent Israel scholars would offer information-seekers a chance to inform their own thinking.     

Furthermore, more such debates should be sponsored by J Street or attended by J Street 

representatives.  While AIPAC continues to offers trainings on the right way to talk about Israel, 

J Street should be making every attempt to show that debate is healthy.  Scholars need not agree 

on every aspect of US policy toward Israel; in fact, debates would help reveal the robustness of 

the spectrum of Jewish-American opinion.  Disagreement and compromise is how policy is 

molded.  Engaging in structured debates, perhaps even with the support of congressional 

members, is an important way J Street can gain visibility and open up new doors of discussion in 

the political arena.   
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Mainstream Media Presence 

J Street has strategically cultivated a fresh online presence.  J Street’s website is both 

highly interactive and graphically stimulating; the website feels modern through the creative use 

of images, fonts, and color schemes.  This online effort is appropriately aimed at bringing in 

younger generations.  Though this internet image is significantly different than that of AIPAC, 

whose website emphasizes tradition, J Street cannot expand indefinitely without increased 

mainstream media access.    

In the spectrum of political allies and enemies, it is never practical to attempt to convince 

those that are furthest away from one’s philosophical goals.  Investments in such attempts hardly 

ever pay off.  Rather, organizations must aim to shift actors from one phase of alliance to the 

next.  More clearly stated, J Street does not need to get people to move from one side to the 

other; it only has to get people to move slightly.  Generating new understandings of entrenched 

problems is the conceptual response to stagnant discourse.  As a Jewish-American organization, 

J Street is in prime position to sell new understandings of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to the 

American public.   A massive media campaign is necessary to raise awareness of J Street’s 

existence and mission.   

For all the organization’s growth, J Street still does not have universal household name 

recognition; the creation of a well-produced YouTube video on the conflict or on J Street’s role 

in the US in attempting to seek a resolution to the conflict would be hugely beneficial in raising 

awareness in the broader public (as evidenced by the KONY 2012 video).  Creatively utilizing 

new media such as Twitter could also help with the reach of J Street’s message.  More and more 

mainstream media sources are picking up on the viral nature of new media, so by investing in 
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new media, J Street could also gain more mainstream media access. Such a campaign would be 

expensive, but this is where coalition-building becomes crucial.  

Coalition-Building 

 J Street cannot act in a vacuum and must organize a broader coalition to substantiate its 

efforts at a national and international level.  AIPAC has strong partnerships with the American 

Jewish Committee and the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations; J 

Street does not have close working relationships with other organizations seeking similar 

political aims.  Part of this absence is the lack of any other large Jewish-American organizations 

with noticeable public presence in the United States.  Given this dearth, J Street must seek 

partnerships with non-Jewish-American entities to expand its capacities. 

 Americans for Peace Now (APN) has very similar policy objectives to J Street.  

Established in 1981, APN is an American-Jewish, Zionist organization working to achieve a 

comprehensive political settlement to the Arab-Israeli conflict.
74

  J Street and APN do publically 

support each other, but by working even more working closely with APN, J Street could expand 

its presence in the Jewish-American community. 

Several other organizations have already been mentioned in this paper as potential 

candidates for partnerships with J Street.  B’Tselem is an obvious option.  J Street already lists 

B’Tselem as a source of information for those curious about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but a 

stronger relationship between the two organizations could and should be formed. By more 

explicitly supporting B’Tselem as a resource for human rights information in the Occupied 

Territories, J Street would increase its ability to furnish specific datasets about the impact of 

settlements on the Palestinian population. 
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J Street should also seek to partner with Haaretz to deliver and promote the availability of 

a balanced Israeli news source in the United States.  News organizations are typically (And 

understandably) reluctant to attach themselves to political organizations.  The relationship 

between J Street and Haaretz would have to develop in another way.  Haaretz is currently only 

available in an online format for American subscribers, and does not have broad readership in the 

US.  In fact, in J Street’s 2010 poll, only 6% of Jewish-American responded ‘Haaretz’ to the 

question, ““Which of the following publications and news sources do you turn to for information 

about Israel and the Middle East?”.  The majority of respondents (60%) responded ‘ABC, CBS, 

or NBC national news’.
75

   

By promoting the availability of Haaretz in the US media sphere, J Street could 

simultaneously gain legitimacy in Israel, expand public consciousness of the level of debate in 

Israel, and offer a huge repository of information to interested parties in the United States.  +972, 

a magazine and online blog committed to independent reporting and commentary out of Israel 

and Palestine, is another potential option for increased access to ground-level information 

concerning current events in Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza.  Collaborating with +972 and 

Haaretz would not only increase J Street’s role as a portal to information – it also has the 

potential of bringing in new donors to J Street.   

Just Vision, an organization dedicated to “increasing the power and legitimacy of 

Palestinians and Israelis working for nonviolent solutions to the conflict,”
76

 was jointly created 

by representatives from Israel, Palestine, the United States, and Brazil.  Just Vision produces 
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documentaries and films about the conflict.  By working with Just Vision, J Street (and J Street 

U) could host screening of films that open up new avenues for discussion amongst Jewish 

Americans in the United States.  Instead of simply relying on conventional political tools, J 

Street could connect with Just Vision to harness the power of art.  Furthermore, because films are 

a relatively accessible mode of communication for the broader public, the publicizing of Just 

Vision’s films would have the added benefit of bringing in larger portions of the American 

public, not just Jewish-Americans. 

The aforementioned organizations are only a sample of the many groups working to 

enlarge the debate on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  By building a coalition with these 

organizations, as well as others, J Street will have a better chance at shifting discourse in the 

United States.  

Conclusion 

 The mainstream discourse in the United States on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is 

dominated by pro-Israeli interests.  Organizations such as AIPAC prevent higher levels of critical 

analysis, obfuscating the depths and gradations of the conflict and oversimplifying the 

ramifications of the US-Israeli relationship.  This does not mean, however, that there is no 

alternative; despite great degrees of apathy and disillusionment with the peace process, a change 

in the conversation could generate the momentum needed to shift policies in an effort to bring 

negotiations to fruition.  The nature of the current political climate only leaves space for one 

cohort, Jewish-Americans, with the leverage to initiate a change in the discourse.  Certainly, non-

Jewish entities can also be effective in promoting discursive momentum, but a core Jewish-

American population or organization has to be involved to generate legitimacy for the growth of 

such a movement. 
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J Street, though still a small organization in comparison to AIPAC, is well-positioned to 

serve as the catalyst to spark new discussions and promote the availability of more complete 

information on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  Through improved congressional relationships 

and the proliferation of national security language, J Street can increase its power.  By expanding 

J Street U, J Street can capture the imagination of future generations of policymakers.  Investing 

in its mainstream media presence will increase its organizational visibility in the United States 

and internationally.  Finally, J Street can also sponsor debates and endeavor to form a broad 

coalition to deliberately expand the discursive environment in the US.  

The implementation of these recommendations would enable J Street to not only embody 

the voice of moderate Jewish-Americans, but to shape what that voice means for the future of the 

Middle East – a future in which an Israeli state and a Palestinian state exist side-by-side in peace.   


