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Anatol Lieven, America Right or Wrong: An Anatomy of American Nationalism (OUP, second edition, 2012)
Chapter Six: American Nationalism, Israel, and the Middle East
“When we look at you from a distance, maybe a little sketchily, we see in you a dangerous threat to what is dear and sacred to us…you threaten to boot Israel out of the union between Jewish tradition and western humanism. As far as I am concerned, you threaten to push Judaism back through history, back to the Book of Joshua, to the days of the Judges, to the extreme of tribal fanaticism, brutal and closed.”









Amos Oz

In the fall of 2003, there were two votes in the UN General Assembly concerning Israel’s policy towards the Palestinians. That of September 19th 2003 demanded that Israel not deport or harm Yasser Arafat. The resolution of October 27th 2003, while condemning Palestinian suicide bombings and calling on both parties to implement the US-designed “Road Map”, demanded that Israel cease construction of its “security fence” within the West Bank. The first vote was 133: 4; the second was 141: 4. The minority view, rejecting the resolutions, was represented by Israel itself, the US, and two tiny Pacific island states and quasi-dependencies of the US, Micronesia and the Marshall Islands.

The countries which voted for the resolutions criticizing Israel included some of America’s oldest and closest allies, like Britain; countries which have recently begun to seek close relations with both the US and Israel, like India; and of course the whole of the Arab and Muslim worlds. In their absolutely overwhelming nature, these votes find their mirror in resolutions of the US Congress pledging unconditional support for Israel – with the difference that whereas these UN votes condemning Israeli behavior also denounce Palestinian terrorism, votes in the US Congress are almost always completely one-sided. 

This was true for example of the US Senate Resolution of May 6th 2002, at the height of Israeli-Palestinian violence, which attacked Palestinian terrorism and declared that “the Senate stands in solidarity with Israel, a frontline state in the war against terrorism, as it takes necessary steps to provide security to its people by dismantling the terrorist infrastructure in the Palestinian areas.” Not one clause of the resolution contained even the slightest hint of criticism of any Israeli action. The resolution passed the Senate by 92 votes to two.
 Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in July 2006 was backed unanimously by the US Senate, once again in the face of criticism from the overwhelming majority of the international community. 
In the face of all evidence to the contrary, and reports by US human rights groups as well as international body, the House resolution backing this recognized “Israel’s longstanding commitment to minimizing civilian loss and welcomes Israel’s continued efforts to prevent civilian casualties.” On 9th January 2009, during the Israeli intervention in Gaza, the House of Representatives voted 390 to five to “Reaffirm the United States’ Strong Support for Israel in its battle with Hamas”. And so on, and on.
These votes were overwhelmingly bipartisan. Strikingly, while Republicans in Congress under George Bush were supporting the unconditionally pro-Israel stance of a Republican administration, support by Democrats in Congress has not changed even when the Democratic administration of Barack Obama has sought to bring some pressure to bear on Israel to compromise. Especially emblematic in this regard were the 29 standing ovations that members of both houses of Congress, from both parties, gave to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on May 24th 2011 when he gave an address explicitly opposing the stance of the Obama administration that a peace settlement between Israel and the Palestinians should be based on the borders of 1967.
 
Largely in consequence of this support for Israel within the US political establishment, President Obama’s attempts to bring about a settlement between Israel and the Palestinians between 2009 and 2012 got precisely nowhere. And while no serious pressure was applied to Israel to get it to comply with official US policy, the Obama administration brought great diplomatic pressure to bear on other countries to prevent them voting in the UN to recognize Palestinian independence. On the basis of this experience, there seem no serious grounds for belief that as long as the US domestic political order retains its present shape, the US – whether under Democratic or Republican administrations – will ever be able to bring about peace between Israel and the Palestinians. If change is to come, it will have to come within Israel itself; and the Israeli political order seems too fragmented to be able to generate a consensus behind the necessary concessions.
The US relationship with Israel, in the form that it has taken from the 1960s to the present day, has two highly negative effects on the US ( as well as highly negative effects on Israel, but these are the subject for a different book). The first relates to the US position in the Muslim world, and threats to the US from Islamist terrorism. The second relates to how the character of American nationalism is affected by the link to Israel.
[CUT from “As former National Security adviser…

To “rival electoral teams.”]

Since “9/11”, US relations with the Muslim world have become central to American strategy and American security. At the time of writing, the US is fighting a war in one Muslim country, is heavily involved in the second (Iraq), and is deeply engaged in the entire Middle East. Most importantly, through Sunni Islamist terrorism, Muslim societies are generating the only truly serious threat now existing of a catastrophic attack on the American mainland. Success or failure in the struggle against this terrorism may also therefore be of existential importance for the survival of Western liberal and pluralist democracy; for given certain tendencies observable in the wake of “9/11”, it is not difficult to imagine how even worse attacks in future, with or without weapons of mass destruction, could push Western political cultures in a much harsher, more chauvinist and authoritarian direction; in America, away from the Creed and towards its various antitheses.

 As repeated polls and surveys have indicated, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is also central to how Muslims perceive the US, and how Europeans and others view US strategy in the Middle East. Large majorities in every Arab country view the Palestinian issue as “the most” or a “very important” issue facing the Arab world today.
 According to the Bush administration’s most important international ally, British prime minister Tony Blair, “there is no other issue with the same power to reunite the world community than progress on the issues of Israel and Palestine” and, “This terrorism will not be defeated without peace in the Middle East between Israel and Palestine. Here it is that the poison is incubated. Here it is that the extremist is able to confuse, in the mind of a frighteningly large number of people, the case for a Palestinian state and the destruction of Israel; and to translate this moreover into a battle between East and West; Muslim, Jew and Christian.”
 

The EU’s Security Strategy of December 2003 declares that “Resolution of the Arab/Israeli conflict is a strategic priority for Europe. Without this, there will be little chance of dealing successfully with other problems in the Middle East.”
 It also goes without saying that if China ever decides to challenge the U.S. position in the Middle East, Beijing will find unconditional American support for Israel to be by far China’s greatest political asset.
Unfortunately, as the above votes indicate, of all important world issues this is probably the one on which the US is most completely isolated from the rest of the international community. It has thereby contributed significantly to weakening the US capacity for leadership by persuasion and consent. America’s position, and isolation, on this issue has fed the spirit of unilateralist nationalism in the US, and helped draw large sections of the US liberal intelligentsia (not just Jewish Americans, but sympathizers with Israel in general) away from previously held internationalist positions. For if on this critical issue it is believed that America need not and should not listen even when the whole of the international community tells it something, how long can any genuine sense of internationalism, or “decent respect to the opinion of mankind” (in the words of the Declaration of Independence) survive with regard to other issues? 

 This is the second evil effect of the “love affair” between Israel and the US: the boost it has given to American chauvinism in general. For the effort to explain how the US can be correct or justified in the face of such a unanimous weight of world opinion against it has encouraged a view of the international community in general as irredeemably malignant, anti-semitic, and by extension anti-American. This has fed into much older hatreds and paranoias on the Right in the US concerning the outside world in general and international institutions in particular. It has contributed to the kind of vicious attitudes to “the world” displayed by people like Charles Krauthammer and Phyllis Schlafly in the passages quoted in the introduction and elsewhere. 

In the view of the British scholar and journalist Timothy Garton Ash, the new split between the US and Western Europe after the unity created by “9/11” began with the escalation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in early 2002:  

“The Middle East is both a source and a catalyst of what threatens to become a downward spiral of burgeoning European anti-Americanism and nascent American anti-Europeanism, each reinforcing the other. Anti-semitism in Europe, and its alleged connection to European criticism of the Sharon government, has been the subject of the most acid anti-European commentaries from conservative American columnists and politicians. Some of these critics are themselves not just strongly pro-Israel but also ‘natural Likudites’…Pro-Palestinian Europeans, infuriated by the way criticism of Sharon is labeled anti-Semitism, talk about the power of a ‘Jewish lobby’ in the US, which then confirms American Likudites’ worst suspicions of European anti-semitism, and so it goes on, and on.”

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict in turn contributes to wider tendencies on the American Right towards national autism, an inability either to listen to others or to understand their reactions to US behavior. This is of course especially true of the views of Muslims, and of U.S. officials who are viewed as too friendly to Muslims. The resulting prejudice against “Arabists” in the State Department and CIA on the part of supporters of Israel has done immense damage to the ability of American governments to develop accurate analyses of the Middle East.
 

 As noted, this is a strange feeling to encounter in a country as powerful, wealthy and open as America. It is however very characteristic of small and embattled nations, especially when their populations have in the past been subjected to ferocious massacre and persecution – as in the case of Israel. The aggrieved and embattled sentiments of Israel have spread back to the US, and strengthened the already existing tendencies to paranoia, resentment and chauvinism which were examined earlier.

For this and other reasons, contemporary US policies towards Israel and towards the Middle East in general fit all too well into the thesis: antithesis duality set out in this book, and are perceived to do so by Muslims and Europeans. On the one hand, President Bush committed the US to what he called “a forward strategy of freedom in the Middle East”, a strategy solidly rooted in the universalist values of the American Creed: the encouragement of liberty, democracy, free speech, the rule of law and “healthy civic institutions”. The Obama administration followed this with a public commitment to support the democratic revolutions of the “Arab Spring” (even if that support was often qualified and hesitant).

On the other hand, the US Congress, and to a very considerable extent successive US administrations as well, have pursued policies of largely unconditional support for Israel, irrespective of Israeli behavior in the “Occupied Territories” – behavior which is often completely incompatible with the ideals the US professes and the standards it demands elsewhere. The reasons for this almost unanimous stance by US politicians in support of Israel are rooted partly in genuine identification with that country, and in some cases sympathy with Israeli ideologies. Thus the dominant elements of the Bush administration proved especially close to the Likud-led government of Ariel Sharon.
 There is also however a strong element of political calculation, opportunism and indeed fear, related to the real or perceived strength of the Israel lobby.

 In the words of M.J.Rosenberg of the Israel Policy Forum,

“The fact is that both Democrats and Republicans are very adept at this game and sometimes the sheer effrontery of it is astonishing.  Democrats attack a Republican for “selling out” Israel even though the policy advocated by the Republican is the same one they supported when a Democrat advanced it.  And Republicans do the exact same thing. Is it any wonder that candidates seem to go to great lengths to avoid saying anything remotely substantive on the Middle East?…Knowing that any substantive statement could be used against them, candidates just play it safe.  And segments of the pro-Israel community encourage them by criticizing constructive suggestions as anti-Israel, and by giving ovations to candidates who tell them what the candidates think they want to hear.”

The conservative commentator Robert D. Novak summed up the domestic political factor in American policy very cogently in May 2003, describing,

“serious GOP [ie Republican] efforts to end absolute Democratic domination over the small but important Jewish constituency. The question is whether that constrains President Bush’s pursuit of Israeli-Palestinian peace. The private assessment by important Republicans is that it should and that it does…

[Republican leaders]…argue that social and economic liberalism now runs a poor second to support for Israel and that they have for the first time outdone Democrats in cheering the Jewish state. There is no more unyielding supporter of Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s policies than House Majority Leader Tom DeLay, the exemplar of muscular Republicanism.

But what about Bush’s advocacy of the Road Map [for Israeli-Palestinian peace]? He surely had to embrace it to retain Britain in the Iraq War coalition and to keep moderate Arab states friendly. The question is whether he will risk Jewish votes by pressing for Middle East peace.

Republican activists leave no doubt about their views. Delay has called the Road map “a confluence of deluded thinking” between European elites, the State Department bureaucracy and American intellectuals. Former House Speaker Newt Gingrich, an intimate adviser of Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld, called the Road Map a conspiracy by the State Department and foreign powers to work against US policies”…

This confronts Bush with a classic presidential decision that may forge his place in history. Should he follow Powell’s advice that American leadership on creating a Palestinian state is essential for peace in the Middle East? Or should he follow the path urged by his party’s leaders to guarantee his re-election?”

This Republican strategy can be seen as a continuation of Reagan’s strategy of the 1980s in trying to draw away the votes of “Reagan Democrats”, described by Joseph Harsch as comprising mainly “Southern [White] evangelicals, Northern ‘blue collar’ workers and pro-Zionist Jews.” 
  This Republican bloc was based on thoroughly Jacksonian principles of conservative populism at home and aggressive nationalism abroad (though under Reagan, as noted, this nationalism was to some degree more rhetorical than real). 

That is not to say of course that this Republican strategy has necessarily been successful after Reagan left the scene. In general, voting patterns and surveys suggest that when it comes to elections, most Jewish Americans remain true to their liberal traditions. In the 2008 elections 78 per cent of American Jewish voters voted for Obama, though by 2010 according to some polls support for him among Jews had dropped to only 51 per cent, largely because of the way in which he had been portrayed as hostile to Israel.
 The alliance with Christian fundamentalists does often make Jewish American liberals very uneasy; for as Roberta Feuerlicht has written, “in Jewish history, when fundamentalists came, Cossacks were not far behind.”
 However, Jewish voters punished Carter very severely in 1980 for his moves towards dialogue with the PLO, and there are fears among Democrats and hopes among Republicans that the same could happen to Obama in the elections of 2012.
If Bush had wished his administration to be taken seriously as a force for peace in the Middle East, he would have had to fire those of his own senior officials who in the course of the 1990s had opposed the Oslo peace process and advised the Israeli government to abandon it.
 In their policy paper of 1996, “A Clean Break”, Richard Perle (later chairman of the Defense Advisory Board in the Bush administration), Douglas Feith (later Deputy Under-Secretary of Defense in the Bush administration) and other members of the “Project for the New American Century” (PNAC) advised the Israeli government of Benjamin Netanyahu to abandon both the Oslo process and the whole idea of land for peace in favor of insistence on permanent control of the occupied territories: “Our claim to the land – to which we have clung for hope for 2000 years is legitimate and noble…Only the unconditional acceptance by Arabs of our rights, especially in their territorial dimension, “peace for peace”, is a solid basis for the future [italics in the original].” The use of the word “our” in this context is especially striking.
The paper makes clear that it rules out the “peace for land” idea on which the whole “Two State” solution is based, describing this as “cultural, economic, political, military and diplomatic retreat”; and what it means by “peace for peace” is to go on attacking Arab regimes until they accept Israeli rule over the whole of Palestine. The authors were thereby opposing, in the name of “our” claim to the whole of Palestine, not only the then policy of the Clinton administration, but that of all previous US administrations, and that formally adopted later by the Bush administration of which some of them were to be officials.
 Elliott Abrams, appointed by Bush in 2003 as chief official for the Middle East at the National Security Council, had also argued – before the collapse of talks in 2000 and the second Intifada - that Oslo should essentially be abandoned in favor of a new crackdown on the Palestinians.
 By 2012, the vast majority of both Democrats and Republicans in Congress had in effect abandoned all opposition to Israeli settlements and all concrete support for a Palestinian state. 
It is true that on the one hand, US policy, and the US public discourse concerning the Palestinians, has improved greatly since the 1970s, when Washington essentially echoed Israel in declaring that no such separate people existed.
 A critical moment in this regard was the Sadat peace initiative, when for the first time an American poll showed more Americans approving of an Arab leader’s policy than that of the Israeli government, by 57 to 34 per cent.
 

Since the Iraq War, public figures like Zbigniew Brzezinski and General Anthony Zinni have argued strongly that the new US role in the Middle East demands a serious change of emphasis in dealing with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. On the other hand, “9/11”, and the link made between anti-American and anti-Israeli terrorism, means that much of the American political classes and public opinion have once again become strongly anti-Palestinian, and willing to see Israeli actions simply as part of the “war against terrorism.” As a result of this and the iron grip of the Israeli lobby on the US Congress, American support for Israel, including in its occupation of the Palestinian territories, has continued unchanged – with all that this means for the image of the US in the Muslim world, and therefore for US chances of success in the struggle against Islamist terrorism.


Israel and the American Antithesis

One of the principal arguments made in defense of unconditional US support for Israel over the past generation is rooted in the “American Creed”: namely, that Israel is a fellow democracy, and the “only democracy in the Middle East”, and therefore deserves American support. This is repeated incessantly by Israeli spokesmen, including Benjamin Netanyahu in his address to Congress of May 2011.
 But as this becomes more and more difficult to square with Israeli actions – most especially, the occupation of the West bank and Gaza Strip and the planting of Jewish settlements there - other arguments, which have always been present, may gain greater prominence. These arguments are closely related to the values and beliefs which I have described as forming part of the “American antithesis.”

 Indeed, even the argument that Israel is a “bastion of democracy” is often paired with the spoken or unspoken view, more reminiscent of the 19th Century, that it is also “an island of Western civilization in a sea of savagery”. Indeed, the use of “democracy” in this context sometimes seems more a contemporary version of the 19th Century use of the word “civilization” than a reference to actual behavior.

Arguments rooted in the American antithesis were admirably summarized in a speech to the US Senate in March 2002 by Senator James Inhofe (Republican, Oklahoma) setting out seven reasons why “Israel alone is entitled to possess the Holy Land”, including the Palestinian territories. These views are widely shared among the other members of the Christian Right in the US Congress. As described earlier, these make up a significant proportion of Senators and Congressmen, and a very powerful proportion of the Republicans. Their numbers include both of the last Republican leaders in the House, Dick Armey and Tom DeLay, both of them very strong supporters of Israel. Thus in May 2002, Armey, then House Majority Leader, called during a television interview for the deportation of the Palestinians from the Occupied Territories.
 Tom DeLay has also expressed unconditional support for Israel, without reference to Palestinian rights.

Democracy was not among the arguments set out by Senator Inhofe; indeed the only one which is compatible with US official public values as presently understood, let alone with the official policies towards the issue of every US administration, was that of “humanitarian concern” for the Jewish survivors of the Holocaust. Instead, the Senator set out archaeological and historical arguments proving that the Jewish claim “predates any claims that other peoples in the region may have” – the same arguments so often used by nationalist intellectuals in the Balkans and Caucasus. By contrast, in 1913, “Palestinians were not there”. Two of Senator Inhofe’s reasons were Realist ones: that Israel is a “strategic ally of the United States” and “a roadblock to terrorism.”


Other of his arguments concerned civilisational superiority: the idea that Israel took desert land which “nobody really wanted” from its supposedly nomadic native inhabitants, and made it bloom. Despite all the years since the conquest of the West, this is still an idea with great resonance for Americans from the Jacksonian tradition, or influenced by it. After all, both this belief and the explicit parallel between the American settlement of the New World and the Israelites’ occupation of Canaan go back to the first days of White settlement in North America.
 In the words of T.R.Fehrenbach concerning the Texan consciousness of Texan history (and remembering that Oklahoma borders Texas and was largely settled from there): “The Texan did not shed his history in the 20th Century; he clung to it. Texas history was taught in Texas schools before the study of the United States began…This Anglo history was shot through with the national myths all such histories have; it had its share of hypocrisy and arrogance. Parts of its mythology made both ethnic Mexicans and Negroes writhe. But in essence, it rang true. We chose this land; we took it; we made it bear fruit, the Texan child is taught.” 


Or in the words of John Wayne, “I don’t feel that we did wrong in taking this great country away from them [the Indians]…Our so-called stealing of this country from them was just a matter of survival. There were great numbers of people who needed new land, and the Indians were selfishly trying to keep it for themselves.”
 Leo Strauss, one of the intellectual fathers of the neo-conservatives, made “theft of land” the basis for all states, while arguing that this unpleasant truth should veiled from the masses.


In this vein, like so many American supporters of Israel over the decades, Senator Inhofe quoted a passage from Mark Twain about his travels through a desolate Palestine; and long-held views of Palestine’s backwardness before the start of Jewish settlement, and therefore the Palestinians’ inferiority, hark back directly to 19th Century attitudes.


Senator Inhofe’s final argument also stems directly from another key strand in the American antithesis, set out at length in Chapter Three. In his words: “This is the most important reason; because God said so. As I said a minute ago, look it up in the book of Genesis. It is right up there on the desk…The Bible says that Abram removed his tent and came and dwelt in the plain of Mamre, which is in Hebron, and built an altar there before the Lord. Hebron is in the West Bank. It is at this place where God appeared to Abram and said ‘I am giving you this land’ – the West Bank. This is not a political battle at all. It is a contest over whether the world of God is true.”


Such an argument not only removes this critical issue from the sphere of negotiation; it removes it from any possibility of rational discussion based on universally accepted criteria. This argument in fact rejects the Enlightenment as a basis for political culture, and in doing so, also rejects modern Western civilization. The rejection of the Enlightenment tradition is especially true of the Millenarian Christians in the US, who believe that the restoration of Israeli rule over the entire biblical Kingdom of David is an essential precondition of the Apocalypse (a very old belief among Protestant fundamentalists, shared by Oliver Cromwell).

As recorded by Donald Wagner, Grace Halsell, Gabriel Almond and other leading students of this tradition, especially sinister are the links between these forces in the US and the powerful mixture of fundamentalist and ultra-nationalist forces on the Israeli radical Right. The latter share the moral absolutism of their American Christian counterparts without necessarily sharing their commitment to democracy. Such Israelis are of course especially strongly represented among the settlers on the West Bank. 

Israeli radical fundamentalists and nationalists are implacably opposed to a state for the Palestinians, and in many cases are committed to the most radical of all solutions to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict – the ethnic cleansing (“Transfer”) of the Palestinians from the occupied territories. According to opinion polls, in 2003 some 46 per cent of the Jewish population of Israel in general also believed in this solution, with 33 per cent calling for the deportation even of Arab citizens of Israel.
 In 2003, the possibility of future deportation was even raised by a leading Israeli liberal historian, Benny Morris.
  Such a move would indeed mark a definitive break with “the Democratic West” as this has been defined in recent decades, and a return to previous Western behavior of which Jews were among the greatest victims. If America were to support such a move, it would mark a historic triumph for the forces of the American antithesis over the American Creed.

 Ian Lustick has written of this fundamentalist element in Israel – with fundamentalism defined as “political action to radically transform society according to cosmically ordained imperatives” – as forming “a key element on the Israeli side of the Middle Eastern equation.”
 In 1991 Ehud Sprinzak described how “One of the great successes of the [Israeli] radical right has been its ability to penetrate the Likud and the National Religious Party. Thus, approximately a quarter of the leaders and members of the Likud look at the world today through the ideological and symbolic prism of the radical right. The most outstanding example is cabinet member Ariel Sharon, a person with great charisma and a large following, who thinks and talks like the ideologues of the extreme right.”

Or in the simple words of the Reverend Jerry Falwell, “To stand against Israel is to stand against God.”
 Over the past decade, unconditional support for Israel has become increasingly strong on the Republican Right, in tandem with the rise of the Christian Right “from an irrelevant fringe into a centerpiece of the conservative movement”. This is a very marked change from the days of Eisenhower, and indeed of George Bush Sr.
 As Inhofe’s and Falwell’s words indicate, the origins of this lie by no means only in the political opportunism analysed by Novak, but also in profound religious, ideological and cultural identification. 

Hal Lindsey, the Millenarian author whose Late Great Planet Earth still exceeds any other in sales in the US (apart from the Bible itself) produced after “9/11” a book on Arabs and Muslims which repeats the same biblical and pseudo-historical arguments as those of Inhofe (quoting extensively from a work by Joan Peters purporting to “prove” that Arabs actually immigrated to Palestine in the 19th Century). Lindsey adds a strong element of hatred and contempt for Islam and for “the nature and genetic characteristics of Ishmael and his descendants, the Arabs”. These he identifies with “the donkeys of the wilderness” mentioned by God in the Book of Job – in other words, rootless nomads with no attachment to place. He speaks of hate as a Muslim “Religious Doctrine”.
 A symposium of the Christian Coalition on Islam in Washington on February 15 2003 which I attended (Daniel Pipes was among the speakers) was a phantasmagoria of hatred. One speaker declared that the reason why there would always be conflict between Christians and Muslims was that Muslims denied the truth of the Resurrection. Don Feder said that “Islam is not a religion of peace. It is a religion which, throughout its 1,400-year history, has lent itself well to fanaticism, terrorism, mass murder, oppression and conversion by the sword.”
 By 2012, such language extended across the US religious right and permeated considerable sections of the Tea Parties.

Of course, such views represent a distinctly minority opinion in the US as a whole concerning the Israeli-Palestinian issue. But the rise of the Christian Right within the Republican Party means that on this wing of US politics, they are views which are becoming more and more significant. The Israeli Fundamentalist Right is developing a closer relationship even with more moderate sections of the Christian Right in the US.
 Indeed, it would seem that from the mid-1990s Likud governments have come to rely more on the Christian Right than on “unreliable” liberal Jewish Americans in their attempts to mobilize support in the US for its policies.
 Thus the Washington Times reported a series of visits to the US by the Israeli Tourism Minister in 2003:

“Israeli tourism minister Benyamin Elon has embarked on a "Bible Belt tour" to exploit evangelical Christian enthusiasm for Israel, to lure Christian tourists back to Israel and to derail President Bush's "road map" to Middle East peace…"We either have to oppose the road map or oppose the Bible," says Mike Evans, founder of the Jerusalem Prayer Team, a coalition of 1,700 churches. "Evangelicals have no debate on this issue."… Thus Mr. Elon is averaging one trip per month to make Israeli views known in states where the Jewish state sees a receptive audience. "The Bible Belt is a very important target for Israel," he says, adding that Israel is raising its annual tourism budget for North America from $1.1 million to $3 million. 
    "We wish to thank those who have not abandoned us," he says. "In the past three years, those who have come were Jews — out of solidarity — and evangelical Christians. They are saying to Arafat: 'You cannot force us to change our way of life to uproot Israel from the Holy Land.' " 
 He opposes a Palestinian state on the West Bank and suggests Palestinians either relocate to Jordan or live under Israeli sovereignty.” 

 



[CUT from “the importance of… to “large parts of the West Bank”]

In almost any other truly vital area of US international policy such views would have few consequences for policy.
 But in the case of Israel, a variety of factors have made this impossible. These include the depth of American historical and cultural sympathy for Israel, the power of the Israeli lobby (which includes by no means just Jewish American bodies, but the Christian Right and other forces as well) and the particular limitations on the discussion of Israel in the political arena and mass media.

Together these factions have made it impossible for liberal or Realist forces in the US – including sections of Jewish America - to isolate and overcome such ideas politically, however much they may argue against them in sections of the educated media.
 It is not that the extremist ideas held by Inhofe, DeLay and others are shared by anything resembling a majority of Americans; rather, in the case of Israel, both the Democratic Party and the liberal intelligentsia have been disabled from presenting strong and coherent opposition to them; whether by sincere identification with Israel, or fear of being attacked by the Israeli lobby. As a result, there is in effect no real political alternative or opposition in the US concerning the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and US policies towards it.
 In 2008, “J Street” was founded, a political action committee representing liberal Jews who support Israel but oppose the Israeli occupation of the Palestinian territories, and call for a peace settlement on the basis of the borders of 1967. J Street is supported by numerous leading Jewish intellectuals and rabbis in both the United States and Israel, and it has gained some presence in sections of the educated media. Compared to the unconditionally pro-Israel groups however, as of 2012 J Street’s impact on politics and especially Congress remains minimal – as is all too clear from the latest Congressional votes on Israel.
 
Over the past four decades US policy has in consequence become bogged down in a glaring contradiction between American public ideals and US-financed Israeli behavior. On the one hand, America preaches to Arabs contemporary civic ideals of democracy, modernity, and the peaceful resolution of disputes. On the other, it subsidizes not only a brutal military occupation but the seizure of land from an established population on the basis of ethno-religious claims which in any other circumstances would be regarded by US governments and a majority of public opinion as utterly illegitimate.

The most truly tragic aspect of all this, as more and more Israelis and Jewish Americans have begun to argue, is that this kind of unconditional US support, coupled with continued Israeli occupation of Palestinian territory, is also proving disastrous for Israel itself, and for the noble ideals which motivated the best elements in the Zionist enterprise. These critics include not just liberals, but senior retired military and security officials; like the four former directors of the Shin Bet domestic security service who in November 2003 warned the Sharon government that if Israel does not withdraw from the West Bank and Gaza Strip, Israel’s very existence will ultimately be endangered. They also said that this withdrawal is necessary even if this leads to a clash with Jewish settlers. According to one of the four, Avraham Shalom, “We must once and for all admit that there is another side, that it has feelings and is suffering, and that we are behaving 
disgracefully…We have turned into a people of petty fighters using the wrong tools.”
 In April 2011, a group of former Israeli generals and chiefs of the security services drafted a proposed peace settlement based on the principles set out in the Arab peace initiative of 2002. The Israeli generals’ plan backed President Obama’s call for a settlement based on the borders of 1967. It was rejected by the Israeli government and received no backing in the US Congress.
 In the words of former Knesset Speaker Avraham Burg,

“The Zionist revolution has always rested on two pillars: a just path and an ethical leadership. Neither of these is operative any longer. The Israeli nation today rests on a scaffolding of corruption, and on foundations of oppression and injustice. As such, the end of the Zionist enterprise is already on our doorstep. There is a real chance that ours will be the last Zionist generation. There may yet be a Jewish state in the Middle East, but it will be a different sort, strange and ugly… 

 We cannot keep a Palestinian majority under an Israeli boot and at the same time think ourselves the only democracy in the Middle East. There cannot be democracy without equal rights for all who live here, Arab as well as Jew. We cannot keep the territories and preserve a Jewish majority in the world's only Jewish state - not by means that are humane and moral and Jewish…
Do you want the greater Land of Israel? No problem. Abandon democracy. Let's institute an efficient system of racial separation here, with prison camps and detention villages. Qalqilya Ghetto and Gulag Jenin…

Do you want democracy? No problem. Either abandon the greater Land of Israel, to the last settlement and outpost, or give full citizenship and voting rights to everyone, including Arabs. The result, of course, will be that those who did not want a Palestinian state alongside us will have one in our midst, via the ballot box.
Israel's friends abroad - Jewish and non-Jewish alike, presidents and prime ministers, rabbis and lay people - should choose as well. They must reach out and help Israel to navigate the road map toward our national destiny as a light unto the nations and a society of peace, justice and equality.”

The Israeli lobby in the US is well aware that the settlements – which have been condemned in principle by successive US administrations – are by far the weakest element in its entire argument. Determined attempts have therefore been made to distract attention from this issue, described in one advisory paper as “our Achilles heel” in terms of wooing US public support.


Because of the way in which America and Israel are entwined, spiritually, politically and socially; and because the Israeli-US relationship is treated by so many other people in the world as a litmus test of US behavior, the choices that Israel makes will have very grave implications not only for the security of the US and Western allies of the US like Britain, and for America’s role in the world, but also perhaps for the political culture of the US itself.
 

From an American point of view, Israel cannot be compared with Russia, China, or other authoritarian states which have waged even crueler wars against national secessionist movements. This comparison is made repeatedly by the Israeli lobby in an effort to prove that demands for US pressure on Israel are hypocritical and/or anti-semitic, since the authors of these demands do not ask that the US apply similar pressure to states like Russia or China.

 This argument however fails in both ethical and realist terms. What most US and European critics of the US relationship with Israel are asking is not that the US should impose trade sanctions against Israel, or expel it from international bodies, but only that the US should use its aid and support for Israel as a powerful lever to influence Israeli behavior. For these other states do not receive massive subsidies, military support and diplomatic protection from the US. Israel as of 2012 received more than a quarter of the entire US aid budget (excluding that for the reconstruction of Afghanistan).
 The figure for US aid to Israel in 2012 was more than five times that to the entire desperately impoverished continent of Africa.

[CUT, and ten times the proposed US share of aid for the reconstruction of liberated Afghanistan – the latter being both a US moral imperative and also supposedly a vital US strategic interest. 
]

  This radical imbalance clearly makes Israel a special case. It makes the US morally complicit in Israel’s crimes, not only in the eyes of the world but in reality; and it gives Americans both the right and the duty to put pressure on Israel to end the occupation of the Palestinian territories.

 The U.S. need to bring about an end to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is also dictated on purely Realist grounds, especially in the context of the “war against terrorism”. Israeli strategies and tactics in that conflict, and US support for Israel, are central to how a large majority of Muslims view the US and US policies in the Muslim world. This fact has been attested to by an almost endless procession of opinion polls and media reports, including surveys by the US State Department, and is not or should not be open to serious question.

 This combination of factors also critically affects how Europeans view US strategy in the region, and contribute enormously to European doubts about the wisdom or even sanity of American leadership.  The refusal among many Americans to recognize this, and the vilification of European motives for unease at Israel’s behavior, also help to drive a deeper wedge between the US and Europe. Thus in the debate in Europe in 2003-2004 on Bush’s plan for developing the Middle East, the role of Israel, and unconditional US support for Israel, featured prominently as reasons for skepticism. This factor was barely mentioned in many US reports and analyses of the difficulties over the issue between the US and Europe – leaving the impression that European resistance was motivated chiefly by “petulance” or “anti-Americanism”.


The “Love Affair”

The widespread failure in the US to address these issues has become especially striking and especially dangerous since “9/11” emphasized with dreadful force the threat to the US and the West from terrorist groups based within Muslim societies. For to most outside observers, including ones in countries and governments closely allied with the US, it is apparent – as implied by Tony Blair in the remark quoted at the head of this chapter – that Israel has ceased to be the “vital strategic ally” of the US that it was during the Cold War.
 It has become instead a very serious strategic liability to the US and its allies in their effort to fight Islamist and Arab nationalist terrorism.

 This is indeed demonstrated by Israel’s role, or rather non-role, in the Iraq wars of 1991 and 2003, in which Israeli forces did not participate. They were of course begged by Washington not to participate openly, so as not to infuriate the Arab world and risk disastrously spreading these conflicts. Strategic allies are after all supposed to come into their own when there is a conflict in their region. It is a funny kind of ally which has to be asked to go away and keep quiet so as not to cause vastly increased trouble. 
An even more astonishing insight into the nature of the relationship between Israel and the United States – and Israeli assumptions about that relationship -  is to be found in the memoirs of Dov Zakheim, Under Secretary and chief financial officer at the Department of Defense in the Bush administration from 2001 to 2004. Zakheim is an Orthodox Jew and a passionate supporter of Israel, but records the following exchange in 2003: “The Israelis did offer to provide materiel support for the US efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan and did not insist on taking credit for it publicly. Initially I was delighted by the offer on two counts. First, the Israeli military was reputed to be among the world’s best, and its systems would be a welcome addition to our own. And second, the United States provided Israel with billions of dollars worth of military assistance, and it seemed appropriate, at least to me, that Israel should offer to help America in its own time of need. But then the Israelis told me that the US government would “of course” have to buy whatever it was that Israel made available. I was not amused, and told them ‘thanks, but no thanks’.” 

Before 1991, the major US military intervention in the Middle East was that in Lebanon in 1983 – a debacle which was made necessary by Israel’s prior invasion of Lebanon. This intervention led to hundreds of unnecessary American dead, and increased hostility to America in the region, while bringing the US no strategic or political gain whatsoever. The terms of the US-Israeli alliance are not a case of the tail wagging the dog; they represent the tail whirling the unfortunate dog around the room and banging its head against the ceiling.

[CUT from “Under the Bush administration…

To “as a civilizational empire.”]

In the context of either a realist or an ethical international tradition, there is of course nothing wrong in a US commitment to Israel based on a sense of cultural and ethnic kinship, nor in US willingness to make geopolitical sacrifices for the sake of defending Israel. This after all was the position of Britain vis a vis its former White colonies long after they had become politically independent of Britain, and even when some had ceased to be real strategic assets.
 
In the case of Israel’s role in the US-Israel alliance, alas, a darker historical parallel suggests itself. If anything, the US-Israel alliance is beginning to take on some of the same mutually calamitous aspects as Russia’s commitment to Serbia in 1914; a great power guarantee which encouraged parts of the Serbian leadership to behave with criminal irresponsibility in their encouragement of irredentist claims against Austria, leading to a war which was ruinous for Russia, Serbia and the world.

 One might almost say that as a result of the way in which the terms of the Israeli-US alliance have become set, the US and Israel have changed places. The US, which should feel protected both by the oceans and by matchless military superiority, is cast instead in the role of an endangered Middle Eastern state which is under severe threat from terrorism, and which also believes itself to be in mortal danger from countries with a tiny fraction of its power. Meanwhile, thanks largely to support from the US, Israel has become a kind of superpower, able to defy its entire region and Europe too. This is not only bad for the US, it is terribly bad for Israel itself, for reasons which will be set out later in this chapter. For Israel is not a superpower. It is rich and powerful, but it is still a small Middle Eastern country which will have to seek accommodations with its neighbors if it is ever to live in peace. Blind and largely unconditional US support has enabled Israeli governments to avoid facing this fact, with consequences which are likely to prove utterly disastrous for Israel itself in the long run.

As in the case of Serbia and powerful Panslavist sections of pre-1914 Russian public and official opinion, so in the case of Israel important sections of US opinion (by no means only Jewish) have over the past half century come to view the US and Israel as almost one country, so tightly identified with each other as to transcend America’s own identity and interests. They genuinely believe in an “identity of interests between the Jewish state and the United States.”
 The relationship has been described as a “love affair”; or in the words of Governor Jerry Brown (former Democratic Governor of California), “I love Israel. If you would show me a map and ask me to identify Israel, I probably wouldn’t find it. But Israel is in my heart.” 

The roots of this “love affair” of course long precede the foundation not only of Israel but of the United States themselves, and lie ultimately in the Old Testament-centered religion of the American Protestant tradition. The acknowledgement (conscious or subconscious) of Israel as a form of chosen nation was closely related to the long tradition in American thought examined in Chapter Two, and dating back to the first settlers, which identifies America too as “God’s New Israel”. In the words of a sermon by the Reverend Abiel Abbot in 1799, “It has often been remarked that the people of the United States come nearer to a parallel with Ancient Israel, than any other nation upon the globe. Hence Our American Israel is a term frequently used; and common consent allows it apt and proper.”

This affinity has continued down the generations, and must be set against the snobbish WASP anti-semitism (directed mainly against the East European Jewish immigrants who arrived in the US from the 1880s on, rather than the longer-established Germans and Sephardim). To it was added a strong liberal identification with the Western democratic culture of Israel’s founding generation.
 

Less openly acknowledged, but immensely important, has been a “Jacksonian” respect for Israel’s tough, militarist society and its repeated victories in war, and for the military achievements and the macho personal style of Israeli soldiers-turned politician like Ariel Sharon. This became especially important after 1967, when Israel’s crushing victory over superior odds in a morally justified war of self-defense provided a measure of psychological compensation for America’s own defeat in Vietnam.

There is however a darker side to this, recalled by T.R.Fehrenbach’s words on Texan memory. The conquest of land from savage enemy peoples remains central to most of the history of White North America. Gordon Welty amongst others sees a strong affinity between the “muscular theology” of the Israeli Fundamentalist Right and that of the American pioneer tradition: “Since the ‘frontier’ of America is gone, they seek to recreate it elsewhere.”
 This tradition is reflected in Donald Rumsfeld’s notorious remark of 2002 concerning the Jewish settlements on the West Bank: "Focusing on settlements at the present time misses the point…Settlements in various parts of the so-called occupied area ... were the result of a war, which they [the Israelis] won."

The circumstances of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict since the 1930s, and the creation of Jewish settlements in the occupied territories since 1967, have also created a parallel between the situation of Israel and that of the American Indian frontier.  In such cases, soldiers and civilians are mixed up together and fight, and the distinction between them often becomes blurred. Media attention has been focused on terrorism by Palestinians, but this takes place against a backdrop of continual low-level civilian violence on both sides: stone throwing and other attacks on settlers by Palestinian youths, vigilante-style behavior by the settlers.

Thus Amos Elon described Meir Har-Zion, the famous paratrooper who combined his official military service in the 1950s with private freelance raids and reprisals against the Arabs: “Unsparing of himself and others, he was brutally indiscriminate in inflicting punishment upon his adversaries. He began to personify an Israeli version of the Indian Fighters in the American Wild West. Laconically killing Arab soldiers, peasants and townspeople in a kind of fury without hatred, he remained cold-blooded and thoroughly efficient, simply doing a job and doing it well…”

Of course, in this case as in that of the Indian Frontier, to recall the ferocity of the Israeli fighters does not involve in any way glossing over the barbarity of their Palestinian and Arab opponents. These were and are savage wars on both sides. The chance to end the conditions which exacerbated such conflict has however been passed up by Israel through the settlement policy, as well as by Palestinian groups through their continued pursuit of terrorism.

Israel’s development since 1967 into what Meron Benvenisti has called a Herrenvolk Democracy, with power and status held by a ruling ethnicity, also corresponded to a core part of the “Jacksonian” ethos in the US, at least until the 1960s.
 Such beliefs formed a strong subtext to works like Leon Uris’s fantastically popular novel Exodus (20 million copies sold by the 1990s, placing it in the same top category of success as the Millenarian novels of Hal Lindsey and Tim LaHaye) and the film based on it.

This identification with Israel would not matter much to US and Western security, except that over the same period the wider Arab (and to a lesser extent Muslim) worlds have come equally to identify with the Palestinians in their struggle with the Israelis. The US has a separate hegemonic agenda in the region, which is focused on control of access to oil, the deterrence or removal of hostile states, and the attempt to develop states and societies so as to ward off state failure, anti-western revolution, or both. This task would be difficult enough in itself, but it is made immeasurably more difficult by the embroilment of the US in an essentially national conflict with the Palestinians and their Arab backers. 

So as a result of a combination of Israel and oil, the US finds itself pinned to a conflict-ridden and bitterly anti-American region in a way without precedent in its history. In all other regions of the world, the US has been able either to help stabilize regional situations in a way which broadly conforms to its interests (Europe, North East Asia, Central America), or, if regional hostility is too great and the security situation too intractable, to withdraw (as from Mexico in 1917 and Indochina in the early 1970s).

 If the result of US entanglement in the Middle East is also unprecedented embroilment in a series of conflicts, then this is likely severely to damage not only US global leadership, but the character of US nationalism and even perhaps of US democracy. As the period of the Vietnam war indicated, prolonged war may bitterly divide American society and create severe problems for public order; and it may also help push the American government in the direction of secretive, paranoid, authoritarian and illegal behavior.

America’s regional position is not only worsened by the increased hostility which its support for Israel arouses among Muslims and in the former colonial world generally. Equally important perhaps is that the violent nationalist passions which this conflict has engendered within US society has made it much more difficult for that society to think clearly about its strategy in the Middle East and its relations with a range of countries around the world. As with Pan-Slavism’s role in Russian nationalism before 1914, the nature of the identification with Israel has become an integral part of the entire US nationalist mixture, and has helped influence US nationalism in the direction of more radical and chauvinist positions. 

Once again, this is not to criticize the principle of American identification with and support for Israel, which is in itself entirely legitimate, just as it is in the case of Armenia, Poland, or other countries with which large numbers of Americans retain close ethnic ties.
 It is a combination of the unconditional terms of this commitment with Israeli policies which are so dangerous
. To compare this issue with the role of other ethnic lobbies: Partly as a result of the influence of the Polish lobby in the US, the US strongly supported the accession of Poland and other Central European countries to NATO and the European Union. A condition of these accessions however was that the countries concerned should be fully democratic, should give fair and equal treatment to their ethnic minorities, and should have no unresolved territorial disputes with their neighbors.

To put it more concretely: The US should be committed to support and defend Israel only within the borders of 1967. As a senior retired US diplomat put it to me in 2003, the present situation by contrast is rather as if during the Cold War the US had committed itself to defend a West Germany whose political and ethnic borders with eastern Europe were both open and violent – which would have been a recipe for geopolitical disaster.

A Tragic Imperative

The above propositions would be assented to by the overwhelming majority of the educated populations of Britain and America’s other key allies in the world, and indeed by the great majority of people in the world who observe the Israeli Palestinian conflict. They are very difficult to refute from a standpoint of the American Creed, at least as this has been defined during the decades since World War II.

It may well be the difficulty of defending their position within the scope of basic liberal principles that explains in part the hysteria among Israeli partisans which too often surrounds – and suppresses - attempts at frank discussion of these issues in America, and which is one of the most worrying aspects of the US foreign policy scene. Of course, the principal reason for this atmosphere is the appalling crime and the terrible memory of the Holocaust, and its effects in deterring criticism of Israel, and creating a belief in the legitimacy of Israeli demands for absolute security. The image of the Holocaust has been used deliberately by the Israeli lobby to consolidate support for Israel in the US and elsewhere; but it also emerges quite naturally and spontaneously from Jewish and Jewish American consciousness.

However, whatever the natural, legitimate and understandable roots of unconditional loyalty to Israel, the effects it must be said often resemble wider patterns of nationalism in the world. One of the saddest experiences of visits to countries experiencing national disputes and heightened moods of nationalism is to meet with highly intelligent, civilized, and moderate individuals whose capacity for reason and moderation vanishes as soon as the conversation touches on conflicts involving their own nation or ethnicity. Otherwise universally accepted standards of behavior, argument and evidence are suspended, facts are conjured from thin air, critics are demonized, wild accusations are leveled, and rational argument becomes impossible.

 I observed this as a journalist in the southern Caucasus in the run-up to the wars there in the early 1990s, and more than a decade earlier when visiting the then Yugoslavia as a student. It was therefore with dismay that I found exactly the same pattern repeating itself at dinner parties in Washington as soon as the conversation touched on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Also immensely sad and troubling is to see ethical principles and intellectual standards crumble at the touch of national allegiance among scholars and thinkers whose work you deeply admire.

Any condemnation of the pro-Israeli liberal intelligentsia of the US, both Jewish and non-Jewish, must be tempered not only by the terrible impact of the Holocaust but by an awareness of the extremely difficult ideological and ethical position in which they have found themselves since 1945, a position which is nothing short of a tragic dilemma. This stems in origin from the fact that for equally valid and legitimate reasons, Western Europe, and the liberal intelligentsia of the US on the one hand, and the greater part of the world’s Jewish population on the other, drew opposing conclusions from the catastrophe of Nazism. And this split ran straight through the individual consciousnesses of most of the Jewish diaspora intelligentsia. This is not an enviable situation to be in.

The Western European elites, and the liberal intelligentsia of the US, essentially decided that the correct response to Nazism, and to the hideous national conflicts which preceded, engendered and accompanied Nazism, was to seek to limit, transcend and overcome nationalism. Hence the creation of common European institutions leading to the European Union, and the great respect paid in Europe, and by many liberal Americans to the United Nations and to developing institutions of international law and co-operation. Given the strong past connections between chauvinist nationalism and anti-semitism (even to a degree in the US), and the role of nationalism in Fascism, most of the Jewish diaspora intelligentsia naturally also identified with these attempts to overcome nationalism around the world.

However, given the failure of the Western world (including the United States) in the 1930s and 1940s to prevent genocide, or even – shamefully - to offer refuge to Jews fleeing the Nazis, it is entirely natural that a great many Jews decided that guarantees from the international community were not remotely sufficient to protect them against further attempts at massacre. They felt that in addition, a Jewish national state was required, backed by a strong Jewish nationalism. This nationalism embodied strong and genuine elements of national liberation and social progressivism, akin to those of other oppressed peoples in the world, and it was from this that Zionism drew its powerful elements of moral nobility, as represented by figures like Ahad Ha’am, Martin Buber and Nahum Goldmann.
 

Israel also developed a central importance for Jewish diaspora communities because the decline of religious belief and practice, of ethnic traditions, and of the Yiddish language, concurrent with the steep rise of intermarriage. These trends meant that these communities themselves fear that they may be in the process of dissolution.
 Judaism had always been what Heinrich Heine called “the portable Fatherland of the Jews”; its eclipse threatened a form of soft extinction, unless a substitute could be found.
 

Jacques Torczyner of the Zionist Organization of America declared during the Carter administration that “Whatever the administration will want to do…the Jews in America will fight for Israel. It is the only thing we have to sustain our Jewish identity.”
 Or according to religious historian Martin Marty, “as other bases of Jewish identity continued to dwindle…Israel progressively became the spiritual center of the American Jewish experience.”

  But although the bases for this sacralization of the nation were specifically, and tragically Jewish, the advancement of nationalism as a substitute for fading religion, and the transmogrification of religious passions into nationalist ones, also forms part of a wider pattern in nationalist history, and one which in the past has contributed to national and international catastrophes: “Our most blooming life for Thy most withered tree, Germany!” 
 

Unlike most other national senses of martyrdom, the Jewish one was truly justified – unlike that of France after 1871, or Germany after 1918. But that has not saved many Jews from the pernicious results of such a sense of martyrdom in terms of nationalist extremism and self-justification – any more than it has the Armenians, for example. It has produced an atmosphere which has shaded into and tolerated the religious-nationalist fundamentalism of Israeli extremist groups and different groups of ideological settlers in the occupied territories, and crude hatred of Arabs and Muslims.
 

Furthermore, while Zionism of course originated in the late 19th Century and is a classic example of the modern “construction” of a nation, the Jewish ethno-religious basis on which it did so represents the oldest and deepest “primordial” national identity in the world. As demonstrated by a series of clashes within Israel over the definition of who is a Jew, who can become a Jew, and who has the right to decide these questions, this is a basis for nationalism which if not necessarily completely antithetical to notions of civic nationalism based on the American Creed, certainly has a complex and uneasy relationship to them; and this too is perceived by Muslim peoples to whom the US wishes to spread its version of civic nationalism.

An appeal to religious and quasi-religious nationalist justifications for rule over Palestine was also implicit in the entire Zionist enterprise. Given the large majority of Palestinian Arabs throughout  Palestine – even at the moment of the declaration of Israeli statehood in 1948 - the claim to create a Jewish state in Palestine could not easily be justified on grounds of national liberation alone. It needed also to be backed by appeals to ancient ethnic claims and religious scripts, and by civilizational arguments of superiority to the backward Arabs and “making the desert bloom”. These could not easily be assented to by other peoples around the world, and indeed made even many Western liberals think uneasily of their own nationalist and imperialist pasts. 

Following one original strand of Zionism, great Zionist leaders and thinkers like Nahum Goldmann originally dreamed however that Israel would, like other civilized states, also be anchored in international institutions, and might even form part of a multiethnic federation with the Arab states of the Middle East; thereby resolving the dilemma in which Jewish diaspora liberalism found itself.

Tragically, the circumstances in which Israel was created made any such resolution of the Jewish intellectual and moral dilemma exceptionally difficult, and would have done so for any group in this position. The intention here is not to condemn or vilify, simply to point out the nature of the dilemma and the sad and dangerous consequences that have stemmed from it.

 Amos Oz has written of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that:

“Zionism is a movement of national liberation, which has no need of any ‘consent’ or ‘agreement’ from the Arabs. But it must recognize that the conflict between us and the Palestinians is not a cheap Western in which civilized ‘goodies’ are fighting against native ‘baddies’. It is more like a Greek tragedy. It represents a clash between two conflicting rights. The Palestinian Arabs have a strong and legitimate claim, and the Israelis must recognize this, without this recognition leading us into self-denial or feelings of guilt. We are bound to accept a painful compromise, and admit that the land of Israel is the homeland of two nations, and we must accept its partition in one form or another.”

It cannot be emphasized too strongly that if the Palestinian Arabs in the 1930s and 1940s had agreed that a large part of Palestine – where they were still a large majority and had until recently been an overwhelming one – should be given up to form the state of Israel they would have been acting in a way which as far as I am aware would have had no precedent in all of human history. And it is not as if intelligent and objective observers did not point this out at the time. As Hannah Arendt wrote in 1945, three years before Israeli independence, the war with the Arabs, and the expulsion of the Palestinians:

“American Zionists from left to right adopted unanimously, at their last annual convention held in Atlantic City in October 1944, the demand for a ‘free and democratic Jewish commonwealth…[which] shall embrace the whole of Palestine, undivided and undiminished’….The Atlantic City Resolution goes even a step further than the Biltmore Program (1942) in which the Jewish minority had granted minority rights to the Arab majority. This time the Arabs were simply not mentioned in the resolution, which obviously leaves them the choice between voluntary emigration or second-class citizenship. It seems to admit that only opportunist reasons had previously prevented the Zionist movement from stating its final aims. These aims now seem to be completely identical with those of the extremists as far as the future political constitution of Palestine is concerned…By stating it with such bluntness in what seemed to them an appropriate moment, Zionists have forfeited for a long time any chance of pourparlers with Arabs; for whatever Zionists may offer, they will not be trusted.” 

 Throughout history, even the great assimilating religious-national movements and empires were only rarely able to incorporate new peoples without some violence; and – despite the dreams of Herzl and others concerning a multi-ethnic Jewish state - Zionism is very explicitly not a force for the assimilation of non-Jews. 

In other words, whatever one’s condemnation of the Palestinians and Arabs for their long delay in coming to terms with the reality of Israel, to blame them for initially resisting that reality is to engage in moral and historical idiocy. While condemning the Arabs as demons, it suggests that they should have acted as saints. The tragedy of 1948 is therefore not only of a clash of valid rights, but also that neither side in this conflict could have acted otherwise. Abba Eban said just as much, years later: “The Palestine Arabs, were it not for the Balfour Declaration and the League of Nations Mandate, could have counted on eventual independence either as a separate state or in an Arab context acceptable to them…It was impossible for us to avoid struggling for Jewish statehood and equally impossible for them to grant us what we asked. If they had submitted to Zionism with docility, they would have been the first people in history to have voluntarily renounced their majority status.”
 
Thus it is surprising that self-styled Western liberals, scholars and intellectuals among Israel’s partisans go on using the Palestinian rejection of partition in 1948 as a form of permanently damning original sin.  The reasons why most Americans have had such difficulty recognizing this however go beyond the desire to support Israel and edit out anything which might qualify that support or give any ammunition to the enemies of Israel. They are also related to features of American culture well summed up by T.R.Fehrenbach concerning the deep unwillingness of Americans to look seriously at the fate of the Native Americans: “The culmination of the Indian wars was a tragedy, with all the classic inevitability of tragedy, and against true tragedy the North American soul revolts.”

Thus to his great credit, Saul Bellow in the 1970s joined Walter Laqueur, Leonard Bernstein and other leading Jewish American cultural and intellectual figures in publicly opposing the establishment of settlements in the Occupied Territories (the then Senator Abraham Ribicoff took the same line).
 In his memoir To Jerusalem and Back, Bellow acknowledged that “a sweeping denial of Arab grievances is an obstacle to peace.” At the same time, he agrees with Laqueur as saying of the Zionists that in seeking to establish a state, “Their sin was that they behaved like other peoples. Nation states have never come into existence peacefully and without injustices.” 

Yet these writers did not follow up with the obvious corollary, which is that the Palestinians too “behaved like other peoples” in fighting to hold on to their ancestral land where they were a large majority. Even Norman Mailer, while strongly criticizing present Israeli policies, has suggested that the Palestinians are at fault for not having welcomed Jewish refugees in the 1940s. 

Instead, self-described liberals like Alan Dershowitz have explicitly used arguments of collective Arab and Palestinian guilt as a justification. This is not only false historically but is also incompatible with contemporary liberal values, and feeds into American chauvinism towards Muslims and Arabs. According to Dershowitz, “The Arabs bore sufficient guilt for the Holocaust and for supporting the wrong side during World War II to justify their contribution, as part of the losing side, in the rearrangement of territory and demography that inevitably follows a cataclysmic world conflict.” 

Saul Bellow for his part, in the passage cited above, immediately slips into familiar tropes about Arab hostility to Israel being akin to German cruelty towards the Jews, both of them reflecting a kind of “insanity”; and ends on a plangent note which simply sweeps away concrete issues of Israeli behavior and Palestinian suffering: “Israel must reckon with the world, and with the madness of the world, and to a most grotesque extent. And all because the Israelis wished to lead Jewish lives in a Jewish state.” Such statements, which in one form or another I have heard repeated again and again in conversations in the US, laid the foundations for a view of “the world” itself as the mad and evil enemy of Israel and the US.

By contrast, David Ben Gurion himself is reported (by Nahum Goldmann) to have asked in private, “Why should the Arabs make peace? If I were an Arab leader I would never make terms with Israel. That is natural: we have taken their country. Sure, God promised it to us, but what does that matter to them? Our God is not theirs. We came from Israel, it’s true, but two thousand years ago, and what is that to them? There has been anti-Semitism, the Nazis, Hitler, Auschwitz, but was that their fault? They only see one thing: we have come here and stolen their country. Why should they accept that?”

Together with the establishment of the Jewish state came the war of 1948 and the expulsion of most of the Arab population of Palestine from the territories of the new Jewish state. So intolerable to the liberal conscience was this action, and so deeply did it seem to call into question the legitimacy of the new state, that for two generations it had to be denied, with absurd arguments being advanced instead – in the face of logic and both Palestinian and Jewish testimony – that the Palestinians had somehow fled voluntarily on the orders of the Arab governments and their own leaders. Indeed, some leading Israeli partisans in the US are in essence still arguing this.

For my own part, though of course I deeply regret the human suffering caused by the expulsions of 1948, I have never been especially shocked by them – if only because the facts were largely available, from Israeli sources quoted in various books, long before Israeli revisionist historians “revealed” from the late 1980s on that the expulsion of the Palestinians was in large part a process deliberately planned by the Israeli leadership and accompanied by numerous atrocities.
 And with regret – and without in any way endorsing the infamous collective guilt argument advanced by Dershowitz and others - I must on the whole accept Morris’s recent arguments that this cruel process was necessary if the state of Israel was to be established and its Jewish population to avoid renewed extermination or exile: “Ben-Gurion was a transferist. He understood that there could be no Jewish state with a large and hostile Arab minority in its midst. There would be no such state. It would not be able to exist…Ben-Gurion was right. If he had not done what he did, a state would not have come into being. That has to be clear. It is impossible to evade it. Without the uprooting of the Palestinians, a Jewish state would not have arisen here…There are circumstances in history that justify ethnic cleansing. I know that this term is completely negative in the discourse of the 21st century, but when the choice is between ethnic cleansing and genocide - the annihilation of your people - I prefer ethnic cleansing.”

This was after all the 1940s. At the end of the Second World War, some 12 million Germans were expelled from eastern Germany when these lands were annexed to Poland and Russia, and three million from Czechoslovakia, amidst immense suffering, atrocity, and loss of life. Hungarians were deported from Czechoslovakia and Rumania. And allied peoples also suffered. As Poles moved westwards into former German lands, so millions were deported by Stalin into Poland from the Soviet Union, to create more ethnically homogenous populations in Soviet Lithuania, Byelorussia, and Ukraine. In 1947, a year before the creation of Israel and the expulsion of the Palestinians, more than ten million Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims had fled from their homes as a result of the partition of the British Indian Empire, amidst horrendous bloodshed. A generation earlier, Greece and Turkey had conducted a great exchange of populations after repeated national conflicts involving great atrocities on both sides.

 Horrible though these events were, they did in some ways lay the ground for a future absence of war, which is difficult to imagine if these populations had remained mixed up together. Certainly it is difficult to imagine how a Jewish state could possibly have been established and consolidated with such a huge and understandably hostile Palestinian minority.
 Finally, Israel does have a legitimate case that the subsequent expulsion to Israel of hundreds of thousands of Jews from Arab countries did create a kind of rough justice between Israel and the Arab world. 

Today it should also be quite clear that if one of the absolute preconditions for peace between Israel and the Palestinians is Israeli abandonment of many settlements in the occupied territories, the other is Palestinian abandonment of the “right of return” for those Palestinians who were expelled in 1948.
 I should add that I strongly support the Jewish “right of return” to Israel within the borders of 1967, as an ultimate fall back line in the event of a real return of anti-semitism elsewhere in the world.

But while the expulsions may have been necessary for Israel’s survival, the lies which they have generated over the succeeding generations, and which continue to this day, have been extremely dangerous for both Israel and the US. It would have been far better if Israel, and partisans of Israel in the US, had – like Ben Gurion in private - accepted the truth of what happened in 1948, and then used it as the basis for thinking seriously about compensation and laying the foundations for future peace. Instead, the pro-Israel camp committed itself to an interlocking set of moral and historical falsehoods.
 Over time, the intellectual consequences of these positions have spread like a forest of aquatic weeds until they have entangled and choked a significant part of the US national debate concerning relations not only with the Muslim world but with the outside world in general, and have thereby fed certain strains of American nationalism.

To the refusal to consider the Palestinian case before 1948, and to acknowledge the expulsions of that year, was added for several decades a widespread refusal even to admit the existence of the Palestinians as a people, with consequent national rights, summed up in Golda Meir’s notorious statement (echoed by innumerable Israeli partisans in the US) that,  “It was not as though there was a Palestinian people and in Palestine considering itself a Palestinian people and we came and threw them out and took their country away from them. They did not exist.”

Thus in 1978 Hyman H. Bookbinder of the American Jewish Committee for example denounced the Carter administration for even using the words “homeland” or “legitimate rights” with reference to the Palestinians.
 This meant in turn that the real bases of Arab grievances against Israel could not be considered, and Arab hostility had to be explained away either by inveterate hatred and malignity (“anti-semitism”) or the sinister and cynical machinations of Arab regimes.
 

Of course, both these elements have indeed been present among Arab and Muslim enemies of Israel. But the necessity of making them the only real explanations for Arab and Muslim hostility led inexorably to the demonization of Arab and Muslim societies and culture – and later, by extension, of sympathisers with the Palestinians in Europe and elsewhere. Such demonization was by no means always a deliberate strategy of Israeli partisans. In many cases, the sin was rather one of omission. By keeping silent on the subject of what had happened to the Palestinians, and the roots of the Israeli-Palestinian and Israeli-Arab conflicts, intellectual supporters of Israel left irrational, cynical and implacable hostility as the only available explanations of Arab behavior. Or as Edward Said has written, “to criticize Zionism…is to criticize not so much an idea or a theory but rather a wall of denials.”

The position of the pro-Israeli liberal intelligentsia in the US towards the Israeli-Palestinian conflict came somewhat to resemble the position of many enlightened 19th Century Americans towards the clash between slavery and the American Creed, as described one hundred years ago by Herbert Croly, “The thing to do was to shut your eyes to the inconsistency, denounce anyone who insisted on it as unpatriotic, and then hold on tight to both horns of the dilemma. Men of high intelligence, who really loved their country, persisted in this attitude…” 
 

One result of this uneasy moral situation has been a tendency to launch especially vituperative attacks on anyone who draws attention to the radical inconsistencies between the stances of many American liberals on the Israel-Palestine conflict and the attitudes of the same people to other such conflicts. Backed by the tremendous institutional power of the Israeli lobby, this has had the effect of severely limiting discussion of this conflict in the US. The reporting of the conflict is generally fair enough – but it tends to lack all historical context, thereby allowing Palestinians to be portrayed simply as terrorists with no explanation of why they are fighting (unlike the US coverage of the Chechen wars, for example). Much more serious however is the general bias of the editorial pages towards partisans of Israel. Unconditional, hardline partisans of Israel like William Safire are given regular space even in the New York Times (which emerged as a moderate critic of Likud policies and Bush administration support for them). Hardline critics of Israel by contrast never appear. Such criticism as is permitted is by moderates and is highly qualified and restrained. 

As Arnaud de Borchgrave (himself a hardline conservative, and in part of Jewish descent) has written bitterly, “For many American Jews, anyone who writes disapprovingly of the policies of Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and of his Dionysian neo-conservative backers in Washington is evidence of “classic anti-semitism”. The mere reference to “neo-cons” is interpreted to mean an attack against a “Jewish cabal”…Israeli newspapers – particularly Ha’aretz, the New York Times of Israel – make our own critiques tame by comparison.”

With time, freedom of debate in the US might have increased; and indeed it did improve markedly in the 1990s, until the collapse of the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, the resumption of Palestinian terrorism, and “9/11” turned the clock back again. For over time, Israeli military victories and technological advances assured it of security against invasion, and Israel became a more and more firmly established and indeed brilliantly successful state and society. These successes should have diminished fears that by discussing the circumstances of its birth one would somehow be calling its legitimate existence into question. 

Even since “9/11” the editorial pages of the New York Times and a number of other American journals have taken a more fair and balanced view of the Israel-Palestinian conflict than they did twenty years ago. Very few mainstream writers indeed however have gone on from criticism of Israel to adopt the logical consequence of their criticisms and call for pressure on Israel a withdrawal of US support – which they would certainly have done in the case of any other state which received massive US aid and defied US wishes. As a result, their criticisms are deficient in both political and moral content.
 Even the US State Department each year produces a human rights report on Israel and the Occupied Territories which is often very critical of Israeli behavior. The problem is that the US takes no action as a result.

Starting with President Anwar Sadat of Egypt in 1977, more and more of the Arab world itself has admitted that Israel is here to stay, and ideas of driving it into the sea are an empty fantasy. This process culminated in the peace plan drawn up by Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia in 2002 and approved by an overwhelming majority of the Arab League, offering to recognize Israel within the borders of 1967.

In the meantime however successive Israeli governments had made the fateful decision to encourage the creation of Jewish settlements in the territories conquered in the Six Day War.
 This decision necessitated a continued denial of the national existence of the Palestinians, long after it had become obvious that the Palestinians had in fact developed a coherent national consciousness separate from that of other Arab peoples. Indeed, one of the tragicomic aspects of the Israeli hardline camp is that it might be described as Pan-Arabist, since it professes to believe that the Arabs are all one people and therefore that Palestinians have no homeland of their own and might as well live anywhere in the Arab world.
The issue of the settlements helped add another thick layer of evasion and chauvinism to the politics and rhetoric of the Israeli lobby in the US, and not just to the rhetoric but to the reasoning of US politicians who support Israel; because as a result of their creation and the need to defend their presence, Arab states and individuals could not be admitted to be moderate and reasonable even if they offered to sign a peace treaty with Israel within the borders of 1967. Any such offers had therefore either to be as far as possible ignored, or their authors demonized as inherently mendacious, untrustworthy, and devoted to Israel’s destruction. Discussions with Arab and Palestinian moderates had to be either prevented, or drowned in a torrent of denunciation. Offers like that of Prince Abdullah had to be first as far as possible brushed aside, and then their authors discredited by a flood of attacks on Arab countries in general and Saudi Arabia in particular as regressive, barbarous, dictatorial and therefore inherently untrustworthy.

The question of Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip had to be presented as vital to Israel’s very survival. This in turn required a constant exaggeration of existential threats to Israel, and hence of the power and malignity of Israel’s (and America’s) Muslim enemies. The result has been a paranoid discourse of permanent emergency and existential crisis with all too many precedents in the history of militarist nationalism. And too much of this discourse is not focused where it should be, on the real terrorist threat to Israel, and the need to reduce this by ending settlement construction and withdrawing from the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Nor is it focused on the equally real demographic threat to Israel if it continues to rule over huge numbers of Palestinians. On the contrary, it portrays a quite unreal military threat to Israel from Arab states, and is used as a means of diverting public debate away from the real issues of settlements and occupation. Thus in February 2003 Daniel Pipes wrote that “the existence of Israel appeared imperiled as it had not been for decades.” Yaacov Lozowick of the Israeli Holocaust Museum has written a book in which all Israel’s conflicts, whether of genuine self-defense and survival or of invasion and occupation, are subsumed under “Israel’s Right to Exist”.
 In June 2011, Newt Gingrich declared that “Israel and America are at a dangerous crossroads in which the survival of Israel and the safety of the United States both hang in the balance.”

Remarks like this deliberately feed the paranoia of American nationalism as well; and they go to the heart of what has gone wrong with Israeli strategy and US support for that strategy in recent decades. During that period, Israel was repeatedly attacked, but in consequence won a series of great victories, first military, then political. For most of its early history Israel was threatened by militarily powerful Arab rejectionist states backed and armed by the Soviet Union. These states however were crushingly defeated by Israel in 1967, and to a lesser extent in 1973. 

Thereafter, the defection of Egypt from the anti-Israel bloc, and the Egyptian regime’s adoption of the US as supplier and protector, made any further serious conventional military threat to Israel inconceivable for the foreseeable future. In addition, Israel developed a powerful nuclear deterrent as an ultimate and effective guarantee against any threat to its existence from Muslim states (though not of course against catastrophic terrorist attack). After 1989, the collapse of the Soviet Union not only reduced the threat to Israel still further by depriving the remaining Arab “rejectionist” states of their superpower backer, it released a huge flood of Soviet Jewish emigrants, securing Israel’s demographic position within the borders of 1967. 

If the occupied territories are kept in a “Greater Israel”, of course, the demographic picture looks utterly different, and Israel really will be in terrible danger either as a Jewish state, or as a democracy, or both. Henry Siegman has written of the Palestinian demographic threat, in words which also remind us of the falsity of claims concerning continued existential threats to Israel within the borders of 1967:

“Morris’s account points to the sorry fact that there is not much that distinguishes how Jews behaved in 1948 in their struggle to achieve statehood from Palestinian behavior today. At the very least, this sobering truth should lead to a shedding of the moral smugness of too many Israelis and to a reexamination of their demonization of the Palestinian national cause.

The implication of the above for the territorial issue is that it would be irrational for Palestinians not to believe that the goal of Sharon’s fence is anything other than their confinement in a series of Bantustans, if not a prelude to a second transfer…

Unless Israelis are willing to preserve their majority status by imposing a South African-style apartheid regime, or to complete the transfer begun in 1948, as Morris believes they will – policies which one hopes a majority of Israelis will never accept – it is only a matter of time before the emerging majority of Arabs in Greater Israel will reshape the country’s national identity. That would be a tragedy of historic proportions for the Zionist enterprise and for the Jewish people.

What will make the tragedy doubly painful is that it will be happening at a time when changes in the Arab world and beyond…are removing virtually every strategic threat that for so long endangered Israel’s existence. That existence is now threatened by the greed of the settlers and the political blindness of Israel’s leaders.”

Abba Eban’s famous line that the Palestinians have “never missed an opportunity to miss an opportunity” to seek peace or gain political advantage has all too often been proved true. Certainly, the PLO’s record has often been both politically lamentable and morally revolting, and the same is true of leading Arab regimes. Palestinian leadership has been generally abysmal. Palestinian terrorism in recent years has been disastrous and unjustifiable from every possible point of view. But this does not excuse the policies of successive Israeli governments towards the Palestinians. In the words of Amos Elon, “it does not condone terror and murder to say that the Palestinians have a case.”
 If until the 1990s most Arab governments refused to recognize Israel under any circumstances, Israel similarly refused to recognize the existence of the Palestinians as a separate people enjoying rights of self-determination and genuine self-government. 

 If Israel had respected the Geneva Convention, and maintained a military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip pending a peace treaty without planting illegal settlements there, then it could have responded positively to later Arab offers to recognize and make peace with Israel within the borders of 1967 - like those of King Hussein in the 1970s and Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia in 2003.
 Israel would also have been in a position to negotiate both quickly and sincerely on the basis of Oslo, focusing on the establishment of international guarantees for Israeli security and Palestinian abandonment of the Right of Return.

Instead, Oslo was frittered away in endless haggling while the settlements expanded further – giving the Palestinians the feeling that the whole process was only a delaying tactic to allow more land to be stolen from under their feet. This eventually contributed greatly to the disastrous Palestinian decision to reject Barak’s peace offer of July 2000 and Clinton’s of January 2001, and to the catastrophe of the second Intifada.


“Anti-Semitism” and Hatred of the World


Closely linked to systematic exaggeration of the degree of contemporary geopolitical threat to Israel by the Israel lobby in the US has been the recent campaign in both the US and Israel alleging that criticism of Israel is overwhelmingly anti-semitic in motivation. It is also stated that this reflects a great wave of new anti-semitism in Europe and around the world, which is closely linked to hatred of America. Or in the simple title of an essay by Manfred Gerstenfeld: “Anti-Semitism: Integral to European Culture.”
 This too feeds into wider American chauvinism vis a vis Europe and the outside world in general. It increases the tendency in the American antithesis to see the entire world outside America (except for Israel) as irredeemably wicked and hostile, and the belief that the values and institutions of the American Creed can be truly held only by Americans and Israelis.
The savage history of anti-semitism culminating in the Holocaust makes this subject one of unparalleled moral gravity, and the accusation of anti-semitism one which should carry crushing moral weight. And indeed, the very grave consequences which can occur for an academic or public figure in the US who is accused of anti-semitism, also make this matter an extremely serious one. Unfortunately, all too often in the US today it is not being seriously treated. Thus Andrew Sullivan, former editor of the New Republic magazine, attacked the opponents of war with Iraq as follows: “America’s anti-war movement, still puny and struggling, is showing signs of being hijacked by one of the oldest and darkest prejudices there is. Perhaps it was inevitable. The conflict against Islamo-fascism obviously circles back to the question of Israel. Fanatical anti-semitism, as bad or even worse than Hitler’s, is now a cultural norm across the Middle East. It’s the acrid glue that unites Saddam, Arafat, Al-Qaeda, Hezbollah, Iran and the Saudis.”

This attempt at creating monstrous guilt by association was directed not at American neo-Nazis, but at millions of ordinary Americans, good democrats and citizens, who opposed the Iraq War; often for reasons which have turned out to be entirely justified. According to a survey by the American Jewish Committee, 54 per cent of Jewish Americans opposed war with Iraq, and in fact the proportion of Jewish Americans who supported the war (43 per cent) was much lower than that of the population as a whole (62 per cent).
 As for Sullivan’s attempt to link very different and often mutually hostile countries and groups in the Middle East, it of course ignores the Saudi peace offer to Israel, and Iranian official statements that Tehran will accept any settlement with Israel that is accepted by the Palestinians.


This statement of Sullivan’s was quoted approvingly by Professor Alan Dershowitz of Harvard in his book defending Israel; and it forms part of a much wider campaign suggesting that the threat from anti-semitism in the world is greater than at any time since the 1930-40s – or even as bad as then. Thus Abraham Foxman of the Anti-Defamation League: “I am convinced we currently face as great a threat to the safety and security of the Jewish people as the one we faced in the 1930s – if not a greater one.”
 Phyllis Chesler wrote that “I fear that the Jews may again be sacrificed to a world gone mad and in search of a sacred scapegoat.”
 Representatives of the Christian Right in the US joined in these warnings. 

This language is itself more than a little mad. America is the world’s only superpower and a stable liberal democracy. It is committed to support and defend Israel. Unlike in the 1930s, the American political classes are overwhelmingly opposed to anti-semitism in any form. The major European states are also stable and successful democracies, in which Jews enjoy the same rights as all other citizens. With very rare exceptions like Austria, anti-semitic parties are tiny, marginal or even illegal. Among the larger extreme right wing parties, like the National Front in France and the Liberal Democrats in Russia, anti-semitic feeling is now dwarfed by hatred of Muslims. In fact, Muslim minorities seem to have pretty definitively taken on the role of alien and disliked “Other” in European right-wing thinking. It is overwhelmingly thugs from these Muslim minorities who are carrying out physical attacks on Jews in Europe, while these communities are themselves being targeted by right-wing thugs from the majority European populations. This is worrying, and disgraceful, but it is not the 1930s.

The leaders and main political parties in these countries for their part have repeatedly denounced anti-semitism, and their programs or ideologies bear no resemblance whatsoever to those of the Nazis or the other extreme rightist movements before 1945. Indeed, the entire European project, including the enlargement of the EU to the former Soviet bloc, has been explicitly based on a repudiation of those past crimes and errors. Although there is a historical strain of anti-semitism in certain sections of the European Left, the absolutely overwhelming majority of mainstream Left-wing critics of Israel in Europe – among whom are many Jewish Europeans - would never contemplate the introduction into their own states of even the mildest of the anti-semitic measures of the past. Such steps as restrictions on entry into universities, exclusion from leading social institutions or banning from the civil service and officer corps would be utterly alien to their traditions and ideology, which stress openness and equality for people of all races, ethnicities and religions.

 Thus in the course of vilifying the contemporary French Left as anti-semitic, American critics have forgotten that it was the Left that defended Dreyfus, that three socialist premiers of France have been Jewish, and that though there certainly were anti-semites on the Left, the defining hostility of the French Left historically was not anti-semitism, but anti-clericalism. Whatever writers like Gabriel Schoenfeld may allege, there is in fact no “clear fit between…anti-Jewish hatred and the general ideological predispositions of the contemporary European Left.

 Russia of course is not a stable democracy, but even there the government has condemned anti-semitism and sought good relations with Israel (leading to excellent relations between Vladimir Putin and Natan Sharansky, for example), and Jews hold leading positions in the state and economy. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, no less than three Russians of Jewish origin have been Prime Minister of Russia: Sergei Kiriyenko, Yevgeny Primakov and Mikhail Fradkov. How on earth can this situation be rationally compared to the world of Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin and Antonescu?


Such charges are in part natural and spontaneous, stemming from the ghastly history of Jewish persecution culminating in the Holocaust. Seymour Lipset notes that in 1985, according to a poll, a majority of Jewish Americans in San Francisco were sincerely convinced that no Jew could be elected to the US Congress from San Francisco – when in fact all three members of Congress were Jewish Americans, plus the two State Senators and the Mayor!

In the words of Irving Howe, which also have relevance for the wider feelings of hereditary defeat and persecution among many Americans described in Chapter Three:

“Haunted by the demons of modern history, most of the immigrants and many of their children kept a fear, somewhere in their minds, that anti-Semitism might again become a serious problem in America. By mid-Century, it was often less an actual fear than a persuasion that they should keep this fear, all past experience warranting alertness even if there was no immediate reason for anxiety…It is crucial to note here that even in the mid-twentieth century many American Jews, certainly a good many of those who came out of the east European immigrant world, still felt like losers. Being able to buy a home, or move into a suburb, or send kids to college could not quickly dissolve that feeling. Black antagonism…was linked in their minds with a possible resurgence of global anti-Semitism and the visible enmity of Arabs towards Israel. And who could easily separate, in such reactions, justified alarm from ‘paranoid’ excess?” 

 Accusations of anti-semitism are also, however, being used consciously and deliberately as part of a strategy to try to silence critics of Israel. This was in effect admitted in a backhanded way by Norman Podhoretz, Nathan Perlmutter and Irving Kristol, who urged that anti-semitic statements on the part of Christian conservatives like Pat Robertson should be forgiven because they are supporters of Israel:

“After all, why should Jews care about the theology of a fundamentalist preacher when they do not for a moment believe that he speaks with any authority on the question of God’s attentiveness to human prayer? And what do such theological abstractions matter as against the mundane fact that the same preacher is vigorously pro-Israel?” 

Or in the words of Perlmutter: “Is it good for the Jews? This question satisfied, I proceed to the secondary issues… Jews can live with all the domestic priorities of the Christian Right on which liberal Jews differ so radically because none of these concerns is as important as Israel.” 
 
The Israeli lobby, like the American nationalist Right, pays special attention to US academia, which is the one major section of US society where a genuine debate on this subject does take place.
 Now it should be noted, that as in Europe, Left-wing and Arab groups on campus do all too frequently engage in rhetoric and actions which are not only excessively anti-Israeli but also on occasions anti-semitic. 
 As David Friedman accurately writes of this wing of American academic politics, 

“Many of the speeches have a mindless quality which repels the listener. The speakers are loud in their denunciations of American and Israeli policy, but they lose moral force and political effectiveness by maintaining a tight-lipped silence about terrorism and dictatorship in the Middle East and elsewhere.”
  
American teachers and administrators on campuses where such propaganda is prevalent have a duty to combat it and where appropriate to suppress it. However, it should be noted that however revolting, the forces guilty of these rhetorical excesses are utterly powerless beyond the narrow confines of some US university campuses, and of course not dominant even there. In the world of politics, lobbying and think tanks in Washington DC they are, in my experience, virtually non-existent. They do not even remotely begin to compare in influence on American society, politics and government with the Israel lobby.

 Indeed, it often seems that their most important role is to be used by partisans of Israel in the West as “straw men” whose extremist arguments can be both easily demolished, and can be used as a diversionary tactic to avoid engaging with the serious arguments of Israeli liberals and patriots like Burg, Amos Oz, Yossi Beilin or General Shlomo Gazit.
 For in the words of Akiva Eldar, in the Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz, “It is much easier to claim the whole world is against us than to admit that the State of Israel, which rose as a refuge and source of pride for Jews, has not only turned into a place less Jewish and less safe for its citizens, but has become a genuine source of danger and a source of shameful embarrassment to Jews who choose to live beyond its borders. Arguing that it takes an anti-Semite to call the Israeli government’s policies of 2003 a danger to world peace is a contemptible cheapening of the term anti-Semitism.” 

The campaign to brand critics of Israel anti-semites, and to portray a monstrous and terrifying wave of anti-semitism in Europe and the world, has effects on the US which go far beyond the specific issues concerned. It contributes to wider American hostility to the outside world, made worse by the levels of ignorance described in Chapter Two. To judge by the comments of university teachers with whom I have spoken, for all too many American students the entire history of France has been reduced to the Dreyfus Case and Vichy, the whole history of Germany before 1945 to the Holocaust, and the whole history of Tsarist Russia to Cossacks and pogroms. 


In the Muslim world and among Muslim immigrant groups in Europe, hatred of Israel certainly has spilled over into hatred of Jews in general; and this hatred is being fed by recycled anti-semitic myths from the darkest pages of Europe’s past. This tendency must be combated as part of general efforts to bring peace to the region, to improve its level of education and public discourse, to lay the foundations for democracy and help it develop in other ways – and in Europe, to help integrate the Muslim immigrants into Western society.
 

However, to use these vile beliefs as a means of absolving Israel from any responsibility for its actions is just as wrong – and just as bad for Israel - as to suggest that the existence of anti-Americanism in the world means that it doesn’t matter what the US does. All the evidence suggests for example that the flare-up in anti-semitic violence by Muslims in France stemmed directly from what they saw as Israeli atrocities against the Palestinians. Now their views of these atrocities were exaggerated; but equally, their criminal response was a response to events, as well as the product of a warped intellectual background.

It is entirely clear that while Muslim prejudice against Jewish and Christian “infidels” (though to a much lesser extent than against Hindu and other “heathens”) existed historically, modern anti-semitism in the Muslim world stems overwhelmingly from the creation of Israel and its real or perceived crimes against the Palestinians. In answer to charges that by Dershowitz and others that it was the other way round, and that Muslim anti-semitism led to anti-Israeli feeling, Brian Klug has proposed the simple counter-factual question: what if a state had been established in Palestine by Christian European settlers, as in French Algeria? Would the Muslim world not have opposed it just as fiercely? And in these circumstances, would there have been any strong degree of anti-semitism in the Muslim world?
 

Equally, if as a matter of just compensation for the Holocaust, Germany east of the Oder-Neisse line had been given to Jews for a state in 1945 rather than being divided between Poland and the Soviet Union; would Muslims or anyone else in the world (other than Germans and some Poles) have denounced this as unjust or a Jewish crime? In this case, could there conceivably have been a wave of anti-semitism among Muslims?


As Klug argues, hostility to Israel in the developing and former colonial world (leading to repeated votes in the UN condemning Israel, and the infamous – and later reversed – equation of Zionism with racism), although it is colored by anti-semitism, stems fundamentally from anti-colonial feeling related to hostility to Western colonists and the circumstances of Israel’s gestation under British imperial rule. 

Of course, much of this Left-wing anti-colonial attitude to Israel may well be wrong, cynical and even wicked. For that matter, this is true of a good part of “anti-colonial” politics and rhetoric in general, both in the past and today. But the repellent and cynical use of such rhetoric by Robert Mugabe or the rulers of Burma is not generally held to compromise the positive, enlightened, state-building anti-colonialism of a Nehru or a Mandela; and the failure in the US mainstream to understand the anti-colonial roots of hostility to Israel in much of the world has wider effects in fuelling a contempt for world public opinion. It also contributes to an American blindness to the reasons why many former colonies and dependencies around the world which are by no means instinctively anti-American are nonetheless deeply hostile to the idea of American (or Western) military intervention in other states, and to any hint of new Western “civilizing missions”.


But the damage done by much of the present discourse in the US concerning anti-semitism goes beyond its results in terms of increasing hostility to Muslims, Europeans and others, and thereby undermining the “war against terrorism”. It also corrodes American political culture in general, by increasing nationalist paranoia, arrogance, hatred and irrationality. When people can be anti-semites without even knowing it and without proposing or believing anything which would have been regarded historically as anti-semitic, when highly decorated Israeli soldiers become traitors and “self-hating Jews”, when anti-semitism itself loses all historical or cultural context and becomes a kind of free floating miasma, drifting unchanged down the centuries, when it is argued that “Arab pre-Islamic persecution of the Jews began as early as the third century BCE” – then rational debate is at an end.
 
In the words of Arendt in 1945, which remain entirely true in 2012:  “The Zionists likewise fled the field of actual conflicts into a doctrine of eternal anti-Semitism governing the relations of Jews and Gentiles everywhere and always, and mainly responsible for the survival of the Jewish people. Thus both sides [ie the Zionists and the Assimilationists] relieved themselves of the arduous tasks of fighting anti-Semitism on its own grounds, which were political, and even of the unpleasant task of analyzing its true causes.”

 Because by their nature such charges of anti-semitism, unbacked by concrete evidence, can be neither proved nor disproved, they lead discussion away from the clearly-lit arena of rational public discussion and towards the dark corridors of paranoia and conspiracy theories, evil spirits and demonic possession – regions of the mind which in the past have been precisely the breeding grounds of anti-semitic madness. In this way, parts of the U.S. discourse on Israel feed into the irrational and fanatical elements of the American nationalist antithesis, in ways which endanger the United States, Israel and indeed the world.
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