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Inside America's powerful Israel lobby

AIPAC, whose own literature notes that it has been described by the New York
Times as ""the most important organization affecting America’s relationship
with Israel,” has been highly successful in building strong relationships with
both U.S. political parties. This year's conference was attended by everyone from
Vice President Dick Cheney to Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama (and other 2008
presidential contenders), as well as former CIA director James Woolsey. Leaders from
Congress were there, as were numerous officials from the State Department and White
House.

When the thousands of lobbyists descended on Capitol Hill, they were greeted
by nearly every U.S. senator and more than half the members of the House of
Representatives -- approximately 500 meetings were held between AIPAC
representatives and members of Congress on Tuesday alone. In addition to
pushing for the sanctions plan, the goal was to showcase the strength of
AIPAC and establish more ties for future communication and lobbying.
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In early March, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) held its
forty-seventh annual conference in Washington. AIPAC's executive director spent




twenty-seven minutes reading the "roll call" of dignitaries present at the gala dinner,
which included a majority of the Senate and a quarter of the House, along with dozens
of Administration officials.

As this event illustrates, it's impossible to talk about Congress's relationship to Israel
without highlighting AIPAC, the American Jewish community's most important voice on
the Hill.

AIPAC not only lobbied for the resolution; it had written it. "They [Congress]
were given a resolution by AIPAC," said former Carter Administration National
Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, who addressed the House Democratic
Caucus on July 19. "They didn't prepare one."

AIPAC is the leading player in what is sometimes referred to as "The Israel Lobby"--a
coalition that includes major Jewish groups, neoconservative intellectuals and Christian
Zionists. With its impressive contacts among Hill staffers, influential grassroots
supporters and deep connections to wealthy donors, AIPAC is the lobby's key emissary
to Congress. But in many ways, AIPAC has become greater than just another
lobby; its work has made unconditional support for Israel an accepted cost of
doing business inside the halls of Congress.
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Can American Jews unplug the Israel lobby?

As Bush's unbalanced Mideast policies careen from disaster to disaster, people who
don't toe the AIPAC line are beginning to speak out.

Last week, a familiar Washington ritual took place: Leading American politicians
from both parties lined up at the annual AIPAC policy conference to vie with
each other over who could pledge the most undying fealty to Israel. As usual,
much of Congress showed up -- half of the members of the U.S. Senate and
more than half of the House, including figures like Hillary Clinton and Barack
Obama, along with Vice President Dick Cheney.

But AIPAC showed its true power -- and its continuing ability to steer
American Mideast policy in a disastrous direction -- when a group of
conservative and pro-Israel Democrats succeeded in removing language from
a military appropriations bill that would have required Bush to get
congressional approval before using military force against Iran.

The pro-lIsrael lobby's victory on the Iran bill is almost unbelievable. Even
after the nation repudiated the Iraq war decisively in the 2006 midterms, even
after it has become clear that the Bush administration’s Middle East policy is
severely unbalanced toward Israel and has damaged America's standing in the
world, Congress still cannot bring itself to stand up to the AIPAC line.

The fact that AIPAC, which is ranked as the second-most powerful lobby in the
country (trailing only AARP, but ahead of the NRA) virtually dictates U.S.
policy in the Mideast has long been one of those surreal facts of Washington
life that politicians discuss only when they get near retirement -- if then. In
2004, Sen. Ernest "Fritz" Hollings had the bad taste to reveal this inconvenient
truth when he said, "You can't have an Israel policy other than what AIPAC
gives you around here." Michael Massing, who has done exemplary reporting
on AIPAC for the New York Review of Books, quoted a congressional staffer as
saying, ""We can count on well over half the House -- 250 to 300 members -- to
do reflexively whatever AIPAC wants." In unguarded moments, even top
AIPAC figures have confirmed such claims. The New Yorker's Jeffrey Goldberg
quoted Steven Rosen, AIPAC's former foreign-policy director who is now
awaiting trial on charges of passing top-secret Pentagon information to Israel,
as saying, "You see this napkin? In twenty-four hours, we could have the
signatures of seventy senators on this napkin."

The touchiest aspect of all is the role played by pro-lIsrael neoconservatives in laying
the groundwork for the Iraq war. Much of the media has been loath to go near this, for
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obvious and in some ways honorable reasons: It feels a little like "blame the Jews." But
that taboo has faded as it has become clearer that "the Jews" are not the ones being
blamed for helping pave the way to war, but a group of powerful neoconservatives,
some but not all of them Jewish, who subscribe to the hard-right views of Israel's Likud
Party. This group no more represents "the Jews" than the Shining Path represents "the
Peruvians."

Logic and forthrightness has traditionally taken a back seat to timorous self-censorship
when it comes to discussing these matters. But in addition to the war debate, several
other watershed events have helped erode the taboo against discussing the power of
the Israel lobby. The most important were the publications of John Mearsheimer and
Stephen Walt's "The Israel Lobby," and Jimmy Carter's "Palestine: Peace Not
Apartheid." The overwrought reaction to Mearsheimer and Walt's piece, ironically, only
supported its thesis. Similarly, the opprobrium heaped on Carter only succeeded in
making it clear how little room there is for open discussion of these issues in America.

For all these reasons, a powerful spotlight has been turned on the pro-Israel lobby. And
there are signs that increasing numbers of Americans, Jews and non-Jews alike, are
willing to openly question whether it is in America's national interest for AIPAC, whose
positions are well to the right of those held by most American Jews, to wield such
disproportionate power over America's Mideast policies.

As a group, American Jews continue to be staunchly liberal. A new poll shows that 77
percent of American Jews now think that the Iraq war was a mistake, compared with 52
percent of all Americans. (Jewish support for the war has collapsed: A poll taken a
month before the war showed that 56 percent of Jews supported it, somewhat below
the national average at that time.) Eighty-seven percent of Jews voted Democratic in
2006. And although data here is murkier, polls also show that most American Jews hold
views on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that are to the left of AIPAC's.

What all this adds up to is that for liberal or moderate American Jews who don't support
Bush's war in Iraq or his "war on terror" and who are willing to look at Israel warts and
all, the fact that AIPAC has anointed itself as the de facto spokesmen for American Jews
is becoming more and more unacceptable. And increasing numbers of them are
beginning to speak out.

"The cry has been that when war is declared, all opposition should be hushed. A sentiment
more unworthy of a free country could hardly be propagated.” — William Ellery Channing

"War will exist until that distant day when the conscientious objector enjoys the same
reputation and prestige that the warrior does today." — John F. Kennedy
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