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REFLECTIONS ON THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN
CONFLICT IN U.S. PUBLIC DISCOURSE:
LEGITIMIZING DISSENT

SARA ROY

This essay argues that the climate of intimidation and fear surrounding 
a more critical discussion of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the United 
States has begun to change. Despite the obstacles that still remain, a 
counterdiscourse challenging dominant conceptualizations and under-
standings of the conflict, particularly Israel’s role, has not only emerged 
but also gained growing legitimacy and weight. These changes can be 
found in academia (at all levels of the educational hierarchy), civil 
society, and policy circles. Some of the most dramatic changes have 
occurred within the U.S. Jewish community in which an oppositional 
movement—in part, generational—has grown increasingly strong and 
well organized, ending any notion of a Jewish consensus on Israel.

But if the designing of the future and the proclamation of 
ready-made solutions for all time is not our affair, then we 
realize all the more clearly what we have to accomplish in 
the present—I am speaking of a ruthless criticism of every-
thing existing, ruthless in two senses: The criticism must not 
be afraid of its own conclusions, nor of conflict with the 
powers that be.

—Karl Marx, Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher (1844)1

IN THE FALL OF 2006, I was invited to speak at an elite private secondary school 
in the Boston area. According to the faculty member who had invited me, 
whom I shall call Dr. Smith, the invitation—issued months before my sched-
uled appearance—had been approved and was welcomed by many school 
officials. About one week before I was to appear, the invitation was rescinded. 
Dr. Smith, who had the unpleasant task of disinviting me, was clearly embar-
rassed and ashamed. At my request, he sent me a detailed explanation of what 
had transpired, portions of which I quote here:

On Tuesday, a colleague from the alumni office saw me in the 
hall and told me that I could not really invite you to the school 
because we were going to “alienate” the Jewish population of 
the school. We had a discussion about this and she promised 
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she would invite “fair” speakers to talk about Israel/Palestine; 
by “fair,” she meant the [Jewish] Anti-Defamation League [ADL] 
or the [right-wing pro-Israeli] David Project. . . . On Thursday, I 
was told that there would be a meeting on Friday. [Two of the 
school’s directors] both told me that although they agreed 
to have you at [our school], it had to be postponed in order 
to better prepare the students . . . because if they wanted to 
challenge you . . . they would not be able to because they do 
not know much about the issue.

I replied that I had never had a meeting before to talk 
about preparing students to challenge speakers and I thought 
that preparation was done in class every day . . . I was told 
that the topic was a sensitive one . . . because of religion. I 
replied that you were not coming to talk about religion but 
politics. This meeting lasted for forty-five minutes in which 
the exchanges were quite heated.

After the meeting, [senior school officials] decided that they 
did not want to censor you. We met again and they asked me 
to tell you that they wanted to invite you on an evening (never 
heard of such a thing at [our school] before) to talk and debate 
another speaker in front of an audience . . . [which] would 
have meant parents present and ready to debate. It looked to 
me like a set up. They also asked me to be part of a committee 
that would, from now on, deal with all speakers and organize 
activities to prepare students before and after [individual] talks. 
I refused both propositions—to invite you for an evening talk 
and the committee. . . . I am even supposed to meet with the 
two school counselors about this whole issue.

My experience with this school is certainly not unique nor is it the worst 
encounter I have had in my academic career. That said, the climate of intimida-
tion and censorship surrounding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, both inside (at 
all levels of the education hierarchy) and outside the U.S. academy, is real and 
longstanding.2 However, as I will argue in this essay, this context of fear—in 
which critical scholarship and other forms of criticism on this issue are often 
treated as a zero-sum game—has slowly but steadily been weakening. Despite 
the obstacles that remain, some very important changes have been taking 
place, including within the U.S. Jewish community, that bear directly on fos-
tering more critical and informed scrutiny of the conflict, making it harder to 
suppress intellectual “deviance” that refuses silence and conformity.3

A DEFINING MOMENT OF CHANGE?

Historically, the dominant framework for understanding the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict was—and for the most part continues to be—imposed by the U.S. policy 
mainstream supported by mainstream Jewish institutions, including the Israel 
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lobby. Opposing frameworks have been around for a long time but have been 
effectively marginalized. With the 9/11 attacks, widespread (mis)understand-
ings of the region in general, and of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict specifically, 
were deepened and dissenting views largely silenced.4 Both Israel and the 
United States were able to rebrand Palestinian resistance as terrorism, arguing 
with great effect that it is not Israel’s occupation that causes terrorism but 
terrorism that necessitates the occupation.

Although it is impossible to pinpoint a defining moment of change in the 
United States similar to 1989 for Europe,5 it was not until the 2003 Iraq war 
that the tenor of the debate on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict began to alter 
perceptibly. Changes were tied to perceptions of declining U.S. credibility in 
the region coupled with rising domestic and international criticism of the war 
and of the Bush administration’s deceptions. In March 2007, the Economist
observed in an article on the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC): 
“The Iraq debacle has produced a fierce backlash against pro-war hawks, of 
which AIPAC was certainly one. It has also encouraged serious people to ask 
awkward questions about America’s alliance with Israel.”6

The disaster that became the Middle East demanded greater scrutiny, including 
of the United States’ unconditional embrace of Israel and of policies increasingly 
seen as perpetuating a cycle of violence and political stalemate. In this regard, 
the Internet and access to the information it provides have been absolutely criti-
cal, making it impossible to suppress countervailing research and delegitimize 
information. And while these changes were not dramatic and encompassing, they 
underlined the complexities of the region, making facile denial—both inside 
academia and in the public sphere—more difficult. This in turn widened and 
legitimized the space, however limited, for a more critical and nuanced discourse 
on Israel/Palestine (including the root causes of the conflict) and other regional 
issues that has involved political figures, academics, journalists, and theologians.7

SOME KEY EVENTS

It would be misleading to argue that no context existed prior to the Iraq 
war for challenging dominant understandings of the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict. The work of Israel’s “New Historians,” for example, long ago presented a 
counternarrative for understanding the birth of Israel, and their meticulous 
research continues to provide alternative historical paradigms. Over the last 
two decades or more, many Israeli, Arab, U.S., and European academics, jour-
nalists, professionals, and diplomats have exposed the harsh realities of the 
Israeli occupation and the violations of law and human rights that daily sustain 
it. Certain Israeli public figures (in the political and military spheres), such as 
Avraham Burg, the former speaker of the Knesset, have raised serious ques-
tions about the nature of Israeli democracy and Israel’s political abuse of the 
Holocaust.8 Undeniably, their work has been essential to creating a substan-
tive foundation for subsequent intellectual and political challenges. It also has 
given U.S. Jews who care about Israel permission to criticize it.
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In the years since the Iraq war, certain events have elevated the counter-
discourse on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to new levels of legitimacy and 
controversy, reflected in part by a growing ambivalence toward Israel among 
important sectors of U.S. society. In 2005, for example, a poll revealed that 
a majority of U.S. opinion leaders view support for Israel as a “major reason 

for discontent with the U.S.” globally.9 In January 2007, 
M. J. Rosenberg, the former director of policy analy-
sis for the Israel Policy Forum, wrote, “the days when 
Americans had only warm, sentimental and uncompli-
cated feelings about Israel are over. Israel is part of the 
Middle East problem and, as such, it evokes more anxi-
ety than admiration.”10 In 2007, former national secu-
rity advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, worried that America 
was seen as “acting increasingly on behalf of Israel,” 
while then secretary of state Condoleezza Rice com-
pared conditions in the occupied territories to segre-
gation, stating that there could “be no greater legacy 
for America than to help bring into being a Palestinian 

state.”11 Hence, concludes Rosenberg, “contrary to Binyamin Netanyahu’s sug-
gestion that 9/11 turned Americans into Israelis, 9/11 made Americans realize 
that while they sympathize with Israel, they do not want the United States to 
become Israel.”12

A 2009 Pew Research Center survey on “America’s Place in the World” taken 
of 642 members of the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) reveals similar and 
rather unexpected findings.13 For example, when asked, “In the future, what 
countries in the world, if any, do you think will be most important as America’s 
allies and partners?” only 4 out of 96 respondents cited Israel, placing it below 
China (58), India (55), Brazil (37), the European Union (19), Russia (17), Japan 
(16), Britain (10), Turkey (10), Germany (9), Mexico (8), and Canada/Indonesia/
Pakistan/ Australia/France (each at 5). In another question, “In the dispute 
between Israel and the Palestinians, which side do you sympathize with more. 
. . ?” 26 percent sided with Israel compared with 51 percent of 2,000 people 
polled in the general public over the same period, while 41 percent of CFR 
members said they sympathized with both equally (compared with 4 percent 
of the general public). Perhaps most strikingly, 67 percent of CFR members 
believe that historically, U.S. policies in the Middle East “favored Israel too 
much” compared with 30 percent of the general public. Only 2 percent of 
CFR members and 15 percent of the general public believe that U.S. policies 
“favored the Palestinians too much.”

Other, perhaps better known, examples of changing perceptions in U.S. 
political society include former president Jimmy Carter’s 2006 book, Palestine: 
Peace Not Apartheid (Simon and Schuster). Although critiqued by supporters 
and detractors alike, Carter’s book was vitally important in focusing attention 
on the nature of the Israeli occupation and the Palestinians’ consequent depri-
vation. (Carter also argued that Israel’s role in obstructing the peace process 
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is central.) His very use of the word “apartheid” in association with Israel—
arguably the most controversial aspect of the book and one reason why four-
teen members of the Carter Center advisory board resigned in protest—made it 
possible to use that term in a manner that had no precedent. Although Carter 
was branded an anti-Semite and even a Nazi sympathizer and was shunned 
by the political establishment for some time, his book sold around 300,000 
copies in hardcover and was on the New York Times bestseller list for several 
months.

In the same year as President Carter’s book, Professors John J. Mearsheimer 
and Stephen M. Walt, political scientists at the University of Chicago and 
Harvard University, respectively, published an article titled “The Israel Lobby” 
in the London Review of Books (after the Atlantic withdrew its agreement 
to publish it) that subsequently became a best-selling book, The Israel Lobby 
and U.S. Foreign Policy (Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2007). In it, they dispassion-
ately exposed the massive power of the pro-Israel political action committees 
and their associated coalition of organizations (including Christian fundamen-
talist groups) and individuals (together, the Israel lobby) that secure U.S. sup-
port for Israel in a manner, they argue, that is contrary to U.S. national security 
interests. They further asserted that the resulting conflation of U.S. and Israeli 
interests encouraged by the Israel lobby has led the United States into foreign 
policy decisions, including the war on Iraq, that have proved disastrous and 
that the United States might not have taken in the absence of the lobby’s 
influence.14

Public awareness of the political minefield surrounding the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict was heightened by a number of increasingly malevolent attempts 
by pro-Israeli advocates to silence critics of Israeli (and U.S.) policy, particu-
larly within the academy. Among the most noted was the attack on New York 
University professor Tony Judt, who became a target of the Israel lobby for 
his outspoken criticism of Israel.15 Although in 2006 the lobby succeeded in 
having several public presentations by Judt canceled,16 their efforts backfired: 
Judt became an icon of free speech in U.S. intellectual circles, while his defam-
ers such as Abraham Foxman, the national director of ADL, were dismissed as 
“anachronism[s].”17

These battles—fundamentally over freedom of speech18—were most 
often waged over tenure but also over the right to publicly criticize Israel in 
the classroom. They involved, among others, Professors Norman Finkelstein 
at DePaul University,19 Joseph Massad and Nadia Abu El-Haj at Columbia 
University, Wadie Said at Wayne State University, and William Robinson at the 
University of California, Santa Barbara. In most, if not all cases, the battles were 
pitched, often vicious, and quite visible. Finkelstein lost his battle for tenure 
while Massad and Abu El-Haj won theirs. Robinson was also exonerated of 
faculty misconduct after he introduced materials criticizing the Israeli inva-
sion of Gaza that included an admittedly offensive photo essay he obtained 
from the Internet juxtaposing images of Israeli abuse against Palestinians 
with Nazi attacks against Jews during the Holocaust. Protests by two students 
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encouraged pro-Israel groups to pressure the university to levy charges of anti-
Semitism against Robinson.20

On the other hand, it is important to remember that many (perhaps most) 
efforts to silence criticism of Israel are, in fact, successful. One case of institu-
tionalized censorship is that of Margo Ramlal-Nankoe, a former professor of 
sociology at Ithaca College who was denied tenure in 2007. Ramlal-Nankoe 
claimed that after she began publicly addressing Palestinian human rights 
abuses, she had been warned by some faculty members that she was “risk-
ing” her career—one faculty member openly threatened her with death—and 
“would suffer repercussions from the administration.”21

Yet, in all these cases a national (and at times, international) campaign was 
mobilized within the academy—among faculty and students—and beyond 
in support of individual scholars that made it clear that intellectual silence 
over perceived abuses is no longer the option it once was. And while abuses 
will no doubt continue—often at a level that remains unseen—and decisions 
will be made against principled objections, there will also be continued and 
strengthened opposition to such decisions in the future, particularly as the 
very real costs of silence increase. People can still lose their jobs in academia 
or government for speaking critically of Israeli policies, but it is no longer as 
axiomatic as it once was. The capacity and willingness to resist and defend 
have grown enormously.

Furthermore, and perhaps more crucially, in some of the cases cited above 
(e.g., Massad at Columbia and Robinson at the University of California), it was 
the violation of university procedures in the tenure review process and in the 
conduct of an investigation—in short, the university’s violation of academic 
freedom in the mishandling of its own due process (arguably for political 
reasons)—that mobilized other faculty members against the violations, with 
some even threatening to resign. There is no better example, in my view, of the 
academy’s ability to self-monitor.

The cultural sector—media, film, theater—has increasingly provided a 
venue for nonmainstream interpretations of the conflict despite public cam-
paigns against them. In January 2009, the preeminent television program in 
America, CBS’s 60 Minutes, ran a segment called “Is Peace Out of Reach?” 
a highly critical examination of the Israeli occupation that focused on the 
settlement project and other aspects of Israeli control and Palestinian oppres-
sion. The reporter, Bob Simon, who is Jewish, was unsurprisingly attacked by 
noted members of the U.S. Jewish community, and CBS received over twenty-
five thousand emails of support and condemnation. And while it would be 
incorrect to say that Simon’s piece represents a turning point in media repre-
sentations of the conflict, it does signal an unusual willingness to engage alter-
native perspectives (although precedents do exist). In a similar vein was the 
appearance of Mustafa Barghouti and Anna Baltzer on the popular Daily Show
with Jon Stewart on 28 October 2009. Barghouti, a well-known Palestinian 
figure and former minister of information in the Palestinian Authority, and 
Baltzer, a Jewish-American peace activist and author, spoke critically of the 
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occupation and of the possibilities for peaceful coexistence between Israelis 
and Palestinians.

Furthermore, the United States has for many years hosted a variety of film 
festivals, both Jewish and Palestinian, that have shown films highly critical of 
the Israeli occupation and open to Palestinian points of view. One of the most 
recent festivals included a film titled Rachel by Simone Bitton, a Moroccan-
born citizen of both Israel and France, focusing on Rachel Corrie, the twenty-
three-year-old U.S. peace activist who was run over and killed by an Israeli 
bulldozer in March 2003 while she was trying to defend a Palestinian home 
against demolition, a finding the Israeli authorities have consistently disputed, 
arguing that her death was accidental. The film was shown at the twenty-nine-
year-old San Francisco Jewish Film Festival, the oldest and arguably the most 
prestigious Jewish film festival in the United States, drawing Jewish audiences 
from across the political spectrum. The festival was originally founded to pro-
mote independent Jewish films that “contest the conventional Hollywood 
depiction of Jewish life, particularly its lachrymose over-concentration on 
Jewish victimhood, and regularly presented ‘alternatives to the often uncriti-
cal view of life and politics in Israel available in the established American 
Jewish community’.”22 To this end, the festival has screened Hany Abu-Assad’s 
Paradise Now (2005), a human portrayal of Palestinian suicide bombers; 
Simone Bitton’s Wall (2005), a critical examination of Israel’s separation bar-
rier; and Shai Carmeli Pollak’s Bil‘in Habibti (Bil‘in, My Love) (2008), an Israeli 
film about the Palestinian nonviolent struggle.

When Rachel was screened, however, it generated “strident, even hysterical, 
objections of the official organizations of the Bay Area Jewish community”23

although it was well received by the 1,200 people who viewed it, many, if not 
most of them, Jews. According to Professor Joel Beinin:

[I]t is difficult to imagine that these organizations were exer-
cised primarily by the content of the film. Indeed they saved 
their strongest language for the “virulently anti-Israel, anti-
Semitic” co-sponsors of the screening, Jewish Voice for Peace 
and the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), and the 
decision of the festival organizers to invite Rachel’s mother, 
Cindy Corrie, whom they dubbed an “Israel basher” to take part 
in a question-and-answer session after the lights went up.

But generic anger at “Israel bashing” is an unsatisfying explana-
tion for the Jewish organizations’ ire, since Jewish Voice for Peace 
had previously co-sponsored films at the festival and Carmeli 
Pollak and other Jewish filmmakers had criticized Israel’s occu-
pation policies in much sharper terms than anything anyone in 
the Corrie family has said on the record. Perhaps the problem 
was that the festival organizers brought non-Jews—AFSC and 
Cindy Corrie—under the community tent to witness something 
of which many members of the community are ashamed.24
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Indeed, the fundamental issue fueling the debate within the San Francisco 
Jewish community was less the fact of exposing Israel’s egregious policies toward 
the Palestinians than exposing them to non-Jews. The real conflict centered on 
“how broadly Jews can discuss Israel within their own community—and how 
Jews represent Israel to the broader world.”25 For purposes of this discussion, 
I raise the issue of Rachel not so much for the particulars of the controversy 
but because it is an excellent illustration—one of growing numbers—of two 
significant and relatively recent realities that increasingly characterize the U.S. 
Jewish community. The first is the profound and growing divisions within that 
community over Israel and Palestine, shattering any appearance of consensus 
on the issue. The second is that the organized (mainstream) Jewish community 
no longer controls the debate as completely and uncritically as it once did. 
These changes, among others, arguably represent some of the most important 
factors in the way the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is addressed in the United 
States, including within the academy.

A CHANGING U.S. JEWISH COMMUNITY

Today, unlike in the recent past, the U.S. Jewish community is characterized 
by a range of political views, more and more of which veer outside the estab-
lished consensus (this dissenting trend is also seen among Jewish communi-
ties elsewhere, particularly in Britain, Canada, and Germany, where, recently, 
a group of German Jews translated the Goldstone report into German).26

Indeed, according to a 2005 poll carried out by Steven M. Cohen, a sociolo-
gist and pollster who has researched the attitudes of U.S. Jews toward Israel 
and Israelis for over 25 years, only 17 percent of U.S. Jews called themselves 
Zionists.27 Cohen reveals that “[t]he attachment of American Jews to Israel 
has weakened measurably in the last two years . . . continuing a long-term 
trend visible during the past decade and a half,”28 arguing that this attach-
ment, particularly among young adult Jews, “may well be changing, as warmth 
gives way to indifference, and indifference may even give way to downright 
alienation.”29

For example, in a 2007 study for the Bronfman Philanthropies coauthored 
with Professor Ari Kelman, a sociologist at the University of California, Davis, 
Cohen found that while nearly 40 percent of Jews over age 65 were strongly 
attached to Israel, just over 20 percent of Jews under 35 (and between 35 and 
49) expressed the same close attachment, a finding echoed in a 2007 American 
Jewish Committee poll30 and in the Jewish People Policy Planning Institute’s 
2008 “Annual Assessment.”31 Furthermore, over 40 percent of Jews under 35 
indicated low levels of attachment to Israel (although caring for Israel still 
remains strong among a majority in this age group) compared with 20 percent 
of U.S. Jews over 65.32

When I began my research nearly twenty-five years ago, the number of Jews 
speaking out publicly against Israeli policies was extremely small and prob-
ably tallied in the hundreds. Today, dissenting Jews number, by some accounts, 
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in the hundreds of thousands and have gained legitimacy and position in U.S. 
society, primarily civil society; in some U.S. cities, dissenters outnumber the 
organized mainstream according to public opinion polls. (Again, it is impor-
tant not to overstate their influence and position, but relatively speaking, the 
gains have been enormous.) Some confront the injustice of the occupation 
with great caution while others express their outrage in clear and principled 
terms. Some support the notion of a Jewish state while others oppose it. What 
is commonly understood, however, is that Israel’s self-perception as a victim 
is no longer widely shared.

A significant achievement of the Jewish opposition over the last decade in 
particular has been to challenge, albeit with varying degrees of success, the 
hegemony of the mainstream Jewish community over the political discourse 
that defines the way Americans understand the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The 
Jewish opposition is well educated, organized, and unafraid, with growing but 
still limited access to political power. Today, there are many Jewish opposition 
organizations, both national and local, some a decade old or more and some more 
recent, and their membership is growing. They include the following: Tikkun,
J Street,33 Brit Tzedek v’Shalom, Americans for Peace Now, Meretz USA, Jewish 
Voice for Peace, American Jews for a Just Peace, Jews Against the Occupation/
NYC, Jews for Peace in Palestine and Israel (DC), Jews for a Free Palestine (Bay 
Area), No Time to Celebrate, Jews Say No, and Jewish Women’s Committee to End 
the Occupation. Furthermore, in 2008 the Israeli human rights group B’Tselem 
opened an office in Washington, DC, “in order to foster greater attention to 
human rights within the Washington debate on Israel-Palestine, and to inform 
and mobilize the American Jewish community regarding human rights.”34

Not only are these organizations increasingly able to provide an alternative 
Jewish and Israeli viewpoint, they can also reach and mobilize people on a 
large scale. (The Oakland-based Jewish Voice for Peace, for example, reports 
that its mailing list has doubled to 90,000 with up to 6,000 people signing on 
monthly.)35 They are reaching beyond the Jewish community to forge links 
with non-Jewish organizations around specific issues and programs, widening 
the space for nonmainstream positions.

Undeniably, public debate about Israel’s place in the Jewish community, 
once shrouded in fear and uncertainty, has become open, candid, and subject 
to growing scrutiny, animated by a refusal to be silent. (In part, the willingness 
of U.S. Jews to criticize Israel derives from Israel’s position of overwhelming 
military superiority and from long-term security fears if Israel persists in its 
present path.) This appears to be particularly true in the aftermath of Israel’s 
2008–2009 assault on Gaza, which was a critical turning point for many Jews. 
For much too long, the prospect of being labeled a traitor or self-hating Jew, 
as I have often been called, was more than enough to ensure silence and 
conformity within the Jewish community. Among non-Jews, the fear of being 
labeled an anti-Semite when discussing Israel or the Palestinians ensured the 
same silence. This has undeniably changed, and today such threats carry less 
weight, with fewer people intimidated into silence.
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Perhaps the most striking feature that has slowly emerged to distinguish 
Jewish dissent is a strengthening identification with Judaism, not Zionism, as 
a moral reference point and framework for understanding and assessing the 
conflict between Israel and Palestine. Younger (under thirty-five) adult Jews 

especially (regardless of whether they define them-
selves as liberal Democrats, conservative Republicans, 
or other),36 notably the generation born after 1974, 
“draw upon memories and impressions less likely to 
cast Israel in a positive, let alone heroic light. The First 
Lebanon War in 1982, the First Intifada, the Second 
Intifada and the Second Lebanon War are all perceived 
as far more morally and politically complex than the 
wars Israel fought between 1948 and 1974, casting 
Israel in a more troubling light.”37 This generation of 
U.S. Jews finds it increasingly difficult to relate Jewish 

values to a project of aggression, dispossession, and colonization, suggesting a 
growing polarization within the community.38 Inspired by the moral commit-
ments embodied in Jewish values, they are not as vulnerable to pressure group 
tactics that silence dissent on Israel’s violation of human rights.

In this regard, Cohen found in his 2005 survey that “[m]ore than two-thirds 
[of U.S. Jews]”39 said they are at least sometimes “disturbed” by Israel’s poli-
cies or actions and nearly as many said they are “confused.” Almost half said 
they are at least sometimes “ashamed,” and 39 percent said they are at least 
sometimes “alienated” by Israel.40 “Respondents were less likely than in com-
parable earlier surveys to say they care about Israel, talk about Israel with 
others or engage in a range of pro-Israel activities. Strikingly, there was no 
parallel decline in other measures of Jewish identification including religious 
observance and communal affiliation.”41

Two years later in the Bronfman survey, Cohen revealed that declining attach-
ment to Israel also derives from the changing character of U.S. Jewish identity:

The loci of Jewish identity have shifted from the public to 
the private, from ethnicity and politics to religion, culture and 
spirituality. . . . Jews are more thoroughly integrated with non-
Jews, and intermarriage is both a symptom and a cause of this 
re-formulation of Jewish identities in a direction that makes 
attachment to Israel specifically, and identification with collec-
tive loyalties generally, less intuitively obvious. Many American 
Jews are claiming or reclaiming their identities as proud, equal, 
Diaspora Jews who do not necessarily believe that Israel is the 
center and America the periphery of a global Judaism.42

Writing in the Nation in 2009, Adam Horowitz and Philip Weiss observed:

This year has seen a dramatic shift in American Jews’ attitudes 
toward Israel. In January many liberal Jews were shocked by 
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the Gaza war. . . . Then came the rise to power of Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Foreign Minister Avigdor 
Lieberman, whose explicitly anti-Arab platform was at odds 
with an American Jewish electorate that had just voted 4 
to 1 for a minority president. Throw in angry Israelis who 
write about the “rot in the Diaspora,” and it’s little wonder 
young American Jews feel increasingly indifferent about a 
country that has been at the center of Jewish identity for 
four decades.43

Incrementally, a trend is emerging within the U.S. Jewish community (that 
is in good part generational) whereby personal Jewish identity is no longer 
based on an attachment to Israel but on an emerging detachment from it.44

Hence, another slowly rising trend among progressive Jews is the appearance 
of a discourse that not only criticizes Israeli policies toward the Palestinians 
but also raises critical questions about the whole Zionist enterprise, some-
thing the organized mainstream has characterized as a Jewish war against the 
Jewish state. In the aftermath of the Goldstone report, for example, Ari Shavit 
of Ha’Aretz referred to Jewish critics of Israel as “Goldstoners,” a new class of 
threat that has “brought us closer to bloodshed . . . [T]he Goldstoners are not 
driven by an honest attempt to divide the land, create peace and establish uni-
versal justice that would apply to all nations. They are driven by a deep need 
to isolate Israel, condemn it and destroy it.”45

Although dissent around Zionism has characterized Jewish thought since 
before the establishment of the State of Israel, it is now labeled by some in 
the mainstream and right wing of the Jewish community as anti-Semitic.46

Anti-Zionism is now equated with anti-Semitism, thereby conflating real anti-
Semitism with legitimate criticism of Israel, a cynical manipulation that many 
Jews (and non-Jews) find unacceptable.

Despite this, the debate has opened up—and cannot be closed—demanding
and legitimizing a more critical examination of the issues surrounding Israel 
and the Palestinians that has found expression within the academy and beyond. 
The widening of the debate, which has effectively ended unquestioning sup-
port of Israel, has also precipitated a crisis of sorts—one might even call it a 
kind of panic or desperation—within the Jewish mainstream, both U.S. and 
Israeli. This panic derives in part from the fact that the mainstream cannot 
win the debate—which, critically, has grown more public—based on facts. 
This is seen in a clear pattern of response that consistently refuses to address 
the substance of critiques of Israel and its policies but instead focuses on 
attacking the legitimacy and character of the critic, a tactic that has grown 
more vicious as the criticism of Israeli policies has gained more legitimacy 
and exposure. This tactic has sometimes been used with particular virulence 
on American college campuses as was seen, for example, in the campaigns 
against Professors Finkelstein and Massad, and more recently against the 
former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (and former president of 
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Ireland), Mary Robinson, a critic of the Israeli occupation, when she received 
the Congressional Medal of Honor.47

Another response was articulated by the World Union of Jewish Students 
(WUJS). Discussing the principles of pro-Israel advocacy on campus and 
elsewhere, WUJS published the “Hasbara Handbook: Promoting Israel on 
Campus”48 in which it advocates a variety of tactics for defending Israel in 
public forums. Arguing that “[l]isteners have deep-seated fears of violence and 
disorder, which can be tapped into by creating false dichotomies,”49 the hand-
book outlines seven propaganda devices, among them name calling:

Through the careful choice of words, the name calling 
technique links a person or an idea to a negative symbol. 
Creating negative connotations by name calling is done to 
try and get the audience to reject a person or idea on the 
basis of negative associations, without allowing a real exami-
nation of that person or idea. . . . For the Israel activist, it is 
important to be aware of the subtly different meanings that 
well chosen words give. Call ‘demonstrations’ “riots”, many 
Palestinian political organizations “terror organizations”, 
and so on.

Listeners are too preoccupied by the threat of terrible 
things to think critically about the speaker’s message.50

A CONCLUDING NOTE

The debate over Israel is often confused—and often deliberately so—with 
a debate over Israel’s right to exist. The latter is not being questioned. What is 
in question are Israel’s policies, the most recent being the horrendous attack 
on Gaza. There is no doubt that “the mood” toward Israel in the United States 
is changing. In an interview with the Jerusalem Post, Charles Kupchan, a pro-
fessor at Georgetown University and a senior fellow at CFR, stated: “I think 
that 10 years ago, the center of gravity was to give Israel the benefit of the 
doubt, and I don’t think that’s true anymore. I would say that at least in the 
classroom—and I think this is reflective of the country as a whole—US policy 
in this part of the world is now up for grabs in a way that it was not until 
recently. I think the US is still going to be a very stalwart ally of Israel, but the 
terms of that relationship are changing.”51

There are, in my view, two other important trends that have slowly emerged 
challenging the conventional discourse on Israel. The first draws a greater 
distinction between U.S. and Israeli interests in assessing U.S. policy toward 
Israel and the Middle East. Especially in the aftermath of the assault on Gaza, 
questions are being inserted into mainstream conversations that ask: Is Israel 
prepared to pursue diplomatic alternatives to violence? Why is occupation an 
acceptable default position? The second trend, which is related to the first, is 
beginning to frame opposition to Israeli policies in political and cultural terms 
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that are familiar to, and resonate with, Americans (both Jewish and other), 
potentially normalizing the discourse challenging Israel.52

As for the U.S. Jewish community, the changes within have been dramatic. 
However, the strength of the organized mainstream remains formidable in 
terms of resources and access to power. No fewer than thirty-three organiza-
tions including AIPAC, the Zionist Organization of America, and the Jewish 
National Fund have a stated presence on U.S. college campuses.53 I do not 
want to create the impression that the dissenting community enjoys parity, 
far from it. But the Jewish opposition is now a recognized, well-organized, and 
increasingly legitimate institutional player, a far cry from the days when even 
the mildest public criticism of Israeli policies was refused and could entail 
major consequences. Ultimately, this is in the interest of everyone: Israel, the 
United States, and the region. Perhaps most important, all parties to the con-
flict recognize that a return to the status quo ante—of silent conformity with 
power—is no longer an option. Thankfully, those days are over.
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