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Is J Street the Right Avenue?
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What with the recent contretemps between the Israeli government and the Obama Administration, the J Street “question” has taken on great urgency. Actually, there are three central questions here: legitimacy, representativeness, utility.


First, can a Jewish-American lobby that does not see eye-to-eye with Israel, and is willing to publicly criticize the Israeli government, be considered legitimate? My answer is an unequivocal “yes”. Indeed, that role is quintessentially Jewish – we have been a people of protest at least from the time Abraham confronted God over his possibly killing “upright people” in Sodom & Amorah. Moreover, the Talmud established a cardinal principle of Jewish argumentation: “elu v'elu divrei elohim khayim” (both contradictory opinions are the word of God). If done out of true concern for the issue in question (whether theological or political), then from a Jewish perspective voicing one's oppositional opinion is actually incumbent on those that think differently.


Second, is J Street representative of American Jewry? That's more of an empirical question, but as a political scientist I would venture to say that at the least, Jewish-American public opinion is not monolithic. In fact, the more vociferous, pro-Israeli policy supporters might be the loud minority as opposed to the more quiescent (and overall, probably less committed) Jewish majority. But the issue here is not numbers – after all, Jewish-Americans don't vote in Israeli elections. They do vote in American elections, though, and insofar as the J Street (and AIPAC) lobbying efforts are directed at the U.S. Government, one can hardly argue that they do not represent anyone among American Jewry. Of course, just how many are represented, time will tell – either J Street expands its membership or it doesn't. That's the real (American) test for how representative a pressure group is in fact.


Third, what about utility? As the saying goes, “is it good for the Jews?” Here I believe the answer is: “which Jews”?  It seems to me that J Street is good for Israeli Jews (whether they like it or not) but less so for American Jewry. Let's take the latter first. As a small numerical minority in American society (2% and declining), Jews have been extraordinary fortunate in wielding power in great part (but certainly not only!) as a result of the Electoral College system in which most Jews happen to live (and vote) in the largest states. Moreover, the perception that Jews vote as a relatively monolithic bloc, in large part on the Israel issue, only reinforced Jewish political power. However, once that monolithic facade is broken (J Street), candidates for the presidency might view the “Jewish vote” as far less unified and therefore less to be concerned about. (Again, this does not deny many other factors behind Jewish influence: very high education rates; strong economic profile; concentration in influential professions, e.g. media; etc.)


However, precisely the perception of unfettered “Jewish power” is what has led the Israeli government to ignore U.S. pressure to change its policy. Let me be candid here. On the one hand, it is the Palestinian side that has been most to blame for the lack of peace progress over the years – from the Arab nations' refusal to accept the U.N. Partition Plan in 1947, to the Khartoum three “nos” in 1967, to Arafat's turning down PM Barak's very generous peace proposal in 2000-01 (President Clinton explicitly pointed the finger at Arafat as the obstacle in the way of a treaty), to Abbas' recent non-response to PM Olmert's equally generous peace proposal offer. On the other hand, the Israeli government has also tended to do things in shortsighted fashion, even when the other side shows signs of flexibility and willingness to move forward.


Thus, a different voice on this issue within the U.S. – among “our own” – is probably a good thing in that it puts the Israeli government on notice that it cannot forever count on blind, unthinking support for anything and everything that it wishes to do. More flexibility and greater consideration of America's broader interests (which can only redound to Israel's benefit in the long run) is precisely what hubris-driven Israeli politicians could use. J Street can serve that important function – as long as it views the conflict in realistic terms, i.e. that the Palestinians need to be pressured at least as much as Israel.
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