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Introduction


IN MAY 2011—sixteen months before President Obama’s reelection, when his prospects were starting to look precarious—the prime minister of Israel arrived at the White House to lecture the president of the United States. As astonished journalists watched and recorded, Benjamin Netanyahu instructed a stone-faced Obama on the Jewish people’s many millennia of struggle, and on the impossibility of Israel ever returning to anything like the June 1967 borders that Obama himself had, just the day before, established as the basis for negotiating a just and lasting peace.


White House aides were furious, and they became angrier still as Netanyahu returned in the months and even weeks before the election and appeared to intervene—brazenly, as they saw it—on the side of Republican nominee, Mitt Romney. Among the Republican charges that he seemed to be backing was that a feckless Obama preferred appeasement to confronting Iran’s growing nuclear capacity and its threat to Israel’s existence. Obama, Romney enjoyed repeating, was inclined to throw “Israel under the bus.” In political terms, this seemed a potent and worrying charge.


And yet a strange thing happened. Election night 2012 was over by 11:15 P.M. eastern time. Obama won every swing state but North Carolina with an ease that suggested an emerging Democratic lock on the Electoral College.


The entire episode was dismaying for leaders of the pro-Israel lobby in the United States, one of whom complained to us privately that by ineptly injecting Israel into U.S. partisan politics, the emperor—that is, the supposed power of the Israeli government and its U.S. supporters in Washington—now stood naked. That embarrassment was compounded over the next three years as Netanyahu led his mainly Republican allies in an effort in the U.S. Congress to kill the nuclear deal with Iran—one of the central achievements of Obama’s presidency—and failed again. These missteps were correspondingly satisfying to the Israel lobby’s critics, who have long felt that American, and ultimately Israeli, interests require a more “normal” relationship between the two countries, and that this will only be possible once the lobby becomes less powerful.


The satisfaction and the dismay are both understandable. But both sides are missing something important. The U.S.–Israeli alliance is not simply under strain; it is at risk of being fundamentally transformed by long-term trends in both countries that will be impossible to stop and difficult to manage. Powerful demographic and cultural currents in Israel and the United States are driving the two countries apart. On the American side, the commitment of a postwar generation to the ideals of Zionism is fading as that generation moves toward old age. The demographic basis of support for an intimate alliance is also eroding. Four generations of intermarriage have weakened both Jewish identity and the visceral attachment that many Jews have felt since the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948. American Jews are not destined to disappear in any genetic sense, but as a cohesive community dedicated to Israel’s security and deeply entangled in its fate, they are dwindling. This will leave behind a tougher core of Jews who are often orthodox in their religious practice and mainly conservative in their political preferences. As we shall see, this will place them outside the political mainstream, even as it concentrates them in fewer and less dispersed communities.


A more general decline in the religious commitment of younger Americans will also have consequences for their commitment to Israel. Conservative Christianity remains powerful and almost exclusively Republican; yet even organized Evangelicalism shows signs of change. The shifting preferences for religious organizations in an age of social media, splintered communities, and demographic change could eventually affect the priorities of younger Evangelicals. They are not the Jerry Falwell—let alone the Billy Graham—generation, packing stadium rallies staged by Christians United for Israel. Some have other worries and other projects closer to the social gospel than to more traditional conservative causes. These newer preoccupations no longer emphasize American support for a strong Israel so that the eschatological prophecies of the Book of Revelation come to pass. When they see news coverage of civilian deaths in Gaza and they ask themselves—what would Jesus do?—the answer is not self-evident. For now, this is only a nascent trend within a broader hardening of political and social attitudes. Time will tell whether it gets traction as the country as a whole shifts to the left.


The consolidation of a Likud–Republican alliance and the parallel emergence of a structural advantage for the Democratic Party in national elections will bring further trouble to the alliance. As the ardor of Democrats has cooled, their fortunes appear to be riding on the emergence of a bigger and more engaged Latino electorate. These voters are simply less concerned about the Middle East and, to the extent they harbor the religious convictions acquired in their countries of origin, they are less likely to share the concerns of Jewish Americans. The considerable American Jewish disappointment with Israel for its treatment of Palestinians, accurately identified by Peter Beinart, is therefore not even the most important of structural American changes.1


Inverse changes are underway in Israel. Today, half of all Israeli preschool children are either ultra-Orthodox or Arab. These are the two fastest growing communities in Israel, and they are also poorly educated. Prospects for the “Global Israel” that liberal Zionist visionaries like Bernard Avishai hope to see supplanting the quest for “Greater Israel” are dimming as the Israeli educational system groans under the weight of burgeoning poorer populations and long-term underfunding.2 And the political instincts of these students are beginning to reflect their lackluster training and the rhetoric of right-wing politicians. Surveys of Jewish eighteen-year-olds reveal a preference for a strong leader, a disdain for democracy, and a readiness to curb the civil liberties of non-Jews. The ultra-Orthodox Israeli communities that venerate the great ecstatic rabbis of eighteenth-century Poland, Hungary, Moldova, and Romania, and which retain the sartorial splendor of that time and place, now embrace Israelis whose ancestors came from Iraq, Morocco, and Yemen.3 Meanwhile, right-wing, ultra-Orthodox young men are joining combat units they had long sought to avoid, recasting the character of the Israel Defense Force (IDF). IDF officer candidates are much more likely to identify themselves as religious than they were only a decade ago. And there are political moves to further define the country by its religion. The Israeli Knesset in 2015 debated a bill that would have made Israel “the nation state of the Jewish people” and by definition exclude from a place in the national narrative the large part of its population that is not Jewish. (The bill was shelved, to the credit of many Israeli lawmakers, but it was supported by Netanyahu, and it could come back.) These changes will produce an Israel that looks increasingly unfamiliar to many Americans.


So the bad blood between the Obama administration and the Netanyahu government is a symptom, not the cause, of serious underlying problems. And those in both countries who imagine that a full separation would be a good thing—relieving their respective states of profound moral and strategic burdens—should think hard. Such a separation would be terribly damaging to the fundamental interests of both Israel and the United States. For Israel the danger should be obvious. Yet many Israelis whom we interviewed for this book believe that the Jewish state has outgrown its relationship with the United States. For these Israelis, Washington is no longer a reliable ally. Israel, they say, has one overriding strategic foe—Iran—but the United States has declined to take it on. What, then, is the point of the partnership? They are also justifiably proud of the military capability they have built since the founding of what is still a young state. In regional terms, the IDF is a true juggernaut. More broadly, they see the United States retreating from the Middle East. In economic terms, Israelis are themselves looking increasingly toward Asia, especially to India and China. They already have significant ties with Russia, due in part to the huge Russian exodus in the waning years of the Soviet Union. Beijing, New Delhi, and Moscow embrace political values and doctrines of noninterference that make them unlikely to hector Israel for mistreating Palestinians. And Israelis are looking to establish ties with Arab states that now look more plausible as the region splits along both sectarian lines and the divide between radicals and conservatives.


In recent years the strategic outlook of Israel and Saudi Arabia often has seemed more in sync than Israel and the United States. Yet we wonder if Israelis have adequately considered the implications of a future in which their partnership with the United States resembles the U.S.–Saudi partnership. As an American security partner, Saudi Arabia is deeply problematic. U.S.–Saudi relations were powerfully shaken by the fact that fifteen of the nineteen 9/11 hijackers were Saudi citizens, and that they all followed a harsh form of Islam with roots in the kingdom’s officially sanctioned doctrine. Since then, the American partnership with Saudi Arabia has suffered from Riyadh’s unwillingness or inability to clamp down on Saudi private donations to extremist groups; from the longstanding Saudi-funded effort to propagate the Wahhabi interpretation of Islam worldwide in mosques and madrassas where imams financed by the Saudi government preach an ideology that is difficult to distinguish from the ideology of ISIS; from the lackluster Saudi engagement in the fight against ISIS in Iraq and Syria; and, as this book went to press, from public mass beheadings that resembled the ritual executions staged by ISIS.


There are thoughtful Americans who believe that extremism and anarchy in much of the Middle East will require the United States to remain locked in a close strategic partnership with Israel. Israel, according to this argument, will possess military and intelligence capabilities that America will find indispensable in its war against terrorism. Yet we have trouble seeing how Israel’s strategic collaboration can really help the United States to preserve its position in the region or mitigate the increasing violence there. In any event, a U.S.–Israeli relationship that became, like the Saudi one, essentially transactional, would be very different from the one we have known for half a century. It is an outcome that we hope can be avoided.


American Zionism


The authors of this book are of that postwar generation of Americans who were viscerally committed to Zionism. Steven Simon grew up in an Orthodox Jewish family, and went to Israel as a civilian war volunteer in 1973. In a U.S. government career that placed him in the State Department and the White House, the security of Israel was a recurring concern. Simon’s first experience in government was in the U.S. embassy in Tel Aviv; during the Reagan administration he staffed the U.S. side of the Joint Political-Military Group, which gave operational substance to the strategic alliance. In the Clinton White House, his work on counterterrorism involved close collaboration with his Israeli counterparts. In the Obama White House he served as senior director for the Middle East and North Africa, including Israel. He remains, and expects always to remain, a Zionist.


Dana Allin is not Jewish. But his connection to Zionism, though more distant, is in its own way a profound reflection of the broader American commitment. Both of his grandfathers, liberal social scientists, migrated from Western states to Washington in the 1930s to work in a federal government that was expanding for the mission of Roosevelt’s New Deal. Allin grew up in the 1960s in a liberal milieu that was both troubled by Vietnam and optimistic about continued American progress. The values imparted to him included the Jewish values of his parents’ and grandparents’ close associates; these included admiration for Israel and commitment to its security. At college in the 1970s he had a few friends who were left-wing anti-Zionists, but more were pro-Israel. Going to graduate school in Europe, he started a career of scholarship in American foreign policy and European relations. Israel, it became clear, was an important and sometimes troubling factor in those relations. He has lived in Europe for most of his adult life, and more often than he can remember has found himself arguing the American case for Zionism against more skeptical Europeans.


In our encounters with Israelis, including for this book, we have experienced the understandable irritation, and even resentment, that some of them, including Israeli liberals, feel about Americans who profess foreigners’ Zionism and proceed to lecture them about Israeli societal arrangements, the plight of Palestinians, and the solutions to Israel’s security dilemmas. We can well imagine that President Obama’s repeated lectures about the threat to Israeli democracy from the construction of settlements and the closing window for a two-state solution come across as grating and even patronizing. Americans cannot stand in Israelis’ shoes. Yet neither can Americans maintain a self-deprecating silence regarding policies promulgated by an Israel that is still morally entangled in American society and central to American foreign policy. We have tried to write a book that is balanced in tone but also honest about the changes and threats we see to the two countries’ shared future. And we worry that many Israelis and Americans are in denial about those changes.


One form of denial would be to note, accurately, that such warnings have been heard many times before. In 2001, for example, American historian Steven T. Rosenthal published a book arguing that Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon, the Jonathan Pollard spy case, Israel’s fierce crackdown on the Palestinian intifada, and controversies over Israel’s restricted recognition of non-Orthodox Jewish conversion had caused deep disenchantment in an American Jewish community that was undergoing its own profound changes in any event.4 Yet the publication of this book coincided with the al Qaeda attacks of 9/11; in the aftermath, a shared preoccupation with counterterrorism seemed to bind the United States and Israel as tightly together as ever.


Such changes, however, normally take a long time to unfold—and can cause disruption that appears shocking when it occurs. Consider, for example, the disruptions of the Arab Spring that started in early 2011. For many decades, informed analysts had argued that authoritarian Arab regimes were fragile, that their apparatus of patronage and repression could not ultimately withstand the forces of popular discontent. When the convulsions came, they were pretty much as predicted, yet seemed to take everyone by surprise. And so, we would argue, the evidence for underlying transformation to the U.S.–Israeli relationship, which Chapter 7 lays out in detail, should not be ignored simply because much of it is longstanding. You never know how much time you have left, but it is often less than you think.


This book is also about the chasm in American politics. Simon worked in government under two Republican and two Democratic administrations. Allin has always had strong liberal convictions, but as a student of American foreign policy, and in the research for this book, he has been impressed by the consistency of administrations from both parties in combining the pursuit of American interest with a commitment to Israeli security and to shared democratic values. That consistency is now threatened by the ideological rancor of American politics. Estrangement from Israel would poison American political discourse far into the future. The threat to the U.S.–Israeli alliance is also a threat to American harmony. This book charts the changes and recent stresses to the relationship, and explains why further disruption is likely. But the book also reaches hopefully for the design of a grand bargain that would restore not only the balance for a durable future between Israel and America but greater consensus within the domestic politics of both countries.




 


PART I


The History




 


1


Israel in the Liberal Imagination


Where is this city that was believed to have God himself inhabiting therein?


—ELEAZAR THE GALILEAN, AS RECORDED IN JOSEPHUS, THE WARS OF THE JEWS, CHAPTER 8


COLD COMES EARLY to the desert. Steven Simon rolled up the windows and unrolled his sleeping bag on the narrow back seat of a VW Beetle. He crawled into it, then reached to the front passenger seat for a battered paperback and a flashlight. He would rise before dawn to ascend on foot to 400 meters above the Dead Sea. Now he opened the account of Josephus, Jewish historian for the Romans, on what happened to the zealots who took refuge in Herod’s abandoned fortress on that mountain of Masada.


Simon was 20 years old. He was working that year as a war volunteer at Kibbutz HaHotrim, having arrived as one of the great tank battles in history was raging on the Golan Heights. The year was 1973, a dramatic juncture in U.S.–Israeli relations, for it was America’s emergency resupply of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) that turned the tide on that flaming escarpment. It is difficult to say what would have happened to Israel without the American airlift. But from that year on, U.S. military support would be understood as at least part of the shield protecting Israelis from the fate of the Jewish zealots at Masada, or of the Jews in Nazi Europe.


Simon came to Israel that year as an observant Jew. He would return frequently in subsequent decades as an American diplomat, White House official, and foreign-policy scholar. Americans have long identified with the small Jewish state as an embattled democracy reflecting American values. The steady onslaught of terrorism suffered by Israeli Jews earned the anguish and solidarity of Americans well before 9/11 brought to the United States a similar sense of vulnerability. And there are strong religious affinities, not only between Israelis and American Jews, but more broadly and perhaps more importantly, in the deep devotion of American Evangelical Christians to Israel’s cause.


And yet, to put it in the simplest terms, the image of Israelis in many Americans’ eyes has gradually evolved: from courageous and humane warrior-kibbutzniks—for whom Simon was working the kibbutz while they fought on two fronts against Syria and Egypt—to religious settlers of occupied territory. This is, of course, an oversimplification; neither image captures the messy reality or the nuances of U.S.–Israeli intimacy. Yet it will be the contention of this book that this evolution of Israel’s image is grounded in truth—and could have an enduring impact on the future of the relationship.


Some forty years after Simon’s climb of Masada, two other American Jews of his generation published an exchange of emails on the website of Foreign Policy magazine. Like Simon, Michael Oren and David Rothkopf had studied during the 1970s at Columbia University, where they were roommates. Soon after graduation, Oren—who would become an academic historian—emigrated to Israel. He took Israeli citizenship in 1979 and gave up his American passport thirty years later in order to accept an appointment as Israel’s ambassador to Washington. Rothkopf became a consultant, journalist, and publisher, and he served for some years in the Clinton administration, overlapping there with Simon. Rothkopf’s father was a committed Zionist, but the younger Rothkopf did not visit Israel until 2013. That visit was the subject of their exchange. A question that his friend had posed—did Israel meet his expectations?—started “careening around my brain like a stray pinball,” and Rothkopf replied with a story of disillusion.1


Rothkopf recalled sitting with his family in 1967 “around a radio in our kitchen to get real-time reports of the Six-Day War.” He was likewise gripped by the drama of the Yom Kippur War in 1973, and for the same reason: This was “the Israel of David standing up against the Goliaths.” It was the region’s lone democracy “fighting against tyrants and bullies—the brave few using brains and technology to defeat the brutal millions who wanted them gone.” But as he grew into his late twenties, a different image of Israel intruded: the victim now itself a bully, blundering through Lebanon and brutally repressing Palestinian children who were guilty of throwing stones. “[F]rom the massacres in Lebanon through the Intifada, to the contentious and willful construction of settlements that should not be built, Israel has undercut its moral high ground,” Rothkopf wrote.


Michael Oren pushed back on some familiar fronts: He accused his friend, like many Americans, of holding Israel to a double and impossibly higher standard; he rejected some of the charges as dishonest propaganda; he accepted the truth of other complaints but insisted they must be understood in the context of Israel’s excruciating dilemmas. The most interesting part of Oren’s case, however, was in accusing his friend of having swallowed his “Hebrew School fantasy”—an impossibly heroic and idyllic place that never in fact existed. “Israel before 1967,” Oren wrote,


was in fact a far less equitable place than it is today. There were hardly any Sephardi Jews, much less Arabs, Africans, and other minorities in government. And the government was controlled by a single party composed almost exclusively of secular and socialist Eastern European Jews. Most of the Arab population (of Israel!) lived under military rule. The Palestinians didn’t really exist and for the same reason that Israel appeared pristine—because the Western press so decided.


In one respect, Oren got the better of the argument, because his appeal was an appeal to realism. “As so many American Jews of our generation,” he admonished Rothkopf, “you have this idealized image of pre-1967 Israel. But we’re adults now and adults inhabiting an illusion-less world.”


In another sense, however, Oren’s realism carried its own burden of naïveté, because it avoids a central problem: Can an America without illusions maintain its special relationship with the real Israel—the hard Israel that seems, for whatever reasons, to be getting harder? To answer this question we should first think carefully about the bundle of realities and illusions that have fed Americans’ devotion to Israel over a span of almost seven decades. These were Americans from across many spectrums of politics and religion and social class. They included liberals and conservatives—notably neoconservatives—and Christians and Jews.


The distinctive American groups, subcultures, and allies have had distinctive, though hardly exclusive, reasons for supporting or, at times, opposing Israel and its policies. One underrated reason, perhaps, is sheer fascination—for the story of Israel is a great and amazing story. Haunted and inspired by catastrophic exile in the first and second centuries C.E., conceived by improbable visionaries in the nineteenth, modern Israel was finally born out of the central cataclysm of the twentieth. In its first three decades of life Israel fought three existential wars, plus a fourth in which it played a supporting role in the comic-operatic death throes of European colonialism. At the end of those three decades and four wars, Israel signed a peace treaty with its most formidable enemy and thus, with considerable help from the United States, seemed to have secured its existence.


Through these decades, at the higher levels of American politics and government, we can discern two broad currents of argument about the appropriate U.S. relationship with Israel. These two currents have corresponded roughly to questions of strategic interests and moral values. Until at least the administration of George W. Bush, it was a fair rule of historical thumb that Democratic administrations favored Israel on the basis of liberal values: because of their strong identification with Israeli democracy, Israel’s Labor-dominated political ethos, and sympathy for the plight of Jews in the Holocaust. This set of attitudes did not depend on a perception of Israel as a strategic partner; in fact, it was adopted despite a broad assessment that U.S. support for Israel was a strategic liability. Republican administrations typically were more attuned to Israel’s strategic importance, assessed mainly in positive but also, in at least a couple of cases, negative terms. George W. Bush, as we shall see, was convinced equally of Israel’s value as a strategic asset and as a moral companion. Barack Obama has been a dedicated friend of Israel who, like previous presidents, saw its flaws and also has been perhaps more vocal on what he views as the growing gap between Israel’s policies and Israel’s long-term interests.


The tensions could be resolved, in theory at least, by peace. And peace between Israel and its neighbors is something that the United States under successive administrations has worked hard, albeit not very effectively, to achieve. There was one notable success. The first three decades of Israel’s life and war ended with an Egypt–Israel peace agreement brokered by the most scripturally learned and devoutly Christian U.S. president of the post–World War II era. The formal and real end of Egyptian belligerence meant that conventional armies no longer threatened Israel’s existence. Tragically, however, the story does not end in 1978. To begin with, and almost immediately, that devout U.S. president Jimmy Carter, preoccupied with his mission of peace and, arguably, ill served by his intelligence agencies, would be surprised by the explosive birth of a new enemy in revolutionary Iran. This revolution had nothing to do with the Arab–Israeli conflict, but in the nearly four decades of enmity that followed between America and the Islamic Republic of Iran, the latter would come to weigh heavily in Israel’s perceived constellation of threats, and in the most recent decade it has also greatly complicated U.S.–Israel relations. Meanwhile, and almost as quickly, Carter felt betrayed by the Israeli government’s continued construction of settlements in occupied territory, after he thought he had an agreement from Menachem Begin, the Israeli prime minister, to stop building them. This pattern would become very familiar. And there would also be a Groundhog Day familiarity to the Israeli military operations, including the 1982 invasion of Lebanon, that successive Republican and Democratic administrations both accepted as justified on the basis of Israel’s real security predicaments, and criticized as excessive use of force.


September 11, 2001, marked a crucial moment in U.S.–Israeli relations. After the terrorist attacks, U.S. foreign and national security policy went off the rails. The debacle of invading Iraq, then watching it descend into civil war; the nationalist contortion of American society and expansion of its security state, one that, in its most egregious manifestation, tortured suspected terrorists; and the massive human and financial costs of all of this sent America into a dark tunnel from which it is still struggling to emerge.2 America’s engagement in the Middle East has become a factor in the partisan polarization that has been growing steadily worse over the past generation. Israel, for reasons both logical and illogical, has become entangled in the partisan argument.


This development should alarm Israelis and American friends of Israel. It is a central focus of Chapter 2 and it is a major theme of this book. But first, to understand where we might be going, we should consider how we got here.


The Zionist Half Century


“I pray that you will believe me,” intoned CBS radio correspondent Edward R. Murrow, accompanying U.S. army troops who liberated the Dachau death camp on April 19, 1945.3 What Murrow proceeded to describe did indeed defy belief. By this end-stage of the war, the program to exterminate Europe’s Jews was not unknown or unreported. But only with allied victory in view could the magnitude and meaning of this extermination begin to be grasped by the general public.


It had special resonance for American Jews, beyond their sorrowful kinship with the victims. As Peter Grose has noted, their place in the scheme of world history had suddenly changed. “Without fully comprehending it, and only by macabre default, American Jewry had become the largest Jewish community in the world.”4 That is one reason why we can think of America’s initial support for Jewish statehood as revolving around American Jewish support. To the extent that America’s political leaders considered domestic politics in their calculations—and domestic politics were far from the only factor—they were thinking about Jewish votes in big cities.


In understanding this aspect of postwar American politics, however, it is important to avoid two common errors. First, it was hardly the case that only Jews supported Zionism. An enduring secret of the Israel lobby’s success was that, in pushing for the United States to support the Jewish state, the lobby almost always was pushing on an open door.5


In the first five decades of American diplomatic engagement with the Zionist project—roughly from the 1917 Balfour Declaration to the 1967 Six Day War—the door openers were mostly American liberals. This was in part because leading Zionist Jews were prominent in progressive American politics and thought, in part because liberals (both Democrat and Republican) championed the extension of civil rights and the American covenant to oppressed minorities, and in part because segments of conservatism were still infected with anti-Semitism. Mainly, however, it was because these five decades coincided with a period of progressive ascendency in American politics—starting, arguably, with Theodore Roosevelt’s inauguration in 1901, including Woodrow Wilson’s presidency,* and cemented in the almost uninterrupted Democratic administrations of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry Truman, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon Baines Johnson.


A second error to avoid is one of imagining that, in the decades leading up to the establishment of Israel, American Jews themselves were uniformly pro-Zionist. Zionism was an exotic and utopian project of European Jews, many of them socialists, who had concluded, with more prescience than they could possibly have imagined, that there was no real future in Europe for the Jewish people. American Jews, though they encountered real and persistent anti-Semitism in the United States, could not plausibly reach this conclusion. The United States, for all its faults, was ultimately as accommodating to Jews as it was to most immigrant groups (the main grotesque exception being its racist oppression of African slaves and their descendants6). And the Jews who were most successful, yet perhaps still emotionally insecure, in their assimilation, were also most leery of the Zionist idea for what it might say about their place in American society.


In April 1921, when Chaim Weizmann, the great European Zionist and future president of Israel, sailed into New York harbor (accompanied by Albert Einstein), he was received rapturously by throngs of those whom Grose has called the “downtown Jewry”—East European, Yiddish-speaking, and poor—as against the more successful (and more German) uptown bankers and professionals.7 Weizmann was in the process of winning a battle for control over American Zionism from its erstwhile leader, Louis Brandeis, who five years earlier had been nominated by President Woodrow Wilson, and then confirmed by the Senate (albeit over formidable conservative opposition) as the first Jewish justice on the U.S. Supreme Court. The nature of the Weizmann–Brandeis conflict matters little to the story we are telling here. More important is how these two men brought together the European and American strands of Zionism, and also brought together the two strands of American Jewry—uptown and downtown—in support of the Zionist project.


Brandeis was a leader and archetype of those American progressives at the turn of the twentieth century who would endow that American century with much of its liberal mindset. And Brandeis’ Jewishness was fundamental to his progressivism. He was born just before the Civil War, the son of Prague Jews who had emigrated to Louisville, Kentucky, after the collapse of the 1848 revolution. Brandeis was raised in a house without religion, where Judaism was a matter of ethical consciousness and identity. “My people were not so narrow as to allow their religious belief to overshadow their interests in the broader aspects of humanity,” he would write.8 Brandeis’ embrace and then leadership of Zionism grew naturally from this progressivism because it was about protecting and improving the conditions of Jews suffering poverty and persecution in the great eastern Pale of Settlement, and in Palestine itself. As John Judis has observed, a certain obliviousness to the consequences for Palestine’s Arabs was not surprising: The Zionist project should also improve their condition, which was assumed, with some evidence, to be miserable.9 Even so famous a champion of Arab self-determination as T. E. Lawrence, a friend of Weizmann, joined Churchill in believing that Jewish immigration to Palestine would bring skills and capital to improve the Arab condition. “I look upon the Jews,” Lawrence explained, “as the natural importers of Western leaven so necessary for countries in the Near East.”10 Progressivism and imperialism could go together, a proposition for which TR himself was the great advocate and exemplar. As Judis also observes, the Brandeis era was a more innocent time for thinking about the precedent of American pioneers. Jews in Palestine would be like Puritans in Massachusetts, or homesteaders in Kansas, without too much worry regarding the natives.


Among Brandeis’s many contributions to progressive thought was his intellectual battle with the accusation of dual loyalty. “Let no American imagine that Zionism is inconsistent with Patriotism,” Brandeis insisted in a 1915 speech to a conference of reform rabbis. “Multiple loyalties are objectionable only if they are inconsistent.”11 Brandeis was influential in persuading American Jews of this compatibility, just as he was influential in persuading at least two presidents that a restored Jewish homeland in Palestine was compatible with America’s national interest. The first of these was Wilson himself; Brandeis’s friendship with him, and easy access to the White House during Wilson’s presidency, played some role in tilting the United States toward endorsement of at least a vague concept of Zionism.


But here too came the stirrings of American opposition, centered in the professional diplomatic corps and broader foreign-policy establishment that worried, and still worries today, about the costs paid by the United States for too-close identification with the Zionist project. The recurring anxiety of these diplomats concerned the electoral calculations and enthusiasms of American politicians unmoored from sober consideration of the national interest.


Wilson, the first such unmoored politician, threw American support behind Britain’s November 1917 Balfour Declaration. “His Majesty’s Government view with favor the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.” These opening words, in the form of a letter from British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour to Lord Rothschild, a British Jew, were cleared in advance by Britain’s new American ally, which in April had declared war against Germany. The following month, Balfour traveled to Washington and met twice with Brandeis. Between those two meetings, Brandeis spent forty-five minutes discussing the matter with President Wilson in the White House. By May 10, Brandeis could confidently inform Balfour of two things: First, the United States had no interest in being drawn into any kind of responsibility for a protectorate in Palestine or anywhere else in the Ottoman lands; but second, the United States would support the idea of a British protectorate in line with the project of European Zionists.12


There were political, religious, and ideological reasons for Wilson’s support. Unions under Samuel Gompers’ American Federation of Labor backed the idea in part because they wanted to keep Jewish immigrants, presumed competitors for American jobs, away from American shores. The Republicans, led by Wilson’s bitter rival Theodore Roosevelt, were leaning toward support of a Jewish Palestine, “and no Democrat would willingly abandon the potential Jewish support in the big eastern cities to the opposition.”13 The deeply religious Presbyterian president was moved also by that biblical fascination shared by successor presidents: “To think that I, the son of the manse, would be able to help restore the Holy Land to its people,” said Wilson, whose father had been a Presbyterian minister.14 Finally, Zionism appeared to fit well with Wilson’s liberal ideology of national self-determination: as indeed it did, but in bad ways as well as good. The Wilsonian vision for Europe was blurry on the problem of what to do about contending claims for national self-rule, and these contending claims would be part of the savagery of the second act in Europe’s great civil war. Such contending claims would also prove a problem in Palestine, to put it mildly, with the added dimension that Europe’s horrors, inflicted most comprehensively on Europe’s Jews, thereby also helped drive a full century of claims and conflict in the Middle East.


Palestine’s was among the many maps to be rolled out and—after a fashion—resolved at the post–World War I Versailles conference. The Balfour Declaration was also on the table. On the American side, Colonel House’s “Inquiry”—a nascent think tank set up by the president to analyze postwar problems and which became the Council on Foreign Relations—was divided on the question. Opponents included Hines Page, the U.S. ambassador to Britain; the “Near Eastern Intelligence Unit,” which consisted of one Jewish and strongly anti-Zionist American vice-consul based in Geneva named Samuel Edelman; Secretary of State Robert Lansing and many of his State Department colleagues who, among other worries, opposed the plan to preserve Anglo-French colonial control of the Ottoman lands; and important American Protestant missionaries allied to the Arab romanticism of Lawrence, and in any event knowledgeable and attuned to the worries of Christian and Muslim Arabs. The opponents lost this battle: Balfour was “enshrined,” as Grose puts it, in the Versailles settlement and, hence, international law.15 But it was enshrined in the form of a British mandate for Palestine, the terms of which were ambiguous, like the Balfour Declaration itself, on the actual form of a Jewish homeland. Certainly a succession of British governments over the next three decades were not unreservedly supportive of the Jewish cause, which they found difficult to balance with the interests of the Arabs under their rule.


Members of the U.S. Foreign Service were also trying to navigate and reconcile contending American interests and policies. They were, on balance, diffident about the Zionist project and wary of what they saw as White House political enthusiasm for it. For this the State Department and its WASP elites have long been accused of shaping policy from motives of anti-Semitism. Often cited as Exhibit A is the letter from Secretary Lansing to President Wilson suggesting that “many Christian sects and individuals would undoubtedly resent turning the Holy Land over to the absolute control of the race credited with the death of Christ.”16


There was a serious strain of American anti-Semitism in the interwar years, epitomized by Henry Ford, that great and rancid American purveyor of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, and other reactionary conservatives—including at least a few diplomats who, whatever they thought of American Jews, imagined Europe’s Jewry as dark, dirty, and Bolshevik. But in general, American diplomacy framed the problem in neutral terms. It was not so much a matter of anti-Semitism as studied indifference to the problem of Jews in Europe. The American consciousness was, of course, not yet imprinted with the enormity of the Holocaust.17


When the darkest night imaginable descended on Europe’s Jews, however, American policy regarding a homeland for those who could escape was characterized by the grimmest of ironies. Anti-Semitism did not significantly shape U.S. policy toward the Zionist project, but it did greatly affect U.S. immigration policy for refugee Jews. It left many who might have been saved to be exterminated by Hitler’s executioners; it reached well into the State Department visa service, headed by the unmistakably anti-Semite Breckenridge Long; and it stains the historical legacy of a president, Franklin Roosevelt, whose many charms included a genuine philo-Semitism, but whose inattention to the abhorrent policy of sealing America’s borders against desperate Jews cannot be erased from his record.18 The grim irony was that—as postwar British politicians suspected—one consequence of wanting to keep a flood of Jews out of the United States was to make the case for a Jewish Palestine even stronger. (In private, Roosevelt had ruefully acknowledged that it was a bit rich for America to press Arabs to accept Jewish refugees that the U.S. was reluctant to admit to its own shores.)19


In a presidency filled with the crises of the Great Depression and a Second World War, the problems of Palestine were inevitably low on any list of presidential priorities. But FDR did latch onto it, starting a private file labeled “Palestine.”20 He was in favor of a Jewish homeland, though his ideas for it were vague and a bit wild. Like Wilson before him and Truman his successor, Roosevelt was fascinated by biblical geography. He was attentive to the Jewish vote and was competing for reelection in 1944 against New York governor Thomas Dewey, who was outspoken in his support for Zionism.21 Roosevelt had notable Zionists in his so-called Brain Trust, Jewish protégés of Justice Brandeis, who were prominent enough to inspire the famous right-wing slur about Roosevelt’s “Jew Deal.” FDR did not find the slur at all funny; he abhorred this form of prejudice, and angrily rejected entreaties by prominent Jews not to nominate Felix Frankfurter, one of his Brain Trust members, as the second Jewish Supreme Court justice. (The lobbyists against the appointment feared that an overrepresentation of Jews would arouse American anti-Semitism.)22


Roosevelt’s ideas for Palestine, when he did have time to think about it, were wild insofar as they sometimes included the germ of a plan to depopulate the land of its Arabs, moving them at his estimated cost of $300 million to Iraq or another Arab-majority area. Today this sounds both monstrous and naïve, and when mooted to the British they replied firmly that no sum of money would persuade Palestinian Arabs to leave voluntarily.23 (In the event, of course, many Arabs were exiled, in just one episode of the larger tragedy of the vast population transfers that followed World War II.) Roosevelt’s ideas were vague insofar as he was not always clear or consistent about the political construction of a Jewish homeland, or the political relations between these Jews and the Arabs who would live there if they could not be persuaded to leave. To be sure, as the Arab transfer scheme indicates, FDR seems to have envisioned complete Jewish sovereignty. But at the times when he realized that this might be at odds with reality, he was open to other ideas, including some sort of Jewish–Arab federation.


The intrusion of reality happened suddenly, on the USS Quincy in the Great Bitter Lake of the Suez Canal. Roosevelt was returning home from Yalta, where, on the last night of the conference, he casually told Churchill and Stalin that he would be stopping to meet with the king of Saudi Arabia. Churchill was unhappy about the surprise and, though pro-Zionist, had already expressed skepticism about Roosevelt’s ability to win over the Arabs. But Roosevelt, not for the first time, overestimated his charm and deal-making skills. He had already sent the king a letter assuring him “that it is the view of the Government of the United States that … no decision altering the basic situation of Palestine should be reached without full consultation with both Arabs and Jews.”24 Roosevelt didn’t seem to register the polite yet clear replies of King Ibn Saud. But sitting with the king aboard the Quincy, there was no mistaking the answer. The president tried to pitch a grand deal coupling the Jewish homeland with massive economic development for the Arabs. Saud’s reply, as recorded in State Department records: “The Arabs and the Jews could never cooperate, neither in Palestine, nor in any other country” and “the Arabs would choose to die rather than yield their lands to the Jews.” This part of the meeting was a debacle. Roosevelt was perhaps only trying to salve an awkward encounter when he repeated the commitment in his 1943 letter to the king, and even elaborated: He “wished to assure his majesty that he would do nothing to assist the Jews against the Arabs and would make no move hostile to the Arab people.”25 Who knows what Roosevelt thought this was supposed to mean? Arabs, in any event, heralded the meeting as a great victory. When Roosevelt returned to the United States, he sent messages of reassurance to American Zionists. He several times suggested a “new formula” under which establishing and even protecting a Jewish state in Palestine would be the first task of the new United Nations Organization. Then he died.


*   *   *


HARRY TRUMAN has come down in popular memory as a great American friend—maybe the founding friend—of Jewish statehood. There are good reasons for this reputation. In many respects, however, Truman’s initial ideas and commitments were as confused as Roosevelt’s—and, in fact, the new president was quite uneasy about the implications of full “political Zionism.” Like Roosevelt’s, Truman’s amiable philo-Semitism was rooted in his liberalism (and mixed, it should be acknowledged, with some common and casual anti-Semitic tropes that do not strike us as very important in assessing the man or his motives). Truman’s liberalism was different in tone, perhaps, from Roosevelt’s, because it was distinctively midwestern. It was also, by twenty-first-century standards, radical. Truman integrated the U.S. military; he ran for election in 1948 on a civil rights platform that started the process of steadily driving white southerners out of the Democratic Party; he pushed for a “Fair Deal” of economic controls, union power, expanded Social Security, subsidized housing, public works, and liberalized immigration; and he barnstormed for universal health care in both the 1948 and the 1950 midterm elections.26


Truman’s liberalism drove his support for a Jewish homeland, but also his reluctance, or at least ambivalence, about endorsing a Jewish state. This was not, on the level of principle, contradictory. In the history of Zionism there was a tendency to ignore the fact of Palestine’s Arab inhabitants—but they could not be ignored entirely, and their presence intruded awkwardly from time to time in the American consciousness. This was partly, but only partly, as a consequence of American interests, including oil interests, in the wider Arab region. Truman was also no doubt sincere when he worried that a state based on Jewish sovereignty would amount to a “theocracy” at the expense of Muslim and Christian Arabs.27 There was a problem, however, with the somewhat fuzzy alternative of a “homeland” that would also be homeland to Arabs enjoying equal rights and equal sovereignty, whatever that might mean. It was simply unrealistic, as events would prove.


There were many other contradictory pressures pushing American policy in confusing directions. Access to Arab oil was seen not just as an economic imperative but as a strategic necessity as the wartime alliance with Stalin’s Soviet Union dissolved into distrust and then a dangerous rivalry. The presumption that Stalin could exploit U.S. support for Zionism to curry favor with the Arabs seemed confounded when Moscow actually came out in favor of the Jewish state, but in fact over time the Soviets did earn some Arab credit as the United States was more closely identified with Israel.† There were in the halls of Washington recurring anxieties that any kind of Jewish state or homeland in Palestine would require American troops to prevent another genocide of Jews, this time by the Arabs. Such a deployment was considered unthinkable, given the already competing pressures to bring American troops home after an exhausting world war, and to keep them in Europe as a guard against Soviet aggression.


On the other side of Truman’s ledger, political pressures in favor of Zionism were becoming acute, after the single-minded Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver had taken prominent leadership of the American Zionist movement, helping to convert it into an organized Jewish lobby.28 The biggest source of pressure, however, was the stunning reality of what had happened to the Jews in Europe, and the awful continuing plight of those who had survived. As Tony Judt starkly reminded us, the survivors throughout Europe had no viable home in the nations from whence they had been transported to eastern death camps: The attitudes of their gentile compatriots ranged from sullen indifference to outright hostility.29 There were as many as 250,000 Jews in camps run by allies. Many wanted to go to Palestine, or were persuaded that they wanted to go to Palestine by Zionists in their midst; in any event, they were hardly welcome in large numbers anywhere else, including the United States. A decisive development for the Truman administration came in the form of an August 1945 report from Earl G. Harrison, dean of the University of Pennsylvania Law School, whom Roosevelt had appointed to investigate conditions in displaced persons camps. “Many Jewish displaced persons,” Harrison wrote after his study mission to Europe,


are living under guard behind barbed-wire fences … including some of the most notorious concentration camps [with] no clothing other than their concentration camp garb.… Most of them have been separated three, four or five years and they cannot understand why the liberators should not have undertaken immediately the organized effort to re-unite family groups.… Many of the buildings … are clearly unfit for winter.… We appear to be treating the Jews as the Nazis treated them except that we do not exterminate them. They are in concentration camps in large numbers under our military guard instead of S.S. troops. One is led to wonder whether the German people, seeing this, are not supposing that we are following or at least condoning Nazi policy.30


Harrison concluded in favor of “the quick evacuation of all non-repatriable Jews in Germany and Austria, who wish it, to Palestine.”31


With this bleak report in hand, Truman persuaded British Prime Minister Clement Attlee to agree the formation of an Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry into the Palestine problem. On May 1, 1946, the committee recommended admitting 100,000 Jewish refugees to Palestine, in conjunction with a UN trusteeship leading to a binational Arab-Jewish state.32 The idea of a binational state at least took account of Arab interests, and for quite a few months longer, Truman held on to the hope that such a federal arrangement might be possible. But the president mainly focused on the humanitarian case for letting the 100,000 go, while he prevaricated on the implications that renewed, large-scale Jewish immigration would have on future political arrangements.33


The British, with their grim experience of the Mandate, knew better, and their resentment at what they interpreted to be emotional and political (that is, Jewish-driven) American policy contributed to one of the several bouts of Anglo-American acrimony in the years after World War II. Britain had backtracked on the Balfour Declaration almost as soon as it was issued—in part because it had undertaken contradictory commitments to Jews and Arabs as it sought strategic advantage in World War I; in part because of the unrest, riots, and anti-Jewish attacks from Arabs who were acutely conscious of the implications of Jewish immigration for their own place in Palestine; and in part because Jewish terrorism, after a pragmatic pause during World War II, picked up in Palestine and hardened British attitudes against Zionism as well as aggravating some latent anti-Semitism in the UK. But Britain in its postwar exhaustion was also fed up with the Mandate, a feeling delicately expressed by one of the last commanders of British forces in Palestine, a notorious anti-Semite who bade farewell by urinating on the ground.34


With the UK unable to hold on, Jews and Arabs unwilling to live together, and the United States generally appalled by the prospect of deploying troops, the problem was handed over, as FDR had finally suggested, to the new and hopeful organization of the United Nations. The UN’s first substantive act was the formation of the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), which, after studying the problem in Europe, the United States, and the Middle East, concluded there was not a viable alternative to partition. This was duly reported to the UN General Assembly when it convened in September 1947 outside of New York City.35


The United Nations was an American brainchild and another liberal enthusiasm, although it was supposed to be organized on more realistic principles than its ill-fated predecessor, the League of Nations. With Eleanor Roosevelt—presidential widow, liberal icon, and fervent Zionist—on the U.S. delegation, it carried a great deal of prestige. Not enough, however, to sway the U.S. State Department, whose forebodings were to be expressed in a series of memos by Policy Planning Staff Director George Kennan after the UN General Assembly voted for partition, and Palestine descended into war. “In the Mediterranean and the Middle East,” Kennan wrote:


we have a situation where a vigorous and collective national effort, utilizing both our political and military resources, could probably prevent the area from falling under Soviet influence and preserve it as a highly important factor in our world strategic position. But we are deeply involved, in that same area, in a situation which has no direct relation to our national security, and where the motives of our involvement lie solely in past commitment of dubious wisdom and in our attachment to the UN itself. If we do not effect a fairly radical reversal of our policy to date, we will end up either in the position of being ourselves militarily responsible for the protection of the Jewish population in Palestine against the declared hostility of the Arab world, or of sharing that responsibility with the Russians and thus assisting at their installation as one of the military powers of the area. In either case, the clarity and efficiency of a sound national policy for that area will be shattered.36


Kennan was often a maverick, but on this subject his views were fully in line with State Department orthodoxy.37 That orthodoxy, in the formidable person of Secretary of State George C. Marshall, confronted the White House over the question of whether and when to recognize the self-declared Jewish state in May 1948, and lost. At a May 12 meeting in the Oval Office, Marshall was perturbed to find Truman’s domestic policy adviser, Clark Clifford, not only present but invited to express his views. Partition was already happening on the ground, Clifford noted, and it would be good for America to have Israel as a democratic friend in the region, rather than forcing it to seek the patronage of Moscow. It is reported that Marshall, sitting through this, went red in the face. “Mr. President,” he said, “I thought this meeting was called to consider an important and complicated problem in foreign policy. I don’t even know why Clifford is here. He is a domestic adviser, and this is a foreign policy matter.” A bit later in the meeting came Marshall’s stunner: “If you follow Clifford’s advice, and in the election I were to vote, I would vote against you.” This, as Warren Bass has recounted, was a thinly veiled threat of resignation from Truman’s most revered cabinet member six months before an election that Truman was widely expected to lose.38


Marshall did not resign, even though Truman did end up following Clifford’s advice. Nor did Truman lose the election, though the Palestine question played little or no role in his surprise victory.39 The whole recognition debate, though it looms large in the history of American attitudes toward Israel, was rather insignificant to what was happening on the ground in Palestine. There, Israel was giving birth to itself, in a violent process aided by confused Arab leadership. In November 1947 the UN General Assembly had called for partition and the establishment of two states, one Jewish and one Arab. The Arab League adamantly rejected this solution. In May 1948, as Marshall and Clifford faced off in the Oval Office, the armies of Egypt, Syria, Transjordan, Iraq, and Lebanon invaded for the putative purpose of destroying Israel at birth. But their armies were in fact fighting at cross purposes—Jordan’s King Abdullah, for example, was really in it to secure a bigger share of Arab Palestine, rather than to prevent partition altogether40—and the Israelis actually enjoyed numerical superiority along with superior training and battle experience (although they were outgunned in heavy equipment).41 Israel was also aided by the UN, which negotiated a one-month truce on June 11, during which the IDF was able to almost double its size and bring in armored vehicles and aircraft.42


The Arabs again played into Israel’s hands by breaking the truce on July 8, one day before it was set to expire. The next phase of the war lasted only ten days, but they were decisive ones. Israel took control of Eastern and Western Galilee in the north, held Egyptian forces at bay in the south, and opened the road from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.


It was at this point that Israelis’ determination, both courageous and ruthless, to create and secure themselves as a state clashed decisively with Truman’s humanitarian liberalism. In the first phase of fighting some 300,000 Palestinian Arabs had fled. Moshe Shertok, foreign minister of Israel’s provisional government, wrote in a June 15 letter of this “wholesale evacuation” as “the most spectacular event in the contemporary history of Palestine,” and he added: “The reversion to the status quo ante is unthinkable.” The next day the Israeli cabinet decided to keep the refugees out; the IDF was instructed to fire on Arabs who might seek to return. “That marked the beginning of the Palestinian refugee crisis,” writes John Judis.43 Though, for a time, Israel’s defenders claimed that they fled spontaneously, subsequent scholarship, including from an important cadre of Israeli “New Historians,” has made clear that the departure of many Arabs was intrinsic to the strategic logic of Israel’s War of Independence.44


This is not to say that there were explicit orders to commit war crimes, and it is certainly not to discount the intentions and actual atrocities of the Arab forces. Arabs proclaimed their intentions proudly. “This will be a war of extermination and a momentous massacre, which will be spoken of like the Mongolian massacres and the Crusades.” Thus spoke Arab League Secretary Azzam Pasha. As historian Simon Sebag Montefiore recounts, an ecstatic and fatefully overconfident fervor drove Arab fighters and commanders. “Secular nationalism merged with the fervour of holy war: it was unthinkable that Jews could defeat Islamic armies, and many of the Jihadist factions that fought beside the regular armies had long since embraced a fanatical anti-Semitism. Half the Egyptian forces were mujahidin of the Muslim Brotherhood, among them young Yasser Arafat.”45 Where they were able, Arabs did massacre Jews: in the Jewish quarter of Jerusalem’s old city, for example; in the village of Kastel, where 50 Jewish prisoners were murdered and their bodies mutilated; and on the road to the Hadassah Hospital on Mount Scopus, where Arabs ambushed a convoy of ambulances and supply trucks, killing 77 Jews, mostly doctors and nurses.46 Though Arab armies could not accomplish their promises on the avowed, blood-curdling scale, the fighting on both sides was desperate, and the notion that an Arab propaganda of extermination would not have influenced Israel’s readiness to depopulate Arab municipalities is detached from reality.


There were some operations that seemed calculated to do that. On the other hand, many actions were ad hoc. It was a war for roads, and for villages that gave access to roads. Tactical needs led to fighting, and intelligent people do not wait to be killed; in that regard it was not a lie that many Arabs fled spontaneously. Benny Morris, a leading New Historian, has laid out in careful terms the contents of Operation Nachshon and Plan D, ordered by David Ben-Gurion to open the road to Jerusalem and secure the areas designated as Jewish in the UN partition plan.


The plan gave the brigades carte blanche to conquer the Arab villages and, in effect, to decide on each village’s fate—destruction and expulsion or occupation. The plan explicitly called for the destruction of resisting Arab villages and the expulsion of their inhabitants. In the main towns, the brigades were tasked with evicting the inhabitants of resisting neighborhoods to the core Arab neighborhoods (not expulsion from the country). The plan stated: “[The villages] in your area, which have to be taken, cleansed or destroyed—you decide [on their fate], in consultation with your Arab affairs advisers and HIS officers.” Nowhere does the document speak of a policy or desire to expel “the Arab inhabitants” of Palestine or of any of its constituent regions; nowhere is any brigade instructed to clear out “the Arabs.”47


Certainly the logic of Israeli state building was a logic of having fewer Arabs in the new Jewish state, as some local commanders understood very well. The Israeli journalist Avi Shavit has elucidated this dynamic in relation to the expulsion of Arabs from the small Arab city of Lydda, near the Tel Aviv airport on the road to Jerusalem. It was during the second phase, those ten days in July. After the city was taken, its military governor, Shmarya Gutman, imposed a curfew and confined thousands within the sweltering walls of the main mosque. In a state of tension, shots were fired, and the Israelis massacred 250 Arabs. It was not planned, but it happened. After the massacre, Gutman met with Arab dignitaries, who were grateful when he released those male prisoners still held in the mosque with the understanding that they would join the rest of the city in leaving.


Gutman felt that he had achieved his goal. He had not planned it in advance, but occupation, massacre, and psychological pressure had had the desired effect. After forty-eight hours of hell, he did not quite order the people of Lydda to go. Under the indirect threat of slaughter, Lydda’s leaders asked to go.48


Or, as Gutman himself told Shavit many years later, “War was inhuman, but it allowed one to do what one could not do in peace; it could solve problems that were unsolveable in peace.” Just to be clear about the method and the meaning of that solution, Shavit depicts “a long, Biblical-looking column of thousands … marching into exile,” and then, painfully, he records the memories of an Arab teenager who was part of that column.


The road was narrow, the congestion unbearable. Children shouted, women screamed, men wept. There was no water. Every so often, a family withdrew from the column and stopped by the side of the road to bury a baby who had not withstood the heat; to say farewell to a grandmother who had collapsed from fatigue. After a while, it got even worse. A mother abandoned her howling baby under a tree. A cousin of Ottman’s deserted her week-old boy. She could not bear to hear him wailing with hunger. Ottman’s father told the cousin to go back and get her son, but the father, too, appeared to be losing his mind. Following the loaded wagon, he cursed the Jews and cursed the Arabs and cursed God.49


This was a familiar desolation in the postwar years; there were scenes like it throughout Europe, where evils and calamities on a biblical scale had been inflicted most directly on the Jews. Indeed, the evacuation of villages and towns such as Lydda was, in a very direct sense, the spillover of that European calamity. But Truman, in his liberalism, believed it should be possible to proceed on the basis of restored standards of civilization. The summer and fall of 1948, while Truman was battling for reelection, UN envoys Ralph Bunche and Count Folke Bernadotte tried to work out a settlement, but it was based more on Bernadotte’s sense of justice than on a realistic sense of the facts on the ground and what the sides might be willing to negotiate. Bernadotte’s proposal contained this language on refugees:


The exodus of Palestinian Arabs resulted from panic created by fighting in their communities, by rumors concerning real or alleged acts of terrorism, or expulsion. It would be an offense against the principles of elemental justice if these innocent victims of the conflict were denied the right to return to their homes while Jewish immigrants flow into Palestine, and, indeed, at least offer the threat of permanent replacement of the Arab refugees who have been rooted in the land for centuries.50


The day after delivering this 130-page report and proposal to UN Secretary General Trygve Lie, Bernadotte and a French officer traveling with him were shot to death by members of the Stern Gang, a renegade Revisionist faction headed by Yitzhak Shamir, a future Israeli prime minister. This murder had the unintended effect of consolidating American support, albeit temporarily, behind Bernadotte’s proposal. On September 21, Secretary Marshall, with the President’s approval, issued a statement lauding Bernadotte and embracing his plan: “My government is of the opinion that the conclusions are sound and strongly urges the parties and the General Assembly to accept them in their entirety as the best possible basis for bringing peace to a distracted land.”51 But through the fall came continued cycles of fighting and truce, whereby Israel was steadily expanding its borders. On December 11, the UN established a three-member Palestine Conciliation Commission to negotiate an armistice that would encompass borders and refugees. Truman appointed the pro–civil rights editor of the Louisville Courier-Journal, Mark Ethridge, as the U.S. member of the commission. But Ethridge’s mission to Palestine ran into an Israeli brick wall. It was enough for Truman to pronounce himself “disgusted with the manner in which the Jews are approaching the refugee problem.”52 And on May 28 Truman wrote to Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion that the U.S. government was “seriously disturbed by the attitude of Israel with respect to a territorial settlement in Palestine and to the question of Palestinian refugees.” Without Israeli adherence to “the basic principles” of the Palestine Conciliation Commission, Truman threatened, Washington would “regretfully be forced to the conclusion that a revision of its attitude toward Israel has become unavoidable.”53


But it was an empty threat based on a liberal illusion. Israel’s struggle to be born was a demographic as well as territorial struggle, and it was not ready to compromise on either. It is not even clear that Israel could have compromised, and it is difficult to say that Israel was wrong on this. Shavit, who penned the harrowing scenes above on the exiled Arab population of Lydda, is a morally serious and liberally minded Israeli Jew, but of those who sent the Arabs into exile, he has concluded:
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