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AIPAC bruised after Iran deal setback
Washington

U 

S President Barack 
Obama’s success in 
ensuring that the Iran 
nuclear deal will not 
be killed by the US Con-

gress was seen as a resounding de-
feat for the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC), which 
fought furiously against the deal.

AIPAC is widely regarded as a 
formidable, respected and feared 
lobby group in Washington. Thus, 
its failure to block the Iran deal, 
according to Steve Rosen, former 
director of foreign policy issues for 
the organisation marks “a very bad 
moment for AIPAC”.

But the White House remains 
locked in a bitter fight with AIPAC 
and Republicans in Congress. 
Obama would like to claim enough 
support for the agreement to be ap-
proved by a safe margin without 
having to use the presidential veto. 
AIPAC would like to force a veto to 
show that the deal does not have 
public support and can be over-
turned by a future administration.

AIPAC’s effort, which the Jewish 
community newspaper The For-
ward described as “the most expen-
sive pro-Israel campaign in Ameri-
can history”, was helped by strong 
Republican opposition to the Iran 
deal.

AIPAC waged a robust public 
campaign, with intense lobbying 
of Congress and national televi-
sion ads. Media reports said AIPAC 

spent between $20 million and $40 
million on the campaign and its 
supporters claim that its efforts led 
to a shift in public opinion. If so, 
however, that shift did not translate 
into a congressional victory.

A debate is taking place in the 
United States and in Israel over 
what AIPAC’s defeat means both 
for the organisation and for US-
Israeli relations. Some analysts say 
that AIPAC should never have chal-
lenged Obama because it was clear 
from the beginning that he had the 
votes in Congress to keep the Iran 
deal on track.

 Others say AIPAC had no choice 
because Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu presented 
the issue as an existential threat to  
Israel.

Elliott Abrams, a former na-
tional security official under presi-
dent George W. Bush, wrote in the 
Weekly Standard, a conservative 
Washington publication, “If AIPAC 
would not fight on this issue, many 
of its supporters would wonder 
why it ever existed.”

The most consequential effect 
may be on AIPAC’s reputation as 
being invincible. Dylan Williams, 
political director of J Street, a lib-
eral pro-Israel group that supports 
the Iran deal, told the Guardian 
“this fight has revealed the AIPAC 
tiger to be a paper one”. Former 
congressman Robert Wexler, D-
Fla., told Newsweek, “The strength 
of any 800-pound gorilla lies in the 
perception that his power is so sig-
nificant that no one can challenge 
him.”

This may be true but this is not 
the first time AIPAC has fought a 
US president and lost. This time, as 
with the previous instances, AIPAC 
lost the fight because the president 
had the support of the national se-
curity establishment.

In 1978, Israel opposed an US 
arms sales package to Jordan and 

Saudi Arabia but AIPAC failed with 
Congress to prevent president Jim-
my Carter from going ahead with 
the sale.

Perhaps the most famous fight 
between a president and the pro-
Israel lobby was in 1981 when US 
president Ronald Reagan proposed 
the sale of AWACS planes to Saudi 
Arabia. AIPAC could not stop the 
sale because it was seen as being in 
the US national security interest.

President George H.W. Bush tied 
a $10 billion loan guarantee to Is-
rael to its settlements-building. 
AIPAC fought back hard and Bush 
famously complained that he was 
“one lonely little guy” fighting “a 
thousand lobbyists on the Hill”. 
The president won.

AIPAC emerged without perma-
nent damage after those fights and 
many predict this time will be no 
different.

But one thing clearly is different: 
The split in the Jewish community 
became very deep during the de-
bate over the Iran deal and revealed 
that AIPAC is no longer the only 
influential Jewish organisation 
in Washington. J Street and oth-
ers, such as Peace Now and Jewish 
Voices for Peace, oppose AIPAC and 
the Israeli government on many is-
sues and are asserting themselves 
as legitimate representatives of the 
Jewish community.

But this is not the end of the 
process and AIPAC has not had its 
last word. As Abrams notes, it is 
too early to judge whether the or-
ganisation won or lost on the Iran 
deal and its strength is in defeating 
members of Congress who oppose 

it. “If members of Congress who 
voted with Obama are defeated in 
the 2016 elections,” Abrams wrote, 
“AIPAC will very likely be given a 
good deal of credit.”

Abrams and others discount pre-
dictions of a lasting negative effect 
on AIPAC because of the fight over 
the Iran deal. They argue that the 
United States has already entered 

the 2016 election campaign and 
with a new president, administra-
tion and Congress installed in Janu-
ary 2017 there will be new issues 
and this battle soon will be history.

That, too, remains to be seen.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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At odds with White House. US national security adviser Susan 
Rice speaks during the American Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC) 2015 Policy Conference, March 2, 2015 in Washington, DC.
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US Jewish organisation picks Muslim as campus president

Washington

A prominent 
Jewish organi-
sation has 
elected a 
Muslim woman 
as president of 
the board of its 
college-out-

reach branch, sparking praise 
and controversy. The move 
comes amid an unusually 
polarised period for American 
Jews, who have long valued a 
unified voice on Israel but have 
recently faced serious divisions 
over the Iran nuclear agree-
ment.

Amna Farooqi will begin this 
autumn her term as president 
of the board of J Street U, which 
describes itself as “the student or-
ganising arm of J Street, the politi-
cal home for pro-Israel, pro-peace 
Americans”. Her priority will be to 
hold other liberal American-Jew-
ish organisations to their commit-
ment to a two-state solution.

J Street U works to organise the 
next generation of liberal Jewish 
thinkers through chapters at uni-
versities throughout the United 
States. Its parent organisation, J 
Street, was founded in 2008 in 
the face of a widening, sometimes 
generational gap between liberal 
and conservative American Jews.

“Part of what J Street is doing 
is redefining what it means to 
be pro-Israel, doing so with the 
two-state solution and fighting 
for Palestinian rights,” Farooqi 
said from her family’s home near 
Washington. The 21-year-old is 
about to begin her senior year at 

the University of Maryland.
Ori Nir of Americans for Peace 

Now, another Jewish organisation 
that promotes the two-state solu-
tion, declined to comment direct-
ly on Farooqi’s election but had 
this to say about J Street U: “One 
of the organisation’s chief accom-
plishments is its contribution to 
depolarise the conversation about 
Israel on campuses. As such, it 
is a huge asset for the pro-Israel 
community in the United States 
and for Americans who support 
Middle East peace. It is also a huge 
asset for Israel and its interest in 
the United States.”

Farooqi’s election has generally 
been well-received by Muslims 
and Jews in her community, 
though she has encountered harsh 
language as a result of her ap-
pointment.

“People have been supportive, 
though the fringes on both sides 
are not happy,” she said.

The right-of-centre Jerusalem 
Post ran a favourable opinion 
piece titled Why Israel should learn 
from the election of Amna Farooqi.

“A leader like Farooqi, who is 
non-Jewish, has a way to tran-
scend this very personal Jewish 
struggle with Israel,” wrote Seth 
Frantzman in the editorial.

Farooqi grew up in the affluent 
Washington suburb of Potomac, 
MD, in what she describes as a 
religious household. For a time 
during her youth, Farooqi even 
wore a hijab and she says she 
remains a devout Muslim. She 
recalls awkward moments grow-
ing up with Jewish friends in a 
neighbourhood where Muslims 
are a small minority.

“I got into a fight with a close 
Jewish friend my senior year of 
high school because that was 
when the Palestinian Authority 
submitted a bid for statehood to 
the UN. I supported the bid and 
my friend opposed it,” said Fa-
rooqi. “But then I started to realise 
it was more than an issue in the 
news and I started reading more 
about it.”

Farooqi’s curiosity sent her to 
Jerusalem and the West Bank, 
where she spent time studying 
and immersing herself in Israeli 
and Palestinian communities. 
One day at university, Farooqi was 
surprised to find herself in David 
Ben Gurion’s shoes.

“I took a class where everyone 
was assigned to role play and I got 
David Ben Gurion. It was through 
that process of having to be him 
and reading a lot about him that 
I understood how Jews felt very 
strongly about their community 

at a time when the Jewish people 
were in crisis,” she said. “In short, 
that’s been my evolution.”

Farooqi identified J Street as an 
ideal place for her to begin her ca-
reer as an advocate for a peaceful 
solution to the Palestinian-Israeli 
issue.

“You can oppose the Israeli 
occupation and still understand 
Israel’s right to exist. Because to 
me being a Zionist also means 
Palestinian rights,” she said.

Asked if she reflects a trend 
among Muslim Americans em-
bracing Zionism or at least starting 
a meaningful dialogue with their 
Jewish counterparts, Farooqi 
reserved her optimism for the 
future.

“For most Muslims, they see 
pro-Israel in the way that Ameri-
can organisations project that, 
which is a frustrating way for Mus-
lims. So there’s a hesitancy to call 
yourself pro-Israel,” she said.

She added that she sees her role 
primarily as an American commit-
ted to pushing both sides towards 
common ground, something she 
says she will pursue as a career.

“For this year, the focus of J 
Street is holding Jewish-American 
institutions to their values. They 
say they support two states, but 
it’s pushing them to be trans-
parent… pushing leaders to be 
accountable to their community 
because the majority of American 
Jews support the two-state solu-
tion,” she said.

“And America plays a huge role 
in this conflict, so I have a re-
sponsibility as an American,” said 
Farooqi.

Rasha Elass is Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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