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Evangelicals hold sway among US Republicans
Rasha Elass

Washington

C 

hristian evangelicals rep-
resent the US voting bloc 
that most strongly sup-
ports Israel, while among 
the general public, views 

in favour of a two-state Israeli-Pal-
estinian solution and greater US im-
partiality are growing, a recent poll 
indicates.

Evangelicals comprise a minor-
ity of opinion among voters that 
the United States should veto any 
UN Security Council resolution to 
endorse a Palestinian state, the poll 
suggests.

The findings indicate the gap be-
tween Republicans and Democrats 
on Middle East policy begins to nar-
row when the evangelical factor is 
removed from the data.

“The issue of Israel in American 
politics is considered principally a 
Republican issue but, in fact, our re-
sults show, it’s principally the issue 
of evangelical Republicans,” Shibley 
Telhami, the poll’s principal investi-
gator, told The Arab Weekly on the 
sidelines of a presentation of his 
findings at the Brookings Institution 
in Washington.

Telhami’s poll, conducted in 
November, was sponsored by the 
Anwar Sadat Chair for Peace and 
Development at the University of 
Maryland. A total of 1,738 people, 
randomly selected, completed the 
50-question survey, giving the data 
a margin of error of 3.3%.

“There are, of course, partisan 
differences on Middle East policy 
in American public attitudes but 
what’s most striking is that much 
of the differences between Repub-
licans and the national total disap-
pears once one sets aside evangeli-
cal Republicans,” he said, adding 
that evangelicals comprise 10% of 
the general population, but 23% of 
Republicans. Almost no evangeli-

cals claim to be part of the Demo-
cratic Party.

The survey shows that in dealing 
with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
overall, 77% of evangelical Repub-
licans want the United States to 
favour Israel, compared to 29% of 
Americans overall and 36% of non-
evangelical Republicans.

In contrast, 66% of all Americans 
and 60% of non-evangelical Repub-
licans asked said they believe the 
United States should not favour 
either side. Half of Democratic re-
spondents say Israel yields “too 
much influence” over US policy.

“That’s the big story, even if it’s 
more complicated than the num-
bers,” said Telhami. He added that 
the absence of previous data on this 
particular question makes trend as-
sessments difficult but future data 
should shed some light on whether 
Democratic voters increasingly es-
chew Israeli influence over US Mid-
dle East policy.

And when it comes to a possible 
Security Council vote to endorse 
the establishment of a Palestinian 
state, six out of ten evangelical Re-
publicans said they would want the 
United States to cast a veto, com-
pared with almost four out of ten 
of non-evangelical Republicans. 
Among the general public, 26% said 
they favour a veto.

While it has been a given in US 
elections that a candidate’s position 
on Israel may sway the race one way 
or the other, Telhami’s poll shows 
that evangelical Republicans are 
twice as likely as their fellow Re-

publicans to consider a candidate’s 
stance on Israel as a major deciding 
factor. Among the general public, 
26% consider Israel a deciding fac-
tor.

Particularly interesting is the 
popularity among evangelicals of 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu despite the diplomatic 
rows between Washington and Tel 
Aviv that embarrassed even the 
staunchest Jewish supporters. Be-
fore the Iran nuclear agreement, 
Netanyahu broke diplomatic pro-
tocol in bypassing the White House 
to publicly address the US Congress 
in an 11th-hour attempt to persuade 
US lawmakers to vote against it.

Despite the blunder, which was 
publicly condemned by some Jew-

ish groups, two-thirds of evangeli-
cal Republicans polled said they 
hold Netanyahu in a favourable 
light, compared with 47% of non-
evangelical Republicans and one-
third of the general public.

One possible explanation for 
the unwavering support for Israel 
among evangelical Republicans is 
their apocalyptic religious views.

According to the survey, two-
thirds of evangelical Republican 
respondents said they believe that, 
in order for the second coming of 
Christ to occur, current-day Israel 
must include all the land that was 
promised to Israel in the Old Testa-
ment. Three out of four Evangelicals 
also said that the unfolding violence 
across the Middle East is a sign that 

the end times are nearer and that 
world events will turn against Israel 
as the world approaches the end of 
days.

Even though evangelicals com-
prise a minority among Republican 
voters, candidates feel compelled to 
cater to them.

“It’s about the intensity of opin-
ion, not about the exact size,” Tel-
hami said. “Evangelicals who be-
lieve in the second coming, that’s 
an intense view. If you are the Re-
publican candidate, you’re going to 
appeal to the minority who are most 
intense.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

A gathering of pastors at an American Renewal Project dinner in Westminster, Colorado.
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Can UK Labour Party overcome its divisions?

Two faces of Labour. Shadow Foreign Secretary Hilary Benn (R), 
speaks at the House of Commons, next to Labour leader Jeremy 
Corbyn (L), during a debate on launching air strikes against ISIS in 
Syria, last December.

Mahmud el-Shafey

London

“T 

he spectre of Iraq, 
Afghanistan and 
Libya looms over this 
debate. To oppose 
another reckless and 

half-backed intervention isn’t paci-
fism. it’s hard-headed common 
sense,” Labour leader Jeremy Cor-
byn warned members of his own 
party, opposing the British govern-
ment’s motion to expand UK air 
strikes against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) from Iraq into Syria.

But 67 Labour MPs, including 
senior members of his shadow 
cabinet, rejected Corbyn’s “hard-
headed common sense” and voted 
with the government in favour of 
air strikes. The motion passed com-
fortably on a 397-223 vote.

“Britain needs a strong Labour 
Party. Britain needs a Labour Par-
ty that can rebuild after this de-
feat so we can have a government 
that stands up for working people 
again. Now it’s time for someone 
else to take forward the leader-
ship of this party,” Ed Miliband an-
nounced in May, after one of the 
party’s worst electoral defeats in 
history. He could scarcely have im-
agined that he would be succeeded 
by Corbyn, a 66-year-old notorious 
back-bench rebel.

For years divided between ri-
val so-called Blairite and Brown-
ite camps, the Labour Party gave 
rise to a new term in September; 
the Corbynista. The self-described 
democratic socialist and republican 
comfortably secured the Labour 
leadership, thanks in large part to 
a membership system brought in 
by Miliband that saw some 100,000 

new members sign up to vote in the 
party’s leadership election. It was a 
strange and unexpected revitalisa-
tion just months after Prime Minis-
ter David Cameron’s Conservative 
Party handed it the disastrous elec-
tion defeat.

“Our party has changed. We have 
grown enormously because of the 
hopes of so many ordinary people 
for a different Britain, a better Brit-
ain, a more equal Britain, a more 
decent Britain,” Corbyn said in his 
first speech as party leader. He 
took pains to welcome new mem-
bers to the party, as well as long-

time members who were returning 
thanks to his focus on “old Labour” 
values.

During that speech, Corbyn 
called for a “new politics”. He said: 
“Let us build a kinder politics, a 
more caring society together. Let 
us put our values, the people’s 
values, back into politics,” distanc-
ing himself from the failed Labour 
leaders who preceded him and the 
Blair-Brown dynamic of the Labour 
leadership contenders he beat to 
the post.

Corbyn, a career politician with a 
trade union background, is part of 

the furniture of the Labour Party. 
He began serving as MP for Isling-
ton North in 1983 during the era of 
prime minister Margaret Thatcher. 
Four prime ministers and six La-
bour leaders later, and still in the 
same seat, he decided to stand for 
the leadership post, not out of a 
desire to reform the party but be-
cause it was his “turn” to represent 
the far left.

Corbyn is a different kind of 
Labour leader, something that is 
reflected not only in his unassum-
ing demeanour but also by his far 
left-wing economic policies. He 
successfully campaigned on an 
anti-austerity platform, appoint-
ing controversial figure John Mc-
Donnell as his shadow chancellor. 
Labour’s new economic policy in-
cludes greater taxation of the rich, 
greater protection of welfare and a 
move to nationalise major indus-
tries.

Blair, who swept to power in 1997 
after rebranding the party as “new 
Labour”, defended his particular 
blend of politics in a recent article 
for the Spectator magazine, while 
taking an implicit swipe at Corbyn-
ism, which has been viewed as a 
step backward in the party’s his-
tory.

“Many — especially in today’s La-
bour Party — felt we lost our way in 
government. I feel we found it. But 
I accept in the process we failed to 
convince enough people that the 
true progressives are always the 
modernisers, not because they 
discard principle but because they 
have the courage to adhere to it 
when confronted with reality,” the 
former prime minister said.

“We tried to put the moral pur-
pose of the Labour Party into prac-
tice, the only sort of morality worth 
very much,” Blair said.

It is in foreign policy, more than 
anything else, that the difference 
between Corbyn and his predeces-
sors, as well as the Labour leader 
and the Conservative government, 
is most stark.

Corbyn, former chairman of the 
anti-war Stop the War coalition, 
has taken a far more isolationist 
role than previous leaders, say-
ing he would like to scrap Britain’s 
Trident programme — the current 
generation of Britain’s nuclear sub-
marines that forms the backbone 
of the United Kingdom’s nuclear 
deterrent — as well as consistently 
voting against British military in-
tervention abroad.

2015 ended with Labour as a par-
ty divided, despite the enormous 
party grass-root support that Cor-
byn continues to enjoy as leader. 
Hilary Benn, the shadow foreign 
secretary — and son of famed La-
bour politician Tony Benn — issued 
an impassioned speech during the 
Syria debate, systematically dis-
mantling Corbyn’s case for a “no” 
vote. “As a party, we have always 
been defined by our internation-
alism. We believe that we have a 
responsibility one to another. We 
never have — and we never should 
— walk by on the other side of the 
road,” he admonished his party 
during the speech. As he sat down 
to a resounding round of applause, 
many wondered what the future 
holds for Labour.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Corbyn is a
 different 
kind of Labour 
leader.


