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Trump an unknown factor for US-Israel relations
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A 

t first glance, Donald 
Trump and Hillary Clin-
ton seem united in their 
support for Israel but 
while Clinton is display-

ing a steadfast commitment to the 
Jewish state, some of Trump’s more 
controversial statements and his 
lack of political experience make 
the direction of US-Israeli relations 
under his presidency hard to pre-
dict.

“Trump is a big unknown,” said 
Dan Arbell, a Middle East special-
ist at the Brookings Institution in 
Washington. “It’s hard to say what 
campaign slogans mean for actual 
policy.”

Because the billionaire business-
man has sometimes strayed from 
the United States’s often unques-
tioned commitment to Israel, the 
question is whether a Trump White 
House would change things.

Some analysts doubt it. “US-Is-
raeli relations have a life separate 
from the president of the United 
States,” said Shoshana Bryen of the 
Jewish Policy Center in Washing-
ton. “The US and Israel shared im-
portant common interests.”

Trump would not be the first pres-
ident without a deep knowledge 
of the complexities of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. The 70-year-
old real estate mogul is trying to 
present himself as a strong leader, 
unfettered by traditional Washing-
ton thinking and ready to shake 
things up, while Clinton, a former 
secretary of State, is advertising her 
knowledge and experience on the 
international stage.

Trump raised eyebrows last year 
when he said that he would be 
“neutral” in the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict and that he was not sure 
whether Israel was prepared to 
make the necessary sacrifices to 
get a peace deal. Trump was booed 
at the Republican Jewish Coalition 
forum last December when he re-
fused to promise he would recog-
nise Jerusalem as the undivided 
capital of Israel.

The Republican candidate has 
since rowed back, saying: “There is 
nobody more pro-Israel than I am.”

Stephen Kinzer, a visiting fellow 
at the Watson Institute for Interna-
tional Studies at Brown University, 
said Trump was inconsistent. “It 
depends on what day you ask him,” 
Kinzer said. But Trump had at least 
shown with his remarks that taboos 
in US-Israeli relations could be bro-
ken by a candidate without wreck-
ing his election campaign in the 
process, Kinzer said.

Clinton’s goal is to come across 
as unsurpassed in her dedication to 
Israel. She used an interview with 
Israeli broadcaster Channel Two in 
September to point to statements 
by Trump that suggested he would 
use nuclear weapons against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in Syria, close to 
Israel, and would allow Saudi Ara-
bia to obtain nuclear weapons.

Kinzer said Clinton was so com-
mitted to Israel that she made sure 
the words “settlement” and “oc-
cupation” were not mentioned in 
the election platform of the Demo-
cratic Party. “She will bend over 
backward to accommodate” Israel, 
Kinzer said.

The former secretary of State has 
announced she would invite Isra-
el’s prime minister to Washington 
for talks if she wins in November, 
signalling a determination to make 
a new start in relations after a frosty 
period under US President Barack 

Obama and Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu, who have 
done little to hide their mutual an-
tipathy.

Despite the personal frictions, 
the Obama administration recently 
signed an agreement pledging $38 
billion in US military assistance to 
Israel over ten years, the largest aid 
package the United States ever has 
given to any country.

Bryen said the agreement reflect-
ed the importance of US-Israeli ties 
no matter who occupied the Oval Of-
fice. Given the conflict in Syria and 
potential trouble in Iraq, Iran and 
elsewhere in the region, Israel was 
of crucial importance for Washing-
ton, Bryen said, adding: “You need 
a country that is reliable, that is sta-

ble and that has good intelligence.”
While Israel’s strategic signifi-

cance for the United States is not in 
doubt, the moribund peace process 
between Israel and the Palestin-
ians, a focal point of US policy in 
the past, is not expected to attract 
much attention from the next ad-
ministration in Washington.

Arbell said Clinton as president 
would probably try to avoid some 
of the “mistakes” of Obama’s team 
by not stressing the issue of Jewish 
settlements. “The focus will be on a 
package of steps the administration 
will expect Israel to make”, while 
also formulating demands on the 
Palestinian side, he said. “She will 
not put Israel on the spot.”

Arbell also said he expected a 

Clinton administration to work 
with Israel to calm concerns over 
the nuclear agreement with Iran. 
“It would be a good chance to set 
up an US-Israeli working group to 
monitor Iran’s adherence to the 
deal and other Iranian behaviour,” 
he said.

Clinton has defended the Iran 
deal, telling Israel’s Channel Two 
that it had “made Israel safer”. She 
also did not exclude the possibility 
of giving her husband, former US 
president Bill Clinton, some kind 
of function in US-Israeli relations 
to “benefit from his experience and 
expertise”.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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US Republican Party candidate for president Donald Trump addresses the American Israel Public 
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Demographics to favour Clinton in US presidential race
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

D 

espite a narrowing of the 
polls between Demo-
cratic Party nominee 
Hillary Clinton and the 
Republican Party’s Don-

ald Trump in the race for president, 
the United States’ changing demo-
graphics have produced more mi-
nority voters, making it difficult for 
Trump to win the election, especial-
ly as minority voters are numerous 
in a number of battleground states.

US presidential elections are won 
by the candidate who wins the elec-
toral college, a tally that is made up 
of electoral numbers assigned to 
individual states based on congres-
sional representation and not on 
who wins the nationwide popular 
vote. Key battleground states with 
high electoral vote counts include 
Ohio, Michigan, Florida, Pennsyl-
vania and Virginia. In these states, 
minority voters can tip the balance 
in close elections.

Trump was successful in the Re-
publican primaries largely because 
his lack of political correctness ap-
pealed to many white working-class 
Republicans. Trump’s rhetoric, 
however, frequently offended His-

panics, African Americans, Muslims 
and other minority groups. These 
groups have not forgiven him de-
spite outreach efforts.

Trump recently has been high-
lighting the supposed failures of 
Democratic policies aimed at help-
ing African Americans and asking 
those voters: “What do you have 
 to lose by voting for me?” Many 
African Americans see such com-
ments as patronising and dismiss-
ive of the strides their community 
has made.

Political analysts have suggested 
that such comments by Trump 
were not aimed at African Ameri-
cans but at suburban white, mid-
dle-class Republicans who want to 
hear Trump being more empathetic 
towards minorities.

One of Trump’s main problems 
with the African-American com-
munity has been his role in per-
petuating the birther movement — 
the claim that US President Barack 
Obama was not born in the United 
States and therefore an illegitimate 
leader. This effort to delegitimise 
the first African-American presi-
dent was viewed by many as racist, 
a belief shared by former Republi-
can secretary of State Colin Powell, 
according to his hacked and leaked 
e-mail messages.

Although Trump has admitted 
that Obama was born in the United 
States, he offered no apology for 
his past actions, merely saying that 
he no longer wanted to talk about 
it. This is a political mistake on 
Trump’s part, as African-Americans 
make up about 13% of the elector-
ate. According to recent polls, fewer 
than 3% of African-Americans ex-
pressed support for Trump.

Similarly, despite Trump’s late 
August trip to Mexico and at-
tempted outreach to Hispanics, he 
continues to do poorly with this 
growing demographic, now close 
to 18% of the electorate. Much of 
Trump’s problem with Latinos was 
his labelling of undocumented 
Mexican immigrants as criminals 
and rapists but what upset the La-
tino community even more was 
his attack against US District Court 

Judge Gonzalo Curiel, the son of 
legal Mexican immigrants, who is 
presiding over a lawsuit against the 
defunct Trump University.

Trump referred to the judge as a 
“Mexican”, even though the judge 
was born in the United States, and 
suggested he could not be impar-
tial in the case because of Trump’s 
advocacy of building a wall along 
the US-Mexico border. From all ac-
counts, the judge had impeccable 

credentials and the Latino commu-
nity is proud that one of their own 
has achieved a prominent and re-
spected position. They saw Trump’s 
attempt to question the judge’s 
integrity as both racist and the ul-
timate put-down because of the 
implication that Curiel could not do 
his job properly.

The most recent Republican to 
win the White House, George W. 
Bush, won 44% of the Latino vote in 
2004 and 35% in 2000. Trump will 
be lucky to get half as many Latino 
votes.

The growing Muslim-American 
community is also going to be a fac-
tor in the election.  Muslim Ameri-
cans are close to 2% of the electorate 
and Trump’s anti-Muslim rhetoric 
has galvanised the community to 
register and vote.

Khurrum Wahid, a Muslim-
American lawyer and activist told 
the Washington Post that there are 
close to 1 million Muslim-American 
voters in Florida, Michigan, Ohio, 
Pennsylvania and Virginia. “With 
a decent voter turnout in those 
states,” Wahid said, “Muslims will 
be a swing vote in both the presi-
dential and many close House (of 
Representatives) races.”

Although Clinton has had her 
share of stumbles, it is going to be 
difficult for Trump to win the elec-
tion with such little support among 
minority voters. Clinton’s challenge 
is to ensure that these minorities 
vote in large numbers in November.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer in 
the Pardee School of Global Studies 
at Boston University and is a former 
US State Department Middle East 
analyst.
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Clinton at George Mason University, on September 16th.
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