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The Settlements Are My Problem, Too

By Dan Fleshler

 (January 26, 2004)

I RECENTLY TOLD AN ISRAELI ACQUAINTANCE THAT I thought the Bush administration was right to deduct the costs of new settlement construction from U.S. loan guarantees, and that I participated  in a campaign to make that happen. His response was the same one American Jews have been hearing for decades: “Unless you put your life on the line in the Israeli army, unless you became a citizen and vote here, you have no right to tell us what’s best for us and what we need.”

But he didn’t get it. I wasn’t only venturing an opinion about Israel. I was also telling him what I needed, what was best for my family, friends and neighbors in the United States.

Here is a fact known to nearly everyone in the world, but which Israelis try to ignore and American Jews who support Israel — myself included — are reluctant to discuss outside of our living rooms: The main reason Muslims everywhere are furious with America is U.S. support for Israel. This fury increasingly puts American lives and interests at risk. This ominous reality was reflected in a recent front-page editorial in Leb-anon’s As-Safir:  “One does not reveal a secret by saying that many Palestinians, Arabs and Muslims kill an American every day in their dreams. The United States is responsible for massive catastrophes that have befallen the region and its people.” That is fairly mild, compared to the anti-American diatribes reportedly being delivered in mosques throughout the Muslim world.

Of course there are other reasons for the vitriol, such as the invasion of Iraq and U.S. support for Arab autocrats. But polls show that nothing adds more fuel to this fire than the American money and munitions given to Israel and America’s passive acceptance of many Israeli policies, such as Sharon’s warning of  unilateral withdrawal, which is perceived — rightly or wrongly —  as a threat to annex Palestinian land and preclude the possibility of a negotiated settlement.

This situation puts American Jews who care about Israel in a tough position. We need to make a strong case for continued American support for a secure Israel. At the same time we cannot be expected to ignore specific Israeli policies when we believe they hurt U.S. interests. The Israeli-Palestinian nightmare is now our nightmare as well.

Israelis obviously face dangers far more immediate and grave than the average American. Still, the Israeli occupation and the Iraqi quagmire are gifts to those who want to bring jihad to America’s streets. As long as both continue, it will be more difficult to prevent Islamic terrorists from luring teenagers into cells that aim to slaughter more Americans and it will be harder for the U.S. to get the kind of intelligence cooperation it needs from Muslim countries to fight our global war on terror. 

The Israeli-Palestinian impasse also impedes America’s ability to get our troops out of Iraq.  No Arab government will help unless the “Arab street” can see that America is actively addressing the Palestinian plight. And as long as there are pictures of Palestinian casualties on Al-Jazeera, it will be much easier for Al-Qaeda and the Ba’athists to enlist suicidal fanatics from across the Arab world to slip into Iraq and wreak havoc.

I understand Israel’s predicament and explain it all the time to knee-jerk leftists: Israelis want to get out of  most of the territories but do not believe they have a partner on the other side. If Israel doesn’t want to talk to Yasser Arafat as long as he lets terrorists run amok, I’ll help it make its case here. And if a security fence is needed to thwart terrorists, I’ll defend the basic concept even though I share many Israelis’ concerns about the current, planned route of the fence.

But, like me, most Israelis believe that if and when a more credible Palestinian partner emerges, a negotiated two-state solution is the only answer. So please don’t tell me to remain silent when Israel’s government sabotages that possibility with tender offers for more settlement construction and what is still  a hands-off policy on the vast majority of illegal outposts.

And please don’t ask me to stop criticizing my own government when it stays on the sidelines rather than prodding both sides to get on the path laid out in the road map. If Sharon fulfills his promise to dismantle all of the illegal settlement outposts, it will be in America’s interests as well as Israel’s. But if he doesn’t, and Israel’s government continues to take other steps that make Palestinians believe it is not interested in compromise,  that is my business, too.

The writer, a board member of Americans for Peace Now, is a public affairs and media adviser in New York.
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