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Robert Lieberman’s critique of our work on the Israel lobby is at odds with an abundance of evidence and prior scholarship describ-
ing the powerful influence that pro-Israel groups exert on U.S. Middle East policy. In addition to mischaracterizing our arguments,
Lieberman claims that our methodology and research design are flawed and that our work contradicts the scholarly literature on
American politics. Neither claim is true. Contrary to what he says, we did consider alternative hypotheses, and our analysis contains
significant variation on both the independent and dependent variables. Given the methodological challenges involved in assessing
the causal influence of any interest group, we also relied heavily on “process-tracing.” Lieberman recognizes this is an appropriate
method for assessing causal impact and he concedes that this evidence supports our central argument. Moreover, we went to some
lengths to avoid selection bias. Similarly, our arguments are consistent with the existing literature on interest groups, and with much
of the scholarly literature on congressional decision-making, campaign financing, electoral politics, and the role of think tanks and
the media. Surprisingly, after leveling a variety of false charges, Lieberman offers an “alternative” explanation for the Israel lobby’s
influence that is virtually identical to our own.

I
t is hard to know what to make of Robert Lieberman’s
essay. Not only does it contain numerous unsupported
charges and internal contradictions, it is at odds with a

wealth of evidence and prior scholarship describing the
powerful influence that various pro-Israel groups exert in
Washington. If the Israel lobby is largely irrelevant, as he
seems to think, why was the American Israel Public Affairs
Committee (AIPAC) ranked the second most powerful
lobby in Washington in a 2005 National Journal survey of
Congress, and why did veteran Congressman Lee Hamil-
ton say “There’s no lobby group that matches it . . . They’re
in a class by themselves?”1 If the lobby is so inconsequen-
tial, why is Israel still the largest recipient of U.S. foreign
aid (over $3 billion each year, or more than $500 per
Israeli citizen) even though its per capita income is now
29th in the world?2 Why do the highest-level policymak-
ers and dozens of prominent politicians from both parties
attend the AIPAC Policy Conference each year? Further-
more, why did Hillary Clinton, John McCain, and Barack

Obama each feel compelled to make pandering pro-Israel
speeches there in June 2008? In Lieberman’s world, a
politician’s position on Israel has little effect on his or her
electoral prospects, and U.S. presidents would not hesi-
tate to make aid conditional on Israel ending its efforts to
colonize the West Bank, a policy that every president since
Lyndon Johnson has opposed.

Of course, this is not a world that experienced observ-
ers of the American political scene would recognize.
Indeed, even our harshest critics acknowledge that the
lobby is a remarkably powerful force. For example, Har-
vard law professor Alan Dershowitz wrote in a memoir
that “my generation of Jews . . . became part of what is
perhaps the most effective lobbying and fund-raising effort
in the history of democracy.” Jeffrey Goldberg, another
staunch defender of Israel, describes AIPAC as a “levia-
than among lobbies,” and AIPAC is only one of many
pro-Israel organizations.3 One wonders how Lieberman
could think that the lobby has so little impact on U.S.
Middle East policy.

In fact, Lieberman’s critique is more of a dust-kicking
operation than a serious assessment of our work. His strat-
egy is to raise countless objections, in the hope that the sheer
volume of accusations will convince readers that our argu-
ments should not be taken seriously.4 This approach leads
him to misrepresent what we wrote, and to ignore or den-
igrate the extensive evidence we compiled about the lobby’s
influence. Accordingly, almost every page of his article con-
tains some new condemnation: not only are we supposedly
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guilty of “selection bias,” “lapses of logic,” “conceptual con-
fusion,” “lack of variation,” and “impossibly vague” argu-
ments, but our case studies are dismissed as only “slightly
more extensive” than “anecdotes” and our causal claims are
said to be “often illogical” and “almost never supported by
dispositive evidence.”5 On top of that, we are said to lack
“even a rudimentary understanding of how the American
policymaking system works.”6 If we really committed all
these scholarly sins, and others that we have not men-
tioned, we might be tempted to look for another line of
work. Fortunately, his complaints are groundless.

Lieberman’s numerous accusations fall into two catego-
ries. First, he argues that our methodology and research
design are flawed, and that these shortcomings invalidate
the abundant evidence we presented about the lobby’s influ-
ence on U.S. Middle East policy. Second, he claims that
our arguments are inconsistent with the scholarly litera-
ture on American politics, a body of work that allegedly
proves that interest groups like the Israel lobby cannot
wield influence in the manner we described. As we show
below, both sets of charges are wrong.

It is worth noting that although Lieberman disputes
our claim that the lobby has a profound influence on U.S.
Middle East policy, he does not challenge our account of
past or present Israeli policies or the history of America’s
special relationship with Israel. Nor does he dispute our
description of the lobby’s activities in the United States. In
particular, he does not deny that a diverse array of pro-
Israel organizations and individuals are active in Washing-
ton and in American political life more broadly. Indeed,
after going to considerable effort to debunk our claims
about the lobby’s influence, he offers his own “alternative”
account of its power. But this move does not make sense:
if the lobby exerts little influence on U.S. policy, why is it
necessary to present alternative explanations for its power?
Even more remarkably, his explanations turn out to be
almost identical to our own.

We begin by summarizing our argument and explain-
ing our research design. We then consider Lieberman’s
main criticisms in detail.

Our Argument and Research Design
Our book addresses two main questions. First, what
explains America’s “special relationship” with Israel, a rela-
tionship that the late Yitzhak Rabin once described as
“beyond compare in modern history”?7 Second, is it good
for the United States and Israel? Our aim was not to explain
why the United States supports Israel’s existence—a pol-
icy that is not controversial and that we endorse—rather,
we sought to explain why the United States gives Israel so
much economic, military, and diplomatic support—for
the most part unconditionally—and why key aspects of
American foreign policy are conducted with the aim of
making Israel more secure.8

We argued that this special relationship is due primarily
to the political activities of a powerful interest group—
which we termed the “Israel lobby”—whose members work
assiduously to promote unconditional U.S. support and
whose influence has grown significantly over time. We did
not argue that the lobby “controlled” U.S. Middle East
policy, and we emphasized that it did not win every policy
dispute. Nonetheless, we showed that the individuals and
organizations in this interest group have successfully
employed a variety of strategies to advance the special
relationship and to influence American foreign policy in
ways intended to benefit Israel.

Although talking about the lobby and its influence has
been something of a taboo subject in the United States—in
part because some of its members are quick to smear any-
one who questions the special relationship—we were not
making a radical or counterintuitive argument. Other
prominent interest groups—like the farm lobby, the
National Rifle Association, the AARP, as well as some
other ethnic lobbies—wield considerable influence over
their respective policy domains, and they use similar strat-
egies to achieve their goals. The key organizations that
make up the Israel lobby possess the basic characteristics
that make interest groups powerful in the United States,
such as ample financial resources, a committed core of
well-educated, politically active supporters, and lack of
strong opposition.9 Thus, our account was consistent with
the extensive literature on interest groups in American
politics, as well as the literature on ethnic groups and
foreign policy. It was also in line with a number of earlier
studies of the lobby itself.10

Making our case required careful attention to research
design, because determining the relative importance of
the different factors that shape policy outcomes is a chal-
lenging task. This is especially true when dealing with
interest groups, which sometimes conceal particular activ-
ities. Furthermore, policymakers rarely admit that their
decisions were influenced by a lobbying group’s pressure,
which can make it even more difficult to trace an interest
group’s impact on policy.

Measuring influence requires an appreciation of politi-
cal context as well. One cannot measure the influence of
an interest group simply by looking at whether it “won” or
“lost” a particular policy dispute. The real question is what
the outcome would have been had interest group pressure
been absent. After all, an interest group may lose a specific
policy battle but still force policymakers to water down
their goals or expend lots of political capital in order to
overcome its opposition. In short, there is no simple linear
relationship between “lobbying activities” and “policy out-
comes” in the real world; thus gauging a lobby’s clout
requires paying careful attention to the process by which
decisions and outcomes were reached.

Mindful of these considerations, we thought carefully
about the evidence needed to assess the lobby’s influence.
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Because we were writing for a broad audience, we did not
employ the usual social science terminology about hypoth-
esis testing to describe our research design. Nonetheless,
in a section of our book that Lieberman does not men-
tion, we explained how we make our case.11 First, we
tested our argument about the lobby’s influence against
the main alternative explanations. Second, we relied heav-
ily on “process-tracing,” a methodology well-suited for
drawing causal inferences when complex questions of cau-
sation and political context are involved.12 As discussed
below, this method was especially valuable in this case,
because the historical record was not especially conducive
to analyzing covariation, which is at the heart of large-N
research. Third, we examined U.S. relations with Israel
since its founding in 1948, paying careful attention to
broader patterns of variation over time. We also zeroed in
on specific episodes where U.S. policy shifted, because
these incidents provided opportunities to gauge the lob-
by’s independent influence.

Lieberman’s Methodological Critique
Lieberman’s makes three main charges regarding our meth-
odology and research design: 1) we failed to test alterna-
tive hypotheses, 2) our definition of the lobby and its
activities is marred by “conceptual confusion,” and 3) our
evidence does not contain sufficient variation—both over
time and across issues—to permit reliable inferences about
the lobby’s overall influence. In each case, Lieberman has
either overlooked or misread key sections of our work, or
failed to grasp the methodological issues involved.

Alternative Hypotheses
Lieberman is wrong to say that we failed to “systematically
canvass alternative explanations that might help bolster
. . . [our] case for the lobby’s causal importance.”13 In
fact, two of the book’s twelve chapters are devoted to eval-
uating alternative explanations for America’s special rela-
tionship with Israel. Chapter 2 (“Israel: Strategic Asset or
Liability?”) assesses the claim that the special relationship
exists because Israel is a unique strategic asset, while Chap-
ter 3 (“A Dwindling Moral Case”) evaluates whether it is
due to “shared values” or other moral considerations. We
reject both alternatives, and conclude that some other fac-
tor must be at work. Other sections of the book assess
whether the oil lobby or public opinion are the real driv-
ing forces behind U.S. Middle East policy.14 Lieberman is
free to disagree with our assessment of these rival expla-
nations, although he does not do so in his critique, but his
charge that we did not consider alternative explanations is
false.

Conceptual Confusion (and Other Alleged Sins)
Lieberman repeatedly accuses us of “conceptual confu-
sion,” “lapses in logic,” and assorted other analytic and

methodological errors. Given the frequency with which
he hurls these various brickbats, it is sometimes hard to
tell exactly what mistakes we supposedly committed. None-
theless, Lieberman seems particularly bothered by our def-
inition of the lobby. He says we “veer between two different
portraits,” one in which the lobby is “a non-governmental
entity (or set of actors)” and another where it is a “ruling
elite that includes both government officials and people
outside of the government who are connected to one
another by shared social background, economic status, or
network ties.”15 He also claims that the term “pro-Israel”
is inherently ambiguous, and suggests that these difficul-
ties confound our attempts to demonstrate the lobby’s
influence and render our argument unfalsifiable.16 He is
mistaken.

First, Lieberman misrepresents our definition by saying
that we think the lobby “encompasses Israeli government
officials.”17 We never made such a claim. On the contrary,
we made it clear that the lobby is comprised of American
citizens and American organizations, and that its behavior
is as American as apple pie. Individuals in the lobby do
meet with Israeli officials on occasion, but we neither said
nor implied that the latter were part of the lobby. Further-
more, Lieberman does not identify a single example where
we mistakenly placed an individual or group in the lobby
or a single episode where we mistakenly described the
lobby’s actions.

Second, we do not “veer between two different por-
traits” of the lobby, and neither of his two alternatives
accurately reflects our definition. Specifically, we made it
clear that individuals in the lobby sometimes hold impor-
tant positions in the government, so it cannot be said that
we described the lobby simply as a “non-governmental
. . . set of actors.”18 Nor did we describe the lobby as a
“ruling elite,” which is an inappropriate term for describ-
ing most American interest groups, and especially one
that includes people with such diverse backgrounds as
Christian Zionists and secular Jews. Instead, we employed
a straightforward, commonsensical definition that is con-
sistent with the literature on interest groups. We defined
the lobby as a “loose coalition of individuals and organi-
zations that actively work to shape U.S. foreign policy in a
pro-Israel direction.”19 We pointed out that the term
“lobby” was somewhat misleading, insofar as some mem-
bers do not engage in formal lobbying activities. But we
employed it as a “shorthand term” because it was consis-
tent with common parlance, as in farm lobby, gun lobby,
or environmental lobby. We also noted that the bound-
aries of all interest groups are somewhat imprecise, although
most have a core membership whose identity is not
disputed.

Third, we recognized that the term “pro-Israel” is ambig-
uous; indeed, we made this very point in our book.20 To
clarify the issue, we emphasized that “the various groups
that make up the lobby . . . share the desire to promote a
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special relationship between the United States and Israel”
and believe “the United States should give Israel substan-
tial diplomatic, economic, and military support even when
Israel takes actions the United States opposes.”21 Of course,
one of our central conclusions was that the special rela-
tionship was in fact harmful to both countries.

Nor did we argue that policymakers who support a
“pro-Israel” policy initiative are necessarily members of
the lobby. On the contrary, we explicitly wrote that our
definition does not “imply that every American official
who supports Israel is part of the lobby.”22 We judged
officeholders to be part of the lobby if their attachment
to Israel preceded their entry into public service or if
they devoted a substantial portion of their personal or
professional lives both in and out of office to influencing
U.S. Middle East policy in ways intended to benefit Israel.
Thus, when Congressman Howard Berman (D-CA)
declares that his concern for Israel is the reason he wanted
to serve on the House Foreign Affairs Committee, it
seems reasonable to count him as part of the broad “pro-
Israel” interest group.23 Similarly, when Martin Indyk—
formerly deputy director of research at AIPAC and
co-founder of the pro-Israel Washington Institute of Near
East Policy—is appointed one of Bill Clinton’s key Mid-
dle East advisors, it strains credulity to exclude him from
the “loose coalition” that “actively works” to promote the
“special relationship.”24

There is really no mystery or “conceptual confusion”
here. Like other interest groups, organizations in the Israel
lobby try to get individuals who are sympathetic to their
views elected to office or appointed to key positions in the
executive branch. They also try to convince presidents not
to appoint individuals about whom they have doubts. As
we documented in our book, these efforts sometimes suc-
ceed. When they do, these groups will be trying to influ-
ence officials who share their broad perspective—and may
even have belonged to the same pro-Israel organization(s)—
and they will not have to deal with officials who might
have reservations or even be opposed to the special rela-
tionship. Does Lieberman deny that the lobby engages in
these kinds of activities? And does he deny that they some-
times affect the policy process?

Process-Tracing versus Covariation
Lieberman recognizes that there are two distinct ways to
assess the causal influence of the lobby on policy—
covariation and process-tracing—and that we relied mainly
on the latter.25 Moreover, he acknowledges that process-
tracing is potentially a powerful tool for showing cause
and effect. In his words: “if . . . [Mearsheimer and Walt]
can document recurrent sequences of cause and effect con-
necting pro-Israel political activity and pro-Israel policy
outcomes, they will be able to stake a strong claim to having
established a more general causal relationship.”26 He then

concedes that our case studies—which fill five substantial
chapters—“do, indeed, seem to show a consistent pro-
Israel stance in American foreign and defense policy.”27

Yet instead of simply admitting that we make a strong
case for our argument, which would seem to follow from
his comments on process-tracing and our case studies, Lie-
berman declares that “the success of the causal argument
about the reasons for American Middle East policymaking
and the power of the Israel lobby will depend primarily on
the principle of variation.” He goes on to say that “the prin-
ciple flaw in Mearsheimer and Walt’s empirical argument
stems from the lack of variation.”28 In other words, after
stating that process-tracing is an acceptable way to demon-
strate causal influence and that the process-tracing we per-
formed supports our basic argument, he reverses field and
insists that covariation is the only reliable way to analyze
cause and effect and that there is hardly any variation in the
evidence we presented. He is wrong on both counts.

Lieberman’s claim that there is no variation in our empir-
ical evidence takes three forms. First, he maintains that
our case studies are drawn entirely from the Bush admin-
istration, and indeed, from the “last four years or so.”29

But this is not true. For example, our case studies of U.S.–
Syrian and U.S.-Iranian relations begin in the early 1990s
and cover more than fifteen years. Moreover, we show that
American policy toward both regimes—especially Syria—
varied considerably over time, and we trace how these
changes corresponded to shifts in Israeli policy and the
lobby’s activities. Similarly, our chapter on the 2003 Iraq
war traced the origins of that conflict back to the late
1990s, when the neoconservatives began putting pressure
on the Clinton administration to use military force to
topple Saddam Hussein. We also compared the role played
by oil interests and the lobby in the period preceding the
1991 and 2003 wars against Iraq.30

There is also a great deal of empirical evidence in our
book that is not contained in the case studies, and this
evidence exhibits considerable variation. In particular, we
analyzed how America’s relationship with Israel has evolved
since 1948 and drew special attention to how relations
between the two countries had changed over that sixty-
year period. Specifically, we emphasized that “the ‘special
relationship’ that now exists did not emerge until several
decades after Israel’s founding” and we documented the
various disputes that characterized U.S.–Israeli relations
during the 1950s and 1960s as well as U.S. efforts to keep
its distance during Israel’s first fifteen years of existence.31

Although Israel certainly had strong American supporters
from the beginning, we also showed that the lobby has
grown more powerful and more active over time and that
its leading organizations have become more hard-line in
recent decades. Thus our book’s overarching narrative high-
lights variation over time in both the independent vari-
able (the lobby’s clout and agenda) and the dependent
variable (the extent of the U.S.-Israeli special relationship).
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Lieberman’s second argument regarding covariation is
his claim that we focus almost exclusively on cases where
high levels of lobby activity led to pro-Israel policy out-
comes, and that we failed to consider three other kinds of
cases: 1) high levels of lobby activity failed to stop anti-
Israel policy outcomes; 2) low levels of lobby activity pro-
duced pro-Israel policy outcomes; and 3) low levels of
lobby activity were associated with anti-Israel policy out-
comes. According to Lieberman, this is another example
of selection bias on our part.32 The implication, of course,
is that if we had looked at all four kinds of cases—
represented by the cells in his table 2—we might have
found evidence that contradicts our argument.

This is yet another false charge. In fact, we discussed
each of the cases contained in the various cells of his table 2:
recognition of Israel in 1948, the Suez Crisis in 1956, and
the AWACS sale in 1981. We also considered several epi-
sodes that he does not mention, such as the 1992 dispute
over loan guarantees. Lieberman concedes that we dis-
cussed these cases in our book, but he complains that they
received only “brief mention” and “they are not deployed
as comparative cases that might provide a test of the book’s
overall hypothesis.”33 We dealt with these cases briefly
because there was no need to discuss them at length. The
story would have remained the same, because there is noth-
ing about these incidents that undermines our basic account
of the lobby’s growing influence over time.

One might think there are cases in the various cells that
we simply overlooked, because we focused most of our
attention on those cases where high levels of lobby activity
led to pro-Israel policy outcomes. But that would be wrong.
We scrutinized the historical record with great care, look-
ing for cases that might disconfirm our theory. And when
we found them, we addressed them in the book. We also
took advantage of the fact that critics of our original arti-
cle pointed to cases that they thought undermined our
claims about the lobby. Thus, it is hardly surprising that
Lieberman does not identify a single important incident
omitted from our analysis that might undermine our core
claims.

Lieberman directs a third criticism at us regarding vari-
ation. “If American Middle East policy were constant,” he
writes, “it would be necessary to show that Mearsheimer
and Walt’s favored explanatory factor, the activities of the
Israel lobby, was also constant, while other possible explan-
atory factors varied.”34 Yet this is just what we showed.
Foreign policy is never completely “constant,” of course,
but one of the principal aims of our book was to explain
why the “special relationship” has remained intact in recent
decades, even though other potential “explanatory fac-
tors” were varying in ways that should have led U.S. sup-
port for Israel to decline.

The special relationship developed during the Cold War,
when one could plausibly argue that Israel was a useful asset
for containing Soviet influence in the Middle East. But the

ColdWar ended in 1989 and the strategic landscape changed
drastically. As we document at length in our book, Israel
has since become a strategic burden for the United States,
which should have attenuated if not ended the special rela-
tionship, at least if strategic calculations were driving Amer-
icanpolicy.Similarly, althoughwebelieve there is still a strong
moral case for Israel’s existence, the moral case for giving
Israel unconditional support has been weakened by its pro-
longed occupation of the West Bank and its brutal treat-
ment of the Palestinians there and in Gaza. Thus, the
evidence in our book fits the exact pattern that Lieberman
claims is “necessary” to prove our case: 1) the activities of
the lobby are constant or growing; 2) other “explanatory
factors” are weaker or reversed; yet 3) the special relation-
ship remains unchanged. QED.

The bottom line is that we are not guilty of selection
bias or lack of variation. There is variation in our evidence
and it supports our core argument.

What about Lieberman’s claim that the only depend-
able way to analyze the lobby’s influence is with covaria-
tion, not process-tracing? Both approaches obviously have
strengths and weaknesses, and in an ideal world one would
want to employ both methods more or less equally. The
main reason we put greater weight on process-tracing is
that there are certain limits to covariation in this case. As
Lieberman acknowledges, if the lobby has significant influ-
ence on U.S. Middle East policy, as we claim it does, then
the historical record will tend to show an association
between lobbying activity and pro-Israel policy out-
comes.35 And if the lobby has become more powerful over
time, as we claim it has, this association will be more
pronounced now than it was in the past. As a result, most
cases will fall in the cells where high levels of lobby activ-
ity lead to pro-Israel policy outcomes or low levels of activ-
ity are associated with less pro-Israel outcomes, but relatively
few cases will appear in the “off-diagonal” cells. In other
words, there will not be much variation in the historical
record for scholars to observe and exploit. That certainly
has proven to be the case in recent decades, and neither
Lieberman nor any of our other critics has provided evi-
dence to challenge that story. But in a situation like that,
as Lieberman admits, “an explanatory strategy based on
exploring the covariation of cause and effect would not
work.”36 Instead, one would want to rely more heavily on
process-tracing, which is what we did.37

There is another dimension to this problem. When an
interest group is especially powerful, policymakers may
refrain from taking initiatives that might trigger its oppo-
sition. As a result, the interest group’s influence leads to
“non-events,” potential disputes that do not occur and
thus cannot be directly observed. As long-time U.S. Mid-
dle East negotiator Aaron David Miller has acknowl-
edged, “those of us advising the secretary of state and the
president were very sensitive to what the pro-Israel com-
munity was thinking, and when it came to considering ideas
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Israel didn’t like, we too often engaged in a kind of preemp-
tive self-censorship.”38 Or as we noted in our book, “like
other powerful interest groups . . . the Israel lobby achieves
its aims [in part] by constraining the policies key officials
are willing to consider.”39 Given this tendency for “pre-
emptive self-censorship,” the contrasting cases that Lie-
berman demands will be even less common and therefore
it is not surprising that he cannot find any. Indeed, when
self-censorship by key officials occurs, the historical record
will actually understate the true extent of the lobby’s power.

Given the problems with relying solely on covariation,
Lieberman’s insistence on privileging this research method
is misplaced. That is why we relied primarily on process-
tracing, while remaining alert for examples of covariation
as well. But regardless of the relative merits of these two
approaches for analyzing the lobby, the critical point is
that each approach yielded similar results. To challenge
our argument, Lieberman would have to show that an
analysis based on covariation produced different results
than one based on process-tracing, which he has not done.

The Lobby and American Politics
Lieberman’s second line of attack alleges that we make
“frequent misstatements about basic elements of Ameri-
can politics” and that many of our key claims about the
lobby “frequently contradict well-established research find-
ings in American politics.”40 He focuses his criticism on
our discussion of 1) how the lobby influences Congress;
2) the effects of campaign spending by pro-Israel individ-
uals and groups; 3) the importance of Jewish voters in
presidential elections; and 4) the lobby’s efforts to shape
public discourse. He maintains that our discussion of these
key causal paths of influence is not compelling, because it
is at odds with “the state of knowledge about American
politics.”41

These criticisms are wrong. There are important dis-
agreements among students of American politics—as there
are in any field of study—so we do disagree with some
findings but not with others. None of our claims, how-
ever, fall outside the boundaries of serious discussion among
mainstream scholars in that subfield. More importantly,
our discussion of how the Israel lobby operates is consis-
tent with the extensive literature on interest groups. It is
this literature that is most directly relevant for assessing
Lieberman’s charge that our findings contradict the con-
ventional wisdom in the field of American politics, and he
does not claim that our book is at odds with this extensive
body of work. Indeed, he barely mentions it at all. There
are also a number of earlier works on the Israel lobby
itself—including discussions by well-known scholars of
American politics—and this literature does not contradict
our claims in any meaningful way.42

Lieberman instead argues that the problem lies with
our discussion of subjects like Congress and campaign

financing. We disagree, but even if our story were at odds
with “well-established research findings” on those sub-
jects, the Israel lobby might be an anomalous case and our
core argument would still be correct. Lieberman actually
concedes this point, saying “I am not suggesting that any
finding that contradicts what other political scientists have
said is necessarily invalid.” Of course, he is suggesting just
that; and he has little choice but to do so since he chal-
lenges hardly any of our facts. He goes on to say that if the
lobby is a special case, we have “to show where current
theory goes wrong” and why our “model of influence” is
superior.43 Fortunately, we did not have to perform that
Herculean task, because the lobby’s influence is easy to
understand in light of the existing literature on American
politics. It operates much as other powerful interest groups
do, although it has several advantages that make it unusu-
ally effective.

Before examining what Lieberman has to say about each
causal path, it is important to note that he misrepresents
what we said about the relationship between the various
causal paths we describe. In particular, he maintains that
“it is not clear how these different mechanisms interact
with each other in Mearsheimer and Walt’s causal scheme.
Are they complementary? Do they compete with one
another?”44 This charge is false, however, as we explicitly
stated that “the various strategies that groups in the lobby
employ . . . are mutually reinforcing.”45 We also provided
several examples to support that point, which is again
consistent with the literature on interest group politics.

Having misrepresented our views on how the different
causal paths interact, Lieberman then implies that we
believe that each causal mechanism should independently
be able to explain the special relationship. For example,
when discussing our point that support for Israel in Con-
gress is due in part to the fact that some legislators are
strongly pro-Israel, he writes that “the proposition that a
small band of ideologically pro-Israel members of Con-
gress has hijacked American foreign policy seems dubi-
ous.”46 We agree, which is why we never advanced that
proposition. Furthermore, he claims that we believe “it is
disproportionate representation on the relevant commit-
tees that constitutes the critical ingredient of the ‘lobby’s’
influence.”47 But we did not say it was “the critical ingre-
dient”; we merely noted that well-placed supporters on
key committees are one reason for the lobby’s success in
Congress, a proposition consistent with the existing liter-
ature on Congressional behavior.48 In short, our argu-
ment is that the lobby seeks to influence the policy process
in several complementary ways, no one of which alone
accounts for the special relationship.

Congress and the Lobby
Lieberman does not dispute our claim that “Israel is vir-
tually immune from criticism” in Congress, but he suggests
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that there is a simple explanation: legislators reflect the
public’s preferences. “Long-term trends in American pub-
lic opinion,” he writes, “show that Americans have long
consistently expressed substantial support for Israel.”49

Thus, “the burden is on Mearsheimer and Walt to show
that congressional action on the Middle East is out of
synch with the central tendency of national opinion.” Lie-
berman fails to mention that this is precisely what we
showed. As detailed in our book, the behavior of Congress
is not in synch with public opinion. The American people
are generally sympathetic to Israel, but they are much
more critical of Israeli policy than their representatives are
and they are far more willing to support a hard-nosed
approach to dealing with Israel. Indeed, a 2005 survey by
the Anti-Defamation League found that 78 percent of
Americans believe that Washington should favor neither
Israel nor the Palestinians, which effectively means that
they do not support the special relationship.50 The Leba-
non war in 2006 revealed a similar gap between public
opinion and Congressional behavior.51 If Congress reflected
the views of the American people, criticism of Israeli pol-
icy would be commonplace on Capitol Hill and U.S. pol-
icy itself might be substantially different.

Lieberman next takes us to task for not explaining how
Israel’s staunch supporters exercise power in Congress, espe-
cially given their “relatively small numbers.”52 He lays out
three possible theories from the American politics litera-
ture, and notes that the third model of congressional poli-
cymaking, which emphasizes the role of committees, “is
actually potentially consistent with Mearsheimer and Walt’s
account of the lobby’s influence.” So, on this important issue,
it turns out we are not at odds with the American politics
literature after all! Nonetheless, Lieberman criticizes us for
not providing enough evidence to show that there is “dis-
proportionate representation on the relevant committees.”
Furthermore, he says that we “misrepresent the process by
which committee and subcommittee chairs are selected,
implying that there was some kind of Israel litmus test.”53

We did limit ourselves to talking about the House Com-
mittee on Foreign Affairs, mainly because of space con-
straints, but we easily could have shown that the other
relevant committees in Congress are stocked with pro-
Israel members, and that hardly anyone on those commit-
tees is likely to say things or push policies that would
anger AIPAC or other groups in the lobby.54 On the mat-
ter of a litmus test, Representative Henry Waxman (D-CA),
a veteran Congressman who is also a devoted supporter of
Israel, said in the wake of the 2006 election, “There will
be some Democratic chairmen who may not share all my
views . . . on Israel [but] . . . they will not be chairing
committees dealing with Israel and the Middle East.”55

He was telling it like it is.
Finally, Lieberman is guilty of his own form of selec-

tion bias: while claiming to offer a careful scholarly assess-
ment, he fails to mention when our arguments drew

explicitly on the American politics literature. For exam-
ple, we pointed out that AIPAC is often directly involved
in drafting legislation intended to benefit Israel, thereby
providing the sort of “legislative subsidy” that scholars
have identified as a key source of lobby influence.56 Sim-
ilarly, he says hardly anything about the many cases we
described where individuals or groups in the lobby inter-
vened on Capitol Hill to shape policy outcomes. To note
one example, consider the recollections of former Secre-
tary of State George Shultz:

In early December [1982] . . . I got word that a supplement was
moving through the lame-duck session of Congress to provide a
$250 million increase in . . . U.S. military assistance granted to
Israel: this in the face of Israel’s invasion of Lebanon, its use of
cluster bombs, and its complicity in the Sabra and Shatila mas-
sacres! We fought the supplement and fought it hard. President
Reagan and I weighed in personally, making numerous calls to
Senators and congressmen . . . The supplement sailed right by us
and was approved by Congress as though President Reagan and I
had not even been there. . . . This brought home to me vividly
Israel’s leverage in our Congress. I saw that I must work carefully
with the Israelis . . . if I was to maintain congressional support
for my efforts to make progress in the Middle East.57

Lieberman’s omission of this body of evidence is impor-
tant, because AIPAC, by virtually all accounts, plays a
critically important role in pushing Congress to support
the special relationship. Nor does he mention the abun-
dant evidence and direct testimony we provided about the
lobby’s influence—such as the 2005 National Journal sur-
vey that ranked AIPAC as the second most powerful lobby
on Capitol Hill—or the testimony of experienced politi-
cal figures such as former Congressman Lee Hamilton or
former Senators John Culver, Fritz Hollings, and Barry
Goldwater.58

Campaign Contributions and the Special
Relationship
Lieberman makes three arguments about why campaign
contributions from pro-Israel sources have hardly any effect
on either Congress or the president. First, he says that we
“substantiate” our claim that Israel’s supporters “donate a
lot of money to candidates for federal office.”59 But then
he reverses course, arguing that these contributions are
too small a percentage of total contributions to have much
impact on politicians’ behavior. He writes, for example,
that “Bill Clinton received only $7,000 from pro-Israel
sources in his 1996 reelection campaign.”60 Second, he
maintains that we mistakenly believe that “campaign con-
tributions effectively ‘buy’ influence.”61 He counters by
invoking scholarly studies arguing that legislators’ votes
are driven in large part by the preferences of their constit-
uents and their party, because these factors are critical to
getting elected or re-elected. In this story, money from
interest groups generally has little influence on how poli-
ticians vote. Third, he notes that candidates backed by the
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lobby do not always win, and candidates the lobby opposes
do not necessarily lose. Taken as a whole, Lieberman’s
critique suggests that a candidate’s position on Israel will
have little effect on his or her chances of winning.

Lieberman’s arguments on this point are at best mis-
leading and at worst simply wrong. To begin with, he
greatly understates the role that pro-Israel fundraising
plays in American politics, which includes campaign con-
tributions, financial support for party organizations, and
various forms of “soft money.” To be sure, there is no
comprehensive and wholly reliable source on the precise
amount of money that Jewish-Americans, Christian Zion-
ists or other pro-Israel individuals give to political cam-
paigns. The main reason is that individuals are not required
to report their ethnicity or religious beliefs when they
contribute to a campaign or party, and therefore organi-
zations that monitor campaign financing—like the Cen-
ter for Responsive Politics (CRP)—have no good way of
assessing the total amount of money that different ethnic
or religious groups give to politicians.

Nevertheless, almost everyone agrees that the amount that
American Jews provide is substantial and that candidates
who are seen as insufficiently supportive (let alone critical)
of Israel will have great difficulty raising money from these
sources. The Washington Post once estimated that Demo-
cratic presidential candidates “depend on Jewish support-
ers to supply as much as 60 percent of the money raised
from private sources.” This figure may be too high, but we
noted that other estimates range between 20 and 50 per-
cent.62 We emphasized that “Israel is not the only issue that
inspires these contributions. . . but candidates who are per-
ceived as hostile (or even indifferent) to Israel run the risk
of seeing some of these funds go to their opponents.”63 Thus,
it is hardly surprising that Benjamin Ginsberg, a promi-
nent American politics scholar, remarked in July 2008 that
“the Obama campaign has pretty much tapped out indi-
vidual contributors and the number of people giving small
amounts online is diminishing. So it’s back to the Demo-
cratic Party’s traditional finance sources, which for the most
part means big Jewish donors.”64 Needless to say, Obama’s
behavior throughout the campaign was entirely consistent
with Ginsberg’s remark.

The claim that the 1996 Clinton campaign received
only $7,000 from “pro-Israel sources” is absurd, and it is
frankly surprising that a specialist in American politics
would make it. The $7,000 figure, like all of Lieberman’s
campaign finance data, comes from the CRP database,
which reports PAC money given to political campaigns
but not individual contributions.65 This data understates
actual contributions by a wide margin, because individu-
als give far more money to candidates than PACs do. As
one of Lieberman’s key sources notes, “In congressional
elections, where PACs are most active, candidates raised
over 3 times more from individuals directly than they did
from PACs.”66 Lieberman acknowledges that individual

contributions are more important than PAC contribu-
tions, but he says nothing about the fact that individual
contributions can be affected by a donor’s commitment to
Israel, thus ignoring this critically important source of
pro-Israel money.67 Israel’s supporters can also influence
elections by giving so-called “soft money” to the party of
their choice, and they can establish purportedly “indepen-
dent” political organizations like “Freedom’s Watch,” a
hardline pro-Israel organization bankrolled by hawkish pro-
Israel billionaire Sheldon Adelson.68 In short, simply rely-
ing on CRP data, as Lieberman does, greatly understates
the amount of money that politicians have received from
pro-Israel sources, including President Clinton in 1996.

The claim that campaign contributions are largely use-
less for influencing politicians fails the common sense test.
Why would the Israel lobby—and other interest groups—
contribute to campaigns if they were effectively throwing
money away? Why would incumbents and challengers alike
fear AIPAC so much if they did not think it could affect
their electoral prospects?

Contrary to what Lieberman writes, we do not believe
that all campaign contributions automatically translate into
political influence, and we never said so. We recognize
that there will be cases where this does not happen, for
several obvious reasons. For example, interest groups often
give substantial amounts of money to politicians who
already share their views. These contributions are not “buy-
ing influence” directly, though they can help these politi-
cians remain in office. Also, politicians sometimes receive
money from rival lobbies, which means that the contribu-
tions effectively cancel each other out. And if the issue at
stake is highly salient for a politician’s constituents, he or
she will almost certainly do what the voters want and
ignore an interest group pushing in the other direction.
Finally, incumbents usually enjoy a significant electoral
advantage and usually have less difficulty raising cam-
paign money, and thus they are likely to be harder for
interest groups to influence than challengers.

Yet scholars in American politics also recognize that
there will be some cases where campaign contributions do
translate into political influence, and the Israel lobby is
probably one of them.69 Israel is not a salient issue for
most Americans, so most politicians will not incur signif-
icant political costs if they back Israel down the line.70 But
there are real costs to questioning the special relationship,
as virtually every politician in Washington knows. The
main fear is that AIPAC and other like-minded groups
will target politicians they consider insufficiently pro-
Israel, thereby raising the odds that an incumbent will
face a well-funded challenger. We discussed a number of
these cases in our book, and the scholarly literature makes
clear that the ability to raise money is critical to successful
Congressional challenges. As Gary Jacobson notes, “Con-
gressional challengers rarely win if they do not spend a
substantial amount of money, and the more they spend,
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the more likely they are to win.”71 Not surprisingly, incum-
bents strive to reassure AIPAC that they fully support the
special relationship. They would prefer that pro-Israel PACs
and individuals not give their challengers any money, and
instead give it to them. An incumbent might well survive
the challenge, but why take the chance? The Israel lobby
also has the great advantage that there is no opposing
lobby with deep pockets that politicians can turn to for
help. Moreover, as Lieberman notes, voting behavior is
also shaped by the preferences of a legislator’s party, and if
the party itself relies heavily on contributions from indi-
viduals and groups who strongly support the special rela-
tionship, then individual politicians will have even less
incentive to question it.72

Finally, we made it clear that the lobby does not win every
time. Rather, it wins often enough to make it clear to most
politicians that they are putting their careers at risk if they
areperceivedas anti-Israel.OrasAaronDavidMiller recently
observed, “Today you cannot be successful in American pol-
itics and not be good on Israel. And AIPAC plays a key role
in making that happen.”73 We discussed a handful of cases
where pro-Israel forces targeted candidates successfully and
showed that other politicians noticed. For example, after
AIPAC successfully targeted Senator Roger Jepsen (R-IA)
following his decision to support the sale of AWACS air-
craft to Saudi Arabia in 1981, Senator Alan Cranston
(D-CA) remarked that Jepsen’s defeat “has sort of struck
terror into the hearts of senators about switching” on Mid-
dle East votes. It is for good reason that J.J. Goldberg, the
editor of the Jewish weekly newspaper the Forward, said in
2002, “There is this image in Congress that you don’t cross
these people or they take you down.” All of these consid-
erations explain why former Senator Ernest Hollings said
upon his retirement in 2004, “You can’t have an Israeli pol-
icy other than what AIPAC gives you around here.”74

Jews as Pivotal Voters
Lieberman attempts to challenge our argument that Jews
can be pivotal voters in presidential elections—a situation
that encourages candidates for the White House to enthu-
siastically endorse the special relationship—but he ends up
agreeing with us. He performs a mathematical simulation
to assess our claims, and concludes that the “results do seem
to confirm, arithmetically at least, Mearsheimer and Walt’s
supposition that Jewish voters might, under the right cir-
cumstances, be decisive in presidential elections, and that
this pivotal position might have policy consequences.” He
then observes “in fact, we have lately experienced just such
an election . . . Florida in 2000.”75 He points out that the
Jewish vote was not decisive in 2004, which is true, but the
key point is that the presidential candidates rarely know ex
ante whether the vote will be close (as it was in 2000) and
they must therefore act from the start as if it might be. Even
if most Jewish Americans favor the Democratic side, the

actual percentage voting for the Democratic candidate has
varied significantly in the past and could determine the out-
come of a close contest. For this reason, both Obama and
McCain went to great lengths to court the Jewish vote in
Florida and other possible swing states in 2008, mostly by
repeatedly affirming their strong support for the special
relationship.

In addition, Lieberman ignores the importance of court-
ing Israel’s supporters during presidential primaries. He
points out that states like California or New York have
substantial Jewish populations but have not been compet-
itive in recent presidential elections, thereby suggesting
that candidates need not court the Jewish vote in order to
carry those states. This may be true for the general elec-
tion but not the primaries, which is yet another reason
why any serious candidate will work hard to convey his or
her support for the special relationship.

Shaping Public Discourse
Liebermanalso takes aimatourdiscussionof themanynews-
papers andmagazines that “displayapro-Israel editorialbias,”
and the think tanks that adopt the same perspective.76 Sig-
nificantly, he does not challenge our description of the posi-
tion those publications and think tanks take on Israel.
Instead, he accuses us once more of “selection bias,” argu-
ing that it is not clear whether our examples “are somehow
representative of a larger phenomenon that cuts across the
entire population of media outlets, think tanks, or other
relevant venues.”77 The implication is that we overlooked
important mainstream media publications and think tanks
that are critical of Israel and the special relationship.

Lieberman offers no evidence to support this line of
argument. The discussion in our book did focus on the
country’s major newspapers, mainly because they exert
greater influence on public attitudes, but also because of
space limitations. In doing the research for the book, how-
ever, we surveyed numerous newspapers across the coun-
try and found no evidence that publications in smaller
markets were systematically less pro-Israel than their big-
ger and more well-known cousins. And nobody we know
of suggests that is the case.

Not surprisingly, Lieberman offers no examples of news-
papers or mainstream commentators that contradict our
basic point. His failure to do so is itself revealing: if there
were lots of media outlets and pundits who were consis-
tently critical of Israel, one would think that some of them
would be well-known and he would have no trouble iden-
tifying them. But as we noted in our book, there are at
best a handful of mainstream media figures or outlets that
offer more than the mildest criticism of Israel’s behavior
or take a skeptical view of the special relationship, and a
multitude of prominent voices on the other side. This
situation, we also noted, is substantially different from the
discourse in many other democracies, including Israel itself.
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We also surveyed all of the relevant think tanks inside
the Beltway—which is where most of the foreign policy
think tanks are located—and we noted that “there are a
few smaller think tanks that are not reflexively pro-Israel.”
Our point was that “the largest and most visible” ones
“usually take Israel’s side,” and thus “the balance of power
. . . strongly favors Israel.” We also discussed the presti-
gious Council on Foreign Relations, which is located in
New York City and which has become increasingly sup-
portive of the special relationship over time.78 Once again,
Lieberman provides no evidence that contradicts our
description of the think-tank world.

Lieberman also suggests that pro-Israel research organi-
zations are not likely to have much impact on policymak-
ing because “recent research . . . has found that think tanks
with clearly ideological or one-sided missions tend to have
a smaller impact precisely because the policy research they
produce comes with a known ideological predisposi-
tion.”79 The lobby, of course, is well-aware of this prob-
lem, and thus pro-Israel think tanks do not openly advertise
their pro-Israel orientation. As we noted in our book, this
is why the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, which
was founded in 1985 by individuals closely identified with
AIPAC, “plays down its links to Israel and claims that it
provides a ‘balanced and realistic’ perspective on Middle
East issues,” which is not the case.80

Lieberman’s “Alternative”
Explanations
Lieberman concludes his critique by offering several “alter-
native explanations” that might account for the lobby’s
influence. As we noted earlier, this step makes no sense, as
the main purpose of his essay is to argue that the lobby “is
not the prime mover in shaping American foreign policy
toward the Middle East.”81 His aim should therefore be
to identify the real driving forces behind the special rela-
tionship, and U.S. Middle East policy more generally,
instead of trying to explain why the lobby wields so much
influence, a claim he challenges throughout his article. Yet
here he focuses on the lobby and claims to offer a more
sophisticated analysis than our supposedly “blunt interest-
group approach.” However, his alternative explanations
are in fact our own.

First, he suggests that the lobby might be influential
because of the way that the costs and benefits of the spe-
cial relationship are distributed. He acknowledges that we
made this point and quotes our statement that “in a democ-
racy, even relatively small groups can exercise considerable
influence if they are strongly committed to a particular
issue and the rest of the population is largely indifferent.”
Lieberman goes on to say “Mearsheimer and Walt are
undoubtedly right that the benefits of pro-Israel policy are
particularly concentrated among those American voters
whose intense policy preferences . . . are thereby satisfied,

while the costs of that policy are widely dispersed across
the population, most of whom are consequently indiffer-
ent to policy outcomes.”82 Under such circumstances, he
notes, one would expect little debate about the special
relationship, which was of course another one of our key
points. Thus, Lieberman’s first “alternative” merely restates
our basic account.

Second, he suggests that “a second alternative might
focus more comprehensively than Mearsheimer and Walt
do on the institutional structure of the American political
system and the particular discipline that this structure
imposes on policymaking.”83 Lieberman’s language indi-
cates that he is simply calling for doing further research on
matters that are at the core of our book. We would wel-
come additional research along these lines, but there is no
reason to think that it would undermine our analysis of
the ways that groups in the lobby work on the different
branches of government or our historical account of how
they have sought to institutionalize the special relation-
ship. Lieberman adds that “assessing this approach would
require a careful examination of policy over time,” which
is exactly what we sought to provide within the space at
our disposal.84

Third, Lieberman suggests that another “alternative
approach to conceptualizing the ‘lobby’s’ influence” might
be to focus on how it shapes policy debates about Israel
and the Middle East.85 This argument is yet another cen-
tral part of our own explanation; in fact, we devoted an
entire chapter to explaining how this process works. Lie-
berman says it is “plausible to observe that American Mid-
dle East policy is made in a context that discourages robust
debate about the costs and benefits of support for Israel,”
admitting further that it is “reasonable to hypothesize that
pro-Israel actors, both inside and outside of government,
make it very hard—or at least very costly—for public
officials to be openly critical of Israel.”86 This supposed
“alternative” is our argument, of course, as even a cursory
reading of Chapter 6 (“Dominating Public Discourse”)
makes manifestly clear. In our words, “key elements in the
lobby strive to influence discourse about Israel. . . They
promote efforts to portray Israel in a positive light and
they go to considerable lengths to marginalize anyone who
questions Israel’s past or present conduct or seeks to cast
doubt on the merits of unconditional U.S. backing.”87

In short, after directing a lot of ill-aimed firepower at
us, Lieberman concludes his essay by recapitulating some
of our main arguments and offering no new ones. We are
gratified by his turn-around, but left wondering why he
was so exercised by our book in the first place.

Conclusion
We do not regard our book as the last word on the Israel
lobby or America’s special relationship with Israel. Indeed,
we wrote it to encourage a more open discussion of these
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important but frequently taboo subjects. We did so because
we believe the United States will not be able to address the
various challenges it faces in the Middle East if Americans
cannot have a candid and wide-ranging discussion of the
different forces that shape U.S. foreign policy in this vital
region, and whether the resulting policy makes good stra-
tegic sense. A careful and fair-minded critique of our work
would have advanced our understanding of these weighty
issues and been a welcome addition; unfortunately, Lie-
berman’s effort falls well short of that standard.
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Dymally and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid,
see Mearsheimer and Walt 2007, 117, 153–54.

59 Lieberman 2009, 244.
60 Ibid., 245.
61 Ibid.
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study of campaign financing estimates that 33 per-
cent of the contributors to Michael Dukakis’ 1988
presidential campaign were Jewish. See Brown,
Powell and Wilcox 1995, 45, 77.

63 Mearsheimer and Walt 2007, 163.
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Similarly, the largest single donor to the Democratic
Party in recentyears isHaimSaban, an Israeli-American
media mogul who describes himself as a “one-issue
guy, and my issue is Israel.” Not only did Saban give
some $13 million himself to the Democratic Party,
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as well. Sorkin 2004, Ben David 2008, Wallace 2008.
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and Snyder 2003.

69 Scholars in American politics have reached a variety
of conclusions about the impact of campaign contri-
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in sympathetic politicians, see Levitt 1998 and Sny-
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them.” The author notes that there are “several pol-
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swamps the pro-Palestinian side.” See Fox 2006,
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70 One U.S. senator explained why he and his col-
leagues signed a piece of controversial legislation pushed
by the lobby by saying: “There is no political advan-
tage in not signing. If you do sign you don’t offend
anyone. If you don’t you might offend some Jews in
your state.” Mearsheimer and Walt 2007, 140.

71 Jacobson 2004, 42. Another survey of the subject
concludes that “early money from PACs does help
candidates raise additional monies both from other
committees and from individuals. Although there
may be some dispute about the marginal impact of
campaign spending by incumbents, all researchers
agree that non-incumbents benefit more from addi-
tional money than incumbents.” Herrnson and
Wilcox 1994.

72 This is especially true of the Democratic Party, which
decided not to give former President Jimmy Carter a
speaking role at the 2008 presidential convention

because of his views on Middle East politics. As Ira For-
man, head of the National Jewish Democratic Coun-
cil, explained: “The party is very sensitive to the
American Jewish community, and it’s very sensitive to
ever conveying that this is anything but a pro-Israel
party.” Quoted in Lieberman and Guttman 2008. For
a discussion of how campaign contributions influ-
ence political parties, see Currinder 2009.

73 Miller 2008, 96.
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76 Ibid.
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