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“England has no permanent friends. England has no permanent enemies. England
has only permanent interests.” This well-known maxim, famously asserted by
Lord Palmerston in the House of Lords, guided British foreign policy for centuries.
True, the pursuit of interests is a fundamental principle of successful diplomacy.
But, pace, Lord Palmerston, maintaining strong relations with longstanding allies
is an equally vital tenet of a viable foreign policy in a world of danger. What
happens, then, when an American administration unilaterally redefines its own
national interests without proper consultation with its closest partners? It confuses
friends, emboldens rivals, comforts enemies, and complicates security alliances.
All of these events are unfolding now as the Obama administration reformulates
American foreign policy in an age of global terror. In the process, it is unnerving
friends like the United Kingdom and France in Europe, and allies such as Honduras
and Colombia in Latin America, while showing undue deference to competitors
like Russia, China, Venezuela, and even Iran. It is thus leaving itself vulnerable to
the charge that it does not truly understand the nation’s interests. Rather than
coordinating his efforts with allies, Barack Obama is alienating them.

The chill that has enveloped Israeli-American relations since the visit of Vice
President Joseph Biden to Jerusalem in March 2010 is best interpreted within
this new context. The tension was bound to surface at some point. Why? As John
Bolton, the US ambassador to the United Nations during the Bush administration,
has aptly noted on several occasions, Barack Obama is the first “post-American
president.” He is, in fact, pursuing a post-American foreign policy. But since Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his ministerial colleagues refuse to transform
themselves into the first “post-Israeli leadership,” conflict is inevitable. Still, while
the challenges Israel faces in this precarious diplomatic landscape are formidable,
the tension is unlikely to be enduring. The iciness that permeates its relations with
the United States need not harden into a permafrost. Obama’s ascendancy is
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temporary. The levers of Congressional elections in 2010, if not the hard realities
of international affairs before then, may force him to reexamine his misconception
of what is in the American interest, both in the Middle East and further afield. At
this future point, a thaw in US-Israeli relations may set in, which may then
accelerate after 2012, as perceptions of American and Israeli priorities converge

once again.

In the meantime, Americans and Israelis who recognize that their two countries
share certain fundamental interests must be prepared to ride out the storm. Many
Americans have not embraced Obama’s post-American foreign policy, just as they
are increasingly skeptical of large swaths of his domestic policy. They realize that
he misinterprets US objectives. They understand that the US distances itself from
Israel at its peril. They recognize that while American and Israeli interests are not
analogous in all cases, our mutual concerns overlap in crucial areas, and most
certainly with regard to regional and international security.

Israel, for its part, must remain resolute on issues such as Palestine, Lebanon,
Syria, and Iran. Its determination will garner support from Americans who share
its analysis of the security calculus in the Middle East. The gravest challenges face
the State of Israel, but unanticipated benefits will accrue if it stands firm. Its
security will be enhanced, its deterrence reinforced, and its prestige burnished. If
it resists making undue unilateral concessions on sensitive issues like Palestine
and takes a robust approach to Syria and Iran, it will emerge stronger in the long
run. So, too, will the American position in the region. On some of the most vexing
questions roiling the Middle East, the interests of both countries coincide, even if
their alliance is temporarily strained.
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Fifteen months into Barack Obama’s administration, the contours of his foreign
policy have emerged. They can be linked to his unsettling political identity. While
John Bolton has trenchantly described him as the first “post-American president,”
this does not mean that Obama is reflexively anti-American. Bolton elucidated his
interpretation in Standpoint Magazine in the summer of 2009. “Central to Obama’s
worldview is rejecting American exceptionalism and the consequences that flow
there from.” To the president, the United States is no different than any other
country. “I believe in American exceptionalism,” he once asserted, “just as I suspect
that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek
exceptionalism.”
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This personal predisposition informs Obama’s approach to international affairs.
He “rejects a unique US role in the world,” Bolton writes. He embraces a post-
American foreign policy, in other words. “Obama simply does not see America’s
strength as a particular asset, or its causes and interests as more important than
many other causes and interests competing in the world out there somewhere
between Albania and Zimbabwe.” Consistent with this outlook, Obama has not
hesitated to slight America’s traditional allies. Soon after he was inaugurated, a
State Department official informed British diplomats in Washington that “there’s
nothing special about Britain. You're just the same as the other 190 countries in
the world.” Prime Minister Gordon Brown was granted a perfunctory meeting at
the White House in March 2009 that some commentators have described as
insulting. A meeting with President Nicolas Sarkozy of France was delayed for
months. As unpleasant and unprofessional as it was, Prime Minister Netanyahu's
discourteous treatment in the White House this past March was not unique.

With regard to security issues, Barack Obama is crafting a new nuclear weapons
policy by moving away from deterrence and toward a nuclear-free world, a utopian
goal right out of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament or the mass anti-cruise
missile demonstrations in Western Europe in the 1980s. This new direction is
evident in his Nuclear Posture Review, the text of the Strategic Arms Reduction
Treaty (START) signed with Russia in April of this year, and the decision to shift
the planned American anti-ballistic missile defense system from land-based
interceptors in Poland and radar in Czechoslovakia to a primarily sea-based short-
range system. Likewise, at the US-sponsored conference on nuclear terrorism in
April, the threat posed by Iran’s nuclear weapons program was not even on the
agenda.

True, there are continuities in American policy from the Bush to Obama
administrations, such as the surge of soldiers into Afghanistan and drone strikes
against the leaders of al-Qa’ida and the Taliban in Pakistan. But on balance, as
John Bolton writes, “These putative examples of a muscular US foreign policy
are, instead, anomalies caused as much by domestic political reasons as anything
else. They may fascinate in the short term, but are peripheral to Obama’s core
approach.” The increase of troops in Afghanistan, for instance, was hedged by the
announcement of a 2011 withdrawal date not linked to conditions on the ground.
In Iraq there are questions about the administration’s commitment to consolidating
the hard-earned gains of recent years, including the relative success of the national
elections held in March. The overall sense is growing that the United States
intends to downgrade its influence in the Middle East rather than embrace the
role of regional balancer, a posture that mirrors its historical function in Europe
and East Asia and one for which it is well positioned due to its presence in Iraq,
Afghanistan, and the Persian Gulf.
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Speaking at a press conference in Washington in April, 2010, Obama lamented
that the United States is a superpower, “whether we like it or not.” Was this simply
a throw-away phrase? Perhaps. More likely it is an insight into Obama’s view of
the role America should play in the international system, that is, a greatly
diminished one. It reflects the thinking of his mentors, Saul Alinksy, George Soros,
and the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, and academics at American universities like
Rashid Khalidi, Joseph Esposito, and the late Edward Said. An “Obama Doctrine”
has not yet emerged to unify the president’s post-American foreign policy, although
we can soon expect attempts by sympathetic theoreticians to articulate a set of
operating principles. Thus far, one would be hard pressed to identify any tangible
benefits that have accrued from the president’s policies: China and Russia have
paid only lip service to tougher sanctions against North Korea and Iran, issuing
vague assurances of cooperation that are so heavily qualified as to be virtually
meaningless.
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It 1s within the framework of Barack Obama’s post-American foreign policy that
the recent tension in US-Israeli relations should be viewed. This simmering friction
is not unique, but part of a larger pattern of problematic relations between the
United States and some of its allies. The flare-up following the Biden visit to
Jerusalem and the staged collapse of Netanyahu'’s meeting at the White House are
pretexts designed to force Israel to bend to Obama’s wider regional agenda, which
includes a preoccupation with the peace process at the expense of Israel. American-
inspired compromises are not in Israel’s interests. They are not in America’s
interests either, which is why this crisis, while problematic, will in the long run not
lead to a fundamental rupture between Washington and Jerusalem. It may, indeed,
generate positive long-term results for both parties if Israel manages to remain
steadfast.

Meanwhile, ironies abound. The Obama administration’s efforts to intimidate
Israel into making concessions to the Palestinians have ensured that none will be
forthcoming from either side: Israel will not yield, since the Netanyahu government
will rightly refuse to appear weak; the Palestinians, echoing the White House line,
have insisted they will not negotiate until Israel halts its construction in East
Jerusalem. The Obama administration has thus pushed the two sides further apart,
which highlights its inexperience. Israel, as a result, now has greater leeway to
pursue its interests without undue interference from the United States. It can even
suspend its participation in the peace process, which will enable it to avoid
destructive compromises altogether and buy time to consider alternative policies
with regard to Palestine.
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By the same token, Israel is freer to act in its own interests vis-a-vis Iran. This is
one of the most difficult diplomatic and national security questions it faces. Inaction
is not an option. Yet an attack against Iran’s nuclear program is fraught with the
severest of consequences. It may spark off retaliatory strikes by Hizbullah (which
reportedly has received Scud missiles from Syria), rocket attacks from Hamas, or
the outbreak of a regional war. Damage to Iran’s nuclear facilities, while
devastating, will not be permanent. The Netanyahu government will not have
American diplomatic cover. Still, if Israel decides that a military strike is in its
interests, it will gain significant advantages. Its security will be fortified in the
short term. Its deterrence capability will be restored in large measure. Its reputation
in the Middle East will improve. Despite vociferous public condemnation, some
Arab states will quietly support Israel or at least acquiesce in its efforts. Others
will be reminded of its military capabilities in a region where “the strong horse”
dominates.

An Israeli attack may buy time for the United States to rethink its own policy,
since it now seems resigned to accept, and then contain, a nuclear Iran. Some
high-ranking officials are calling for action, however. According to press reports,
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates has circulated a memorandum encouraging
the Obama administration to stop dragging its feet and develop a range of strategic
options. An Israeli strike that cripples Iran’s program may hasten this reevaluation
process. It will also prepare the ground for better relations between Israeli citizens
and the American people. The latter may very well change the political dynamic
with the Congressional elections in 2010, whose outcome may deflate the Obama
mystique.
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If Israel rides out the current storm without making undue concessions, its relations
with America will eventually recover. Ironically, the position of the United States
in the region will also improve. In some ways, Israel has a better understanding of
its shared interests with the US than the Obama administration does at this time.
This is not to say that all of the priorities of the two states are the same. Clearly
they are not. But in several critical areas they run parallel, especially in matters of
national security. Most Americans prefer Israel as a partner in the struggle over
mutual Islamist enemies. With due respect to Lord Palmerston, while the United
States and Israel have their own permanent interests, many people in both
countries know that in each other they have a reliable friend. The Obama
administration should recognize this permanent fact of Middle Eastern diplomacy
and adjust its strategy accordingly. If not, its post-American foreign policy may be
one of several factors that encourage the American public to take matters into its
own hands at the ballot box in November 2010 —and beyond.
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