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Abstract: The process of decision making in developed democracies is a difficult one. Arriving at a decision or shaping new legislation is 

time-consuming, demanding, and requires extensive knowledge. It is a natural state that the decisionmakers and legislators need external 

experts to guide and advise them. That is the role of lobby groups, bodies, and individuals. The Middle East is a strategic region for the USA 

for a number of reasons such as: the presence of strategic natural resources; the existence and possibility of proliferation of weapons of 

mass destruction; and is the home to two of America’s most vital partners in the region, Israel and Saudi Arabia. Therefore, the shape of 

American Middle East policy is of fundamental importance. This policy is also important for the local states in the region who want 

American policy to be in line with their expectations and interests. This policy is also vital for ethnic minorities and Americans who can 

trace their roots to the Middle East. These minorities, organized in formal and informal lobbies, work alongside the policymakers consulting 

and advising them, aiming for a more preferential policy towards the country of their interest.  

Therefore, comparing and contrasting the pro-Israeli and the pro-Arab lobby helps to understand the process of shaping American policy 

towards the Middle East. The two lobby groups, while operating in a common environment, differ significantly: the size of the lobby, the 

wealth, and also their place in American society, all have implications as to the effectiveness of their actions. Understanding American 

Middle East policy, how the USA shapes and executes its interests and policies in this strategic region, requires understanding of the pro-

Israeli and pro-Arab lobby in the USA. This knowledge is also essential to formulate our own opinions and positions on this difficult subject. 
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The process of governmental decision making in fully and well-

developed democracies, is a process that is delineated by the 

constitution. A state’s strategic decisions must have transparent 

purposes, meaning, and a goal understood by society and its 

constituents. And the USA and American society is of such kind, 

kind that functions under and with alliance to the constitution. 

The political decisions of the government are transparent and 

well presented to society. Lobbying, the action performed by 

lobby groups, at first sight, should not correspond to the actions 

of the government and its decision-making process. Yet, in the 

United States, it is fully aligned with the American constitution, 

political tradition, and political processes. 

The origins of lobbying in the USA go back to the 18th century, 

to one of the Founding Fathers and the 4th President of the 

United States, James Madison, who published the paper 

Federalist No 10, in which he addressed the issue of the 

management of factions, i.e. groups of individuals who share a 

common purpose in various interests: social, economic, or 

intellectual (Nogris, 2016). Madison, in his paper, argued that 

lobby groups (as they are known today) and their activity, must 

be regulated. They should be either banned or avowed and legally 

regulated with regard to their influence in the political game. 

Regulation of such upwards initiatives and actions allows for a 

greater participation of society in governing, and is a channel for 

voicing citizens’ concerns, moreover, in theory, it minimizes 

space bribery and corruption. Despite the idealistic assumption of 

Madison, by now we know, that financial gratification is among 

the most popular and effective means of influencing the decision 

makers. 

There is a wide variety of issues, policies, and decisions that 

might be vital to different groups and individuals. Therefore, the 

types, the origins, and the goals of such lobby groups are most 

manifold in industry interest groups, business ones, ones that are 

social issues oriented (especially in the multicultural and 

multiracial United States) and also place American foreign 

policies and relations as being of the greatest importance. 

Lobbying can vary because of its focus, but another vital 

difference is the style it is performed in. There is the formal one – 

registered and transparently carrying out its activities, but also 

the informal one – that is loosely organized individuals who are 

not indifferent about a certain issue and voice their preferences. 

A distinctive lobbying area concerns American policy towards 

the Middle East and the Middle East conflict. This region is of 

strategic importance to the United States for two main but 

equally important reasons. These two interests that have persisted 

over half a century now, are the presence of natural resources in 

the Middle East and the existence of a key American ally in the 

region, that is Israel (Pastusiak, 1973). Not only is the existence 

of oil and gas vital for the USA, but also securing and ensuring 

the free flow of these resources. Israel, as the only recognized 

democracy in the Middle East, is a natural American partner in 

the region. Another interest for Washington in the Middle East is 

maintaining the stability of friendly Arab states in the region, 

since this state promotes stability of global prices of strategic 

natural resources (Czornik, 2009). American policy towards the 

region faces a challenging obstacle, because historically Israel 

and the Arab states of the region were conflicted. Today, the 

Middle East conflict is best represented by the relationship of 

Israel and Palestine.  

The Middle East conflict has a dimension in the United States. 

The Arab countries and Israel have their supporters in American 

society who actively voice their concerns, and work on behalf of 

U.S. interests in the region and help shape American foreign 

policy. For better comprehension of this political phenomenon of 

ethnic lobbying in the United States, key crucial differences 

between the pro-Israeli and pro-Arab lobbies requires critical 

comparison, presented below in a table and commented on 

further.  

Pro-Israeli lobby Pro-Arab lobby 

Single goal Multi-goal 

Treated as Americans Treated as aliens 

Sympathy (WWII) No sympathy (9/11) 

Fighting terrorism Are terrorists 

Well financed Poorly financed 

Prominent in society Underrepresented 

Source: own work  

 

Lobby goals and vital statistics 

A key factor differentiating these lobby groups is their 

representation and the goals of their activities. The Pro-Israeli 

lobby is well defined, since the main focus of their activity is 

building a strong relationship between the USA and Israel. While 

the pro-Arab lobby is more complex within. The pro-Arab lobby 

consists of ethnic groups rooted in various countries (depending 

on the definition and methodology, about 20-23 different 

countries) who might share culture and religion, but who often 

might be conflicted or indifferent about other issues, which is a 

reason for a certain disunity within the lobby. The pro-Arab 

lobby might speak in one voice on common issues but might by 

in opposition on others, whereas the pro-Israeli lobby is unified 

in most matters. There is also a significant difference in the size 

of these ethnic minorities in the USA. According to the Pew 

Research Center, the estimated number of Jews in the USA is 

about 5.3 million. The total number of Arabs is 1.2 million Arabs 
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of whom only 85,000 are Palestinians. This above statistic is 

magnified by the fact that, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, 

the Arab population is concentrated in five states (key to winning 

the electoral college), and is still dwarfed by that of the Jews 

(except Michigan): 

State Arabs as % of 

total state 

population 

Jews as % of 

total state 

population 

California .56 3.3 

Florida .48 3.7 

Michigan 1.16 .90 

New Jersey .85 5.5 

New York .63 8.4 

Source: own work  

This disproportion, among other significant factors, contributes to 

the strength and effectiveness of the pro-Israeli lobby in 

comparison to the pro-Arab one. 

 

The fact that the pro-Israeli lobby (ethnic minority) is more 

numerous and is concentrated in key electoral college states is 

strengthened further by the fact that American Jews are 

politically aware and active. This is a result of above-average 

educated citizens, and this is the case of Americans Jews who 

attend colleges and universities investing in education. The two 

factors, practicing democratic virtues of voting and speaking in 

one voice, make these minorities especially effective and 

valuable in the eyes of politicians. In contrast, the Arab ethnic 

minority is less numerous and less active. As Harry Truman 

remarked “In all of my political experience I don’t ever recall the 

Arab vote swinging a close election’ (Mearsheimer, Walt, 2007). 

Therefore, the politicians do not recognize this ethnic minority 

and the pro-Arab lobby as either a source of power or a threat and 

strategically (reaching personal goals) do not find it attractive. 

 

The question of sympathy 

Lobby organizations do not operate in a void but within society, 

among citizens and individuals who have their preferences, who 

have their sympathies and who also might be and are naturally 

biased. If it comes to the two discussed ethnic groups, they are 

differently perceived in American society. As the graph below 

shows American approach towards the actors of the conflict is 

disproportional (Saad, 2010):  

 
 

 This approach is reflected in the United States as well. 

Americans have sympathies with Jews and American Jews for a 

few reasons: The Holocaust experience, shared democratic 

values, and fighting terrorism. Despite the fact that Israel is 

targeted by local terrorism, Israel as a state, just like the USA, is 

a target of attacks. Consequently, Arab minorities in the United 

States are perceived as different, alien, and even a threat. The 

9/11 attacks were carried out by terrorists from the Middle East. 

Also, Americans perceive aspects connected to Arabs, Muslim 

and the Middle East as the source of the biggest threat to the 

United States (Carroll, 2004): 

 
Such an approach of Americans to minorities allows the pro-

Israeli lobby, in comparison to the pro-Arab/Palestinian one, 

operate more freely in a friendly environment, and thus be more 

effective. 

 

Place in society 

As argued above, the pro-Israeli minority has an upper hand in 

American society over the pro-Arab/Palestinian one. Lobbying is 

a process, an activity, that requires funding. Such operations 

without sufficient monetary instruments are less effective. 

Therefore, effective lobbying and ethnic representation demands 

capital. Capital is correlated with prominence in the society and 

follows a logical pattern: good (expensive) education  well 

paid profession  successful career   wealth and prominence. 

Prominent, successful, well-off individuals who are dedicated 

towards a cause, become sponsors and donors. Analyzing the two 

ethnic groups through these criteria, it must be noted that Arab 

Americans are neither as wealthy, well organized, numerous, or 

politically active as Jewish Americans. As a group, Arab 

Americans have not been as successful in reaching prominent 

positions in academia, business, and the media, and they are also 

less visible in politics (Mearsheimer, Walt, 2007). This 

phenomenon can be explained by the fact, that Jewish 

immigration has a longer tradition, while the Arab one is 

relatively recent. And it is not the first generation of immigrants 

who are present in important positions. There is the trace of the 

second, third, and next generations who become more affluent 

and successful. According to The Jewish Virtual Library, the list 

of prominent companies founded by American Jews is 

exceptionally long, which proves how effective this minority is, 

among these companies are: Dunkin Donuts, Facebook, Google, 

Goldman Sachs, Oracle, Starbucks, Warner Bros. Pictures, and 

Dell. Naturally not all successful Jewish businessman are 

lobbyists, but globally, Jews show a high level of identity 

awareness. In fact, about a third of American Jews do not identify 

Israel as a particularly salient issue (Cohen, 2006). Yet, Arab 

Americans, on the average, are less successful and prominent in 

American society. 

A similar pattern can be spotted in American politics, where the 

decision-making process is taking place. Because of the facts 

discussed above as being less numerous, less prominent and 

possibly, averagely, not as well educated, American Muslims (a 

much broader) are underrepresented in politics. There were 30 

Jews in the 115th Congress and 9 senators while only 2 members 

of Congress are followers of Islam (Cooney, 2016). Therefore, 

also in Washington, where the decision processes are taking 

place, the presence of Jewish Americans dominates that of Arab 

Americans. These politicians not only guide the legislative 

processes but also represent a certain ethnic minority. As a 
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consequence, these statistics add to a picture of a more influential 

Jewish ethnic group in the USA. 

Structure of the lobby 

Groups of interest, commonly known as lobby groups, consist of 

formal and informal components. The first and foremost 

difference between the two is the level of openness in supporting 

a case. It is widely accepted that formal lobby groups and 

individuals must be registered. They must function with 

accordance to the law and within a legal frame. That especially 

refers to the methods and tools of lobbying, mostly the 

transparency of any money transferred.  

The informal lobby will be individuals and organizations who 

sympathize with a cause. In case of the pro-Israeli lobby, it will 

be Jewish Americans, Christian Americans who support Israel 

and U.S.-Israel for moral and religious matters, and Americans 

who see Israel as a friendly state and Jews as a minority who 

have historically suffered. This support is difficult to measure 

since the effects of verbal, moral support, writing emails, and 

calling congressman does not have a numerical value. This high 

political pro-Jewish activism forces the policymakers to consider 

their voting approach. There are no benefits to candidates for 

taking an openly anti-Israel stance and considerable costs in the 

potential loss of campaign contributions and votes from Jews and 

non-Jews alike (Bard, 2017).  

For the reasons elaborated on earlier, the pro-Arab lobby is far 

less effective. Among other disadvantageous characteristics such 

as being less numerous, less visible, and not as well-off, the pro-

Arab minority is characterized by disunity. It is precluded from 

effective representation of the Arabs. A number of human rights 

organizations have voiced their concern about the mistreatment 

of Arab Americans (this was especially visible following the 9/11 

attacks) and have also warned about the violation of human rights 

in the Middle East, such actions can hardly be treated as 

lobbying. 

The organization that formally and directly lobbies the U.S. 

government on behalf of Israel and the one with widest scope and 

recondition is AIPAC – American Israeli Public Affairs 

Committee. AIPAC is possibly the most powerful PAC (political 

action committee) coordinating the work of various pro-Israeli 

organizations. PACs are institutions that pool campaign 

contributions from members and donates those funds to 

campaigns for or against candidates or legislation actions. Yet, it 

must be clarified that AIPAC is not registered as a PAC (yet it 

operates as one) with the Federal Election Commission. It does 

not rate, endorse, or finance candidates, but it guides other PACs 

and also the informal lobby on how to take pro-Israeli action. For 

nearly the last 70 years, AIPAC has remained nonpartisan, 

thereby keeping friends among both political parties. A second, 

and equally important pro-Israeli organization is the Conference 

of Presidents of Major Jewish American Organizations. It is 

composed of 55 different organizations and is responsible for 

formulating and articulating the official Jewish-American 

position on foreign policy matters. Members of these 

organizations, lobbyists themselves, are mostly Capitol Hill 

veterans who know and understand the complexity of decision-

making processes. 

Similarly, the formal pro-Arab lobby is built of former 

government officials. It is slightly younger than the pro-Israeli 

one and dates back to 1972 (NAAA – National Association of 

Arab-Americans). It was consciously patterned after AIPAC. 

Yet, pro-Arab activities for a more even-handed American 

Middle East policy is often dominated by major oil companies’ 

actions that concentrate on the natural resources of the Middle 

East and the countries rich in these resources. Again, a lack of 

one unified voice, make the pro-Arab lobby diluted.     

 

Campaign donation 

It’s difficult to measure, but without a doubt, political campaign 

contributions are considered an important means of influence, 

thus a frequently and preferably used tool by different groups of 

interest including the lobby groups.  

The campaign contribution scale shows another disproportion 

between the pro-Israeli and pro-Arab lobby. The most transparent 

method of analyzing contribution engagement is through a PAC 

and their sponsoring actions. It must be noted that financial 

measure can be used to promote a candidate, a politician, or to 

minimize the chances of him being elected by discrediting him. 

The chart below presents the disproportion of financial 

engagement of pro-Israeli and pro-Arab PAC’s in election cycles 

(Jewish Virtual Library, 2016): 

Election 

Cycle 

Pro-Israel 

PACs 

Pro-Arab 

PACs 

2016 $3,366,343 $95,550 

2014 $2,913,897 $99,266 

2012 $2,977,189 $44,100 

2010 $3,186,082 $80,740 

2008 $3,381,779 $143,755 

2006 $3,155,891 $121,176 

2004 $3,350,438 $143,950 

2002 $2,918,589 $55,550 

TOTAL $25,250,208 $784,087 

 

This disproportion has resulted in greater visibility for the pro-

Israeli lobby and is the reason why they are more welcome on 

Capitol Hill. 

This unequal pattern (seen in the graph below) is followed by the 

general volume of contributions, not only by PAC’s but by lobby 

groups in a broader understanding (Pro-Israel and Pro-Arab 

Interests: The Money, 2002): 

 
As will be presented below, financial support can be used to 

promote or discredit a politician. A bigger budget allows for 

greater coverage of promoting or defaming a candidate. Yet, the 

greater financial resources of the pro-Israeli lobby is used also to 

educate politicians. Congressman and other decisionmakers are 

invited to vicinity tours of Israel. There, they learn the history 

and culture of Israel, they also are given an opportunity to 

understand more in-depth, the uniqueness of Israel and the 

importance of U.S.-Israeli relations (Abourezk, 2007). Such trips 

are not offered, officially, by the pro-Arab lobby organizations. 

 

Means of influence 

Ethnic lobby methodologies and tools are like any other lobby. 

The ethnic specificity does not require development of any other 

specific techniques of putting pressure on the decision makers. 

Naturally, the most commonly used method, described above, is 

voting power, the basic tool that citizens have in a democratic 

state. What must be emphasized however, is that the Jewish 

American vote has a unique power. The Jewish American 
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population is concentrated in a few key electoral college states, 

they have high voter turnout and what is more, American Jews 

tend to follow the Jewish organizations’ voting guidelines and are 

compatible with both traditional Republican and Democratic 

agendas. Thus, the Jewish ethnic minority has swing vote power. 

It has the potential of being decisive in the most important key 

states. 

The other means of influence also discussed is the power of 

money. Above the fact that the Jewish lobby is economically 

superior, it also skillfully organizes and distributes donations. 

AIPAC does not donate funds itself, but it connects donors with 

political figures it chooses to support. Such personal targeting 

makes the political candidates personally responsible to a donor. 

In case of winning a political race, the politician is taken on a trip 

to Israel, which only strengthens his or her sympathy for Israel 

and the donors. 

Another method used by lobby groups is to establish think tanks 

– expert, advisory bodies that employ academics, experts, and 

politicians (often retired). Such bodies are present in the media 

and also serve as external experts. Again, the number of pro-

Israeli think tanks dominate the pro-Arab ones and are ever-

present in Washington D.C. According to Mearsheimer and Walt, 

"pro-Israel figures have established a commanding presence at 

the American Enterprise Institute, the Center for Security Policy, 

the Foreign Policy Research Institute, the Heritage Foundation, 

the Hudson Institute, the Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis, 

and the Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs (JINSA) 

(Mearsheimer, Walt, 2007). To a great extent these think tanks do 

play an informative role and they do explain the Middle East 

complexity, but this pro-Israeli think tank activity dominates the 

discourse on the Middle East. 

The educational dimension of lobby groups is present also at 

American universities and colleges. Establishing student clubs, 

interest groups, or other student bodies aimed at educating young 

people, fighting discrimination (anti-Semitism), and also teaching 

the importance of political activity at the grassroots level. Both 

ethnic minorities are active at this level, yet again it is the Jewish 

one which has better organization and funding, which is crucial 

for its existence. While a growing number of students from the 

Middle East attend American universities (they can afford high 

tuition fees), they are not active in promoting their home 

countries. 

Lobby in action 

Both of the discussed ethnic lobby groups succeed in their 

actions on numerous occasions. 

One example, broadly analyzed and discussed, was the role of the 

pro-Israeli lobby in driving the U.S. to war with Iraq in 2003. 

Advisors to George W. Bush originated from the neoconservative 

movement. A hawkish political movement advocating for peace 

through strength. Neoconservatives grew in strength and 

influence during the administration of George W. Bush (in the 

wake of the 9/11 attacks), when they played a major role in 

promoting and planning the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Prominent 

neoconservatives in the George W. Bush administration included 

Paul Wolfowitz, Elliott Abrams, Richard Perle, and Paul Bremer, 

who all view Israel as a strategic partner for the U.S. and who are 

widely associated with pro-Israeli movements. They argued, that 

even if evidence does not link Iraq directly to the 9/11 attacks, 

the eradication of terrorism and its sponsors must include 

removing Hussein (Mearsheimer, Walt, 2007). The consequence 

of the war against Hussein and removing him from office was a 

long-lasting destabilization of the Middle East and the birth of 

ISIS. 

Yet a spectacular failure of the pro-Israeli lobby was the U.S.–

Saudi Arabia AWACS (surveillance planes) sale in 1986-87, then 

the largest foreign arms sale in U.S. history. Arming Saudi 

Arabia with the most modern equipment was not received 

warmly on Capitol Hill, the Pentagon, American society, and the 

pro-Israeli lobby, seeing this sale as a direct threat to Israeli 

security (Bard, 2010). This deal was seen as technology for oil 

access but jeopardizing the security of Israel.  A May 1981 poll 

showed that 52% of those surveyed opposed arms sales to any 

country, and only 19% wanted the U.S. to sell AWACS to Saudi 

Arabia. The Senate was divided on this deal voting 52 to 48 to 

permit the sale of AWACS planes and other air combat 

equipment to Saudi Arabia (Mohr, 1981). This deal shows the 

effectiveness of the pro-oil lobby which at that time (and possibly 

still today) shared many interests with the pro-Arab lobby, and 

the weakness of the pro-Israeli lobby at the same time.  

Both presented examples are equally fascinating and startling, 

how well-organized ethnic minorities can influence decision 

makers in the United States. 
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