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I
N JUNE of this year, Arab terror
ists hijacked a TWA jet on a 

flight from Athens and held its 
American passengers hostage for 
more than two weeks, demanding 
that Israel release over 700 Leba
nese imprisoned in a detention 
camp. The terrorists tried to create 
the impression that Israel was re
sponsible for the fate of the Amer
icans, and in this effort they were 
aided by some of their captives 
who told television audiences that 
Israel's prisoners were also host
ages. 

It was widely reported that the 
American public had accepted this 
interpretation, and had even begun 
to abandon its long-time support 
for Israel. Thus, although in the 
first week after the hijacking a ma
jority of Americans disagreed with 
the statement, put to them in two 
Washington Post/ ABC polJs, that 
"The United States should reduce 
its ties to Israel in order to reduce 
the acts of terrorism against us," 
by the second week, with the level 
of tension rising considerably, a 
third polJ found that more people 
agreed with the statement than dis
agreed (42 percent to 41 percent). 
In addition, a majority of the pub
lic in each poll believed that Israel 
had not done what it should have 
to help resolve the crisis. 

These results suggested that 
American public support for Israel 
could be undermined by anti-U.S. 
developments in the Middle East. If 
this were true, it would give fresh 
heart to terrorists. But the falJacy 
of such a conclusion was revealed 
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as soon as the hostages were re
leased. A poll taken after the crisis 
found that a majority of the public 
again opposed reducing U.S. ties 
to Israel, and a plurality (47-34 per
cent) believed that Israel had 
helped the United States resolve 
the crisis to the extent of its ability. 

The Beirut drama was just the 
most recent event in a turbulent 
period. In J 977, Seymour Martin 
Lipset and William Schneider, re
viewing public. opinion in the dec
ade following· the Six-Day War, 
found that sympathy for Israel had 
ranged between 35 and 56 percent 
while sympathy for the Arabs had 
varied between I and 9 percent.• 
Since that time, the Camp David 
peace treaty was signed (1979), Is
raeli jets bombed Beirut and the 
Iraqi nuclear reactor (1981), and 
Israel invaded Lebanon (1982). Still, 
although there has been a great 
deal of variation over the years, 
sympathy for Israel, generally near 
the 50 percent mark., has always far 
exceeded that for the Arabs. 

THE one exception was a Septem
ber 1982 survey taken just after 
the massacre of Palestinians at 
Sabra and Shatila. This massacre 
occurred during the Israeli occupa
tion of Lebanon, and although it 
was carried out by Lebanese-Chris
tian militiamen, the general per
ception was that Israel had played 
some role in it. A Gallup poll 
taken at the time found sympathy 
for Israel reaching a record low, 
and sympathy for the Arabs dou
bling its previous high. As hap
pened in I 985 during the hostage 
crisis, this result was widely cited as 
evidence that the American public 
disapproved of Israel's invasion of 
Lebanon and, what was more, that 
a fundamental shift in public atti
tudes was taking place. More astute 

58 

observers argued that the finding 
was a fluke, and that the basic un
derlying support for Israel had not 
diminished. The next polJ seemed 
to confirm this as sympathies re
turned to their pre-Lebanon levels. 

In general, it is true, the public 
did disapprove of the Israeli inva
sion of Lebanon, especially after 
the siege of Beirut began, even 
though many Americans were sym
pathetic to Israel's announced 
goal of driving the PLO out of 
Lebanon. This may demonstrate 
the way opinion often follows na
tional policy as enunciated in 
Washington: American officials had 
supported Israel's stated objective 
of removing the PLO from south
ern Lebanon, but opposed attacks 
on Beirut. 

In addition, public opinion re
acted to the perception that U.S. 
and Israeli interests were in con
flict; a New York Times/CBS News 
poll in April 1983 found a sub
stantial majority of the public in 
favor of suspending or reducing 
military aid to Israel "if the United 
States disapproves of Israel's not 
withdrawing troops from Leba
non." Yet here too, despite an over
all lack of support for Israel's in
volvement in Leba1nn, the public 
remained only slightly less sympa
thetic toward Israel than it had 
been in the past, and neither the 
Arab states nor the PLO benefited 
from public disaffection with the 
war. 

Israel, then, remains nearly as 
popular today as it was in 1967. 
Surveys have consistently shown a 
substantial majority believing that 
Israel is a friend or a close ally of 
the United States. In a June 1982 
Roper poll, for example, Israel was 
rated as a closer ally than West 
Germany, Japan, or France. Not 
that, in a crisis, the public would 
be willing to give the same support 
to Israel as to other allies. When in 
1981 Roper asked about the cir
cumstances that might justify using 
U.S. troops in other parts of the 

• "Carter vs. Israel: What the Polls Re
veal," COMMENTARY, November 1977. 






