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Abstract: 

Barack Obama’s election as the 44th U.S. President in 2008 sparkled hopes of change 

around the world. The emphasis he gave on the Middle East led many to believe that 

a new era had begun for the U.S. foreign policy in the region. However, in contrast to 

his rhetoric, his actions have shown that there is no fundamental change, especially 

concerning the Palestinian issue. This paper focuses on the Palestinian issue and the 

USA’s foreign policy towards it. It focuses on Barack Obama’s rhetoric concerning 

Palestine and makes a comparison with what has been said and what has been done, 

during 2008-2011. Moreover, emphasis is given on three occasions: firstly, the Cairo 

Speech, additionally, the MENA remarks and finally the USA’s stance towards the 

Palestinian recognition by the United Nations. The paper concludes that although the 

USA has not lost the Middle East, it is very close to losing Palestine if it maintains the 

same stance.  

 

 

 

Περίληψη: 

Η εκλογή του Μπαράκ Ομπάμα ως 44ου Προέδρου των ΗΠΑ το 2008 γέννησε ελπίδες 

αλλαγής παγκοσμίως. Η έμφαση που έδωσε στη Μέση Ανατολή, έκανε πολλούς να 

πιστέψουν ότι μια νέα εποχή είχε ξεκινήσει για την εξωτερική πολιτική των ΗΠΑ στην 

περιοχή. Παρόλα αυτά σε αντίθεση με τα λεγόμενά του, οι πράξεις του δεν έχουν δείξει 

να υπάρχει κάποια ουσιαστική αλλαγή, κυρίως όσον αφορά το Παλαιστινιακό Ζήτημα. Η 

συγκεκριμένη έρευνα δίνει έμφαση στο Παλαιστινιακό ζήτημα και την αμερικανική 

εξωτερική πολιτική προς αυτό. Επικεντρώνεται στη ρητορική του Μπαράκ Ομπάμα 

σχετικά με την Παλαιστίνη και συγκρίνει το τι έχει ειπωθεί με το τι έχει γίνει μεταξύ των 

ετών 2008 και 2011. Επιπλέον, ιδιαίτερη έμφαση δίνεται σε τρεις περιπτώσεις: αρχικά 

στην ομιλία του Καΐρου, στη συνέχεια στα σχόλια για τη Μέση Ανατολή και Βόρεια 

Αφρική και, τέλος, σχετικά με τη στάση που κράτησαν οι ΗΠΑ ως προς την αναγνώριση 

της Παλαιστίνης από τα Ηνωμένα Έθνη. Το συμπέρασμα της έρευνας είναι πως αν και οι 

ΗΠΑ δεν έχουν χάσει εξ’ ολοκλήρου τη Μέση Ανατολή, εάν συνεχίσουν να κρατούν την 

τωρινή τους θέση, θα βρεθούν πολύ κοντά στο να χάσουν την Παλαιστίνη. 
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(2008-2012) 
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Junior Research Scholar, Strategy International 

 

Introduction 

There has been a lot of debate on whether the USA has lost the Middle East and while 

this is still to be seen; what is almost certain is that it has lost the Arab-Israeli Conflict. There 

have been a lot of attempts by the USA to play an important mediation role in the conflict, 

yet nothing vital has come out of it so far. When Barack Obama was elected for his first 

term, many were excited over the fact that change was about to come not only in the USA 

but around the world too. Although the withdrawal of the US troops from Iraq and the 

killing of Osama Bin Laden can be seen as a successful foreign policy, it can be said that the 

US president has kept a low profile so far; at least that is the case with regard to the Arab-

Israeli conflict. Concerning his administration’s relations with the Palestinians, Barack 

Obama has been controversial. While he has declared that during his presidency, he will seek 

a fair solution for both sides; his administration has disagreed with almost every Palestinian 

move.  

Has Barack Obama lost his credibility concerning the Palestinian issue? This is the 

question this paper seeks to answer by looking at the most important developments during 

Barack Obama’s first term. It should be noted that this paper neither examines the Arab-

Israeli conflict per se, nor the American-Israeli relations during Obama’s Presidency. In 

contrast, it looks at the USA’s response to the Palestinian issue from 2008 until 2012.  

The purpose of this paper is to examine the US Foreign Policy toward Palestine during 

Obama’s administration. Firstly, the USA-Israeli relations will be examined with an emphasis 

on the main reasons of this close relationship. In addition, the paper focuses on Barack 

Obama’s promises concerning the Israeli-Palestinian with reference to the president’s 

speeches concerning the Palestinian issue. The paper proceeds by looking at Obama’s 
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promises to the Palestinians with an emphasis on two important speeches he gave: the Cairo 

Speech in 2009 and the remarks about the developments in the Arab World in 2011. 

Last but not least, the USA’s stance regarding the decision of the Palestinian 

Authority’s bid to the UN in 2011 and 2012 are examined, along with the US reaction after 

UNESCO recognized Palestine and after the UN recognition in 2012. Taking into account 

Obama’s rationale on the Palestinian issue so far, the paper concludes that although the US 

has lost most of its credibility in managing the Palestinian issue during the Obama 

administration, there is still time to re-consider its approach.  

 

Methodology 

The methodology used in this paper is based on discourse and media analysis. Primary 

and secondary sources have been examined as well as news reports from Anglophone news 

agencies. The primary sources include two speeches by Barack Obama: the Cairo Speech and 

the MENA Remarks, as well as the resolution GA/11317 by the UN General Assembly 

concerning the Palestinian membership to the UN. The secondary sources include academic 

articles and books that focus on the Arab-Israeli conflict, USA foreign policy focusing on 

the Palestinian issue as well as articles that discuss Barack Obama’s policies toward the 

Middle East in general and Palestine in particular. Finally, the media analysis focuses on 

articles published mainly by western news agencies and examine recent developments in 

Palestine and the American responses; media analysis is used because of the fact that most of 

the developments discussed are recent and not many academic articles or other secondary 

sources analyze them.  

 

The US – Israeli Close Relations  

“The cultural identification of the United States with Israel simply by its nature excludes the 

Palestinians. Palestinians will never be part of the being of the United States and will never 

be perceived as contributing to U.S. strategy and defense”1  

 

                                                 
1 Kathleen Christison cited in Cheryl A. Rubenberg. The Palestinians. In Search of a Just Peace (Boulder & London: 

Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003) 
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The USA’s foreign policy and decisions toward the Middle East have always been 

influenced by Israel, and that is the case for the USA’s management of the Palestinian issue. 

There are three reasons that justify the constant Israeli influence:2 

1. The public opinion about Israel in the USA 

2. The geostrategic importance of Israel, especially during the Cold War 

3. The Israeli Lobby, and the Jewish electorate  

 

There is a common belief among the American public, which is also the justification 

for the creation of the Israeli State in 1948; that is, the belief that after the mass murders and 

horrendous suffering of the Jewish population in Europe during WWII, they deserved to 

have a nation of their own and the ability to protect themselves from any threats.3 In 

addition to that, there is the notion that the West has had the responsibility to protect the 

newly established state. However, as Jeff Halper4 mentions, Israel has used the Holocaust 

and the “Western/Christian guilt” as tools in order to justify its policies. Indeed this can 

explain the constant support from the West and particularly the USA, especially since Israel’s 

Arab neighbors have always been seen as threats.  

In addition, Israel was considered one of the most important allies and strategic assets 

to the USA during the Cold War, especially since its neighboring Arab States had the 

support of the Soviet Union. Thus, Israel was considered a trustworthy ally in an unstable 

region. Israel could balance the Soviet influence in the area and support the American allies 

in the region such as the Shah of Iran.5 This belief was strengthened after the Six Days War 

in 1967, in which Israel defeated three major Arab powers in only six days thus proving its 

strength and importance to the USA.6 Although after the end of the Cold War this argument 

                                                 
2 See: Rubenberg, The Palestinians, 285-6; Toby Dodge . “US Foreign Policy in the Middle East. In US Foreign Policy 

edited by Michael Cox and Doug Stokes, 214-234 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 

226-228. 
3 Rubenberg, The Palestinians, 286; Dodge US Foreign Policy in the Middle East, 226. 
4  See: Jeff Halper. 5ŜǎǇŀƛǊΥ LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ¦ƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ ²ŜŀǇƻƴ. Information Brief no. 72. (Washington, DC: Center for Policy 

Analysis on Palestine, 2001). 
5 Rubenberg, The Palestinians, 285-6; Dodge, US Foreign Policy in the Middle East, 226-228. 
6 See: In J. Bickerton. The Arab ς Israeli Conflict: A History (London: Reaktion Books, 2009), 126; Dodge, US Foreign 

Policy in the Middle East; Mearsheimer, John J. and Steven M. Walt. The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy. 
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was questioned since the Soviet threat no longer existed, it can be said that it became 

relevant once more after 9/11; Israel is again considered as a strong partner that helps the 

USA deal with the rising Arab/Islamic fundamentalism.       

Last but not least, the Israeli Lobby, and the Jewish electorate are of great importance 

to the way the USA designs and implements its foreign policy in the Middle East in general, 

and in Palestine in particular. The Israeli Lobby is one of the strongest, if not the strongest 

in the USA and its role is to draw the US policies and shape the American public opinion 

closer to pro-Israeli views.7 The Israeli Lobby and more specifically AIPAC, which is the 

most powerful organization within the Lobby, by employing arguments like above-discussed, 

have achieved to influence the US policy-makers in adopting more supportive policies 

towards Israel throughout the years.8 Furthermore, the US officials take into a serious 

account the Jewish electorate, especially during election periods; although the Jewish 

population is quite small,9 they live in States of great electoral importance, such as Florida.10 

It has been noticed that the majority of the Jewish population usually votes for the 

Democratic Party thus both parties take them into account.11  

 

Barack Obama and the Palestinians 

Obama’s biggest foreign policy challenge has been the re-approach of the Middle East 

and the Muslim world in order to alter the negative American image aboad, which he 

inherited from the  from the previous administration12. Yet, despite his initial plans and 

                                                                                                                                                             
Faculty Research Working Paper Series, RWP06-011. (Harvard University, 2006), 1 

http://web.hks.harvard.edu/publications/workingpapers/citation.aspx?PubId=3670; Rubenberng, The Palestinians. 
7 Dodge, US Foreign Policy in the Middle East; Rubenberg The Palestinians. 
8 Ibid. 
9 2.1% of total population, or 6,588,0.65 out of 308,745,538 For more details see: Ira Sheskin, and Arnold Dashefky. 

Jewish Population in the United States (North American Jewish Data Bank, 2011) 

.http://www.jewishdatabank.org/Reports/Jewish_Population_in_the_United_States_2011.pdf  
10 Apart from the fact that New York and Massachusetts have the biggest Jewish population in the USA, with 8,4% 

and 4.3% respectively, States that usually determine the elections such as Florida (3.4%), Nevada (2.8%), 

Pennsylvania(2.3%), Colorado (1.8%), Ohio (1.3%), and Virginia (1.2%) follow For more see: (Sheskin and Doskefky, 

Jewish Population in the United States. 
11 Dodge, US Foreign Policy in the Middle East; Rubenberg The Palestinians. 
12 Asaf Siniver, “Change Nobody Believes In: Obama and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict”, Diplomacy and Statecraft 

22 (2011): 680. 

http://web.hks.harvard.edu/publications/workingpapers/citation.aspx?PubId=3670
http://www.jewishdatabank.org/Reports/Jewish_Population_in_the_United_States_2011.pdf
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promises concerning the Arab – Israeli conflict it seems that there has not been a significant 

shift from previous administrations and especially from Bush’s approach to the issue.13 Yet, 

it is important to examine Barack Obama’s promises and try to evaluate his decisions. There 

are three moments during Barack Obama’s presidency that depict his rationale toward the 

Palestinian issue. First of all the Cairo Speech which marks Barack Obama’s initial plan for 

the Middle East in general and specifically Palestine. Secondly, the president’s remarks about 

the Palestinian borders; and thirdly the US reaction to the Palestinian UN bid, the UNESCO 

recognition, and the reaction to the UN recognition in 2012. 

 

The Cairo Speech 

Obama’s Cairo Speech, which was delivered in June 2009 at Cairo University was seen 

as a new approach to the Muslim world, and the Palestinian issue could not be absent from 

it. In the Cairo speech Barack Obama made clear that Israel was and is of great importance 

to the United States, however, he also gave emphasis on the fact that the conflict should 

come to an end, and a solution that would satisfy both sides is needed. Additionally he 

emphasized the fact that Palestinians should avoid violence, and recognized Hamas’ 

importance to the majority of Palestinians while urging them to abandon any form of 

violence and recognize Israel. At the same time he insisted that Israel should recognize 

Palestine’s right to exist and emphasized the USA’s opposition to the continuous Israeli 

settlements. 

 

“Palestinians must abandon violence. Resistance through violence and killing is wrong and 

does not succeed. (…)Hamas does have support among some Palestinians, but they also have 

responsibilities. To play a role in fulfilling Palestinian aspirations, and to unify the 

Palestinian people, Hamas must put an end to violence, recognize past agreements, and 

recognize Israel's right to exist. (…) . At the same time, Israelis must acknowledge that just 

as Israel's right to exist cannot be denied, neither can Palestine's. The United States does 

                                                 
13 Siniver “Change Nobody Believes In”. 
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not accept the legitimacy of continued Israeli settlements. This construction violates previous 

agreements and undermines efforts to achieve peace. It is time for these settlements to stop.”14  

 

The Cairo Speech, and the remarks by the Obama administration that followed, raised 

the expectations for the Palestinian Authority, as it seemed that the USA would adopt a 

harsher stand toward Israel thereby supporting Palestine15. However, despite Obama’s 

appealing rhetoric, nothing new was heard since a two state solution was pursued by 

previous presidents and the Israeli settlements had been criticized in the past.16 

 

The MENA Remarks 

The second moment that showed Obama’s support and determination to a resolution 

was his remarks to the State Department about the developments in the Middle East and 

North Africa, where he gave a lot of emphasis on the Arab – Israeli Conflict. In this speech 

the US president supported a two state solution based on the pre-1967 war borders. 

  

“The United States believes that negotiations should result in two states, with permanent 

Palestinian borders with Israel, Jordan, and Egypt, and permanent Israeli borders with 

Palestine.  We believe the borders of Israel and Palestine should be based on the 1967 lines 

with mutually agreed swaps, so that secure and recognized borders are established for both 

states.  The Palestinian people must have the right to govern themselves, and reach their full 

potential, in a sovereign and contiguous state.” 17 

 

At the same time, Barack Obama emphasized the fact that the US-Israeli relations are 

deep rooted and that the USA’s “commitment to Israel’s security is unbreakable”. In 

addition, he insisted that Israel has a right to defend itself. Nevertheless, he made clear that it 

                                                 
14 For full speech see: Barack Obama. “Obama’s Speech in Cairo”.  New York Times, June 4, 2009. Accessed 

December 10, 2012 http://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/04/us/politics/04obama.text.html?pagewanted=all.  
15 Issacharoff, Avi. “Palestinian Authority Looks Ahead to Second Obama Term with Weary Optimism”. Haaertz, 

November 09, 2012. Accessed December 29, 2012  http://www.haaretz.com/weekend/week-s-end/palestinian-

authority-looks-ahead-to-second-obama-term-with-weary-optimism-1.476408.  
16 Siniver “Change Nobody Believes In”, 684. 
17 For full speech see: Barack Obama. “Remarks by the President on the Middle East and North Africa”. The White 

House, May 19, 2011. Accessed December 10, 2012 Available at: http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-

office/2011/05/19/remarks-president-middle-east-and-north-africa.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/04/us/politics/04obama.text.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.haaretz.com/weekend/week-s-end/palestinian-authority-looks-ahead-to-second-obama-term-with-weary-optimism-1.476408
http://www.haaretz.com/weekend/week-s-end/palestinian-authority-looks-ahead-to-second-obama-term-with-weary-optimism-1.476408
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/05/19/remarks-president-middle-east-and-north-africa
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/05/19/remarks-president-middle-east-and-north-africa
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is up to both sides to come up with a viable peace plan – an allusion to the fact that the 

peace talks between the two sides had stopped in 2010. In spite of the fact that this speech 

was supposed to address the developments in the Middle East and North Africa due to the 

uprisings across the region, the emphasis on the Arab – Israeli conflict, which had not been 

influenced by the revolts, showed once again Obama’s commitment to the resolution of the 

conflict. It can be said that the fact that Obama addressed the issue in that specific speech 

was because he wanted to avert any influence the revolts might have had on Israel or the 

Occupied Territories. 

Israel’s reaction to the comments was immediate and not surprising. The Israeli Prime 

Minister insisted that Israel would not be viable and would remain ‘indefensible’ if it 

returned to the pre-1967 borders.18 In addition to that, 1,550 new settlements to the 

occupied territories, were approved;19 apart from the insistence by Israeli officials that these 

settlements were approved prior to Obama’s remarks,20 not only are they seen as a 

demonstration of power but also as  Israel’s constant implacability to the issue of settlements 

in the occupied territories.  

Despite that Obama’s comments and support of a two state solution based on the pre-

1967 borders may sound encouraging for a final end to the conflict, they are not original and 

do not really make an important shift from previous administrations. Asaf Siniver21 insists 

that Obama’s remarks on a two state solution were no different from Bush’s stance on that 

issue. Apart from G.W. Bush, Bill Clinton had also supported a two state solution.22 Besides 

the two-state solution, Barack Obama also mentioned the Israeli settlements. Yet, neither did 

he mention their illegality based on UN Security Council Resolution 446 (1976), nor did he 

                                                 
18 “Obama Seeks Palestine State on 1967 Borders”. Al Jazeera, May  19, 2011 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/americas/2011/05/2011519145837856559.html.  
19 See: Al Jazeera; Tom Cohen. “Obama Calls for Israel to Return to Pre-1967 Borders”. CNN, May 19, 2011. 

Accessed December 29, 2012 http://articles.cnn.com/2011-05-19/politics/obama.israel.palestinians_1_israel-

palestinian-conflict-borders-settlements/3?_s=PM:POLITICS. 
20 Cohen, “Obama Calls for Israel to Return to Pre-1967 Borders”. 
21 Siniver “Change Nobody Believes In”, 684. 
22 Jeremy Pressman. “Clinton, Bush, and Obama Statements on a Two-State Solution”. May 2011 

www.juancole.com/images/2011/05/Clinton-Bush-Obama1.pdf. 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/americas/2011/05/2011519145837856559.html
http://articles.cnn.com/2011-05-19/politics/obama.israel.palestinians_1_israel-palestinian-conflict-borders-settlements/3?_s=PM:POLITICS
http://articles.cnn.com/2011-05-19/politics/obama.israel.palestinians_1_israel-palestinian-conflict-borders-settlements/3?_s=PM:POLITICS
http://www.juancole.com/images/2011/05/Clinton-Bush-Obama1.pdf
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urge Israel to stop these actions; thus it sounded as if he characterized the settlements as 

illegitimate but not illegal.23 

After looking carefully at the Israel-Palestine comments in that speech it becomes very 

clear that Obama shifted the emphasis from Palestine to Israel and that did not pass 

unnoticed by media commentators24. While on the one hand he clearly supports a two state 

solution and in a very discreet but subtle way, he condemns the Israeli settlements in the 

Occupied Territories. On the other hand he emphasizes the USA’s deep-rooted relations 

with Israel and supports Israel’s right to defend itself, which sound as if he supports Israel’s 

shellings. 

 

The UN recognition and the USA’s Stance 

If someone looks carefully at the aforementioned speeches, they would come to the 

conclusion that the Obama administration was determined to give a viable solution to the 

Palestinian issue; a solution that would benefit both sides and it would not succumb to 

Israel’s demands and desires. Yet, despite the initial support and positive messages from 

Barack Obama, the USA’s stance did not change much from previous administrations. When 

Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinian Authority leader, decided to ask that Palestine be 

recognized by the UN, Obama was one of the first people to disagree with this move and 

tried to persuade Abbas not to seek recognition; that became even more obvious when the 

US vetoed the Palestinian bid in the Security Council.25 To justify his opposition to the 

Palestinian bid, Barack Obama insisted that a solution would only be possible with the 

continuation of peace talks between the two sides,26 a view that was also expressed in his 

‘pre-1967 remarks’. Moreover, when the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

                                                 
23 Siniver “Change Nobody Believes In”. 
24 Mark Lander, and  Steven Lee Myers. “Obama Sees ’67 Borders as Starting Point for Peace Deal” New York 

Times, November 19, 2011. Accessed January 5, 2013 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/20/world/middleeast/20speech.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.  
25 See: Helene Cooper. “Obama Says Palestinians Are Using Wrong Forum”. The New York Times, September  21, 

2011. Accessed January 5, 2013  http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/22/world/obama-united-nations-speech.html; 

Harriet Sherwood. “Palestinian Leadership Rejects Obama's Appeal to Delay UN Recognition Move” The Guardian, 

November 12, 2012. Accessed January 8, 2013 http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/nov/12/palestinian-

leadership-obama-un-recognition.  
26 Cooper “Obama Says Palestinians Are Using Wrong Forum”. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/20/world/middleeast/20speech.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/22/world/obama-united-nations-speech.html
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Organization (UNESCO) officially recognized Palestine, the United States Congress 

immediately announced that they would stop funding the organization (an amount of around 

$80 billion in annual dues and voluntary contributions)27 – a clear repercussion of the 

Palestinian recognition.  

Mahmoud Abbas made a second attempt for a Palestinian recognition a year later 

where he made a bid for a non-member observer state to the U.N. General Assembly; in 

contrast to the previous year, this time only a majority was essential in order for the 

recognition to be achieved. In November 2012 with 138 member states voting in favor, 9 

(including the USA and Israel) voting against, and 41 abstaining, the Palestinian Authority 

was granted a non-member observer state status.28 Apart from the fact that this recognition 

means Palestine can join other UN agencies and the International Criminal Court, it also 

means that it is a step closer to statehood. Yet again, as the USA is the biggest donor to UN 

agencies it is highly likely that it will stop funding them, as it did with UNESCO.29 Once 

                                                 
27 See: Jonathan Allen. “UNESCO Aid Cut by USA”. POLITICO, October 31, 2011. Accessed January 8, 2013. 

http://www.politico.com/news/stories/1011/67217.html; Gregg Carlstorm. “US Condemns UNESCO Over Palestine 

Vote” Al Jazeera. November  1, 2011. Accessed January 7 2013 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2011/10/2011103172551498181.html;  Susan Cornwell. ”U.S. Stops 

UNESCO Funding Over Palestinian Vote”. Reuters, October 31,2011. Accessed January 5, 2013  

http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/10/31/us-palestinians-unesco-usa-funding-idUSTRE79U5ED20111031;  

Ethan Bronner, and Christine Hausser. “U.N. Assembly, in Blow to U.S., Elevates Status of Palestine.” New York 

Times., November 29, 2012. Accessed January 6, 2013 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/30/world/middleeast/Palestinian-Authority-United-Nations-

Israel.html?ref=palestinianauthority.  
28 For full resolution see: United Nations, General Assembly Resolution GA/11317 

http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2012/ga11317.doc.htm. Also:  Louis Charbonneau. “Palestinians Win Implicit 

U.N. Recognition of Sovereign State”. Reuters, November 29, 2012. Accessed January 8, 2013 

http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/11/29/us-palestinians-statehood-idUSBRE8AR0EG20121129; Ewen 

MacAskill, and Chris McGreal. “UN General Assembly Makes Resounding Vote in Favour of Palestinian Statehood”. 

The Guardian, November 29, 2012. Accessed January 19, 2013 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/nov/29/united-nations-vote-palestine-state.  
29 Bronner and Hauser, “U.N. Assembly, in Blow to U.S., Elevates Status of Palestine; Hillary Leila Krieger. “US 

Senators Move to Cut PA Aid Should UN Bid Succeed”. The Jerusalem Post, November 11, 2012. Accessed January 

8, 2013 http://www.jpost.com/DiplomacyAndPolitics/Article.aspx?id=294019.  

Krieger “US Senators Move to Cut PA Aid Should UN Bid Succeed”; Julian Pecquet. “Obama Punts to Congress Over 

Repercussions for UN Palestine Vote”. The Hill, December 2, 2012. Accessed January 14, 2013  

http://thehill.com/blogs/global-affairs/middle-east-north-africa/270421-obama-punts-to-congress-on-

repercussions-for-un-palestine-vote.  
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again, the USA’s reaction was against the recognition, and before the vote it tied to persuade 

its allies, especially the European powers, to vote against it with not much success; France 

and Italy voted for the Palestinian Statehood, while the United Kingdom abstained.30 Once 

more, the USA’s arguments were the same as previously; before a Palestinian statehood, 

Israel and the Palestinians should resume talks and a solution shall be found between the 

two of them first. In addition to that, there have been talks31 about withholding aid from the 

Palestinian Authority.32  

Obama’s reaction to the Palestinian bid although contradictive to his initial 

commitment of resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict by supporting a two-state solution and 

criticizing Israel’s settlements, it is not surprising. The Palestinian bid came in a period when 

the American president kept a low foreign policy profile in many cases especially in the 

Middle East since the administration was not willing to be involved in any major conflicts in 

the region. In addition, the pre-election period played a serious role both in the president’s 

rhetoric and decisions. As mentioned previously, the American Jewish population although 

not big, is influential since it is centered in States that usually determine the electoral 

outcome. Although it has been supported that this factor has played a small role since the 

Jewish population traditionally leans toward the Democratic Party,33 it could not be ignored. 

 

Conclusion  

Examining Barack Obama’s stance on the Palestinian issue, during his first term, two 

very different approaches emerge. During the early time of his election, Barack Obama 

showed a strong support to the Palestinian Cause and a willingness to solve the Arab-Israeli 

                                                 
30 Bronner and Hauser, “U.N. Assembly, in Blow to U.S., Elevates Status of Palestine, 2012; UN Resolution 

GA/11317. 
31 While it is very likely that the US is going to take financial measures against Palestine, Israel has decided to 

withhold tax revenues, which is collecting on behalf of the Palestinian Authority or even expand its settlements in 

the West Bank. For more details see: Sherwood, Harriet. “Palestinian Leadership Rejects Obama's Appeal to Delay 

UN Recognition Move” The Guardian, November 12, 2012. Accessed January 8, 2013 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/nov/12/palestinian-leadership-obama-un-recognition. 
32 Ibid. 
33 MJ Rosenberg, “Obama’s Cynicism on Israel and Palestine”. The Huffington Post, November 30, 2012. Accessed 

January 10, 2013 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/mj-rosenberg/obamas-cynicism-on-israel_b_2217621.html.  
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conflict. However, while time passed little has been done. Although the American president 

seemed to support a two state solution in the pre-1967 borders, he only relied on his rhetoric 

while nothing fundamental was done. That rhetoric is what made the Palestinian Authority 

gain hopes that a solution was near and that the US current policy would shift from the 

previous administrations. However, as soon as the Palestinian Authority tried to move a step 

further and claim official recognition from the United Nations; the American President 

seemed to forget his initial support, lined with the Israeli administration and started 

threatening with sanctions.  

The USA may not have lost the Middle East just yet, but judging from Barack Obama’s 

stance on the Palestinian issue, it is very close in losing Palestine. What remains to be seen is 

Obama’s stance to the Palestinian issue during his second term. This time there are no 

electoral fears since he cannot be elected for a third term; the only electoral fear may be for 

the next House of Representatives elections that take place every two years. At the moment 

the House of Representatives is of a republican majority; yet it is highly unlikely that the 

developments in the Arab Israeli conflict will affect the House elections. As mentioned 

repeatedly in this paper, although the Jewish electorate is of great importance, they 

traditionally vote for the Democratic Party no matter its foreign policy. Therefore, one of 

the biggest obstacles Barack Obama had during his first term is not very significant this 

term. Nonetheless, there are still foreign and domestic preventive factors. On the one hand 

Israel will not allow a pro-Palestinian policy from the United States; and, although a small 

state, it indeed has power and influence over the USA. On the other hand there is the Israeli 

Lobby that has successfully influenced the US foreign policy over the years.  

Barack Obama can either follow the same policies as his predecessors or ignore these 

factors. If he chooses to follow the same policies as previously then it is more than likely that 

nothing will happen and the UN recognition will be insignificant even though the majority 

of the UN member states have voted for Palestine. It is the USA that in the end will 

determine a viable solution, although they insist that the solution should only be sought 

from the two concerned parties. On the other hand, if Barack Obama decides to go against 

old policies and defy the Israeli government then the USA can play one of the most 
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important roles in finally resolving the conflict. It is still too soon to predict what may 

happen in the next four years, yet, there are developments that the USA should not ignore 

such as the recent outcome of the Israeli elections and the re-approach between the PLO 

and Hamas. The US President should bear in mind these developments and start taking a 

more active role in resolving the conflict.  
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