
Frida Ghitis

World Citizen: Netanyahu’s Speech 
Divides Washington—and Israel

March 5, 2015



2

W
PR

 C
O

LU
M

N

WPR Column | WWW.WORLDPOLITICSREVIEW.COM

World Citizen: Netanyahu’s Speech 
Divides Washington—and Israel

March 5, 2015
Frida Ghitis

When the idea f irst emerged of g iv ing a speech before the U.S. Con-
gress on the threat posed by Iran’s nuclear program, Israel i Pr ime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his pol it ica l adv isers must have 
thought the plat form would g ive him a strong boost in Israel’s upcom-
ing parl iamentary elect ions, scheduled for March 17. The hero’s wel-
come they expected Netanyahu to receive would a l l but ensure success 
in his quest for another term in the pr ime minister’s of f ice.

Electoral pol it ics, to be sure, were not the only or even the pr incipal 
reason for Netanyahu’s decision to del iver his controversia l address. 
Netanyahu genuinely sees himself as a man with a histor ic mission to 
safeguard Israel and prevent another Holocaust of the Jewish people.   
Anyone who thinks the decision to speak in Washington was a l l about 
pol it ics does not understand him.

St i l l , mi l lenary histor ic considerat ions aside, Netanyahu’s act ions are 
hardly free from pol it ica l considerat ions. To the contrary, i f the pr ime 
minister is to save his people, he would argue, he must remain their 
top leader. And that requires winning elect ions.

The speech in Washington aimed to warn the U.S. and the world 
about the dangers of a weak deal with Iran in the ongoing nuclear 
negot iat ions. In the process, it was reasonable for Netanyahu to expect 
the event would secure a boost two weeks ahead of the elect ion. That 
was part icularly important because the pol ls show Netanyahu’s Likud 
facing a sturdy chal lenge from his more dovish pol it ica l r ivals.

But anyone who thought the Washington per formance would cl inch 
v ictory fai led to foresee the diplomat ic and pol it ica l f irestorm it 
ignited. Israel i voters have an uncommonly keen understanding of 
American pol it ics, and they are painful ly aware of the importance of 



3

W
PR

 C
O

LU
M

N

WPR Column | WWW.WORLDPOLITICSREVIEW.COM

W
PR

 C
O

LU
M

N

t ies with the U.S. to their country’s secur ity. As a result, what looked 
l ike a sure bet for Netanyahu turned into a complicated, nerve-rack ing 
mess for voters.

The speech, and part icularly the lead-up to it , heightened anxiet ies 
among voters in Israel and among supporters of Israel in the U.S. 
More troubl ing for Netanyahu, it sparked an unprecedented wave of 
cr it icism from secur ity experts at home, potent ia l ly eroding any elec-
toral advantages from the address.

Init ia l ly, the electoral calculus went something l ike this: Netanyahu 
would walk into the U.S. Congress to deafening applause from both 
sides of the aisle. He would del iver a predictably powerful speech, 
which would not only have an impact in the U.S., but would show the 
people of Israel that he is a fearless leader, respected in the heart of 
the world’s most powerful country. Sure, he would ratt le U.S. Presi-
dent Barack Obama, but he might nudge the Iran debate just enough 
to produce a stronger agreement with Iran, one that would make 
Israel safer. In the process, Israel i voters would see how their pr ime 
minister’s orator ical prowess and grasp of American pol it ics made 
their country secure. After watching such a per formance Israel i voters 
would say, How could we go on with any other pr ime minister? Who 
could possibly replace Bibi?

That was the plan, at least for a certain segment of the electorate. 
Sure, left ist voters would never support Netanyahu. But those on the 
r ight, ent iced by a slew of r ight ist part ies compet ing with Likud, 
would l ine up behind Netanyahu. The speech would do enough to 
cement the loyalty of waver ing Likudniks, whi le possibly peel ing away 
some support from part ies to the r ight of Likud and perhaps even from 
some undecided voters in the middle.

The plan had every chance of work ing because, despite the strong 
per formance of his r ivals in the pol ls, a l l L ikud needs to come ahead 
in the elect ions is to eke out just a few more seats than it is current ly 
projected to take.

The pol ls have consistent ly shown a t ight race. In one taken about a 
week ago, Likud would capture 24 seats, just two more than the Zion-
ist Union, a bloc formed by Labor’s Isaac Herzog and former Just ice 

http://knessetjeremy.com/2015/03/01/i24-newsgeocartography-poll-likud-24-zionist-union-22-bayit-yehudi-14-the-joint-arab-list-12-yesh-atid-11-koolanu-9
http://knessetjeremy.com/2015/03/01/i24-newsgeocartography-poll-likud-24-zionist-union-22-bayit-yehudi-14-the-joint-arab-list-12-yesh-atid-11-koolanu-9
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Minister Tzipi Livni.

But another pol l released Tuesday, the day of the speech, showed the 
Zionist Union in f irst place, with 24 seats ahead of Likud’s 21. Wheth-
er the Zionist Union, with its centr ist and left-of-center support, could 
form a major ity coal it ion in the 120-seat Knesset, the Israel i parl ia-
ment, is another matter. But for now, coming in f irst is what counts.

Netanyahu is eyeing the Zionist Union with the greatest concern. But 
just as important, he is keeping a close watch on Bayt Hayehudi ( Jew-
ish Home), the r ight ist party led by Nafta l i Bennett, his former chief 
of staf f and current r ival for leadership of the r ight.

Bennett, current ly economy minister, was in the U.S. prov iding rhe-
tor ical back ing to Netanyahu in the days leading up to speech. But 
he worr ies Netanyahu. Bayt Hayehudi is in third place in many of the 
pol ls, with about 14 seats. I f the speech could take a few votes from 
Bennett, it might just cl inch f irst place for Likud.

The speech itsel f went wel l. The U.S. Congress roared with applause, 
and there were more than two dozen standing ovat ions. But it was 
what came before that undermined the plan to turn the event into an 
electoral apotheosis.

Israel is were stunned to hear their former ambassador to the U.S., 
Michael Oren, advise Netanyahu to cancel the speech. Oren told Is-
rael i telev ision that the speech was causing a dangerous r i ft with the 
White House and would be counterproduct ive in the ef fort to stop 
Iran’s nuclear weapons pursuit, which he cal led “Israel’s two existen-
t ia l needs.”

Then came an even more damning cr it icism. A coal it ion of 180 for-
mer mil itary and intel l igence of f icia ls urged Netanyahu to scrap the 
speech to avoid hurt ing Israel’s secur ity, too.

On Tuesday, when the speech aired on Israel i telev ision, elect ion 
author it ies ordered a f ive-minute delay so they could erase blatant ly 
pol it ica l mater ia l. But there was no need. The pol it ica l messages had 
already been broadcast in newspaper columns and sidewalk cafes.

Netanyahu del ivered a strong speech, as everyone expected. But the 

http://www.timesofisrael.com/poll-gives-zionist-union-3-seat-edge-over-likud
http://www.timesofisrael.com/ex-israeli-ambassador-to-us-pm-should-cancel-congress-speech
http://www.jta.org/2015/03/01/news-opinion/united-states/ex-israeli-military-officials-call-on-netanyahu-to-cancel-speech
http://www.jta.org/2015/03/01/news-opinion/united-states/ex-israeli-military-officials-call-on-netanyahu-to-cancel-speech
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impact of the ent ire episode sowed doubts about his wisdom. To die-
hard Netanyahu supporters, the pr ime minister demonstrated his 
fearlessness in the face of cr it icism from the powerful. To doubters, he 
rek indled concerns about his arrogance and brazenness.

After it was over, experts said the impact, whatever the pol ls show in 
the days ahead, is l ikely to be erased in the two weeks left unt i l the 
elect ion. □

Frida Ghit i s i s an independent commentator on world af fairs and a World Polit i cs 
Review contr ibut ing editor. Her weekly WPR column, World Cit izen , appears 
every Thursday. Follow her on Twit t e r at @ fr idaghit i s .

Israel i Pr ime Minist e r Benjamin Netanyahu addresses a joint meet ing of Congress , 
Washington , D.C ., March 3, 2015 (Of f ic ial photo f rom the of f i ce of Speaker of 
the House John Boehner by Caleb Smith).

Want to know more? Subscr ibe to World Pol it ics Review to get new ar-
ticles daily.

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/05/world/middleeast/netanyahu-israel-speech-iran-nuclear.html
http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/worldcitizen
http://twitter.com/fridaghitis

