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Operation al-Aqsa Flood and Its Impact on the Orientations of
US Political Intellectuals

Prof. Dr. Walid ‘Abd al-Hay'

Introduction

The concept of the “intellectual elite”
remains one of the most debated in terms
of definition. Broadly speaking, definitions
of elites tend to link their identity with their
capacity to influence society. Financial elites,
for instance, wield considerable societal
influence through their economic power;
political elites, particularly leaders of parties
and political organizations, play a decisive role
in shaping policy and decision-making; while
social elites occupy prominent positions within the social hierarchy, including religious
authorities and tribal leaders, etc. Intellectual elites, by contrast, exert the most influence
on the “culture and cognitive frameworks of society.” They are typically concentrated in
universities, research centers, widely circulated media outlets, and at the helm of select
civil society and charitable institutions. Their primary role lies in generating knowledge,
shaping thought, and influencing the strategic decision-making of the state.> A US study
indicated that 54.2% of the US intellectual elite graduated from just 34 of the nation’s most
prestigious academic institutions, despite the fact that the total number of universities in
the US approaches 4 thousand.’ This demonstrates the existence of an “institutional elite”
within US academia: representing only 0.85% of all academic institutions, yet producing
over half of the nation’s intellectual elite

A review of the composition of the US intellectual elite over roughly the past half-
century shows a clear consensus in the literature: the proportion of Jews within this
elite significantly exceeds their demographic share in the general population, which is
approximately 2.4%. Historically, Jews have occupied a highly visible position in the most
prestigious academic environments. For instance, a study covering the period between
1965 and 1982 found that Jews accounted for 40% of American Nobel Prize winners
in science and economics, as well as 20% of professors at the leading universities. In
recent years, however, this pattern has begun to shift. A more recent study reports that
only 4% of elite American academics under 30 are Jewish, compared to 21% among the
baby boomers. Although the available research indicates a gradual decline in Jewish
representation within the intellectual elite, it nevertheless remains markedly higher than
their share of the population.*

A report by the Council on Foreign Relations highlights a noticeable shift in the
orientations of the US elite toward Israel. The report observes that “most of America’s elite
campuses... after the October 7.... Most of the reigning institutions of American culture,
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not just the elite universities but most of the media, the museums, much of Hollywood,
the majority of famous actors and painters and writers, are bitterly anti-Israel now.””

This discussion is particularly relevant to the present study, as it highlights an issue
whose implications, both in the medium and long term, affect American public opinion
toward the Arab region, and more specifically, the Palestine issue. Notably, the most
influential segment of the US intellectual elite comprises approximately 40% university
professors, particularly specialists in the social sciences and humanities; 40% editors or
staff members of leading journals or newspapers; and 15% are “freelancers, including
several poets and some novelists and short story writers as well as journalists and
essayists.”®

First: Assessing the Impact of Operation al-Agsa Flood on Elite Orientations

Operation al-Agsa Flood constituted a
watershed event that triggered profound shifts
in the international community’s engagement
with the political landscape of the Middle East.
Given the depth of US involvement in regional
affairs, this section seeks to trace the impact of
this event on US “political thought,” as reflected
in the leading figures who represent its diverse
intellectual schools

The channels through which this event influenced intellectuals may be categorized
along several dimensions, which will be elaborated upon in the following sections:’

» 1. The widening divide within US society (including public opinion, party leaderships,
independent actors, and intellectual elites) regarding US policy toward the war in
Gaza Strip (GS)

p2.The impact on the US political value system, particularly with respect to intellectual
and academic freedom

» 3. The degree of change in partisan alignments in the US concerning the two sides of the
Israel—Palestine conflict

»4. The influence of intellectuals on shifts in US public opinion regarding the conflict

We will therefore select a sample, one we consider reasonably representative, from
among the most prominent figures of the contemporary US intellectual elite. Our
objective is to map their orientations in order to determine the overarching direction of
the transformations discussed above. Accordingly, we surveyed as many relevant sources
on elite studies as possible and identified those individuals whose names recur most
frequently across these platforms. This process yielded a sample of 24 individuals, listed
in Table (1).*
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An analysis of Table (1) reveals the following:

»1.Among the 24 members of the US political intellectuals, 16 are Jewish, 6 are of
Christian background, and 2 are Muslim (or of Muslim origin). This indicates that the
proportion of Jews within the elite continues to exceed their share of the population,
despite some recent decline in this regard

»2. When categorizing the ideological orientations of the sample:
e Among the 16 Jewish members, 5 are secular or non-religious
e Among the 6 Christians, 3 are secular or non-religious
e Among the Muslims, 1 is of Muslim origin but not religiously observant

»3.When examining the orientations of the political intellectuals before and after
Operation al-Agsa Flood, the following results emerged, based on samples drawn
from their published articles:

e The orientations of 9 of the 24 US political intellectuals shifted, albeit to varying
degrees, toward a position more sympathetic to Palestine compared to their stance
prior to Operation al-Agsa Flood. This is reflected both in their explicit expressions
of support for Palestinian demands and in increased criticism of certain or all Israeli
policies following the operation, whether military or humanitarian. Notably, none of
these individuals had expressed significant criticism of Israeli policies prior to the
operation. This indicates that the operation prompted a shift affecting approximately
37.5% of'the US political intellectuals, a change closely linked to the broader context
of pro-Palestinian demonstrations, which took place across roughly 525 American
“colleges, universities, K-12 schools, and school district offices,” with 94% of
these events explicitly supporting Palestinians.'” These indicators help explain, at
least in part, the broader shifts in US public opinion toward Israel, particularly the
decline in popular support among Democrats and younger Americans.'!

e Eight members of the sample maintained their pro-Israel position or became even
more supportive, representing 33.3%

e Seven members of the political intellectuals remained sympathetic to Palestine both
before and after the operation, accounting for 29.2% of the sample
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Table (1): A Selected Sample of Leading US Political Intellectuals

professor and columnist

Name Brief Description Religion'? Initial Note on Position
Shifted from clear support for
Peter Beinart! American political science Tewish Israeli policies before the war

to explicit criticism of those
policies after the operation

Well-known leftist thinker

Secular Jew

Consistently supported

Noam . . . . . Palestinian rights and criticized
" focusing on foreign policy (self-identified o
Chomsky ) . Israeli policies before and after
and human rights atheist i
the operation
Philosopher whose work Jewish Maintained her pro-Palestinian
Judith Butler" centers on gender and (self-identified rights position before the war
political justice atheist) and after the operation

Cornel West!®

Classical leftist thinker

Protestant Christian

Focused on criticizing the
US stance, particularly its
obstruction of a ceasefire

John
Mearsheimer!’

Prominent international
relations scholar,
considered the leading
contemporary theorist of
political realism

Non-religious

Strong critic of the influence
of the Israel lobby on US
policymaking, and generally
closer to the Palestinian
position

Stephen Walt!®

A prominent professor of

political science and one

of the leading proponents
of the realist school in
international relations

Non-religious

He is the most vocal advocate
of the argument that Israel has
become a strategic liability for
the US, and Operation al-Agsa
Flood further reinforced this
position

Jeffrey
Goldberg"’

A well-known American
journalist at The Atlantic,
with a focus on Middle
East analysis

Jewish

Generally supportive of Israel’s
security posture, though he
criticizes some aspects of its
foreign policy

Thomas
Friedman?®

An American opinion
columnist at 7he New
York Times, specializing in
international affairs

Jewish

Continues to defend Israel,
especially on security grounds,
but has begun criticizing some

of its humanitarian policies
after Operation al-Agsa Flood

Fareed
Zakaria?®!

A political analyst of
Indian origin concerned
with global affairs

Muslim
background

Inclined toward diplomatic
solutions, including in Middle
East issues, both before and
after Operation al-Agsa Flood
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Name Brief Description Religion Initial Note on Position
Strong support for Israel
.5 | American media figure and from a security/conservative
10 | Ben Shapiro . Orthodox Jew .
conservative commentator perspective before and after
Operation al-Agsa Flood
Maintains a pro-Israel stance
A conservative American before and after Operation
11 | Robert Kagan® thinker on foreiomn polic Jewish al-Agsa Flood from the
&N potiey perspective of US strategic
interests
A prominent supporter of the
Phyllis Specialist in Middle East . b
12 Bennis® olic Jewish the Palestinian position before
POHCY and after Operation al-Agsa
Flood
American activist on Maintained a pro-Palestinian
13 | Alison Weir®® | Palestinian rights; critic of Non-religious stance before and after the
US support for Israel operation
American political analyst Strongly pro-Palestinian from
14 | Josh Ruebner®® | and activist in Palestinian Jewish a US policy perspective before
rights campaigns and after the operation
. . Critical of Israel’s strategic
Conservative American direction but from an Israeli/
15 | Daniel Pipes?” | analyst of Middle Eastern Jewish : '
AfFairs security-centered lens; leans
toward the Israeli position
Fully adopts the Israeli
American opinion writer . perspective with no noticeable
28
| By for a conservative outlet Jewish change after Operation al-Agsa
Flood
Seth American analyst writing Firmly aligned with the Israeli
17 29 for the American Thinker Jewish |y alle! .
Grossman . position without reservations
website
. . Offers critical analyses of
. American-Israeli analyst;
Dahlia : . Israel; moved closer to the
18 .. 30 | columnist for Haaretz and Secular Jewish L I .
Scheindlin The New York Times Palestinian position especially
after Operation al-Agsa Flood
. . Critical of US—Israeli
American diplomat and .
19 | Robert = alyst; involved in Middle Jewish diplomacy; moved closer to the
Malley?! oL Palestinian position after the

East negotiations

operation
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Name Brief Description Religion Initial Note on Position
_ US politician (Republican); . Has t raditionally belongsed to
Marjorie Taylor . Evangelical the right, but has increasingly
20 s an example of shifts on o e .
Greene Christian criticized the humanitarian
Gaza . . ..
dimension of Israeli policies
Represents a tendency within
71 Bernie US senator known for his Secular Jew the traditional US political
Sanders*? left-leaning positions camp that has moved closer to
the Palestinian position
Maintained a strong emphasis
22 Tim Scott* US Republican senator Christian on.Israel DRSS EulE
this stance even hardened after
the operation
Max US journalist strongly Supports the Palestinian
23 Blumenthal® critical of Israel and its Secular Jew position both before and after
policies Operation al-Agsa Flood
Writer of Arab origin, Generally close to a neutral
24 Ghaith affiliated with The Muslim stance between both sides, with
alOmari*® Washington Institute for a slight post-operation shift
Near East Policy toward the Palestinian position

Second: The Elite’s Position on Rebuilding Gaza

The question of Gaza’s reconstruction, both in terms of the extent of US financial
contribution and the broader US role in the reconstruction effort, has become a matter
of considerable importance. US public opinion survey indicates marked variation in the
willingness to engage in Gaza’s reconstruction. A survey, conducted on 7/8-3/10/2024,
reported the following results:*’

Table (2): Support for US Participation in Gaza’s Reconstruction

by Leader Category
Category Support for Participation in Reconstruction (%)
Republican leaders 24
Democrat leaders 70
Independent leaders 56
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As for the orientations of political science and international relations (IR) scholars
at US universities regarding US policy and support for Israel, a survey, conducted on
25/6-14/7/2024, indicated the following:*

» 1. Approximately 92% oppose US President Donald Trump’s policies on the Arab—
Israeli conflict, compared to 7.3% who support them

p2.Regarding his handling of relations with Israel, 90.48% expressed opposition, while
8.55% voiced support

»3.77% of IR scholars said they disapproved of Israel’s military action in Gaza, compared
to 17% who said they approved

Public opinion surveys indicate that the shift observed among the US political
intellectuals is not detached from broader changes in American public opinion. These
surveys (September 2025) suggest “some alignment” between the transformations within
the elite and shifts in society at large:*

Table (3): Shifts in US Public Opinion toward Israeli Policies after Operation
al-Aqsa Flood (%)

Topic 2025 2024 2023
Israeli conduct in Gaza went too far 39 31 27
Negative opinion of the Israeli 59 51 B
government
) 42 di ;
Approval of Trump’s policies in Gaza 3 OIZ;F:)) f :)3:;6 — —
Democrats 70
Favorable view of B
Palestinians
Republicans 37
) Democrats 18
Favorable view
of the Israeli = =
government )
Republicans 55
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Third: Manifestations of the Shift in the Positions of US Political Intellectuals

The direct effects of Operation al-Agsa Flood on US intellectuals can be identified in
the following areas:*°

p1.Intensified intellectual polarization: The operation deepened existing divisions
among American political intellectuals. While support for Israel had long constituted a
dominant and stable trend, criticism and skepticism toward Israeli policies toward the
Palestinians have expanded, particularly among academics, youth, progressives and
a substantial segment of immigrants, especially Black Americans. This criticism has
focused on two main dimensions: Israel’s military operations, especially the targeting
of civilians, and US support for the war, which transferred the burdens of Israel’s
deteriorating global image onto the US itself. These dynamics have contributed to
widening divisions within the Democratic Party specifically, and within academic
circles more broadly

»2.Operation al-Aqsa Flood raised questions about the seriousness of academic
freedom within the American cultural and university spheres. The American
campus landscape witnessed a significant expansion in the number and scale of
pro-Palestinian protests and encampments, which in turn triggered a wave of mass
arrests and disciplinary actions. Issues related to the war in GS began to be framed
in connection with broader values such as freedom of expression, antisemitism and
Islamophobia. At the same time, criticism mounted among segments of the cultural
elite who argue that academic freedom is under increasing pressure from donors,
legislators and pro-Israel advocacy groups

»3.The impact of critical thought and intellectual elite’s discourse on US public
opinion: As noted earlier, US attitudes toward the Israeli—Palestinian conflict have
undergone marked changes. The war produced a major shift in public opinion, which
in turn influenced intellectual discourse as the elite became increasingly sensitive to
this transformation. This indicates a reciprocal relationship between the intellectual
elite and US public opinion. The notion, promoted by Benjamin Netanyahu, that “in
defending ourselves against this barbarism, Israel is defending civilization” suffered
a significant setback, particularly as graphic media coverage documenting signs of
genocide was widely circulated on social media and viewed extensively by younger
Americans. This made it increasingly difficult for traditional media outlets and
political commentators to control the narrative

p4.Questioning US Foreign Policy and Global Standing: The US’s continued military
and diplomatic support for Israel, despite the deep humanitarian crisis in GS, has
intensified debate over the US role in contributing to crimes against humanity. This
perception is reinforced by two particularly significant factors:

a. The repeated use of the US veto in the United Nations Security Council. In most
votes aimed at halting hostilities, the US has acted as an obstacle to the collective
international will. This pattern has prompted some segments of the US political
intellectual elite to question US’s commitment to global liberal values and human
rights

L\ . .
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b.“Double standards” have been widely acknowledged by many members of the
intellectual elite, undermining the credibility of US political discourse and,
consequently, diminishing the US’s influence and global standing. These concerns
have been further amplified by rulings from the International Court of Justice (ICJ)
recognizing the issue of genocide, followed by the International Criminal Court’s
(ICC’s) decision to issue arrest warrants for the Israeli Prime Minister and Defense
Minister. These developments have forced the US legal and political elite to confront
implications that cannot be ignored

pS.Impact on US Domestic Politics: Operation al-Agsa Flood reinforced two central
themes within the US intellectual discourse. The first concerns the perceived negative
influence of the pro-Israel lobby, which has drawn the US into policies that impose
significant burdens on its foreign policy. This dynamic was markedly accentuated
in the aftermath of Operation al-Agsa Flood, thereby enhancing the credibility of
Mearsheimer and Walt’s analysis on the subject. It also intersected with debates
regarding the rationale behind the US complicity in potential war crimes, particularly
through the ongoing provision of arms to Israel. Consequently, these developments
exerted considerable pressure on policymakers and intensified calls for greater
accountability. The second theme relates to the electoral success of several immigrant
figures, particularly Muslims, in strategically significant US states and cities. Their
victories, closely linked to pro-Palestinian positions during the war, signal emerging
fissures in Israel’s expectation of unwavering popular support from the US

Fourth: Implications of the Shift in the US Political Intellectuals’ Thinking

According to several US articles monitoring shifts in the orientations of the US political
intellectuals following the war in GS, the transformations have been as follows:*!

»1.Growing skepticism among key segments of the political intellectuals regarding
the Israeli military operation: An increasing segment of political intellectuals has
expressed the view that Israel’s military operation in GS has “crossed the line.” This
sentiment has intensified since the initial months of the war

p2. Rising calls among certain elite circles to condition US aid to Israel: There is a growing
inclination, particularly within the Democratic Party, to impose substantial conditions
on the use of US weapons and aid to Israel. This represents a notable departure from
the historically unconditional US support for Israel

»3.Declining positive perceptions of the Israeli government among some elites: Positive
opinions of the Israeli government have declined among both the general public and
the political intellectuals. This trend is also evident among elites and opinion leaders
in the political sphere, with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu facing particularly
severe criticism regarding his stance on the war in GS

p4.Increasing division among US partisan elites: While the majority of Republican
opinion leaders continue to oppose a US-led role in the reconstruction of GS, most
Democratic opinion leaders support such involvement and are increasingly inclined
to favor neutrality or even lean toward the Palestinian side
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»5. Impact of elite orientations on US public opinion: Elite dissatisfaction often follows
rising popular discontent, particularly among younger and progressive Americans,
creating pressure to reconsider US policy. Perceptions of human rights violations by
the Israeli military in GS have been a primary driver of this shift

p6.Emphasis on the leverage of US influence: Given Israel’s heavy reliance on US
political, military and economic support, the US administration possesses the capacity
to shape and restrain Israel’s inhumane actions. This potential for influence is an
increasingly emphasized demand among segments of the political intellectuals

Fifth: Israel’s Response to US Political Intellectuals after Operation al-Aqsa
Flood

Israel’s response to recent shifts in US society and its political intellectuals is reflected
in the following positions:*?

»1.Condemnation of US Campus Protests: The Israecli Research Committee for
University Presidents issued a strongly worded statement condemning pro-Palestinian
protestson US campuses, describing themas “violentand anti-Semitic demonstrations.”
The committee expressed deep concern that these protests, often incorporating
intellectual arguments critical of Israeli policy, create a hostile environment for
Jewish and Israeli students as well as faculty members, according to the committee’s
assessment

p2.Dismissing Criticism from US Intellectuals as a “Public Relations Issue”: There
is a growing tendency within Israel to perceive international and intellectual criticism,
including that originating from US sources, as primarily a “public relations” problem
or a failure of the Israeli Hasbara strategy (i.e., Israeli public diplomacy/ propaganda),
rather than a substantive matter concerning their military actions or policies in GS. In
responding to critiques from certain US political intellectuals regarding alleged
genocidal practices, some Israeli actors attempt to portray the suffering in GS as
“exaggerated or even partially fabricated by Hamas.”

»3.Netanyahu’s Challenge to the Shiftsin US
Elite Perspectives: Isracli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu openly rejected US
criticisms of his government’s policies
during the GS war, particularly accusations
from US elites that he prioritizes his
nationalist base regardless of the impact
on America’s global image. Some former
Israeli officials note that “He’s looking on
purpose for a conflict with the U.S. so that
he can blame” the US administration, if his
war objectives are not fully realized
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»4.Concern over the Shift in US Public Opinion: There is an implicit awareness within
both the Israeli government and public that American universities and intellectual
circles play a central role in shaping political awareness and future decision-makers
in the US. Any shift in opinion among this segment is perceived as a long-term threat
to Israel’s position and narrative in the West

p5S.Emphasis on Internal Unity/ Hostage Crisis: The Israeli public has been
predominantly preoccupied with the hostage crisis and concerns over national security,
leading, in general, to the disregard or outright rejection of international criticisms,
including those raised by US intellectuals. Many Israelis support the continuation of
military operations to secure the hostages’ release, often prioritizing this objective
over concerns related to international law or humanitarian issues highlighted by US
thinkers

Conclusion

This study suggests that Operation al-Agsa Flood has produced a rupture in US political
intellectuals’ perception of Israel, a development that requires strategic engagement by
Palestinian and Arab actors. It should be noted, however, that the strategic shift emerging
from transformations within the elite will require sufficient time for the forces capable of
exploiting and consolidating this shift to fully materialize

This shift may indicate that the prevailing pragmatic perspective within the US political
value system is amenable to strategic leverage. The greater the burdens imposed by
Israeli policies on American society and institutions, the more inclined the US becomes to
reassess its regional orientations. Washington has recognized that negative developments
regarding Israel are increasingly evident across Europe, Asia and Africa, as well as within
American society itself—particularly among the youth, Democrats and even segments
of the Republican base. Moreover, voting patterns in the UN General Assembly and
Security Council, as well as in most international organizations and judicial bodies, often
diverging from Israel’s position, have placed US diplomacy in a precarious situation,
raising global doubts about the credibility of its political values. This dynamic has not
gone unnoticed by significant segments of the US political intellectual elite.

This indicates that Operation al-Agsa Flood has influenced the political behavior of
the US elite to a degree that cannot be ignored. What remains necessary is to capitalize on
this shift and to assess the extent of changes in the US elite’s perception of the Palestine
issue, without either exaggeration or underestimation
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—_

An expert in futures studies, a former professor in the Department of Political Science at Yarmouk
University in Jordan and a holder of Ph.D. in Political Science from Cairo University. He is also a former
member of the Board of Trustees of Al-Zaytoonah University of Jordan, Irbid National University, the
National Center for Human Rights, the Board of Grievances and the Supreme Council of Media. He has
authored 37 books, most of which are focused on future studies in both theoretical and practical terms,
and published 120 research papers in peer-reviewed academic journals.
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