
 
 

Handling the “Tectonic Shift” in US Foreign Policy 



not a short-term issue and not caused by any sudden event. However, his 

metaphor of a “tectonic shift” (not “rift”) in US-Israel relations was poorly 

chosen, because the phrase implies long-term movement of fundamental forces 

—and this is ��� the case. 

 

A US president can create major problems for Israel, but no single president – not 

even a two-term president – can by himself create a “tectonic shift" in the 

relationship between the two countries. Obama’s different view of the world is 

not shared by the US Congress or by the American people. Nor is his view the 

result of recent shifts in the underlying forces of world affairs. All indications are 

that Obama’s different way of viewing the world goes back many years. 

 

There is every reason to believe that Oren is correctly reporting President 

Obama’s radically different understanding of world affairs, and that Obama is 

personally making a large share of the decisions, including all key decisions 

about the Administration’s policy concerning Israel.  Thus, as long as he is 

president, Obama’s new view will determine much of American policy toward 

Israel.   

 

However there are two important limitations on how far Obama’s perspective 

can determine US policy.  First, even in foreign policy, there are some issues 

where Congress has a role in determining what the US does. Second, when 

deciding policy, the president must take into account the possible political costs 

to himself and to his program if his actions are too blatantly inconsistent with the 

views of Congress and the American people. 

 

It is clear that Congress is intent on maintaining its role in US foreign policy-

making and acting as a buffer in US-Israel relations, as recent letters to Obama, 

urging him to be more considerate of Israel, were signed by large majorities of 

both parties in the House and the Senate.    

 

Even where the president has the power to take actions that reflect his view of 

the world, he may have to refrain from doing so if the price will be more conflict 

with traditional and mainstream thinking than he can afford. This is particularly 



donors; it also reflects the feelings of the large evangelical Christian community 

and a significant element of traditional mainstream American political thinking. 

 

There is much disagreement about the content of Obama’s different view of the 

world, but Oren’s description of it as being “tectonically” different is consistent 

with Obama’s presentation of himself as a man of change. Obama’s strategy, if he 

is to bring the US around to implementing his view of the world, must be 




