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In Condemning Ilhan Omar, Democrats Have Proved 
Her Right (starting on Page 5) 
Democratic Congressmember Ilhan Omar of Minnesota is facing 
criticism today after commenting on a tweet by Glenn Greenwald. 
On Sunday, Greenwald tweeted, “GOP Leader Kevin McCarthy 
threatens punishment for @IlhanMN and @RashidaTlaib over their 
criticisms of Israel. It’s stunning how much time US 
political leaders spend defending a foreign nation even 
if it means attacking free speech rights of Americans.” 
Rep. Omar retweeted his post and added the line: “It’s all about the 
Benjamins baby.” She later named AIPAC as the organization 
paying American politicians to be pro-Israel. 

Transcript 

AMY GOODMAN: This is Democracy Now! I’m Amy Goodman. We’re 
speaking to Glenn Greenwald, Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist, one 
of the founding editors of The Intercept. 

In a moment, we’re going to talk about Brazil, where you live, 
Glenn, but I want to first go to one of your recent tweets, that’s 
making news today. On Sunday, you tweeted, quote, “GOP Leader 
Kevin McCarthy threatens punishment for @IlhanMN and 
@RashidaTlaib over their criticisms of Israel. It’s stunning how 
much time US political leaders spend defending a foreign nation 
even if it means attacking free speech rights of Americans,” you 
wrote. 
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Well, Democratic Congresswoman Ilhan Omar of Minnesota 
retweeted your post and added the line, “It’s all about the 
Benjamins baby.” 

Then, an opinion editor from The Forward newspaper tweeted, 
“Would love to know who @IlhanMN thinks is paying American 
politicians to be pro-Israel, though I think I can guess. Bad form, 
Congresswoman. That’s the second anti-Semitic trope you’ve 
tweeted.” 

Ilhan Omar then responded to that tweet by writing, “AIPAC.” 

Democratic Congressman Max Rose responded to Omar by saying, 
“Congresswoman Omar’s statements are deeply hurtful to Jews, 
including myself.” 

So, Glenn, can you respond to all of this? 

GLENN GREENWALD: This is all so ridiculous. It’s all based upon 
this demand that we indulge what everybody knows is an utter and 
complete fiction, which is that we’re allowed to talk about the power 
of the NRA in Washington, we’re allowed to talk about the power of 
the Saudis in Washington, we’re allowed to talk about the power of 
big pharmaceutical companies and Wall Street and Silicon Valley 
and the fossil fuel industry in Washington, but we’re not allowed to 
talk about an equally potent, well-organized and well-financed lobby 
that ensures a bipartisan consensus in support of U.S. defense of 
Israel, that the minute that you mention that lobby, you get attacked 
as being anti-Semitic, which is what happened to Congresswoman 
Omar. 

And I think the context here is really important. For a long time, the 
bipartisan piety was not just that the U.S. has to support Israel, but 
that, in particular, the effort to boycott Israel in protest of its 
occupation of Palestine is not just misguided, but anti-Semitic. 
That’s the official position of the Democratic Party, of Hillary 
Clinton, of Chuck Schumer, of every leading Democrat. And now, 
suddenly, you have these two really exciting, dynamic, charismatic 
women of color newly elected to Congress, the first two Muslim 
women elected to Congress, who both are supporters of the boycott 



of Israel, which the Democratic Party says is bigotry and anti-
Semitism, and it’s created this very awkward moment. So, of 
course, the minute two Muslim women arrive in Congress, they’re 
going to get attacked as anti-Semitic if they’re critical of Israel, 
which they are, just like Keith Ellison, the first Muslim ever elected 
to Congress, got vilified as being an anti-Semite by Haim Saban, the 
billionaire funder of the Democratic Party, when he tried to be the 
chairman of the DNC. 

What the congresswoman said is very uncontroversial. Everyone 
knows AIPAC is an extremely intimidating lobby, just 
like the NRA is. There’s nothing wrong with pointing 
that out. There’s certainly nothing anti-Semitic about 
saying that, about criticizing the Israeli government 
for its aggression and militarism. And anybody who cares 
about Palestinians and about the ability of Muslims in the United 
States to be able to speak freely ought to be defending her. 

And the last point I would add is, my point was, in saying how 
weird it is, what a priority it is for U.S. politicians to defend Israel, 
was based on the fact that the very first bill passed by the U.S. 
Senate was not about helping Americans; it was about empowering 
states to punish people who support a boycott of Israel, a bill 
sponsored by Marco Rubio, who got more money from Sheldon 
Adelson than any other politician in 2016, and then was supported 
by half of the Democratic Senate Caucus. That’s what I was 
referring to. And the congresswoman was saying a big reason for 
that is the monied interests in Washington that demand that. And 
of course everyone knows that’s true, and to call that anti-
Semitic is just obscene. 

AMY GOODMAN: I’ll add, Chelsea Clinton also tweeted, “I will reach 
out to her tomorrow.” She wrote this last night—Ilhan Omar. “I also 
think we have to call out anti-Semitic language and tropes on all 
sides, particularly in our elected officials and particularly now,” 
Chelsea Clinton tweeted. 



GLENN GREENWALD: Yeah. When did—who is Chelsea Clinton to 
become the spokeswoman about what is and isn’t permissible 
debate when it comes to Israel? Her parents are the probably the 
two individuals most responsible for turning the United States into 
a steadfast defender of an apartheid, murderous and oppressive 
regime in that region. Her two parents are probably the leading 
politicians most responsible for ensuring the ongoing repression of 
the Palestinian people. So, Chelsea Clinton, who I don’t think has 
any public status other than being the daughter of two famous 
politicians, really has no place in trying to set the boundaries of 
what is and isn’t permissible debate, given what her family has 
done—so much harm—to ensuring that Palestinians don’t live with 
the basic, minimum dignity and sovereignty to which every human 
being is entitled. 
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By Shilpa Jindia, Truthout, March 6, 2019  Share 

https://truthout.org/articles/in-condemning-ilhan-omar-democrats-have-proved-her-right/ 

At a time of heightened anti-Muslim discrimination and hatred, the Democratic establishment 
has taken unprecedented steps to single out a Muslim representative for her criticisms of AIPAC 
and the U.S.’s relationship with Israel. After first publicly rebuking Rep. Ilhan Omar, the 
Democratic establishment, led by House Majority Leader Nancy Pelosi, began drafting a 
resolution condemning anti-Semitism, amounting to an indirect censure. 

The move has spectacularly backfired, threatening deep fissures in the Democratic Party as 
accusations of anti-Semitism tear apart the Labour Party in the U.K. The rush to heed calls for a 
resolution has only further exposed the Democrats’ close ties to pro-Israel groups and, more 
alarmingly, has given a tacit green light to the racism and Islamophobia that fuels the Trump 
administration and its supporters. 

The Democrats’ focus on Omar has invited accusations of hypocrisy, given their silence in the 
face of Trump’s many anti-Semitism comments and a long history of anti-Semitism in the GOP. 
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Unfortunately, the Democrats’ outsized response made them appear in more agreement with 
Trump, who dismissed Omar’s apology as insincere and called for her expulsion from Congress. 

Worse, Democrats have left Omar more vulnerable to the fresh wave of racism and Islamophobia 
unleashed by the right following her comments, including a poster in the West Virginia 
statehouse smearing her in connection to the 9/11 attacks. The FBI is now investigating a threat 
to kill Omar after a photo of graffiti that read “Assassinate Ilhan Omar” was circulated on social 
media. 

With the escalating backlash from progressives in the House, as well as the Islamophobic threats 
of violence toward Omar, House leaders delayed the vote and sought to pacify criticisms by 
amending the resolution to include language condemning anti-Muslim bias. Reps. Eliot Engel 
and Nita Lowey, who publicly reprimanded Omar, clarified their stance to distance themselves 
from this Islamophobic rhetoric. But much damage has already been done. For a Democratic 
leader to introduce such a pointed and political piece of legislation shows the establishment’s 
wider ignorance of Islamophobia, despite the role of anti-Muslim hatemongering in defining 
many of the Trump administration’s policies. 

Trump built his campaign on fervent anti-Muslim statements and xenophobic promises, with an 
attendant rise in reported hate crimes against Muslims. However, these policies and rhetoric did 
not start with Trump. They build on nearly two decades of collective punishment toward 
Muslims under both a Republican and Democratic administration: the creation of an extrajudicial 
prison system, the expansion of drone wars across Muslim countries, the surveillance of 
mosques, and the self-policing of communities through Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) 
programs, which targets Omar’s state of Minnesota, home to the largest Somali population in the 
U.S. 

Omar is hardly the first to field the opprobrium levied at critics of the Israeli occupation. The 
charge of anti-Semitism has been a reliable and effective tool to silence dissent, but as a number 
of Jewish critics have pointed out, this effort distracts from actual anti-Semitism and bolsters 
harm and violence against Palestinians. 

The aggressive effort to stop Omar is part of a wider strategy to stem activism against the Israeli 
occupation. Twenty-six state legislatures have passed bills criminalizing the Boycott, Divestment 
and Sanctions (BDS) movement, which launched in response to Israel’s open defiance of a 2004 
International Court of Justice advisory opinion declaring the wall in the West Bank illegal. The 
Senate passed the Combat BDS Act earlier this year, with similar aims to isolate boycott 
supporters. 

In her original comments, Omar named AIPAC, which Vox pointed out, boasts that “the United 
States Congress has provided Israel with the strongest support of any institution in the world.” 
The efforts of the pro-Israel lobby have been well documented: Pro-Israel groups provide 
bipartisan campaign funding, skewing heavily toward Democrats, and exert significant efforts to 
sway U.S. foreign policy. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/12/us/politics/trump-omar-anti-semitism.html�
https://www.twincities.com/2019/03/04/fbi-graffiti-death-threat-ilhan-omar/�
https://www.twincities.com/2019/03/04/fbi-graffiti-death-threat-ilhan-omar/�
https://www.twincities.com/2019/03/04/fbi-graffiti-death-threat-ilhan-omar/�
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/sep/14/somali-muslims-minnesota-counter-extremism-program�
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2019/1/9/18172826/bds-law-israel-boycott-states-explained�
https://electronicintifada.net/content/one-year-palestinian-civil-society-calls-boycott-divestment-and-sanctions/471�
https://electronicintifada.net/content/one-year-palestinian-civil-society-calls-boycott-divestment-and-sanctions/471�
https://www.vox.com/2019/2/11/18220160/ilhan-omar-aipac-benjamins-kevin-mccarthy�
https://theintercept.com/2019/02/11/ilhan-omar-israel-lobby-documentary/�
https://www.opensecrets.org/industries/totals.php?cycle=2018&ind=Q05�
https://www.opensecrets.org/industries/totals.php?cycle=2018&ind=Q05�
https://www.opensecrets.org/industries/totals.php?cycle=2018&ind=Q05�


Democrats have largely kept their eyes closed to Islamophobia, piping up only when it’s politically 
expedient. 

Despite the Israel lobby’s outrage at the suggestion that it holds any influence, Israel has long 
been referred to as the 51st state. In a 1971 op-ed for The New York Times, former diplomat 
David G. Nes identified the singular support that Israel enjoyed from the U.S. through economic, 
military, diplomatic and cultural channels. “Unique also,” Nes noted, “is Israel’s almost total 
immunity from criticism in this country.” 

The prospect of losing this immunity in the Democratic Party’s leftward shift has clearly alarmed 
pro-Israel groups. AIPAC activist Stephen Fiske named Omar along with Rep. Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez and Rep. Rashida Tlaib as “three people who, in my opinion, will not be around 
in several years.” An AIPAC-affiliated Republican said he had suggested challenging Omar in 
2020. Their fears stoked by new members like Tlaib and Omar build on larger concerns within 
the Jewish community, which has seen a “widening split within the liberal American Jewish 
community regarding Israel.” 

Omar and her allies have sought to underline the crucial difference between anti-Semitism and 
criticism of Israel’s actions and policies. She has also made clear that she’s learned to use careful 
language on such a sensitive issue, especially given that anti-Semitism is still thriving in many 
quarters. Over the past few years, as real anti-Semitism has risen in the US — made clear by 
Charlottesville, the Pittsburgh massacre and the sharp increase in anti-Semitic violence — 
Israel’s supporters have doubled down on the false equation of anti-Zionism with anti-Semitism. 

If this disgraceful episode produces a piece of legislation condemning religious discrimination 
and intolerance, it will be a bitter silver lining. Democrats have largely kept their eyes closed to 
Islamophobia, piping up only when it’s politically expedient. Though they’ve moved to 
capitalize on the bump they receive from momentarily embracing the progressive new members 
of their party in Congress, they don’t hesitate to hold these members at arm’s length — or 
outright feed them to the wolves. Such whiplash will alienate their progressive base, which 
Republicans are surely noting. 
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