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The world is currently focused on events in Eastern Europe, including the clouds threatening 
the world order that has existed since the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Russian invasion 
of Ukraine has not only undermined the sense of security of European countries and the free 
world; it has also called into question an array of approaches and assumptions rooted in the 
values that are the foundation of the liberal world.

Not surprisingly, the war in Ukraine has diverted attention from the daily task of dealing with 
the effects of COVID-19 on the social order and on national security. It likewise appears that the 
public debate on the model for service in the IDF and on issues relating to civil-military relations 
has been relegated to the sidelines by a series of crisis events, such as training accidents and 
the pension bill. All these fundamental matters, however, still require continued and perhaps 
deeper deliberations, and thus this issue of Strategic Assessment pursues many of these topics.

The current issue—if unintentionally—addresses the stormy international reality on the one 
hand and core issues of national security on the other. In the research section, together with 
two articles about Russia—one addressing Israel-Russia relations since the time of the Soviet 
Union and the other addressing Russia’s energy strategy in the Middle East—there is a thought-
provoking article about United States policy in Afghanistan after two decades of global warfare 
against terrorism. These three articles contribute to a more profound understanding of the current 
crisis in Ukraine. The issue also includes an enlightening article about normalization as a concept, 
which should be understood in the broad context of the tectonic changes in the regional and 
world order. The research section concludes with an article that addresses the legitimacy crisis 
in the model of compulsory IDF service, and recommends changes to the model. 

The correspondence with current affairs continues in the articles in the policy analysis section. 
In addition to an article discussing the Assad regime following the civil war in Syria, which deals 
with the roles of Russia and Iran, there are articles about India and the Gulf states, the struggle 
between China and the United States for media control, women’s service in the IDF, and Israel’s 
response to the challenge of delegitimization.

The books reviewed consider regional and international matters pertaining to the regional 
and global order, and expand the background and approach to the current events in this issue. 
Four book reviews are included, the first of which discusses a book by Richard Haass about the 
international system and the world order. A second deals with United States policy in Europe 
and the Middle East. The third reviews a book about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, while the 
fourth reviews a book discussing Turkey in the Erdogan era.

Strategic Assessment continues to serve as a research and intellectual magnet for authors 
from Israel and elsewhere in the world, and we hope that you continue to find it a source of 
interest and ideas.

Kobi Michael and Carmit Valensi, Editors, Strategic Assessment
Ori Wertman, Coordinator, Strategic Assessment 

A Note from the Editors



Research Forum

The Evolution of Russian Strategy 
toward Israel: From Non-Recognition to 

Pragmatic Engagement
Anna Borshchevskaya

Washington Institute for Near East Policy

Offering an overview of the last thirty years of Russia-Israel relations, the article 
focuses primarily on the Kremlin’s strategies, tactics, and interests toward Israel, 
as well as points of friction between the two states, under Boris Yeltsin and 
especially under Vladimir Putin. The article first reviews Russia’s approach to the 
Middle East and Israel in the 1990s as an extension of Russia’s overall domestic and 
foreign policies. It then turns to Putin’s Russia and the relations with Israel within 
the broader scope of Russia’s Middle East policy and Putin’s personal outreach to 
Israel, with the further expansion of economic, cultural, political, and other ties. 
The article looks at issues of counterterrorism, World War II, cultural ties, religious 
interests, and the rehabilitation of Stalin and Stalinism that Putin pursued out of 
a pragmatic aim to build influence, and considers how these domestic narratives 
fit into the Kremlin’s foreign policy. Finally, the article discusses how the Syria 
intervention affected the power dynamic and interests of both Russia and Israel. 
Keywords: Russia, Israel, US, Yeltsin, Putin, Stalinism, Iran, Hezbollah, Syria, World War II

Then-Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and President Vladimir Putin, Moscow, 2018. Photo: Kremlin, CC BY 4.0
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Introduction
Relations with Moscow have played an 
important role for Israel since the country’s 
very inception. Both Harry Truman and Joseph 
Stalin supported the founding of the Jewish 
state, even as the motivations of the two leaders 
were fundamentally divergent. Indeed, the 
Soviet Union’s vote in favor of the partition 
of Palestine on November 29, 1947, seemed 
diametrically opposed to Stalin’s worldview. 
As early as 1913, Stalin, who subsequently 
labeled Jews as disloyal, wrote “The National 
Question and Social Democracy” (Stalin, 1913), 
which generated the famous postulate “Jews 
are not a nation.” The underlying reason for 
the vote in 1947 was likely realpolitik. Stalin 
prioritized pushing the British out of the Middle 
East (Kramer, 2017) and saw the creation of 
Israel as an instrument to achieve this at a time 
when the Cold War had already unveiled in the 
Mediterranean.

Soon after the vote, the Soviet Union began 
to turn against Israel, as David Ben Gurion’s 
Mapai party chose to “openly identify with 
the West” (Aharonson, 2018). The Kremlin first 
suspended relations with Israel for five months 
on February 11, 1953 (United Press, 1953) and 
ultimately broke off relations on June 10, 1967, 
following the Six Day War. Soviet leaders came 
to see Israel as a pariah state and the fulcrum 
of American, and more broadly Western 
“imperialism” in the Middle East. In this context, 
hostility toward Israel and the West became the 
USSR raison d’etre for promoting Arab unity. 
The KGB trained and otherwise supported not 
only Arab armies, but also anti-Western terrorist 
groups throughout the Middle East, as well as 
Palestinian nationalist and terrorist movements 
in the West Bank and Gaza. “Airplane hijacking is 

my own invention,” one Soviet general bragged 
in 1971 (Pacepa, 2006). 

Mikhail Gorbachev, last to take over the reins 
of Soviet leadership, sought to improve the 
relationship with Israel to benefit the Kremlin. 
He concluded that the Soviet Union failed to 
translate its position in the region into bigger 
diplomatic and political gains, and sought 
more options vis-à-vis the United States. Thus, 
Gorbachev moved to expand the diplomatic 
dialogue with Israel and soon eased restrictions 
on Jewish immigration from the Soviet Union to 
Israel. The two countries restored full relations 
in October 1991 (Haberman, 1991), but two 
months later, the USSR ceased to exist. During 
its final months, the Soviet Union also joined 
the US as a co-sponsor of the Middle East peace 
talks that began in October in Madrid, though 
in reality, Moscow’s role was marginal. After the 
Russian Federation succeeded the Soviet Union, 
the overall trajectory of bilateral relations has 
been one of accelerated improvement, first 
under Boris Yeltsin in the 1990s and even more 
so during Vladimir Putin’s tenure. Relations are 
built primarily on pragmatism, and thus can 
weather points of disagreement and friction.

Looking at the grand scope of the last thirty 
years, this article takes a panoramic view of 
this evolution, focusing on Russia’s strategies 
and interests toward Israel.

Russia’s Domestic and Foreign 
Policy in the 1990s
Russia’s domestic politics and overall foreign 
policy orientation, and more specifically its 
approach to the Middle East, framed Moscow’s 
relations with Israel during Yeltsin’s tenure 
throughout the 1990s. Thus Russia-Israel 
relations should be understood within the 
broader context that influenced them. Yeltsin 
and his government oriented themselves firmly 
toward the West, but domestic liberalization 
went only so far. “By the end of 1993 I knew 
that the chance to radically transform Russia 
into a modern democracy with an open-market 
economy could well have been missed,” 

Russia’s domestic politics and overall foreign policy 
orientation, and more specifically its approach to 
the Middle East, framed Moscow’s relations with 
Israel during Yeltsin’s tenure throughout the 1990s. 
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wrote Russia’s first Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Andrei Kozyrev, who pursued a generally pro-
Western orientation (Kozyrev, 2019, p. 250). 
In the mid-1990s Russia began “reviving the 
system of personalized power under the guise 
of liberal slogans,” wrote prominent Russia 
analyst Lilia Shevtsova and former Assistant 
Secretary of State for Democracy, Human 
Rights, and Labor David Kramer (Shevtsova 
& Kramer, 2012). Moreover, in the early years, 
Russian foreign policy lacked cohesion, as 
discordant voices in both government and the 
private sector (including energy and banking) 
pulled it in different directions. In line with his 
overall foreign policy orientation, Yeltsin took a 
primarily pragmatic but disjointed approach to 
the Middle East (Freedman, 1998, pp. 140-169). 
While Yeltsin’s primary interests lay in domestic 
issues rather than this region, the emergent 
picture showed several key priorities. 

Israel within Broader Middle East Interests
Despite its partial retreat from the region, Russia 
continued to value the importance of Turkey and 
Iran, both as an extension of a shifted priority 
on Central Asia and the Trans-Caucasus, and 
in their own right, for commercial and historic 
geopolitical reasons that long predated the 
Soviet Union. Regarding Turkey, Moscow 
focused on building a commercial relationship. 
Iran for its part became one bone of contention 
between Russia and the West on the Middle 
East, even during the most pro-Western focus 
of Yeltsin’s earlier years. Specifically, Moscow 
wanted to sell weapons to the Islamic Republic, 
building on the earlier thaw of relations with 
the USSR that began in June 1989, following the 
death of Ayatollah Khomeini. Moreover, Moscow 
and Tehran signed an initial bilateral nuclear 
cooperation agreement in August 1992 and a 
follow-up in 1995, whereby Moscow agreed to 
build a nuclear power plant at Bushehr, on the 
Gulf coast in southwestern Iran. 

At the time, the US and Israel coordinated 
their policies vis-à-vis Moscow to limit Russia’s 
nuclear, missile, and dual-use technology 

supplies to Iran. Then-US Vice President Al 
Gore signed a secret agreement with then-
Russian Prime Minister Viktor S. Chernomyrdin 
to limit Russia’s sale of conventional arms to 
Iran. The agreement stipulated that the US 
would not sanction Russia for supplying arms 
and technology to a state-sponsor of terrorism 
while Russia would complete all sales of existing 
contracts by December 31, 1999 and would not 
seek new weapons contracts. Due to overall US 
pressure, Yeltsin agreed to scale back nuclear 
cooperation with Iran, but American officials 
believed that “individual Russian scientists and 
institutes assisted Iranian engineers in sensitive 
areas of the nuclear fuel cycle, and with the 
construction of a 40MW heavy water research 
reactor at Arak” (Iran Nuclear Overview, 2020). 

The Persian Gulf, a region with crucial 
geostrategic waterways and trade routes, 
emerged as a second key Kremlin regional 
priority. The Arab-Israeli theater became third, 
and this is where Israel fit in. Here, Moscow 
began to see Israel as a partner.

Diplomatic, Economic, and Cultural Ties
For years, among Israel’s sharpest objections 
was Russia’s assistance to Iran’s nuclear program 
and its connection with Iran and Hezbollah, as 
well as with Hamas and Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad—in other words, radical forces in the 
region. These connections raised serious 
security concerns in Israel, and Israeli officials 
repeatedly urged the US to increase pressure 
on Russia regarding arms sales to Iran, and 
especially assistance to its nuclear program. 
Other points of concern included Russia’s ties 
with Saddam Hussein in Iraq and Assad in Syria. 
Still, a degree of convergence on several select 
issues emerged. As Robert Freedman wrote, 
the Kremlin’s interests with regard to Israel 
primarily focused on economic, cultural, and 
diplomatic interests—the latter both general 
and focused specifically on the Arab-Israeli 
peace process (Freedman, 1998). Relations 
evolved in several stages, even as tensions 
and disagreements remained.
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First, bilateral trade accelerated, more than 
doubling from 1992 to 1993, from $123 million 
to $308 million. It continued to rise steadily 
each year, reaching $867 million in 1995 and 
hovering at just over $600 million by the end 
of the 1990s (International Monetary Fund, 
2021a, 2021b). Regarding Russia’s trade in the 
Middle East, only trade with Turkey was higher 
in those years, and indeed, by the end of the 
1990s Turkey was Russia’s top regional trade 
partner. Another point of reference is Russia’s 
overall trade with the entire region (excluding 
Turkey), which ranged in this decade from $1.2 
to $1.7 billion (International Monetary Fund, 
2021a, 2021b). Israel’s controversial $1 billion 
planned sale to China of the Phalcon early 
warning radar system largely derived from 
AWACS technology (eventually halted due to 
US pressure) had Russian input (Boese, n.d.): 
Israel Aircraft Industries integrated the Phalcon 
with a Russian airframe (Rodan, 1998, p. 22; 
Fisher, 1998; Pike & Sherman, 2000). 

On the diplomatic front, overall engagement 
increased, and Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin came to Moscow for a historic visit in 
April 1994 to discuss the Middle East peace 
process, the first state visit to Russia by an 
Israeli head of state. The process was still US-
led, but Russia remained interested in playing 
a key role, or at least cultivated an image of 
a key actor. Rabin’s visit came after a visit 
by Yasir Arafat, then-leader of the Palestine 
Liberation Organization. 

Influence Opportunities amid Cooled 
Relations 
By the end of the 1990s and against the 
backdrop of the stagnating US-led Middle 
East peace process, Russia-Israel relations lost 
their previous warmth. Yet paradoxically, in 
public, the Israeli government expressed 
greater support for Russia. For example, a 
degree of ambivalence colored the initial 
Israeli position toward Serbian atrocities in 
the former Yugoslavia and the subsequent 
NATO campaign. Some suggested at the time 

that then-Foreign Minister Ariel Sharon was, 
inter alia, “interested in smoothing Israel’s 
budding relations with Russia, an ally of Serbia, 
and that he had rebuffed subordinates who 
urged him to explicitly condemn the Serbs” 
(Greenberg, 1999). Earlier Sharon also suggested 
that NATO intervention would breed Islamic 
fundamentalist terrorism in Kosovo (Associated 
Press, 1999.) In an official clarification, Sharon 
said he “takes a harsh view of all acts of murder, 
injury or deportation directed against innocent 
civilians,” while “Israel was rendering aid to 
the war casualties” (157. Statement, 1999.) At 
approximately this time, the Israeli government 
also supported the IMF extension of loans to 
Russia following the 1998 financial crisis. 

One possible explanation for Israel’s support 
(or non-denunciation) lies in the large wave 
of Jewish immigration to Israel from Russia 
and the former Soviet republics (Theodorou, 
2016). The approximately one million Russian 
speakers created an enduring cultural bond, 
which was an important influence in Israel in 
its own right, but also increasingly mattered in 
Israeli politics. Foreign Minister Sharon told the 
Washington Post in the spring of 1999, against 
the backdrop of the Israeli ambivalence toward 
the NATO campaign, “The Russian vote will 
decide the outcome of the [Israeli] elections” 
(“Little Russia,” 1999.) Indeed, on a subtle level, 
this cultural connection provided the Russian 
state with more influence opportunities. For 
example, Russia’s then-Prime Minister, hawkish 
former intelligence chief and skilled Arabist 
Yevgeny Primakov said at a luncheon in Moscow 
in 1999, “I don’t really want to interfere in Israeli 
politics…but if I were an Israeli citizen, I’d vote 
for Mr. Netanyahu in these coming elections” 
(Hockstader, 1999). Netanyahu did not fail to 
leak the comment to the Israeli press. 

Moreover, in Israel Russian is the third most 
common first language, while the Russian-
speaking community, including Israelis with 
origins in this community, retains ties to Russia 
and an interest in developments there. They are 
often an avid consumer of the Russian-language 
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press, even as views within this community are 
divided. The Kremlin has eyed this community 
as only one among several tools of influence 
in Israel. Certainly the Kremlin knows it has far 
more control in the post-Soviet space than in 
Israel, and that cultural ties do not necessarily 
bear the same weight within the Israeli political 
establishment, but nonetheless it is steadily 
trying to cultivate the Russian language 
community (“Russian Prime Minister,” 2011). 
Putin for his part has said several times over 
the years that Israel is “practically a Russian-
speaking state” (“Israel is a ‘Russian-speaking 
country,’” 2019).

Primakov’s “Multipolar World”
Yevgeny Primakov, who succeeded the more 
pro-Western Andrei Kozyrev in 1996 as foreign 
minister and then became Prime Minister in 
1998, shifted Moscow’s policy from a more 
balanced attitude toward the Arab-Israeli 
conflict back to one leaning more toward the 
Palestinians and Arabs. Primakov especially 
criticized Israel for Operation Grapes of Wrath 
in Lebanon in April 1996 (“Tel Aviv,” 1996; and 
according to the daily Kommersant, Israel 
was suspicious of Russia’s subsequent offers 
of mediation and preferred the US), and in late 
1997 Primakov blamed Israel for the collapse 
of the peace process. 

More broadly, Primakov defined Russian 
foreign policy away from the West as he charted 
a vision of a multipolar world (Russian sources 
also refer to it as “polycentric world”). Primakov 
first articulated this idea in 1996 and then in 
1998, entailing a vision of a strategic triangle 
comprising Russia, China, and India (Primakov, 
1996). To be sure, Kozyrev had also expressed 
a vision of a multipolar world as early as 1992 
(Kozyrev, 1992), but Primakov articulated the 
idea more explicitly as a foreign policy priority, 
and certainly his approach, unlike that of 
Kozyrev who talked of a partnership with the 
US, carried greater anti-Western implications. 
At its core, Primakov’s idea assumed the US-
led global order put Russia at a disadvantage 

where it could no longer compete alone, but it 
could contend as part of a Russia-China-India 
triangle. Indeed, Russia, as a great power, 
needed pushback against the West, including 
in the Middle East, and Primakov was eager 
for Russia to return to the arena. “You have 
to understand, we will never leave the Middle 
East because we are part of the Middle East. 
We—are part of the Middle East!” Primakov 
once told Rabin after the latter told him that 
Israel does not want a Soviet presence in the 
Middle East, as Efraim Halevy, former Mossad 
director, noted. Indeed, Halevy recalled that 
Primakov repeated this phrase after their car 
broke down between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv; 
Primakov felt so strongly, Halevy said, that he 
forcefully banged his fist on the car and drew his 
own blood. This concept of Russia in the region 
was not merely Communist but quintessentially 
Russian, Halevy observed (Magen & Rakov, 
2022, p. 43.)

On Primakov’s watch, the Russian 
government began to demonstrate increased 
interest in projecting great power status in the 
Middle East. Yeltsin personally made a few trips 
to the region—in March 1996 to a Middle East 
peace summit in Egypt and in February 1999 
to King Hussein’s funeral in Jordan. However, 
he only visited Israel in January 2000, after 
stepping down from Russia’s presidency, a 
week after naming a little-known former KGB 
officer Vladimir Putin acting president (“Boris 
Yeltsin,” 2000).

Putin’s Russia: A Return to the Middle 
East and Greater Focus on Israel
Putin embraced Primakov’s vision of a 
multipolar world and worked resolutely to 
return Russia to the Middle East in a zero-sum 

Yevgeny Primakov shifted Moscow’s policy from 
a more balanced attitude toward the Arab-Israeli 
conflict back to one leaning more toward the 
Palestinians and Arabs.
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anti-American approach (Abner, 2017). With 
regard to Israel, Putin initially took a pragmatic 
realpolitik stance, though ironically a more pro-
Israel approach than Primakov himself pursued 
several years earlier. Yet while this approach 
found few takers in his own government (Katz, 
2005), Putin’s overall strategy for the region 
still reflected Primakov’s vision of building ties 
with all major actors on the ground, a strategy 
rooted in lessons from the failure of the Soviet 
Union. To be sure, Putin was not going to bring 
back the Soviet Union, but he was determined 
to win vis-à-vis the US where the USSR had 
failed. The loss of the Cold War continued to 
haunt Russian elites not because they wanted 
a return of Communism, but because Russia 
lost and the world order changed as a result—
and they sought an alternate outcome. Thus, 
the lesson the Kremlin extracted was about 
what tactics it used to pursue its goals, rather 
than fundamentally rethinking the goals 
themselves. Now, however, it was about 
traditional geopolitics, not ideology. As James 
Sherr posits, Putin’s overall approach reflects 
pragmatism in the chekist understanding 
of the term. In the Western mind, the term 
“pragmatic” invokes images of reasonableness, 
but for a chekist (i.e., affiliated with a Soviet 
state security organization) it is about a cold, 
cynical calculation of national interest, and a 
utilitarian approach to ends and means (Sherr, 
2013).

When it came to Israel, one lesson 
internalized the strategic mistake of internal 
anti-Jewish policies of the Soviet Union, 
which led to the creation of the “refusenik” 
movement that connected with Western elites 
and extended pressure that resulted, inter alia, 
in the passage of the powerful Jackson-Vanik 
amendment that pressured the Soviet Union 
on its human rights policy. More broadly, the 
refusenik efforts also helped expose the true 
evil character of the Soviet regime, in which 
there was no moral equivalence between the 
West and the Soviet ideology. The fact is, in 
private Moscow was not blind to the strategic 

(though not necessarily moral) failure of this 
approach, even during the Cold War. As noted in 
the famous Mitrkohin Archives, “Even Brezhnev 
occasionally complained about the lack of 
proportion evident in the KGB campaign against 
refuseniks, ‘Zionism is making us stupid’” 
(Andrew & Mitrokhin, 2006, p. 143). Furthermore, 
breaking diplomatic ties with Israel led to the 
Kremlin’s loss of intelligence access within Israel, 
another disadvantage during the Cold war. 

The way the Kremlin came to see it, it 
would achieve more by working with the Jews. 
Indeed, the core premise here was exactly the 
same as Putin’s broader Middle East strategy 
of actively building good relations with all—
often conflicting—major actors in the region 
to pursue Russian interests as Putin defined 
them, and position Russia as a mediator and 
peacemaker. Putin consistently pursued this 
flexible approach since coming to power to 
strengthen the Russian position in the region. 
He arguably achieved greater success than the 
Soviet Union (Freedman, 2018, pp. 102–115).

Pragmatic Flexibility and Economic Ties
From the very beginning of his rule, Putin 
championed Russia in the Middle East far more 
than Yeltsin had done, often through personal 
involvement. In October 2000, soon after taking 
office, Putin publicly repealed the 1995 Gore-
Chernomyrdin pact; press reports indicated that 
in practice, the agreement regardless did little 
to limit Russia’s arms sales to Iran, even as the 
US fulfilled its side of the bargain. Moreover, the 
December deadline passed and Russian sales 
to Iran continued, but the public cancellation 
of the deal sent a message that Putin wanted 
closer cooperation with the Islamic Republic 
(Chernomyrdin, 2000). After the collapse of 
the Camp David II talks in July 2000, Moscow 
attempted to assume a larger role as a mediator, 
at least rhetorically. Yasir Arafat traveled to 
Moscow the following month and met with 
Putin, who said Russia was ready to “co-
sponsor” the Middle East agreement (“Vladimir 
Putin,” 2000).
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In April 2005, Putin became the first Kremlin 
leader to visit Israel (“Visits to the State of 
Israel,” 2005). This trip came as Russia began 
to pursue a generally more aggressive foreign 
policy in the wake of the so-called color 
revolutions in Georgia, Ukraine, and elsewhere 
in the post-Soviet space—events that Putin 
blamed on the West—that also touched the 
Middle East. In these years the Kremlin’s fear 
of color revolutions was primarily focused on 
the post-Soviet space rather than the Middle 
East, but Lebanon’s Cedar Revolution could not 
have escaped its attention. As ties with Israel 
continued to grow, in September 2008 the two 
countries launched visa-free travel (Keinon, 
2008). Russian and Israeli officials increasingly 
held meetings and telephone conversations on 
a regular basis and maintained multiple open 
channels of communication. At the same time, 
pursuing ties with Israel did not stop Putin 
from building closer ties with Tehran, inviting 
Hamas to Moscow, or failing to designate 
Hezbollah as a terrorist organization; Hezbollah 
representatives also eventually visited the 
Russian capital. 

By 2010, Putin had built good relations with 
all governments in the Middle East and the major 
opposition movements, and although he briefly 
lost clout after the Arab spring—another event 
Moscow was convinced the US orchestrated, 
along with subsequent domestic protest in 
Russia—he soon regained these contacts and 
influence. Moreover, despite good relations 
with everyone in the region, it was clear that 
Putin leaned closer to Iran and more broadly 
to the anti-American forces in the region. Putin 
never failed to capitalize on American missteps 
or its overall retreat from the region (both real 
and perceived). For example, in June 2012, 
Putin exploited the tension between the Obama 
administration and the Netanyahu government 
and visited Israel a second time, nine months 
before Obama made his first presidential visit. 
For his part, Prime Minister Netanyahu traveled 
to Moscow more frequently than to Washington 
during Obama’s presidency.

Economic relations between the two 
countries improved on Putin’s watch, exceeding 
$3 billion in 2014, a figure slightly higher than 
Russia’s trade with Egypt the same year, and 
has roughly hovered at this number since. 
Putin pursued hi-tech commerce in areas 
including nanotechnology; tourism became 
another important sector. More recently, Israel 
(and ironically Iran) discussed with Russia the 
possibility of joining a free trade zone with the 
Russia-dominated Eurasian Economic Union 
(Ahren, 2019). In reality, it is difficult to see Israel 
joining this zone anytime soon given the state 
of relations between Western democracies and 
Russia; moreover, it hard to see Iran and Israel 
joining the same organization given Tehran’s 
position toward Israel. Still, the very fact that 
these discussions took place at all is important. 

Lastly, military relations improved 
somewhat. In early 2009, Russia began to 
cooperate with Israel Aerospace Industries 
(IAI) including on UAVs (“Russia Confirms,” 
2009), and by the following year reportedly 
purchased $100 million worth of equipment. 
The daily Vedomosti further reported that in 
late 2015, Russia’s Defense Ministry purchased 
ten additional Israel-designed UAVs assembled 
in Russia (Nikolsky, 2015). This cooperation 
occurred even as Israel consistently remained 
concerned by Russia’s support of Iran’s nuclear 
program and fears that Russia would supply 
advanced air defense systems to the Islamic 
Republic. Indeed, over the years, US and Israel 
pressured Russia to halt the sale of the S-300 
to Iran; Moscow eventually froze the deal 
(though never canceled it) in exchange for major 
concessions from the West rewarding Russia for 
its support of sanctions against Tehran (Baker & 
Sanger, 2010). The S-300 deal eventually went 
through, after the JCPOA on the Iranian nuclear 
program was adopted in October 2015.

Russia as Peacemaker
Putin was determined to recapture Russia’s 
status as a great power on the global arena. As 
part of the multipolar world vision, he styled 
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Russia as a country crucial to resolution of all 
key global issues. Within this framework, he 
inserted Russia into the Middle East Quartet 
from its inception in 2002, which recalled the 
1991 Madrid Conference. It is hard to imagine 
that the memory of the US as the sole convener 
of a crucial global peace conference did not 
haunt Putin and his circle (Borshchevskaya, 
2021, pp. 29-32), and certainly Putin’s behavior 
over the years suggested he was determined 
to avoid a repeat scenario. As for the Israeli-
Palestinian issue, senior Russian officials have 
consistently publicly underscored the joint US-
USSR nature of the Madrid Conference, most 
recently in October 2021 (TASS, 2021). Russia has 
a firm official position on the Israeli-Palestinian 
issue, which also references Madrid (Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, n.d.). 
Top Russian officials have spoken repeatedly 
about the importance of the Israeli-Palestinian 
issue, and to this day official Russian statements 
refer to the resolution of this conflict as central 
to peace in the Middle East (Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2020). 

By some accounts Putin’s Russia has been 
the only country that has regularly attempted 
to breathe new life into its Middle East activity. 
In this context Moscow retained close ties with 
Fatah and Hamas leaders, as well as Islamic 
Jihad, all of whom paid official visits to Moscow 
in recent years. Indeed, Moscow does not 
consider Hamas a terrorist organization, and 
although this point frustrates both Israel and 
the Palestinian Authority, it has not prevented 
any party from engaging in dialogue with 
Moscow. Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas 
described Russia in late 2019 as “one of the main 
friends of the Palestinian people,” to whom they 
do not need to explicitly turn to for support, 

since Russia “always stood and is on the side of 
our people” (Belenkaya, 2019). Later that year 
Abbas also sought Russia’s mediation (Melhem, 
2021). During Operation Guardian of the Walls 
in May 2021 Moscow itself offered mediation, 
which some Russian analysts highlighted would 
be a better alternative to that of the US (Kulagin, 
2021). Moreover, Putin at the time described the 
escalating conflict as one that “directly affects 
[Russia’s] security interests” (Fung, 2021). 

Moscow’s April 2017 recognition of West 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital encapsulated 
some key themes of Putin’s strategy. First, 
this decision came before the US recognized 
Jerusalem as the capital. Second, in practice, 
unlike the US decision, it obliged Moscow to 
do little, especially as the Russian embassy 
remained in Tel Aviv. Putin’s real goal may 
have had less to do with Israel than serving 
as a signal to US that it will need to deal with 
Russia even on this issue. Third, it cast Putin 
further in a positive light when it came to the 
Israeli government. 

Although the Israeli-Palestinian issue is 
certainly not high on anyone’s agenda at this 
time, including Moscow’s, the Kremlin has made 
it consistently clear it will play an integral part 
in it. 

Terrorism, World War II, and Other 
Narratives
Terrorism 
Putin also pursued several narratives to build 
ties with Israel—beyond simply cultivating 
Russian-speaking Jews—with an eye toward a 
more enduring connection. He repeatedly drew 
parallels between Russia’s struggle with Sunni 
Islamist extremism and Israel’s own terrorist 
struggle. Perhaps due to Putin’s outreach, Israel 
was one of the few countries (ironically, Iran 
was another) that didn’t criticize Putin for his 
brutal crushing of Chechen separatists; most 
others condemned Moscow’s human rights 
violations that helped turn what originally 
began as a secular separatist struggle into an 
Islamist extremist one. Israel was also among 

Putin was determined to recapture Russia’s status 
as a great power on the global arena. As part of 
the multipolar world vision, he styled Russia as a 
country crucial to resolution of all key global issues.
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the first countries to offer Moscow support in 
September 2004 after a group of armed Chechen 
and Ingush terrorists seized a school in Beslan, 
North Ossetia, bringing 18 children and their 
parents on a three-week healing trip to Israel. 
Many inside Russia, by contrast, especially 
relatives of the hostages, criticized the Russian 
government’s botched rescue attempt, 
which led to the deaths of 380 hostages, 186 
of them children. (Putin would subsequently use 
Beslan as a justification for Russia’s democratic 
backslide.) 

World War II and Cultural Ties
Over the years Putin repeatedly emphasized—
and at times exaggerated—Russia’s cultural ties 
with Israel. He also emphasized the Red Army’s 
heroism against Nazism, while occasionally 
recalling Stalin’s initial recognition of the 
Jewish state but omitting Stalin’s subsequent 
antisemitic policies, to say nothing of Putin’s 
obsession with whitewashing Stalin’s initial 
pact with Hitler. 

“We fought Nazism together—I want to 
emphasize this….This means that we have 
common humanitarian values—this is the most 
solid basis for interaction,” Putin said in June 
2012 while meeting Israeli President Shimon 
Peres, and adding, “It is not by accident that 
the Soviet Union was among the initiators 
and supported the creation of the state of 
Israel” (“Meeting,” 2012). Next day, speaking 
at an unveiling of a monument in Netanya 
dedicated to the Red Army Victory over the Nazi 
Germany, Putin said that Russia “put an end” 
to the Holocaust by saving “the world” (Stern 
Shefler, 2012). In September 2019 Putin said, 
“Citizens of Russia and Israel are connected by 
ties of family, kinship and friendship. This is a 
real network, a common family, I say without 
exaggeration….we consider Israel a Russian-
speaking state” (JTA, 2019). 

For all his talk about humanitarian values, 
Putin’s intentions were far more prosaic and 
self-serving. Thus, in 2018 an agreement went 
into force stating that Russia would pay $83 

million in pensions to former Soviet citizens 
now living in Israel (“Putin Awards,” 2017)—
even as it had no money to adjust pensions for 
inflation for Russian citizens, while the meager 
pension allotment of just over $17 a month again 
shows a preference for style over substance 
(“Medvedev’s Awkward Crimea Moment,” 
2016). It would be inaccurate to assume that 
his efforts to cultivate the Russian-speaking 
diaspora went entirely unnoticed, but pragmatic 
realpolitik ultimately gained Putin, on balance, 
greater leverage. Indeed, many have described 
Netanyahu, who perhaps capitalized in political 
terms on these developments, as a “master 
campaigner” with Israel’s Russian-speaking 
public (Galili, 2019).

That said, ironically, Israeli civil society 
over the years—including those of the recent 
aliya, often referred to as the “Putin aliyah”—
consistently pushed back against strengthening 
ties with Russia. They organized protests near 
the Russian embassy over Russia’s human 
rights violations, while almost every official 
Russian state visit to Israel was met with 
demonstrations. Israel’s younger Russian 
speakers especially opposed the illegal Crimea 
annexation; this author was told in Israel that 
the Crimea annexation divided Israel’s Russian 
speakers. Moreover, Netanyahu’s pro-Putin 
campaign alienated these voters, especially 
later in Netanyahu’s political career. However, 
as Lily Galili pointed out, the campaign may 
not have meant to target Russian speakers 
but “the Israeli public writ large, which is 
uninterested in internal Russian politics and 
is impressed by seeing the leader of their small 
country playing in the big leagues with the likes 
of Trump and Putin” (Galili, 2019). For their 
part, the civil society protests did not appear 
to have impacted the course of Israel’s foreign 
policy with regard to Russia. 

Rehabilitation of Stalinism
That Putin pursued rehabilitation of Stalinism 
along with Stalin’s pact with Hitler speaks 
volumes about his priorities, worldview, and 
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how it colors his approach to Israel (Aderet, 
2021). Russia, as an old Soviet joke goes, is 
a country with unpredictable history. Putin’s 
Russia is no exception and has engaged in 
historical revisionism and suppression. In the 
last twenty years, over one hundred statues to 
Stalin have appeared throughout Russia, most 
after 2005 (Yakovleva, 2018). Most recently, on 
July 1, 2021, Putin signed a law that made it 
illegal to compare publicly goals of the USSR 
to that of Nazi Germany and the European Axis 
powers, as well as denying the decisive role the 
USSR played in liberating Europe from Nazism 
(“Putin Approved,” 2021). “History should not be 
touched,” said Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov on August 30, 2021 at a meeting with 
Russia’s War II veterans, adding that “attacks” 
on Stalin as the main perpetrator of evil are 
“attacks on our past” (“Lavrov: Attacks,” 2021). 
Indeed, the Russian state punishes historians 
who do touch history, such as Yury Dmitriev, 
who worked to document mass executions: in 
2020 the court sentenced Dmitriev to thirteen 
years in prison (“Reuters in Moscow,” 2020). The 
latest closures of Memorial International and its 
sister Memorial Center leaves no doubt of the 
direction in which Russia is headed. Memorial 
is the most respected Russian human rights 
umbrella organization in Russia, consisting of 
several branches; Memorial International was 
the archival branch. Memorial documented 
Stalin’s crimes and in more recent years began 
a tradition of public gatherings on October 
29 to read aloud names of victims of political 
repression, in commemoration. The Russian 
Supreme Court closed it on spurious charges 
of failing to properly display the “foreign agent” 
logo and for creating a “false” image of the USSR 
as a “terrorist state” (Interfax, 2011).

Indeed, Putin’s rehabilitation of Stalinism has 
nothing to do with a search for genuine nuance 
that could better enhance the understanding 
of the past, but everything with crafting a 
misleading narrative that serves a political 
purpose, domestically and internationally. For 
many in Israel, there is no contradiction between 

complete repugnance to Stalinism and gratitude 
for a key contribution to creation of the Jewish 
state, but as far as Putin is concerned this is 
a useful opportunity. It allows, for example, 
pushing a narrative of Russia’s victimization 
by the West, which purportedly does not give 
Russia enough credit for the role the Soviet 
Union played in defeating Hitler. And even if all 
sides ultimately understand the cynicism that 
underlies these actions, appearances matter.

Thus, in 2018, Netanyahu attended the May 9 
parade in Moscow to commemorate victory over 
the Nazis—the biggest, most important event 
of the year in Russia, one that Western leaders 
have shunned since the 2014 illegal annexation 
of Crimea. Under Putin, the Kremlin uses this 
event for political purposes to stoke militarism, 
so much so, that Russians themselves dubbed it 
pobedobesiye (“victory frenzy”). While attending 
the parade, Netanyahu donned the controversial 
St. George ribbon, outlawed in Ukraine after the 
Crimea annexation (Roth, 2017). “There was little 
that Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
could do more to ingratiate himself with Mr. 
Putin than flying to Moscow to participate in 
Wednesday’s Red Square military parade,” 
wrote the Wall Street Journal’s Yaroslav 
Trofimov (2018). Netanyahu’s visit came at a 
time when Israel remained concerned about 
Iranian entrenchment in Syria, where Israel 
to some extent had become dependent on 
Russia and where Netanyahu believed Putin 
could limit Iranian influence. A recent article by 
Russia’s ambassador to Israel Anatoly Victorov 
is illustrative of how the Kremlin uses World 
War II narratives in its relationship with Israel 
to gain greater legitimacy for itself. “In Israel, 
we find complete mutual understanding, which 
is especially important against the backdrop 
of how in a number of states cynical attempts 
are made to rewrite and distort the history 
of the war…[with] a blasphemous attitude 
toward the memory of Soviet soldiers-
liberators,” he wrote (Victorov, 2021). Lavrov 
repeated this point in a joint publication on 
the 30th anniversary of Russian-Israeli relations, 
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writing that “categorical rejection of attempts 
and historical revisionism….and generally 
recognized international legal results of World 
War II have always united Russia and Israel 
(Magen & Rakov, p. 15).

Ironically, Stalin himself did not hold World 
War II celebrations. He had aimed to suppress 
the war’s traumas, so that the people would 
forget it—in large part because he himself played 
a major role in causing this trauma through lies, 
mismanagement, and utter disregard for the 
lives of his own people. Soviet leadership only 
began celebrations under Leonid Brezhnev, 
to use them as a glue to hold the country 
together and legitimize Soviet rule at the 
time of stagnation. Putin, like Brezhnev, has 
used these narratives both domestically and 
with regard to Israel. To broaden the aperture 
further, Soviet nostalgia has been one key pillar 
of how Putin has framed Russia’s national 
idea. It has been part of his unifying vision of 
security and militarization, both domestically 
and internationally (Borshchevskaya, 2020). 
This vision emerged as a reaction against the 
1990s and blended a toxic mix of militant and 
anti-Western patriotism, along with Soviet 
nostalgia and religious orthodoxy. 

The Orthodox Church
Jerusalem always mattered to the Russian 
Orthodox Church, both to czarist and especially 
imperial nineteenth century Russia, when 
the Church exercised influence over Greek, 
Armenian, and Arab Orthodox communities 
in the Ottoman Empire. It funded schools, 
churches, and hostels in Palestine and Syria. 
Under Putin, the Russian Orthodox Church 
attempted to revive the idea, along with broader 
historic notions of Russia as the “Third Rome,” 
with its own spin in terms of connections to state 
foreign policy of expansion into the Middle East. 
The church in this context presented itself as a 
unifying force for all Christians in the region and 
the main pillar of stability protecting Christian 
communities. This was among the reasons why 
the church and the Kremlin cultivated ties with 

Israel. Israel‘s beginning the transfer of the 
Alexander Courtyard in Jerusalem’s Old City to 
the Russian Orthodox Church in January 2020 
(“Israel Begins,” 2020), and Lavrov’s accusation 
that the US was making it a “goal” to break the 
“unity of world’s Orthodoxy” (“Lavrov: USA Out,” 
2021) should be seen in this context. To be sure, 
the precise judicial process when it comes to the 
Alexander Courtyard is complex and involves 
a longstanding legal dispute that goes back to 
the 1917 Russian revolution, but that is not the 
main point. (And, it should be recalled, Putin 
himself is not only a KBG operative, but also 
a lawyer by training.) The key issue is that in 
the Kremlin’s distorted perception, the West is 
looking to weaken and divide Russia—including 
not only through “attacking” Stalin and Russia’s 
World War II history, but also by dividing the 
“Orthodox unity,” and Russia is bolstering its 
position—including in Israel. Significantly, 
the name of the Courtyard refers to not any 
Alexander, but Alexander Nevsky, the historic 
patron saint of the Russian army. Indeed, the 
order of Alexander Nevsky, one of the highest 
awards for political or military service in czarist 
Russia, was revived both by Soviet and Putin’s 
Russia. 

These narratives of the West allegedly trying 
to weaken Russia serve as a rallying cry to unite 
Russian society and make citizens put internal 
issues aside in the name of a perceived greater 
common threat, thereby strengthening Putin’s 
grip on power. The fact is, church-state relations 
in Soviet Russia and the element of religion in 
Russia’s foreign policy is deep and broad. A full 
discussion is beyond the scope of this article, 
but in brief, a messianic turn occurred in post-
Soviet Russia with the collapse of Communism. 
Russian foreign and especially security policy 
historically had an ecclesiastical dimension, 
as did post-Soviet Russia, especially under 
Putin, part of the state-driven militarization 
of the Russian consciousness used as a tool 
of cohesion. Although analysts over the years 
asserted that Putin’s Russia has no ideology, 
these were superficial readings of reality. 
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Putin offered an ideology—one of state 
paternalism and patriotism based on appeals 
to a glorious past and the rejection of liberalism 
(Borshchevskaya, 2021, p. 44). Religion has a 
direct role in this narrative, while the Church 
itself also maintains ties to the state. As Dima 
Adamsky writes in his book about how the 
Church came to permeate the Russian military-
industrial complex, the penetration of the 
Russian Orthodox faith into politics has been 
wide, deep, and ongoing and will likely outlive 
Putin, while narratives of obedience, loyalty, 
duty, and sacrifice have become intertwined 
with faith (Adamsky, 2019). Consequently, Israel, 
the cradle of Christianity, will always have an 
especially important place in Russian state 
interests as Moscow continues to pursue its 
messianic mission of protector and savior, a 
mission that also transcends borders. 

The Intervention in Syria 
Putin’s 2015 Syria intervention brought Russia 
to Israel’s doorstep, a reality Israel had no choice 
but to confront, especially in the context of 
Western ambivalence toward the crisis. Indeed, 
it soon became clear that Russia is in Syria for 
the long haul and could limit Israel’s freedom of 
action to strike Iran-linked targets inside Syria. 
Thus, engagement between Russian and Israeli 
figures, from the most senior to lower levels, 
only increased. The two countries also set up 
a coordination and deconfliction mechanism 
to avoid clashes. The Israeli government came 
to see Russia as a country that could contain 
Iran and Hezbollah in Syria, a perception that 
Moscow actively encouraged. Furthermore, 
like other countries in the region, Israel saw 
Russia as a channel of communication with 
the Assad regime, which joined the reasons 
to cultivate Moscow. Moreover, some Israeli 

officials privately claimed that Putin has a “soft 
spot” for Jews and Israel, noting that they felt 
reassured when Moscow gave Israel freedom 
of action. 

Moscow did not directly restrict Israel’s 
freedom of military action, and as of the time 
of this writing, the two countries maintain 
coordination. That said, a number of obstacles 
highlighted the fragility of this situation, even 
as Israeli officials have said over the years they 
do not ask Russia’s permission to conduct their 
airstrikes. As early as March 2017, Moscow 
“summoned” Israeli Ambassador to Moscow 
Gary Koren and “demanded” clarification 
about a strike in Syria, highlighting Moscow’s 
preference to treat even a partner as a 
subordinate rather than an equal (TOI Staff & 
Agencies, 2017). 

Certainly tensions between Russia and 
Israel continued on a deeper level than official 
statements suggested over the years. Moscow 
remained unhappy with Israel’s support for an 
American presence in northern Syria to support 
Syrian Kurds. For one, the American presence 
limited Iranian options in terms of control of 
the Syrian-Iran border; implicitly, this situation 
once again highlighted Moscow’s preference 
for Iran. Moscow of course also simply wanted 
the US out of Syria. Israel, for its part, while 
concerned about Russia’s presence in Syria 
over the years, remained hopeful that Russia 
would limit Iranian influence in Syria, a hope 
that over the years failed to materialize. 

Moscow never took any meaningful action 
to limit Iran and Hezbollah, while a string of 
broken ceasefires on Russia’s watch should 
have highlighted both its inability and lack 
of desire to rebuff Iran in Syria. Furthermore, 
a serious crisis erupted in September 2018, 
after the Assad regime accidentally shot down 
a Russian reconnaissance plane, killing all 15 
people onboard, an incident that Moscow 
blamed on Israel. To be sure, the Russian 
Defense Ministry came out seemingly far 
stronger in its criticism, and the Israeli press 
was careful to highlight a perception that Putin 

Putin’s 2015 Syria intervention brought Russia to 
Israel’s doorstep, a reality Israel had no choice but 
to confront, especially in the context of Western 
ambivalence toward the crisis.
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personally did not blame Israel, an incident 
he described as a “chain of tragic accidental 
circumstances.” The Defense Ministry blamed 
Israel directly, claiming Israel used the civilian 
plane as a “shield” against Syrian air defenses. 
This situation led some to suggest that the 
Russian Defense Ministry was more anti-Israel 
than Putin himself.

In the background of this incident stood 
the question of historic Russian antisemitism, 
and where Putin himself stood on this issue as 
compared to more far-right, ultra-nationalist 
members of the Russian government. To be 
sure, the Russian Defense Ministry might very 
well have been inclined to be more anti-Israel. 
Still, such hair splitting obfuscated more than 
it clarified because it was hard to tell how 
much of these reactions were genuine or mere 
theater. The Russian Defense Ministry had to 
defend itself to Putin, and the desire to shift 
the blame on Israel could very well have been 
the result of simple embarrassment in front of 
the boss, rather than a reflection of a genuine 
difference in attitude or policy. Putin himself, 
for his part, whatever his feelings toward Jews, 
still stressed, albeit in more gentle fashion than 
the Defense Ministry, that the earlier Israeli 
attack violated Syria’s sovereignty, along with 
Russian-Israeli agreements on avoiding clashes. 
Putin also said Netanyahu should “not allow 
such situations in the future” (Agencies & TOI 
Staff, 2018). Overall, his response ultimately 
highlighted his pragmatism toward Israel. At the 
same time, Russian state-run media featured 
a wave of online antisemitic comments (“On 
the Web,” 2018). 

Ultimately, neither Russia nor Israel was 
interested in a full-blown bilateral crisis, but the 
incident illustrated how quickly relations can 
take a turn for the worse, and when they did, 
Israel voted in favor of several UN resolutions 
condemning the Crimea annexation (JTA & 
Liphshiz, 2018), unlike its initial reaction in 
2014 when it ostensibly remained neutral. 
Even so, the Israeli government persisted in 
a naive hope that Russia would deter Iran in 

Syria. Thus, for example, in March 2019, after the 
southern ceasefire failed to meet any of Israel’s 
security interests, Netanyahu announced to 
his cabinet, “President Putin and I also agreed 
on a common goal—the withdrawal of foreign 
forces that arrived in Syria after the outbreak of 
the civil war.” While over the years some of the 
Israeli hopes that Russia would limit Iranian-
backed proxies in Syria appear to have ebbed, 
these hopes have not disappeared entirely, 
despite evidence to the contrary. As recently as 
December 2021 former national security advisor 
Meir Ben-Shabbat said, “There is a shared view 
between us and the Russians, beyond what’s 
publicly exposed...The Russians are striving 
for regional stability, particularly in Syria. I 
believe they would agree that Iran is the force 
challenging that stability” (Kubovich, 2021). 

For their part, senior Russian officials, such 
as Ambassador to the UN Vasily Nebezia and 
Anatoly Viktorov periodically condemned 
Israeli activities as “destabilizing” Syria and 
the Middle East in the following years, but 
especially stepped up this rhetoric with the 
change of Israeli leadership after Netanyahu lost 
to Naftali Bennett. Thus, in July 2021, Moscow, 
Tehran, and Ankara issued a trilateral statement 
confirming “their strong commitment to [Syria’s] 
sovereignty” and “condemned continuing 
Israeli military attacks in Syria which violate the 
international law, international humanitarian 
law, the sovereignty of Syria and neighboring 
countries, endanger the stability and security 
in the region, and called for cessation of them” 
(“Russia, Iran, Turkey,” 2021). The same month, 
Rear Admiral Vadim Kulit, head of the Russian 
military reconciliation center in Syria (Egozi, 
2021a), reportedly said that Russian forces 
assisted Syria in intercepting four missiles 
launched by Israeli F-16s (“Syria Shot Down,” 
2021). 

In this context, the Israeli leadership 
appeared concerned that Russia changed its 
policy toward Israel in Syria. Press reports 
over the summer of 2021 noted that Russia 
stopped the deconfliction line and linked 

https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-on-iran-russia-is-closer-to-israel-than-what-s-exposed-former-top-official-says-1.10450342
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this change to Netanyahu’s departure (Egozi, 
2021b). The reports appeared to have been 
overblown (Kasnett, 2021); it is more likely that 
Moscow engaged in tactical messaging to test 
the new Israeli government. In October when 
Bennett met with Putin, he reaffirmed that the 
two countries will continue to implement the 
deconfliction mechanism. “It was decided to 
keep policies vis-à-vis Russia in place [regarding 
airstrikes in Syrian territory],” Housing Minister 
Ze’ev Elkin, who accompanied Bennett as a 
translator and advisor, said in a statement. 
Elkin also said the talks involved establishing 
continuity in the bilateral relationship with 
Russia after Bennett replaced Netanyahu as 
Israel’s prime minister (TOI Staff, 2021). Israeli 
military analysts subsequently said on Israeli 
Channel 12 and 13 that while the coordination 
mechanism remains in place, Putin also asked 
for additional advanced warning of strikes. 

Conclusion and Policy 
Recommendations
Russia-Israel relations have matured 
substantially over the past thirty years, even 
as tensions and disagreements remain. When 
meeting with Putin on October 22, 2021, 
Prime Minister Bennett discussed not only 
Israel’s freedom of action in Syria but also the 
underlying basis for bilateral relations. Bennett 
said, “I want to tell you on behalf of our entire 
country, our entire people: we see in you a 
very close, true friend of the State of Israel, the 
Jewish people,” and once again highlighted the 
Red Army’s role in fighting the Nazis (“Meeting 
with Israel Prime Minister,” 2021). The Israeli 
leadership continues to see it important to 
cultivate good ties with Russia, as does Moscow, 

but the Kremlin has not been motivated solely 
by genuine friendship.

Moscow’s policy in the last thirty years, 
with the exception perhaps of the early Yeltsin 
years, shows a preference for pragmatism, as 
Moscow—not the West—understands the term, 
and in this context, cultivation of pragmatic 
leverage. Indeed, this is also the Kremlin’s goal 
as it seeks to strengthen the Russian position 
in the Middle East as a mediator that can talk 
to all sides and serve as a counterweight to the 
West, even during occasional instances when 
Moscow is helpful to Israel.1 Of course Moscow 
is not looking for a bilateral crisis with Israel, a 
strong and developed pro-Western democracy, 
which Moscow considers a strategically vital 
country in the region. But that is precisely what 
makes Israel vulnerable to Moscow’s broader 
efforts to corrupt and weaken democratic 
institutions and practices worldwide (TOI Staff, 
2018). The case of Naama Issachar, a 26-year-
old American Israeli, detained in 2019 by the 
Russian authorities on trumped up charges 
to obtain the release of an alleged criminal 
hacker, is also illustrative of how Moscow views 
international relations (Eglash, 2019). Greater 
Russian influence will not bring stability or 
improve security, but the bottom line is that 
Russia today sees the Middle East as a prime 
arena of competition with the US, and more 
broadly the West, and this is likely to present a 
greater challenge for Israel in the coming years. 
Moreover, the Middle East has and always will 
matter to Russian leaders, competition or no 
competition with the West. 

In the Middle East, Putin, unlike Soviet 
leaders, is more pragmatically inclined and 
aware of his limitations, and his approach to 
the region has already shown him more resilient 
than many commentators predicted. He knows 
that Israeli leaders will not downgrade relations 
with Washington simply to appease Moscow. 
However, that is not the primary concern. Putin 
has shown he is committed to undermine pro-
Western interests—indeed, many thought 
Russia would find itself mired in overreach in 

Moscow’s policy in the last thirty years, with the 
exception perhaps of the early Yeltsin years, shows 
a preference for pragmatism, as Moscow—not the 
West—understands the term, and in this context, 
cultivation of pragmatic leverage.
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Syria, but to the contrary, instead Putin achieved 
many key objectives without incurring crippling 
costs. The West meanwhile in recent years has 
looked to withdraw from the Middle East, and 
the Biden administration sees China more than 
Russia as a primary foreign policy objective 
and has even strengthened Russia by waiving 
sanctions that now allow Russia to construct 
the Nord Stream 2 pipeline. The debacle of 
the Afghanistan withdrawal weakened the US 
and the West in the eyes of the Kremlin, which 
now pushes openly for a complete revision of 
the post-Cold War world order. Great power 
competition will continue to intensify in the 
Middle East, at least as far as Russia (and China) 
is concerned, while the American commitment 
to meet this competition specifically in the 
Middle East remains at best ambivalent. Nor 
are Russia and China likely to divorce anytime 
soon, despite years of analysis that suggests 
this is only a tactical marriage of convenience. 
Russia’s strategic partnership goes back three 
decades, and it need not be a full-fledged formal 
alliance to demonstrate that Moscow and Beijing 
remain committed to erode the US-led global 
order, find ways to cooperate, and carve out 
spheres of influence. 

Looking to the future, tensions within 
Russian-Israeli relations will presumably persist, 
but so will cooperation, as both sides will likely 
continue to calculate that cooperation, even if 
sometimes uneasy, is in their best interest. When 
it comes to the Israeli-Palestinian dispute, it is 
unlikely that Israel will necessarily see Russia 
as a better mediator than the US, especially 
if Moscow continues to expand its influence 
with the Palestinian Authority, something that 
the latter has welcomed over the years. Still, 
Russia will also continue playing an integral 
role in discussions. When it comes to Russia’s 
relationship with Iran, Israel will likely continue 
to hope that Russia will limit the influence of 
Iran-backed militias in Syria. Israel appears to 
remain committed in its preference to Russia 
over Iran in Syria, rather than see them together 
as one strategic unit.

Moscow, however, has shown time and 
time again that whereas the West aims to be 
proactive and look for solutions, it is content 
with an unresolved conflict, be it in Syria or 
elsewhere, especially if it entails obtaining 
prestige and other benefits of perceived power 
that it is seemingly working to resolve an 
intractable conflict. Syria for its part is poised 
to turn into a frozen conflict that Russia will 
manage, rather than aim to resolve. As it does 
so, it will slowly increase its influence in the 
Middle East, with Syria as a key focal point from 
which it projects power. Should a major conflict 
erupt between Israel and Iran or Iran-backed 
proxies, Moscow is likely to continue to style 
itself as the only mediator that has channels of 
communication to all sides. This position will 
not only ensure Russia’s seat at the table and 
everyone’s cooperation, even if begrudging, 
but depending on how events play out, could 
gain Russia a winning position, especially 
in the absence of sustained and focused US 
involvement. 

In the context of growing great power 
competition, the United States and Israel 
have had a deep and enduring bond for seven 
decades, and now both need to look for ways to 
strengthen the alliance based on shared values 
and clearly articulated interests, especially 
at a time when political debate in the US has 
now shifted, compared to previous decades. 
Republicans and Democrats traditionally 
agreed on standing by Israel, but this dynamic 
is changing, which is worrisome. 

Intensified emphasis on the US need not 
be zero-sum for Israel, but Israeli leaders 
should also acknowledge the limitations of 
Russian mediation and the Kremlin’s ability—or 
interest—in genuinely pushing back against 
Iranian influence. In this context, as Assad is 
headed closer to normalization by Arab leaders 
who have shunned him for the last decade 
(Rogin, 2021), Israeli leadership should at the 
very least not rush to follow. The idea that 
Assad’s shift closer to Arab, especially wealthy 
Gulf states will distance him from Tehran may 
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seem Machiavellian on paper, but in reality 
is just as unlikely to succeed as, for example, 
previous Gulf states’ futile attempts to peel 
Russia from Iran by offering it investments. 
Assad owes his stay in power not only to Moscow 
but also to Tehran, and Iran’s tentacles are 
spread throughout Syria too far for them to 
be recalled should the Gulf fund reconstruction. 
In this context, the ongoing discussion about a 
gas pipeline from Jordan and Egypt to Lebanon 
through Syria (Rose, 2021) is also just as unlikely 
to limit Iranian influence but will further serve to 
normalize one of the worst dictatorships in the 
world. Israel, a free nation, should consider this 
point as the Israeli government thinks through 
normalization with the region’s worst tyrant. 

A strong Russian presence in Syria is unlikely 
to limit Iran in a meaningful way; this influence 
may simply look different and perhaps less 
overt. Nor is Russian help on other issues 
necessarily altruistic. Ultimately Moscow is 
looking for leverage to bolster its own standing 
rather than take genuine responsibility of true 
leadership. Partnerships with authoritarian 
governments are often necessary, but such 
ties have limits, especially when democracies 
meet the challenges of their day with strategic 
and moral clarity. Russia’s illegal February 2022 
invasion of Ukraine has laid bare for the world 
to see how different its worldview is from that of 
the West. In less than two weeks, the war grew 
into the largest conflict in Europe since World 
War II and changed the world. With this war, 
Putin aims to quash a democratic competitor 
under his authoritarianism, and take apart the 
liberal post World War II rules-based global 
order he despises. Israel has a direct stake in 
maintaining this global order. Israel also has 
much in common with Ukraine. It cannot sit 
on the sidelines, nor fall for Putin’s lies. 
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Introduction
In 2019, when Sochi hosted the first Russia-
Africa Forum, global media and Western think 
tanks predicted Moscow’s historic comeback 
on the continent. CNN announced, “Putin just 
took a victory lap in the Middle East. Now he’s 
turning to Africa”; Fox News: “Russia building 
new empire in Africa: ‘The United States should 
be hugely concerned’”; Carnegie: “Late to the 
Party: Russia’s return to Africa” (Ilyushina & 
McKenzie, 2019; Tilsley, 2019; Stronski, 2019, 
respectively). The United States and China, as 
well as a number of European and Arab states, 
enjoy relative advantages in Africa—from strong 
cultural connections to significant financial 
resources—but Russia has its own reasons 
to believe it has the potential to establish a 
sustainable presence in the region.

At the same time that outside observers 
emphasize Russia’s security expansion with 
the growing arms trade and corresponding 
agreements with African partners, energy 
has emerged as a vital element of its foreign 
policy. In July 2020, following talks with Egypt, 
South Africa, and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Russian Foreign Affairs Minister Sergey 
Lavrov pointed out the importance of Russian 
cooperation with African colleagues and 
Moscow’s role in facilitating energy security 
against the backdrop of the growing demand 
in the continent (“Lavrov Discussed Energy 
Security,” 2020). Lavrov emphasized the role 
of hydrocarbons and nuclear energy in this 
cooperation. The latter attracts particular 
interest: Moscow has opened a number of 
nuclear research centers in various parts of 
the continent, contributes financially to their 
operation, educates specialists in the field, and 

generally implements the build-own-operate 
scheme.1 Coal and oil extraction and production 
facilities, along with hydroelectric power plants 
built in the Soviet period, are currently Russia’s 
most significant contributions to African energy 
security, but there is potential for growing 
cooperation and its diversification.

An examination of Russian energy policy in 
Africa, which in 2018 created the biggest free 
trade zone in the world and finds itself in process 
of intense regional integration, must start with 
the north of the continent, where Moscow seems 
to have retained some influence despite the 
evident deceleration in cooperation after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. This includes the 
Egypt-Sudan sub-region and Maghreb which, 
simultaneously, belong to the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region.

This paper asks: What form has Russian 
cooperation with North African countries 
in the realm of energy taken since the 2019 
Russia-Africa Summit? It then addresses the 
implications of Russia’s evolving energy ties 
on the continent for Israeli interests. The 
main argument is that despite the dominant 
perception of the Kremlin aiming for expanded 
geopolitical influence through its energy policy, 
its projects in North Africa largely reflect Russia’s 
aim to remain an established economic and 
political actor in the region and pursue energy 
projects for commercial gain. Moscow works 
to deepen and diversify cooperation with the 
local powers though its oil and gas industry as 
well as nuclear projects, relying on the existing 
partnership network, with Egypt and Sudan 
constituting key partners for Russia. While its 
policy does not have a direct impact on Israel, 
Russia’s engagement across North Africa will 
interface with Israeli interests to the extent this 
engagement contributes to the regional growth 
and stability through economic development 
projects on the one hand, and challenges Israel’s 
ambitions in the Eastern Mediterranean on 
the other.

The paper first addresses the theoretical 
framework of Russian energy policy in North 

At the same time that outside observers emphasize 
Russia’s security expansion with the growing arms 
trade and corresponding agreements with African 
partners, energy has emerged as a vital element of 
its foreign policy. 
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Africa, and then reviews the Russian energy 
landscape and assesses the priorities of the 
national energy policy and cooperation in this 
field. It defines the trends in the current Russian 
energy policy in the region examined, and 
finally, determines the potential implications 
of Russia’s activity in the energy sector in the 
region for Israeli interests.

Theoretical Framework
The dominant theoretical approach for the 
contemporary analysis of Russia’s energy 
policy appears to be the broad framework of 
geoeconomics. At its core lies the idea that 
economy serves as an instrument “to promote 
and defend…national interests, and to produce 
beneficial geopolitical results” (Blackwill 
& Harris, 2016, p. 20). Such a perception is 
applied to the research of various aspects 
of Russian foreign policy, from activity in 
Syria to Russia’s presence in the world ocean 
(Abdi, 2021; Druzhinin & Lachininski, 2021). 
However, the geoeconomic lens has recently 
become especially popular considering the 
highly politicized discussion around the 2021 
developments in the Nord Stream 2 project in 
Europe: some analysts, for instance, from the 
Atlantic Council, Foreign Policy, or Bloomberg, 
view this project primarily as a Russian 
geopolitical tool (Makogon, 2021; Chausovsky, 
2021; Clark & Millan, 2021, respectively). 

An understanding that economic policy of 
the states claiming the status of great powers 
aims primarily for geopolitical expansion and 
extra-regional domination is a continuation of 
the Cold War mentality in academia. Yet while 
such a realist approach provides scholars with 
a working methodology, it is also fair to analyze 
states’ economic policies as their way to gain 
economic benefits and reach political goals. 
Based on classic liberal economic theory, this 
idea has been in the academic library since 
the establishment of liberal international 
relations theory, and it remains relevant 
today as informing the major international 
economic organizations. Moreover, the idea 

is reflected in various theoretical approaches: 
for instance, interdependency theory basically 
claims that economic cooperation increases 
nations’ benefits from economic activity while 
strengthening their political connections 
and international stability (Marlin-Bennett & 
Johnson, 2021). 

Such a perception seems equally relevant 
in the case of the Russian energy policy in 
North Africa. As Wehrey and Weiss point out, 
“The challenge for Western policymakers is to 
avoid viewing Russian activism in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and North Africa through an 
exclusively zero-sum lens. The region’s political 
disarray, complexities, and especially the 
unpredictability of local rulers all present built-
in buffers to Russian influence—as they do to 
all external players” (2021, p. 1). These Carnegie 
experts also develop an idea that “Russian 
economic penetration is driven mainly by 
short-term objectives and a search for outsized 
financial rewards”—and argue that Moscow 
neither tends to nor can afford to execute energy 
projects without commercial interest therein 
(Wehrey & Weiss, p. 4). Moreover, if Russia’s oil 
and gas industry’s capabilities appear to be 
insufficient in a project, its companies do not 
ignore the benefits of cooperation with foreign 
companies. Indeed, there are multiple cases 
when Western energy companies, including oil 
giants, are invited to participate in the Russian 
internal projects. Thus, this paper represents an 
effort to contest the mainstream understanding 
of the Russian energy policy as primarily a tool 
for geopolitical competition, and argues that 
Moscow itself does not view energy policy 
exclusively through this prism. 

Russia’s Energy Landscape
Energy policy, part of Russia’s broader 
international strategy, fulfills more functions 
than guaranteeing direct income. It is a major 
element allowing Moscow to balance the 
Sino-Russian dynamic, elevate its relations 
with European actors, and find common 
ground with some Arab states (Trenin, 2019). 
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As demonstrated below, Russia manages to 
promote its energy projects globally, which 
is one of the ways the Kremlin maintains its 
competitiveness with key rivals. 

Russia’s leading industry is the oil and gas 
sector, constituting almost half of national 
exports in financial terms and occupying a 
central role in national business expansion 
(Energoseti Rossii, 2020). The proven oil 
reserves of the Russian Federation constitute 
6.4 percent of the world reserves; as to gas—
24.23 percent. According to Natural Resources 
Minister Alexander Kozlov, the country has 
enough oil to extract at the current pace for 59 
years and natural gas for 103 years (Energoseti 
Rossii, 2020; “Head of the Ministry of Natural 
Resosurces,” 2021). Moreover, there are still 
unexplored fields: for instance, the Bazhenov 
shale formation is estimated to hold “74.6 billion 
of technically recoverable shale oil resources,” 
which would give Russia the largest shale oil 
resources in the world (Fitch Solutions, 2021, 
p. 7). Note that some shale projects on Russian 
territory are realized in collaboration with 
foreign companies: for example, Sakhalin-1 is 
executed by an international consortium with 
Exxon Mobil’s subsidiary Exxon Neftegas Limited 
holding the biggest share, 30 percent (Exxon 
Neftegas Limited, 2021). This project illustrates 
that Moscow does not see energy exclusively 
as a field of competition with the Western 
companies, and in cases when it is economically 
beneficial, it welcomes cooperation with foreign 
actors.

Ninety-five percent of the sector is controlled 
by eleven major players, which collectively 
represent the bulk of Russian oil and gas 
industries around the globe. While currently 
international attention is drawn toward Nord 

Stream 2, Russian companies are also deeply 
involved in Latin America and Southeast Asia. 
Furthermore, experts see the Middle East as the 
most promising area of the Russian oil and gas 
business expansion, considering the scale of the 
previous projects in states like Iraq (Pravosudov, 
2021; “Russian Oil and Gas Projects,” 2018). 
Russian energy companies have potential for 
future expansion abroad as well: in the top four 
of the latest rating of global energy companies 
by S&P Global Platts (2020) are the Russian 
Lukoil, Rosneft, and Gazprom—at the second, 
third, and fourth places, respectively. In the 
meantime, opportunities are still limited by the 
sanctions regime imposed after 2014, while the 
organization of the energy business in Russia 
limits “access of foreign investments to the vast 
onshore reserves” (Fitch Solutions, 2021, p. 7). 

The coal industry is the oldest energy source 
in Russia. The state is the sixth largest coal 
mining power in the world, being one of the 
most significant Asian and European exporters. 
Moreover, in 2021, the Russian government 
spent over $10 billion on railroad upgrades, 
which would allow boosting exports to Asia 
(Energoseti Rossii, 2020; Fedorinova & Quinn, 
2021). Other noteworthy fossil fuels are peat 
and oil shales, and thermal energy constitutes 
one-third of the energy produced in Russia.

The nation has a well-developed hydropower 
network responsible for one-fifth of the electricity 
produced. This infrastructure also serves as an 
element of water supply, irrigation, protection 
of nearby objects from flooding, and shipping 
(Energoseti Rossii, 2020). Modernization and 
general development of such infrastructure 
appears to be among the domestic energy 
policy’s priorities, according to the Ministry 
of Energy (2019). The country also has the 
competencies and experience allowing it to 
export the hydropower infrastructure projects: 
among them, the Vietnamese Lai Châu Dam 
(in operation since 2016) was designed by the 
Hydroproject Institute, a Russian hydrotechnical 
design firm (“Structural Design,” 2021); and 
in 2014, RusHydro, a Russian hydroelectricity 

Russia’s leading industry is the oil and gas sector, 
constituting almost half of national exports in 
financial terms and occupying a central role in 
national business expansion. 
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company, signed contracts with two Chinese 
enterprises agreeing to construct 370 billion 
ruble (slightly more than $5 billion) hydropower 
energy projects in Russia and abroad (Fadeeva, 
2014).

The third source of electric power in the 
state is nuclear energy. Russia has a full range 
of technological expertise and tools in the 
field of nuclear power, which allows export 
operations for nuclear power generation to 
other countries. For example, in May 2021, 
“over 20 nuclear power reactors were confirmed 
or planned for export construction. Foreign 
orders totaled $133 billion in late 2017” (World 
Nuclear Association, 2021). The state Atomic 
Energy Corporation Rosatom is a confident 
player in the nuclear power market offering 
full cycle energy production, as was recently 
agreed with Hungary (Zalan, 2021). Moreover, 
Russia is an advanced element in developing its 
capabilities to build smaller-scale reactors—a 
promising substitute for a cheaper and safer 
form of nuclear power (Parshley, 2020). Thus, 
the nation finds itself as the leading power in 
nuclear construction abroad: Rosatom holds 
two nuclear reactor construction projects in 
Russia and 35 outside of the country at various 
implementation stages (IAEA).

Renewable energy sources, albeit 
underdeveloped, appear to be the most 
promising realm in Russia. In 2019, they 
provided less than 0.2 percent of the total energy 
produced in Russia (Energoseti Rossii, 2020). 
According to the national policy Five Gigawatts, 
Russia aims to build 5.5 GW of renewable energy 
by 2024, doubling the production by 2050 
(Vavina, 2019). The Five Gigawatts strategy is 
estimated to cost 752 billion rubles (almost $10 
billion) (Vavina, 2019). Already in 2019, solar 
energy production grew by 69.4 percent and 
wind energy by 47.3 percent in comparison 
to the previous year, although the absolute 
numbers stay relatively low as the total of 
renewable energy constitutes 3.6 percent share 
of the nation’s energy mix (Energoseti Rossii, 
2020; Lo, 2021).

The oil and gas industry have been critical 
elements of Russian foreign policy for years. 
Some analysts view the many contracts signed 
with Syria in 2005 as Moscow’s effort to maintain 
its influence over a traditional partner in the 
region; likewise, the 2006 arms sales to Algeria 
“were made up of cooperation projects between 
Lukoil, Gazprom, and Sonatrach” as forms of 
the Russian energy diplomacy (Facon, 2017, p. 
12). This notion is still present in the Western 
perspective regarding Russia: for instance, in 
2017, the European Policy Center published a 
policy brief for the EU, “Russia’s nuclear energy 
diplomacy in the Middle East: Why the EU should 
take notice” (Marco, 2017).

What seems to drive Russian projects inside 
the country and abroad is climate change 
and the need for decarbonization. The major 
national energy players appear to be aware 
of this factor: in Russia, companies from 
the sectors that are hard pressed to reduce 
emissions—energy as well as transportation and 
aluminum—like Tatneft or En+ Group are the 
nation’s leaders to announce net-zero climate 
ambitions. 

Nevertheless, the industry’s interests lie on 
the one hand in exporting its products, and 
on the other hand, in investment into fields 
exploration and creation of such projects 
abroad. Meanwhile, the coal industry still plays 
a substantial role in Russian energy exports. 
The nuclear power plants projects appear to 
be another significant asset in the Kremlin’s 
set of offers to other countries (and a source of 
growing competition with US, French, Japanese, 
Korean, and even Chinese companies), as well 
as the hydropower energy segment, albeit to 
a lesser degree. Finally, the nation is not yet a 
serious green energy player, so it is doubtful 
that Moscow can offer its technologies for the 
projects abroad at a considerable scale.

Russian Energy Projects in North 
Africa
There are two lenses for the North Africa 
analysis and hence its place in Russian foreign 
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and more specifically energy policy. On the 
one hand, it is the MENA region, where the 
Kremlin primarily seeks an image of security 
provider, especially after the success of the 
Syrian campaign (Mamedov, 2019a). Russia’s 
most significant leverage here appears to be 
its comprehensive dialogue with very different 
actors, maintenance of traditional alliances, 
and development of pragmatic cooperation 
with the partners normally leaning toward 
other extra-regional actors. On the other hand, 
Moscow’s current projects in North Africa are a 
part of Russia’s return to Africa. Many African 
countries share the memory of Soviet assistance 
in their anti-colonial struggles and ensuing 
state-building efforts, as well as educational 
and professional exchanges and ideological 
connections. Moscow’s contemporary 
international image appears to be another 
asset for the Kremlin: protesters in Mali and 
Ethiopia, for example, have been observed in 
the streets holding Vladimir Putin’s portraits, 
and many evidently admire the Russian leader’s 
ability to conduct foreign policy independent 
from the West (Letterman, 2018; Kato, 2021). 
Finally, pragmatism and satisfactory price-
quality ratio of the technologies and services 
provided, along with the lack of a preference for 
democracy that Western partners often show in 
business, make Moscow an attractive partner in 
various spheres. In both dimensions, Russian 
energy policy is a component of its broader 
regional strategy that includes many elements, 
including security, diplomatic, financial, and 
humanitarian aspects.

Egypt-Sudan Sub-Region
Egypt constitutes one of Russia’s key partners 
in the region, with the Suez economic zone 
appearing to be Moscow’s entrance to the African 
free trade zone. For instance, in October 2020, 
three Russian companies—the most significant 
of them the oil enterprise Gazpromneft—were 
included in the zone, allowing them to enjoy 
tax benefits (TASS, 2021). Oil and gas can still 
be fairly called one of the most significant 

directions of energy cooperation between 
Egypt and Russia. In 2019, gas extraction from 
Zohr rose to $23 billion cubic meters, almost 
doubling the previous year’s numbers (“Project 
Zohr, Egypt,” 2021). Another key Russian oil 
company, Rosneft, owns 30 percent in the 
still-expanding project in the Shorouk block 
(“Project Zohr, Egypt” 2021). In this sense, it 
may seem contradictory that the growth of the 
Zohr gas extraction will soon allow Cairo to enter 
the European market—today, Egypt is fourth 
in liquefied natural gas production in Africa 
after Nigeria, Algeria, and Angola. This trend 
appears to clash with the interests of Gazprom 
and Novatek, major Russian energy players. 
However, on the one hand, such investments 
into a competing foreign project can serve as a 
safeguard against potential new sanctions and 
limitations imposed by the United States and 
Europe since 2014. On the other hand, there is 
an expectation that investment in such projects 
and construction of gas distribution systems and 
power stations with the involvement of Russian 
experts, contractors, and technologies would 
provide more dividends in the long term. It also 
serves as an illustration that when considering 
a foreign project, each Russian energy company 
considers its own business interest. 

In the aftermath of the 2019 Russia-Africa 
Forum, Zarubezhneft signed an agreement 
with Egypt, and by October 2020, it was one 
of a few contracts out of the eleven general 
agreements signed with various partners in 
Sochi. According to the terms of the agreement, 
the Russian company is to be involved in drilling 
and construction at the Egyptian offshore blocks 
of Sereu and EGZ (TASS, 2019). In addition, 
in December 2020, in cooperation with the 
Italian ENI, Lukoil, another major Russian 
company, discovered a new oil field at the 
Meleiha concession in Egypt (TASS, 2020). 
As ENI estimates its potential, the new field 
could add 10,000 barrels to the daily production 
in the area (TASS, 2020). These examples 
demonstrate that Moscow relies confidently 
on its traditionally well-developed means of 



27Alexandra Fokina  |  Russian Energy Cooperation with North African Countries

The potential growth of large-scale infrastructure 
projects in areas lacking energy provision creates 
more demand for Russian energy products.

intensifying cooperation with Egypt, while 
also managing to collaborate with other extra-
regional actors. The case of the ENI and Lukoil 
cooperation in Egypt, Russia’s key regional 
partner, illustrates the idea presented above: 
for Moscow, energy policy is not exclusively a 
field of strict competition, especially with the 
Western actors, as such collaboration brings 
evident economic benefits.

Meanwhile, the most promising Russian-
Egyptian energy project deals with the El Dabaa 
nuclear power plant. According to the Chairman 
of the Egyptian Nuclear Plants Agency, Amgad 
al-Wakil, the license for Rosatom is expected 
to be issued in the second half of 2022, but the 
project started years prior (“Egypt Postpones,” 
2020; “Egypt Plans,” 2021). In 1980, El Dabaa 
was chosen by the nuclear energy commission 
as the best location for the future power plant 
(“Egyptian Nuclear Power Plant,” 2010). Having 
signed the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation 
of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), Egypt expected 
external support for its peaceful nuclear energy 
projects. However, after the Chernobyl disaster 
in 1986, Cairo closed the program until 2007 
when the government relaunched the national 
nuclear projects, and joint Russian-Egyptian 
work on it officially started in 2015 (Bertell, 
2008; Shay, 2018). The major part of investments 
for the $25 billion project comes from Russia. 
Moreover, the project is partially funded with 
the loans that Moscow provided to Cairo—and 
Russia expects to be repaid by 2045, according 
to the most optimistic assessments. Such a 
long-term basis for mutual work will ultimately 
dwarf the largest achievement of the Russian-
Egyptian cooperation to date—the High Aswan 
Dam, which still produces 5 percent of national 
electricity supplies (El-Marqaby & Mustafa, 
2020).

Moving southward from Egypt, prospective 
Russian energy cooperation is evident in 
significant infrastructure projects such as the 
planned Russian naval facility in Sudan. The 
project has been frozen since late May 2021, 
as the new Sudanese government intended 

to reconsider it, but two months later the 
parties reconfirmed that the ratification of the 
agreement is (still) expected shortly (Foreign 
Affairs Ministry of the Russian Federation, 2021). 
Energy provision for a project of this scale is 
vital, considering the dislocation of air defense 
and electronic warfare systems as well as repair 
shops and numerous social infrastructure 
projects, such as medical or desalination 
facilities for 300 soldiers. Moreover, the area 
in question is located close to Port Sudan with 
a population of 600,000 and existing challenges 
related to energy provision. There is evident 
demand for energy that would presumably be 
met by diesel generators (with fuel most likely 
supplied directly from Russia) as had been the 
practice on Soviet military bases abroad—and 
in some instances continues to be, for example 
at the Khmeimim air base. However, some 
Russian analysts see this kind of project as an 
opportunity for experiments with green energy, 
following the global trend—the United States is 
already installing solar batteries at bases located 
in a similar climate (Tingley, 2021). Hence, the 
potential growth of large-scale infrastructure 
projects in areas lacking energy provision 
creates more demand for Russian energy 
products. Meanwhile, there are two factors that 
could prevent the project from materializing: on 
the one hand, it is Washington’s resistance that 
caused the freeze of the deal in May 2021; on 
the other hand, the current regime’s instability, 
which, for instance, was demonstrated by the 
October 2021 Khartoum protests, threatens any 
long-term projects (Africanews, 2021). 

This goes hand in hand with the media 
reports, however rare, on Moscow’s intentions 
to increase its extraction activity in the area, 
for instance, by signing an agreement for 
natural gas exploration in the Red Sea in 2018 
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(“Sudan, Russia Ink Agreement,” 2018). As for 
the oil companies, in July 2018, Rosgeology, the 
national holding responsible for all the state 
exploration enterprises, and the Ministry of Oil 
and Gas of Sudan agreed on the exploration 
and development of Block 15 on the shelf of 
the Red Sea (“Gazprom Neft,” 2018). As for the 
Russian-Sudanese plan of a nuclear power plant 
construction, such an agreement was signed in 
2017, but since then no real action was taken in 
this direction, as the transit period in Khartoum 
does not allow realization of such large-scale 
projects (AFP, 2017).

Energy cooperation with Ethiopia bears 
noting, especially regarding the Grand Ethiopian 
Renaissance Dam (GERD) on the Blue Nile as 
one of the most resonant energy field-related 
projects in the region. Russia has consistently 
called on the parties to negotiate, offering itself 
as a mediator in this process, while not explicitly 
supporting any one country. It may become a 
relative advantage in Moscow’s dialogue with 
Addis Ababa in comparison to Washington, 
which cannot help but react to the violence in 
Tigray: by May 2021, the United States limited 
its economic and military aid to Ethiopia and 
imposed visa restrictions for Ethiopian and 
Eritrean officials (Gebre & Marks, 2021). At the 
same time, it is hard to overestimate the value 
for Russia of sustainable dialogue with Egypt, 
and thus, the need to balance its rhetoric in 
this regard: in August 2021, Moscow explicitly 
denied taking Ethiopia’s side in the conflict 
over the GERD. Previously, Vasily Nebenzya, 
Russia’s Ambassador to the United Nations, 
emphasized the importance to avoid the use 
of force by Cairo, which some Egyptian officials 
interpreted as a betrayal in the GERD dispute; 
in this context, some note that in 2019, Russia 
supplied Ethiopia with its Pantsir-S1 air defense 
combat vehicles (“Russia has Delivered,” 2019).

While Russia normally does not resort to 
the issue of human rights in its foreign policy 
rhetoric and business projects, there is another 
factor affecting its non-confrontation with 
any of the parties of the tensions in question. 

Following the trend of the previously signed 
agreements, in April 2021, Rosatom and the 
Ethiopian Ministry of Innovation and Technology 
signed a new memorandum of understanding 
to enhance the parties’ cooperation in the field 
of nuclear energy (“ROSATOM and Ethiopia,” 
2021). The second most populated African 
country could potentially have a significant 
source of renewable energy that would 
stimulate the economy and contribute to the 
“basic and applied research related to the 
peaceful use of nuclear energy, production 
of radioisotopes and their use in industries, 
medicine, and agriculture” (Kassa, 2019, p. 3). 
However, considering the foreign aid cuts and 
financial prioritization of the Grand Ethiopian 
Renaissance Dam project, this cooperation 
must only be seen in the long-term perspective. 

Therefore, Egypt remains at the heart of 
Russia’s energy cooperation not only in the 
sub-region in question but in North Africa in 
general. Diversified forms of cooperation in 
the sector —from the developing oil and gas 
projects to the multilevel contributions to 
the long-term civil nuclear energy program—
reflect the pattern Moscow would want to 
apply to other countries. The example of the 
intensifying civil nuclear energy cooperation 
with Addis Ababa illustrates this point. While 
the internal political changes in Sudan and 
Khartoum’s search for more beneficial partners 
may affect the previously reached agreement 
on the naval facility, this kind of infrastructure 
project appears to hold promising opportunities 
for growing cooperation in the energy field.

Maghreb
Although Russia’s presence in the Maghreb 
seems less dominant than in the more eastern 
parts of the Middle East, the Kremlin and a 
number of Russian companies are active 
in various energy fields in the region. The 
proliferation of civilian nuclear projects faces 
more challenges in the Maghreb in comparison 
to the Egyptian-Sudanese sub-region, although 
the low carbon footprint, and in general, green 
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energy orientation is the inevitable trend 
North Africa must prioritize sooner or later. 
Russia retains its traditionally pragmatic and 
intense cooperation with Algeria, despite a 
certain ambiguity regarding this partnership 
and the evolution of its energy projects. 
Meanwhile, Moscow manages to maintain its 
mild connections with Morocco and Tunisia in 
the field. Finally, the new Libyan government 
promises more stable opportunities for all 
interested parties, and Moscow, although not 
the leading actor, can still carve out a claim in 
Libyan energy projects.

Algeria
Algiers is traditionally the most robust partner 
for Moscow in the region, partially due to the 
historic similarities in political orientations, and 
the parties’ cooperation in the energy field is 
no exception. Thus, one of the key participants 
of the 2016 economic forum “Russia-Algeria: 
effective strategic cooperation” was Alexander 
Novak, Russia’s Minister of Energy (2012- 2020) 
(“Alexander Novak,” 2016). Representatives 
of the Russian major energy giants such as 
Gazprom, Rosneft, Rosatom, and Lukoil visited 
Algiers as a part of the delegation of then-Prime 
Minister Dmitry Medvedev, as they did in 2017 
(Balmasov, 2017).

Since the 2000s the Russian Ministry of 
Energy has raised the idea of creating a mutual 
civil nuclear energy project in Algeria—a country 
evidently struggling due to a dependency 
on oil and gas (Balmasov, 2017). Today they 
represent 90 percent of the national exports, 
which damages the hard currency reserves 
that dropped from $180 billion in 2014 to $50 
billion in 2021 (AFP, 2021). There does not seem 
to be intensive growth of cooperation: most 
recently, in 2020, Algeria’s Sonatrach signed 
a memorandum of understanding with Lukoil 
on possible partnerships and extraction as well 
as joint investment abroad (Reuters, 2020a). 
Simultaneously, there is not much competition 
between Russia and other potential providers of 
low carbon footprint energy in Algeria, so it does 

not come as a surprise that in 2017, the parties 
signed a memorandum on civil nuclear energy 
expert education by Rosatom (Rosatom, 2017). 
The Russian-Algerian partnership is considered 
flexible and pragmatic (Mohammedi, 2021); still, 
the parties’ cooperation in the energy sector 
remains ambiguous.

Libya
Libya is gradually restarting legal natural 
resources extraction. The industry has sustained 
massive damage since 2011, at first, by the 
insecurity created by the expanding armed 
conflict and growing violence in general; later, 
through the rivals of the new power actors 
claiming control over the resources (Barltrop, 
2019). Currently, the nation is becoming a more 
relevant point of interest and competition 
among the players in North Africa, especially 
among companies previously operating in the 
country. The general perception of Moscow’s 
role in the Libyan civil war is that the Kremlin 
supported Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan National 
Army (LNA) through both unofficial channels 
like the Wagner Group fighters, and official 
ones, especially in 2016-2018; exemplifying the 
approach was the meeting between Russian 
Defense Minister Sergey Shoygu and Haftar, in 
November 2018 (Murtazin, 2018). Nevertheless, 
Moscow managed to maintain its dialogue 
with Haftar’s main opponent, Fayez al-Sarraj, 
who later became the prime minister of the 
Government of National Accord (currently 
replaced by Abdul Hamid Dbeibeh). In 2017, the 
Libyan Oil Company signed an agreement with 
Rosneft, and in 2019 Tatneft resumed its work in 
the Hamada basin, following several agreements 
on field exploration and electrification signed at 
the Russian-African forum. Finally, in October 
2020, Gazprom restarted its joint project with 
Wintershall Dea in the Sirte Basin (Mamedov, 
2019b; “Libya,” 2020). 

While Moscow stays conscious of the oil-
associated business in Libya, the already- 
established connections with this North African 
country and the Libyan Oil Company, as well 
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as the complicated regional dynamics of the 
Western parties and Turkish involvement, do 
not allow Russia to ignore the inevitable risks. 
If during the state of dual power in Libya, with 
the two central banks, investments appeared 
unreliable, now, in the aftermaths of the 2020 
Berlin Conference, as well as the relative stability 
of the current regime, one may expect a new 
wave of interest in this North African state. 
Developing economic projects and securing 
the already existing investments appear to 
be among the current Russian interests in the 
country. Moreover, from a strategic point of 
view it is important for the Kremlin to make sure 
that Libya is not won over solely by one party 
involved in one of the most internationalized 
conflicts of nowadays, especially the West 
countries or Turkey (Arnold, 2020).

Morocco and Tunisia
For better or worse, examining Russian 
cooperation with its partners anywhere in the 
world is still impossible without the context 
of the 20th-century bipolar confrontation 
between the Soviet Union and the United 
States, and North Africa is no exception. As 
such, one should address Moscow’s dialogue 
with the parties that traditionally favor aligning 
themselves with Washington. When it comes 
to Morocco, Russia’s share in the kingdom’s 
energy sector has increased significantly in 
recent years. In 2020, for example, the Russian 
share in Moroccan coal import was 87 percent, 
showing significant growth compared to the 
previous year (57 percent) (Preston, 2021). In this 
field, Russia—namely, companies like Siberian 
Coal Energy Company and Kuzbassrazrezugol—
managed to outrun the previous leader, the US, 
which Argus explains is due to exporters’ coal 
price spreads. As in the case with Algeria, 2017 
was the year Moscow articulated its intentions 
to boost cooperation with the kingdom in other 
energy sectors: the parties examined not only 
renovation and expansion of coal-fired power 
plants, but also Russian enterprises’ potential 
participation in gas projects, installation of 

Russian power lines, and establishment of 
new power stations (“Morocco, Russia,” 2017). 
The same year, Rosatom and the Moroccan 
Energy Ministry signed a cooperation agreement 
(“Rosatom Signs Agreements,” 2017). However, 
other than a number of meetings emphasizing 
the importance of cooperation in various 
fields, including energy, not much seems to 
have followed the 2017 agreements (Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry of the Russian 
Federation, 2021).

As for Tunisia, the most significant 
achievement in cooperation was reached 
in 2016, when the parties signed an 
intergovernmental agreement on peaceful 
uses of atomic energy (Theron, 2016). Moreover, 
while Russia barely entered the top ten Tunisian 
import sources, trade with the country is 
dominated by petroleum products (Trend 
Economy, 2021).

A number of political contradictions limit 
expansion of Russian cooperation with the 
states discussed. First, in the Maghreb’s Cold 
War between Morocco and Algeria, Russia 
undoubtedly aligns with Algiers—not only due 
to the energy cooperation, but also thanks to 
the arm sales: Algeria is the third main recipient 
of Russian arms, constituting 15 percent of the 
Russian arm exports in 2016-2020 (Wezeman et 
al., 2021). Thus, the growing tensions between 
Rabat and Algiers in the context of the Western 
Sahara dispute may indirectly distance Moscow 
from the kingdom. The fact that Morocco is 
traditionally aligned with the West contributes to 
such limitations. Moreover, there are great hopes 
for the Kingdom’s energy transition as Rabat 
seeks to export solar and green hydrogen energy 
to Europe in the future, promising potential 
competition for this energy market with Moscow 
(Baumann, 2021). Meanwhile, Tunis appears 
concerned about the Russian involvement in 
Libya: Washington is Tunisia’s primary partner 
in building its army’s operational capability, 
while Moscow is seen as a destabilizer of the 
situation in the neighboring country (“US Eyes 
Use of Security Brigade,” 2020).
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Russian companies traditionally rely on the local 
labor force: for instance, the Rosatom nuclear 
power plant project in Egypt will not only provide 
an affordable and long-term source of electricity, 
but is also estimated to create about 3,000 new 
jobs and 10,000 indirect working places.

Implications for Israeli Foreign 
Policy in North Africa
Russia’s activity in the region raises some 
questions for Israeli policymakers. First, despite 
Russia’s often tense relations with Israel’s key 
ally, the United States, its strong presence in 
the existing supply chains in North Africa and its 
energy cooperation and projects with the local 
powers ostensibly have a positive influence on 
regional stability. This corresponds with Israel’s 
priorities, as Jerusalem seeks recognition and 
expansion of cooperation networks in the area. 
More specifically, Russian regional energy 
policy contributes to local stabilization through 
economic means and sustainable development 
in the form of bigger employment provision 
and an increase in the quality of life, which 
presumably reduces the drivers of radicalization. 
Russian companies traditionally rely on the 
local labor force: for instance, the Rosatom 
nuclear power plant project in Egypt will not 
only provide an affordable and long-term 
source of electricity, but is also estimated to 
create about 3,000 new jobs and 10,000 indirect 
working places (“ROSATOM and NPAA,” 2021). 
Moreover, during the construction works, the 
El Dabaa project expects “the total number of 
construction and installation personnel to be 
about 25,000 people, including more than 11,000 
skilled workers. At the same time, 70 percent of 
workers at the construction stage is planned to 
be the local population of Egypt” (“ROSATOM 
and NPAA,” 2021). Therefore, Russian energy 
involvement in the region appears to benefit 
Israel to the extent it reinforces stability and 
sustainable development in its neighbor and 
strategic partners, which is especially relevant 
in the context of the Abraham Accords and 
Israel’s normalization of its bilateral relations 
with Sudan and Morocco.

Second, the El Dabaa nuclear project raises 
concerns dealing with the climate change. The 
facility is planned for coastal areas, and thus the 
issue of the rising sea level may affect its safety 
and the ecological state of the neighboring 
area (Rezzonico & Parthemore, 2019). Rising 

sea level along with sinking landmass threaten 
Egypt’s most ambitious energy project, and in 
this context, safety of the facility’s operation and 
nuclear materials storage falls within Israel’s 
interests in its ecological security. 

Finally, in the context of the Eastern 
Mediterranean Gas Forum, Russia plays an 
ambiguous role for Israel. On the one hand, 
Moscow seems to demonstrate non-alignment 
with any specific camp and to balance its 
cooperation with different parties. Moreover, 
its presence fulfills the function of any extra-
regional actor in the area: it is beneficial for 
all the participants of the Forum, including 
Israel, as international actors deter Turkey 
and its expansionist intentions. The areas not 
exposed to the large foreign companies’ activity 
experience the risks of Turkish involvement, as 
regularly happens in the disputed Mediterranean 
waters off Cyprus (Reuters, 2020). 

On the other hand, one may see a potential 
clash of Russian and Forum participants 
interests: growth of gas production in the 
area and, thus, the potential diversification 
of the gas supplies in the Middle East and 
to Europe. The European market is vital for 
Moscow seeking to overcome the economic 
pressure created by the sanctions after 2014. 
Rosneft remains a significant stakeholder in 
Egypt with its Zohr gas field—a competitor of 
Israel’s Leviathan and Tamar fields. Meanwhile, 
there is an understanding that the Forum’s 
parties question Russian companies’ “activism” 
and its impact for the regional stability in the 
area exposed to “long-standing conflicts, the 
absence of maritime border demarcation,” 
and regional competition (Mamedov, 2021, p. 
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7). External influence is another factor as the 
US views East Mediterranean gas as a tool to 
outbalance Russia’s influence in Europe: that 
is why at the Rome Mediterranean Dialogues 
(MED) 2020 international conference, Minister 
Lavrov pointed out that Russia stands for the 
implementation of energy projects “diversifying 
gas supply routes to Europe,” but does not 
accept “political bias in cooperation in this 
sphere” (Russian Foreign Ministry, 2020, p. 16). 
Therefore, Russian involvement in the East 
Mediterranean gas cooperation and supply 
chains can be ambiguous for Israel and creates 
opportunities for cooperation and mutual 
projects as well as tensions stemming from 
competition around the gas exports.

Conclusion
While geoeconomics remains the dominant 
theoretical approach to Russian energy policy, 
this article contests this framework and argues 
that for Moscow, energy is not just a field of 
strict competition, and national energy policy is 
not a primarily geopolitical tool. Rather, while 
energy is an element of Russian foreign strategy, 
Moscow cannot afford to execute cooperation 
without commercial interest in it. In addition, 
Russia does not avoid cooperation with other 
Western energy players when the national 
industry’s resources prove insufficient. The 
article agrees with the authors calling for 
Western policymakers to free the perception 
of the Russian energy policy from the Cold War 
paradigm and to approach it as a policy aiming 
primarily for economic benefit. 

The paper’s central research question 
considers how one can characterize Russian 
energy cooperation with North African states. 
Russia’s energy landscape demonstrates that 
the nation has a diversified set of energy tools to 

employ in its foreign policy strategy. Introducing 
them to North Africa, Russia feels the most 
confident in the Egypt-Sudan sub-region, 
deepening oil and gas extraction cooperation, 
diplomatically balancing among its partners in 
the question of the conflict around the GERD, 
and promoting civil nuclear projects. It counts 
on the most ambitious projects of the El Dabaa 
nuclear power plant on the territory of its key 
ally, Egypt—even though in the Egypt-Sudan 
sub-region Moscow faces obstacles in its energy 
policy, from political instability to external 
pressure, for example, Khartoum freezing the 
naval facility project pushed by Washington. 
Meanwhile, in the Maghreb, Russia maintains 
its traditional yet ambiguous ties with Algeria, 
participates in the competition for the Libyan 
market, and makes a noteworthy effort in 
promoting its energy cooperation with the 
traditional US allies such as Morocco and Tunis. 
Meanwhile, the Moroccan-Algerian tensions, 
Tunis’ concerns about the Russian involvement 
in Libya, and the powers’ growing orientation on 
green energy limit Moscow’s energy cooperation 
expansion in the Maghreb.

As for the potential realms of cooperation 
and clash of interests between Russia and Israel 
in the context of Moscow’s activity in North 
Africa, Russian involvement in gas affairs across 
the Mediterranean indirectly affects Israel’s 
investment in the Eastern Mediterranean gas 
fields and its plans to expand its markets. As any 
other extra-regional power, Russia legitimizes 
the negotiations process around the Eastern 
Mediterranean that excludes Turkey, while 
maintaining an ambiguous agenda toward 
Ankara. Moreover, Russian companies appear 
to be significant actors in the area and elements 
of the existing supply chains in gas trade. Israel 
is interested in sustainable development across 
the region, especially in countries considered 
allies and partners. Russian energy cooperation 
with North African states provides populations 
with more affordable electricity power, 
contributing to the growth of the quality of 
life in the area. Finally, economic projects of the 

Russian energy cooperation with North African 
states provides populations with more affordable 
electricity power, contributing to greater quality of 
life in the area. 
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scale Russia is currently developing in the area, 
especially in the Egypt-Sudanese sub-region, 
provide the local population with employment, 
as Russian companies tend to hire locals. Such a 
contribution is significant in countries like Egypt 
where unemployment appears to be one of the 
major factors contributing to radicalization.
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Introduction
The United States completed its withdrawal 
from Afghanistan on August 30, 2021, following a 
war on terrorism waged over two decades. The 
September 11, 2001 attacks prompted a cognitive 
change within the US administration and in 
the foreign policy of the United States and its 
allies. The pursuit of the terrorist organizations 
responsible for the deadly attacks, and the 
countries and regimes that protected them, 
began during the term of President George W. 
Bush and continued under the presidents who 
succeeded him.

An examination of the policies on the war 
in Afghanistan followed by Presidents Bush, 
Obama, Trump, and Biden reveals prominent 
differences in their rhetoric, which was aimed at 
showing that their policy was superior to that of 
their predecessors. In practice, however, activity 
surrounding the war in Afghanistan featured 
mainly continuity. Administrations from the 
two opposing political camps encountered a 
dynamic situation and concrete events that 
demanded a response, and over the years 
additional approaches emerged in the strategy 
in the war on terror (Jenkins, 2017; Levitt, 2021).

The decisive change in United States-Taliban 
relations occurred on February 29, 2020 when 
the Agreement for Bringing Peace to Afghanistan 
was signed in Doha between the United States, 
under the Trump administration, and the 
Taliban leadership. The United States undertook 
to withdraw its military forces, and the Taliban 
committed to refrain from helping terrorist 
organizations, above all al-Qaeda, to operate 
in Afghanistan. The agreement also provided 
for the beginning of negotiations between the 
Taliban and the Afghan government, led by 
President Ashraf Ghani. Likewise, the agreement 
afforded the Western forces a degree of security 
from attack by the Taliban (Jenkins, 2021; Aspen 
Security Forum, 2021). 

While the war on terrorism achieved its 
original aims, its ramifications for the countries, 
peoples, and regions in which the allies operated 
were extensive. The threat of terrorism from al-

Qaeda within Afghanistan was reduced, but the 
needs and challenges that arose due to American 
dominance in this territorial area required the 
development of new strategies that went beyond 
the war effort. The commitment by the United 
States and its allies to Afghanistan grew from a 
policy of fighting terrorism to an emphasis on 
nation-building and reconstruction. This joined a 
renewed and heightened global terrorist threat, 
which prolonged the war by the United States 
and its allies in Afghanistan in what became 
known as the “forever war” (“The U.S. War in 
Afghanistan,” 2021). 

President George Bush
The September 11, 2001 attacks early in 
Republican President George Walker Bush’s 
term in office to a large extent shaped American 
policy on anti-terrorism warfare during his 
presidency. The deadliest terrorist attacks 
ever on American soil killed 2,977 people and 
wounded thousands. Among those injured 
were people from 80 different countries. The 
terrorist organizations’ success in attacking 
key bastions of the American nation with 
unprecedented precision struck a cognitive 
chord within the administration officials and 
among the American people and sparked 
many questions. The attacks were perceived 
as a threat to the American way of life and the 
values of Western democracy. The world united 
under American leadership in the first war aimed 
against terrorism, turning it into the prominent 
threat in the foreign policy of the United States 
and its allies in subsequent years (Bush, 2001; 
Biden, 2021b). 

The United States launched a global 
campaign against terrorism, in which it sought 
to achieve five main goals:

The threat of terrorism from al-Qaeda within 
Afghanistan was reduced, but the needs and 
challenges that arose due to American dominance 
in this territorial area required the development of 
new strategies that went beyond the war effort.
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a.	 Defense of the homeland against further 
terrorist attacks

b.	 Overthrow of the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan

c.	 Defeat of the al-Qaeda organization and 
neutralization of its ability to carry out 
terrorist attacks

d.	 Deterrence against terrorist groups and 
countries supporting terrorism from 
planning or carrying out terrorist attacks 
against the US and American interests in 
the future

e.	 Vengeance for the loss of life and pursuit of 
justice for the American people by bringing 
the responsible parties, headed by al-Qaeda 
leader Osama bin Laden, to justice (Bush, 
2001; Biden, 2021b)
The Taliban organization rose to power 

in Afghanistan in 1996 following a four-year 
war between rival mujahideen groups. Bin 
Laden returned to Afghanistan that year 
from Sudan, where he resided in the 1990s. 
The Taliban then provided al-Qaeda with a 
safe haven in Afghanistan for its activities, 
including recruitment and training of tens of 
thousands of operatives. The terrorist attacks 
by al-Qaeda after 1996 were destructive, killing 
many Americans. Then-United States President 
Bill Clinton launched a campaign against the 
Taliban, which included efforts for Saudi Arabia 
and Pakistan to pressure the Taliban to extradite 
bin Laden; the imposition of economic sanctions 
by the UN Security Council; and an embargo 
on the Taliban. These efforts were nonetheless 
unsuccessful in severing the strong link between 
the Taliban leadership and the al-Qaeda leader 
(Thomas, 2021).

The September 11 attacks on United States 
soil were planned and carried out by al-Qaeda, 
which operated in Afghanistan territory and 
enjoyed the Taliban’s protection. President 
Bush’s demand that the Taliban leadership 
extradite bin Laden and al-Qaeda operatives 
to the United States was refused. The Bush 
administration declared war on terrorism in 
Afghanistan in 2001, based on the Taliban-al 

Qaeda nexus. Terrorism was categorized as 
activity emanating from countries sponsoring 
terrorist organizations, which in turn were 
defined as the main terrorism actors that 
must be suppressed. This idea shaped the 
strategy underlying preemptive action aimed 
at preventing the consolidation of organizations 
in those countries, while pursuing both the 
regimes and the organizations (US Department 
of State, 2001; Thomas, 2021).

In the first 100 days of the war, the United 
States pursued a comprehensive foreign 
policy. Bush led an international coalition 
working through a number of channels: 
public expressions of support, sanctions, 
intelligence cooperation, military aid, and active 
participation in warfare. Military operations in 
2001-2002, among them Operation Enduring 
Freedom in October 2001 and Operation 
Anaconda in March 2002, with participation of 
limited American and Afghan forces, resulted in 
the defeat and overthrow of the Taliban regime. 
In parallel, the Bush administration’s definition 
of the enemy expanded to the “axis of evil,” 
which included Iran, Iraq, and North Korea (US 
Department of State, 2001; Jenkins, 2017).

Notwithstanding the severe blow, both 
Taliban leader Mullah Omar and al-Qaeda 
leader Osama bin Laden escaped. Omar likely 
fled to Pakistan, while bin Laden remained 
in hiding in the mountain area of Tora Bora 
on the eastern border of Afghanistan with 
Pakistan. The survival of the remaining leaders 
reinforced the organization’s determination, 
and proved that American military superiority 
was not absolute and that the Salafi jihadist 
ideological message could be revived. Indeed, 
this ideology continued to exert a magnetic 
attraction for Muslims in the succeeding years 
(US Department of State, 2001; Katzman & 
Thomas, 2017; Associated Press, 2019; “U.S. 
War in Afghanistan,” 2021).

From 2002 onward, the rationale underlying 
American policy in Afghanistan changed 
from warfare to nation-building. The Bush 
administration already realized that terrorism 
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had deep roots, and that large and far-flung 
efforts were needed to uproot it. While Bush 
sought to avoid the struggle against terrorism 
being labeled as a war against Islam, the 
inherent connection between the agents 
of terrorism in Afghanistan and the history 
and narrative of the Afghan people clearly 
required the formation of civilian frameworks 
that would create a link between the Afghan 
people and the democratization process led 
by the international coalition under United 
States leadership.

In August 2003, the American army 
established a civilian framework, headed 
by NATO, for reconstruction in Afghanistan’s 
provinces, and the Bush administration donated 
over $38 billion as part of an assistance program. 
In January 2004, 502 representatives of the 
Afghan government formulated a constitution 
and created a presidential system, while unifying 
the country’s ethnic groups. Elections were 
held that October, with Hamid Karzai elected 
Afghanistan’s first president. At the same time, 
bin Laden reappeared in late 2004 in a video 
clip, claiming responsibility for the terrorist 
attacks on American soil and ridiculing the 
American president. The United States extended 
its commitment to Afghanistan in 2005 in order 
to guarantee its security and prosperity, while 
consolidating the country’s democratic regime. 
Karzai and Bush announced the founding of 
a strategic partnership that gave the United 
States military access to the Afghan army’s 
facilities (Associated Press, 2019; “U.S. War in 
Afghanistan,” 2021). 

The Bush administration likewise approved 
economic sanctions, led by the Justice 
Department, as an additional tool in anti-
terrorist warfare in general, and against the 
Taliban regime in particular. A presidential order 
allowed the Treasury Department to blacklist 
people and entities from anywhere in the world 
providing any aid whatsoever to the terrorist 
elements. In 2002, the Justice Department 
classified the Taliban as a terrorist organization 
that provided al-Qaeda with safe haven in its 

country (Administration of George Bush, 2002; 
Bartlett, 2021).

The terrorist organization gained strength 
in 2006, and the attacks by al-Qaeda in 
Afghanistan increased significantly. The 
number of suicide attacks was five-fold the 
preceding year’s number: 27 attacks in 2005 
and 139 in 2006. The United States continued 
transferring responsibility for command of 
the international military forces (International 
Security Assistance Force—ISAF) in eastern 
Afghanistan to the Afghan security forces, but 
maintained an ongoing military presence, 
averaging over 21,000 soldiers in 2007. At the 
same time, the NATO alliance reinforced its 
forces, which reached over 51,000 soldiers in 
2008 (NATO, 2017; Peters, 2021).

The most important contribution of the Bush 
doctrine was shaping the power structure and 
operations of the US intelligence community. 
The situation created by the global war on 
terror led to the classification of the new wars 
of the 21st century as intelligence-based wars. 
Bush described the change in the institution of 
war caused by the need to adapt it to warfare 
against a concealed enemy, meaning an agent 
of terrorism. In a 2006 speech, Bush argued 
that the national security of the United States 
and its victory in the war on terror depended 
on its ability “to detain, question, and, when 
appropriate, prosecute terrorists captured” 
(Bush, 2006, p. 410; Brun, 2021).

The call for reform in the intelligence 
apparatus began before the September 11 
attacks, and was bolstered by a report of the 
National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon 
the United States in July 2004. In December 
2004, the United States Intelligence Reform and 
Terrorism Prevention Act took effect; its main 
purpose was to strengthen and improve the 
intelligence apparatus by removing the existing 
bureaucratic barriers. In February 2005, the 
Office of the Director of National Intelligence 
was founded to serve as the senior intelligence 
agent advising the United States president, and 
to take responsibility for all the efforts of the 
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17 different intelligence agencies, in order to 
increase coordination between them in the war 
on terror. As part of this, intelligence became 
the spearhead of the war in Afghanistan and a 
key element in the doctrine dictated by Bush 
for US foreign policy, and these efforts in the 
war against terror continued in subsequent 
decades (Bush, 2006; Brun, 2021; Office of the 
Director of National Intelligence, n.d.).

Thus in his term in office, President Bush 
led the global war on terrorism, concluded the 
initial campaign by achieving the overthrow 
of the Taliban regime, and launched the 
democratization and reconstruction of 
Afghanistan, while channeling most American 
resources to the war on terror in Iraq, which had 
much influence on the terrorism of subsequent 
years. Since then, US intelligence superiority 
and worldwide intelligence cooperation 
have remained important achievements. At 
the same time, the international community 
did not support the US invasion of Iraq, and 
disagreements about the conduct of the war 
had a negative impact on this international 
cooperation (Bush, 2006; Brun, 2021).

President Barack Obama
Democrat Barack Obama was elected president 
in 2008. His policy in the war on terror focused 
on three goals: refraining from the use or 
reinforcement of American military troops 
in other countries; sharing the monetary 
and operational costs through international 
coalitions; and transferring ownership of the 
war on terrorism to the local population. 
Obama’s aim was to step back from Bush’s 
uncompromising policy on the use of force, 
and he shifted from a global war on terrorism to 
countering violent extremism (CVE). In practice, 
however, the change was less readily felt (Stern, 
2015; Jenkins, 2017; “U.S. War in Afghanistan,” 
2021).

In January 2009, the United States came 
to realize that there could be no final victory 
in a war on terror, and that a solution should 
be found for a state of recurring campaigns. 

The escalation in Afghanistan led to its 
repositioning as the key front in the war. The 
new counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy focused 
on the foreign combatants who streamed into 
Afghanistan via the Pakistani border to help the 
Taliban (Rice, 2009). Stanley McChrystal was 
appointed military commander in Afghanistan, 
and took an aggressive approach, while 
requesting massive reinforcements of soldiers. 
Harsh disputes between the American military 
commanders and the president were reflected 
in Obama’s initial refusal to grant the request. 
His refusal was met with critical statements 
by McChrystal, who was eventually dismissed 
from his position, despite the president’s 
consent to a reinforcement of 17,000 soldiers. 
Pakistan was designated as the leading cause 
of the instability in Afghanistan, the Obama 
administration took measures to defeat al-
Qaeda in the two countries, and the force was 
increased by an additional 4,000 soldiers (Stern, 
2015; Associated Press, 2019).

In December 2009, the Obama administration 
announced a significant escalation in 
Afghanistan. Thirty thousand soldiers were 
added to the 67,000 soldiers already in the 
country, concomitant with the announcement 
that the US would withdraw from Iraq by 2011. 
The United States continued the transfer of 
responsibility from the coalition that it led to 
the Afghan forces. For the first time, Obama 
presented a timetable for the American presence 
in Afghanistan. July 2011 was set as the date 
for beginning the withdrawal of United States 
and NATO forces, and a commitment was made 
to transfer responsibility to the Afghan forces 
by the end of 2014 (NATO, 2017; Peters, 2021).

At the same time, and continuing his 
predecessor’s policy, Obama made an effort to 
attack the Taliban’s resources and regular activity 
by imposing economic sanctions. The Treasury 
Department set up a unit in 2008 that worked 
in cooperation with the Department of Defense 
and the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), 
with the aim of undermining the Taliban’s 
sources of income (Bartlett, 2021).
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President Obama’s policy reflected the idea of 
reducing terrorism in Middle East countries by 
addressing what he regarded as the roots of the 
problem: poverty, corruption, and suppression of 
human rights.

On May 1, 2011, al-Qaeda leader Osama bin 
Laden was killed in his hideout in Abbottabad, 
Pakistan. The elimination of the main United 
States target in the war gave legitimacy to the 
sought-after withdrawal. In June 2011, Obama 
announced the reduction of US forces by 30,000 
by the end of 2012, while at the same time 
confirming for the first time the peace talks with 
the Taliban. The Afghan government disavowed 
these talks because it feared they would give 
American legitimacy to the Taliban. In June 
2013, the Afghan security forces received the 
command from NATO. The United States-led 
coalition focused on transferring authority, 
providing training to the local forces, and 
waging counterterrorism operations. In May 
2014, Obama announced a revised timetable 
for the withdrawal. Most forces left the country 
by the end of 2016, following a two-year delay. 
NATO completed the withdrawal of its forces 
in December 2014, and began a new mission 
of supporting local forces and supplementing 
the American effort with a force numbering 
9,500 soldiers (Peters, 2016; Kurtzleben, 2016; 
Associated Press, 2019; Peters, 2021).

The targeted killings were an important 
element of Obama’s strategy for waging war 
against terrorism, together with defense aid for 
partners and massive electronic surveillance. 
Two main means were employed: special 
operations and aerial attacks (Stern, 2015). On 
November 4, 2002, a targeted killing was carried 
out in Yemen using an American drone equipped 
with a Hellfire missile. This unprecedented attack 
killed Abu Ali al-Harithi, who was suspected of 
leading the 2000 terrorist attack against the 
USS Cole (“The War in Yemen,” n.d.). The drone 
attack policy included legislation on the use of 
deadly force against terrorist targets outside the 
regions in which active conflicts were taking 
place, including Afghanistan and Iraq. Obama’s 
term saw an increase in targeted killings of 
terrorist operatives, with the estimated number 
of drone attacks exceeding 540 (US Department 
of Justice, 2013; Shamshim, 2021). 

President Obama’s policy reflected the idea 
of reducing terrorism in Middle East countries by 
addressing what he regarded as the roots of the 
problem: poverty, corruption, and suppression 
of human rights. Although the integrated policy 
that he formulated helped reduce al-Qaeda’s 
capabilities significantly, the terrorism threat 
grew during Obama’s term. The Arab Spring 
events in 2011, the rise of the Islamic State and 
its expansion in Syria and northern Iraq, and 
the civil war in Yemen hindered Obama’s plans 
to reduce the American military presence in the 
Middle East and keep his promise to withdraw 
all American forces from Afghanistan (Stern, 
2015; Jenkins, 2017).

President Donald Trump
Republican Party candidate Donald Trump 
was elected president of the United States in 
the 2016 elections. Trump inherited the war in 
Afghanistan, the military campaign against ISIS, 
and the involvement in the civil war in Yemen. As 
an advocate of America first, Trump considered 
the fighting in Afghanistan a wasted effort. At 
the same time, he regarded the changing face of 
terrorism and the radical Islamic groups around 
the world as an important threat to United 
States security. As a leader of a nation at war, 
Trump sought a decisive victory in the American 
struggle against international terrorism. The 
policy that he pursued included delegating 
authority to military commanders and relaxing 
the strict rules for opening fire. During his term, 
the number of air strikes in Afghanistan, Syria, 
and Yemen increased, and his administration 
carried out targeted killings of terrorist leaders 
(White House, 2018; “Principles, Standards, and 
Procedures,” n.d.; Stohl & Dick, 2021).
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The Islamic State of Khorasan Province 
(ISKP) in Afghanistan grew in 2015, mainly in the 
eastern part of the country. The Taliban gained 
strength, and there was a sharp rise in suicide 
attacks in Kabul. The threat of terrorism led to a 
declaration by Trump of the continued American 
commitment to the war on terror (CFR, 2021; 
US Department of Defense, 2017). At the same 
time, the Trump administration recognized the 
terrorist threat as dynamic and developing, 
featuring geographic dispersal. It became 
necessary to devise a new strategy and shun 
outdated commitments and attitudes that had 
already proven unsuccessful. On the one hand, 
the strategy for the war on terror published by 
the administration in 2018 set goals that were 
similar to those of its predecessors: sharing 
the burden with other countries, promoting 
cooperation with local governments, taking 
preemptive action to prevent the strengthening 
of terrorist organizations, and halting the aid 
to Pakistan, which Trump linked directly to the 
Taliban. On the other hand, the strategy did 
institute changes in the means and methods 
employed: approval for use of all the means at 
the disposal of the United States, classification of 
all the threats as equal, and the use of economic 
sanctions, combined with aerial attacks, in 
order to damage the resources and activity of 
the terrorist organizations (White House, 2018; 
Bureau of Counterterrorism, 2019; Garver, 2021).

In 2017, the administration jointly founded 
the Terrorist Financing Targeting Center (TFTC) 
with the Gulf states. Its activity included 
compiling a joint list of terrorist entities, and 
individuals and organizations, among them 
the Taliban, Islamic State, and al-Qaeda, were 
added to the list in five rounds. Nevertheless, 
Trump imposed fewer sanctions on the Taliban 
than his predecessor, probably because of 
the negotiations with the organization that 
were underway behind the scenes toward 
the peace agreements that were eventually 
signed by the parties. On the other hand, the 
administration’s policy was notable for the use 
of force to attack the Taliban’s infrastructure 

and sources of income. This activity involved 
the integration of the intelligence arm, which 
monitored and analyzed the situation, with 
the tactical offensive capabilities of the United 
States in the region (Bartlett, 2017; Lamothe, 
2021).

Relations between the administration and 
the Taliban thawed in February 2019 in the 
framework of peace talks that took place in 
Doha in 2018. The signs that first appeared 
during Obama’s term in office led to concrete 
results under the Trump administration. On 
February 29, 2020, the Taliban signed a peace 
agreement with the United States, in which 
it committed to prevent Afghanistan from 
becoming a haven for terrorist organizations 
and to cut its ties with al-Qaeda. The Taliban 
also undertook to open a channel for dialogue 
with the Ghani-led government in Kabul for the 
purpose of finding a formula for achieving peace 
and stability in the divided country; in practice, 
this did not occur. Following the understandings 
reached, 5,000 Taliban prisoners were released 
in September 2020. The Trump administration 
did not aim to guarantee a ceasefire between 
the Afghan government and the Taliban, and 
escalation continued. The Afghan parliament 
called for a ceasefire, while the Taliban called 
for establishing a country based on sharia law 
(“U.S. War in Afghanistan,” 2021; Cooper et al., 
2021).

The United States undertook to withdraw its 
forces from Afghanistan by May 1, 2021. Trump 
made the withdrawal contingent on suitable 
conditions on the ground, and sought to prevent 
the subsequent emergence of a vacuum that 
would be filled by terrorist groups and prompt a 
renewed outbreak of terrorism (US Department 
of Defense, 2017; “Trump ‘to Order Further Troop 
Withdrawal,’” 2020).

President Joe Biden and the Current 
Situation
With his electoral victory in November 2020, 
Democrat Joe Biden became the third president 
to inherit the war in Afghanistan. The costs of 
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the war for the United States were estimated 
at $1 trillion in direct spending, 2,501 fatalities, 
and over 20,000 wounded (Biden, 2021b). Like 
his predecessor, Biden recognized the dynamic 
worldwide Salafi jihadist terrorist threat: al-
Shabaab in Somalia, al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula, Hayat al-Sham in Syria, ISIS in 
Syria and Iraq, and the establishment of other 
branches in African and Asian countries. In 
Biden’s view, the decentralized nature of the 
terrorist threat renders the deployment of 
large army forces in one country superfluous. 
Biden postponed the date for withdrawal 
from Afghanistan so that the United States 
would be able to undertake it according to his 
administration’s policy, while adhering to the 
decision to complete it. As he saw it, the goals of 
the war had been achieved with the elimination 
of bin Laden and the reduction of the terrorist 
threat from Afghanistan to dimensions that 
did not require an American military presence 
on the ground. As for the fate of Afghanistan, 
Biden supported his approach by citing the 
many years in which the United States and 
its allies had given aid to the country (Biden, 
2021b, 2021c, 2021d; US Department of Defense, 
2021). The withdrawal of United States forces 
from Afghanistan was completed in August 
2021. The United States retained the ability 
to cope with direct threats through the over-
the-horizon model—radar-based technology 
for locating and attacking targets at a range 
of hundreds of kilometers (Smith, 2020). The 
military leadership, however, expressed concern 
about the consequences of the withdrawal for 
the terrorist threat, which was liable to surge 
again in Afghanistan (Baldor, 2021).

Denying the confidence expressed by 
the administration about the ability of the 
Afghan army to fight the Taliban, the Taliban 
gained control of the presidential palace in 
Kabul on August 15, 2021, and announced its 
takeover of Afghanistan after occupying the 
country (Kottasova et al., 2021). The Taliban 
fully controls at least 32 of Afghanistan’s 34 
provinces, including 345 districts and the 

country’s important cities and border crossings. 
On August 16, the organization took over 
TOLO, Afghanistan’s largest news network, in 
order to cement its control over the country’s 
communications (“Taliban Enter TOLO News 
Compound,” 2021). Panjshir Province remained 
under the control of the old government and the 
Taliban’s opponents until September 5, when 
the Taliban occupied it (Roggio & Tobin, 2021). 
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani resigned and 
fled to a safe haven in Oman, and from there 
to a permanent residence in the United Arab 
Emirates, in order to prevent a bloodbath in the 
capital. The Taliban focused its international 
diplomatic efforts on delivering a message that 
the people in Afghanistan were protected, and 
that it planned to institute an open Islamic 
government, not a restrictive one, in response 
to concern about human rights violations in 
general and women’s rights in particular, as 
occurred during the Taliban’s previous sharia 
government (“Afghan Defense Minister,” 2021; 
Seir et al., 2021; “Afghanistan Conflict,” 2021).

The talk about the American presence in 
Afghanistan dealt mainly with the withdrawal of 
the military forces. Once completed, it became 
clear that the more difficult challenge facing 
the United States was the removal of American 
citizens from the country and safeguarding the 
fate of 100,000 Afghans who had worked with 
the Americans. When the United States handed 
over the strategic assets that it controlled to 
the Afghan government and left a force of 
only a few hundred soldiers in the capital, 
the Taliban takeover quickly created a new 
situation in the country. The United States 
mission in Afghanistan was redefined, leading 
to the deployment of 6,000 American soldiers 
and forces from other countries there. Their 
aim was to help complete the withdrawal and 
secure and guard the regular operation of the 
international airport in Kabul, the only area 
where the United States continued to operate. 
The restationing of Western forces in Afghanistan 
and the consolidation of the Taliban’s rule led 
to the setting of a new date for withdrawal—
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August 31, 2021 (Lopez, 2021; Price, 2021; Biden, 
2021e). The United States worked with senior 
Taliban leaders in order to secure guarantees 
that the Taliban would not act against American 
forces and civilians. The two sides agreed to 
establish a “deconfliction mechanism,” and 
the United States was allowed to continue its 
evacuation mission at the Kabul airport. The 
parties also worked on intelligence cooperation 
in dealing with the concrete threat of ISKP, which 
materialized during the evacuation (Ali, 2021; 
Burns & Knickmeyer, 2021; Choi, 2021).

Al-Qaeda: Is the Threat Waxing or 
Waning?
In the US report assessing the threats, al-
Qaeda and ISIS are named as the main threat 
to American interests in the United States and 
elsewhere. Al-Qaeda provides inspiration for 
local groups that employ extreme violence, 
conduct terrorist actions to achieve their 
aims, and are motivated by internal influences 
within countries, such as racial discrimination 
grievances about the government. The dynamic 
situation in Afghanistan and the strengthening 
of the Taliban are expected to benefit al-Qaeda. 
The connection between the organizations has 
deepened over the years through marriage 
ties, and the Haqqani network is the main 
faction in the Taliban that interacts with al-
Qaeda (O’Donnell, 2021; United Nations 
Security Council, 2021). At the same time, al-
Qaeda’s chain of command and top leadership 
has suffered a severe blow, and the question 
of its leadership succession has not been 
settled. The organization, which numbers 
somewhere between a few dozen and 500 
men, has undergone structural changes, been 
decentralized, and spread out all over the world. 
The organizations affiliated with the umbrella 
organization rely on it for the legitimacy of their 

actions, recruitment of members, and money, 
and their operations are aimed mainly at local 
objectives (Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence, 2021; Wright, 2021).

ISIS Khorasan
The Islamic State of Khorasan Province (ISKP) 
organization was founded in 2015, with 
operatives sent from Pakistan to Nangarhar 
Province in Afghanistan (US Department 
of Defense, 2017). The primary goals of the 
organization, led by Shahab al-Muhajir, are 
disrupting and attacking the Taliban authorities 
and waging war against so-called Shiite heretics 
(“Khorasan Region,” 2021). These goals join 
the ambition of the Islamic State parent 
organization, which seeks to establish a global 
caliphate. Following its retreat in Syria and Iraq 
and the Taliban’s victory, the Khorasan region is 
a favorable expanse for the Islamic State (Sim, 
2021; Soufan Center, 2021).

Centered in Nangarhar Province, the 
organization is believed to have between 500 
and 1500, with up to 3,000 members operating 
clandestinely. Despite severe losses in territory, 
leadership, manpower, and finances in 2020, 
the organization has succeeded in expanding 
to other provinces where it previously had no 
influence. The organization has also reinforced 
its foothold in Kabul and the surrounding area, 
where it conducts most of its attacks. Since early 
2021, the organization has recruited members 
from Islamic State strongholds and among 
Taliban deserters. It accuses the Taliban of 
cooperation with the United States, and brands 
itself as a jihadist organization loyal to the 
principles of Islam in general and sharia law 
in particular. Before the American withdrawal 
was completed, in order to save on manpower, 
ISKP used mainly explosive charges and carried 
out few suicide attacks (Gardner, 2021; “ISIL-K 
Leaders,” 2021). On August 26, however, in the 
final stages of the American withdrawal, ISKP 
carried out a dual attack on the airport in Kabul 
that took the lives of 13 Americans. After the 
withdrawal was completed, the organization 

In the US report assessing the threats, al-Qaeda 
and ISIS are named as the main threat to American 
interests in the United States and elsewhere.
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carried out four more suicide attacks. The 
first was on October 3, when a terrorist burst 
into the funeral of the mother of Zabihullah 
Mujahid (the Taliban spokesman), in Kabul, and 
killed five people in addition to himself. The 
second and third attacks took place in Shiite 
mosques. On October 8, in the Khan Abad 
district in Kunduz Province, a suicide terrorist 
blew himself up with an explosive belt, killing at 
least 46 people and wounding 143. On October 
14, two suicide terrorists blew themselves up at 
the entrance to a Shiite mosque in Kandahar, 
killing at least 47 people. The fourth attack 
took place in the Taliban’s Sardar Mohammad 
Daud Khan army hospital in Kabul, killing 25 
people and wounding 50 (“Deadly Explosion,” 
2021; Associated Press, 2021b; George & Francis, 
2021; Peshimam, 2021).

The deadly nature of the attacks and the 
locations selected for them are not random. 
They provide insights into the organization’s 
system of preparations before each suicide 
attack, which causes extremely lethal results. 
ISKP carried out six suicide attacks in Afghanistan 
in 2020, each by a single terrorist, in which 155 
people were killed—an average of 25 people 
killed per attack. For the sake of comparison, 
the Taliban carried out nine suicide attacks in 
2020, killing a total of 52 people—an average 
of “only” six killed per attack. ISKP seeks to 
attain a number of objectives through these 
attacks, in particular, attacking Shiite “heretics,” 
and serving notice that it has not weakened 
and is capable of undermining the security of 
Afghanistan (“Khorasan Region,” 2021; “Deadly 
Explosion,” 2021; Popalzai & Tawfeek, 2021; 
United Nations Security Council, 2021).

The two terrorist organizations, al-Qaeda 
and ISKP, undermine the Taliban’s rule in 
Afghanistan. On the one hand, al-Qaeda is likely 
to create splits in the Taliban leadership and 
prevent cooperation with foreign groups. On 
the other hand, ISKP disrupts internal security 
in the country, demanding resources from the 
Taliban for its struggle, and exerting a negative 
impact on the Taliban’s image as sovereign. 

The presence of these two organizations also 
raises the question whether Afghanistan will 
again become fertile ground for international 
terrorist attacks. Indeed, on September 19, 2021, 
ISKP took responsibility for the first time for 
an attack outside Afghanistan—in neighboring 
Pakistan (Israel Intelligence Heritage and 
Commemoration Center, 2021; Muggah & 
Rohozinski, 2021; Sayed & Clarke, 2021).

Geopolitical Ramifications of the US 
Withdrawal
Iran, China, and Russia did not wait for the 
foreign forces to leave Afghanistan before 
conducting talks with the Taliban. The three 
countries are affected by developments in 
Afghanistan and seek to avoid terrorism 
penetrating their territory.

Iran and Afghanistan share a 945-kilometer 
border, and the Taliban has undertaken to secure 
the Islam Qala border crossing between the two 
countries. Iran regards itself as responsible for 
Shiites everywhere in the world, and wants to 
ensure that the new Salafi-Sunni government 
will not attack the Hazara Shiite minority in 
Afghanistan. While the Taliban has stated 
that it will not do so, following the American 
withdrawal it was ISKP that attacked Shiites in 
Afghanistan. Iran condemned these attacks and 
asserted it would not tolerate attacks against 
the Shiites. The Taliban has not harmed the 
minority, but has failed to defend them (“Iran 
Condemns,” 2021; Berger, 2021; Kachiar, 2021).

Although China shares only a 76-kilometer 
border with Afghanistan (the Wakhan Corridor, 
Figure 1), it has many interests in the country. 
China is launching projects and investments 
throughout Asia in order to enhance its 
global geostrategic and economic influence, 
in particular vis-à-vis the United States. 
Afghanistan is helping to improve China’s 
grip on Southeast Asia in the framework of the 
Belt and Road Initiative (Global Times, 2021). 
China is taking steps in the political arena to 
improve stability in Afghanistan in order to 
prevent a civil war, which is liable to hamper 
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its expansion efforts (TOLO News, 2021). In 
the security sphere, China fears that the rise 
to power of the Taliban, which supports all 
oppressed Muslims, will contribute to activity 
against it in response to the oppression of the 
12 million Uyghurs living in Xinjiang (Global 
Times, 2021).

The Uyghur population in Afghanistan—
the second generation of Chinese immigrants 
who fled from the Communist regime—number 
about 2,000. The anti-Chinese East Turkestan 
Islamic Movement (ETIM), also known as the 
Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP), is part of the 
terrorist infrastructure in Afghanistan. This 
movement, which has ties with the Taliban and 
al-Qaeda, constitutes one of the worst terrorist 
threats in the country. The movement has 
between 160 and 400 fighters, stationed mostly 
in northern and eastern Afghanistan, primarily 
in Badakhshan Province and moving between 
Afghanistan and Syria. Badakhshan is connected 
to Xinjiang in China via the Wakhan Corridor. 
China’s main concern about Afghanistan is 
that it will become a target for terrorist attacks 
by this movement. As part of expanding its 
cooperation with China, the Taliban has moved 
Uyghur militants away from the border area 
between China and Afghanistan, and has sent 
messages that it does not intend to intervene 
in China’s internal affairs. Development of the 
Wakhan Corridor, which features mountainous 
terrain and undeveloped road infrastructure, is 
likely to help increase trade between the two 
countries, but is also liable to encourage rapid 

movement of terrorists back and forth between 
Xinjiang and Afghanistan (Wishnick, 2012; Mir, 
2021; Standish, 2021).

The main concern of Russia, which has no 
common border with Afghanistan, is terrorist 
activity in the region in general, and by ISIS 
in particular, and Russia is therefore backing 
the Taliban. At a meeting with the Russians, 
the Taliban claimed that their rule was secure 
and did not threaten the neighboring countries 
(Korybko, 2021; “Russia Calls Taliban,” 2021). 
Furthermore, Russia cooperates with members 
of the Collective Security Treaty Organization 
(CSTO)—Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan —and conducts joint maneuvers with 
them in case the conflict reaches their territories. 
Russia is thereby making preparations to thwart 
terrorism, rather than relying on the Taliban 
(Associated Press, 2021a).

India and Pakistan, two rival nuclear powers, 
are liable to find themselves in a full-scale war 
against each other. They therefore prefer using 
Afghanistan as a chessboard over taking direct 
action against each other.

Pakistan borders Afghanistan on the east, 
and is crossed by the Hindu Kush mountain 
range, which makes it easy to cross and enter 
Pakistan from Afghanistan. In order to maintain 
its ability to deal with the threat from India, its 
eastern neighbor, Pakistan founded, funded, 
and armed the Taliban in 1996, and was the 
first country to recognize its government. Even 
though Pakistan does not share the Taliban’s 
ideology, the instability that this organization 
causes in Afghanistan is useful, because it 
enhances Pakistan’s ability to deal with India. 
Without Pakistan’s support, the Taliban’s 
terrorist government would have ceased to exist 
(Ayotte et al., 2021). Despite the official denials, 
there is evidence that the Taliban leaders have 
residences in Pakistan; Pakistan provides 
assistance to wounded Taliban soldiers, and 
donations for the organization are collected 
in Pakistan. The welfare of the Taliban leaders’ 
families depends on Pakistan, and this gives 
it leverage over the organization. Following 

Figure 1. Map of Afghanistan and the Region
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the American withdrawal from Afghanistan, 
Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan said that 
this leverage had weakened, but his forces are 
still training and funding the Taliban in Pakistan 
(Noorzai, 2021). The regaining of power by the 
Taliban can generate instability in Pakistan 
because it strengthens the Pakistani Taliban 
(Tehrik-i-Taliban—TTP), which aims to form 
an extremist Muslim government in Pakistan 
(similar to the Taliban in Afghanistan). The 
Pakistani Taliban organization has always 
focused on activity against the United States 
in Afghanistan; now that American forces are 
no longer there, it can turn its forces against 
the Pakistani government. The United States 
is therefore trying to persuade Pakistan to take 
action against the Afghan Taliban, which will 
put pressure on its branch in Pakistan itself 
(IntelBrief, 2021).

India, on the other hand, wants a strong and 
functioning country in Afghanistan. The poverty 
that pervades Afghanistan enables Pakistan 
and the terrorist organizations that it supports 
to create armed terrorist militias consisting 
of Afghan soldiers, whom Pakistan sends to 
fight India on its eastern border. Furthermore, 
a collapse in Afghanistan will encourage the 
growth of the al-Qaeda branch in the Indian 
subcontinent (AQIS), which aims initially to 
found an Islamic state in Kashmir that can later 
expand eastward. This organization operates 
in Afghanistan under the Taliban’s umbrella, 
and receives guidance for fighting against India 
from the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence 
(ISI) (Nanda, 2021).

Turkey and Qatar promote the Muslim 
Brotherhood agenda in the region; Turkey 
operates in the security sphere and Qatar in 
the diplomatic sphere. As part of its ambition 
to become a local and global power, Turkey 
is expanding into Central Asia and sending 
agents to Afghanistan. It has offered to leave the 
approximately 600 Turkish soldiers who went 
to Afghanistan during the American withdrawal 
in place in order to secure Hamid Karzai Airport 
in Kabul for several months, with backing from 

American soldiers (Toosi & Seligman, 2021). In 
return, Erdogan sought American concessions 
for securing the airport, including the consent 
of the United States to keep and operate the 
Russian S-400 air defense system. The United 
States opposed Turkey’s procurement of the 
Russian system for use in conjunction with NATO 
weapons, such as the F-35 warplane (Babb, 
2021). This offer eventually fell through, because 
Turkey overestimated its own power and 
underestimated the force of Afghan opposition. 
Qatar meanwhile concentrated its efforts on 
diplomacy. The peace agreements were signed 
in its capital, and most of the negotiations 
between the United States and the Taliban 
were likewise held in Doha (Dalay, 2021).

The Taliban is acting in the political and 
diplomatic arena to consolidate its rule and 
portray itself as the legitimate regime in 
Afghanistan that will institute an Islamic regime 
according to sharia law. The main innovation 
is its undertaking to prevent the export of 
terrorism from Afghanistan. Pakistan, Russia, 
China, Turkey, Malaysia, and Qatar all support 
the Taliban in one way or another. The Western 
countries will probably tolerate the Taliban 
government as long as it does not constitute a 
direct threat to their security (Frantzman, 2021).

Discussion
The prolonged war by the United States in 
Afghanistan is a test case of the changing nature 
of the war on terrorism. A military presence on 
the ground was an important element in this 
policy and was considered an essential tool 
in its success. With the passage of time, two 
separate schools of thought have emerged 
representing differing views on the stationing 
of United States military forces for the purpose 
of waging war against terrorist entities.

The first doctrine is championed by senior 
American army figures and the intelligence 
community. To their way of thinking, the 
presence of American forces in locations 
where terrorist organization grow and export 
attacks to the West thwarts and prevents such 
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operations. The United States defeated al-Qaeda 
and ISIS and reduced the magnitude of the 
threat, while limiting the loss of life among 
the allied forces and significantly lowering 
spending on the war on terrorism. The absence 
of a military presence would have a negative 
impact on the intelligence effort with less 
access to fewer sources, thereby limiting the 
intelligence community’s intelligence gathering 
and monitoring capabilities.

The second doctrine is popular among 
the American political elite and elements in 
the various administrations, who advocated 
separating militarily from the terrorist countries 
and leaving warfare to the local population. In 
their opinion, the military presence encourages 
terrorist activity against the West, helps the 
terrorist organizations to recruit members, 
and justifies the organizations’ allegations 
of an invasion of Islamic land by a foreign 
enemy, which in turn increases the likelihood 
of terrorist attacks. Alternative capabilities 
that the United States retains and cultivates 
are designed to enable it to respond from a 
distance in a targeted manner when necessary. 
Furthermore, the withdrawal of Western forces 
from Afghanistan is not a new policy; it was led 
by the three presidents who preceded Biden, 
all of whom sought to end the decades-long 
American misfortune in the country. The 
timetable set for the withdrawal was designed 
to facilitate the transfer of control to the Afghan 
defense forces that had been trained, equipped, 
and supported by the United States and its 
allies (Jenkins, 2017; Aspen Institute, 2021; 
Baldor, 2021).

The United States national security strategy 
points to the channeling of monetary and 

human resources to deal with the balance of 
power between countries, above all Russia’s 
ambitions to regain its great power status and 
China’s growing aggressiveness. These directly 
affect the war efforts against terrorism and 
the emerging characteristics of the American 
strategy. In the economic aspect, the costs of the 
war on terrorism resulting from the withdrawal 
are not eliminated; they have changed. The 
American bases in Afghanistan provided a 
rapid response to new and growing threats. 
Abandonment of the region is liable to make 
operations in the war on terrorism much more 
expensive, and to obstruct the ability to respond 
to threats in Afghanistan and elsewhere (Biden, 
2021a; Aspen Institute, 2021; Baldor, 2021).

The unfolding situation in Afghanistan, with 
the Taliban having taken over the government, 
challenges the commitment of the United 
States to the country. The desire to institute 
democratic institutions in Afghanistan received 
no local assistance, because conditions among 
the people were not ripe for democracy, 
governmental corruption was rampant, and 
the country was divided along tribal and ethnic 
lines. The defeat of the Afghan army at the 
hands of the Taliban raised questions about 
the actions taken over the years to prepare 
it for such a scenario. At the same time, the 
Taliban’s main goals have not changed: the 
withdrawal from the country of the foreign 
forces that overthrew the Taliban government 
in 2001 and the establishment of a “pure 
Islamic government” (Aspen Institute, 20021; 
United Nations Security Council, 2021). The 
commitment of the United States to its other 
allies and its ability to deter other actors in the 
international arena is now subject to doubt. 
The image of the US as a power largely rests 
on the defensive umbrella that it provides to 
its partners (Edel, 2021; Kelly & Samuels, 2021; 
Harold, 2021). 

The geopolitical consequences of the 
United States withdrawal from Afghanistan 
are becoming clearer as time passes, especially 
with respect to the competition between the 

The entry of Russia and China into the Afghan 
expanse was designed to take advantage of the 
vacuum created by the American abandonment 
of the country in order to further their power 
ambitions.
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great powers. The entry of Russia and China 
into the Afghan expanse was designed to 
take advantage of the vacuum created by the 
American abandonment of the country in order 
to further their power ambitions. Afghanistan 
will thus serve as a unique test case for the 
dynamic between these forces in the coming 
years, and it is possible that the struggle 
will be decided by the ability of the powers 
to consolidate their status in places such as 
Afghanistan. The US withdrawal and the change 
in the deployment of its military forces in the 
region and elsewhere, coupled with statements 
by the administration and senior army figures, 
have generated skepticism vis-à-vis the new 
approaches in American foreign policy. While 
the United States has declared its intention 
of halting the encroachments by China and 
Russia, its military presence in Afghanistan was 
a restraining factor that interfered with their 
ambitions, while conversely, its withdrawal has 
left a vacuum for them to fill (Mills & Davidson, 
2021; Hudson, 2021). The decision to abandon 
a stronghold located in a geographic area in 
which its two rivals are active has removed a 
delaying factor and in practice helps them to 
carry out their expansionist plans. A limited 
presence in Afghanistan, as proposed by senior 
American army figures and the intelligence 
community, could have helped the US achieve 
two important goals: preserve its ability to wage 
war on terrorism in the region, including the 
prevention of a buildup by the terrorist entities 
under the auspices of the Taliban, and prevent 
inroads by Russia and China using countries 
such as Afghanistan.

The international legitimacy that the 
Taliban is now attaining, although limited 
in scope, affects the motivation of extremist 
militant groups and terrorist organizations 
with military capabilities to garner territorial 
profits. The profits that the Taliban reaps today 
will be the profits reaped tomorrow by the 
Houthis in Yemen, Hezbollah in Lebanon, and 
extremist groups in Syria. After two decades, the 
groups responsible for the terrorist attacks on 

September 11, 2001, which prompted the West’s 
global war on terrorism, are winning official 
recognition. The Taliban ensured its rule in 
Afghanistan while anchoring its legitimacy in the 
international arena. The al-Qaeda organization 
is still a Taliban ally and an important factor in 
the internal balance of power in Afghanistan. The 
Taliban’s capture of the capital and the chaos 
created at the airport in Kabul by the American 
evacuation supplied the organization with a 
victory photo of the greatest superpower fleeing 
from its land (Frantzman, 2021; McKenzie, 2021).

At the same time, stability in the country is 
not guaranteed. The biggest challenge facing 
the Taliban government is the transition 
from a non-state terrorist organization to a 
state entity in control of its population. In the 
international theater, the Taliban strives to gain 
credibility that will lead to economic support 
and the development of trade relations. In the 
internal theater, however, power struggles are 
likely to arise in the short term. The Taliban’s 
opponents include those who supported the 
democratization that Afghanistan underwent 
in the past 20 years and terrorist organizations 
operating in Afghanistan, particularly ISKP, 
which stood out as groups opposed to both 
the Taliban and the United States and its allies 
(Greenberg et al., 2021; Todd, 2021).

In the long term, the internal struggles 
inside the Taliban could cause instability. The 
Taliban is known for its strong control at the 
district and staff levels, but is very weak at the 
provincial levels and above. Once the Taliban 
is established in power and the euphoria over 
the organization’s victory passes, the situation 
in the field will determine the degree of support 
that it enjoys. If its resources dwindle, internal 
power struggles between local rulers may 
arise, and are liable to culminate in a civil war. 
Furthermore, the Taliban government’s recent 
appointments provide a glimpse of the regime’s 
future agenda in the country—a regime where 
leadership of the Haqqani network occupies key 
positions. The network’s standing will continue 
to improve, given the important mediating 
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role it holds between parts of the leadership 
and the soldiers in the field. This development 
could lead to changes in the demands made by 
the Taliban network and serve as a bargaining 
chip in promoting the network’s agenda, which 
is liable to prove more extreme (Greenberg 
et al., 2021; O’Donnell, 2021; Sayed & Clarke, 
2021; TOLO News, 2021; United Nations Security 
Council, 2021).

That Afghanistan will again become a 
country sheltering terrorist organizations, 
or even a country exporting international 
terrorism, is a source of concern. The close 
association between the Taliban and al-Qaeda 
could bring about two possible scenarios in 
Afghanistan. The first is al-Qaeda becoming an 
integral part of the Taliban regime’s efforts to 
retain power in the country, or even becoming 
an important group in the struggle against 
movements opposed to the government, above 
all ISIS. The strengthening of al-Qaeda as a 
result of the strengthening of the Taliban is 
liable to exert a decisive effect on Afghanistan’s 
role in the changing balance of power in the 
region. The remaining al-Qaeda leaders will 
be able to encourage regional, and even 
global, cooperation between the movement’s 
branches in centers of power. The danger lies 
in the emerging desire of the organization’s 
branches to replicate the Taliban’s victories 
in their countries, seize power by force, and 
attain international recognition, while taking 
advantage of local conflicts in uncontrolled 
areas to increase their influence over the local 
population, while posing a threat to foreign 
forces. It cannot be ruled out that in the future, 
branches of al-Qaeda will be in a position that 

will facilitate cooperation with the United States 
and its allies on the basis of shared interests 
(Clarke, 2021; Frantzman, 2021).

The second possible scenario is that the 
improvement in al-Qaeda’s position will lead to 
a fresh call to attack Western targets throughout 
the world. The renewed motivation caused by 
the retreat of the American superpower was 
furthered by lessons of victory over the West. 
The Taliban will not necessarily succeed in 
preventing the recurrence of terrorist events 
under its newly consolidated government, 
if only because of the inspiration that it will 
provide to all terrorist branches and cells, 
wherever they may be, and to terrorists in 
Europe and the United States. It is possible 
that al-Qaeda will act through its revitalized 
branches in other areas of the world and will 
try to carry out attacks on a varying scale. The 
Taliban’s considerations in obtaining legitimacy 
could lead it to restrain such extremism, or even 
to shut down these groups’ operations: both 
those under its protection, such as al-Qaeda, 
and those opposed to it, such as ISKP and Shiite 
groups sponsored by Iran (Clarke, 2021; Office 
of the Director of National Intelligence, 2021; 
Wright, 2021).

Conclusion
The survival of terrorist entities such as al-Qaeda 
and the Taliban, despite the blow dealt to them 
by the United States, has posed a developing 
and dynamic challenge to all four of the 
administrations in the United States since the 
terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. The 
expansion of the war’s aims and the changes 
that were made, from overthrowing the Taliban 
regime to installing democracy to developing 
the military capabilities of the local forces in 
Afghanistan, led to the allocation of forces 
and funding to these efforts. The presence of 
the United States and its NATO allies in the 
country was prolonged, and their operations 
were expanded to the civilian theater, beyond 
the original war goals. The Taliban’s ability 
to reorganize and consolidate its power in 

The survival of terrorist entities such as al-
Qaeda and the Taliban, despite the blow dealt 
to them by the United States, has posed a 
developing and dynamic challenge to all four of 
the administrations in the United States since the 
terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. 
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Afghanistan eventually led to the signing of the 
peace agreement with the United States, which 
thereby in effect recognized the legitimacy of 
the Taliban’s rule.

The primary goal of the war—preventing a 
recurrence of the deadly terrorist attacks on 
American soil—is a new cause for reflection 
following the US exit from Afghanistan. The 
takeover by the Taliban infused new life into 
the struggle waged by terrorist entities all 
over the world, and is liable to accelerate a 
trend toward international terrorism. The 
Taliban, which many countries classify as a 
terrorist organization, has not severed its ties 
with al-Qaeda, and has not yet consolidated 
its sovereignty in Afghanistan. Evidence of 
this lies in the fact that the recent terrorist 
events committed by ISKP have a common 
denominator with the organization’s goals: 
attacking non-Islamic foreign forces, attacking 
the heretical Taliban regime, and attacking 
Shiites. Following 20 years of warfare by the 
world’s greatest power, there is a return to the 
starting point similar of the original situation. 
The question arises whether terrorism will again 
afflict the home soil of the United States.

The dynamic of violence in Afghanistan, 
governmental instability, and the Taliban’s 
reliance on various interest groups such as the 
Haqqani network, al-Qaeda, and other terrorist 
organizations are liable to bring about internal 
changes there with fateful consequences for 
the future of Afghanistan and the entire region. 
The geopolitical dimension reviewed offers a 
broader perspective of the possible effects of 
this dynamic on both the countries bordering 
Afghanistan and the major powers: the United 
States, China, and Russia. It is possible that 
the same country that served as a base for the 
worldwide war on terrorism will become the site 
of an updated struggle for regional influence 
between the great powers.

The consequences of the United States 
withdrawal from Afghanistan are many. They 
not only signal the end of the unremitting war 

in Afghanistan, but also set in motion processes 
that will affect United States national security, 
its status as a leading power, and the regional 
and global order. The future foreign policy of 
the United States will change according to the 
situation, and will affect the formation of the 
policy pursued by its allies and rivals.
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Introduction
The peace agreements that Israel signed with 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, 
Morocco, and Sudan in the second half of 2020 
were immediately hailed as “normalization” 
agreements by then-United States President 
Donald Trump and then-Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu. The use of this term was 
no accident, as it was meant to emphasize that 
in contrast to the peace agreements with Egypt, 
Jordan, and the PLO, which have translated 
into a cold peace, the new agreements would 
be warm, featuring ties between not only 
governments but also peoples. More than a 
year later, it appears that there are indeed 
significant differences between the old and new 
peace agreements. Israel’s peace agreements 
with Egypt, Jordan, and the PLO have also 
seen warm periods—mainly when diplomatic 
relations were established—but it appears 
that there is a profound difference in how the 
agreements are realized. In other words, a cold 
peace is not necessarily the only model, and 
Arab-Israeli relations have seen other models 
of normalization as well. 

The term “normalization” is relevant to 
peace studies. The academic literature does 
not make a clear distinction between peace and 
normalization, yet it is clear that normalization 
is relevant mainly to societies and countries in 
a state of post-conflict or after having achieved 
a settlement (Hogland & Kovacs, 2010, pp. 
367-390). This article examines the evolution 
of the term “normalization” in the context 
of Israel’s relations with Arab countries, and 
concludes that three models of normalization 

have developed in these relations, each with 
its own set of characteristics.

What is Normalization? 
Definitions
The accepted meaning of  the term 
“normalization” is the conversion of something 
abnormal into something normal, or its return 
to a normal state. Most dictionaries associate 
the term with relations between countries; in 
this context, the Macmillan dictionary describes, 
“If two countries normalize their relations, they 
have a friendly relationship again after a war 
or disagreement” (Macmillan, n.d.). A book 
dealing with terminology of diplomacy defines 
it “a process involving the recognition of the 
need for and the introduction of measures 
to reduce tension or friction; promote the 
improvement of relations; and isolate…major 
sources of dispute or tension” (Barston, 2006, 
p. 246). Barston regards normalization as a 
process of reconciliation between countries, 
and lists ten stages, with the introduction of 
diplomatic relations being the ninth stage and 
their implementation being the final stage (p. 
251). Although these definitions are somewhat 
ambiguous, they convey two clear meanings: first, 
that a process of returning to a given situation is 
involved; second, that the situation immediately 
preceding was exceptional or abnormal.

There are two problems with these 
definitions. The first is who determines what 
normal relations comprise—what one side 
perceives as normal may be perceived as 
abnormal by the other side. The second is that 
Israel had no diplomatic relations with Arab 
countries before the state of war, and what was 
involved was therefore the creation of a new 
situation, not the restoration of a previous one. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, then, the term has 
been interpreted in various ways over the years.

The International Arena
The use of the term “normalization” in 
international relations is usually linked to 
the establishment of diplomatic relations. 

More than a year since the Abraham Accords were 
signed, significant differences between the old and 
new peace agreements are evident. In other words, 
a cold peace is not necessarily the only model, and 
Arab-Israeli relations have seen other models of 
normalization as well.



57Elie Podeh  |  The Many Faces of Normalization

For example, in 1965, Japan and South Korea 
signed, with United States mediation, a Treaty 
on Basic Relations, which spoke of their “mutual 
desire for good neighborliness and for the 
normalization of their relations on the basis of 
the principle of mutual respect for sovereignty” 
(“Japan and Republic of Korea,” 1965). Along 
with the establishment of diplomatic and 
consular relations between the two countries, 
the agreement included the intention to sign 
additional agreements for regulating issues of 
marine sovereignty, trade, civil aviation, and 
more (Cha, 1996, pp. 123-160; Mobius, 1966, pp. 
241-248; Oda, 1967, pp. 35-56). In other words, 
normalization included diplomatic relations and 
the beginning of negotiations toward additional 
agreements regulating relations in a number 
of civil areas.

The ostpolitik of German Chancellor Willy 
Brandt in the 1960s and 1970s likewise led to 
the signing of “normalization agreements” 
with Romania (1967), the Soviet Union and 
Poland (1970), East Germany (1972), and 
Czechoslovakia (1973) that were designed to 
institute “normal” diplomatic relations between 
the countries. The meaning of normalization 
in these agreements was the reduction of 
diplomatic and political tension, in the hope 
that a pattern of cooperation between the 
countries would ensue. In practice, the extent 
of normalization of the relations between South 
Korea and Japan and between West Germany 
and East European countries following the 
establishment of diplomatic relations varied 
according to the political circumstances on 
the regional and global arenas.

“Normalization” had a similar meaning in 
the context of relations between the United 
States and China. The thaw between the two 
countries—which began with Kissinger’s secret 
visit to Beijing in July 1971, continued with 
Nixon’s public visit to China in February 1972, 
and culminated in a joint announcement of 
the establishment of diplomatic relations in 
December 1978 during the term of President 
Jimmy Carter—was also referred to as 

“normalization” (Fardella, 2009, pp. 545-578; 
Kirby et al., 2007). In the announcement, Carter 
said that within two weeks of the declaration, 
“our two Governments will implement full 
normalization of diplomatic relations.” He 
expressed hope that “Normalization—and the 
expanded commercial and cultural relations 
that it will bring—will contribute to the well-
being of our own Nation, to our own national 
interest, and it will also enhance the stability of 
Asia” (“Jimmy Carter,” 1978). The normalization 
achieved with the establishment of diplomatic 
relations was therefore designed to bring about 
cooperation in the trade and cultural realms, 
but the establishment of diplomatic relations 
did not make such cooperation mandatory, and 
it was not part of the concept of normalization. 
Actually, the rapprochement between the United 
States and China following the announcement 
was called “post-normalization” (Hsiao & 
Witunski, 1983, pp. 16-21).

The processes of rapprochement between 
the United States and Vietnam; between the 
Soviet Union, Japan, and China; and between 
Indonesia and China were also referred to as 
“normalization” (Hegghammer, 2001, pp. 17-
18; Rozman, 2000; Stern, 2005; Vishwanathan, 
1973). The rapprochement between Serbia 
and Kosovo following Kosovo’s declaration 
of independence in 2008 was likewise called 
“normalization.” This process included several 
signed agreements mediated by the European 
Union and the United States in 2013-2020, which 
opened the door to dialogue between the two 
countries and agreement to normalize their 
economic relations, but this process did not lead 
to the establishment of diplomatic relations at 
the time (“Historic Agreement,” 2013; “Serbia 
and Kosovo,” 2013).

These examples illustrate two types of 
normalization in the international arena. One 
is the establishment of “normal” diplomatic 
relations following a conflict, usually for the 
purpose of returning relations to their previous 
state. The second is bilateral arrangements in 
security and/or economic and trade matters, 
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but without the establishment of diplomatic 
relations. The kind of interpretation adopted in 
Israel, as we shall see below, was less recognized 
in the international arena.

The Israeli Interpretation
The term “normalization” was not used 
frequently in Israel before the mid-1960s, but 
it became more common during the negotiations 
on establishing diplomatic relations with West 
Germany in 1965. Following the signing of the 
Reparations Agreement between Germany 
and Israel in 1952, German Chancellor Konrad 
Adenauer expressed hope that this agreement 
would be expressed in “normalization of the 
relations” between West Germany and Israel 
(“Adenauer Statement,” 1953). Before the 
joint announcement that relations were being 
established, a dispute arose about the text: 
while Israel saw a strong association between 
diplomatic relations and normalization (in line 
with the accepted international interpretation), 
Germany preferred to interpret the exchange of 
ambassadors as “a measure of reconciliation 
between the German and Jewish peoples” 
(Deutschkron, 1965). Israeli Prime Minister Levi 
Eshkol referred to Israel’s sensitivities, saying, 
“Although diplomatic relations are what regulate 
the relations between governments, and to 
some extent can remove barriers to the road to 
understanding between the two peoples, there is 
still a long way between them and normalization 
of cultural and moral relations” (Marcus & 
Elyashiv, 1965). In a letter to Adenauer about 
the establishment of diplomatic relations, Eshkol 
wrote that this agreement would constitute 
normalization of the relations between the two 
countries, but not between the two peoples 
(Harif, 1965). Eshkol thereby made it clear that 
there were levels of normalization, the highest of 
which was reconciliation between the peoples.

The public accepted Eshkol’s interpretation: 
on the occasion of the presentation of the 
credentials of Rolf Pauls, the new German 
ambassador to Israel, and to mark the 
anniversary of Kristallnacht (February 9-10, 

1938), several organizations of fighters against 
the Nazis published a statement saying that they 
“regarded the rapprochement with Germany 
as a severe breach of promises by the Israeli 
government that diplomatic relations between 
the two countries would not mean normalization 
in relations between the German and Jewish 
peoples” (“Statement from a Gathering,” 
1965). The ambassador’s response was, 
“Normalization cannot be regulated between 
Germans and Jews. These relations must grow. 
This is a painful process that is liable to take 
many generations” (Deutschkron, 1966).

The concept of normalization was important 
during the peace negotiations with Egypt. Even 
earlier, however, during the May 1977 election 
campaign, a statement by the Democratic 
Movement for Change said that the party was 
ready for compromises in the framework of a 
peace treaty that would lead to normalization 
of life in the region, meaning “elimination of 
the Arab boycott and hostile propaganda, 
freedom of navigation, open borders, exchanges 
of ambassadors, establishment of trade and 
tourism relations, exchanges of information, and 
region-wide economic cooperation” (“Hawks? 
Doves? No,” 1977). The Camp David Accords 
and the peace treaty spoke of establishing 
“normal relations” between Israel and Egypt. 
The inclusion of this ambiguous term (see the 
discussion of Israel-Egypt relations, below) 
was at Egypt’s insistence, but Israel saw it 
as tantamount to normalization. The Israeli 
interpretation of the term, according to Shimon 
Shamir, was singular in international relations: 
it resulted from the recognition that the conflict 
with the Arabs was not purely territorial, and 
was based on recognition of Israel’s right 
to exist. If Egypt was to receive a tangible 
benefit in the form of territorial assets, Israel 
expected to receive intangible assets, such as 
full recognition, which was to be reflected in the 
word “normalization,” including cooperation 
in a range of areas (Shamir, 1988, p. 201). 
Indeed, in his Knesset speech during Sadat’s 
visit, Menachem Begin said in this context, “We 



59Elie Podeh  |  The Many Faces of Normalization

wish to establish normal relations between 
us, as exist among all nations after all wars” 
(“Statement to the Knesset,” 1977).

The term “normalization” was also raised 
in the context of the establishment of ties 
between Israel and China (1992) and between 
Israel and Poland (1990). In effect, the use of 
this term was identical to the establishment of 
diplomatic relations (Han, 1992, p. 76; Shai, 2011, 
p. 25). In the Polish context, normalization was 
likewise linked to earlier clandestine relations 
between the two countries in the 1980s, which 
were designed to be the first step toward the 
establishment of diplomatic relations (Kfir & 
Ganor, 1985; Abadi, 2005).

The Arab Interpretation
The term “normalization” entered the Arab 
discourse in the late 1970s in the wake of the 
Camp David agreements. The designated 
word for normalization in Arabic is tatbi’. The 
etymological history of this term does not 
indicate its origin; the classic Arab dictionary 
defines the term as filling some receptacle (a 
jug or bucket), or loading on a beast of burden 
(al-Jawhari, 2009, p. 691). One of the dictionaries 
gives a wider definition: to seal, load, or make 
something or someone dirty or impure (Lane, 
1956, p. 1,823). Another dictionary offers a 
different and unique meaning: to tame or to train 
(a beast of burden or an animal for riding) (Hava, 
1982, p. 426). This meaning was adopted by one 
of the modern dictionaries (Cowan, 1994, p. 644). 
The definition in modern Arabic dictionaries 
is already closer to contemporary usage: to 
accustom someone to do something or restore 
something to its previous state (before a quarrel 
or dispute).1 The Milson dictionary includes 
all of the old and new meanings of tatbi’: to 
normalize (relations), to print (fabric), to stain (an 
article of clothing), to tame (an animal).2 A term 
that is etymologically close is tabi’i, translated 
as natural, and tatbi’ therefore means making 
something natural, normal—i.e., normalization.

The Egyptian interpretation of peace 
with Israel was limited from the beginning. 

Egyptian President Anwar Sadat stated he was 
prepared to sign a peace agreement with Israel 
in 1971, but not a peace treaty, because a treaty 
requires normalization of relations, and he 
was willing to do that only after five years. He 
added, “Governments cannot interfere in the 
pace of normalization between peoples. There 
is no way to dispose in one year everything 
that happened in 30 years” (Segev, 1980b). 
Sadat echoed the idea in 1975: “Don’t ask me 
to establish normal relations with Israel. I’m 
willing to sign a peace treaty, to be committed 
to it, but it is only natural that after many years 
of war, hostility, and bloodshed, natural ties 
cannot be established instantly” (Shamir, 2016, 
p. 128). In April 1977, six months before his visit 
to Jerusalem, Sadat repeated that signing a 
peace agreement with Israel meant only an end 
to the state of war, while normalization would 
come in the indefinite future (Dissentshik, 1977).

When Egyptian Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs Boutros Boutros-Ghali was asked in 
1979 about the meaning of the word tatbi’, he 
answered, “The establishment of ordinary or 
natural relations, as with any country in the 
world, in accordance with Egyptian sovereignty.” 
In this context, he cited exchanges of diplomatic 
staff, tourism, and signed trade agreements, 
while emphasizing that normalization was a 
step toward a full and comprehensive peace. 
Boutros-Ghali thereby meant that the pace 
of normalization depended on the degree of 
progress in talks between Israel and Egypt on 
a solution to the Palestinian problem (Boutros-
Ghali, 1990, pp. 588, 608).

The Camp David Accords and the peace 
agreement spoke of establishing “normal 
relations” between Israel and Egypt. The Arabic 
phrase ’alakat tabi’yya (natural or normal 
relations) aroused no special objection, but 
Israel’s insistence on putting substantive 
content in the relations—i.e., not merely 
between the governments, but also between 
the peoples—kindled opposition among the 
Egyptian public. The transition from “normal 
relations” to “normalization” was called tatbi’ al-
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The Arab interpretation distinguished between the 
term “normal relations,” meaning establishment 
of diplomatic relations and a connection between 
governments, and normalization, meaning a 
connection between the peoples.

‘alakat, in Arabic. It is possible that the negative 
connotations of tatbi’ of staining and taming 
made it easier for its opponents to attach the 
sense of normalization to it (al-Bustani, 2013, pp. 
24-25; Kornbluth, 2002, p. 82). The meaning of 
tatbi’ can also be deduced from the word with 
the opposite meaning: mukata’a—exclusion.3 
It quickly became a pejorative term in Egypt 
and in Arab public discourse, and its use by 
opponents of the peace treaty was designed 
mainly to attack the regime. As a result, even 
supporters of the peace treaty were obliged to 
disavow the use of the word tatbi’. According to 
Shamir, “Condemnation of normalization, not 
normalization, virtually became a civic duty” 
(Shamir, 2006, pp. 34-35). 

A noteworthy example of Arab sensitivity 
to terminology was reflected in the Arab Peace 
Initiative adopted by the Arab League in March 
2002. Its adoption was preceded by an interview 
by New York Times correspondent Thomas 
Friedman with Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah, 
in which Abdullah offered “full normalization” 
with Israel in exchange for a complete Israeli 
withdrawal from all the occupied territories, 
including in Jerusalem (Friedman, 2002). 
Following this interview, an inter-Arab dialogue 
began about adoption of the Arab initiative for 
ending the Arab-Israeli conflict. Indeed, the 
summit in Beirut adopted a peace initiative, but 
the word “normalization” was replaced by the 
vague term “natural/normal relations” (Lavie, 
2010, p. 163; Muasher, 2008, pp. 102-133). The 
Arab interpretation therefore distinguished 
between the term “normal relations,” meaning 
establishment of diplomatic relations and 
a connection between governments, and 

normalization, meaning a connection between 
the peoples.

Based on the various interpretations, this 
article adopts a general definition that treats 
normalization as an array of cooperative actions 
in the political, economic, and cultural spheres 
between governments and between peoples 
(Yakin, 2003, p. 13).

Models of Normalization
For years, Israel’s cold peace with Egypt and 
Jordan was considered the only model of peace 
between Israel and Arab countries. A cold peace, 
as defined by Benjamin Miller, is a situation in 
which the underlying issues of the conflict are in 
the process of moderation but not fully resolved; 
channels of communication are only between 
governments; revisionist groups opposed to 
peace exist; and there is a possibility of a return 
to war in the event of internal or international 
changes (Miller, 2000, pp. 58-59). The signing of 
the Abraham Accords with the UAE, Bahrain, and 
Morocco, however, illustrated the development 
of a warm model of relations. In a warm peace, 
Miller writes, the disputes have been resolved, 
ties exist between the peoples, no revisionist 
groups exist, and war is not considered a viable 
option (Miller, 2000, p. 60). The discussion 
of the term normalization indicates that it 
refers mainly to post-conflict situations, but 
it can appear even before the establishment 
of diplomatic relations. This article therefore 
proposes regarding normalization as a elastic 
concept on a continuum with three models 
of relations: the first, informal normalization; 
the second, formal functional normalization; 
and the third, legitimate or full normalization. 

Informal Normalization
This type of normalization consists of bilateral 
ties—mainly clandestine—without diplomatic 
relations. There are quite a few examples of 
this situation in the world, such as Serbia and 
Kosovo. Bolivia and Chile also enjoy trade 
and tourism relations, but without diplomatic 
relations, due to their border disputes; Turkey 
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and Armenia have taken various normalization 
measures in their relations with no diplomatic 
relations (Hill et al., 2015). Georgia and Russia 
also enjoy trade and tourism relations, despite 
the lack of diplomatic relations between them, 
due to a territorial dispute in Abkhazia and 
southern Ossetia, which is under Georgian 
sovereignty but is controlled by Russia. In these 
and other cases, the absence of diplomatic 
relations did not prevent the development of 
ties simultaneously with the continuation of 
the dispute, due to the existence of common 
interests (“Georgia and Russia,” 2020). This 
model also existed in the relations between 
Israel and several countries in the Arab world 
and elsewhere in the period preceding the 
establishment of diplomatic relations. For 
example, relations between Israel and the Soviet 
Union in cultural affairs, science, and tourism 
enjoyed normalization even before diplomatic 
relations were established (Markish, 1987).

Israel enjoyed informal normalization with 
countries in the Middle East (Podeh, 2022). 
Officially and publicly, Israel established 
diplomatic relations only with Turkey in 1949. 
Israel also had diplomatic relations with Iran, 
but they remained hidden. Until the 1979 
revolution in Iran, the countries cooperated 
solely on the governmental level. The two 
countries’ respective Ministries of Foreign 
Affairs were excluded from this activity, all of 
which took place behind the scenes between the 
intelligence and military agencies. Normalization 
included military and intelligence cooperation 
against common enemies (mainly Egypt and 
Nasserism), the supply of Iranian oil, Israeli 
agricultural aid, and bilateral trade. For Iran, 
Israel was an important link to the United States, 
due to the belief that the power of the Jewish 
lobby in Congress and the administration could 
help Iran in a range of military and civilian 
spheres (Podeh, 2022, pp. 290-356).

The zenith of cooperation was the formation 
of a tripartite mechanism between Israel, Turkey, 
and Iran in the late 1950s, called “Trident,” 
which focused on exchanges of intelligence 

information on the Soviet and Egyptian 
threats. This cooperation was later termed the 
“Periphery Alliance” (Alper, 2015, pp. 27-71). 
There was also an attempt to create a southern 
triangle of Israel, Ethiopia, and Sudan, but this 
did not materialize, except for a strong bilateral 
link to Ethiopia and occasional cooperation 
with Sudan. The Shah was adamant that its 
relations with Israel remain secret out of fear 
of the response of Muslim and Arab countries. 
Iranian Prime Minister Ali Amini told Ben Gurion 
during a secret visit to Tehran, “Iranian-Israeli 
relations cannot become public. Allow me to 
keep this secret between us…Our relations 
resemble true love between two people without 
their getting married. It is better this way” 
(Itzhakov, 2019, p. 280). This was firsthand 
evidence of the “mistress syndrome” in Israel’s 
Middle East policy. It meant that Israel had to 
become accustomed to cooperating secretly 
out of concern that discovery and disclosure 
would lead to criticism and condemnation of 
the regimes, thereby having a negative impact 
on their legitimacy and stability.

Another country with which Israel enjoyed 
informal normalization was Jordan (Podeh, 
2022, pp. 73-133). In contrast to Iran, the two 
countries did not have diplomatic relations until 
the peace agreement was signed in 1994, but 
behind the scenes cooperation was extensive, 
beginning with the Zionist movement and 
King Abdullah in the 1920s during the British 
Mandate. This cooperation became stronger 
under King Hussein’s rule (1953-1999). Since the 
second decade of his reign, he met at least 50 
times with senior Israel decision makers in the 
pre-peace period (Shlaim, 2009; Shamir, 2012). 
The clandestine cooperation between Israel 
and Jordan was an open secret. Other than 
Jordan’s participation in the 1967 war, the two 
countries conducted an ongoing dialogue on 
security matters along the borders, on sharing 
water from the Jordan River, and on various 
civilian matters. As early as 1970, Israel played 
an important role in the kingdom’s survival 
during the Black September events. Before the 
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Yom Kippur War, King Hussein came to Israel 
to warn about the possibility of war.

The Likud’s rise to power put an end to the 
dialogue, but it was renewed in the 1980s. In 
April 1987, King Hussein and Shimon Peres 
signed a secret agreement in London that was 
supposed to have led to the convening of an 
international conference and the beginning 
of diplomatic negotiations, but national unity 
Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir thwarted it 
(Shlaim, 2000, pp. 442-450; Podeh, 2015, 
pp. 184-195). The two countries were also in 
contact with each other during the 1991 Gulf 
War. Thus, Israel and Jordan had a de facto 
peace—functional cooperation motivated by 
shared interests (Lukacs, 1997, pp. 62-63).

Morocco also maintained informal 
normalization with Israel. The initial contacts 
concerned the immigration of Jews from 
Morocco to Israel. Soon enough, these 
contacts developed into extensive intelligence 
cooperation. The Mossad established an office 
in Morocco in 1963, and was also involved, 
indirectly, in the killing of opposition leader 
Mahdi Ben Barka in 1965. The two countries 
enjoyed political relations over the years—King 
Hassan frequently met with political figures from 
Israel, usually in secret, especially with Shimon 
Peres. Morocco likewise hosted two clandestine 
meetings between senior representatives from 
Israel and Egypt (Israeli Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Moshe Dayan and Egyptian Deputy 
Prime Minister Hassan Touhami) in 1977, who 
laid the groundwork for Sadat’s historic visit to 
Jerusalem. Following the signing of the Oslo 
Accords in 1993 and the peace treaty with Jordan 
in 1994, Morocco agreed to establish diplomatic 
relations at the level of liaison offices. Before 
these were closed in 2000, normalization 
between Israel and Morocco was formal and 
functional for promoting shared interests at 
the governmental level. Relations subsequently 
reverted to the informal model, although they 
also included civil society ties, among them 
tourism and interfaith cooperation (Podeh, 
2022, pp. 476-526).

Less intensive informal normalization existed 
in Israel’s relations with Oman since the 1970s, 
and with Bahrain, the UAE, and Qatar since 
the 1990s (Podeh, 2022, pp. 566-607). There 
is no doubt that the existence of informal 
normalization with these countries paved the 
way to the transition to formal relations.

Formal Functional Normalization 
Formal functional normalization4 features 
cooperation in security, intelligence, and 
sometimes also economic matters. This 
normalization is based primarily on the 
existence of common interests and enemies. 
It takes place mainly behind the scenes, but also 
includes public encounters stemming from the 
existence of diplomatic relations. Cooperation is 
held between official parties in the president’s or 
the king’s courts, Ministries of Defense, the army, 
intelligence agencies, and relevant government 
ministries (economy, trade, oil, energy, water, 
and more). Yet the regime does not encourage 
normalization at the popular level, does not 
use the tools at its disposal (e. g., media and 
education) to enforce it, does not confront 
civil society organizations that boycott Israel, 
and sometimes even inhibits cooperation. 
In tandem, many civil society organizations 
boycott Israel and have established various 
committees to oppose open normalization.

Due to the absence of popular legitimacy for 
peace, this normalization experiences ups and 
downs in bilateral relations caused by effects of 
events at the internal and regional level. Wars, 
conflicts, and tension between Israel and the 
Palestinians are liable to cool or freeze these 
relations, if only for a limited period. On the 
other hand, intensification of shared threats 
and/or progress in the political process with the 
Palestinians is likely to lead to strengthening 
and warming of cooperation between security 
and intelligence agencies. Although popular 
support for this normalization is lacking, the 
durability and stability of peace have been 
demonstrated; the fact that the peace treaties 
have remained in force (43 years with Egypt 
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and 27 years with Jordan), and have survived 
despite turbulent events (such as the Lebanon 
War, two Palestinian uprisings, the Arab Spring, 
wars in the Gaza Strip) indicates that the peace 
agreements are stable, and that the chosen 
type of the normalization serves the regime’s 
purposes.

This model of normalization suits Israel’s 
relations with Egypt, Jordan, and Sudan; the 
short-lived peace agreement with Lebanon 
(1983-1984); the diplomatic relations existing 
with Morocco, Tunisia, Qatar, Oman, and 
Mauritania in the 1990s; and the relations with 
the Palestinian Authority since 2000. Several of 
these examples are analyzed below.

Israel-Egypt Relations
In the ensuing negotiations between Israel and 
Egypt following Sadat’s visit, Israel insisted 
that normalization follow the signing of the 
peace agreement and the establishment of 
relations. In the Camp David Accords, Israel and 
Egypt agreed to sign a peace treaty within three 
months; it was stipulated that subsequently, 
and after the completion of Israel’s interim 
withdrawal from Sinai, “normal relations will 
be established between Egypt and Israel, 
including full recognition, including diplomatic, 
economic, and cultural relations; termination 
of economic boycotts and barriers to the free 
movement of goods and people; and mutual 
protection of citizens by the due process of law” 
(“Camp David Accords,” 1978). In this context, 
the phrase “normal relations” was identical to 
normalization as conceived by Israel.

Similar phrasing appeared in Section 3 of 
the Israeli-Egyptian peace treaty (“Egypt and 
Israel,” 1979). It was designed to ensure that the 
process of normalization in relations would lead 
to cooperation in the civil sphere, and not end 
with the establishment of diplomatic relations. 
But this was not enough for Israel: Annex III of the 
treaty contains a Protocol Concerning Relations 
of the Parties, which stipulates that beyond 
the exchange of ambassadors (Article 1), the 
parties would commence negotiations no later 

than six months after completion of the interim 
withdrawal on a trade and commerce agreement 
(Article 2); a cultural agreement (Article 3); free 
movement of people and vehicles (Article 4); 
good neighborly relations and avoidance of 
hostile propaganda (Article 5); and civil aviation, 
free access to ports, and the right of passage 
through territorial seas (Articles 6 and 8). Setting 
a timetable for signing the agreements was 
designed to ensure that Egypt would keep its 
promises before the withdrawal from Sinai was 
completed. Normalization thereby became an 
integral part of the peace treaty.

Following the signing of the peace treaty, 
Israel aimed at inserting normalization elements. 
Begin was quoted as telling the cabinet that 
diplomatic ties alone “without cultural, trade, 
and economic appendices is not normalization” 
(Harif, 1979a; 1979b). Beyond this, Israel, which 
gave up tangible territorial assets, expected 
to receive in return not merely an intangible 
(albeit important) achievement in the form of 
recognition, but also concrete achievements, 
such as opening of embassies and full 
normalization of relations in order to ensure the 
stability and durability of peace. A committee 
of government departments directors general, 
led by Prime Minister’s Officer Director General 
Eliyahu Ben-Elissar, recommended a series of 
measures in tourism, communications, trade, 
science, and more, but stressed the importance 
of gradual implementation and the need to 
take Egyptian sensitivity into account (Gemer, 
1981, pp. 21-26; Granot, 1979).

The two sides established a steering 
committee to formulate the normalization 
agreements. Completion of the work before 
the final withdrawal from Sinai in April 1982 and 
attainment of as comprehensive normalization 
measures as possible was important to Israel, 
while Egypt, according to Ephraim Dowek, who 
was a political attaché in Cairo in 1980-1983, 
“fought for every position with obstinacy…[in 
order] to reduce their concessions as much as 
possible” (Dowek, 1998, pp. 139-140). Eventually, 
no fewer than 50 agreements in a wide range 
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of civilian matters were signed in 1980-1981, 
including a detailed agreement on cooperation 
in the cultural sphere, but ultimately many of 
these were not implemented (Winter, 2015, p. 
186; Tamir, 1988, pp. 86-87; Sultan, 2007, p. 26; 
Ali, 1993, p. 259).

The Israeli side quickly realized that despite 
the signing of the normalization agreements, 
Egypt was planning to render them meaningless. 
The appointment of Sa‘ad Mortada, not a senior 
diplomat in the Egyptian foreign service, as 
ambassador to Israel reflected a policy of “low-
profile normalization” (Granot, 1980). Already 
in the first half of 1980, long before the Israeli 
withdrawal from Sinai was completed, there 
were signs of “selective” Egyptian normalization 
(Segev, 1980a; see also Assaf, 1980; Tadmor, 
1980). At first intellectuals on both sides met 
and cultural events took place, including 
the Israeli booths at the international book 
fair in Cairo (Winter, 2015, pp. 186-187). Yet 
normalization proved to be one way: Israel 
opened an academic center in Cairo, but no 
similar institute was established in Israel; many 
Israeli tourists visited Egypt, but the number 
of tourists from Egypt was small, and they 
had to undergo a great deal of administrative 
harassment. Dowek argued that normalization 
became a powerful instrument for Egypt to 
generate pressure on Israel through the carrot 
and stick method, thereby sending positive 
and negative messages to Israel, the Arabs, 
and the Egyptians. In his eyes, after 16 years of 
effort, Israel achieved “a few marginal changes” 
(Dowek, 1998, p. 152).

From the outset the Egyptians objected to 
use of the term “normalization” and to its Israeli 
interpretation, and therefore strove to change 
or to avoid it. They attempted to adhere to 
the phrase “normal relations,” or to propose 
alternative terms (Winter, 2015, pp. 188, 246). 
The Egyptian objection was not merely a matter 
of terminology; it chiefly concerned the content 
of the peace. As Fouad Ajami wrote, “The rulers 
who opted for the peace had not embraced it 
in public. They gave every hint that theirs had 

been a grudging choice, dictated by the balance 
of power” (Ajami, 1999, p. 280). The authorities 
thereby gave civil society groups room to attack 
the peace. “The ‘cold peace,’” Ajami summed 
up, “emerged out of a subtle pact between the 
state and the civil society” (p. 285).

Moreover, the regime gave the media, which 
was subject to state control, a green light to 
attack Israel, including the use of antisemitic 
expressions, while the Ministry of Education’s 
textbooks continued to use negative stereotypes 
to portray Israel and Jews. This was another 
indication that the regime was not countering 
demonization trends, and was perhaps even 
encouraging them, thereby in effect advocating 
anti-normalization (Yadlin, 1988; Podeh, 2018, 
pp. 141-166). In civil society, many groups 
opposed the peace and normalization; this 
was particularly evident with the trade unions 
(lawyers, artists, doctors, engineers, journalists, 
and others), opposition parties of the secular and 
liberal left, Islamic movements, businessmen, 
intellectuals, and students (Sultan, 2007, pp. 
50-68; Sasson, 1992, pp. 97-99, 112; Ginat & Abu 
Ghazaleh Mahajneh, 2021, pp. 9-30; Stein, 1997, 
pp. 305-306). Indeed, overall, the professional 
organizations adhered to a hard line against 
any manifestation of normalization.

The Egyptian regime regarded peace and 
normalization as both an asset and a burden. 
On the one hand, Egypt was awarded American 
financial aid, loans from the International 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank, and 
investments by private companies. On the other 
hand, it was boycotted by most Arab countries; 
it lost its leading stature in the Arab world and 
was heavily attacked. In this situation, a cold 
peace and small-scale normalization were a 
solution that bridged the gap between the 
peace agreement being both an asset and a 
burden. An editorial in the popular weekly 
Rose al-Yusuf, in an issue devoted to the 30th 
anniversary of the agreement, commented on 
this apparent contradiction, stating that most 
Egyptians wanted peace (salam), but opposed 
normalization (tatbi’) (Editorial, 2009).
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Opposition to normalization stemmed from 
various reasons. Some were conjectural, relating 
to specific events in the Arab-Israeli conflict in 
the bilateral and regional arena. Among them: 
the 1981 attack on the nuclear reactor in Iraq; 
the Lebanon War and the massacre in Sabra 
and Shatila (1982); expansion of the Jewish 
settlements in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip; 
the 1985 bombing of the PLO headquarters in 
Tunis; the Palestinian intifada that began in 
1987; the opening of the Western Wall tunnel 
in 1996; non-implementation of the Hebron 
(1997) and Wye (1998) Agreements; the al-
Aqsa intifada, which began in 2000; Operation 
Defensive Shield in 2002; IDF operations in the 
Gaza Strip; and more. The regime’s response 
was not purely instrumental; it was also an 
expression of anger and frustration with Israel’s 
policy toward the Palestinians. Furthermore, 
the Palestinian issue was still perceived as a 
pan-Arab issue: so thought 84 percent of the 
respondents in a survey by an institute in Doha in 
2011. This percentage declined slightly over the 
years (77 percent in 2018), but still constitutes 
a clear majority (al-Mu’ashar al-‘Arabi, 2018). 
On the other hand, normalization expanded 
under the Rabin government (1992-1996), 
the Barak government (1999-2001), and the 
governments of Sharon and Olmert following the 
disengagement from the Gaza Strip (2004-2008), 
due to positive changes in the political climate 
and lack of political provocations (Sultan, 2007, 
pp. 69-135; Sasson, 1992, pp. 137-138, 142).

Other reasons opposing normalization were 
structural, relating to Egyptian interests. In the 
political-strategic sphere, Egypt strove to rejoin 
the Arab world after Arab summit conferences in 
Baghdad in 1978-1979 passed a series of boycotts 
against it. A return to the Arab world required 
Egypt to keep a low profile in its relations with 
Israel. Egypt was also accused of neglecting 
the Palestinian issue, and therefore had to 
demonstrate its commitment to it in a variety of 
ways. Egypt’s aspiration to lead the Arab world 
was likewise an important consideration in its 
commitment to the Palestinian problem. For 

example, Egypt recalled its ambassador from 
Israel following the Lebanon War (1982) and 
the outbreak of the two Palestinian intifadas, 
froze all inter-governmental contacts following 
Operation Defensive Shield, and played a 
variety of mediation roles between Israel, the 
Palestinian Authority (PA), and Hamas (Oron, 
2011; Podeh, 2007, pp. 111-120).

In the political-economic sphere, Egypt’s 
fear of a strengthened Israel in the Middle East 
was reflected in two ways: opposition in the 
1990s to Shimon Peres’s “new Middle East,” 
which was perceived as a drive to compound 
Israel’s military hegemony with economic 
hegemony; and a campaign against Israel’s 
nuclear weapons (Landau, 2006, pp. 128-144). 
At the same time, there was some cooperation 
on mutual economic interests, such as the 
agreements on the establishment of qualified 
industrial zones (QIZ, 2004) and the supply of 
natural gas (2019). In addition, there was some 
cooperation in the agricultural and industrial 
fields. In general, Egypt promoted normalization 
where it benefited its economy, while at the 
same time raising obstacles to cooperation on 
the popular level (Sela, 2006).

In the psychological-cultural sphere, anxiety 
prevailed about “penetration” (ikhtirak) or 
“invasion” (ghazu) of the Jewish/Zionist 
narrative. Egyptian and Arab intellectuals 
believed that “cultural normalization” (tatbi’ 
thakafi) was the greatest danger facing the Arab 
world. As they saw it, Israel’s goal is to “overthrow 
the Egyptian culture, undermine the Egyptian 
personality, and distort Egypt’s history,” and to 
replace the Egyptian narrative of the conflict 
with the Israeli narrative, demonstrate cultural 

In the psychological-cultural sphere, anxiety 
prevailed about “penetration” (ikhtirak) or 
“invasion” (ghazu) of the Jewish/Zionist narrative. 
Egyptian and Arab intellectuals believed that 
“cultural normalization” (tatbi’ thakafi) was the 
greatest danger facing the Arab world.
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superiority, and spread an atmosphere of 
subjugation and dependence on the culture 
of imperialism and Zionism. In other words, 
opponents of normalization feared the loss of 
Egyptian identity and personality (Shamir, 2016, 
p. 327). In an Arab pun, normalization (tatbi’) 
was regarded as a type of taming (tatwi’), while 
peace (salam) was interpreted as surrender 
(istislam) (Ajami, 1999, p. 275).

In order to fight against “invasion,” the left 
wing al-Tagamu’ party founded the Committee 
for the Defense of the National Culture. 
Intellectuals proposed strategies for conflict and 
war against the Zionist invasion (Gemer, 1981, 
pp. 35-41; Hamdan, 1989; ‘Abd al-Razek, 2000; 
Sagiv, 2001, pp. 112-139; Sela, 2005, pp. 15-71; 
Harlow, 1986, pp. 33-58). Most of the intellectuals 
rejected normalization, and sometimes even 
opposed peace. Nizar Qabbani, one of the most 
admired poets in the Arab world, published a 
poem against “moving hastily forward” (al-
muharwiluun) and peace with Israel (Ajami, 
1999, pp. 256-258). A few, for example, like 
Naguib Mahfouz, Lutfi el-Khouli, and Amin al-
Mahdy (al-Mahdy, 2001) took action to promote 
peace and normalization. Some, such as ‘Ali 
Salem and Syrian poet Adonis (the pen name 
of ‘Ali Ahmad Sa’id Esber) were punished in 
various ways for their pro-peace views.

Since the rise of ‘Abd al-Fattah a-Sisi to 
power in 2013, several common interests have 
strengthened and in turn, improved relations 
between Israel and Egypt. The first is the 
growing threat of Islamic jihad organizations 
in Sinai, which led the regime to ask Israel for 
intelligence and military support in the fight 
against them. Israel also allowed Egyptian 
military forces in Sinai beyond what is stipulated 
in the peace treaty. The second is containment 
of Hamas rule in the Gaza Strip. The third is 
help from the Jewish lobby in the United States 
in securing continued American aid to Egypt. 
The fourth is handling regional threats, such 
as Iran and the Shiites. The Israeli-Egyptian 
cooperation took place mainly behind the 
scenes between state agencies (Winter & Essa, 

2021; Podeh, 2022, pp. 211-219). Recent months 
saw also public manifestations of cooperation, 
as reflected in the Sharm el-Sheikh summit 
between Bennett, a-Sisi, and Muhammad bin 
Zayed, and the participation of Egyptian Foreign 
Minister Sameh Shukri in the Negev Summit in 
March 2022. Yet the thaw in relations has been 
confined to the diplomatic and economic realms 
and has not extended to the cultural realm. An 
Egyptian journalist wrote in November 2021 that 
no progress had taken place since the peace 
treaty was signed with regard to peace between 
the peoples (al-Tayeb, 2021). While this assertion 
is somewhat overstated, normalization has 
indeed remained formal and functional, even 
after 43 years (Perry, 2021).

Israel-Jordan Relations
The model of informal clandestine normalization 
at the governmental level characterized relations 
between Israel and Jordan until the peace treaty 
was signed on October 26, 1994. In contrast to 
the peace treaty with Egypt, the agreement 
between Israel and Jordan was the climax of 
a process of rapprochement and dialogue that 
took place behind the scenes over many years. 
Article 5 of the treaty states that the parties 
agree to establish full diplomatic and consular 
relations, and to exchange ambassadors. In 
addition, “the Parties agree that the normal 
relationship between them will further include 
economic and cultural relations” (“Israel-Jordan 
Peace Treaty,” 1994). The treaty speaks of 
cooperation (the word appears no fewer than 
24 times) in a large number of fields, including 
security, economics, water, and more. The text 
of this treaty ostensibly reflects a warm peace, 
or at least warmer than the Israel-Egypt treaty 
(Shamir, 2012, p. 94; Satloff, 1995, pp. 128-129).

Indeed, signed economic and cultural 
cooperation agreements and special 
arrangements in Eilat and Aqaba hinted at 
the potential of a warm peace. Public opinion 
surveys in Jordan conducted immediately after 
the treaty was signed also showed great public 
support (over 80 percent) for the agreement and 
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its hoped-for economic benefits. The fact that 
the palace marketed the treaty as “the King’s 
agreement “ added legitimacy to it (Winter, 2015, 
pp 282-283; Stewart, 2007, p. 117). Hussein was 
committed to the agreement and spoke explicitly 
of “true peace.” At the same time, Crown Prince 
Hassan promoted various initiatives between 
Israel and Jordan in the realms of water, energy, 
technology, the environment, communications, 
and transportation (Winter, 2015, pp. 319-320; 
Shamir, 2012, pp. 138-139, 141-145). Hosting the 
regional economic conference in Amman in 1995 
was also part of the palace’s effort to promote a 
warm peace. After a short honeymoon, however 
many Jordanians were greatly disappointed 
with the benefits of peace (Meital, 1998; Shamir, 
2012, pp. 543-544). Furthermore, when the 
Netanyahu government took office and several 
diplomatic crises developed—the opening of the 
Western Wall tunnel (1996) and the attempted 
assassination of Hamas leader Khaled al-
Mashal (1997)—normalization began to ebb. 
The intifada that began in 2000 “only buried an 
already dead process of normalization” (Lucas, 
2004, pp. 93, 107-108).

The relations between the two countries have 
seen ups and downs over the years, including 
periods of cooperation on security, intelligence, 
trade (for example, the establishment of 
qualified industrial zones in 1997), and water, 
based on common interests and enemies. Two 
features, however, remained unchanged: the 
resistance of civil society to normalization, 
and sometimes to the agreement itself, and 
indecisiveness on the part of the monarchy to 
fight against it. The opposition in Jordanian 
public opinion began immediately after the 
signing of the agreement, which was greeted 
with mixed feelings, and even outright hostility 
(Shamir, 2012, p. 93). As early as 1994, a coalition 
of eight Islamic and pan-Arab parties founded 
the Popular Arab Jordanian Committee for 
Resisting Submission and Normalization, 
which included 14 professional organizations 
with over 100,000 members. Over the years, 
this coalition held protests, demonstrations, 

summits, and conferences against Arab-Israeli 
normalization. The media published blacklists 
of people suspected of cooperating with Israel. 
There was also covert or passive opposition to 
normalization that was not part of the official 
movement (Scham & Lucas, 2003, pp. 126-130; 
Lucas, 2004, pp. 99-101; Stewart, 2007, pp. 141-
164). The royal palace initially struggled against 
the anti-normalization forces, but soon gave 
up; King Hussein was quoted in 1995 as saying, 
“Whoever wants to deal with the people in 
a neighboring country with which we are at 
peace can do so, and whoever wishes otherwise 
is free.” King Abdullah went even further, 
including a number of ministers from the anti-
normalization movement in his government as 
part of his policy for containing the opposition 
(Stewart, 2007, p. 132).

A document of recommendations formulated 
following the 2003 Israel-Jordan economic 
conference concluded by saying, “The biggest 
and best-known problem of Israelis wishing 
to develop ties with Jordan is the existing 
resistance among many groups in the kingdom 
to any ties with Israel (which they refer to as 
‘normalization’). This opposition is reflected in 
a refusal to cooperate, or in withdrawal from 
existing cooperation as a result of domestic and 
external pressures” (Shamir, 2004, p. 122). As in 
Egypt, the main bloc leading the boycott was 
the trade unions, which imposed the boycott 
on their members. “Despite repeated promises 
by the Jordanian government to address this 
problem,” the document states, “it is still 
going strong.” Furthermore, it was alleged that 
notwithstanding the palace’s declarations of 
support for economic relations with Israel, 
Jordanian and Israeli businessmen claimed 
that these declarations did not translate into 
political support (Shamir, 2004, p. 123).

Public support for the peace treaty and 
normalization has waned over time. As early 
as 1997, a survey by an institute at the University 
of Jordan showed little support for peace and 
normalization (Lucas, 2004, pp. 107-108). Another 
survey conducted two decades later found that 
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the rate of support for Israel’s normalization 
with the UAE and Bahrain was a mere 3 percent 
among the Jordanian public, while 6 percent 
supported Israel’s normalization with Morocco. 
Only 14 percent of the respondents supported 
the idea of expanding cooperation between 
Israel and Arab countries (“2019-2020 Arab 
Opinion Index,” 2020).

In addition to the reasons that drove 
Egyptians to oppose normalization, the fact 
that over half of the population in Jordan is of 
Palestinian origin contributes to the spread of 
anti-normalization voices, particularly given 
the stagnation in the peace process with 
the Palestinians since the al-Aqsa intifada 
(2000-2004). According to a 2004 survey by 
the University of Jordan, 21.1 percent of the 
public thinks that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
affects relations between Israel and Jordan to 
some extent, 25.6 percent think that it affects 
relations to a great extent, and 21.5 percent are 
sure that it affects them. In other words, almost 
70 percent of the public thinks that the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict affects relations (Stewart, 
2007, p. 121). It is no accident that the Arab 
Authority to Combat Normalization and Zionism 
was established recently in Amman, and stated 
in its founding announcement, “Resistance to 
normalization is the choice of the Arab peoples” 
designed to defend the most important problem 
of the Arab nation—the problem of occupied 
Palestine (al-Katamin, 2020).

Israel-PA Relations (2000 to present)
The al-Aqsa intifada transformed the relations 
between Israel and the Palestinians. The previous 
legitimate normalization (see below) gave way 
to formal and functional normalization, similar 
to relations with Egypt and Jordan, with a focus 
on cooperation between the security agencies 
on both sides and the resolution of acute 
humanitarian problems, such as electricity, 
food, and water. Most of the civil cooperation 
was discontinued or came to a standstill. As 
Gabi Bar, Middle East division manager in the 
Ministry of Industry, Trade, and Labor foreign 

trade division said in 2005, “We used to meet…
from time to time and discuss current matters 
and plans for the future…Unfortunately, due to 
the circumstances, contact is currently limited 
mainly to phone calls and discussion of specific 
isolated matters” (Bar, 2005, p. 49). Beyond the 
fact that a few of the organizations vanished 
because donors cut off their support, many 
Palestinians developed a negative attitude 
toward cooperation with Israel; the concept 
of normalization took on the same negative 
meaning that it had in Egypt and Jordan. 
Cooperation between academic institutions 
on the two sides also discontinued (Kahanoff 
et al., 2007, p. 22; Herzog & Hai, 2005, pp. 100-
109; Salem, 2005, p. 28).

Like Egypt and Jordan, groups and 
organizations in Palestinian civil society 
took action against manifestations of 
normalization. The founding of the Boycott, 
Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement by 
Omar Barghouti in 2005 attracted widespread 
support in Palestinian civil society. The pressure 
exerted by the movement on organizations 
and members who cooperated with Israel, as 
well as the threats made by the Palestinian 
rejectionist organizations—Hamas and Islamic 
Jihad—was successful in significantly reducing 
manifestations of Palestinian normalization (Lim, 
2012). When it was founded, the movement was 
supported by 170 Palestinian civil organizations 
(Palestine BDS National Committee, n.d.). The 
main argument of the supporters of the boycott 
was that continued cooperation with Israel 
legitimized the occupation, and that there was 
no political prospect for ending it and achieving 
a just solution for the Palestinian problem, 
including the question of the refugees (Andoni, 
2003, pp. 6-7). Many supporters of the boycott 
rejected the two-state solution and favored 
instead a one-state solution in the territory of 
Mandatory Palestine. 

Israel and the PA nevertheless had a shared 
interest in continuing security and intelligence 
cooperation against organizations that were 
planning terrorist attacks in order to undermine 
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the Oslo Accords. Furthermore, since Hamas 
took over the Gaza Strip in 2007, it has been 
striving to strengthen its position in the PA 
territories in order to gain control of them. The 
security coordination took place consistently 
and continuously, even in periods of tension 
and crisis between Israel and the Palestinians, 
such as the military operations in the Gaza 
Strip, for example.

In May 2020, following threats by the 
Netanyahu government to annex parts of Area C, 
the PA announced for the first time the cessation 
of all modes of coordination and ties with 
Israel. At the same time, it delivered a message 
that it did not intend to break the rules of the 
game (Eichner, 2020), and retracted the threat 
when the Biden administration took office. 
Cooperation also continued in the economic 
sphere, although in an asymmetric manner, 
with absolute dependence of the PA on Israel 
in Palestinian imports (60 percent) and exports 
(83 percent) (Peskin, 2019). Furthermore, 
approximately 80,000 Palestinian laborers 
worked in Israel in 2020, and approximately 
25,000 worked in Jewish settlements beyond 
the Green Line in 2016.5 

Legitimate, or Full, Normalization
This type of normalization features cooperation 
at both the governmental and popular levels. 
The regime initiates cooperation with Israel, 
most of which takes place openly and publicly, 
and the rest covertly. It also approves initiatives 
coming from civil society. Various socialization 
agents (primarily media and education) 
promote and legitimize normalization. In the 
Gulf states (such as the UAE and Bahrain), 
which are thinly populated and have no trade 
unions, it is relatively easy for the regime to 
advance this policy. There are also pockets of 
resistance in civil society in the countries with 
whom legitimate normalization exists, but these 
are contained or thwarted by the regime. This 
model applies to Israel’s post-Oslo relations 
with the PA, as well as its relations with the 
UAE, Bahrain, and Morocco.

Israel’s Relations with the PA (2000-1993)
No relations existed between Israel and the 
Palestinians before the Oslo negotiations in 1992 
that led to the signing of a mutual recognition 
agreement in September 1993. In the pre-Oslo 
period, contacts took place between Israeli left 
wing groups and PLO officials, and secret talks 
between official representatives began in 1986 
(Podeh, 2019, pp. 72-77). Overall, however, there 
was no normalization at any stage. The array 
of agreements signed by Israel and the PLO, 
and later with the PA in 1993-1999, prepared 
the groundwork for the normalization. The 
word “cooperation” appeared no fewer than 30 
times in the Declaration of Principles on Interim 
Self-Government Arrangements between Israel 
and the PLO published on September 13, 
1993, in the context of cooperation on water, 
electricity, energy, transportation, trade, human 
resources, labor relations, welfare, and more 
(“Declaration of Principles,” 1993). The 1994 
economic Paris Agreement, and especially the 
Israeli-Palestinian Interim Agreement on the 
West Bank and the Gaza Strip (Washington, 
September 1995), made extensive reference to 
the expected cooperation between Israel and 
the Palestinians. Article VIII of Annex VI of the 
Interim Agreement states, “The two sides shall 
cooperate in enhancing dialogue and relations 
between their peoples, as well as in gaining a 
wider exposure of the two publics to the peace 
process…[and] shall take steps to foster public 
debate and involvement, to remove barriers 
to interaction, and to increase the people to 
people exchange” (“Israeli-Palestinian Interim 
Agreement,” 1999). Norway, which was the 
patron of the Oslo Accords, was supposed to 
play an active role in financing and promoting 
these activities.

These agreements created the infrastructure 
for establishing legitimate normalization 
between Israel and the PA. A survey conducted 
at Birzeit University indicated that the frequent 
meetings between Israelis and Palestinians, as 
well as the Palestinian political and economic 
dependence on Israel, increased support for 
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2020). The surveys conducted by Khalil Shikaki, 
however, indicate that before the intifada, 75 
percent of the Palestinians supported joint 
economic projects and 85 percent supported 
free movement of people and goods across 
the borders (Joint Palestinian-Israeli Public 
Opinion Poll, 2000). This civilian cooperation 
was halted with the intifada, and it was not 
renewed even after the intifada ended. Thus, 
Israel and the Palestinians moved to formal 
and functional normalization, primarily in 
the security realm. The Palestinian resistance 
to normalization with Israel was reflected 
in the PA’s support for the BDS movement, 
condemnation of Israel, activity against it in 
international forums, initiation of boycotts of 
Israeli goods, and recently, uncompromising 
opposition to the Abraham Accords. Current 
PA Prime Minister Mohammad a-Shtayyeh is 
prominent, more than his predecessors, in his 
policy of opposing normalization with Israel.

Israel’s Relations with the UAE, Bahrain, and 
Morocco (2020 to the Present)
Israel’s relations with the UAE, Bahrain, and 
Morocco from the 1990s until 2020 can be 
classified as informal normalization. Israel and 
Morocco established diplomatic relations in 
1995, but relations reverted to the informal 
mode when diplomatic relations were severed 
following the Palestinian intifada. With the 
signing of the Abraham Accords in 2020, however, 
the normalization between the two countries 
became legitimate. This was the first time, except 
for the Palestinian case in 1993-2000, in which 
the peace gained popular legitimacy on the Arab 
side, although pockets of opposition remained.

The phrase “full normalization” appears in 
the title of the agreement signed by Israel and the 
UAE on September 15, 2020: “Abraham Accords 
Peace Agreement: Treaty of Peace, Diplomatic 
Relations and Full Normalization.” This title, 
an Israeli formulation accepted by the UAE (D. 
Kurtzer, personal interview, October 27, 2021), 
made it clear that in contrast to the traditional 
concept in international relations, which regards 

normalization (Mi’ari, 1999, pp. 339-348). 
Despite the criticism of certain aspects of the 
Paris Agreement (especially those concerning 
strengthening the dependence of the Palestinian 
economy on Israel), other parts of the agreement 
worked well. According to Palestinian statistics, 
the volume of Israel’s export to the PA before the 
intifada (2000) was $2.5 billion, while the volume 
of the Palestinians’ sales to Israel was $800 
million. In addition, nearly 150,000 Palestinian 
laborers worked in Israel, the unemployment 
rate fell to 5 percent, and the standard of living 
rose. An Israeli-Palestinian conference on 
economic cooperation substantiated that there 
was a wide range of economic normalization 
before the outbreak of the intifada in the fields of 
infrastructure, water, electricity, and agriculture 
(Shamir, 2005, pp. 106-107). According to one 
study, 148 joint ventures in health and medicine 
were founded in 1994-1998, with participation 
from 67 organizations and approximately 4,000 
people (Blit-Cohen & Jaber, 2015, p. 221). In 
some of these areas (water and electricity, for 
example), cooperation continued even during 
the intifada.

Impressive progress was made in joint 
meetings in civil society. Before 2000, 575 
organizations filed requests for support for joint 
meetings, and 144 received support (Andoni, 
2003; Dajani & Baskin, 2006, p. 5). Although 
these meetings brought numerous problems 
between Jews and Palestinians to the surface 
(for example, inequality and asymmetry in 
power relations), the quantity, and sometimes 
also the quality, of these meetings could not 
be ignored. In the opinion of Nadia Naser-
Najjab, who took part in these meetings, these 
activities lacked public support (Naser-Najjab, 

The phrase “full normalization” appears in the 
title of the agreement signed by Israel and the UAE 
on September 15, 2020: “Abraham Accords Peace 
Agreement: Treaty of Peace, Diplomatic Relations 
and Full Normalization.”
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the establishment of diplomatic relations as 
an expression of normalization of relations, 
Israel does not consider the establishment of 
relations as an expression of normalization, but 
an essential stage on the way to achieving it 
that requires specific agreements. Indeed, the 
agreement—in which the word normalization 
appears no fewer than nine times, and in six of 
which as part of the term “full normalization”—
included an appendix listing cooperation in 
financing and investment, civil aviation, tourism, 
innovation, trade, science, technology, mail, 
the environment, communications, health, 
and more. A short time later, Israel and the 
UAE signed four normalization agreements. 
According to Alan Baker, a former legal adviser to 
the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Israeli 
insistence on using the term resulted from the 
disappointing experience with Egypt and Jordan 
(Baker, 2020; Singer, 2021). Interestingly, in the 
official version in Arabic, the term tatbi’ does 
not appear. In its place appears the phrase “full 
relations” (‘alaqat kamila) or “full diplomatic 
relations.” In Article 5 as well, which deals with 
“Cooperation and Agreements in Other Spheres,” 
the phrase “full normalization” appears in Arabic 
as “full diplomatic and friendly relations.”6 
Presumably the negative connotations of the 
phrase in Arabic contributed to its omission 
from the Arabic text of the agreement. 

Israel and Bahrain published a joint 
declaration on October 18, 2020 without 
using the word “normalization” in the title. 
The declaration, however, listed many spheres 
of expected civil cooperation, including the 
culture of peace (Singer, 2021, pp. 462-463).

One year after the agreements were signed 
with the UAE and Bahrain, it is clear they met 
and even exceeded expectations. A summary 
by the the UAE embassy in the United States 
revealed no fewer than 70 meetings, joint 
activities, and agreements in economy, trade, 
technology, energy, environment, health, 
tourism, and aviation, in addition to people-
to-people activities (“The UAE and Israel,” 2001). 
Furthermore, Israel held a joint naval exercise 

in the Red Sea with the United States, UAE, and 
Bahrain in November 2021 (Kubovich, 2021a). To 
illustrate the difference between the agreement 
with the UAE and the agreements with Egypt 
and Jordan, Israeli Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Yair Lapid stated in the opening ceremony of 
the Israeli Embassy in Abu Dhabi, “This is peace 
between peoples” (Karni, 2021). 

Cooperation with Bahrain is also impressive: 
diplomatic relations were established, seven 
normalization agreements were signed, a 
direct aviation route was opened, a security 
cooperation agreement was signed, and for the 
first time in the Arab world, an IDF attaché will 
serve in Bahrain (Link & Winter, 2021; Kubovich, 
2022).

At the same time, popular opposition exists 
even in countries with legitimate normalization 
relations. For example, the UAE Resistance Union 
against Normalization has 33,500 members, 
according to its Twitter account, although many 
of them live outside the UAE. In Bahrain, too, at 
least 23 civil society organizations expressed 
their support for the Palestinian cause and 
their opposition to normalization with Israel. 
The General Federation of Workers Trade 
Unions in Bahrain, which represents about 
25,000 workers (mostly Shiites) expressed a 
similar view (Fakhro, 2021; Hassanein, 2021; 
Hoffman, 2020; UAE Opposition, 2020). A study 
that examined 150 Twitter accounts in the Gulf 
discovered that 80 contained statements against 
normalization with Israel (Hitman & Zwilling, 
2021). Due to the regime’s control of the local 
media, it is difficult to say to what extent these 
voices represent the public in the Gulf, but it 
appears that they do not pose a significant 
challenge. In any case, the UAE and Bahrain 
openly and unabashedly promote normalization 
with Israel.

On October 23, 2020, the United States, 
Sudan, and Israel published a joint declaration 
stating, inter alia, that agreement was reached 
on normalization of relations between Israel 
and Sudan and an end to the state of war 
between them. Agreement was also reached to 
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establish economic and trade relations, mainly 
in agriculture. It was agreed that delegations 
from the two sides would meet soon to discuss 
cooperation in these areas and in agricultural 
technology, aviation, immigration matters, 
and more (Singer, 2021, p. 459; Ravid, 2022, pp. 
270-289). So far, however, there has been no 
meaningful progress in normalization between 
the two countries beyond the establishment of 
diplomatic relations. It is therefore impossible at 
this stage to judge what model of normalization 
will develop in Sudan.

On December 22, 2020, the United States, 
Morocco, and Israel published a joint declaration 
stating that Morocco planned to establish 
diplomatic relations with Israel, conduct 
direct flights, and promote cooperation in 
trade, finance, investments, technology and 
innovation, tourism, water, agriculture, security, 
nutrition, energy, and telecommunications. The 
agreement was part of a deal reached by Trump 
with King Mohamed VI of Morocco in return for 
American recognition of Moroccan annexation 
of Western Sahara and establishment of a 
US consulate (Ravid, 2022, pp. 290-306). The 
word “normalization” did not appear in this 
statement (Singer, 2021, p. 460). The royal 
house portrayed the agreement as a return 
to the previous state of relations, before they 
were severed following the intifada, and in 
fact, the statement mentioned the reopening 
of these offices. There is no doubt that the 
royal house, which is aware of the sensitivity 
of Arab and Moroccan public opinion to the 
negative aspect of the term “normalization,” 
deliberately chose not to use it, especially during 
the term of a prime minister from the Justice 
and Development Party, which is identified 
with the Muslim Brotherhood (della Ragione, 
2021; Feuer, 2021).

Since the declaration was published, several 
normalization measures have been taken, such 
as a visit by Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
Director-General Alon Ushpiz to Morocco in July 
2021, a visit by Israeli Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Yair Lapid and the opening of the Israeli Embassy 

in Rabat in August (and the Moroccan embassy 
in Tel Aviv), the signing of an agreement on 
culture, sports, and youth in October, and visits 
by business, youth, and sports delegations. A 
noteworthy event was the signing of a military 
cooperation agreement—the first ever between 
Israel and an Arab country—during a visit to 
Morocco in November 2021 by Israeli Minister of 
Defense Benny Gantz (Podeh, 2021; Kubovich, 
2021b). It was followed by the sale of an Israel 
air defense system to Morocco for $600 million 
(Dvori, 2022).

In contrast to UAE and Bahrain, the 
normalization with Morocco is poised on 
previous stable foundations in both the security 
and intelligence fields and the civil realm. 
Since the 1990s, the number of Israeli tourists 
visiting Morocco has ranged between 25,000 
and 45,000 annually; delegations in media, 
education, and sports have conducted joint 
visits; cooperation has taken place in music, 
cinema, and the arts. In addition, there have 
been contacts between Israelis of Moroccan 
origin, the remaining Jewish community in 
Morocco, and the royal palace through André 
Azoulay, the Moroccan king’s Jewish adviser.

Furthermore, the 2011 Moroccan constitution 
states that the Moroccan identity has been 
shaped also by Hebraic influences. In this 
framework, the King ordered the renovation 
and renewal of Jewish heritage sites, such 
as cemeteries, graves of Jewish sages, 
synagogues, schools, and streets in the Jewish 
quarter (mallah). Morocco also approved a 
new curriculum for elementary schools about 
Moroccan Jewry and its heritage (Levi, 2018; 
Khalili, 2020)

According to one survey, 41 percent of 
Moroccans support normalization with Israel, 
although most reject the normalization with 
the UAE and Bahrain (“Arab Barometer,” 2021, 
p. 13). There is also a Twitter page—possibly 
initiated by the government—with over 1,600 
followers (as of the end of 2021). This page 
recently changed its name from Moroccans 
for Normalization with Israel to Moroccans for 
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Renewal of Relations with Israel. This choice 
was presumably designed to transmit the 
message that the new relations with Israel do 
not constitute a deviation but rather a return to 
the “natural” order, thus escaping the stigma 
attached to the concept of normalization in 
the Arab world. The page, which features a 
symbol combining the Moroccan and Israeli 
flags, publishes diverse content: sympathetic 
coverage of diplomatic, security, economic, 
technological, and cultural cooperation 
between the two countries; praise for the 
Moroccan King’s policy of tolerance toward 
Jews; and harsh attacks against opponents of 
normalization (Winter, 2021). 

Morocco, however, also has pockets of 
resistance to normalization. Like Egypt and 
Jordan, the resistance is led by Islamists on the 
one hand, and leftists and liberals, many of whom 
are members of professional associations, on the 
other. In addition to civil society organizations 
operating on behalf of the Palestinian cause, 
the resistance is led by the Moroccan Center for 
Monitoring the Struggle against Normalization, 
which was founded in 2013. This center raises 
donations, organizes conferences and seminars 
for increasing awareness of the Palestinian 
struggle, operates a lobby in the Moroccan 
parliament, and encourages boycotts of Israel 
(Levi, 2018, p. 15). Following the signing of the 
normalization agreements, demonstrations 
were held in several cities, and condemnations 
were published on Twitter under the hashtag 
“Normalization is Treason.” It is difficult to 
estimate the numbers and weight of those 
opposed to normalization, but it appears that 
the palace is taking action to portray resistance 
to normalization as unpatriotic to the homeland 
(Riboua, 2020).

The warm nature of the normalization 
between Israel, the UAE, Bahrain, and Morocco 
was exemplified in the signing in Dubai of a 
Culture and Sports for Peace agreement 
between the four countries in early April 
2022. In a joint statement it was noted that 
the agreement stemmed from the countries’ 

recognition of the significance of establishing 
people-to-people relationships via culture and 
sports (Benazizi, 2022).

Conclusions
An analysis of the term “normalization” in 
the context of Arab-Israeli relations shows 
that different and conflicting interpretations 
of this concept have developed in Israel and 
the Arab world. These interpretations are 
not necessarily consistent with the accepted 
interpretation in the international community. 
While normalization is generally perceived as 
a return to a situation that existed before a 
conflict and to a large extent overlaps with 
the establishment of diplomatic relations, 
Israel regards normalization as an array of 
measures in the political-diplomatic, economic, 
and cultural spheres at the governmental and 
popular level following the signing of the peace 
treaty and the establishment of diplomatic 
relations. Arab states, however, have generally 
regarded normalization as a negative concept, 
and preferred to use the terms “normal/natural 
relations,” and to confine the relations to 
governments and not peoples.

An analysis of Israel-Arab relations shows that 
three models of normalization have developed 
along the years: informal, formal functional, 
and legitimate or full. The model chosen was 
usually a result of the Arab preference, as Israel’s 
choice was always full normalization. Various 
obstacles, however—such as popular resistance 
among civil society organizations and legitimacy 
deficiencies—limited the maneuverability of 
Arab and Muslim rulers. 

Three types of normalization were thus 
created. The first, which exists before the 
establishment of diplomatic relations, takes 
place clandestinely, primarily in the military and 

An analysis of Israel-Arab relations shows that 
three models of normalization have developed 
along the years: informal, formal functional, and 
legitimate or full.
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intelligence spheres, but sometimes also in the 
diplomatic and economic spheres. The second 
takes place with the establishment of public 
diplomatic relations leading to cooperation—
overt and covert—on the governmental level, 
mainly in military and intelligence affairs, but 
sometimes also in the economic sphere. The 
third type of normalization, the highest level, 
takes place between peoples in the economic 
and civil-cultural spheres. In contrast to the first 
two models, which are based primarily on the 
existence of shared interests, the highest level 
of normalization is a result of an acceptance 
of the other, who no longer poses a threat to 
the self-identity.

An analysis of Arab-Israeli normalizations 
leads to several conclusions. First, a country 
can move from one state to another; Morocco 
went from informal to formal normalization 
(1995-2000) and back (2000-2020), and from 
informal to legitimate normalization (2020). The 
Palestinian Authority shifted from legitimate 
to formal normalization in 2000. Qatar, Oman, 
Tunisia, and Mauritania underwent a similar 
process. The changes were a result of a crisis 
in Israel-Arab relations—and particularly in 
the Palestinian context (intifada or military 
operations in the Gaza Strip)—and/or 
developments in the regional and international 
arenas, for example the Madrid Conference 
and the collapse of the Soviet Union in the 
early 1990s, the Arab Spring, and the incentives 
offered by the Trump administration.

Second, normalization with Egypt and 
Jordan was initially legitimate and warm, but 
rapidly regressed to official normalization (a 
“cold peace”). A similar process may occur 
with Morocco, the UAE, and Bahrain, although 
this possibility at present appears remote and 
unlikely.

Third, given the intensive activity of anti-
normalization organizations in Egypt and 
Jordan, and in view of the relative indifference of 
the UAE, Bahrain, and Morocco to the Palestinian 
cause, Israel should involve Egypt and Jordan 
in promoting dialogue with the Palestinians 

in order to reduce the resistance among civil 
society organizations in these countries.

Finally, due to the centrality of Saudi Arabia 
in the Arab and Muslim world, it is crucial that 
it join the Abraham Accords. Such a step would 
strengthen normalization in Egypt and Jordan 
and help persuade other Arab countries to 
join the agreements. Nonetheless, the lack of 
progress on the Palestinian problem constitutes 
a major obstacle to peace and normalization 
among civil society groups in the Arab and 
Muslim world.
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of the legitimacy crisis of the model, particularly as the majority of the Jewish 
public support abolishing compulsory service. The conscription model is beset 
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Israel is among very few democracies where 
military conscription has survived. Conscription 
applies to both males (serving 32 months) and 
females (serving 24 months), with the exception 
of Arab citizens, haredi (ultra-Orthodox) Jews 
(who are partially exempted), and religious 
women. The army’s core is a small regular 
army, comprising primarily conscripts, with 
the officer corps and part of the professional 
echelon staffed by career personnel. A large 
reserve army was also established, composed 
of conscripts obligated to serve up to 54 days 
in a period of three consecutive years, mainly 
in order to maintain their fitness as soldiers 
in case of war.

However, during the 2000s, a heated debate 
on the future of conscription has resounded 
and peaked with the publication of a survey 
by the Israeli Democracy Institute in November 
2021, according to which the majority of the 
Jewish public support abolishing conscription 
(Hermann et al., 2021). This debate invites the 
discussion that follows of various aspects of the 
conscription crisis. The first section presents the 
conscription crisis and argues that it should be 
seen as a legitimacy crisis that stems from the 
model’s collapse under the weight of its inherent 
contradictions. The second section addresses 
the claims made by the IDF, through the Chief 
of Staff, regarding the army’s contribution to 
society and the economy as a justification for 
continued conscription, and presents counter-
arguments. The third section presents an 
alternative proposal for an official selective 
conscription model. 

The Legitimacy Crisis of 
Conscription 
The problem of conscription can be presented 
in several ways, for example, as general public 
criticism of controversial aspects of the model, 
which is intertwined with broad criticism of 
the army’s performance to the point of the 
erosion of public confidence in it. This is the 
direction taken by Chief of Staff Aviv Kochavi 
in his lecture at the annual conference in 
memory of Lt. Gen. Amnon Lipkin-Shahak at 
Reichman University in June 2021, in which he 
highlighted the army’s social and economic 
contribution as a basis for the trust between 
the military and the public (Kochavi, 2021). 
Alternatively, it is possible to examine the issue 
as a reflection of the eroding motivation for 
enlistment (MK Mossi Raz, in Bender, 2018). 
There are those who see it as a problem of 
adapting the model to changing needs, chiefly 
surplus human resources in the army (Elran 
et al., 2021; Shelah, 2003). And of course, the 
recruitment crisis is perceived as stemming 
from a distortion of the principle of sharing the 
burden equally in light of declining recruitment 
rates, and in particular, the continuing failure 
to regulate the recruitment of ultra-Orthodox 
men (Piron & Harush Gity, 2020; Kabilo, 2021). 
Each of the diagnoses of the problem invites 
to its own solution, such that if the central 
problem of the model is a poor public image, 
as implied by the Chief of Staff’s statement 
above, it is important to convince the public 
of its advantages, meaning its contribution 
to society and not only its military necessity. 

Taking a different approach, this paper 
contends that the recruitment model weathers 
an ongoing legitimacy crisis. For simplicity’s 
sake, a legitimation crisis results from 
contradictions developed between different 
logics inherent in the action of state institutions. 
This creates a crisis of confidence, to the extent 
that the institutions lack the administrative 
capabilities to achieve their end goals effectively 
(Habermas, 1975). Assuming that an institution 
commanding legitimacy means that “there is 

The recruitment model weathers an ongoing 
legitimacy crisis. A legitimation crisis results from 
contradictions developed between different logics 
inherent in the action of state institutions. This 
creates a crisis of confidence, to the extent that the 
institutions lack the administrative capabilities to 
achieve their end goals effectively.



81Yagil Levy  |  The Legitimacy Crisis of the Conscription Model

a generalized perception that its normative 
precepts are rightful, that they warrant respect 
and compliance for more than self-interested 
reasons, for reasons of their normative standing” 
(Reus-Smit, 2007, p. 159), then the crisis creates 
a significant normative gap that challenges the 
capacity to govern and to attain compliance. 

In the case of the IDF’s conscription model, 
the source of the contradictions lies in deep 
social processes evolving from the 1980s 
until today (Levy, 2007, pp. 29-76). These 
processes cultivated contradictions between 
the ethos of sacrifice, which is at the basis 
of conscription, and competing ethoses. 
These contradictions can be divided into two 
categories: contradictions stemming from 
external factors, and contradictions that the 
army exacerbates through the policy that it 
enacts. 

Contradictions that are External to 
the Military
The first category covers contradictions that 
emerge due to factors that at least in part are 
outside the direct control of the army. 

The first contradiction is between the growing 
liberal ethos and the principle of mandatory 
enlistment. Since the 1980s, Israel’s exposure 
to globalization has increased, accompanied 
by structural changes in the economy in the 
spirit of neoliberalism. The 1985 Economic 
Stabilization Plan that successfully coped with 
hyperinflation was a central turning point. 
Globalization strengthened the ethos of the 
market society, that is, “a way of life in which 
market values seep into every aspect of human 
endeavor. It’s a place where social relations are 
made over in the image of the market” (Sandel, 
2012, location 142). The result was a cultural-
political change that is characterized by the 
strengthening of a civil-liberal and neoliberal 
socioeconomic discourse (Shafir & Peled, 
2002). The new discourse has been adopted 
mainly, but not only, by the secular middle 
class. In a market society, the military burden 
is seen as excessive in subjective terms and 

the sacrifice is challenged by affluent groups’ 
desire for normalcy (Mautner, 2013), particularly 
in light of the systematic decline in the sense 
of existential threat (Israeli, 2020, pp. 56-57). 

A second contradiction emerges between 
the market society ethos and the principle 
of conscription, which coerces labor without 
adequate monetary compensation on 
young people and delays their acquiring 
higher education and entering the labor 
market—a contradiction that intensifies as 
the market becomes more competitive. From 
the perspective of the state, this is also a 
contradiction between striving for economic 
efficiency and delaying young people’s entry 
into the labor market, a contradiction that leads 
to pressure to shorten military service and lower 
the age of exemption from military service for 
the haredi sector in order to encourage them 
to work (Levy, 2019). 

A third contradiction is between the 
republican ethos designated to provide those 
serving in the army with privileged rights and 
the weakening of this ethos. Armies have a 
“reward regime” that is based on rewarding 
soldiers in two main ways—material rewards 
and symbolic rewards. Material rewards are 
based on the payment of money and goods 
with monetary value, while symbolic rewards 
are based on those in uniform enjoying status 
and prestige that derive from their military 
service, the nature of their role in the army 
and the resulting level of sacrifice, the status 
of their unit, and their personal rank. These are 
converted into valuable rewards in society. The 
value is not just for those recruited but also—and 
perhaps mainly—for the social group that they 
come from. The main forms of compensation 
are first and foremost civil, social, and political 
rights granted to those who have served in 
the army. This is the conversion of soldiering 
into citizenship that is embodied in the French 
republican model of the “citizen-soldier,” 
whereby military contribution is a condition 
for acquiring first-class citizenship. Alongside 
these rights, less official forms of rewards are 
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also granted, such as social recognition. These 
symbolic rewards are the main ones granted 
by a conscripted army. In Israel, this republican 
contract was one of the sources of the secular 
middle class’s social dominance in return for 
its military sacrifice (Levy, 2015b).

The growth of liberal discourse has been 
accompanied by the weakening of mamlachtiut 
[statism], collectivism, and pioneering—the 
main symbols of the republican discourse in 
Israel (Shafir & Peled, 2002). The weakening of 
republicanism has several driving forces. First, 
the liberal discourse has strengthened individual 
rights to the point of natural rights, with access 
not necessarily dependent on the individual’s 
contribution to the state. Meanwhile, the ability 
of groups, especially haredi and Arab citizens, to 
accumulate rights irrespective of their military 
contribution has increased. In parallel, the role 
of criteria that give preference to army veterans 
has been weakened to the point that under the 
auspices of liberal legislation and case law, the 
status of “army veterans” has to a large extent 
lost its value as an important symbol through 
which army veterans received preference in 
the labor market. Furthermore, military service 
began to entail a negative premium in the labor 
market as the market became more competitive. 
Claims of discrimination against reservists in 
workplaces are an important indication of this. 

Second, the social dominance of the 
secular middle class became established 
without further need for military sacrifice 
as a mechanism providing legitimacy for 
social standing in the market society, which 
develops alternative criteria for the acquisition 
of standing. Third, the political-symbolic 
dominance of this class weakened following 
the political reversal of 1977, which gradually 
strengthened religious and Mizrahi Jews (Jews 
from Western Asia and North Africa), combined 
with the military failures that undermined the 
prestige of this class that was identified with 
the army. Fourth, the republican mamlachtiut 
discourse was challenged by the growth of 
the ethno-nationalist discourse following the 

Yom Kippur War, which was promoted mainly 
by religious and Mizrahi groups. The ethno-
nationalist ethos sees the criterion of citizenship 
not in contribution to the common good but in 
belonging to an ethno-national group (Shafir 
& Peled, 2002, p. 6), in this case the Jewish 
collective. Fifth, the systematic decline in the 
collective sense of existential threat that has 
developed since the 1980s caused a decrease in 
the social value of military sacrifice. And finally, 
the universalization of the welfare state, which 
weakened group criteria in access to rights, was 
one of the main driving forces of the erosion 
of the unique symbolic rewards that strong 
groups derived from their military service, such 
as child benefits (Shalev & Gal, 2018).

Declining republicanism and the growth 
of a liberal and ethno-nationalist discourse 
and the market society ethos erode the 
ability to convert military sacrifice into 
social rewards. This violates the “republican 
equation” that balances between sacrifice and 
compensation. The breakdown of the equation 
led to the weakening of the secular middle 
class’s willingness to continue to maintain 
the army on the human and monetary level, 
and to greater conditions for its willingness 
to sacrifice. This laid the foundations for the 
cultural demilitarization that has developed 
since the 1980s, reflected in the removal of 
the taboo on criticism of the army; casualty 
sensitivity alongside a departure from the ethos 
of heroism and greater focus on the cost of 
prolonged war; erosion of the motivation to 
enlist in general and to enlist in combat and 
command positions in particular; pressures 
to cut the defense budget; the phenomenon 
of the refusal to serve; various expressions of 
aversion to military culture; and more (Levy, 
2010, pp. 49-63).

For example, in the 2019 Democracy Index, 
more Jews who identified themselves as 
belonging to strong groups than those who 
identified themselves as belonging to weak 
groups reported that they would encourage 
their sons and daughters to evade service, and 
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in particular combat service (Hermann et al., 
2019, p. 120). A study by the IDF’s Behavioral 
Sciences Center among youth ages 17-18 
during the years 2008-2010 showed that 
while people from affluent families cultivate 
a liberal-republican discourse that sees service 
as an opportunity for self-fulfillment, even 
in the canonical discourse that internalizes 
republican principles, a liberal discourse is 
represented from the very emphasis on the 
element of choice in enlistment and seeing it 
as based on internal obligation (Rivnai Bahir & 
Avidar, 2017). A decade later, in 2017-2018, the 
discourse of candidates for service reflected 
the expansion of individualist conceptions in 
society, and even if about half of women and 
the majority of men prefer combat positions, 
the motive of employment and the acquisition 
of prestige have a decisive weight in motivation 
for professional roles (Waldman et al., 2021). It 
is no wonder that the army has often become a 
bargaining arena between the command and 
the conscripts, their families, and their social 
groups (Levy et al., 2007).

The declining motivation of the secular 
middle class has encouraged the army to 
deepen the recruitment of peripheral social 
groups that previously were relegated to the 
margins of the army’s core, and they increased 
their presence in combat units. These groups 
included religious people, people from the 
former Soviet Union, lower middle class Mizrahi, 
immigrants from Ethiopia, Druze, and gradually 
also women. For these groups the army was 
seen as bestowing republican rewards such 
as social mobility. However, the decline of 
republicanism also harmed them, although 
less so for religious young men. 

Contradictions Exacerbated by the 
Military
The second category comprises contradictions 
that the military intensifies due to the policy 
that it enacts.

The first such contradiction is between 
the egalitarian ethos of conscription and the 

increase in rates of non-enlistment. The IDF 
was established on the basis of an ethos of 
equality among Jews, one of whose expressions 
is universal conscription (which extended to 
include Arabs as well), an almost complete lack 
of sectoral distinctions in recruitment laws (until 
the 1990s), the precedent-setting conscription 
of women, and the immediate responsiveness 
to groups that sought to integrate in the army 
without limitations (such as Mizrahis in the 
1970s from the lower class, through the Black 
Panthers). 

Starting in the 2000s, however, the selective 
recruitment became exposed to the public. It 
is worth clarifying that the military recruitment 
model in Israel was always selective, that is, a 
model of conscription that officially applies 
to the entire population, but also exempts 
a relatively high percentage of citizens from 
conscription: Arab citizens, religious women, 
and over the years also Jewish young people 
with a low level of formal education and some 
ultra-Orthodox (Safrai, 2010). The exemption 
rates of these Jews declined following the 
Yom Kippur War, but in the 1980s increased 
again, including for educated males from the 
middle class, females from the middle class, 
and males from lower classes, in part due to 
the army’s inclination to refute market-based 
criticism about surplus human resources 
created mainly due to natural population 
growth and immigration from the former Soviet 
Union. Therefore, recruitment exemptions and 
shortened service were expanded (Stern, 1998). 
Starting in the mid 1980s, the army also attached 
an economic price tag to those serving in the 
reserves, to the point where only a few percent 

The declining motivation of the secular middle 
class has encouraged the army to deepen the 
recruitment of peripheral social groups that 
previously were relegated to the margins of the 
army’s core, and they increased their presence in 
combat units. 
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participate in significant reserve service, with a 
decline in reserve days from 10 million in 1990 
(Even & Yashiv, 2018, p. 171) to about 2 million in 
2017 (Amit, 2018), even before the legislation of 
the Reserve Service Law (2008), which reduced 
the scope of mobilization for active service. 

If we summarize the growth of the selective 
recruitment regime quantitatively, the 
percentage of people serving in the army out 
of the entire population, including reserves, 
declined from about 16 percent in 1983-1984 to 
about 9 percent in 2004-2005 (Hadad, 2009, p. 
99). However, only starting in the 2000s did the 
figures on the scope of selectivity begin to be 
exposed to the public, to a large extent due to 
skyrocketing rates of non-recruitment of haredi 
males. In other words, the selectiveness became 
overt though not official, but its revelation 
prompted various processes that erode the 
legitimacy of the conscription system. As of 
the time of this writing, only about half of the 
Israeli population serves. 

Despite the revelation, the army has adhered 
to the egalitarian ethos. It increased the use 
of egalitarian discourse and supported this 
in actions such as encouraging enlistment 
among the haredi sector and expanding civil 
service, and it mobilized the education system 
and local authorities to increase enlistment. 
The IDF also tried to curb the exemption of 
soldiers due to mental health problems, even 
at the price of employing unsuitable soldiers 
(State Comptroller, 2010, p. 110). In short, 
the army adopted “legitimacy of numbers” 
and at its height, in the second decade of the 
21st century, this led to a distortion of haredi 
enlistment figures in order to paint an image 
of meeting recruitment targets (Investigatory 
Team, 2020, p. 32). But because the egalitarian 
ethos is not implementable, the use of this 
discourse and its intensification and the display 
of numbers create a gap that further erodes the 
fairness of conscription, and thus undermines 
its legitimacy. 

This approach also challenges legitimacy 
from another direction. Since the 1990s, 

recruitment efforts have been accompanied 
by “motivation ceremonies.” These are crisis 
events that warn of the erosion of motivation 
for enlistment, along with branding individuals 
as “rebels” such as young people from Tel Aviv 
or the kibbutz movement and presenting a 
threat to society’s collective values (Pomerantz 
& Sher, 2009). During 2007-2009, after it was 
revealed that a quarter of males do not enlist, 
a “bottom-up” campaign was launched against 
draft dodging, with the covert encouragement of 
the army (Stern, 2009, pp. 255-256); the slogan “a 
real Israeli doesn’t dodge the draft” was coined 
in this context. These ceremonies also eroded 
legitimacy in that they presented conscription 
as no longer taken for granted, rather, as 
something that you need to convince people 
of in order to enforce, and thus conscription 
went through a kind of institutionalized process 
of being perceived as “voluntary.” To illustrate 
the negative effect of these findings, as the 
Democracy Index showed, the rates of those 
who reported that if they had been asked 
to enlist, they would have made an effort to 
avoid military service, rose in the midst of the 
campaign from 18 percent in 2007 to 24 percent 
in 2008 (Arian et al., 2007, p. 90; Arian et al., 
2008, p. 65). 

Furthermore, a historical comparative 
study shows that the legitimation of the draft 
rested on “contingent consent:” a citizen’s 
decision to comply or volunteer in response 
to a demand from the government only if he/
she perceives the government as trustworthy, 
whose procedures for making and implementing 
policy meet standards of fairness largely by 
implementing universalistic policies of coercion, 
and he/she is satisfied that other citizens are 
also engaging in ethical reciprocity and the 
government performance and the citizens’ 
compliance are transparent to the public (Levi, 
1997, pp. 16-41; 1998, pp. 90-92). In Israel, the 
army itself undercut this legitimacy by creating 
the gap between the egalitarian ethos and 
reality, by the very cultivation of the belief in 
the ethos. It also harmed legitimacy by adopting 
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a selective recruitment policy that is not official, 
and therefore it relies on unofficial and non-
transparent criteria for recruitment and for 
exemptions. 

The second contradiction lies between the 
selective recruitment policy and the decline 
of republicanism. As long as republicanism 
rewarded groups from the secular middle class, 
such as the benefits that were given to the 
kibbutz movement and were often justified by 
their unique military sacrifice, the selectiveness 
served the preferred status of those serving 
in relation to those not serving. The exclusion 
of Arabs, the exclusion in practice of haredis, 
the official access barriers (by means of the 
IDF’s selection system) for Mizrahis (until the 
1970s), and the cultural barriers for religious 
people (until the 1980s) to their integration into 
the prestigious combat core of the army and 
the exclusion of women from this core—all of 
these were rewards for the dominant group. 
This structure set the boundaries of “standard 
Israeliness,” according to the identity of the 
secular Ashkenazi Jewish man, with the rewards 
provided by the definition of this boundary.

But from the moment that republicanism 
began to decline, those serving in the army—
mainly from the secular middle class, from 
the middle layer and up—not only are not 
rewarded but also feel like “suckers,” and the 
selectiveness no longer creates the sense of a 
“service elite” for them. Therefore, beginning 
in the late 1990s, service turned from an asset 
into a “burden,” and accordingly, a demand for 
“sharing the burden equally” began to resonate. 
Furthermore, due to the decline in the standing 
of army veterans, the state is limited in its ability 
to try to restore the positive discrimination of 
those serving. Attempts made have failed on 
charges of illegality. For example, since 2013 
the attempt to complete the legislation of a 
State Contributors Rights Law granting a series 
of benefits to army veterans has failed, due 
to the argument over the preferences’ level 
of legality. It was the Attorney General who 
insisted on the constitutional difficulty of giving 

soldiers preferential treatment in access to 
limited resources (Lavie, 2016, pp. 166-168).

In contrast with the middle class, self-
recognition as a new service elite has developed 
among the hardal (nationalist haredi) group, 
which feeds into the army mainly through the 
hesder yeshivas and the religious pre-army 
preparatory academies. For this reason, the 
demand for sharing the burden equally is not 
strong among them. For this group, military 
service is an asset, not a burden. Not only does it 
not have an urgent need to share it with others; 
the very image of unequal distribution of the 
burden provides this group with a significant 
symbolic resource. The issue of equality in 
bearing the burden was not even part of the 
platform of the Jewish Home party, which 
sought to represent the identity of the new 
religious soldiers. The platform emphasized 
the need to reward those serving but not to 
enforce equality in carrying the burden (Jewish 
Home, 2013). But even if the motivation for 
sacrifice among these groups is high, it cannot 
fully balance the decreasing motivation among 
the secular middle class. 

But while the army promotes “legitimacy 
of numbers” in order to create an image of 
equality, it also intentionally did the opposite, 
first and foremost in significantly reducing 
the reserve system, which in the past was the 
backbone of the “people’s army.” The logic 
was to adapt the numbers to the needs of the 
system (Kabilo, 2018), alongside reducing the 
number of mobilizations in practice. The result 
was an increase in inequality between combat 
soldiers and other soldiers, whose recruitment 
for reserve duty was reduced. The demands for 
professionalism and efficiency prevailed over 
the needs of legitimacy. 

Theoretically, unequal recruitment does not 
necessarily undermine the legitimacy basis of 
conscription. On the contrary, the reward regime 
is based on inequality in and outside the army, 
such that unequal sacrifice is compensated by 
unequal rewards (Levy, 2015b). There is a reason 
why struggles have been waged worldwide over 
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developed with the bureaucratization of the 
army after the Yom Kippur War (Sasson-Levy, 
2006). From the 2000s, ethno-class tracking took 
on a new form, when the army’s technology 
orientation took off, centered on the prestigious 
Unit 8200. In the second decade of the 2000s, 
there were many reports of how recruits from 
affluent groups were tracked into the unit 
at disproportionately higher rates than their 
percentage in the population (Orpaz, 2012; 
Yehoshua & Weiss, 2020; Levy, 2020). These 
reports were accompanied by revelations of 
the economic success of the unit’s veterans 
(Orpaz, 2014). In 2017 the head of the Manpower 
Directorate first admitted the existence of 
tracking (Dov Lautman Forum, 2017). 

At the same time, a sociological map of the 
army’s fallen illustrates the peripheralization of 
the combat level. As of September 2021 (after 
Operation Guardian of the Walls): a comparison 
between the first week of the First Lebanon 
War (June 1982), in which the majority of the 
army fought, and in the conflicts of the 2000s 
(the second intifada, the Second Lebanon 
War, the rounds of fighting in Gaza, and the 
routine missions in the West Bank, Gaza, and the 
Lebanese border, about 500 fatalities), shows 
that the relative proportion of fatalities from 
groups from the secular middle class, including 
Mizrahis in the middle class and higher and 
the kibbutz and moshav movements, declined 
from 68 percent to 45 percent. Meanwhile, 
the relative proportion of religious groups, 
Mizrahis from the middle class and lower, the 
West Bank settlers, immigrants, Druze, and 
women increased from 32 to 55 percent.1 The 
latter groups are, evidently, those carrying the 
main burden of the combat policing in the West 
Bank and along the border with Gaza. 

The use of the melting pot ethos harms the 
legitimacy of conscription for three reasons. 
First, the performance of the army as a melting 
pot is no longer necessary as it was in the first 
years of the state, when at least according to 
the image that Israel’s first Prime Minister and 
Defense Minister David Ben-Gurion promoted, 

access to enlistment on the part of different 
sectors, usually minority and lower-class 
groups, on the assumption that in so doing 
they would improve their civil standing. But they 
encountered the opposition of power groups 
who dominated in the military, and therefore 
tried to prevent the entry of other groups on 
the assumption that this would threaten their 
standing. Considerations of sharing the burden 
did not play a role for the dominant groups, but 
rather the opposite, as long as the burden was 
exchanged for rewards (Levy, 2013). If we return 
to Margaret Levi’s “contingent consent” theory, 
return for compliance can enhance citizens’ 
trust in state institutions (Levi, 1998, p. 93), but 
when reduced rewards are paired with unequal 
conscription, this explosive combination may 
further undermine the legitimacy of recruitment. 

A third contradiction emerged between 
the ethos, or perhaps myth, of the army as 
a “melting pot” and the practice of ethno-
class tracking. Any army has inherent 
inequality, which is expressed in the tracking 
of various social groups into positions that are 
differentiated from one another in the returns 
that they provide to those serving, in terms of 
prestige and recognition, professional returns, 
and even economic benefits. This is also true 
in Israel. Inequality even supports the rewards 
system. At the same time, the Israeli army also 
disguised the inequality in order to preserve 
its image as an egalitarian melting pot and to 
prevent opposition by those who might feel 
discriminated against. This is one of the sources 
of legitimacy of the conscription model in Israel, 
but also of the army’s historic ability to serve as 
a social calming mechanism that contributes 
to reproducing social inequality (Levy, 2003, 
pp. 33-81). Alongside the fixed gender-based 
inequality, the most prominent inequality is 
ethno-class, which was expressed in barriers 
that prevented Mizrahis, especially from the 
middle and lower classes, from entering 
prestigious combat and officer positions in 
the first years of the state (Lerer, 2021) and 
prestigious white-collar positions, when they 
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“In our day the army is the only framework in 
the state in which all of the ethnic, political 
party, class and other barriers disappear.”2 But 
the use of a symbol that is out of date is a tool 
for bashing the legitimacy of conscription (for 
example, Arlosoroff, 2019), as the army is making 
a promise that cannot be kept. 

Second, a gap between ethos and reality can 
encourage struggles over powerful resources 
in the army in the name of the equality that 
it promises, such as the controversy that 
developed following the Elor Azaria shooting 
incident,3 which emphasized claims regarding 
differences in the army between “the first Israel” 
and “the second Israel.” The combination of 
overt tracking, declining republicanism, the 
penetration of identity politics into the army, 
and the service model becoming a selective 
model that strengthens the voluntary basis of 
service all encourage groups serving in the army 
to demand from the state preferred rights and 
protection over groups not serving or whose 
contribution is seen by the demanding groups 
as lower but providing more rewards, which 
was the rhetoric of Azaria’s supporters (Levy, 
2022). The cumulative result is that the more 
arguments about how the army performs, 
which seep from the political arena into the 
army ranks, the more this weakens the public’s 
confidence in the army’s performance. The 
erosion of confidence will also weaken the 
legitimacy of military sacrifice, including 
conscription. The legitimacy for sacrificing 
is built on exchange between sacrificing and 
returns for those offering their sacrifice, in this 
case the effective provision of security (on the 
theoretical context see Suchman, 1995, pp. 
578-580). 

From another perspective, the gap between 
ethos and reality can encourage demands 
for changing the obligations of recruits. For 
example, perpetuating the gender gap, in light 
of significant combat positions being closed to 
women, could in the future encourage women 
to demand the phasing-out of the conscription 
of women. 

Third, theoretically, the more the social roles 
of the army are shrouded in myths, the weaker 
its ability is to carry out reforms that adapt 
the recruitment system to changing needs. 
This can cause deep fissures in the system of 
legitimacy of recruitment (Leander, 2004). A 
similar argument is also heard in the context 
of Israel in the form of “the ‘people’s army’ is 
against conscription” (Levy, 2015b). 

A fourth contradiction developed between 
the “people’s army” ethos and the “market 
army” ethos. The former grants priority to 
the universality of service over the needs of 
the military organization based on seeing 
the broader social role of the army; this was 
highlighted in Kochavi’s lecture (2021). At the 
same time, adopting a “market army” ethos, 
that is, a lean and economically efficient army, 
is the way the army adapts itself to the market 
society discourse. This leads the army to reduce 
the demand of reserve days to the point of 
making the reserve corps marginal, to release 
those who are not necessary (as it did in the 
past), and to cancel the Track II option for new 
immigrants, i.e., a shortened period of service. 
These steps helped puncture the legitimacy 
that relied on the egalitarian ethos of service 
(Levy, 2019). This is also true of the selective 
recruitment policy: even if from the perspective 
of the army this selectivity enables it to reduce 
surplus human resources while maintaining 
the ethos of conscription (Ben-Ari et al., 2021), 
this takes a toll on long-term legitimacy in 
undermining the fairness basis of service. 

Another expression of the contradiction is 
a change in the payment doctrine for soldiers 
from subsistence allowance to salary. Until 2017, 
the prevailing doctrine was that the payment 
to soldiers is a kind of subsistence allowance 
for fulfilling their basic welfare needs and 
granting compensation for their activity, but 
it is a “payment that is not defined as a salary,” 
in the language of the General Staff’s order.4 
Until 2015, the salary was gradually adjusted 
both to increases in the consumer price index 
and to changes in the subsistence allowance 
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needs (Bassok, 2015). In 2016 the payment was 
increased by 50 percent (Ministry of Finance, 
2017), and a year later a differentiation was 
instituted between the payment to combat 
soldiers and the payment to “spearhead 
fighters” (Even, 2017). From this point, the salary 
component, which compensates for activity and 
is justified by the need to increase motivation, 
became official. An additional 50 percent 
increase approved in 2021 institutionalized 
the change in doctrine in the direction of salary. 

The pressures for salary improvement were 
expected, as material rewards and selectivity are 
mutually reinforcing—the decline in symbolic 
rewards conferred by the military increases 
pressure for material rewards. Increasing the 
material rewards encourages selectiveness in 
order to reduce costs, and the selectiveness 
in turn encourages rewards as demanded by 
recruits for compensation for the selectiveness, 
that is, for their contribution, whose weight 
increases as the non-contribution of those not 
enlisting becomes clear. This is the result of 
making the selectiveness overt. This circularity 
develops until the stage when the market forces 
of supply and demand regulate recruitment, and 
then the transition to a voluntary army develops 
(Levy, 2010, pp. 215-216). The need to reduce 
economic costs also encourages various forms 
of privatization or outsourcing that reduce the 
recruitment base (Seidman, 2014, pp. 275-278). 
Furthermore, the growth of the salary discourse 
accelerates the transformation of mandatory 
service into a profession, as former Manpower 
Directorate head Orna Barbivai said: “We need 
to be careful not to slip here; the narrative must 
not be economic” (Zeitoun, 2017). Against this 
backdrop, a study by the army’s Behavioral 
Sciences Center also warned (in vain) of the 
risks of turning the subsistence allowance into 
a salary (Avidar, 2019). 

The contradiction between the ethoses is 
also reflected in the shortened period of service. 
Mandatory service by men was shortened by 
legislation in 2014 from 36 to 32 months and 
was meant to be shortened to 30 months in 

2020, but in 2021 the additional reduction 
was canceled retroactively and postponed 
to 2025. The Ministry of Finance advocated 
the reduction for a decade, based on the 
central recommendation of the Ben-Bassat 
Commission (Commission Examining the Issue 
of Shortening Mandatory Service, 2006), which 
the government largely approved in 2006 (Prime 
Minister’s Office, 2006). This was based on the 
premise that a reduced month of service saves 
the economy about 1.4 billion NIS per year, 
thanks to young people entering the civilian 
labor market earlier (Elran et al., 2021). And 
here is the contradiction: in agreeing to the 
reduction under Chief of Staff Eisenkot, the IDF 
recognized the transformation of soldiers into 
an economic resource that must have a price 
tag attached to it, similar to the process that 
was applied to the reserve system starting in 
the 1980s, which led to a significant reduction 
of its size. Shortening the duration of service 
also creates irreversible movement, which will 
ultimately require lengthening service in the 
form of supplementary professional service in 
order to ensure fitness and utilization, that is, 
a gradual transition to a volunteer army. This 
is the experience learned from other countries 
that saw shortened mandatory service before 
moving to a voluntary model (Ajangiz, 2002). 
In other words, the market ethos contradicts 
the ethos of the people’s army but gradually 
prevails over it, for example, in the decision to 
expand the institution of long service tracks that 
combine mandatory and professional service 
in combat units (Fishman, 2017), which brings 
voluntary service in through the back door. It is 
for this reason that Chief of Staff Eisenkot took 
pride at the time of his retirement in the addition 
of permanent positions that the Finance Ministry 
provided in return for shortened mandatory 
service, which were directed toward establishing 
the new tracks in the army’s frontline units, 
such that in his words, “We are talking about a 
mamlachti people’s army, but one that is more 
professional and adapted to what is needed” 
(quoted in Fishman & Yehoshua, 2018). 
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The ethos of the market army is also gaining 
strength in the internal army discourse. 
Organizational changes in the army since the 
1990s have been expressed in new language 
that reflects the adoption of managerial 
trends, from TQM in the 1990s to a change in 
the professional service model in the 2000s 
(Levy, 2019). An illustration that highlights 
the tension between the values is provided in 
the change to the professional service model 
that was implemented as part of Eisenkot’s 
multiyear Gideon plan. The model was based on 
adopting neoliberal themes of human resources 
management to a greater extent than what is 
in the accepted model in voluntary armies in 
the West (Safrai, 2019). But for our purposes 
the discourse is also important, for example a 
promise “to create a competitive structure that 
strives for excellence,” pride in that unsuitable 
career soldiers will be fired, and as emphasized, 
the competition will increase such that “only 1 
in 10 people serving reaches retirement age” 
(Gideon Multiyear Plan, 2015). The principle 
of the people’s army as public service, which 
relates to its career soldiers as those bearing 
a mission and thus also ensures them a stable 
work environment, has been pushed aside 
in favor of neoliberal language. Under these 
circumstances it is only natural that career 
soldiers relate to their service as a professional 
career and not as a mission. It is no wonder that 
the IDF Ombudsman’s 2017 report pointed out 
how this change has harmed the army’s ability 
to retain high-quality officers in permanent 
service (IDF Ombudsman, 2018, pp. 27-29). 

In another aspect, in a well-publicized 
speech in December 2021, Chief of Staff Kochavi 
complained about the distortion of values in 
society, as represented by a sign placed in the 
city of Herzliya stating “the best—to cyber” and 
claimed that “the best are first of all the combat 
soldiers” (Kubovich, 2021). His intention was to 
stem the flow of personnel from combat roles 
to hi-tech. But it was the Chief of Staff himself 
who several months beforehand, in his lecture 
at Reichman University (Kochavi, 2021), publicly 

took pride in how the army contributes to the 
economy and serves as a placement enterprise 
by each year releasing hundreds of professionals 
that it trains, including 2,500 technicians and 
practical engineers, 2,000 people in the digital and 
computing professions, 600 cyber graduates, 300 
programmers, and more. The Chief of Staff did 
not include combat soldiers among those whose 
training contributes to the economy, and thus 
indicated the low economic value of those risking 
their lives. This rhetoric was part of the effort 
to paint the picture of a military that responds 
to the market ethos and the cultivation of the 
technological system as an elitist track that relies 
on affluent groups and offers them a professional 
internship as part of their mandatory service. 
This track has helped to maintain conscription as 
long as it has attracted these groups, the groups 
that starting in the 1990s were the first to criticize 
conscription and to promote the ethos of the 
market society. 

The result of this contradiction in cultivating 
tracks also undermines conscription, as while 
hi-tech soldiers can be attracted by promising 
future returns, encouraging the enlistment of 
“blue-collar” combat soldiers becomes more 
complicated as the gap emerges between the 
returns on the various military tracks, as well as 
the gaps in prestige between them, gaps that the 
army itself amplified. Therefore, there will be an 
increased need to use material rewards, although 
again, raising the salary of soldiers furthers the 
transition to voluntary enlistment.

A fifth contradiction emerged between the 
nature of the military hierarchy and network-
based recruitment. Borrowing from Jessop 

The ethos of the market army is also gaining 
strength in the internal army discourse. 
Organizational changes in the army since the 1990s 
have been expressed in new language that reflects 
the adoption of managerial trends, from TQM in the 
1990s to a change in the professional service model 
in the 2000s.
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(1999), a network-based (heterarchical) form 
of coordination means that the governance 
of recruitment is not hierarchic any more 
(governed exclusively by the state), but not 
yet anarchic (regulated by the market typical 
to voluntary recruitment). In network-based 
recruitment, recruitment is regulated through 
enforcement but also with the involvement of 
intermediaries in the form of parents, rabbis, 
schools, various non-profit associations, and 
more. The pre-military academies—institutions 
created by civil society—also have a role. This 
is the result of the transition to a selective 
conscription model, which grants weight to 
the market and civil society in shaping the 
preferences of individuals and of groups when it 
comes to questions of whether to enlist and to 
which track, and in particular, in an army with an 
institutional heritage of relying on voluntarism 
and refraining from coercion (Levy, 2015b). 

Network-based regulation expands the 
bargaining range that groups and individuals 
have with the army to the point of disrupting 
the military hierarchy and disrupting the 
army’s autonomy. Thus, for example, when 
in the midst of the Elor Azaria affair Eisenkot 
said that “an 18-year-old who enlists in the IDF 
isn’t everyone’s child; he isn’t a baby who was 
taken prisoner. He’s a fighter” (Cohen, 2017), 
he seemed to be trying to retake control over 
the soldiers away from parents and return 
it to the army, as the parents had deepened 
their foothold on issues that are subject to the 
army’s autonomous management, first and 
foremost managing its internal discipline. But 
in fact it was the army that had encouraged 
the empowerment of parents and made 
them an intermediary arm (Herzog, 2004). 
Even more substantial harm to the army’s 

autonomy is caused by theocratization, that 
is, the intervention of rabbinical authorities 
in the army’s management of areas such as 
the deployment of units in operations to evict 
settlements and the integration of women into 
combat roles in the military (Levy, 2015a). The 
seepage of disputes into the ranks of the army 
not only undermines its governance, but, as said 
above, also erodes the legitimacy for military 
sacrifice. 

At the end of the day, conscription is 
collapsing under the weight of contradictions, 
with the army itself exacerbating these 
contradictions and thus contributing to the 
creation of the legitimacy crisis of conscription. 
Each expression of opposition on the part 
of soldiers surveyed here—such as mental 
health exemptions, declining motivation, and 
bargaining—reflects the erosion of legitimacy, 
but one of the clearest expressions of this crisis 
is the erosion of public support for it. If in the 
Peace Index of July 2015 about 20 percent of 
Jews supported canceling conscription and 
changing the model to voluntary enlistment 
(Yaar & Hermann, 2015), this percentage 
almost doubled to about 40 percent in the 
2019 Democracy Index (Hermann et al., 2019, 
p. 107), and in 2021 had already reached a 
plurality of 47 percent of the Jewish public, 
with only 42 percent opposed (Hermann et 
al., 2021). Furthermore, support for abolishing 
conscription is solid among young people (up 
to age 44), which indicates the potential for 
opposition to the model to creep into day-to-
day practices in relations between recruits and 
the army. A comparative study of Europe and 
the United States showed that what was once 
solid support for conscription waned when 
the discussion of alternatives to conscription 
began (Ajangiz, 2000, p. 3). This is also the case 
in Israel. 

Why Don’t the Social Roles Justify 
Conscription?
Not only did the IDF not prepare properly for 
the legitimacy crisis of recruitment, despite an 

Conscription is collapsing under the weight of 
contradictions, with the army itself exacerbating 
these contradictions and thus contributing to the 
creation of the legitimacy crisis of conscription. 
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early warning provided by the IDF Behavioral 
Sciences Center (Harel, 2014); it also appears 
that it is not aware of the intensity of the crisis. 
Here the point of departure is the Chief of 
Staff’s lecture at Reichman University in June 
2021, a few weeks after Operation Guardian of 
the Walls, in which he outlined his approach 
regarding the army’s contribution to society 
and the economy, as none of his predecessors 
had done in recent years. One can see his words 
as a detailed defense of conscription, even if 
his direct reference only touched on his firm 
opposition to shortening the duration of service, 
but he anchored this model in its social merits.

On top of the basic layer of the army’s need 
for skilled human resources in order to provide 
security, which is the accepted justification 
for conscription, the Chief of Staff highlighted 
the army’s contribution. “The IDF is actually 
an accelerator, a social accelerator and an 
economic accelerator. The IDF is the State of 
Israel’s national fitness room” said the Chief 
of Staff, and referred to three contributions 
through which the army returns the social 
investment in it: it empowers the personal 
capabilities of the individual, strengthens social 
solidarity, and helps to accelerate economic 
growth (Kochavi, 2021). This line of defense is 
fundamentally mistaken. 

First, conscription contradicts the liberal 
values of society in that it confiscates the 
freedom of many citizens. This confiscation 
is justified only for the purpose of defending 
the lives of others and their freedom. The 
army can fulfill supplementary roles (such as 
its deployment in the fight against COVID-19), 
and positive social impacts can be attributed 
to it. However, these roles cannot justify 
conscription, even if we accept the validity of 
the Chief of Staff’s arguments. If recruits want 
to enlist and if their parents want to encourage 
them, having been convinced that the army 
provides training for “21st century skills,” in 
the words of the Chief of Staff, they will enlist. 
But the state does not have the authority to 
impose education or training on its young 

people that involves the loss of freedom, 
which is merely supplementary to the army’s 
main role. Certainly, the state cannot impose 
recruitment because it ostensibly contributes 
to social solidarity. 

Second, the Chief of Staff’s claims regarding 
the social roles of the army are tenuous, at 
best. There are few established research 
findings that point to the army’s positive social 
contribution. The images of reality have eclipsed 
the interpretation of reality, and they are backed 
by subjective and selective statements in which 
discharged soldiers and their parents express 
appreciation for their service. For example, 
the proportion of Mizrahis among all officers 
was about a quarter in the 1970s and a third in 
the 1980s and 1990s, including junior officers 
(Lerer, 2021, p. 11). At the same time, a social 
survey from 1991 shows that the proportion of 
Mizrahis in the four leading professional sectors 
that can correspond to military rankings (that 
include managers, educated people, and small-
scale employers) stood at about 20 percent 
(Yaish, 2004). Some of the civilian employees 
in the 1990s were probably discharged officers 
who were recruited in the 1970s and 1980s. 
The conclusion is that mobility within the 
military does not break the civilian professional 
hierarchy, as would perhaps be expected from a 
provider of skills for the labor market. Perhaps 
even the opposite is the case, that is, talented 
people from lower class groups advance in 
the labor market even without the army’s 
assistance, while the army wastes the time of 
talented people.

A study conducted in the US indeed presents 
the “disruption hypothesis,” according to which 
military service diverts academically ambitious 
males from their plans for higher education, 
thus disrupting their educational trajectories 
(MacLean, 2005). Reinforcement of this claim 
can come from two findings from different 
directions: the graduates of technological 
high schools (who are generally not from 
affluent families) are stationed in technical 
positions in the army that do not match their 
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skills, and the result is that military service 
creates a break in the continuity of professional 
training and harms post-service professional 
mobility (Hayman Zehavi, 2020). In contrast, 
an educational revolution is underway among 
haredi women, who do not enlist: 42 percent 
of haredi female students in Bachelor’s degree 
programs are under age 21, compared to only 
12 percent among non-haredi Jewish female 
students, and hence haredi women leverage 
their exemption from service for the purpose 
of mobility (Cahaner & Malach, 2021, p. 33). 

Similar doubts arise regarding the claim that 
the army contributes to the hi-tech economy 
in that it provides unique skills to soldiers who 
enlist in technological units. Without the ability 
to examine how the graduates of technological 
units would have developed their human capital 
had they not enlisted in the army and acquired 
their education and entered the labor market 
earlier, it is difficult to isolate the contribution 
of their service. However, the extent that hi-tech 
industry also mobilizes employees who did 
not serve in technological positions (Manela, 
2019) and expands opportunities to haredis and 
Arabs weakens its dependence on the military 
technology sector. 

If we are to offer another illustration based on 
well-known studies, the inter-ethnic encounter 
in the army, the first of its kind for some of 
soldiers, strengthened prior stereotypes for 
some or tendencies toward seclusion based 
on ethnic background, and only for others had 
the opposite, integrative impact (Schwarzwald 
& Amir, 1994). By creating a unique interaction 
between different groups, ethnic identity is 
not blurred (unlike Kochavi’s assertion “there 
are no ethnic groups”) but is rather displayed 
extremely and even exaggerated (Grosswirth 
Kachtan, 2017). Military service can reduce 
stereotypes only when intergroup encounters 
create interdependence among group members, 
mainly relevant to combat units (Ben-Shalom, 
2012). Thus, this contribution is limited. This 
finding is consistent with the theory about 
the limited contribution of military service 

to intergroup integration (Krebs, 2004), and 
hence also to social solidarity. Also, a study 
that examined integration between religious 
and secular conscripts found that even when 
the military facilitates intergroup interaction, 
“the military is not a melting pot and does not 
cause veterans to become completely open to 
redrawing social boundaries” (Rosman, 2020, 
p. 360).

Even more significantly, the army was the 
arena that exacerbated the conflict between 
secular people and religious people from the 
nationalist haredi stream, centered on the 
conflict between secular women and religious 
male soldiers, which intensified the more the 
interaction between the members of different 
groups in the army intensified. Consequently, 
there is no basis for the Chief of Staff’s statement 
about the army’s contribution to blurring social 
boundaries. On the contrary, joint service under 
combat conditions encourages groups from 
the lower class to fight for their rights (Kier & 
Krebs, 2010), similar to the impacts of the Yom 
Kippur War and the First Lebanon War on the 
Mizrahi protest movement. This is a positive 
phenomenon, but not what the Chief of Staff 
intended. The controversy that developed 
following the Elor Azaria incident, which 
highlighted claims regarding social differences 
in the army, certainly does not enhance the 
argument of the army’s contribution to 
solidarity. One way or another, the army’s 
contribution is no longer exclusive in a modern 
labor market that enables interaction between 
different groups, including interaction that is 
more prolonged than in the army. Kochavi’s 
description of how 12 people from different 
social groups sit in a small room in Unit 8200 
is a common sight in many workplaces and is 
not unique to the army.

The third argument is that not only does the 
army not necessarily contribute to society; it 
also spurs negative results. First and foremost, 
military service defines the boundaries 
of preferred citizenship in Israeli society 
(citizenship in the symbolic, not official, sense) 
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in that it draws the boundaries of “standard 
Israeliness” according to the identity of the 
Jewish males, and until the 1990s and 2000s, 
specifically the secular Ashkenazi males. The 
de facto exclusion from military service caused 
the socioeconomic inferiority of Arab citizens 
(Shafir & Peled, 2002, pp. 110-136), just as the 
army relegates women (Sasson-Levy, 2018) 
and haredis (Levy, 2014) to an inferior status 
in the social hierarchy, that is, in accordance 
with the boundaries of the recruitment map. 
As mentioned above, the military played a key 
role in reproducing social inequality. 

Indeed, tracking has a role in deepening 
social gaps. The current mechanisms were 
preceded by the tracking mechanisms of the 
1950s to 1970s, which obstructed the mobility 
of Mizrahis in the army due to the ethnic biases 
of the military selection system (Lerer, 2021). 
It is likely that as tracking in the army became 
established along with increasing wage gaps 
in the labor market, the army’s contribution to 
inequality only grew. It will continue to grow 
in the future as the expense per soldier rises 
with the increased use of technology and the 
inevitable reduction in recruitment numbers. 
As a comparative study reveals, hi-tech armies 
require relatively highly educated soldiers to 
use the increasingly sophisticated weaponry. 
This demand limits the opportunities for 
undereducated soldiers. And because these 
armies need fewer soldiers than in the past, 
the military can no longer offer undereducated 
soldiers a pathway of upward mobility, and 
hence exacerbates income inequality (Kentor 
et al., 2012(.

Furthermore, different minority groups 
do not necessarily feel that the republican 
arrangement benefits them or strengthens their 
sense of solidarity. Regarding Druze soldiers, 
their demand for special treatment and for 
compensation from the state for their military 
service in comparison with those who do not 
serve has over time become a central motif in 
their charges of deprivation and discrimination 
(Amrani, 2010, pp. 142-155). Recruits of Ethiopian 

origin report that their military service brought 
them limited symbolic benefit in contrast with 
their high expectations, and they experience 
humiliation after their service. Haredis, in 
contrast, report that their service advanced 
them economically and strengthened their 
social capital thanks to service with non-haredi 
soldiers (Malchi, 2021). However, we don’t know 
if a similar effect wouldn’t also be achieved if 
haredis left the yeshiva to work in civilian jobs 
and not only military ones. 

On the other hand, the army contributes 
to women’s sense that their service equips 
them with resources, such as recognition, or 
breakup of a patriarchal structure (Lomsky-
Feder & Sasson-Levy, 2018). Even if this should 
not be taken lightly, it is doubtful how much 
this is a unique contribution of the army, as we 
do not have a control group, that is, women 
who are not recruited but have a similar social 
background. Furthermore, as Lomsky-Feder & 
Sasson-Levy emphasize (p. 33), some women 
from lower class families have remained in their 
status after their service despite the beneficial 
military experience. It is also doubtful how 
justified it is that a society takes pride in the 
fact that the army empowers women or men 
thanks to one-time experiences, including with 
external markers, for example a female soldier 
who takes pride that when walking in uniform 
through a neighborhood in a peripheral town, 
people want to approach her due to her uniform 
(pp. 32-33). 

And finally, military service also causes 
personal damages. For example, failures during 
preliminary selection processes to elite units 
cause psychological harm to thousands of 
young people in a wide range of ages (Aviram, 
2020). In addition, alongside the contribution 
(of combat service) to the development of 
emotional maturity and character if experienced 
as successful service (Mayseless, 2002), and 
its moderate contribution to maturation as 
reflected in the perspectives of discharged 
soldiers (Dar & Kimhi, 2000), military service as 
a whole contributes to delay the developmental 
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task of young people’s emotional, instrumental, 
and economic separation from their parents 
and formation of their professional and value-
based identity (Mayseless, 2002). Kochavi 
seems to have pulled the rug out from under 
his arguments in his recognition of “the lost 
decade,” that is, the period between discharge 
from the army and age 28-29 in which, in his 
words, discharged soldiers “go out to find 
themselves and many of them do not enter 
the track of work and employment.”

The fourth and final argument is that 
irrespective (for a moment) of normative 
judgment, not only does a voluntary army 
continue to fulfill social functions; it sometimes 
even does so more than a conscript military. 
Therefore, the social contribution of the army 
is not necessarily relevant to the imperative to 
maintain the conscription model, and perhaps 
the opposite is true. First, a volunteer army is 
more sensitive than a conscripted army to its 
social diversity, because it needs to strengthen 
its legitimacy in society as a means of more 
effective utilization of human resources 
reservoirs, given the decline in recruitment 
rates among affluent groups. It is for this reason 
that the transition to voluntary enlistment has 
expanded opportunities for women, albeit 
within the framework of a more conservative 
organization (Sasson-Levy, 2011). In addition, 
thanks to the abolition of conscription, the 
United States military became a “social 
laboratory” that expands opportunities for 
the integration of Afro-Americans (Segal et al., 
1994). Hence, the potential for strengthening 
integration between groups (at least weakening 
negative stereotypes) increases in a volunteer 
army.

Second, precisely due to the distancing of 
affluent groups from a voluntary army, the 
army deepens its activity to recruit groups from 
the lower class. For example, in the United 
States over the past two decades, the activity 
of military high schools has expanded in poor 
communities, offering better learning conditions 
than those offered by public schools (Galaviz 

et al., 2011). Therefore, for example, there is no 
reason why Havat Hashomer (the IDF’s Center 
for promoting special populations, designed to 
give a second chance to soldiers who are part of 
populations at risk) wouldn’t continue to train 
soldiers with social adjustment difficulties, for 
the simple reason that the voluntary army will 
need them. 

Third, if the conscription model is converted 
to a voluntary one, the increase in employment 
costs will encourage the army to recruit 
human resources from the periphery while 
packaging the recruitment as contributing to 
society (even if the army sincerely believes in 
the social mission) and mobilizing adequate 
resources accordingly. An example of this is the 
Atidim project, including technological training 
projects in the periphery such as the Lehavim 
program, which benefit from philanthropic 
capital, or moving the intelligence bases to 
southern Israel. At the same time, the army will 
continue to provide employment experience. 
The promise of such experience can encourage 
the recruitment of highly skilled individuals who 
have alternatives in the civilian labor market. 

At the end of the day, the claims regarding 
the army’s contribution to society do not bolster 
the legitimacy of conscription, especially when 
they are not grounded in research findings and 
ignore negative contributions of military service, 
which are established in research findings, 
and the army’s abilities to contribute even if 
conscription is abolished. 

Conclusion and Alternative 
Proposal: Transition to Overt 
Selective Recruitment
The recruitment policy is collapsing under 
the weight of contradictions. It is a legitimacy 
crisis rather than a motivation crisis or a policy 
failure. In its actions, the army contributes to 
amplification of the contradictions that erode 
the legitimacy of conscription. Therefore, when 
the problem is related to legitimacy, it should 
be dealt with using tools that will strengthen 
legitimacy. 
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A legitimation crisis can be resolved by 
reconstituting the social bases of the institution 
or by investing more heavily in coercive 
applications (Reus-Smit, 2007). The Israeli policy 
turned to coercion—slight enforcement and the 
threat of sanctions on haredis, monitoring and 
sanctions on women who demand a religious 
exemption on false grounds, and increasing 
barriers to mental health exemption. To a large 
extent, even the idea of requiring everyone to 
perform civilian service, of whom the army will 
select those needed for its missions, is a kind of 
increased enforcement. But while enforcement 
provides a short-term solution, recalibrating 
the legitimacy basis can prolong the validity 
of the solution. 

The legitimacy of recruitment will only 
be fully re-established if recruitment moves 
from the state’s coercion (conscription) to 
regulation by means of the market (voluntary 
enlistment). While this appears to be an 
inevitable development in the not-too-distant 
future, I believe (and based on a normative 
assumption that rejects militarism) that Israel 
should strive to delay the implementation of 
this solution as long as possible, and extend 
the lifespan of conscription by re-establishing 
its system of legitimacy. 

The alternative of transitioning to voluntary 
enlistment is not morally or politically correct. 
Morally, in voluntary enlistment, it is not the 
state that determines the level of risk that the 
individual will be exposed to, but rather the 
market. It is not as if conscription is mandatory 
while voluntary enlistment is not mandatory; 
in both there is coercion, whether by the state 
or by market forces. The result is to undermine 
fairness, such that inequality defines risk, as 
naturally military service will attract those 
whose opportunities in the labor market are 
more limited. Thus, in return for relatively low 
rewards, the state acquires the “bodies” of 
young people by exploiting their distress—a 
process that is not different in essence from 
prostitution or sale of human organs, practices 
that are morally wrong (Sandel, 2012). 

Politically, this is a change in power relations 
in society that alters the contract between the 
citizen and the state such that it turns recruits 
from people to whom the state and the civilian 
community are committed into people who 
supposedly enlisted out of free choice as 
employees, and therefore the obligation toward 
them is weakened. Such a change would also 
weaken the exposure of affluent groups to the 
risks inherent in recruitment and therefore 
decrease their interest in military policy, and 
thus weaken civilian supervision of the army 
(Levy, 2011). 

Also, the alternative of civil service is 
not appropriate for all. The idea is to heal 
the inequality in recruitment by imposing 
conscription for civil service on all young 
people, such that it is the army that chooses 
who goes to military or civil service (Piron & 
Harush Gity, 2020). A researchers’ workshop that 
convened at the Open University in 2013 went 
through the scenario of this option and rejected 
it unanimously (Levy, 2015c). Without getting 
into normative issues related to individual 
freedoms and the difficulty of enforcing such 
service (Malchi et al., 2021, pp. 8-9), inter alia 
the researchers raised the following arguments: 
(1) Social services would become dependent on 
the existence of civilian service, and in the future 
would delay reforms to recruitment policies. (2) 
The expansion of civilian service would develop 
an institutional alternative to compulsory 
military service alongside internal competition 
between the tracks, and the result over the years 
could actually be an acceleration of the decline 
in the status of mandatory service and outflow 
from it to civilian service. (3) Conflicts would 
be created between the state’s institutions and 

Evident is a legitimacy crisis rather than a 
motivation crisis or a policy failure. Therefore, 
when the problem is related to legitimacy, 
it should be dealt with using tools that will 
strengthen legitimacy.
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Arab and haredi citizens. (4) The flow of tens 
of thousands of service volunteers into the 
labor market would undermine the market’s 
balance. Salaried workers in various workplaces 
and especially in non-professional or semi-
professional positions would be pushed out of 
the market, and the quality of services could 
decline if they are staffed by unskilled workers. 

Against the backdrop of these reservations, in 
the framework of the Israel Democracy Institute 
I presented a detailed plan for instituting an 
official selective recruitment model (Levy, 2021), 
that is, turning the selective model that is used 
in practice from unofficial to official, similar 
to the process that the reserve system went 
through. At its base are the following principles: 
(1) The state will recruit a certain percentage of 
the population. (2) It will decide whom to recruit 
according to criteria determined by the army 
with the approval of the Knesset. (3) The duration 
of service will be gradually shortened to two 
years according to the original plan proposed by 
the Ben-Bassat Commission. Combat soldiers 
will serve in shortened mandatory service 
that will be supplemented with an additional 
mandatory period of service up to three years 
of service, under conditions of professional 
(career) service. (4) The length of service for 
females and males will be equalized and an 
egalitarian system of selection, placement, 
and advancement will be instituted for the two 
genders (as recommended by the Commission 
for Shaping the Service of Women in the IDF—
Looking Towards the Coming Decade, 2007, 
known as the Segev Commission). (5) The 
criteria for exemptions from recruitment will 
be official and transparent. They will apply 
the principle of equality, but “equality among 
the qualified,” and not equality that is blind to 
inter-group and inter-personal differences. The 
criteria will be based on personal fitness for 
military service (education, integrity, mental 
and physical health), based on conscientious 
suitability (which would exempt conscientious 
objectors in a reliable process) and based on 
cultural-group fitness. The cultural criterion 

will exempt from service groups whose way of 
life and culture are in substantial contradiction 
with the demands and nature of military 
service—Arabs, haredis, and women from the 
national religious sector. (6) The criterion for 
exemption will be a haredi way of life (similar to 
the principle of exemption for religious women) 
and not Torato Umanuto (“Torah study is his 
work”), such that yeshivas will no longer be a 
refuge for those seeking to be released from 
service and haredis who are not serving in the 
army will not be prevented from working. (7) 
The subsistence allowance for soldiers will not 
increase significantly, but discharge grants will 
provide significant compensation to recruits for 
the years during which they did not advance 
in the field of employment and education 
compared with those who did not serve. (8) 
Civil service will only be on a voluntary basis 
for those who have received an exemption 
from service, in exchange for a subsistence 
allowance. It will not be possible to exchange 
military service for civil service. Those found 
unsuitable for military service according to 
the criteria set will be exempted from service. 

In conclusion, in the first stage, the 
recruitment rate will not decline significantly 
from its current rate, but the selectiveness 
practiced today will become official. 

A transition to an official selective model 
has clear advantages over the current situation 
and over alternative models:
1.	 The proposed model preserves the principle 

of conscription and gives it staying power. 
2.	 It “legalizes” the existing reality, which 

is currently carried out through grey and 
unofficial arrangements with tenuous 
legitimacy—unequal recruitment under 
an egalitarian ethos. In this way it reduces 
the legitimacy-undermining contradictions 
inherent in the current model.

3.	 It does not require forced recruitment for 
civilian service and the forced recruitment 
of haredis, and potentially also of Arabs. 

4.	 The army will stop “playing” with 
recruitment figures in order to present an 



97Yagil Levy  |  The Legitimacy Crisis of the Conscription Model

image of egalitarian recruitment. These 
games lead it to recruit those whom it 
shouldn’t, to keep in service those who 
are not suitable, and to carry out numerical 
manipulations. In this way the army will 
also acquire the ability to cope with the 
surplus human resources that is expected 
in the coming years. 

5.	 This model nearly guarantees the 
advantages of other models—those who 
in any case would come to the army in a 
voluntary model calling out to them (need 
for income, patriotism, expectation of 
social mobility). However, many of those 
who potentially would not respond to a 
voluntary model would come to the army 
as part of conscription due to internalizing 
the norm inherent in it.

The time has come to discuss the recruitment 
model as a whole; this article has attempted to 
offer a modest contribution to this.
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At the End of the Day, Bashar al-Assad
Eyal Zisser
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The war in Syria is over, and Bashar al-Assad has weathered the tumult. However, 
the regime is weakened, stripped of power and resources, and hard-pressed to 
impose its authority in the state. Moreover, Russia and Iran continue to maintain 
their presence and influence in the country. Yet notwithstanding the regime’s 
weakness, there is no evident alternative. All the respective domestic, regional, 
and international actors understand this, and are ready to renew the dialogue 
with the regime, recognize it, and thereby grant it legitimacy. Syria will not readily 
recover its pre-war status, but Bashar has survived the war and is laboring to regain 
control in the country. In that case, sooner or later, Israel, like the other regional 
actors, will have to factor him in when formulating policy and planning activity in 
the Syrian space.
Keywords: Syria, Bashar al-Assad, ISIS, Syrian civil war
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the two countries, with the aid of rebel groups 
attached to the Free Syrian Army. And finally, 
on the outskirts of the area of settlements in 
southern and eastern Syria, ISIS cells continue 
to operate, launching terror attacks against the 
regime’s forces. In other words, the defeat of the 
organization and the collapse of the caliphate 
that it established did not erase or eliminate 
it, but at most sent ISIS back to the situation 
that existed before it declared its caliphate.

Even in areas of the country that are officially 
under the control of the regime, its governance 
is limited. This is due to the Russian and Iranian 
presence on Syrian soil, and due to the ongoing 
activity of armed groups that are often under 
the protection of Tehran and Moscow and are 
supported by them. The regime has control of 
the large urban centers, main traffic arteries, 
and border crossings, but it has difficulty 
maintaining governance in rural and peripheral 
areas, which throughout the past decade have 
been the focus of protest and rebellion.

Thus the question is whether Bashar is in 
control of Syria, or is he a ruler who is powerless 
beyond the walls of his palace, or even a puppet 
controlled by Russia and Iran? In Israel, this 
question is often asked in a slightly different 
way, deriving from Israel’s interest in Syria: is 
Bashar able to push Iran and Hezbollah out of 
the country, or at least limit their activities there?

The Struggle over Syria in the 
Regional and International Arenas 
Foreign involvement in Syria’s affairs has helped 
prolong the civil war and currently sabotages 
efforts to restore peace and calm to the country 
and put it back on its feet. Contrary to the hopes 
of the regime and its allies, the result achieved 
on the battlefield has paradoxically led to greater 
foreign involvement and intensified the struggle 
between the regional and international forces 
operating on Syrian soil and seeking a grip on 
the country.

Russia and the United States: The struggle 
between Washington and Moscow is unfolding 
on Syrian soil, as well as elsewhere. While 

Introduction
The blood-soaked civil war raging in Syria for 
the past decade posed a threat to the existence 
of the Syrian regime, i.e., the regime of Bashar 
al-Assad, and apparently even the very existence 
of the Syrian state that he rules. But in the 
end, thanks to the involvement of Russia and 
Iran in the fighting, Bashar al-Assad survived 
the war and retained his position, while the 
“rebel camp,” or more precisely, the hundreds 
of armed groups that fought against him, and 
sometimes against each other, were defeated 
on the battlefield and scattered in all directions. 

But the victory achieved in Damascus 
against its enemies is a hollow victory. The 
Syrian regime is exhausted and weak, lacking 
manpower and economic resources, and 
remains dependent on its allies, Russia and 
Iran, who want to secure their own presence 
and their grip on Syria. Clearly the restoration 
of security and stability throughout the country, 
and the start of the process of rebuilding the 
Syrian economy, which is critical to the ability of 
the Assad regime to ensure long term popular 
support, are still distant objectives. 

The starkest expression of the weakness 
of the Syrian regime is the fact that about a 
quarter of the country’s territory is not under its 
control. In the east, where most of the country’s 
oilfields and granaries are located, the Kurds 
have set up an autonomous government under 
the protection of the United States. The latter 
also continues to maintain a military presence 
at al-Tanf in southeast Syria. The Idlib region 
of northwest Syria is controlled by groups of 
armed rebels, many of them Salafist jihadist, 
headed by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham. They enjoy 
the protection of Turkey, which also maintains 
a military presence along the border between 

Foreign involvement in Syria’s affairs has helped 
prolong the civil war and currently sabotages 
efforts to restore peace and calm to the country 
and put it back on its feet. 

https://www.israeldefense.co.il/en/node/52448
https://www.israeldefense.co.il/en/node/52448


103Eyal Zisser  |  At the End of the Day, Bashar al-Assad

President Trump announced that he was 
determined to withdraw American troops 
from Syria, he maintained a military presence 
in the country. On the other hand, the Biden 
administration has clarified that it does not 
intend to remove US forces from Syria, but the 
withdrawal of American forces from Afghanistan 
and the expected departure of military advisers 
from Iraq prompt speculation over if/when 
Syria’s turn will come. Meanwhile, this American 
presence in Syria is a source of friction with 
Russia and with Iran, which used its proxies 
(pro-Iranian Iraqi militias) to attack the US base 
in al-Tanf, in response to Israel’s attacks on 
Syrian and Iraqi space. 

Turkey sought to exploit the crisis in Syria, 
along with the Arab Spring in Tunisia and Egypt, 
as well as in Libya, to become a regional actor 
with status and influence in the Arab world. To 
that end it has given aid to Islamic groups such 
as those operating in northern Syria. However, 
Turkish military involvement in the country is 
focused mainly on the attempt to prevent the 
formation of a Kurdish autonomy on Turkey’s 
border with Syria. In this context, Turkey has 
embarked on a series of military operations: 
Euphrates Shield in August 2016, Olive Branch 
in January 2018, and Peace Spring in October 
2019, all intended to prevent the Kurds from 
gaining territorial contiguity from the east to 
the Mediterranean coast, and to drive them out 
of northwestern Syria (the Afrin region), which 
they turned into a kind of buffer zone under 
the control of Syrian rebels loyal to them. In 
Operation Spring Shield in March 2020, the 
Turks took on forces of the Syrian army and 
Hezbollah fighters who were trying, with Russian 
encouragement, to take control of the Idlib 
region. 

It will likely be difficult for Turkey to maintain 
a military presence on Syrian territory for an 
extended period, partly because such action 
is not supported by the Turkish public, and 
if it can find what it considers a satisfactory 
solution to the Kurdish question, it will probably 
restrict its presence and involvement. In any 

case, a US withdrawal from Syria could trap 
the Kurds between the Turkish hammer and 
Bashar’s anvil and motivate them to return 
to the regime in Damascus, with which they 
never broke off relations, even at the height 
of the civil war battles. 

The struggle between Israel and Iran: Israel 
exploited the window of opportunity opened 
by the war to conduct its “campaign between 
wars” against Iran and Hezbollah. It has carried 
out a long series of air attacks to damage the 
convoys transporting weapons from Iran to 
Hezbollah, to prevent the forces of the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guards and the pro-Iranian 
Shiite militias from gaining a hold on Syrian 
soil, and to interfere with the progress of the 
precision missiles project, which is intended to 
convert the missiles held by Hezbollah to more 
advanced long range missiles with precision 
strike capability.

These attacks are still ongoing. Israel has 
stressed repeatedly that its moves against Iran 
are not directed at the Syrian regime. It appears 
that it still “believes” in Bashar, and even deems 
the continuation of his regime to be its preferred 
option, as “the devil you know,” since it grew 
accustomed to him long ago. Israel also hopes 
that the pressure it exerts on Bashar, through 
its repeated attacks, will lead him, with Russian 
encouragement, to oust the Iranians from Syria.

Russia and Iran—allies or bosses: Russia and 
of course Iran are not just part of the solution to 
the plight of the Syrian regime, but also in fact 
are part of the problem, since their ambitions 
and interests in Syria, as well as their military 
presence there, may have helped the regime 
retain power, but also make it hard for the 
regime to get back on its feet. 

Israel has stressed repeatedly that its moves 
against Iran are not directed at the Syrian regime. 
It appears that it still “believes” in Bashar, and 
even deems the continuation of his regime to be its 
preferred option
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Russia hopes to score political gains from its 
involvement in Syria, so that it can strengthen 
its status and its image, and acquire bargaining 
chips against its rivals, above all the United 
States. First and foremost, however, it wants 
to make Syria its forward base for the eastern 
coast of the Mediterranean. In addition, Moscow 
seeks economic gains, and is working to obtain 
a hold on sources of energy in the oil and gas 
fields.

Iran too hopes to make Syria its forward base 
against its enemies, above all Israel and the 
United States, and sees Syria as an important 
element in the land bridge it wants to form from 
Iran through Iraq to Lebanon. In this framework, 
the Iranians have deployed weapon systems 
on Syrian territory such as UAVs, air defense 
systems, and advanced missiles. Iran has also 
brought Shiite militias into Syria—Fatimiyoun, 
Chaydariun, and Zainabiyoun, whose fighters 
are recruited in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq. 
Their purpose is to help the Syrian regime in its 
fight against the rebels, but in the long run they 
are intended to promote Iran’s entrenchment 
in the country, and it is even claimed that the 
Iranians are working to settle their fighters on 
Syrian soil where they can help in the process of 
Shi’ization among the local Alawite population 
as well as the Sunnis. Like the Russians, the 
Iranians are working to gain an economic hold 
on the country. 

Russia does not hide its concerns that Iran’s 
efforts to consolidate its grip on Syria will 
undermine the country’s fragile stability and 
even lead to military conflict with Israel. Iran 
for its part does not hide its suspicions that the 
Russians have chosen to ignore or even tacitly 
approve Israel’s air attacks on Iranian targets 
in Syria, and that Moscow might lend a hand, 
together with Israel and the United States, to 
the political moves to drive it out of Syria.

This situation weakens the Syrian regime, but 
at the same time gives it the ability to maneuver 
among its patrons. It appears that Bashar has 
a clear preference for an alliance with Moscow, 
but is determined to maintain his freedom of 

movement, and as evidence, he has blocked or 
even thwarted moves that Moscow wished to 
promote in the international arena, aimed at 
bringing about a political settlement that could 
have forced him to make concessions. In fact, 
Bashar still needs Iran and wants to maintain 
ties with it, as the Iranians and Hezbollah were 
the first who came to his aid when the civil war 
broke out. At the same time, he wants to limit 
the Iranian presence in Syria—inter alia, even if 
not exclusively, because of the military pressure 
applied by Israel. For example, it was reported 
that Bashar al-Assad supported the dismissal of 
the commander of Iranian forces in Syria Javad 
Ghaffari for being “overly active” against Israel.

The Russians have no interest in direct control 
of Syrian territory, and seek, rather, to restore 
stability and strengthen the central regime. 
They have pinned their hopes on the regime as 
a means of promoting their own interests in the 
country, without the need to maintain a massive 
military presence that could become bogged 
down in the Syrian morass. Unlike Russia, Iran 
seeks a direct hold on the land itself, and it 
apparently believes that the chaotic situation 
in Syria actually serves its purposes.

The Syrian Regime at Home:  
A Hollow Structure
The weakness of the Syrian military undermines 
the regime’s governance capability, which is 
far from complete and in many cases symbolic 
only. According to estimates, only about a third 
of the personnel that were serving before 
the war began are currently in the military, 
that is, less than a hundred thousand regular 
troops. Many of the armed fighters listed on 
the regime’s “payroll” are actually serving 
as semi-regular forces or even in the militias 
whose subordination to the central regime’s 
authority, and certainly to the army command 
in Damascus, is shaky. Many unit commanders 
operate as “warlords” who—now that the war 
against the rebels has ended—are involved in 
the struggle for control and influence over areas 
where they deployed against their colleagues—
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commanders of other army units and of the 
local militias.

The Russians have invested considerable 
effort in improving the operational fitness 
and control of the Syrian military, and have 
equipped it with advanced weapon systems. 
They have also set in motion a structural 
reorganization and established new units, over 
which they have a certain degree of influence. 
Yet in spite of Moscow’s efforts, the Syrian army 
still lacks operational fitness to take action not 
only against Israel or Turkey, but also against 
its enemies at home—whether ISIS or armed 
groups that continue to operate on territory 
that is theoretically under its control.

Syria’s struggle for governance: In this 
complex situation, the regime is working 
patiently but with determination to restore 
its authority all over the country. One example 
is southern Syria—a sensitive region because 
of its proximity to the border with Jordan and 
with Israel. There is a Russian presence there, 
an Iranian and Hezbollah presence, and armed 
groups continue to operate; the situation is 
similar elsewhere the country. In the beginning, 
the regime accepted the continued activity of 
the armed groups, which often enjoyed Russian 
protection, but later, when it felt that conditions 
were ripe and after receiving a green light as 
well as assistance from the Russians, it initiated 
military moves to defeat these groups. One 
example was the return in the summer of 2021 
of regime forces to the city of Daraa, where 
protests began a decade earlier.

Still, the government forces remain weak and 
lack manpower, as well as the determination and 
motivation to work to restore the ironclad rule 
to southern Syria. Moreover, the armed groups 
may have laid down their arms and ceased 
fighting the regime, but ultimately they emerged 
from forces in the local society—families and 
clans and even tribes—that continue to be a 
significant element in the lives of the population 
and must be taken into account.

State, society, and economy: In addition to 
restoring its military power and sovereignty, 

the Syrian regime has taken steps to rebuild 
state institutions, including its military system 
and (though of lower priority) its social and 
economic systems, as the means for controlling 
the population. However, the regime’s economic 
resources are depleted, and its allies Russia and 
Iran lack the resources required to rebuild the 
country’s economic infrastructure, or even to 
meet the people’s basic living needs.

Reports from Syria show that most of the 
population—at least two thirds and perhaps 
more—live below the poverty line of $1.90 per 
day, while unemployment rates are estimated at 
over 50 percent. This critical economic situation 
was aggravated during 2020 by the COVID-19 
crisis, as well as by the economic sanctions 
imposed by the US administration (the Caesar 
Act, which came into force in June 2020). The 
aid provided by Tehran and Moscow, Iranian oil 
and Russian wheat, was not enough.

Nevertheless, Syria did not slide into 
absolute anarchy, as state institutions did not 
collapse and the regime continues to provide 
services, though minimal and mainly in the 
large urban centers. State institutions still 
operate, albeit not fully. Even before the civil 
war, Syria was a failed Third World country 
with a low standard of living, where most of 
the population lived below the poverty line. 
The present situation, as difficult as it may 
be, is preferable in the eyes of most Syrians 
to the constant danger to life and limb they 
experienced during the battles. However, in the 
long run, the ongoing distress is not only likely 
to sabotage efforts by the regime to rebuild 
the country, but also carries the potential risk 
of once again undermining the stability that is 
fragile in any case.

The refugee issue: The fate of the millions 
of refugees who fled Syria does not bother the 
regime, and it appears to be glad to be free 
of the economic burden as well as the risk to 
security and stability. The regime has also issued 
regulations and orders that are intended to 
make it harder for the refugees to return home 
and reclaim their property. It was actually the 
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Russians who tried without success to promote 
the return of the refugees to Syria, perhaps in 
an attempt to gain the support of the United 
States and Europe for Moscow’s actions aimed 
at ensuring stability in Syria.

All this has significance for the demographic 
balance between the country’s various 
communities, since most of the refugees are 
Sunnis from rural and peripheral areas, where 
the protests against the regime first began. 
According to Syria there are currently almost 17 
million people in Syria: about 10 million in the 
area under regime control, about 4 million in 
the Idlib region (mostly Sunnis), and another 3 
million in the autonomous Kurdish zone (mostly 
Kurds). In other words, Sunnis now account for 
only 55 percent of the Syrian population under 
Bashar al-Assad, compared to 70 percent before 
the war, while the proportion of Alawites has 
almost doubled to 22 percent.

At the End of the Day, Bashar 
al-Assad
The weakness of the Syrian regime and the 
chaotic situation in the country notwithstanding, 
the sources of power that underpin the ability 
of Bashar al-Assad and his regime continue 
to survive: his personal resilience and the 
determination and willingness he has shown 
to brutally suppress any opposition; the support 
of his family and the entire Alawite community; 
and finally the support he received from the 
forces that are the foundation of his regime—
minorities, Christians, and Druze, as well as 
members of the urban elites, including Sunnis. 
Bashar al-Assad also relies on state mechanisms 
and institutions, particularly the military and the 
security system. All these suffered severe blows 
but did not collapse; they maintained their unity 
and continued to function, and as such, helped 
him preserve the Syrian state and his own rule.

For its part, the rebel camp failed in its 
attempts to unite the ranks and produce an 
effective and accepted leadership that could 
lead it to victory. Hundreds and perhaps 
even more than one thousand armed groups 

sprang up all over Syria, in rural and peripheral 
areas, often with a local—family or clan—basis, 
acting independently of one another and with 
no subordination to the fictitious umbrella 
groups that operated outside Syria, such as 
the Free Syrian Army, the National Council, or 
the National Coalition. The appearance of ISIS 
also ultimately served the regime’s purposes, 
since its radicalism stained the rebel camp and 
repelled supporters at home and abroad.

Apart from all this, Syria is functioning 
according to an organizing idea of political logic, 
and not as a tribal society in which chaos is 
a fundamental premise. Unlike Lebanon, the 
community breakdown in Syria is not the key, 
certainly not legally or in public, to the conduct of 
the various sources of power in the country. The 
political logic—the territorial boundaries and the 
ideological framework that defines the structure 
and function of the state and its institutions—is 
accepted by all the actors, external and internal, 
since nobody challenges them.

Thus, there is no alternative to the current 
regime or to Bashar al-Assad, since Russia 
and Iran, as well as the regime’s forces and 
the warlords, the commanders of the armed 
groups, and the militias serving the regime for 
their own purposes or under the protection of 
foreign forces all see Bashar as the cornerstone 
of the Syrian order on which they depend. 
This is the case even if they wish to maintain 
a certain degree of independence from the 
central government in Damascus and from 
competing military and security forces deployed 
within their operational space.

None of the other regional or international 
forces that intervened in the Syrian conflict 
have any solution for the bloody situation in 
Syria, and they are therefore prepared to fully 
exploit efforts toward a political solution that 
leaves Bashar in place. The world is returning 
to Syria and renewing the dialogue with the 
Damascus regime, and is even prepared to grant 
it recognition and legitimacy. Thus there are Arab 
countries working to normalize their relations 
with Damascus and bring Syria back into the Arab 
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League, particularly Oman, the UAE, Algeria, and 
recently also Jordan and Egypt, some of them 
in the hope that this will drive Iran out of the 
country. Similarly, there are European countries, 
though not Britain, France, or Germany, that 
are renewing their dialogue with Damascus, 
and some are also reopening their embassies 
there, hoping—thus far in vain—that Syria will 
agree to the repatriation of the refugees who 
fled the country during the fighting.

Even Washington was prepared in August 
2021 to support a deal for the supply of gas and 
electricity from Egypt and Jordan, through Syria 
to Lebanon. Although this deal was primarily 
intended to enable the Beirut government to 
obstruct Hezbollah’s plan to import oil from 
Iran, it also involved some recognition by the 
United States of the reality prevailing in Syria, 
acceptance of the continued rule of Bashar 
al-Assad, and even willingness to receive his 
help in order to secure calm and stability in 
neighboring Lebanon.

Syria will not recover its pre-war status 
any time soon, but Bashar has survived and 
is working to regain control of the country. 
Reports from Syria also indicate that Bashar 
is becoming more assertive toward Iran and, 
with the help of Russia, is trying to limit its 
presence in the country and is even prepared 
to take advantage of Israel’s attacks against 
Iranian targets on Syrian soil. 

This situation could present Israel with 
some complex challenges, such as a pan-Arab 
move, and perhaps one day also a Western 
effort, to bring Syria back into the bosom of 
the Arab world and even of the international 
community, thus giving the Damascus regime 
renewed legitimacy, in the hope that this will 
help drive Iran out of Syria. But it is doubtful 
that Bashar will agree to sever his ties with Iran, 
in view of his perception that the internal and 
external threats he faces still demand Tehran’s 
help, even if he wishes to restrict its presence 
and influence inside Syria. The Arab and Western 
attempts to embrace the Bashar regime could 
have consequences for Israel, since they could 

put pressure on it to limit its activity on Syrian 
soil, and even revive questions about the Golan 
Heights, which in the previous decade appeared 
settled and closed.

As for Israel’s campaign between wars, 
Bashar will presumably continue to avoid any 
response to Israeli attacks on Syrian soil, but 
there is no doubt that in the long run he will want 
to return to the situation before the war, when 
there was a balance of deterrence between Syria 
and Israel that deterred Israel from operating 
on its territory. He could perhaps return to his 
former ways and seek to replenish his stocks 
of chemical weapons or renew his efforts to 
obtain nuclear weapons, which were thwarted 
by Israel in September 2007.

It is not only Israel that faces a closing window 
of opportunity in Syria, but also Iran, and the 
situation could increase tension in Tehran, as 
well as drive it to record achievements while 
still possible—which might lead both sides to 
moves that will further exacerbate the friction 
between them.

Like other players in the region, then, Israel 
must continue to take Bashar into account, and 
assume that he will once again play a more 
significant role, internally and externally, even 
if this process takes a long time. Meanwhile 
Israel should keep its eye on Iran and deepen 
its dialogue with Moscow on these issues.
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regain control of the country.
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Introduction
India and the Gulf states have always enjoyed 
good relations, thanks to Delhi’s dependence 
on energy products from the Gulf to ensure its 
energy security while being the main supplier of 
cheap, skilled labor to the Gulf states. Narendra 
Modi’s election as India’s Prime Minister in 2014 
led to greater coordination and cooperation 
between India and the Gulf states at the political 
level, and to a certain extent at the security level 
as well. In the background is the increasing 
competition with China, and Delhi’s interest 
in positioning itself as a global power.

A public sign of the closer relations lies in 
the unusual scope and content of a series of 
meetings between members of the political 
elites on both sides. Prime Minister Modi has 
visited the United Arab Emirates three times 
since taking office (another visit, in January 
2022 was postponed due to COVID-19). During 
his first visit, the parties announced an upgrade 
of relations to “comprehensive strategic 
partnership.” Abu Dhabi Crown Prince and UAE 
acting ruler Mohammed Bin Zayed visited India 
in 2016 and 2017 (the 2017 visit was on India’s 
Independence Day—an honor that India has 
granted to very few leaders). Prime Minister 
Modi visited Saudi Arabia in 2016 and 2019. 
That year also saw the first visit by Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman to India, as part 
of a trip to Asia that included Pakistan and 
China. During these visits, the parties stressed 
their desire to inject political and security 
content into their relations and expand their 
economic foundation by strengthening the 
growth engines of the Indian economy. 

One reflection of the closer political relations 
between India, Saudi Arabia, and the Emirates 
is a certain softening in the position of the latter 
two countries toward India in its dispute with 
their longstanding ally Pakistan over Kashmir. 
For example, a joint statement published during 
the Saudi Crown Prince’s visit to India in 2019 
contains the first mention of Saudi recognition of 
India’s fight against terror threats over Kashmir. 
Another expression can be found in the historic 

invitation from Saudi Arabia and the UAE to 
India’s Foreign Minister to participate for the first 
time, as a guest of honor, in the Conference of 
Foreign Ministers of the Organization of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) that was held in Abu Dhabi in 
March 2019, while blocking a Pakistani attempt 
to include a denunciation of India in the closing 
statement. It was recently reported that to 
Pakistan’s dismay, the UAE intends to invest 
in the Jammu and Kashmir region run by India 
and is a bone of contention with Pakistan. 

Yet another expression of closer political 
ties can be found in a series of gestures by 
Saudi Arabia and the Emirates toward India: 
the exceptional approval given to Air India to 
fly over Saudi Arabia to and from Israel; signed 
memorandums of understanding in the fields 
of tourism, civil aviation, construction, and 
solar energy; and an undertaking by the Saudi 
Crown Prince to invest $100 billion in ventures 
in India (no details were given of the nature of 
the investments or the timetable, and there 
is no certainty that this undertaking will be 
implemented). India was also one of the only 
countries to express public support for the 
Crown Prince after the murder of Saudi journalist 
Jamal Khashoggi, and Prime Minister Modi is one 
of the few leaders who has met with him since 
(in 2018 and 2019). In April 2019 Mohammed bin 
Zayed announced that he would grant Prime 
Minister Modi the highest honor awarded by 
the UAE to foreign leaders (the Zayed Medal), 
for his contribution to “boosting” relations 
between the countries. During his visit to India 
in 2003 as Chief of Staff, Mohammed bin Zayed 
himself signed the first security cooperation 
agreement between the countries, which laid the 
foundations for the current security relationship 
between the parties. 

One reflection of the closer political relations 
between India, Saudi Arabia, and the Emirates is a 
certain softening in the position of the latter two 
countries toward India in its dispute with their 
longstanding ally Pakistan over Kashmir. 
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India’s close and longstanding ties with Iran, 
however, remain an issue that casts a pall over 
efforts to promote relations between Delhi, 
Riyadh, and Abu Dhabi. Ties between Delhi 
and Tehran are rooted in weighty economic 
interests, with the emphasis on Iran’s important 
role as India’s third largest oil supplier and on 
geostrategic considerations; for example, both 
share a concern over the stability of Afghanistan 
after the American withdrawal, which turned 
the country into a possible exporter of terror. 
India and Iran signed a memorandum of 
understanding over the operation by the 
Indian state ports company of Chabahar Port 
in Iran, near the Strait of Hormuz. Operating 
the port will give India access to Afghanistan 
(bypassing Pakistan) and its airbase in Tajikistan. 
As part of the project, India is also investing 
in the construction of a fast road and railway 
track from Chabahar to Zahedan on the Iran-
Afghanistan border, and in the International 
North-South Transport Corridor project (INSTC) 
—a chain of transport routes linking India to 
Russia through Iran. India’s participation in the 
agreement links the Corridor to main routes 
through Iran to Central Asia. In 2018 India also 
signed a memorandum of understanding with 
Oman, allowing it to use the strategic Duqm 
port, thus giving the India-Oman-Iran axis 
strategic and economic importance.

Economy
In recent years, India has placed great emphasis 
on nurturing political and economic relations 
with the Arab Gulf states, particularly Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. As the third 
largest consumer of energy in the world (after 
the United States and China), India imports 
about 80 percent of its energy needs and relies 
on the Gulf for the lion’s share of the oil and 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) that it consumes. 
This is in spite of efforts by Delhi to increase oil 
imports from North America at the expense of 
Middle East oil. According to forecasts, India’s 
oil consumption will rise significantly in the 
coming decades, and could even exceed that of 

China. For that reason, India’s dependence on oil 
suppliers in the Gulf and the limited availability 
of alternative sources will continue to be a key 
factor in its policy. 

For Saudi Arabia and the UAE, the two largest 
economies in the Middle East, closer ties with 
India suit their vision of economic diversity, and 
in particular the Saudi “Vision 2030.” On the 
one hand, huge investments in the oil refineries 
and petrochemical industry in India enable 
both these oil exporters to position themselves 
along the whole value chain of the oil industry, 
and thereby increase the market share for their 
energy products. On the other hand, there is 
a potential for joint expansion with India into 
other areas of industry, on Indian soil, using 
cheap and skilled local labor, to connect to an 
enormous consumer market.

While oil supplies from the Gulf are essential 
for India’s energy security, India itself is a vast 
and developing market that is a source of 
income for the Gulf states. Moreover, thanks 
to India’s strategic location and its proximity to 
the Gulf, and thanks to the significant refining 
capacity it has built, which exceeds its own 
consumption, Saudi Arabia and the UAE have 
begun to see India as a potential hub for oil 
refineries, petrochemical plants, and strategic 
storage reservoirs to ensure regular supplies in 
times of shortage. The essence of the change in 
the relationship lies in their stated mutual wish 
to move gradually from a producer-consumer 
relationship (of energy) to a partnership. The 
main reflection of this is the promotion of joint 
ventures involving refineries and petrochemical 
plants in India. The mutual desire for closer ties 
has prompted the parties to sign a number of 
agreements and MOUs for investment by the 
Gulf states in joint projects in India.

India’s main contribution to the Gulf 
economies consists of temporary workers. 
Some 8 million Indians are employed in the 
Gulf, constituting the largest ethnic group 
of foreign workers in the region (in the UAE 
alone there are over 3 million Indian workers). 
They are employed in manual labor, such as 
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construction, industry, and mining, and as 
service providers, with many employed in 
white collar jobs, particularly in engineering 
and management functions that are essential 
to the Gulf’s energy economy. The extent of 
Indian workers’ involvement in the energy 
industry of the Gulf states gives Delhi some 
leverage, although it is also dependent on this 
employment as a vital source of income—some 
$50 billion each year, half of all money transfers 
(remittances) reaching India. In addition to the 
negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
there have been recent reports of a decrease 
in the number of work visas granted to Indians 
by the Gulf states due to the economic reforms 
currently underway, including attempts to 
nationalize their labor market. 

Other Economic Issues
a.	 Trade: Discussions on a free trade zone 

between India and the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) began back in 2004, but so far 
no final agreement has been signed, partly 
due to the preference for signing bilateral 
agreements (on the agenda is the free trade 
agreement between India and the UAE). The 
annual volume of trade between the parties 
is nearing $100 billion, of which $60 billion 
is with the UAE and $30 billion with Saudi 
Arabia (the UAE is India’s largest trading 
partner in the Middle East, and Delhi and 
Abu Dhabi hope to reach $115 billion). A 
large majority of the trade consists of Indian 
imports of oil and LNG, which is why India 
has a trade deficit with the Gulf states and 
is hoping to achieve reciprocal purchasing 
(offset). 

b.	 Investments by Gulf states in refineries 
and petrochemical plants in India: In 2018, 
the national oil companies of Abu Dhabi 
(Adnoc) and Saudi Arabia (Aramco) jointly 
acquired 50 percent of the shares of the 
Ratnagiri project—an integrated oil refinery 
and petrochemical complex planned for 
construction in the Maharashtra district 
in western India. Each of the two Gulf 

companies will hold 25 percent of the 
complex, and the other fifty percent will be 
held by a consortium of three public Indian 
companies. The planned oil refinery will have 
a production capacity of 1.2 million barrels 
per day, and the total cost is estimated at 
$44 billion. During the visit by the Saudi 
Crown Prince to India in February 2019, 
there were reports that Aramco and the 
giant Indian refinery Reliance had begun 
talks over additional Saudi investment in 
other refinery and petrochemical projects 
in India. No further details were given, but 
the Saudi energy minister said that Riyadh is 
eager for business in India and is interested 
in a lot more than the refineries project in 
the Maharashtra district.

c.	 Partnership in strategic reservoirs: Delhi 
allows foreign oil companies to store oil 
in its reservoirs, on condition that it can 
use the oil in emergencies. In 2018 the Abu 
Dhabi oil company signed agreements to 
fill some of the Indian reservoirs, and is 
currently examining, together with Aramco, 
the option of providing joint funding to 
construct further underground reservoirs 
in India, with an interest in minimizing the 
effects of volatility in the oil market.

d.	 Food security, which has become urgent 
since the COVID-19 pandemic: The UAE 
imports food from India for about $2 billion 
a year. The countries are promoting a “food 
corridor” in which the Emirates are expected 
to invest some $5 billion for improvements 
to the agricultural infrastructure in several 
Indian states. This investment would triple 
the scope of agricultural imports from India 

The security cooperation between India and 
the Gulf states is reflected primarily in the war 
against terror, India’s increased naval presence 
in the Arabian Sea and the Gulf, and increased 
cooperation between the Indian Navy and the 
fleets of Saudi Arabia and the UAE. 
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to the UAE, as part of the development of 
new ties between the parties: food security 
in return for energy security. 

Security
The security cooperation between India and 
the Gulf states is reflected primarily in the war 
against terror, India’s increased naval presence 
in the Arabian Sea and the Gulf, and increased 
cooperation between the Indian Navy and the 
fleets of Saudi Arabia and the UAE. This comes 
against the background of greater tension in the 
Gulf following attacks by Iran on international 
shipping, and fears of a reduction in the US 
military presence in the Gulf. As part of the 
increased cooperation, in 2020 the Indian Chief 
of Staff visited Saudi Arabia for the first time. 
There are also signs of talks about the purchase 
of Indian security products and joint promotion 
of security industries. In this context, it is the Gulf 
states that need India’s developing capabilities. 
On Delhi’s part, there is an understanding that 
the security of the millions of its citizens living 
in the Gulf and the security of the Gulf are “in 
its back yard” and closely linked to its own 
security, and it can therefore not ignore what 
happens in the Gulf. 

At the strategic level, the ties between the 
Gulf and India are intended to promote Saudi 
and UAE ambitions to project power beyond 
their borders, as part of their broader concept 
of national security. One way is to highlight the 
political support of rising powers such as India, 
with American support in the background, and 
military-naval cooperation with India around 
the Arabian Sea. This has been backed over the 
past decade by a policy of drawing American 
attention to the India-Pacific region, in order 
to balance and contain the current Chinese 
expansion in the area, and to maintain American 
leadership in the region. An increased Indian 
presence in the Gulf could act as a counterweight 
to China and complement American strategic 
plans for the region, encouraging United States 
support for closer ties between India and the 
Gulf.

The security realm is still less developed in 
Indian relations with the Gulf states, although 
as part of the recent closer ties, it is possible 
to discern some developments:
a.	 Naval cooperation: The security of shipping 

lanes is vital for the Gulf states, since most 
of their oil is exported on container ships 
through the Strait of Hormuz and the 
Arabian Sea. The Indian Navy has recently 
increased the frequency of its calls to Gulf 
ports (including in Iran) and its participation 
in joint exercises, in order to reinforce India’s 
presence in the region and the naval ties 
between the Indian and Gulf states fleets. 
Links between the Indian and UAE fleets are 
fairly well established. Saudi Arabia wants 
to strengthen its ties with India, and in 2021 
there was a joint naval exercise between the 
two countries, the first of its kind. In addition, 
the trend toward increased naval presence 
is reflected in the 2018 MOU signed between 
India and Oman for use of facilities in Duqm. 
The agreement gives India access to the port 
and its refueling and maintenance facilities 
for commercial and military purposes. It 
is not impossible that the growing Indian 
presence in the Arabian Sea and the Gulf 
will eventually lead to the construction of 
Indian bases, justified as protection of its 
interests.

b.	 Military industries: Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
see India as a relevant partner in their drive 
to develop their own security industries. 
They have identified India’s growing interest 
in closer ties with them and the potential as 
a developing arena for cooperation in the 
context of military industries. Apart from the 
UAE, the Gulf states have no infrastructure 
of technological expertise or the manpower 
needed for such industries. The UAE Ministry 
of Defense is currently engaged in talks to 
purchase systems made in India, and the two 
countries have signed security cooperation 
agreements, including an agreement for joint 
manufacture of weapons in India. During 
his recent visit to India, the Saudi Crown 
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Prince signed an agreement over the joint 
manufacture of components and spare parts 
for military platforms. Also on the agenda 
are Saudi investments in the Indian security 
manufacturing sector.

c.	 The war on terror: Delhi sees the Arab states as 
a way to restrain demonstrations of Islamist 
extremism, based on an understanding that 
extremist elements within India are inspired, 
funded, and assisted by the extreme Islamist 
“charity organizations” operating in the Gulf. 
Moreover, Delhi wants to leverage the close 
ties between some Gulf states and Pakistan 
in order to exert pressure on Islamabad to 
change its policy and stop giving protection 
to extremist organizations operating against 
India from its territory. Cooperation on this 
subject between India and Saudi Arabia 
is based on an agreement over security 
cooperation signed during King Salman’s visit 
in 2014 (when he was the Crown Prince). The 
cooperation includes intelligence sharing, a 
coordinated fight against money laundering 
and terror funding, and extradition of terror 
suspects. A Strategic Partnership Council was 
also established (in March 2019) to enhance 
counter-terrorism cooperation. Furthermore, 
during the Crown Prince’s latest visit to India, 
the parties agreed on technological cyber 
cooperation in the war on crime and terror.

Conclusion: India, the Gulf States, 
and Israel
In the first discussion of its kind that took place 
in October 2021 between the foreign ministers 
of India, the United Arab Emirates, Israel, and 
the United States, a decision was taken to 
establish a four-way international forum on 
economic cooperation. During the talks, the 
ministers discussed options relating to shared 
infrastructure, ports, railways, and maritime 
security, and agreed to set up working groups 
for this purpose and to hold further meetings. 
Outside the meeting, the Indian Foreign Minister 
said that Delhi’s relations with Jerusalem, 
Washington, and Abu Dhabi are “among 

the closest relationships we have, if not the 
closest.“ Delhi also recently renewed the talks 
on promoting regional free trade agreements 
with Israel and with the UAE.

After the US withdrawal from Afghanistan, 
and facing a further possible cutback of US 
forces in the Middle East, voices can be heard 
in the Gulf calling to compensate for the 
American military absence through increased 
military presence in the Gulf of other countries, 
including India. Israel also has an interest in a 
greater Indian military and naval presence in 
the Arabian Sea and the Red Sea, areas that 
are threatened by Iran, and would do well to 
increase the four-way cooperation in order to 
ensure the freedom of shipping routes. 

The benefits of India for the Gulf states derive 
from its status as an enormous developing 
market for energy products, its accessibility 
and geographical closeness, its readiness for 
joint refinery and petrochemical ventures, 
its huge and cheap supply of skilled workers 
(which also makes India more sensitive toward 
the host countries), and its non-interventional 
approach to internal issues. In addition, India 
is not perceived as having a political-economic 
agenda or expansionist ambitions like China or 
Russia, and its good relations with the United 
States ensure that there will be no American 
pressure against closer ties. In fact, the US has 
an interest in encouraging India to assume an 
active role in Gulf security, as a counterweight 
to China and a way to reduce its regional 
involvement.

India too has an interest in greater 
involvement in the Middle East, although 
the developing ties between India and the 
Gulf states have aroused a certain amount 
of suspicion due to the special political and 
security relations between Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE with Pakistan, and between India 
and Iran. While India sees the four-way forum 
on economic cooperation as an opportunity 
to challenge China and strengthen its own 
presence in the Middle East, Israel and to a lesser 
degree the UAE could see it as a (further) tool 
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for dealing with Iran, in collaboration with the 
United States. Moreover, India is more limited in 
its economic and military resources than other 
global players, and more affected by internal 
political and religious constraints. Closer ties 
between the Gulf states and China, India’s rival, 
and the attraction of the Gulf for other Asian 
players, some of them new to this arena, such 
as Japan and South Korea, create competition 
for India.

The Abraham Accords are an opportunity 
for Israel to strengthen its ties with India and 
with the UAE. Relations between Delhi and 
Abu Dhabi have a historical dimension. The 
economies of India and the UAE are intertwined, 
and the establishment of relations between 
Abu Dhabi and Jerusalem offers the potential 
of closer ties between India and Israel, and 
for three-way cooperation in many fields, 
including energy, medicine, agriculture, and 
security. Israel’s advanced technologies, India’s 
manufacturing capabilities, and the needs and 
financial resources of the Gulf states all bear 

witness to the potential inherent in the new ties. 
The estimate is that the scope of trade between 
Israel, India, and the United Arab Emirates could 
amount to some $100 billion by the end of the 
current decade. 

The public statements by the parties on the 
cooperation taking shape in the four-way forum 
stress the economic dimension, but shared 
security concerns will apparently also lead to 
deeper cooperation in security and military 
aspects. India is already a significant importer of 
Israeli weapons, and in 2016-2020 India acquired 
43 percent of Israel’s arms exports. Some of 
these weapons, such as the Barak rocket, are 
even manufactured in India. Israel must consider 
whether, in the framework of stronger relations 
between itself and India and the Gulf states, it 
can allow India to export weapons based on 
Israeli know-how to the Gulf.
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The strategic competition between China and 
the United States that developed toward the 
end of the second decade of the 21st century 
includes a struggle for control over the global 
technology market as a whole, and in particular, 
over the fifth generation (5G) communications 
infrastructures. These networks allow the 
transfer of data at a speed of 1 GB per second, 
ten times faster than the fourth generation 
(4G) networks, and their importance lies in the 
fact that they enable advanced technologies 
that service fields such as artificial intelligence 
(AI) and big data to operate at high speeds. 
Control of communications infrastructures is a 
strategic asset with an impact on governments, 
technology companies, industries, and people, 
since it gives control over the flow and storage of 
information and its use in commercial, security, 
and strategic activity. Both the United States 
and China strive to be the power that defines 
the international standards and controls future 
access to communications networks.

In 2021 there were four principal companies 
engaged in building 5G infrastructures: two 
Chinese—Huawei and ZTE, and two European—
Ericsson and Nokia. Thus far the United States 
has not developed a local manufacturer of 5G 
infrastructures, rather, support companies such 
as Intel and Qualcomm, which are engaged, 
inter alia, in the production of the chips that 
are essential for 5G infrastructure. It therefore 
relies on the European companies to build its 
5G networks. The surprising absence of the 
United States from this field is attributed to 
its perception that the monopoly on chip 
production held by Qualcomm and Intel (both 
American companies) is sufficient to ensure 

control of the whole system. Or perhaps, it 
simply “fell asleep at the wheel,” unlike China, 
which several times has declared its ambition to 
be the world leader in the new infrastructures. 
Ultimately Beijing aims to realize its national 
vision, Made in China 2025, which is designed to 
advance its economy and industry so that China 
can become independent of other countries in 
all aspects of developing and manufacturing 
advanced technologies. In November 2019, 
China launched its 5G networks, the second 
country in the world to do so, after South 
Korea. In August 2020 the city of Shenzhen in 
southern China announced 5G full coverage, 
and in September 2020 it was followed by the 
capital, Beijing.

The Rise of Chinese Communications 
Companies
With the implementation of the economic 
reforms initiated at the end of the 1970s by 
then-Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping, the Chinese 
government began trying to upgrade, and in 
many cases, rebuild its aging communications 
infrastructures. In the mid-1980s two telecom 
companies were set up in the new city of 
Shenzhen, ZTE and Huawei, and they eventually 
became technological powerhouses in China 
and beyond.

ZTE
In February 1985, a small company called 
Zhongxing Semiconductor Co. Ltd. was 
established in Shenzhen as a joint venture of 
a number of companies under the Ministry of 
Aerospace Industry. The name Zhongxing is a 
compound word meaning “China will prosper.” 
Among the constituents of the new company 
was Factory No. 691 of the Ministry of Aerospace 
Industry, whose technology faculty was headed 
by engineer Hou Weigui, who also founded 
the company. In its early years, it served as a 
front company that was intended in part to 
send disguised representatives abroad with 
the aim of gathering technological information 
on matters of aviation and space, until the 

The strategic competition between China and the 
United States that developed toward the end of 
the second decade of the 21st century includes 
a struggle for control over the global technology 
market as a whole, and in particular, over the fifth 
generation (5G) communications infrastructures. 
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Ministry was closed in 1988. In March 1993 
the company changed its business model to 
combined government-private ownership, 
and also changed its name to Zhongxing New 
Telecommunications Equipment Co., Ltd., or 
ZTE, and began to engage in the development 
and manufacture of telecom equipment.

In 1997 the company was issued on the 
Shenzhen Stock Exchange and in 2004 it was 
also issued on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange, 
with two of the main controlling owners two 
state-owned defense corporations, CASC and 
CASIC. Today ZTE is engaged in the fields of 
networks, terminals, and telecommunications, 
and in recent years it has also entered the fields 
of artificial intelligence, data security, smart 
cities, and big data, and yielded impressive 
revenues (Figure 1). ZTE has many subsidiaries, 
including some that operate in the United 
States, Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan, Thailand, 
Mexico, Brazil, India, and Romania.

Huawei
In 1983 Ren Zhengfei retired from the Chinese 
military after 11 years of service as an engineer, 
when it was decided to close his unit. Four 
years later he founded a small startup in the 
field of electronics and switches. Ren chose the 
name Huawei for the small company, which was 
taken from a slogan he saw written on a wall: 
Zhōnghuá yǒuwéi (“China has promise”). At first, 
the young company focused on local research 
and development of switches and telephone 
switchboard technologies by means of reverse 
engineering of foreign technologies. At the time, 

China’s communications technologies were 
based on foreign imports, and Ren hoped to set 
up a local company to compete with the foreign 
technologies by developing local alternatives.

By the early 1990s Huawei had already 
come to the notice of the government leaders 
in Beijing with its development of a locally 
produced digital telephone, and in 1994 Ren 
met with then-Chinese President Jiang Zemin. 
After establishing itself at the local level, in 
1996 the company signed its first contract with 
the Hutchison-Whampoa corporation from 
Hong Kong, and for the first time entered 
the African and Southeast Asian markets. In 
2000, Huawei passed an important milestone 
when its overseas profits crossed the $100 
million threshold. In 2004, Huawei entered the 
European market with a contract to supply 
3G infrastructures for the Dutch provider 
Telfort. In 2012 Huawei recorded a further 
achievement when it overtook Ericsson and 
became the world’s largest manufacturer of 
communications equipment.

By 2021, Huawei had become a huge 
corporation with some 197,000 employees in 
over a hundred subsidiaries and support units, 
operating in 170 countries. Its subsidiaries are 
engaged in a wide variety of areas, ranging 
from mobile phones (Huawei Device Co.), chips 
(HiSilicon), and even a hotel management 
company (Shenzhen Smartcom Business Co., 
Ltd.), to import and export of food products 
(Shanghai Mossel Trade Co.). In recent years 
the corporation has been a source of local pride 
and a symbol of technological advance and 

Figure 1. ZTE Corporate Revenues, 2020-2010, in billions of yuan
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innovation in China, and graduates from China’s 
top universities flock to work in its services. By 
2018, the corporation had registered 87,805 
patents worldwide, and 2020 closed with sales 
revenues of some 891.4 billion yuan (Figure 2). 
Moreover, Huawei’s investment in R&D in 2020 
totaled about 141.9 billion yuan.

Huawei’s influence is evident throughout 
the world. For example, as part of its efforts 
to enter the British market, in December 2019 
it launched an innovation center in London 
to promote 5G technological cooperation 
with British companies, along with a financial 
plan of about 20 million GBP to support 
programmers in Britain and Ireland to develop 
applications for it, and in September 2020 it 
opened an innovation center in Belgrade for 5G 
applications. A study from May 2021 found that 
Huawei had concluded at least 70 deals with 41 
countries for its cloud services, including the 
establishment of cloud development centers 
in Chile and Brazil. In addition, Huawei has 
set up technology academies in a number of 
developing countries. For example, in 2017 
it launched a student training program in 
an Angolan university, and in 2020 it signed 
a memorandum of understanding with the 
Angolan government to build a technology park 
in the capital for about $60 million, including 
training centers for technological professions. In 
October 2019, a Huawei technological academy 
for student training was launched in Jordan, in 
partnership with the Jordanian BAU University, 
and a similar academy is expected to be set up 
in Egypt. Since 2015, Huawei has also sponsored 

a number of sports teams, such as Panama’s 
national football team.

The American Struggle against 
Chinese Communications 
Companies
Huawei and ZTE came to the notice of the 
United States administration when they began 
to compete with American companies for the 
supply of routers. In January 2003, the US 
company Cisco accused Huawei of stealing 
the intellectual property of its switch and router 
technologies. In 2005 RAND, in collaboration 
with the US Air Force, published a study that 
examined possible threats from Chinese security 
companies, including Chinese communications 
companies. In 2007, according to an article 
in the New York Times, based on documents 
leaked by Edward Snowden, the US National 
Security Agency embarked on a cyber campaign 
dubbed “Shotgiant,” with the aim, inter alia, 
of examining the links between Huawei and 
the Chinese security establishment. In this 
framework, the NSA hacked into servers at 
the corporation headquarters. In 2008, after 
pressure from American lawmakers, the US 
administration blocked Huawei from acquiring 
3Com for reasons of national security. In October 
2012, the US Senate Intelligence Committee 
called on American companies not to do 
business with ZTE and Huawei out of fears 
that their equipment could be used to gather 
information.

The United States, which has not developed 
its own 5G infrastructure, understood that 

Figure 2. Huawei Revenues, 2020-2010, in billions of yuan
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The United States, which has not developed its 
own 5G infrastructure, understood that China, as 
a rising superpower, was poised to take control 
of this future technology, and perhaps thereby 
damage US global influence.

China, as a rising superpower, was poised to 
take control of this future technology, and 
perhaps thereby damage US global influence. 
In January 2017, when Donald Trump entered 
the White House, the administration began to 
take stronger measures against the Chinese 
communications companies. In March 2017, 
the administration accused ZTE of trading 
with North Korea and Iran by means of illegal 
shipments of products and technology, thereby 
breaching the American sanctions. In April 2018, 
at the end of lengthy negotiations, ZTE suffered 
a severe economic blow when the US Commerce 
Department banned American companies from 
selling it components for the next seven years, 
and also forced it to pay monetary penalties, 
dismiss a number of senior employees, and 
agree to a mechanism for supervision of its 
activity within the United States. The sanctions 
were a heavy burden for ZTE, which relied on 
essential components made in the US, and since 
then it has lowered its media profile to focus on 
economic and image rehabilitation. In August 
2018, the Trump administration increased the 
restrictions on the Chinese communications 
companies when it banned Federal employees 
from using Chinese made mobile devices.

Another significant incident in the US 
struggle against China occurred in December 
2018 with the arrest in Canada of Meng Wanzhou, 
the eldest daughter of Huawei’s founder, and 
the corporation’s Chief Financial Officer. Her 
arrest, which arose from an American request 
for her extradition on a charge of breaching 
the sanctions on Iran, was a personal insult 
to the leaders in Beijing, partly because of the 
importance of the Huawei Corporation and the 
family’s status among the economic and party 
elite. After a few days during which the Chinese 
tried, without success, to work on a diplomatic 
level for her release, two Canadian citizens 
were detained in China and later charged with 
espionage. Despite formal denials, the timing 
of the arrests of the Canadians indicates that 
they were intended to serve as a bargaining 
chip to secure Meng’s release.

In May 2019 the US Commerce Department 
blacklisted Huawei, whereby American 
companies are forbidden to supply goods and 
services without a special government permit. 
Subsequently, dozens of American and other 
companies, such as Google, Vodafone, and 
Panasonic, announced that they had frozen 
or limited their cooperation with Huawei, and 
would stop supplying them with hardware 
and software components. In May 2020, the 
United States announced further export 
restrictions intended to prevent American chip 
manufacturers from supplying Huawei. These 
restrictions led Huawei to look for alternatives 
and to increase its investments in European 
Union countries and Russia. In September 
2020, Huawei stopped production of the Kirin 
chips that drive most of its devices, because 
the process required American technology. 
At the same time, it was announced that the 
chip manufacturer Qualcomm asked the 
administration to ease some of the restrictions 
imposed on Huawei, so that it could sell its 
Snapdragon chips for use in Huawei devices. 

In August 2020 the US State Department 
announced the launch of the Clean Network 
program, which was a broader reincarnation of 
the Clean Path initiative launched four months 
earlier. This was part of the attempt to form a 
technological coalition of countries that agreed 
on the need to secure their communications 
infrastructures, including future technologies, 
“by relying on only trusted vendors who are 
not subject to unjust or extra-judicial control 
by authoritarian governments, such as the 
Chinese Communist Party.” The program was 
intended to prevent China from gaining control 
of future communications networks and to 
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protect the individual and business data of US 
citizens from serving the interests of the CCP. 
The broader initiative included six areas that 
banned the participation of Chinese companies: 
communication networks, communications 
providers, app stores, apps, cloud storage, and 
underwater cables. The announcement ends 
with a call to allies of the United States to join 
the initiative, which by the end of 2020 included 
over 50 countries with “clean” communication 
networks, among them Britain, Vietnam, 
Taiwan, Japan, the Czech Republic, France, 
Canada, Switzerland, and Israel. All are defined 
as Western states, or alternatively, as states 
with tensions with China. Later that month, the 
US Commerce Department added 38 Huawei 
affiliates from 21 countries engaged in cloud 
computing activity to the black list, including 
the Israeli company Toga Networks.

Figure 3 charts highlights of the US struggle 
against Chinese communications companies.

Allegations against the Chinese 
Communications Companies
One of the allegations against Huawei is that it 
is a government entity. At a press conference in 

April 2019 to answer this charge, Jiang Xisheng, 
a senior Huawei official, claimed that the 
corporation was owned by its employees’ union, 
with no government involvement. According 
to official documents, Huawei Corporation is 
subordinate to Huawei Investment & Holding 
Ltd., which is controlled by two shareholders: 
company founder Ren Zhengfei and another 
entity called the Employees’ Union of Huawei 
Investment & Holding. This union is registered 
under Shenzhen Municipal Union, the city where 
the corporate HQ is located. The Shenzhen 
Municipal Union is apparently subordinate, in 
one way or another, to municipal and national 
establishment entities. According to Jiang, 
the Municipal Union does not influence the 
Employees’ Union except in connection with 
employees’ social and cultural activities, but 
his contrived arguments have so far failed to 
convince Western experts. 

The most common argument heard among 
Western elements is that the Chinese companies 
—both government and private—are required 
to help the Communist Party and the various 
government ministries by virtue of Chinese 
laws. For example, Section 7 of the National 

Figure 3. Main Events in the US Struggle against Chinese Communications Companies 
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Intelligence Law (2017) stipulates that “every 
organization or citizen shall support, assist, 
and cooperate with state intelligence work in 
accordance with the law”; and Section 28 of 
the National Cyber Law (2017) requires network 
operators “to provide technical support and 
assistance to public security organs and national 
security organs that are safeguarding national 
security and investigating criminal activities in 
accordance with the law.”

To date, the West has not issued cast-iron 
proof of the allegations regarding back doors 
into Huawei and ZTE equipment through 
which the Chinese government can collect 
information. Periodic reports from the Huawei 
Cyber Security Evaluation Centre, which 
was set up under the British Government 
Communications Headquarters (GCHQ) 
and assesses the standard of data security 
of Huawei’s telecoms infrastructures and 
broadband, have not provided unequivocal 
public evidence of attempts by the Chinese 
regime to conduct espionage through Huawei 
equipment. However, they have raised a number 
of problems with the engineering processes of 
the Chinese corporation, over which they claim 
there is a lack of “satisfactory control of the 
security of third party components.”

Conclusion
The American struggle against China and the 
Chinese communications companies showed 
China the extent to which local companies 
were dependent on foreign technology. The 
Chinese companies were hurt and forced to 
deal with American restrictions, and China 
had no choice but to try to promote its own 
alternatives to the foreign technologies. Thus 
just as China, until the 1980s, relied on aging 
communications technologies and with a 
slow, methodical process managed to leverage 
itself to become a global power in the field of 
communications, presumably it will also be 
able to develop suitable alternatives that can 
stand up to their competitors in the West. In 
October 2020, during the fifth plenary session 

of the Chinese Communist Party’s Central 
Committee, China declared that it would have 
to rely on itself with regard to technologies. 
And indeed, in November 2020 it was reported 
that Huawei had begun work on setting up 
a factory to manufacture chips for telecoms 
infrastructures, which would not be based 
on American technology. In May 2021 there 
were reports that in an internal memo to his 
employees, Ren Zhengfei entreated them to 
focus on software products and adopt an “open 
code” approach. 

So far President Biden has not referred 
to the Clean Network program, which was a 
significant element in the American struggle 
against China in the Trump era. Perhaps this 
program in its original format will be archived, 
and replaced with a new and less forceful outline 
vis-à-vis Beijing. However, the technological 
rivalry between the United States and China 
is not expected to disappear from the global 
agenda, and will likely continue for as long 
as China grows stronger, with technological 
achievements that America claims are 
damaging to its hegemony and intellectual 
property. Therefore, Israel is advised to identify 
the next areas of technological friction between 
the two powers in order to manage the risks 
that elements in Washington might delineate, 
bringing with them future demands of its allies 
for restrictions. 

Indeed, there are several areas of 
telecommunications that Israel must address. 
For example, Huawei is active in the field of 
providing construction and maintenance 
services for the undersea cables it manufactures 
through its subsidiary Huawei Marine Networks 
(which in 2019-2020 as a result of American 
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sanctions was rebranded as HTM Tech, with most 
of its control transferred to the Chinese telecoms 
corporation Hengtong). So for example it laid 
an undersea cable from Brazil to Cameroon, 
but Western intelligence sources warned that 
China could lay back door cables and even 
monitor their activity with submarines. Four 
times between March 2008 and August 2012, 
the subsidiary also upgraded the MedNautilus 
undersea cables of the Italian company Med 
One, which connect Israel’s coast to Europe. 

Another issue concerns satel l i te 
communications. A report from US National 
Intelligence in April 2021 states that “Beijing 
is working to match or exceed US capabilities 
in space to gain the military, economic, and 
prestige benefits that Washington has accrued 
from space leadership.” The report mentions 
satellite communications as one area that could 
be used against the US army. In October 2019, 
it was announced that Gilat Networks had 
supplied advanced satellite communications 
services for mobile and static air, land, and sea 
applications to China Satcom, a Chinese public 
corporation largely controlled by the defense 
corporation CASC.

In addition, and like the United States, China 
is already hard at work on developing sixth 
generation (6G) communications networks, 

advanced infrastructures that will be able to 
transfer data at speeds of 1 terabyte per second 
and are expected to reach maturity toward 2030. 
They are expected to be the next focus of friction 
between the two powers. In October 2020, 
Next G Alliance, a private initiative of leading 
Western technology companies and work 
groups in that framework had already begun 
to prepare for promoting the standardization 
of the new generation. Israel must prepare a 
national policy on this subject and examine 
how to incentivize Israeli companies to join 
the race. The Chief Scientist in the Ministry of 
Science and Technology, and Research and 
Development of Weapons and Technological 
Infrastructure in the Ministry of Defense must 
promote a mechanism for advancing local R&D 
on 6G applications, as well as other technologies 
based on communication and information, 
by integrating the efforts of the government, 
academic, and private sectors. The goal is to 
encourage blue and white technologies, position 
Israel’s relative advantage, and strengthen its 
political, security, technological, and economic 
connections all over the world.
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Over the years there has been progress on the integration of women in the IDF, 
and more positions are now open to them, including service as soldiers in combat 
units deployed along the border. However, women are still denied the option of 
trying out for units in assault forces and elite units. In contrast, in most countries 
in the Western world, which in the past saw less integration of women than did the 
IDF, there has been progress that has led to the opening of all positions to women. 
This article considers what the IDF can learn from the experience of these militaries 
regarding the potential opening of all combat positions to women.
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The issue of opening all positions in the IDF to 
women is currently under debate, following 
rejections of requests by female conscripts 
and trainees who dropped out from prestigious 
courses to try out for combat positions in assault 
forces, and High Court of Justice petitions 
submitted on the issue. An IDF committee was 
appointed to examine the issue. I appeared 
before the committee as a representative 
of Forum Dvorah: Women in Foreign Policy 
and National Security, along with additional 
representatives of the forum. The purpose of 
this article is to present a suitable policy for 
the IDF, while relating to official reports and 
studies on the issue of integrating women in 
combat positions in foreign militaries. 

The Situation in the IDF
The IDF is one of the only militaries in the world 
that has mandatory conscription of women. In 
the first few years of its existence, women served 
mainly in “traditional” support roles. In 1995 
the groundbreaking ruling by the High Court of 
Justice in the Alice Miller case was issued, which 
ordered flight courses to be opened to women, 
and for the first time recognized women’s right 
to equal opportunity in the IDF as a human right, 
rejecting budgetary and technical arguments. 
In 2000 the Defense Service Law was revised 
and article 16a was added, which stated that 
every woman has a right equal to the right of 
a man to fill any position in military service, 
unless required otherwise by the essence 
and nature of the position. However, the 2007 
Segev report, which recommended moving 
to a model of complete equal opportunity in 
the IDF while adopting the criterion of “the 
right person in the right place,” has only been 

partially implemented, and in practice the IDF 
continues to carry out separate selection and 
placement processes for men and women (the 
report was not officially published, but was 
leaked to the media and is quoted in public 
reports and publications). 

Over the years more and more positions 
have been opened to women, including combat 
positions such as pilots, naval officers, and 
combat soldiers in units deployed mainly 
along the borders. Today thousands of female 
combat soldiers serve in the IDF, constituting 17 
percent of the army’s fighting force. As of today 
86 percent of positions are open to women. 
However, “spearhead” units, assault forces, and 
elite commando units remain closed to women. 

The United States Military and NATO 
Experience 
In recent years militaries in the Western world 
have increasingly opened all positions to 
women, including combat positions. This trend 
began in the 1980s, for example in Sweden and 
Canada, out of values-based considerations 
of fulfilling women’s right to equality and due 
to operational needs, in light of the benefit of 
integrating women in these units. In recent 
years decisions have also been made to open 
combat positions to women in militaries with 
more active involvement in combat, such as 
the United States and the UK.

Until the 1990s, the US military prohibited 
stationing women in danger zones, but in the 
2000s, as part of the campaigns in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, women were integrated in operational 
positions in combat zones. In 2013 the Secretary 
of Defense announced the cancellation of the 
restriction preventing women from participating 
in ground combat. The services were asked to 
implement the directive by January 2016, but 
were given the opportunity to request keeping 
certain specific positions closed to women. 
Studies conducted for the United States Special 
Operations Command (SOCOM) and the Marines 
did not find a basis to recommend that any 
positions be closed to women. Following this, 

Today thousands of female combat soldiers serve 
in the IDF, constituting 17 percent of the army’s 
fighting force. As of today 86 percent of positions 
are open to women. However, “spearhead” units, 
assault forces, and elite commando units remain 
closed to women. 
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in December 2015 the Secretary of Defense 
announced that women could fill any military 
position and serve in any unit, as long as they 
meet the necessary standards. 

Since then there has been a slow but steady 
increase in the number of women integrating 
in combat positions in the United States Armed 
Forces. As of October 2019, in the Army there 
were hundreds of women serving in combat 
positions and over 1,000 women who had 
entered combat specializations; women are 
integrated in combat positions in the Navy, 
including in submarine staffs; and likewise in 
the Air Force. However, in the Marines there is 
still significant opposition to the integration of 
women, and in the special forces there are no 
women who have completed training. A report 
prepared in 2020 at the request of Congress 
stated that opening positions to women 
has expanded the potential to find suitable 
candidates and enhanced unit performance. 

In the framework of NATO, in recent years 
studies and conferences have been held on 
integrating women in ground combat units, and 
a summary report was prepared with concrete 
recommendations.

The Arguments Opposing the 
Integration of Women in Combat 
Positions
Two principal sets of arguments against 
opening combat positions for women are raised: 
arguments on the protection of women from 
the dangers of the position; and arguments on 
the undermined performance of combat units 
due to the integration of women. In addition, 
it is argued that there are not enough suitable 
candidates to justify the investment required. 

Protecting Women in the Military
Arguments that focus on protecting women 
serving in the military relate to three main 
aspects: protecting women from injury; 
protecting women from the mental stress 
involved in combat service; and protecting 
women from the risks of combat. 

Thus, one central claim is that women are 
injured more than men due to the physical strain 
involved in combat unit positions and their 
lesser physiological capabilities. In a symposium 
held by the US Department of Defense, it was 
found that the gap in the extent of injuries 
stems from the gap in levels of fitness, and that 
when the level of fitness is the same, the risk 
of injury is the same for women and men. This 
is also the conclusion of a NATO report on the 
issue. The report recommended implementing 
preliminary training programs to build up the 
necessary fitness. Such programs were adopted 
in Australia, for example.

It was also found that the use of equipment 
that is not suited to the physiology of women 
leads to excess injuries. Accordingly, it was 
recommended to the US Department of Defense 
to obligate all military services to provide suitable 
equipment to the enlisted women; a similar 
recommendation was made to the Australian 
military. Additional recommendations for 
reducing injuries include ensuring appropriate 
nutrition, with an emphasis on iron and calcium, 
and encouraging the report of injuries at an 
early stage. 

Regarding women’s potential difficulty in 
coping with the stress of serving in combat units, 
and in particular on the battlefield, studies have 
refuted this concern. A study conducted in the 
US military found that there is no significant 
difference in the impacts of stress involved in 
exposure to battle on the overall health of men 
and women. On the other hand, a correlation 
was found between the ability to cope with stress 
and the level of social support that the person 
receives. Therefore it was determined that it is 

Two principal sets of arguments against opening 
combat positions for women are raised: arguments 
on the protection of women from the dangers of 
the position; and arguments on the undermined 
performance of combat units due to the integration 
of women.
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important to ensure that women receive the 
support of their commanders and fellow soldiers 
to the same extent as the men in the unit. 

Another more general argument regards 
protecting women from exposure to the risks 
of warfare. This is a paternalistic argument 
that can be rejected outright, as there is no 
substantive reason to define harm to women as 
more serious than harm to men. Moreover, on 
a practical level women have already served in 
active combat arenas, been taken captive, and 
been killed. This is the experience of Afghanistan 
and Iraq, as well as Israel, for example through 
service in the Border Police. 

Protecting Unit Performance
Arguments of the second type, namely, that 
the integration of women would harm the 
performance of combat units, include the claims 
that integrating women would undercut the 
professional level due to a lowered acceptance 
threshold for the position; would harm the 
cohesion of the unit, which is based in part on 
“the band of brothers”; and that women would 
not be able to cope with combat situations well, 
thus undermining the performance of the unit 
in such situations. 

The argument that the inclusion of 
women would undermine the professional 
level assumes that there would be reduced 
standards in order to enable their integration 
in combat units, for example, by setting a lower 
standard of acceptance into the unit for women. 
However, this assumption is incorrect. NATO’s 
recommendation is to set uniform physical 
standards for all candidates for positions, 
regardless of sex. It was explained that setting 
the proper standards is also important to 
help reduce injuries, in that they improve the 
suitability of those enlisting in the intended 
position. 

At the same time, it was recommended to 
select tests that have minimal bias but still 
retain the ability to predict success in particular 
positions, and avoid tests in which there is a built-
in preference for the physiology of men versus 

that of women, for example tests that focus on 
arm strength versus flexibility. Similarly, tests 
should be identified that have been retained for 
historical and cultural reasons that could lead 
to the mistaken conclusion that women are not 
capable of meeting the necessary standards for 
the position. In this spirit, various militaries have 
reassessed and adopted up-to-date standards, 
including the Canadian military in 2014 and the 
Australian military in 2016. 

In order to improve women’s chances of 
passing tests, it was recommended in NATO to 
hold about half a year of training adapted for 
women, in order to raise their level of fitness. 
Indeed, such pre-military training in Australia 
has been very effective, with 81 percent of 
women graduates successfully completing 
their basic training as combat soldiers. 

Another argument is that the integration 
of women in combat units would harm the 
cohesion and performance of the units. This 
issue has been examined in depth in several 
studies. Soldiers in US mixed units who have 
returned from tours of duty have generally 
attested that the connection in integrated 
units was good, and even better than in all-
male units. In addition, a study conducted for 
SOCOM that examined mixed teams operating 
in an environment parallel to that of teams 
from special units, such as FBI task forces 
and elite firefighting units, found that women 
demonstrated sufficient physical capabilities 
as well as mental strength and the willingness 
to take risks, and that their integration did 
not negatively affect the performance of the 
team. The report emphasizes the importance 
of distinguishing between sex and gender, and 
that positions should not be given or denied 
to women based on their “femininity,” but only 
based on their capabilities. 

Furthermore, the study made clear that 
mission cohesiveness, which relates to 
cooperation in carrying out the mission and 
achieving the objectives, is more important than 
social cohesion. Social cohesion can sometimes 
even cause damage when it creates situations of 
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group pressure or adopting problematic values. 
The study referred to previous findings which 
showed that the integration of women did not 
affect preparedness, cohesion, or morale, in 
particular in units in which cohesion is high. 
The team recommended ways to improve unit 
cohesion while focusing on professionalism 
and curbing negative dynamics, including 
harassment, and emphasized the importance 
of changing the organizational culture, from 
the highest levels down. The conclusion of the 
report is that fulfilling these conditions enables 
the full and effective integration of women in 
elite units. 

Similar conclusions appear in a NATO 
report that also emphasizes the importance 
of changing the organizational culture and 
leadership on the part of commanders, from 
the most senior level down. The report relates 
to phenomena caused by the scarcity of women 
in units, such as excessive criticism and a need 
to succeed more than others; isolating and 
highlighting differences from others; adopting 
masculine behaviors and hiding feminine ones; 
and receiving positions that are stereotypical for 
women. The report presents practices adopted 
in various armies to deal with these phenomena. 

Another argument that accompanies the 
debate in Israel—even if the IDF doesn’t raise it 
explicitly—is that integrating women in combat 
units would make it difficult for some of the 
religious soldiers to serve in them. This issue 
goes beyond the scope of this article. However, in 
short one can respond that this is a problematic 
argument. The service of these men and women 
side by side is regulated by the “shared service” 
directive. Imposing additional restrictions on 
women, in the name of the need to keep them 
away from the company of religious soldiers, 
is unacceptable and a violation of women’s 
fundamental rights, while preferring sectorial 
considerations. The concern regarding contact 
between religious male soldiers and female 
soldiers needs to be resolved vis-à-vis the male 
soldiers through established norms through 
education and means to train and work with 

women in a shared environment, and also, when 
needed, by creating men-only teams within the 
unit. The religious sensitivity of certain soldiers 
cannot mandate violating basic rights of other 
soldiers, in this case, female soldiers. 

Another argument holds that women 
would have difficulty coping with the stress of 
performing under fire or in combat situations. 
This concern has been refuted in various 
studies, based on the practical experience of 
foreign armies. For example, the NATO report 
refers to the contribution of women in combat 
missions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. The 
issue is also discussed at length in the report 
of an official American committee that quoted 
many former soldiers who attested that women 
functioned excellently in combat situations. 
General Hertling, commander of United States 
Army Europe, was quoted as follows: “Having 
served with women in combat, and having 
seen their courage and skills, I can personally 
say I have ZERO concerns about women on 
the front lines in combat units” (emphasis in 
the original). 

Less Interest among Women in Combat 
Positions
A common claim is that there is no justification 
for undertaking the investment necessary for 
integrating women in combat units, as very few 
women are interested, and even fewer would 
succeed in meeting the threshold requirements. 
The low numbers of women serving in combat 
units in armies that have opened all positions 
to women are presented as proof of this claim. 

However, as determined in the Alice Miller 
case, the economic argument cannot in 
itself justify violating the basic right to equal 
opportunity. But beyond the normative 
argument, conclusions based on the scarcity 
of women in combat units in foreign militaries—
i.e., that in Israel too there would be a negligible 
number of suitable candidates—should be made 
with caution. 

First, in most militaries combat positions 
have only been opened to women in the last 
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few years; this is a process that is still in its 
infancy, and on the rise. Furthermore, militaries 
that opened such positions decades ago have 
recognized that the way they were opened in 
the past was problematic and kept potential 
female candidates away, and steps are now 
being taken to improve the situation. 

Moreover, most foreign militaries are 
professional armies that enlist a limited 
segment of the population, rather than all young 
men and women in the country. In addition, 
service, especially in combat units, involves 
traveling to distant countries and participating 
in missions that do not relate to direct defense 
of the homeland. What is more, military service 
is not central in the experience of most of these 
countries and is not a significant stepping stone 
toward advancement in the civilian world. 
Therefore a military career is not especially 
attractive in the eyes of successful women. In 
contrast, in Israel there is mandatory service 
for women, such that high-quality women are 
obligated to enlist and enter the army; service is 
seen as meaningful and important for defending 
the homeland; it does not require traveling to 
distant places; and it has considerable impact 
on opportunities after discharge. Consequently, 
in Israel there is greater potential to identify 
high-quality female personnel that are suitable 
for combat units, in contrast with the situation 
in other countries. 

Furthermore, in foreign militaries one of 
the central challenges in convincing suitable 
women to enlist and stay in the army is the 
serious phenomenon of sexual harassment, 
sexual assault, and rape. In the IDF the 
occurrence of sexual harassment, while not 
nonexistent, is much less widespread than 
elsewhere, and incidents of sexual assault 
and rape are relatively rare. Therefore these 
concerns would not keep women enlisting in 
the IDF from serving in combat units, especially 
given that in any case they are integrated in 
mixed units.

The Significance of Opening Combat 
Positions in the IDF to Women
Denying opportunities to women to serve in 
combat units has implications that go beyond 
the loss of opportunity to fulfill combat roles. 
First, it obviates the potential for suitable women 
to fill positions that are at the core of IDF activity 
and are considered positions of the utmost 
significance. Second, in the IDF it is accepted 
that central senior staff positions, particularly in 
operational fields, are given only to graduates 
of combat units. Thus women are blocked from 
reaching these positions and rising up the ranks. 
Suffice it to see the scarcity of women at ranks 
of colonel and up, and even then generally only 
in positions that are not operational, and the 
fact that to this day there have been only three 
woman at the rank of major general, two of them 
in the advocate general and court units (i.e., in 
professional disciplines, and not at the core of 
the military’s operational activity).

Third, military service has considerable 
influence on the opportunities that open up 
after discharge and is a professional stepping-
stone to integration in the employment 
world in Israel, particularly for high-ranking 
personnel, who advance to the business and 
political elite. Limiting the opportunities of 
women to reach senior positions in the IDF 
means undermining their opportunities for 
advancement in civilian life as well. Fourth, 
given that operational experience is often 
seen as essential for expressing professional 
opinions on matters of national security, there 
are scarcely any women in the decision making 
circles in these areas. 

Fifth, military service affects the shaping 
of personal identity at a decisive stage of 
maturation and development. When the 
message is that women are capable of less, 
this incorrect conception can also accompany 
them later in their lives. 

Consequently, blocking the possibility 
of trying out for combat positions means 
constructing a thick, unbreakable glass ceiling 
above the heads of all female soldiers and 
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officers in the IDF, both during their service 
and afterwards. 

Beyond these considerations, opening 
all positions to women also benefits the IDF. 
The Segev report discussed better utilization 
of resources that would enable the IDF to 
exploit the full potential inherent in women, 
who are half of the population. This is also the 
conception that guides the foreign militaries 
working to increase the number of women 
serving in all positions. 

Implementation and 
Recommendations for the IDF
The right to equal opportunity as part of military 
service is a moral and ethical obligation, in 
particular given that the IDF is the people’s 
army and service is mandatory for men and 
women. According to the law, positions can 
only be closed to women when this is necessary 
“due to the nature and essence of the position.” 
As shown in the comparative analysis, most 
Western militaries, after carrying out in-depth 
studies, have concluded that there are no 
positions whose essence and nature “require” 
closing them to women. There is no reason for 
this conclusion not to also apply to positions 
in the IDF.

Just as it is unthinkable that women would 
be denied the opportunity to apply for a certain 
position in civilian life because of their sex, this 
should also be the case in the IDF. The right to 
apply for a position means that whoever is not 
suitable, male or female, will not be accepted. 
Denying women the opportunity to even try 
out for certain positions just because of their 
sex offends the dignity of female soldiers. 
Consequently, it is necessary to cease the 
practice of selections and placements according 
to a person’s sex, based on the model already 
defined in 2007 in the Segev Report as “archaic,” 
and to adopt, as recommended there, a model 
of “the right person in the right place”—as is 
done in most Western forces. 

Physical differences between the average 
man and the average woman do not justify 

blocking the placement of suitable women in all 
positions. This does not mean that the standards 
for acceptance to a position should be lowered, 
rather, that they should be reexamined in order 
to ensure that they suit the requirements of the 
position. In addition, tests should be adopted 
that preserve the ability to predict success in 
the position with minimal gender bias. 

Even if only few women succeed in meeting 
the standards, they should not be denied 
the basic right to equal opportunities just 
because women, on average, do not meet these 
requirements. Furthermore, conclusions should 
not be drawn based on gender assumptions, for 
example, that women are by definition more 
delicate than men. It is also important to refrain 
from the tendency to treat a certain woman 
as representative of all women, such that her 
lack of success is evidence of the limitations of 
women in general, just as the failure of a man 
is not seen as representing the inability of all 
men. Each person should be judged individually. 

Of course injuries of IDF soldiers should be 
reduced as much as possible. However, the 
fear of injuries does not justify preventing the 
enlistment of women in combat units, just as 
it does not impede recruiting men for these 
units. Certainly women should be protected 
from unnecessary harm and injury, and the 
physiological differences between men and 
women should not be ignored. However, as a 
rule, women deserve the same level of protection 
as male soldiers deserve—no more, no less. 

In order to reduce injuries, preliminary 
training should be encouraged, both in pre-
military frameworks and in private frameworks, 
in order to reach a suitable level of fitness; the 
military equipment of female combat soldiers 

Western militaries, after carrying out in-depth 
studies, have concluded that there are no positions 
whose essence and nature “require” closing them 
to women. There is no reason for this conclusion 
not to also apply to positions in the IDF.
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should be adapted to the bodies and needs of 
women; suitable nutrition should be ensured; 
and reports on injuries should be encouraged 
along with professional monitoring of the issue. 

The experience of other militaries shows 
that women function well in combat situations. 
Moreover, because women already serve in 
positions that expose them to the dangers of 
terrorism and combat, it seems that the IDF 
has already crossed the Rubicon on this issue. 
Nor is there justification for treating the death 
or capture of a female soldier as more serious 
than the death or capture of a male soldier. 
Differential treatment of these situations reflects 
outdated conceptions that ignore the right of 
women to decide and fend for themselves. 

Successfully coping with the mental 
stress involved in combat situations requires 
social support, and it is necessary to ensure 
that women receive this support. The key 
is in the hands of unit commanders, and 
senior commanders have responsibility for 
imparting these approaches. An appropriate 
environment and organizational culture that 
encourages the integration of women in units 
must be guaranteed. In addition, the IDF must 
ensure zero tolerance for incidents of sexual 
harassment and sexual assault, and deal harshly 
with such incidents. On this issue the IDF is 
a leader compared to other militaries, and it 
should continue to be a “light unto the nations” 
in this respect. 

Presumably at first only a few women will 
succeed in being accepted into combat units, 
but any social change involves a prolonged 
process. It is necessary to overcome social 
conceptions that are instilled at a young age 
and devise ways to cope with a challenging 
masculine environment. This was the norm 
in every new area where women advanced—
from secretaries to managers, from nurses to 
doctors, and so on. Therefore, a small number of 
candidates cannot justify completely preventing 
the acceptance of women, and the necessary 
adaptations should be made in order to enable 
the placement and service of women. Otherwise 

a vicious circle will develop that perpetuates 
the continued exclusion of women from these 
positions. As time passes, more women will try 
out for combat positions, and more women will 
succeed in completing the training. In order 
for this process to succeed, it is recommended 
that at first these positions only be opened to 
women who are interested in them. Only later 
might the compulsory placement of women in 
such positions be considered.

Any attempt to present the advancement 
of women in the IDF as clashing with the 
advancement of “victory” should be rejected. 
There is no doubt that the purpose of the IDF is 
to protect the security of the country. Blocking 
the path of women to combat units misses 
an opportunity to integrate high-quality and 
highly motivated personnel in these units. The 
integration of suitable and outstanding women 
in all positions, including the opportunities 
inherent in this process—enabling senior female 
officers to integrate afterwards in the decision 
making forums of the IDF—will improve the 
IDF’s capabilities both on the operational 
and strategic levels, and will increase the 
prospects of success in important missions. The 
integration of women in the decision making 
circle is not only justified because women are 
half of the population, but also because studies 
have made clear that the integration of women 
improves decision making processes and their 
results. Consequently, there is no clash between 
the value of equality and success in the IDF 
missions—on the contrary, the integration of 
women in all of the IDF’s units will advance both 
equality and the pursuit of victory.
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An overview of the past decade shows that aside from a few sparks, the 
delegitimization campaign and the attempt to boycott Israel did not succeed in 
igniting serious operational damage—economic or other. This is in part thanks 
to proactive and systematic activity by the State of Israel and civil society 
organizations against the various boycott attempts. However, in-depth examination 
reveals a more significant process for Israel, whereby residual damage from the 
cognitive measures in the delegitimization campaign leads to ongoing harm to 
Israel’s reputation. Over time there could be lasting negative effects, namely, 
injured soft power and impaired strategic leeway, and together these pose a 
danger to Israel’s national security. The government’s overall response must be 
channeled into a large-scale, organized cognitive campaign. Experience in waging 
the campaign against delegitimization teaches that it is necessary to establish 
a governmental authority that operates independently and over the long term, 
receives significant funding of no less than 500 million NIS a year, and includes 
about 100 staff members.
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The Cognitive Locomotive of the 
Delegitimization Train
The campaign to delegitimize Israel as the 
national home of the Jewish people is not 
new. It has existed since the founding of the 
State of Israel, with many instances even before 
the state’s establishment. However, special 
attention should be channeled to the current 
and renewed configuration of the campaign, 
which has been underway especially since 
2001, with the Durban Conference and the 
intensification of the second intifada. 

The delegitimization campaign is waged as 
an integrated, coordinated campaign. Areas of 
activity sometimes appear independent but in 
practice operate together, with deep official 
and unofficial involvement of the Palestinian 
Authority. Among the main areas of activity of 
the delegitimization campaign are the political, 
legal, municipal, economic, academic, and 
cultural realms. In these frameworks, various 
political measures are taken in international 
organizations, attempts are made to impose 
economic, academic, and cultural boycotts, and 
legal steps are taken at international tribunals. 
All these realms rely on another prominent 
dimension that is a kind of amplifier to enhance 
the resonance of the various actions—the 
cognitive realm. 

Several insights have emerged from the 
confrontation in recent years by the Ministry of 
Strategic Affairs and Public Diplomacy against 
the delegitimization campaign regarding the 
character, method, and means used in the 
cognitive realm. We are witnessing a network 
of delegitimization elements working together 
from different locations under a message, a 
shared narrative, and joint cognitive campaigns. 
A significant portion of the campaigns are 
underway in various languages and often 
simultaneously, and are regularly shared among 
the members of this network. Delegitimization 
elements make increased use of various kinds 
of mass media, both traditional and new; focus 
prominently on social media and on instant 
messaging apps; and adapt the messages to 

relevant target audiences so that they speak to 
the values, culture, and background of these 
audiences. 

A  schematic  descr ipt ion of  the 
delegitimization campaign over the past 
two decades should also include the role 
of civil society, which includes a range of 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
dispersed globally. Two central insights led 
to the establishment of the civilian branch to 
promote the campaign to delegitimize Israel. 
One, the initiators of the campaign, a mix of 
pro-Palestinian figures, understood after the 
second intifada that civil society organizations 
have an enhanced role in influencing decision 
makers around the world, and thus should 
work to strengthen the Palestinian presence 
significantly in this realm. Two, there was an 
understanding that the human rights discourse 
(as well as fundraising from countries and 
organizations engaged in this discourse) must 
be led by elements that are not tainted by 
terrorism or other illegitimate activity such as 
expressions of antisemitism, violation of LGBT 
rights, the rights of women, and so on. 

Thus, the leadership of the civilian branch 
of the delegitimization campaign was assigned 
primarily to a new entity that was established 
under a new face: the Boycott, Divestment, 
Sanctions (BDS) movement. However, the new 
face is just that—a facade, as the movement was 
put together by a coalition of known veteran 
Palestinian organizations, some of which are 
connected to terrorist activity. The new entity 
was established on the basis of engagement 
with defined target audiences in a progressive 
and Western human rights discourse, all under 
a clear intention of becoming a civilian, non-
governmental conduit toward liberal audiences 
in the West. 

In effect, the main declared purpose of the 
BDS movement is to induce liberal communities 
to pressure governments, international bodies, 
and brands to impose boycotts and sanctions 
on Israel due to what the movement claims is 
its treatment of the Palestinians. It rejects the 
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existence of Israel as a Jewish state, prioritizes 
the cognitive realm, and constantly makes 
efforts to instill a negative view of Israel. It makes 
frequent use of biased and radical language 
under the guise of universal rights discourse. 
One of the methods identified with the 
movement’s activists is to organize events that 
create media buzz such as confrontations and 
provocations. The reason for the radicalization 
of the discourse and behavior is the need to 
create conditions for negative media coverage of 
Israel, to serve as a basis for political, economic, 
legal, academic, and cultural delegitimization 
activity. 

The activity in the cognitive realm can be 
divided into two types:

The “always-on” campaign is waged on a daily 
basis, using all possible pieces of information 
related to Israel—mainly news items—and 
converting them into negative descriptions 
of the state. The always-on campaign is broad 
and relates to topics such as ongoing security 
activity, government decisions, and political 
meetings, along with more concrete aspects 
such as coping with COVID-19, violence in the 
Arab community, and elections in Israel. 

Ad hoc campaigns serve as a cognitive 
amplifier for concrete measures taken against 
Israel. These include content campaigns that 
aim to pressure a specific body to take a 
decision against Israel, such as municipalities, 
governments, companies, academic bodies, 
cultural personalities, and international 
organizations and tribunals; along with periodic 
campaigns that are carried out when a concerted 
effort is needed to attack Israel surrounding 
various events (key dates in the Palestinian 
calendar, in the Israeli calendar, dates marking 
universal values, international events with 
significant media potential, conferences by 
international organizations), as well as breaking 
events such as a military operation in Gaza.

Despite the differences in how the two 
kinds of campaigns are managed, both make 
use of similar cognitive narratives and shared 
denigrating messages. For example, there is 

coordinated use of the term “apartheid” by 
delegitimization and boycott organizations. For 
two decades, widespread practical use has been 
made of this term: these organizations adapt 
its definition for the purposes of the campaign 
against Israel and empty it of its legitimate 
content while ignoring facts and figures that 
do not support their claim. 

The Campaign against 
Delegitimization
Several government decisions since 2010 
defined the national response to the challenge 
of delegitimization. They outlined the need to 
wage a comprehensive campaign, the principles 
of this campaign, the resources for it, and the 
responsibility of the Ministry of Strategic Affairs 
and Public Diplomacy to lead the campaign 
to deal with delegitimization and BDS. The 
primary political statement that was applied as 
a directive in waging the campaign was sharp 
and clear: to move from defense to offense. 

As a result, a designated task force was 
established, with a single overarching goal: 
countering delegitimization and BDS through 
a combination of research and proactive and 
cognitive activity. This model of task force was 
a first of its kind in the government service, yet 
in 2019 earned the Outstanding Staff Award, 
granted by the Civil Service Commissioner. 

Within the framework of the task force, 
three basic infrastructures were established: 
a global knowledge center for the phenomenon 
of delegitimization and the BDS campaign; a 
civil society network composed of hundreds 
of pro-Israel organizations throughout the 
world; and a proactive cognitive framework 
working among target audiences relevant to 

The main declared purpose of the BDS movement 
is to induce liberal communities to pressure 
governments, international bodies, and brands 
to impose boycotts and sanctions on Israel due to 
what the movement claims is its treatment of the 
Palestinians.
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the campaign. These infrastructures served the 
activity of the campaign in the following areas: 
a.	 Stopping delegitimization actions: As its core 

principle the task force was aimed at the 
need to stop the activity against Israel, both 
ongoing and surrounding key events and 
dates. One example among many was the 
activity that preceded the Eurovision contest 
in 2019 in Israel. At that time the Ministry 
of Strategic Affairs and Public Diplomacy 
thwarted the activity of BDS elements who 
made use of fake social media accounts 
in order to impair holding the contest in 
Israel. The Ministry exposed attempts to 
use fake accounts, bots, and inauthentic 
activity on social media to create artificial 
public pressure on artists to cancel their 
participation in that year’s Eurovision.

b.	 Discontinuing the funding of delegitimization 
organizations: Studies by the Ministry of 
Strategic Affairs showed that for years, 
delegitimization and BDS elements raised 
funds from state sources, philanthropic 
foundations, and crowdfunding campaigns. 
By presenting an ethical facade and using 
human rights discourse, tens of millions of 
dollars were raised each year for activities 
against Israel. Organizations related to 
terrorism and others engaged in antisemitic 
discourse received extensive funding, some 
of it even from countries friendly to Israel. For 
example, in 2019 about five million euros of 
European Union funding for organizations 
promoting BDS was exposed. Following the 
various studies, political dialogue and other 
activities led to the cessation of funding 
for organizations; the issue of monetary 
channels (bank accounts, crowdfunding 
channels) and their legitimacy was also 
addressed: over 50 bank accounts and 
crowdfunding channels of delegitimization 
and BDS organizations were closed. 

c.	 Launching a proactive cognit ive 
infrastructure: The activity of the task force 
to expose the reputation of delegitimization 
and BDS elements yielded facts and figures 

on these elements’ connections with 
recognized terrorist organizations, along 
with behavior of an antisemitic nature. The 
reputation that was exposed contrasted 
with the image that the movement tried to 
cultivate of a non-violent, non-antisemitic 
group advocating human rights. 

		  Organizations’ ties with declared terrorist 
organizations: a comprehensive study along 
with an international campaign in five 
languages, Terrorists in Suits, exposed over 
100 connections of BDS organizations with 
declared Palestinian terrorist organizations: 
Hamas, the Popular Front, and Islamic 
Jihad. Another report that included a case 
study on the issue of European funding 
for an organization suspected of having 
connections with terrorism was published 
in April 2020. 

		  Exposure of conduct of an antisemitic 
nature: A factual report, along with the 
international campaign Behind the Mask, 
presented antisemitic aspects of the BDS 
campaign and included over 80 examples of 
the use of antisemitic expressions by leaders 
and organizations from the BDS movement. 
After the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the Ministry revealed another report that 
presented dozens of antisemitic expressions 
on social media, including statements by 
delegitimization organizations depicting 
Israel and the Jews as responsible for 
spreading COVID-19.

d.	 Backing the pro-Israel network: Despite 
the relatively large number of pro-Israel 
organizations, their persistent commitment 
to the fight against delegitimization, and 
their impressive response to expressions 
of old and new antisemitism, strategic 
analysis suggested that their efforts were 
incoherent. This was in contrast with the 
activity of delegitimization elements, acting 
as a network, with global coordination of 
activity and content. Therefore, a substantial 
need was identified to strengthen the activity 
of organizations in the areas in which there 

https://www.gov.il/BlobFolder/generalpage/manipulating_report240222/en/The big scam.pdf
https://www.gov.il/BlobFolder/generalpage/nativ010819/en/strategic_affairs_nativPDFeng010819.pdf
https://www.gov.il/BlobFolder/generalpage/terrorists_in_suits/en/De-Legitimization Brochure.pdf
https://www.gov.il/BlobFolder/generalpage/blood_money/en/strategic_affairs_bloodM.pdf
https://www.gov.il/en/Departments/General/behind_the_mask
https://www.gov.il/BlobFolder/generalpage/virus_of_hate/en/strategic_affairs_111The-Virus-of-Hate-Delegitimization-and-Antisemitism-Converge-Around-the-Coronavirus.pdf
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was a strategic gap, along with creating 
the organizational platform for bringing 
organizations together into professional 
networks with defined specializations. To 
this end, three global professional networks 
were established, functioning as a platform 
for joint international activity and the sharing 
of knowledge and experience:
i.	 GC4I—a veteran global network of the 

leaders of pro-Israel organizations that 
began its activity about a decade ago

ii.	 DigiTell—a network of bloggers and social 
media influencers

iii.	 LNI—a network of international jurists 
and legal organizations

2021: Cracks in the Delegitimization 
Campaign, and the Residual Damage 
to Israel
An examination of the achievements during 2019-
2021 of the noisy side of the delegitimization 
campaign, the BDS movement, paints a faint 
picture. To a large extent, May 2019 marked 
the breaking point of the movement—the civil 
society branch of the campaign. In the months 
beforehand, organization leaders’ ties to 
terrorism were exposed, the flagship campaign 
to impair the Eurovision contest in Israel was 
thwarted, and leading financial companies 
decided to close dozens of bank accounts and 
crowdfunding of these organizations. That 
month the German Bundestag even declared the 
movement to have antisemitic characteristics. 
This gave further important expression to a 
series of decisions and laws promoted by 
friendly countries against the discriminatory 
activity of the BDS movement. The statements 
and the clear policy led by the leaders of the 
United States, the UK, France, Germany, Canada, 
and other countries prompted serious attention 
among government figures in these and other 
countries, toward stopping both funding and 
activity. 

Since 2019, the BDS movement has not 
succeeded in inflicting its intended economic, 
academic, and cultural damage on the State of 

Israel, except for a few sparks that did not ignite 
substantial fires. Parts of the delegitimization 
network are now dealing with a dual reputation 
problem: the gradual understanding among 
influencers of the connection with Palestinian 
terrorist elements, and the accusation by 
leading Western figures that it is a movement 
with antisemitic characteristics.

The world’s struggle with COVID-19 over 
the past two years has become another hurdle 
that has deepened the emerging cracks in the 
movement. Organizations that were used to 
holding public events such as demonstrations, 
conferences, and meetings were forced to move 
to online activity, in an attempt to create media 
prominence in a period in which news attention 
is focused on the events of the pandemic and 
its consequences. 

The cracks deepened further in the second 
half of 2020, when the Abraham Accords and 
normalization agreements were signed with 
the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Morocco, 
and Sudan. This process drove an ideological 
wedge into the very idea of boycotting and 
rejecting the existence of Israel. A year and a half 
later, these agreements still constitute a core 
issue that the delegitimization organizations 
must face, as the existence of a normalization 
process that includes aspects of trade, tourism, 
and culture between Israel and Arab countries 
makes it difficult for the organizations to enlist 
target audiences in activity against Israel. 

Defying the general trend described is the 
decision in 2021 to open an investigation against 
Israel at the International Criminal Court (ICC) in 
The Hague. This is an unusual event in terms of 
delegitimization, which occurred in the wake of 
a pressure campaign waged by the Palestinian 
Authority along with various delegitimization 
organizations.

It is a welcome development that most of 
the efforts by the delegitimization and BDS 
campaigns to damage Israel have been rebuffed. 
A look back at the State of Israel’s struggle with 
this challenge shows that the lion’s share has 
targeted concrete, immediate activity that 
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could have harmed Israel’s citizens and its 
assets. The political system was called on to 
address the radical concrete uproar that arose, 
and its activity focused on this. Nevertheless, 
a further in-depth look suggests the need to 
direct attention to aggregate and residual 
damage from the waging of the delegitimization 
campaign, especially in cognitive realms. 

Delegitimization elements engage in efforts 
to establish a negative perception of Israel. 
They wage a continuous cognitive war, and, 
as described in the “always-on” campaign, use 
all possible pieces of information connected 
to Israel and convert them into negative 
descriptions of Israel. This compounds the 
negative ad hoc campaigns to support adopting 
resolutions against Israel in civilian and 
governmental forums, institutions, companies, 
and more. A negative campaign against a 
country that is waged over a long time at high 
intensity and in various realms certainly has 
an impact that cannot be ignored. 

The Principles of the Negative 
Campaign against Israel
Negative campaigns are most familiar from 
election campaigns in which candidates sling 
mud at one another, but they also take place 
extensively in other content areas. They occur in 
business struggles in which companies compete 
with rivals in takeover struggles, or in pressure 
groups trying publicly to harm the reputation 
of a governmental or business entity due to a 
decision or policy that it enacts. 

Negative campaigns are also present 
on the state level, usually in a hidden and 
concealed manner. For example, they pervade 
the influence activity by one country against 
a rival or competitor country, in order to 
weaken elements of the national resilience of 

its population; and in the activity of a country 
toward a third country or more, in order to 
create negative momentum toward a rival 
or competitor country (country A influences 
country C regarding its rival, country B). 

There are three basic pillars of a negative 
campaign: 
a.	 Intentionally distributing negative 

information about the entity—person, 
organization, or state

b.	 Adapting the negative messages so that 
they oppose the values of the group that 
the campaign targets

c.	 Attempting to tarnish the public image of 
the attacked entity (public image can be 
defined as reputation, estimation, image, 
or prevailing view)
Examining the principles of the negative 

campaign with respect to the cognitive efforts 
surrounding the campaign to delegitimize Israel 
is instructive. 
a.	 Intentionally Distributing Negative 

Information
	 An extensive network of civil society 

organizations from the Palestinian Authority 
and from countries around the world works 
in coordinated and deliberate manner to 
distribute negative information about Israel. 
A significant portion of the activity takes 
place in the digital arena, with an emphasis 
on social media. The coordinated activity 
makes use of predetermined messages, 
adopts shared narratives, and works 
“glocally”—a global campaign with local 
adaptation to cultural, political, and value-
based characteristics.

		  The distributed information relies on 
monitoring events in and outside Israel 
and providing a biased and sometimes 
false interpretation of them in order to 
present Israel in a negative light, as morally 
lacking, and as an entity that does not 
respect universal principles. Sometimes 
the distributed negative information is not 
related to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and 
does not relate to the core of the issue, but 

A negative campaign against a country that is 
waged over a long time at high intensity and in 
various realms certainly has an impact that cannot 
be ignored.
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is channeled there in a creative manner in 
order to taint Israel’s reputation. 

b.	 Adapting the negative messages to Oppose 
the Values of the Targeted Group 

	 The lion’s share of the cognitive campaign 
against Israel takes place vis-à-vis audiences 
with universal values, usually with an ultra-
liberal worldview. There is coordinated use 
by the vast majority of delegitimization and 
BDS elements of the misleading pair of 
words—“Israel” and “apartheid”—in order 
to mobilize these groups to take action. The 
use of this verbal duo is a kind of binding 
standard for organizations working against 
Israel in various countries. It helps to develop 
discourse, perception, and a basic worldview 
among liberal groups that oppose the 
existence of Israel as a legitimate country, 
using well-known principles from the fields 
of media and psychology for programming 
a language. 

c.	 Tarnishing the Public Image
	 The leaders of the delegitimization campaign 

do not conceal their intention. They state 
their purpose of harming Israel’s image, 
its international portrait, and its branding. 
To them, denigrating Israel or harming its 
public image serves as a tool to create dual 
pressure: inside Israel—on its citizens; and 
outside to the world—on decision makers 
and influences from various fields. 
The results of this kind of negative campaign, 

coordinated and managed over time by 
many actors and with the political assistance 
of the Palestinian Authority, bring about an 
incremental process of denigrating Israel and 
harming its reputation in a variety of fields. The 
negative campaign has a life of its own, and is 
not necessarily dependent on the success of 
the specific measure that it aims to promote or 
support. Thus, even when a legal, diplomatic, 
economic, cultural, or other measure against 
Israel fails, it entails the risk of further erosion 
of Israel’s reputation. 

Harming a country’s reputation does not 
only stop with its public image or branding 

perception. A country’s reputation has significant 
economic, diplomatic, academic, cultural, and 
certainly security value. Over time, the erosion of 
Israel’s reputation by its adversaries, who make 
every effort to present it in a negative light, could 
undermine Israel’s soft power, its non-military 
assets, and its ability to maneuver in various 
international fields. In the long run, it is also 
necessary to examine what the implications 
of the erosion of its reputation are for aspects 
of Israel’s national security—particularly when 
the support of international public opinion is 
needed, and in turn, the support of national 
leaders for military activity.

More specifically, over time a kind of blind 
spot is created, with the attention dedicated to 
delegitimization and boycott events, and less 
toward the cumulative process of a tarnished 
reputation. The point is not that Israel should 
not deal with significant and exceptional 
delegitimization events and expressions, such 
as with regard to the International Criminal 
Court in The Hague. On the contrary, Israel 
should continue to take action against these, 
but greater attention should be dedicated to 
the cumulative damage and less to concrete 
delegitimization attempts. 

Fighting the Negative Campaign 
Efforts should focus on fighting the negative 
campaign against Israel for several reasons:
a.	 Over time, the impact of the negative 

campaign is greater than the consequences 
of concrete delegitimization or boycott 
events. 

b.	 The negative campaign is not about to die 
down. Given the political-military situation in 
the Middle East and due to the involvement 
of additional actors at the helm of the 
campaign, such as Iran, Hamas, and Turkey, 
the negative campaign will continue and 
increase. 

c.	 The governmental response that exists today 
is insufficient for coping with the challenge 
of the harm to Israel’s reputation, for two 
main reasons: the decentralization of the 



138 Strategic Assessment | Volume 25 | No. 1 | March 2022

State of Israel’s cognitive, public diplomacy, 
and influence frameworks among various 
governmental bodies does not enable 
focused, effective, and long-term activity; 
and the cessation of the national task force 
for countering delegitimization, which had 
succeeded in stopping a significant portion 
of the cognitive activities on the part of 
delegitimization actors. The government 
decision in July 2021 to close the Ministry 
of Strategic Affairs and Public Diplomacy 
caused this area of activity to be transferred 
to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

Recommendations: Campaign 2.0—
for Israel’s Reputation
Coping properly with a negative campaign 
against Israel over time requires a version 
update with respect to the activity that has 
taken place so far in the struggle against 
delegitimization. The potential damage of 
an expansion of the negative campaign, and 
the currently insufficient response, requires 
updating policy and action for building the 
necessary infrastructure to reduce possible 
significant damage in the future. 

Launching a change requires a clear political 
directive to take focused action on the issue, 
similar to the directive given by the political 
leadership and previous government decisions 
on the struggle against delegitimization. These 
constituted a clear state platform for building 
the basic infrastructure and formulating 
the areas of activity defined in the counter-
campaign. Similarly, the version update must 
include new conceptualizations and cognitive 
methods that correspond with the values of 
a universal-digital world; an updated long-
term strategy; and implementation with senior 
political backing and adequate resources. 

The State of Israel must wage a large-scale 
cognitive campaign to create a positive discourse 
with diverse, segmented target audiences 
around the world. This requires ongoing 
proactive activity that relies on an orderly 
strategy, expert personnel infrastructure, and 
interreligious and cross-cultural partnerships, 
with a prominent focus on the digital realm. 

Waging a large-scale cognitive campaign: 
The existence of a unique and focused mission 
conducted as an orderly campaign requires a 
management body. Focus, professionalism, 
quick response, creativity, operational 
capability, information processing capability, 
and knowledge management are among 
the qualities needed for waging a large-
scale cognitive campaign. The experience 
accumulated from waging the campaign to 
counter delegitimization shows that the task 
force model has similar characteristics to what 
is needed in this campaign. 

Creating a positive discourse with diverse, 
segmented target audiences: Along with 
engaging in a constant positive discourse with 
various population groups, it is necessary to 
focus on three main target audiences:
a.	 Liberal Judaism: Recent studies indicate the 

distancing of American Jews from Israel, 
especially among young people and liberals, 
and increased criticism of Israel’s policies. 
Based on this, Jewish organizations with a 
radical leftist agenda have become close 
allies in the delegitimization campaign 
and of BDS organizations. In turn, the latter 
make use of this distancing and frequently 
develop public and digital partnerships 
and joint campaigns with these Jewish 
organizations. Therefore, it is necessary to 
deepen existing joint activity with liberal 
Jewish organizations, activity that enables 
a liberal discourse, including a renewed 
discourse with Jewish organizations that 
express constructive criticism of Israel’s 
policy. This activity should expand beyond 
the younger generation, which is the current 
focus of governmental projects.

Coping properly with a negative campaign against 
Israel over time requires a version update with 
respect to the activity that has taken place so far in 
the struggle against delegitimization.
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b.	 Arab audiences: The importance of the 
Abraham Accords for creating a renewed 
discourse with Arab audiences throughout 
the Middle East and in general cannot be 
overstated, even while delegitimization 
elements continue to wage a vocal campaign 
against the agreements. Two integrated axes 
of operation should be examined in this 
context: cognitive activity, by conveying the 
message of normalization to audiences of 
Arab influencers and forming partnerships 
with Arab civil society; and active operation, 
by continuing to expose the activities of 
radical elements that are trying to sabotage 
the fruits of normalization.

c.	 Influencers and young people: Over the past 
two decades there has been a sharp change 
when it comes to engaging in discourse 
and influencing cognition. User-generated 
content in the digital realm has for a while 
now been used as a preferred replacement 
for the traditional media. It is necessary 
to engage in discourse with those leading 
the discourse. These are influencers who 
mobilize a very large group of followers to 
a value-based and image-oriented action; 
a considerable portion of them are young 
people with an especially prominent 
presence on various social media platforms. 
Conducting ongoing proactive activity: A 

response to the negative campaign will require 
action in two parallel spheres: constant efforts 
over time, on a daily basis, in accordance 
with goals and objectives that derive from 
the strategic plan (“always-on”); along with 
proactive periodic activity in which it is 
necessary to continue to take action against 
those trying to harm Israel by stopping activity, 
stopping funding, and exposing problematic 
reputations. 

Formulating an up-to-date, long-term 
strategy: This requires establishing a diverse 
planning team composed of experts from various 
fields—the media, advertising and branding, 
intelligence, technology, management, culture, 
and psychology. Inter alia, the team should 

address: the extensive technological changes 
affecting how to engage in the discourse, and 
methods of influence due to the centrality of 
digital media; the leading universal values in 
the global discourse; the ongoing activity of the 
rival campaign; and existing and potential new 
partnerships for Israel. It is also necessary to 
examine new, up-to-date conceptualizations, 
such as influence (as a results-based index) 
instead of public diplomacy (as a performance 
index). 

Building a team of experts: The success of the 
task force depends on the quality and capabilities 
of its manpower. As part of the government 
decision, it is necessary to provide directives 
to the responsible authorities, including the 
Civil Service Commission, to recruit excellent 
position-holders, while employing them in the 
framework of an expert model. 

Forging religious and cultural partnerships: 
Today, civil society plays an important role in 
decision-making processes in many countries. 
Furthermore, civil society organizations that 
work as a network of organizations can influence 
processes and public discourse. Therefore, it is 
necessary to strengthen their activity through 
joint activity platforms, periodic meetings, 
and roundtable events—while providing 
information, knowledge, and resources, and 
developing a shared strategy. In tandem, it 
is necessary to encourage independent non-
governmental partnerships in civil society, by 
situating Israeli organizations and individuals as 
leaders of the discourse with their counterparts 
around the world. In the sphere of religious 
organizations, it is necessary to renew and 
strengthen ties with evangelical Christian 
communities and others; and to take advantage 
of the regional normalization to advance a 
new civilian-religious discourse with Muslim 
communities. 

Focusing on the digital realm: During the 
past decade, information and knowledge 
consumption habits have undergone far-
reaching changes due to technological 
developments. As a result, the digital realm 



140 Strategic Assessment | Volume 25 | No. 1 | March 2022

has become a dominant channel of influence in 
shaping perception. Possessing quick response 
capability, developing viral content, creating 
interesting and accessible content, and enlisting 
audiences to take action while engaging in 
discourse require allocating most of the 
resources of the proposed cognitive campaign 
to the digital realm. Proper strategic planning 
will require future attention to additional 
evolutionary changes that could occur in the 
coming years in the digital realm that would 
make it even more central than it is today.

To wage a large-scale cognitive campaign, 
the political leadership must work to create 
an independent authority that will operate 
according to the model of a cognitive task force. 
Past experience in establishing national cognitive 
frameworks teaches us that the existence of an 
independent authority is essential, both due 
to the multiplicity of governmental actors in 
the fields of cognition and public diplomacy 
and due to the need to implement a multi-year 
strategic plan whose success depends in part 
on its ability to survive despite future political 
shocks. The implementation of this plan also 
depends on that authority not engaging in the 
State of Israel’s ongoing daily international 
public relations, but rather operating in the 
strategic sphere and in the long term.

Experience also teaches us that operating 
diverse international cognitive frameworks in 
various languages as part of broad partnerships, 
certainly in digital realms, requires significant 
funding, no less than half a billion NIS per year, 
and the allocation of about 100 staff members as 
part of the authority. Despite the high budgetary 
cost, it should be seen as a mandatory and 
necessary investment in the future, certainly 
with regard to the realm of risk to Israel’s 
reputation and its potential consequences. 

Conclusion
The experience acquired by the State of Israel 
in its struggle against delegitimization efforts 
and boycotts could be used in the continued 
struggle against the ongoing negative campaign 
waged against it. It should be expected that 
the negative campaign will continue and even 
increase, led by state actors and a broad civil 
society network.

The aspirations and intentions of the 
elements of delegitimization and boycotts 
to cause Israel severe damage have not 
succeeded. Most of them failed while leaving 
residual damage. Therefore, as with previous 
government decisions on systematic coping 
with the challenge of delegitimization, it is now 
necessary to transition to cope systemically 
with the residual damage of delegitimization: 
the harm to Israel’s reputation. Based on the 
experience accumulated, it is necessary to 
define new policy guidelines, and to allocate 
senior state attention, significant resources, 
and skilled human resources to a cognitive 
task force that will operate within the model 
of an independent authority.
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Richard Haass is troubled by the fact that 
students in the United States can complete 
their studies at the best universities without 
understanding the world, globalization, 
and economics, or even how the American 
administration works. His declared purpose 
in this book is to “provide the basics of what 
you need to know about the world, to make 
you more globally literate” (p. xviii).

Haass’ observation is correct. A massive 
amount of information is available about each 
of the issues that capture the headlines or those 
that occupy us on a daily basis— health, security, 
employment, food, housing, technology, and 
climate. However, not all of us understand how 
the price of a product or service is determined, 
the government’s role in setting the price, or 

how climate agreements will affect our lives 
over the next fifty years. 

In order to provide the essential basic 
information, Haass joins the process of 
Wikipedia-ization, which in turn has become 
a process of Twitterization of knowledge, or 
in brief, its minimization. And herein lies the 
dilemma—if in fact there are readers prepared 
to invest the time and effort in reading Haass’ 
introduction on understanding the world, and 
if they then achieve a better understanding. For 
example, it is pretentious to assume that anyone 
who reads a few pages about the world economy 
(pp. 215-239) will understand how it functions. 
Even after reading these chapters, readers will 
not know how the fiscal and monetary policy 
of the United States affects global prices of 
products and services. Indeed, Haass himself 
recognizes that in three hundred pages it is 
impossible to investigate subjects fully, and at 
the end (pp. 309-313) and in the enlightening 
endnotes (pp. 315-370) he refers readers to 
more in-depth reading. 

The book has four parts. The first part gives 
a summary of history, that is, what Haass 
considers important for readers to know in order 
to have a better understanding of today’s world. 
Haass starts with a brief mention of the Treaty 
of Westphalia, which defined the principles 
of state sovereignty, recognition of borders, 
rejection of force as a way of changing them, and 
non-intervention in internal matters. Although 
this treaty has been breached innumerable 
times since 1648, Haass is right to choose this 
point in time for the start of his short journey 
through modern political history (p. 11), and 
here he follows Henry Kissinger, who in 2014 
published his book World Order, which stresses 
the importance of the Treaty of Westphalia.

The two World Wars are surveyed by Haass 
in 15 pages. Both, and particularly the Second 
World War, shaped the world and still have an 
influence on its development. The political 
boundaries in the Middle East were drawn at 
the height of the First World War, as were the 
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subsequent treaties (most of which are not 
mentioned in the book), and the League of 
Nations—the first version of the United Nations—
was established after this war. Phenomena such 
as Nazism, the semi-mad leader who drags the 
masses into internal and international wars, the 
sense of national affront as a motive for war—
perhaps the first version of fake news—these 
and others underlying the two World Wars and 
contemporary international events receive only 
partial and insufficient mention, particularly 
for a basic guide to understanding the world. 

With the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the 
end of the Cold War, which developed in the 
wake of the Second World War, the question 
arises whether that was just the end of the 
first stage, and we are witnessing the start of 
the second stage, with the United States once 
again positioned as the leader of the free world 
against a coalition of countries led by China 
and Russia. In the current stage, the rivals have 
not yet defined the geographical borders of the 
struggle, or decided whether these borders 
include only central Europe and the Asian side of 
the Pacific, or whether the struggle focuses only 
on areas of influence with the aim of controlling 
markets and resources. As other countries join in 
the activity there is also a danger of the struggle 
spreading to these areas.

In view of the emergence of Cold War 2.0, it is 
possible to understand why Haass devotes two 
pages to Ukraine (pp. 79-80) and several pages 
to Taiwan (mainly pp. 89-93) in the second part 
of the book, which deals with various regions 
of the world. Haass stresses the lack of logic, 
whether economic or strategic, that guides 
China’s relations with the United States and puts 
the two powers in opposition to one another 
(p. 94).

With respect to Russia-United States 
relations, there is also the question whether 
the decisions to preserve NATO even after the 
collapse of the Soviet empire and to bring 
Ukraine into this organization are correct. Haass 
leaves this question open, which suggests that 
he too wonders whether it could be the basis of 
a deal to prevent the danger of losing control 
over the growing tension between Russia on 
one side, and the US and its NATO allies on 
the other. 

Readers who use this book as a basic guide 
will not understand how political systems in 
the United States, China, and Russia function. 
For example, after reading the book, it is highly 
probable that even an American university 
graduate will not know about the constitutional 
dispute over who in the United States has the 
authority to declare war. 

The chapter on the Middle East does not add 
to the basic knowledge of the typical reader of 
newspapers. The spotlight that Haass shines 
almost exclusively on the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict in his review of global problems 
and disputes is somewhat exaggerated. It is 
interesting to note his prediction in this regard, 
that the current Israeli occupation will continue, 
“or a version of it where Israel annexes certain 
territories where settlements are concentrated 
while Palestinians have a degree of self-rule in 
remaining parts of the West Bank and Gaza” (p. 
121). But although Haass has served in senior 
positions in the US State Department and the 
National Security Council, he does not express 
his opinion of this forecast or its chances of 
being acceptable to the United States and the 
international community.

Haass identifies the end of the era of American 
influence in the Middle East and attributes it to 
President Obama’s failure to react to the use of 
chemical weapons by the Syrian regime, which 
crossed a red line defined by the President 
himself, and President Trump’s failure to react 
to the Iranian attack on Saudi oil installations. 
According to Haass, even after the elimination 
of the commander of the Iranian Revolutionary 

Haass identifies the end of the era of American 
influence in the Middle East and attributes it to 
President Obama’s failure to react to the use of 
chemical weapons by the Syrian regime.
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Guards, Qassem Soleimani, there are still 
doubts in the region over the commitment of 
the US. Haass does not critique the emerging 
phenomenon of weakening American influence 
or its effect on the growing chaos in the region, 
to which he refers in the last part of the book. 
Nor is there a short analysis of the region’s 
economic and water problems, which could lead 
to outbreaks of violence like the Arab Spring. 
He also notes that the Arab League consists 
of 22 members (p. 128) but does not mention 
that almost a third of them do not function 
any more as sovereign states, and this in effect 
ignores a situation that poses implicit risks to 
international order and stability. His forecast 
for the region’s future is fairly gloomy.

The third part of the book deals with 
the global age, in which Haass analyzes the 
problems and main issues facing humanity, 
and it is not an easy task to refer to all of 
them. He rightly points to the revolution in 
communications and compares the time—an 
entire month—that elapsed between America’s 
Declaration of Independence in 1776 and the 
arrival of the news in London, to the immediacy 
of communications in 2015, referring to the first 
time that a US President mentioned a foreign 
leader on Twitter, in this case, the Pope (p. 
160). Haass notes the problems created as a 
result of the multiplying ways of transmitting 
information and opinions and the speed at 
which this happens. In particular, he stresses the 
desire of certain countries to control the content 
of information flowing to their citizens and the 
means used, maintaining that “ideas often have 
a way of entering even closed societies” (p. 163).

Terror is not a new phenomenon in modern 
history, but in recent decades it has changed 
the lives of many in the global population, and 
combating it has become a financial burden. 
Haass’s reference to the subject is too general, 
and ignores, for example, the ideologies and 
geographical locations of movements that 
champion terror.

Nuclear weapons proliferation and the 
dilemmas that it poses command much 

attention from Haass, for example, in his 
analysis of the problematic nature of a balance 
of nuclear fear and its consequences. Haass 
decidedly rejects the idea, because of the 
possibility of errors of judgment, the risk that 
nuclear weapons could fall into the hands of 
terror organizations, and their use by elements 
that are prepared to sacrifice their lives and 
certainly the lives of others to achieve their 
goals. His statement that the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty is “an honor code system in a world of 
honor where people are not always honorable” 
(p. 176) supports the position of Israel, one of 
the three nuclear countries (together with India 
and Pakistan) that have not signed the treaty. 
On page 179 Haass also quotes an American 
source that gives a number for Israel’s nuclear 
warheads.

The book was written and published before 
the resumption of talks in Vienna focusing on 
the possible return of the United States to 
the framework of the agreement with Iran 
(JCPOA) and it therefore does not mention 
the negotiations. Still, the author has very 
interesting ideas about potential alternatives—a 
renewed agreement with a high ceiling 
for Iranian capabilities; an attack on these 
capabilities that could lead to escalation; or a 
situation that could drag other countries into 
the nuclear arms race (p. 178).

Haass’ forecast about climate change 
and the global fight against it, to which he 
justifiably devotes an extensive chapter, is not 
optimistic. Coal, the most polluting energy 
source, will continue to be the source of 20 
percent of global energy until 2040 (p. 188), and 
the conduct of various countries, mainly India 
and China, regarding the use of coal reinforces 
this assessment. As with other topics in the 
book, Haass stresses the essential weakness 
of the international handling of the climate 
issue. The declarations of various countries 
express intent rather than commitment, and in 
any case there is no international enforcement 
mechanism. Reading this chapter of the book 
strengthens the view that this will be one of the 
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central issues for humankind in the 21st century, 
and it is possible that ecological disasters will 
hasten the processes, still slow, of minimizing 
the damage that human beings inflict on their 
environment. 

Groups of creatures, and particularly human 
societies, have always moved around the globe, 
whether compelled to do so or voluntarily, but 
it appears that the size and frequency of waves 
of migration have been especially prominent 
over the past hundred years. Most have involved 
refugees from war and from the rule of dictators 
such as Stalin in Russia or Bashar Assad in 
Syria, but Haass concludes that “it is only a 
matter of time before climate change becomes 
the greatest cause of refugee flows” (p. 198). 
A shortage of water will drive refugees from 
deserts to more fertile areas, while the rise in 
sea level due to global warming will drive people 
away from coastal areas to higher land. These 
and other insights do not yet translate into 
political, legislative, and economic planning, 
and certainly not at an international level, but 
the time for systemic thinking about these issues 
is drawing closer.

Systemic thinking on cyber issues already 
exists, although not at the international level. In 
his chapter on this subject (pp. 201-207), Haass 
points out that there is still no international 
regulation of cyberspace, and even if this is 
achieved, it will be difficult if not impossible 
to implement, when there are disagreements 
even among friendly countries on matters of 
principle such as the protection of privacy (p. 
205). Haass correctly assesses that this is one 
of the central issues for the 21st century, but 
adds little to the debate and does not mention 
names such as Google, Facebook, WeChat, or 
on the other hand, Quantum.

The absence of an effective international 
mechanism is also damaging to how the 
international community handles global health 
issues such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Haass 
even comes close to blaming China and the 
World Health Organization for the failure to 
prevent the outbreak (p. 209).

Haass’ explanations of the international 
economic system are too general and will not 
help readers understand developments in 
this sphere. However, it is interesting that he 
argues that the United States was wrong not 
to join the Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership, 
because this has enabled China to enter the 
resulting vacuum and set up its own Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (pp. 
226-227). Haass does not expand about the 
economic competition between the United 
States and China and its implications for the 
world economy. For example, he fails to mention 
two huge ventures, the Belt & Road Initiative 
and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, 
which have become tools for economic and 
political influence in Asia. In his reference to the 
subject of direct foreign investment (pp. 228-
229), Haass also fails to mention the concrete 
danger of this economic instrument and its 
exploitation by China for purposes that are 
not purely economic in some of the countries 
that are targets for Chinese investment. Nor is 
there any reference in this chapter to matters 
such as the impact of international crime, the 
drug trade, and money laundering.

The fourth and final part of the book deals 
with the world order or lack thereof. Order is 
oxygen and its absence is chaos. The failure of 
the attempt to create a world order after the 
First World War was partly responsible for the 
Second World War, while the Cold War remains 
cold precisely because the two rival powers 
have created tools to maintain order (p. 255). 
Haass characterizes the current period with 
the term “disarray.” His examples of a region 
suffering from anarchy or chaos—the wars 
involving Iraq between the years 1980-2003, 

Throughout the book Haass clarifies his preference 
for a liberal world order, guided by the camp of 
democratic countries led by the United States.
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the Arab Spring, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
and Iran’s efforts to achieve nuclear weapons 
and strategic positions all over the region—are 
important examples to illustrate the idea of 
lack of order.

In this context, Haass’ observation on the 
failure of the attempt to create a mechanism 
for global governance is correct. Neither the 
UN as a whole nor specifically the Security 
Council has succeeded in this task because 
none of the powers in the period following 
the Second World War would renounce any 
elements of their power, or as Haass writes: 
“Institutions are never more influential than the 
degree to which their principal members are 
prepared to agree and act in collaboration” (p. 
274). Global governance may not exist, but it is 
impossible to avoid the regulatory contribution 
of international organizations such as the 
International Civil Aviation Organization, and its 
counterpart IATA, the International Air Transport 
Organization, which successfully regulate 
one of the most complex global issues, with 
aspects involving politics, the economy, and 
security. Haass underestimates the importance 
of international economic institutions such 
as the International Monetary Fund in setting 
economic standards to prevent the financial 
collapse of several countries. He also fails to 
mention other organizations that regulate global 
banking cooperation, or bitcoin and other digital 
currencies as possible currencies of the future, 
with their advantages and disadvantages.

In conclusion, throughout the book Haass 
clarifies his preference for a liberal world order, 
guided by the camp of democratic countries 
led by the United States. He admits that order 
is not the natural state of international relations 

(p. 303), but it has existed since the Second 
World War. Now it is unravelling due to “the 
decline in America’s relative power along with its 
increasing reluctance in recent years to lead and 
in some cases even remain on the international 
stage” (p. 297). His recommendation, aimed 
mainly at Washington, is for the United States to 
try to rebuild its status as a constructive actor, 
cautious in the use of force and aggressive use 
of its economy, and above all, to return to the 
use of multilateral organizations and tools. Here 
Haass levels stinging criticism on the conduct 
of the Trump administration: “It is one thing 
for a world order to unravel slowly; it is quite 
another for the country [i.e., the United States] 
that had a large hand in designing and building 
it to take the lead in dismantling it” (p. 302).

Even though Haass was forced to flatten 
subjects in order to write this practical book as a 
basic guide for readers who want to understand 
important issues in greater depth than appears 
in the headlines, I recommend reading it. To 
the author I will say that the life span of a book 
on the front shelf of bookstores depends on 
keeping abreast of the changing and multiplying 
events that affect the global picture; otherwise, 
the current edition may be revealed as irrelevant 
in another two years.
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on these issues (Daalder, 2000; Moss, 2002, pp. 
49-61; Osiewicz, 2021).

A Vanishing West in the Middle East analyzes 
the transatlantic relationship and addresses 
an issue that is less in the spotlight in Middle 
East studies: a multi-dimensional historical 
perspective from the end of the Cold War to the 
present (1990-2021) on the shaky relationship 
between the United States and European 
countries. The book seeks to contribute to the 
academic literature and to policymakers and 
decision makers. Author Charles Thépaut is a 
political and diplomatic adviser who served as 
a foreign policy adviser at the French Embassy 
in Berlin, and when he wrote the book was a 
research fellow at the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy. His biography and training 
align the book with a relatively new trend that 
has emerged primarily in the last decade: a 
genre that provides a platform for diplomats, 
national security advisers, and political advisers 
in the practicing and consulting worlds, who try 
to use their practical experience to analyze an 
academic issue (see, e.g., Chivvis, 2014; Freilich, 
2018; Wieland, 2021).

The emphasis in this genre is on the practical 
solution of complex research problems with an 
emphasis on the human component in conflict 
management and decision making associated 
with security and foreign policy. In general this 
is a welcome trend that can enrich research and 
build important bridges between academia and 
the world of decision makers. Thépaut’s book is 
a worthy addition to this genre, and his training 
makes him the right man in the right place. His 
approach has several advantages: First, the 
content not only gives readers an alternative 
perspective on the subject but also—as the title 
of the book implies—links the slow and safe 
retreat of Americans from the Middle East to 
that of the Europeans, and deals with the need 
to redefine the impact of international politics 
on the region. A second advantage is that the 
quality of the book is also evident in that it is 
well written in flowing and fluent prose, which 
invites a diverse readership: academics, policy 

The Middle East between the 
United States and Europe

Eldad Ben-Aharon
University of Groningen, The Netherlands

A Vanishing West in the Middle East: 
The Recent History of U.S.-Europe 
Cooperation in the Region
by Charles Thépaut
I. B. Tauris, 2022
247 pages 

The issue of American-European cooperation 
on the Middle East resurfaces every few years, 
usually with the election of a new American 
president, and especially with the change from 
a Republican to a Democratic administration. 
This was the case, for example, in early 2021 
with the inauguration of Joe Biden as President 
of the United States after the Trump era, which 
nurtured expectations on the continent for a 
renewal of transatlantic harmony. The prevailing 
assumption is that a Democratic president 
is interested in meaningful transatlantic 
cooperation that benefits foreign policy based 
on democratic-liberal values ​​and the protection 
of human rights, as opposed to a Republican 
president, who is likely to be more reserved 
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A Vanishing West in the Middle East analyzes the 
transatlantic relationship and addresses an issue 
that is less in the spotlight in Middle East studies: a 
multi-dimensional historical perspective from the 
end of the Cold War to the present (1990-2021) on 
the shaky relationship between the United States 
and European countries. 

experts, and the general public will find that 
the book is easy to read. Yet while Thépaut’s 
book seeks to contribute to the discourse 
and academic literature, the content and the 
ambitiousness of the research do not always 
meet a high academic standard that presents 
an innovative argument based on a variety of 
primary sources, provides important historical 
background to readers, positions itself well 
within the scholarly debate, and offers empirical 
research and a defined structure.

Thépaut’s introduction (pp. 1-5) outlines the 
thematic framework of the book, the timeline, 
and the central discussion to which the book 
seeks to contribute. The research focuses on the 
changes that have taken place since the end of 
the Cold War in the transatlantic relationship in 
terms of cooperation between the United States 
and Europe in three areas: strategy, institutional 
cooperation, and operational cooperation (p. 
2). The book’s main thesis is that despite the 
squabbles between the Americans and the 
Europeans, the dialogue between the parties 
must be renewed in light of the events of the last 
two decades, which include the Arab Spring and 
the intrusion of new powers—China, India, and 
Russia. These powers used the large vacuum left 
by the United States and European countries to 
change the geopolitics of the region. Thépaut 
also seeks to clarify that in light of such large 
gaps between the United States and Europe, 
the “West” cannot be related to as a single body 
shaping international relations in the Middle 
East, and we must rethink how this reality 
shapes the contemporary Middle East (p. 5).

The book includes five main chapters: the 
first chapter deals with the years 1990-2011 
and focuses on the asymmetrical relationship 
between the United States and Europe, 
emphasizing American hegemony that made 
it the only power in international politics after 
the collapse of the communist bloc. The chapter 
is spread over a particularly extensive time 
frame, and it might have been better to split it 
into two shorter chapters. The second chapter 
discusses the years 2011-2021 and deals with 

the Arab Spring and the withdrawal of the 
United States and the West from the Middle 
East. Then there is an unexpected change in 
the structure of the chapters: the third chapter, 
entitled “The New Middle East Geopolitics,” is 
not about a concrete time frame, but about 
how other powers (non-Western, such as China 
and India) fill the void left by the United States 
and European countries. The fourth and fifth 
chapters continue in this vein and likewise deal 
with a particular subject, rather than a specific 
time period. The fourth chapter, ”Heading in 
Opposite Directions,” deals, as the title implies, 
with the opposing directions that the Americans 
and Europeans pursued after the Arab Spring 
in their approach to the Middle East. The final 
chapter, entitled “Toward Western Humility 
in the Middle East,” serves as a kind of brief 
policy paper that provides practical advice 
to decision makers in the United States and 
Europe—how to continue to work together 
despite the challenges of cooperation and the 
trend of American forces leaving the Middle 
East. Notwithstanding the pessimistic and 
realistic claim of the book, this chapter attempts 
to illuminate the possibility of transatlantic 
collaboration positively in light of the common 
challenges.

There are two main areas where the author’s 
message could be sharpened. First is the 
need to provide a broader historical context 
to readers, which can reinforce the starting 
point of the discussion throughout the book. 
It is important to emphasize that the tension 
and asymmetry between the Americans and 
Europeans discussed in the first chapter did 
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not start unexpectedly in 1990. In the rich and 
fascinating literature on the Cold War, one of 
the main discussions deals with the question 
of what ended the Cold War in the late 1980s. 
One of the more well-known and accepted 
claims is that these were the reforms of Mikhail 
Gorbachev, who promoted perestroika and 
glasnost (Brown, 2007; Lévesque, 2004; Odom, 
2004). 

However, there are competing explanations 
that are relevant to Thépaut’s book: one of 
them focuses on the tension and rift created 
between Brussels and London and Washington 
over military and economic priorities in the 
transatlantic alliance. These tensions between 
the United States and West European countries 
grew in the early 1980s, along with a deep chasm 
between the parties after three decades of 
close cooperation. The United States, led by 
Reagan and his deputy Bush Sr., teamed up 
with Britain led by Margaret Thatcher (“The 
Iron Lady”) to present an uncompromising 
neoliberal approach: they sought to accelerate 
the arms race against the Soviets in the last 
campaign of the Cold War. Reagan and Thatcher 
“smelled Soviet blood” and the weakness of the 
Kremlin as well as the rebel forces in Eastern 
Europe, and sought to wage a final campaign to 
exhaust the Soviets, realizing the magnitude of 
the economic crisis of the communist bloc. In 
a famous 1983 speech to the American nation, 
Reagan called the Soviet Union “the evil empire” 
and coined the term to be remembered for 
many years. The thought then was that a final 
arms race might overthrow the communist bloc. 
As is well known, Reagan, Bush, and Thatcher 
were not wrong.

On the other hand, there was growing 
criticism in West European countries that did 
support joining the arms race of the 1980s, 
after almost unreservedly supporting American 
positions throughout the years of the inter-bloc 
struggle. The voices heard from Western Europe 
argued that another arms race is unnecessary 
and puts these countries in a pointless economic 
and military tailspin (Brooks & Wohlforth, 2004; 
Young, 2010, p. 293). As can be learned from 
the lively discourse in the literature on the end 
of the Cold War, the years 1985-1990 were an 
important milestone in shaping the perception 
of the major actors mentioned in Thépaut’s 
book, and in this spirit their positions have 
been shaped since the end of the Cold War 
and the unipolar era.

When combining the above-mentioned 
tension between Brussels, London, and 
Washington over the Middle East at the end of 
the Cold War with the starting point in Thépaut’s 
book, his analysis is easily understood. As he 
also argues in his conclusions (pp. 243-244), 
Europeans believed that US military and 
strategic policy in the Middle East throughout 
the 1990s was too adventurous and ambitious, 
and the tension in the last decade of the Cold 
War provides a clearer historical connection 
to this conclusion.

A second area inviting improvement 
concerns the manner in which the empirical 
findings are presented and the reference to 
the many personal interviews that the author 
conducted for the purpose of writing the book. 
Thépaut notes that he interviewed more than 
50 different experts, including Dennis Ross, 
Ben Fishman, and Oliver Schmidt (p. 2). This 
is certainly an impressive number of in-depth 
interviews, which gives a meaningful texture 
to the analysis of the core topics of the book. 
For the benefit of academic readers, Thépaut 
would have done well to provide readers with a 
brief methodological explanation as to the use 
of interviews in the content of the chapters. It 
would have been especially intriguing to know 
how they fit in with the rest of the materials 

Thépaut’s book is a worthy contribution to 
the genre of policy advice. Readers will derive 
important insights from it and be exposed to 
lesser-known angles in the discourse in the field of 
international relations and the Middle East.
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he collected, how they were weighted, and 
what the background was for choosing the 
interviewees.

In conclusion, Thépaut’s book is a worthy 
contribution to the genre of policy advice. 
Readers will derive important insights from it 
and be exposed to lesser-known angles in the 
discourse in the field of international relations 
and the Middle East. The book can also be 
interesting and preliminary reading material for 
academic researchers who want to understand 
what the main topics in the book look like from 
the point of view of political advisers and policy 
researchers.

Dr. Eldad Ben-Aharon is a historian of international 
relations and an expert on Israel-Turkey relations 
and the Cold War in the Middle East. He was a 
lecturer in the Department of Middle Eastern Studies 
at the University of Leiden (Netherlands) (2019-
2021) and currently is a lecturer in International 
Relations and Middle Eastern Studies at the 
University of Groningen. Dr. Ben-Aharon is also a 
post-doctoral Minerva fellow at the Institute for 
Peace and Conflict Research in Frankfurt (PRIF). 
His book Israeli-Turkish Relations at the End of the 
Cold War will be published in 2023 by the University 
of Edinburgh. e.ben.aharon@rug.nl
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The Challenges of Resolving the 
Israeli-Palestinian Dispute: An 
Impossible Peace?
by Bren Carlill
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309 pages
Many books written about the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict attempt to explain why the parties 
have not been able to achieve the desired 
peace. Australian scholar Bren Carlill also 
tries to decipher this conundrum in his new 
book, introducing a dichotomous model that 
distinguishes between two conceptions of 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict: territorial and 
existential.

Carlill’s book is divided into five parts. 
The first part presents the theoretical model 
proposed by the author, which distinguishes 
between the territorialist conception and the 
existentialist conception of the conflict. The 
second part introduces the history of the conflict 

up to 1993—the year in which the Oslo Accords 
were signed between the Israeli government and 
the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). The 
third part discusses the Oslo Accords and the 
peace process; the fourth deals with the post-
Oslo era; and the fifth part discusses alternatives 
to the Oslo process model.

When charting the history of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict chronologically, Carlill 
uses a model that distinguishes between the 
territorialist conception of the conflict, which 
sees the conflict as a dispute over territory, and 
the existentialist conception, which identifies 
it as a zero-sum game between the two sides. 
In other words, “territorialists” are those who 
contend that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can 
be resolved through a territorial compromise, 
as opposed to the “existentialists,” who believe 
that there is no peaceful solution to the conflict 
and that peace will come only when one side 
is destroyed.

Through the prism of this distinction, Carlill 
establishes his main argument, namely, that the 
proposed dichotomy helps explain why some 
believe Israeli-Palestinian peace is possible 
and why others argue it is unattainable. Carlill 
analyzes the Oslo Accords with the help of the 
territorialist-existentialist dichotomy, arguing 
that the proponents of the peace process on the 
Israeli side were those who held a territorialist 
approach to the conflict and believed the 
Palestinians shared this approach. In addition, 
Carlill contends that the opponents on the 
Israeli side were divided into those who held 
an existentialist approach to the conflict on 
the one hand, and those who espoused the 
territorialist approach on the other, believing 
that the Palestinians still held an existentialist 
approach to the conflict. In any case, the author 
asserts that the chances of peace will increase 
only when those who hold an existentialist view 
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict are no longer 
influential, and a majority of the two populations 
will support a territorial compromise and be 
willing to take punitive action against those 
who support the existentialist approach.
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“Territorialists” are those who contend that 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can be resolved 
through a territorial compromise, as opposed 
to “existentialists,” who believe that there is no 
peaceful solution to the conflict and that peace will 
come only when one side is destroyed.

Carlill analyzes the ramifications of the 
second intifada in similar fashion, arguing that 
in its wake the Israeli public believed that the 
Palestinians retain existentialist perceptions 
about the conflict. He also examines the 
unilateral option with the help of the dichotomy 
between the territorialist and existentialist 
approaches. Thus, Carlill argues that a unilateral 
Israeli withdrawal will not lead to Israeli-
Palestinian peace, as on the one hand, it will 
be interpreted as a result of violence led by the 
existentialists on the Palestinian side, and on 
the other hand, will undermine the Palestinian 
territorialists because the withdrawal will be 
interpreted as a victory for the existentialists, 
who in turn will continue the armed struggle 
against Israel with the aim of liberating all of 
Palestine. 

This is an interesting theoretical model 
that undoubtedly helps to simplify the 
complex issues of the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. However, it is difficult to reduce the 
complexity of this intractable conflict, which in 
practice involves organizations and individuals 
embracing both territorialist and existentialist 
approaches simultaneously. For example, while 
the Palestinians upheld a territorialist approach 
to the conflict by supporting the idea of two 
states, the demand of many to realize the “right 
of return” to Israel itself, and thereby destroy 
the essence of the Jewish state in the long run, 
stems, according to Carlill’s model, from an 
existentialist approach to the conflict. 

In addition, despite the many details 
and range of sources in the book, including 
the widespread use of public opinion polls 
conducted among the Israeli and Palestinian 
populations and the comprehensive 
presentation in the book of the conflict’s core 
issues, it is possible—and desirable—to further 
expand the historical overview of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict that appears in the first 
chapters, in order to establish a wider analytical 
base. Indeed, Carlill does not elaborate on 
important historical events that affected the 
parties to the conflict, such as the Balfour 

Declaration of 1917, an event of historical 
significance to both sides, and the massacre 
in Hebron in 1929—an event still seared in the 
collective memory of Jewish society in Israel.

Moreover, the book relies on basic 
assumptions, some of which are easily refuted. 
One is the recurrent claim that the Fatah 
organization has undergone a conceptual 
transformation (from a perspective of the 
conflict with Israel through the existentialist 
lens to the territorialist lens), and therefore 
the organization is no longer interested in 
destroying Israel. In practice, it seems that 
many will disagree with the author’s contention, 
raising the arguments of the 1974 PLO stages 
plan; Arafat’s Hudaybiyyah speech in South 
Africa; the absence of an official version of 
the Palestinian National Charter that does not 
include the clauses the Palestinians committed 
to delete; the Oslo Accords as a Trojan horse, 
as they were once called by senior PLO official 
Faisal Husseini; rejections by Arafat and Abu 
Mazen of proposals by Barak and Olmert, 
respectively; indoctrination and incitement 
in the Palestinian education system and media; 
and the Palestinian insistence on the continued 
existence of UNRWA. In this context, those who 
claim that Fatah did not abandon its goal of 
liberating Palestine from the Jordan River to 
the Mediterranean Sea may argue that the 
agreements with Israel are merely a temporary 
tactic, as part of an overall strategy aimed at 
destroying the Jewish state and establishing 
a Palestinian state on its ruins.

Another controversial argument by the 
author is that in order to reach an Israeli-
Palestinian peace agreement, three conditions 
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are needed: Israeli leadership that does not 
depend on a coalition supported by the 
settlement population; a patient Palestinian 
public; and massive financial support of the 
Palestinian Authority by the international 
community (p. 49). In fact, Carlill’s claim is not 
difficult to refute. Regarding the first condition, 
both during the Camp David summit in the 
summer of 2000 and during the Taba talks in 
early 2001, the negotiators on the Israeli side 
were not members of the “settlements’ coalition” 
but the leaders of the center-left bloc (Labor, 
Meretz, and Center Party), who advocated the 
two-state solution and the establishment of a 
Palestinian state over most of the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip. Even then, the Palestinian 
leadership led by Arafat did not accept the 
proposals made by then-Prime Minister Ehud 
Barak—a fact that clearly proves that even an 
Israeli leadership that is not dependent on the 
settlement population cannot guarantee an 
Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement. As for the 
second and third conditions, the painful reality 
has shown that even when the Palestinian public 
is “patient” and even when the Palestinian 
Authority receives enormous financial support 
from the international community, as before 
the outbreak of the second intifada and in its 
wake, until the rise of Trump, it is not peace that 
ensued, but Palestinian violence and terrorism. 

Another argument made by Carlill is that 
regarding their opposition to the establishment 
of a Jewish state in the Mandatory Land of Israel, 
the Palestinians adhered to the national and not 
the religious aspect: “Most Palestinians framed 
their goals in terms of national, not religious, 
objectives. So did the leaders of the Arab world, 
upon which the Palestinians largely relied to 
prevent Israel’s establishment. Thus, among 
pre-1948 Palestinians, national-existentialists 

were dominant” (p. 70). Yet this claim is also 
easily challenged. Many will rightly claim that 
the Palestinians have adhered to religious no 
less than to national opposition. In practice, the 
Palestinian Arab leadership during the British 
Mandate, led by Mufti Haj Amin al-Husseini, saw 
the Jews as people aiming to take over Muslim 
Waqf lands. Moreover, the Mufti, like Yasir Arafat 
in the Oslo process (the Hudaybiyyah speech 
at a mosque in Johannesburg in May 1994 and 
incitement following the opening of the Western 
Wall tunnel) and during the second intifada, 
also emphasized that the Jews were coming 
to take over al-Aqsa Mosque and thus used this 
argument to incite and call for killing Jews. In 
this context, the book invites more detail about 
the violent riots perpetrated by Arabs in 1920 
and 1929, when the religious component was 
central to the Arabs’ decision to use murderous 
violence against their Jewish neighbors in cities 
in Mandatory Palestine. At most it could be 
argued that there was a fusion of the nationalist 
and religious motif, rather than determining 
that the religious aspect was less dominant 
than the nationalist one.

Along with Carlill’s controversial claims 
about Fatah being a partner in peace with 
Israel is the justified criticism of Westerners 
who see the nature of conflicts only from a 
territorial-national angle while ignoring the 
religious component of the conflict (p. 58). 
He even emphasizes that “until Western 
observers, in particular, are fully cognisant 
of the existence and goals of the Palestinian 
existentialists, and thus do everything possible 
to weaken the existentialists’ legitimacy relative 
to Palestinian territorialists, Israeli–Palestinian 
peace is unlikely” (p. 51).

Carlill concludes his book by arguing that the 
status quo will remain for the foreseeable future, 
and that neither side of the conflict, whether 
territorialist or existentialist, has the genuine 
ability and desire to negotiate peace or force 
change. He contends that “failed territorialist 
attempts to change the status quo reduce public 
confidence in their own side’s territorialists, and 

Carlill’s book is an important work designed to 
simplify the understanding of one of the most 
difficult conflicts across the globe.
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increase the perception that the other side’s 
leadership is existentialist” (p. 268).

Carlill’s book is an important work designed 
to simplify the understanding of one of the 
most difficult conflicts across the globe. Even 
if one does not agree with all the claims in the 
book, the author’s attempts to make the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict accessible to readers are 
welcome, both with the help of the dichotomy 
between the territorialist and the existentialist 
approaches, and with a view to the future and 

scenarios toward a possible reconciliation, or 
unfortunately, ongoing management of the 
conflict.

Dr. Ori Wertman is a researcher and lecturer on 
security studies and the Arab-Israeli conflict, 
coordinator of Strategic Assessment at the Institute 
for National Security Studies (INSS), Israel, and 
research fellow at the University of South Wales, 
UK. oriw@inss.org.il
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Soner Cagaptay, a leading researcher of 
contemporary Turkey at the Washington Institute 
for Near Eastern Policy, has written a book of 
wide scope about Turkish foreign policy over 
the past two decades. The book is important 
for the Israeli audience mainly for its emphasis 
on the Middle East, and Israel-Turkey relations 
in particular receive considerable attention. 
Cagaptay’s main argument is that while Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s predecessors 
sought to strengthen Turkey through the West, 
Erdogan sought to make Turkey a stand-alone 
power (pp. xvii, 18-20). According to Cagaptay, 
in many ways Ankara has failed to achieve the 
goal it set for itself (p. 135).

The title of the book, “Erdogan’s Empire,” 
refers to aspects of Erdogan’s attempt to revive 

elements from the Ottoman Empire (a policy 
often referred to as “neo-Ottoman”), but at the 
same time to the personalization of Turkish 
decision making in the Erdogan era. Cagaptay 
argues that like other countries that have had 
empires in the past, the imperial history nurtures 
present aspirations, and politicians such as 
Erdogan use it in manipulative fashion (p. xv). 
For example, in its later period, the Ottoman 
Empire aspired to reform and learn from the 
Western powers first and foremost for the sake 
of restoring its power (p. 9), and not because of 
an external artificial attempt to adopt a secular 
identity that, as Erdogan tries to present it, is 
not “natural.”

In general, the titles of Cagaptay’s books 
from recent years reflect many of the changes 
that have taken place within and in relation to 
Turkey: from the optimism in The Rise of Turkey: 
The First Muslim Power in the 21st Century 
(2014), through The New Sultan: Erdogan and 
the Crisis of Modern Turkey (2017), and most 
recently, Sultan in Autumn: Erdogan Faces 
Turkey’s Uncontainable Forces (2021)—a title 
that reflects the process that has weakened 
Erdogan and harmed Turkey’s status. Even in 
Erdogan’s Empire it is already clear from the 
names of some chapters that Turkey’s ambitions 
have been met with difficult challenges: 
“Europe’s Slap,” “The Syrian Disaster,” and 
“Erdogan’s Arab Fall.”

The first four chapters of the book survey the 
primary characteristics of Turkish foreign policy 
from the late Ottoman period to the events 
of the Arab Spring. The book then examines 
more specific issues, such as Turkey’s bilateral 
relations with the United States during the 
Obama era (with a later chapter on Trump-
era relations), as well as Turkey-Russia and 
Turkey-Iran relations. In general, the book is 
built chronologically from the rise to power of 
the Justice and Development Party in late 2002 
and is updated to the date of publication (2020). 
At the same time, some of the chapters deal 
with thematic issues and move back and forth 
between the years covered. For this reason, the 

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/experts/soner-cagaptay
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Cagaptay’s main argument is that while Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s predecessors 
sought to strengthen Turkey through the West, 
Erdogan sought to make Turkey a stand-alone 
power.

book is less recommended for those who read 
it as an introduction to the period, as the leaps 
forward and back in time can be confusing. On 
the other hand, those who are familiar with the 
developments of the years studied will benefit 
from the breadth of the canvas and richness 
of detail.

Several times the book invites the question, 
what would have happened to Erdogan’s 
imperial aspirations had the Arab Spring not 
erupted in late 2010, or if the regime of Egyptian 
President Mohammed Morsi had not fallen in 
2013. Cagaptay explains Erdogan’s support 
for parties across the Middle East linked to 
the Muslim Brotherhood movement in his 
perception of them as an authentic expression of 
the public will, not based on ideologies coming 
from outside. He believed that in the end they 
would be the ones to rule, similar to what 
happened with the Justice and Development 
Party in Turkey (p. 185). Regarding Syria, the 
book’s approach to the negative impact of 
the events in Syria on Turkish foreign policy is 
striking. The civil war generated a deep crisis 
in relations with the United States (against the 
background of Turkish disappointment that the 
United States did not do enough to overthrow 
the Assad regime and also supported the Syrian 
branch of the Kurdish underground). In addition, 
Russian intervention in the Syrian civil war 
and its ability to preserve the Assad regime 
increased Moscow’s bargaining power against 
Ankara, in part following the crisis surrounding 
the downing of the Russian fighter jet by the 
Turkish Air Force in 2015.

However, the book provides a number 
of convincing arguments that while the 
romanticization of the Ottoman Empire led 
to hubris in Ankara (p. 193), in fact, in many 
countries of the region bad memories of this 
period remained (p. 197). Cagaptay further 
argues that the longstanding Turkish-Egyptian 
rivalry would not have allowed for harmony in 
relations even if Morsi had remained in power 
(p. 187). Considering Turkey’s failures in the 
struggles for control in the Middle East, in 

Chapters 14 and 15 Cagaptay discusses Turkey’s 
efforts in East Africa, the Balkans, the Black Sea, 
and even Central Asia, which he claims were 
more successful (p. 231).

An issue examined extensively in the book 
is Turkey’s relations with Western countries. 
With the author based in Washington, it is not 
surprising that he delves into this issue in depth. 
Cagaptay indicates a change in the prevailing 
perception of Turkey in the United States—from 
a country that has a European identity to one 
that is considered a Middle Eastern country (p. 
283). He also claims that there has been a change 
in Turkey under Erdogan’s rule compared to his 
predecessors: from a country that saw itself 
politically and culturally connected to the West 
to a country that no longer sees it that way, 
but recognizes the importance of economic 
ties with the West and understands that 
without NATO membership it will be Russia’s 
protectorate (p. 271). Along with differences 
from previous leaders in Turkey and in particular 
from Turkish Republic founder Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk, Cagaptay insists that Erdogan is in fact a 
“Kemalist in the closet,” in that he still aspires to 
be recognized by the West as an equal partner. 
In doing so, Cagaptay suggests that not all is 
lost in the future of relations between Turkey 
and Western countries.

The book also discusses extensively Turkish 
foreign policy after the failed coup attempt in 
July 2016. In the context of a narrative that 
Erdogan promoted even before the events of 
2016 (and more so later), Cagaptay makes an 
important argument that Erdogan portrays 
himself as a victim who, for lack of choice, 
oppresses those who try to undermine him (p. 
7). Ankara’s version of this narrative in relation to 
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the international arena is that Erdogan wanted 
to make Turkey a great country again and did 
move in that direction, but the West, because it 
despises Muslims and does not want to see them 
prosper, undermined Turkey’s success (p. 23). 
Russia and Iran’s rapid positioning alongside 
Erdogan after the failed coup attempt, and on 
the other hand, the perception in Ankara that 
the West was hesitant in supporting Erdogan 
after succeeding in thwarting the coup attempt, 
further contributed to Turkey’s distance from 
the West (p. 266). Over time, and in line with 
the “victim narrative,” conspiracy allegations 
have surfaced in Ankara that the United States 
was involved in the coup attempt.

Chapter 12 of the book, “Course Correction,” 
refers to Turkey’s attempt to improve relations 
with a number of countries, including Israel in 
the first half of 2016, given Turkey’s sense of 
isolation in the Middle East. Reading the chapter 
in 2022, when one can once again identify 
Turkey’s attempt to improve relations with 
the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
Israel, Armenia, and Greece, is important. Turkey 
conducts course corrections when it is in a state 
of weakness, but just as the course correction 
in 2016 lasted a few years, so too should it be 
suspected that the current one is temporary. 
This is because it is not clear whether these are 
just tactical changes, while the aspiration, as 

Cagaptay presents it, to become a stand-alone 
power remains the same.

In a country like Turkey, where dramatic 
occurrences seem like a daily event, even a 
relatively new book becomes somewhat dated. 
Thus, in the period studied in the book, the 
sharp decline in the value of the Turkish lira 
has only just begun—a phenomenon that 
accelerated significantly in 2021 with significant 
implications for Turkey. Similarly, the book does 
not yet include the polls showing the marked 
decline in support for Erdogan, to the point of 
potentially losing the 2023 planned presidential 
elections. However, the book outlines well the 
causes of the deterioration and the failures 
of Turkish foreign policy under Erdogan. The 
decline in support for Erdogan also signals 
the need to discuss the day after the end of 
his rule. In Cagaptay’s depiction, it is not yet 
clear how much his legacy will subsequently 
be remembered as “great” (p. 302). What 
the book clearly presents is that Erdogan’s 
imperial aspirations were based on some shaky 
assumptions, and so the difficult situation that 
Ankara faces today regarding internal and 
external challenges is not surprising.

Dr. Gallia Lindenstrauss is a senior research fellow 
at INSS, specializing in Turkish foreign policy, as 
well as ethnic conflicts, Azerbaijan, Cyprus, and 
the Kurds.
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Strategic Assessment, a multidisciplinary and 
interdisciplinary peer-reviewed journal on national 
security, cyber, and intelligence, was launched in 
1998 and is published in Hebrew and English by the 
Institute for National Security Studies (INSS) at Tel 
Aviv University. Strategic Assessment, accredited 
by the Planning and Budgeting Committee of the 
Council for Higher Education in Israel, serves as 
a platform for original research on a spectrum 
of issues relating to the discipline of national 
security, cyber, and intelligence. The purpose of 
the journal is to spark and enhance an informed, 
constructive debate of fundamental questions in 
national security studies, using an approach that 
integrates a theoretical dimension with policy-
oriented research. Articles on topics relating to Israel, 
the Middle East, the international arena, and global 
trends are published with the goal of enriching and 
challenging the national security knowledge base. 

The current era has seen many changes in 
fundamental conventions relating to national 
security and how it is perceived at various levels. As 
national security research evolves, it seeks to adjust 
to new paradigms and to innovations in the facets 
involved, be they technological, political, cultural, 
military, or socio-economic. Moreover, the challenge 
of fully grasping reality has become even more 
acute with the regular emergence of competing 
narratives, and this is precisely why factual and 
data-based research studies are essential to revised 
and relevant assessments.

The editorial board encourages researchers 
to submit articles that have not been previously 
published that propose an original and innovative 
thesis on national security with a broad disciplinary 
approach rooted in international relations, political 
science, history, economics, law, communications, 
geography and environmental studies, Israel 
studies, Middle East and Islamic studies, 
sociology and anthropology, strategy and security 
studies, technology, cyber, conflict resolution, or 
additional disciplines.

In the spirit of the times, Strategic Assessment is 
shifting its center of gravity to digital presence and 
access. Articles approved for publication, following 
the review and editing process, will be published 
in an online version on the journal’s website in the 

format of “online first,” and subsequently included 
in the particular issues.

Strategic Assessment publishes articles in five 
categories:
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range of topics related to national security, of 
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based and include a theoretical perspective, and 
address a range of subjects related to national 
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peer review. Submissions must include an abstract 
of 100-120 words; keywords (no more than ten); 
and a short author biography.

Policy Analysis—articles of 1500-3000 in Hebrew 
words and up to 3,500 words in English that analyze 
policies in national security contexts. These articles 
will be without footnotes and bibliography and 
use hyperlinks to refer to sources, as necessary. 
Recommended reading and additional source 
material can be included. Submissions must include 
an abstract of 100-120 words; keywords (no more 
than ten); and a short author biography.

Professional Forum—panel discussions on a 
particular topic, or in-depth interview, of 2000-3000 
words (up to 3500 words in English) including source 
material (APA-style). Submissions must include a 
short author biography.

Academic Survey—a survey of 1800-3000 words 
(up to 4000 words in English) including references 
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