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Research Forum

Behind Mandatory Service in Israel: 
From the Rationale of the Militia to the 

Rationale of Military-Technological 
Superiority

Eviatar Matania
Tel Aviv University

The IDF’s singular approach to military-technological superiority prompts 
dependence on the recruitment of Israel’s STEM (science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics) elite within the conscription model. The article argues that the 
quantitative logic, or militia rationale underlying the initial conscription model 
was also used from the outset to recruit the STEM youth elite, and to track it for 
building the IDF’s techno-operational edge. Over time, the center of gravity of the 
model’s underlying logic shifted—from a quantitative emphasis to an emphasis 
on the need to recruit a skilled population, and above all, the STEM elite, through 
the conscription of the general population. Defense R&D and the expansion of the 
special recruitment tracks advanced simultaneously, and this elite population 
became the pillar of the IDF and the entire security establishment’s techno-
operational force buildup. Given this ongoing process and because there is no 
practical alternative for recruiting this elite without conscription, any change to 

IDF Shayetet 13 training exercise. Photo: Israel Defense Forces (CC BY-NC 2.0)
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the conscription model must consider 
the importance of recruiting this elite. 
The article concludes with a discussion 
of the inherent risks to this recruitment 
in scenarios of shortened or differential 
mandatory service.
Keywords: IDF, conscription, service model, 
technological superiority, military R&D, STEM elite, 
quality, quantity

Introduction
The mandatory service model in the Israel 
Defense Forces (IDF) was born out of the fire 
and brimstone of the War of Independence and 
was an imperative function of the Middle East 
strategic reality, namely, the extreme asymmetry 
between Israel and its hostile Arab neighbors: in 
population, territory, resources, and the lack of 
strategic depth. This asymmetry was the basis 
of the national security concept formulated by 
Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, 
and the need for relatively long mandatory 
military service followed by compulsory reserve 
service, which constituted a complete model 
for creating a semi-militia army. The distress 
in relation to the size of the population was 
twofold—first, a small population that had 
difficulty forming a strong professional army of 
a size proportionate to Israel’s long borders with 
hostile countries; and second, the stark disparity 
in population versus its Arab neighbors: Israel’s 
Jewish population in 1948 was 650,000, a ratio of 
1:20 in relation to the Arab countries bordering 
it, and 1:50 in relation to all of the Arab countries, 
which could dispatch armies that were many 
times larger (Ben-Israel, 2013, pp. 28-29). 

The formal history of mandatory service in 
Israel is rooted in the legislation of the Defense 
Service Law (also known as the Security Service 
Law), passed in September 1949 (Defense 
Service Law, 1949) as part of a broad perspective 
on service in the IDF that was then established. 
The law was replaced by a more advanced law 
in 1959 and again in 1986, and since then has 
undergone changes and updates on all related 
issues (Defense Service Law, 1986). According 
to the law, Israeli citizens (who are not Arabs)1 
are obligated to enlist in the IDF or in national 
service. Today the length of mandatory service 
is 32 months for men and 24 months for women.

Aside from changes in the length of service,2 
the induction process, and the approach to 
recruits and other minor adjustments, the 
principles of the mandatory recruitment and 
service model have not changed significantly 
over the years: They are: (1) As a rule, the 
country’s citizens who do not belong to the 
Arab nation are bound by mandatory service 
in the IDF.3 (2) The army’s force is based on a 
core of officers and career soldiers in permanent 
service alongside conscripts, numbering about 
175,000 people (“2022 Israel Military Strength,” 
2022). (3) The reserve forces, numbering several 
hundred thousand officers and soldiers, with its 
size and nature deriving from the mandatory 
service of combat soldiers and from routine 
training and maintenance, constitutes the 
main fighting force of the IDF in times of war, 
operation, or crisis (with certain differences 
in the reserve model of the ground combat 
forces vs. air or naval combat soldiers). (4) 
Professional and technological systems rely 
(in regular times and in war) on technological 
officers and professionals, whose service is 
usually longer than that of other conscripts. 

This article addresses the issue of the 
mandatory service model in the technological-
military context, namely, regarding the close 
connection between the conscription model 
and buildup of the IDF as a military where 
technology is a pillar of its ability to achieve 
its objectives of defending the State of Israel 

The formal history of mandatory service in Israel 
is rooted in the legislation of the Defense Service 
Law, passed in September 1949 as part of a 
broad perspective on service in the IDF that was 
then established. 
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from various threats, since its establishment 
and in the foreseeable future. Consequently, 
the question arises: what is the role of the 
mandatory service model in achieving the 
IDF’s military-technological superiority from 
a historical and current perspective, and to what 
extent is this model essential for maintaining 
this superiority in the future?

The article contends that the existing 
mandatory service model stands at the basis 
of the military-technological ecosystem in Israel 
and advances the building of this ecosystem, 
which is a critical component of the IDF’s ability 
to defend the State of Israel. Underlying this 
was the fundamental stance of the leaders of 
the state and the security establishment from 
the beginning regarding the importance of 
science and technology for the achievement 
of military superiority, combined with a 
security concept that emphasizes quality as 
a response to the acute asymmetry between 
Israel and its enemies and the severe shortage 
of skilled scientific-technological manpower in 
the security establishment and the IDF. These 
reasons drove the use of the conscription model 
not only as a response to the quantitative gap 
between Israel and its enemies but also as a 
response to the qualitative need, and directed 
the STEM (science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) elite among the enlisting recruits 
to service tracks that made them a fundamental 
pillar of Israel’s security R&D system.

A second argument is that over the years the 
IDF’s focus on technology grew, and converged 
with an increase in the tracking of the STEM elite 
as a necessary human resource for building 
a strong technological military. Generations 
of leaders of the security establishment 
have continued this strategy, which has led 
the IDF to technological superiority over its 
adversaries. In other words, the contention 
is that due to a series of developments 
and decisions over the years, conscription, 
which was born out of a quantitative logic, 
became a central cornerstone of the military-
technological superiority of the IDF and the 

entire security establishment, and that its role 
is only becoming more critical. 

The third argument envisions further 
increased importance of the technological 
component of the military, due to two main 
processes. The first is the rising salience of 
technology in all aspects of life and in military 
activity in particular, especially solutions and 
systems that are necessary for innovation that 
emerges from an understanding of both the 
operational and technological sides. The second 
is the large variety of threats that Israel must 
confront at an exceptional rate of change and 
immediacy, alongside constraints due to its 
geopolitical situation as a country that is not 
a global power and is threatened by countries 
and organizations that demonstrate relatively 
little restraint. This sometimes demands that 
Israel perform technology-based operational 
acrobatics.

The article further contends that the 
mandatory recruitment and service model has 
no alternative in its role as the main generator 
of the IDF’s technological superiority. For 
this reason, the final argument is that in any 
examination of the future of the conscription 
model, substantial weight must be placed on 
adapting the model to the continued large-
scale recruitment of the science-technology 
youth elite. Consequently, the lion’s share 
of the models proposed for shortening or 
differentiating compulsory service are highly 
problematic, to say the least, and could lead to 
a significant decline in the number of recruits 
from among the technology elite into the 
important techno-operational service tracks. 
Such a decline could fatally damage the IDF’s 
ability to maintain its technological superiority, 
and lead to ongoing erosion over time. 

The article is divided into three sections. 
The first section discusses the opening two 
arguments, namely, the roots of the approach 
that led to choosing a qualitative military 
response to the threat toward Israel, and 
choice of a model that recruits the STEM elite 
among the greater youth population and tracks 
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it into techno-operational courses to realize this 
military logic. The intensification and integration 
of these approaches into a single combined 
concept over the years is presented. This section 
has a methodological structure that presents 
the parallel and intertwined evolutionary 
development of these two directions alongside 
one another step after step, by fusing primary 
materials and analytical articles.

The second section discusses the third 
argument regarding the current and future 
enhancement of the techno-operational 
component in the IDF starting at the beginning 
of the millennium, and the continued evolution 
of this component and the techno-operational 
human capital element for creating a critical 
component of the IDF’s capabilities. The 
emphasis is on indicating the change that the 
cyber dimension brings to the military world, 
along with two additional principal technologies 
that will bring about a revolutionary global 
change on the battlefield. In addition, the 
specific implications for the IDF of the need 
to confront very diverse threats and challenges 
with great immediacy and at a high pace of 
change are explored. 

In the third section, the phenomenon of the 
technological security establishment’s reliance 
on recruiting the science-technology elite is 
analyzed from various perspectives. The reasons 
for relying specifically on conscription and the 
lack of a proper alternative are presented, along 
with the implications for various proposals for 
model change. The conclusion briefly presents 
the combined thesis that emerges in the article. 

Part I.  
Intertwined Evolution of Building 
Technological-Military Power and 
Tracking Conscripts of the STEM 

Elite: The First 50 Years

The First Decades: The Foundations of 
the Israeli Concept of Technological-
Military Power
The concept of science and technology as 
important components of military achievement 
has accompanied Israel since the establishment 
of the state. David Ben-Gurion, the person 
who led Israel strategically in all aspects of its 
activity even before its establishment and for 
over a decade afterward and was its first prime 
minister, saw science as the basis for future 
human development: “We live in a generation of 
scientific revolutions” (Barel, 2009), and directed 
it first and foremost toward what he saw as an 
indispensable foundation—defense of the state. 

In this respect, the accelerated use of 
science and technology in World War II had 
a great impact on Ben-Gurion (Barel, 2009). 
He contended that the exceptional quality 
of the IDF’s military capabilities will be the 
primary response to the extreme asymmetry 
between Israel and its hostile neighbors—in 
population, territory, resources, and the lack 
of strategic depth. Science and technology, 
he believed, alongside other factors such as 
morality, combat soldiers’ capabilities, and 
in particular, the quality of the commanders, 
were among the most essential components 
necessary to build this decisive quality in order 
to offset the quantitative asymmetry, and were 
the basis of the national security concept that 
he formulated (Ben-Israel, 2013, pp. 51-58). 

Beyond the need to achieve quality for 
its own sake, Ben-Gurion sought to achieve 
technological independence. The fear of an 
embargo on Israel stemming from a variety 
of geopolitical interests and reasons led 
him to the conviction that Israel should not 
rely entirely on the external acquisition of 
weapons or settle for their manufacture in 

Ben-Gurion contended that the exceptional quality 
of the IDF’s military capabilities will be the primary 
response to the extreme asymmetry between Israel 
and its hostile neighbors. Science and technology 
were among the most essential components 
necessary to build this decisive quality in order to 
offset the quantitative asymmetry.
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Israel, but rather should strive to strengthen 
its independent technological-military research 
and development (R&D) capability. This 
independent capability would release Israel 
from dependence on the supply of weapons and 
enable realization of relative advantages on the 
battlefield itself, as well as greater independence 
in military and political decisions (Mardor, 1981, 
p. 81). 

Accordingly, as early as September 1947, 
after Britain announced its intention to end the 
Mandate for Palestine, Ben-Gurion expedited 
processes for acquiring and producing weapons, 
and immediately thereafter also reestablished 
the science division, a bureau that had operated 
previously under the auspices of the Haganah.4 
In early 1948, it was decided to establish the 
Science Corps as the operational arm for R&D 
of this bureau (Bachrach, 2015, p. 39; Barel, 
2009). The purpose of establishing the Science 
Corps was to develop independently what the 
young army needed. As such, the IDF was the 
only military at the time that placed the issue 
of science and technology in the hands of a 
separate corps from the rest of the branches 
and corps. Over the years the Science Corps 
became a department in the Ministry of Defense 
and later became Rafael Advanced Defense 
Systems, which was established in 1958 (Mardor, 
1981, p. 67). 

In time, Rafael developed into the “systems 
house” of the security establishment, an 
essential pillar of Israel’s military R&D, and 
entered many military technological fields. 
Two other important governmental defense 
industries developed alongside it—Israel Military 
Industries and Israel Aerospace Industries. Israel 
Military Industries began as small workshops 
used by the Haganah, and evolved into factories 
for advanced weapons and ammunition. Israel 
Aerospace Industries began its path in the 
1950s as a workshop for refurbishing aircraft, 
and over the course of decades became a 
collection of factories with diverse knowledge 
and technologies and a producer of multiple 
weapon systems. In the mid-1960s, Elbit was 

also established as a private defense industry, 
and over the years became one of the three 
biggest defense industries in Israel (Evron, 1980; 
Rubin, 2018). 

The effort to develop technology-based 
quality occurred not only in the defense 
industries but also within the military itself, 
with an emphasis on units that are dependent 
particularly on this component. First was the 
air force, which by definition operates in a 
medium that demands significant technological 
capability. The idea behind the relatively 
large investment in the air force (about half 
of the defense budget) was that in the air it 
was possible to build capabilities that would 
provide Israel with considerable firepower and 
superiority over its adversaries thanks to the 
technological nature of this realm, based on the 
skilled quality manpower needed in reasonable 
numbers even in relation to Israel’s size (Ben-
Israel, 2013, pp. 56-57). 

Intelligence, and in particular signals 
intelligence (SIGINT), was the second field in 
which a technological effort was made. This 
was a period of the rise of the technological 
dimension of intelligence in general and of 
SIGINT in particular, in the militaries of the 
world and in the IDF, and the budget of Unit 
8200, the SIGINT unit, grew more than six-fold 
within a few years (Siman-Tov & Hershkovitz, 
2013, pp. 184-189).

Another major effort begun in the 1950s was 
the decision to build nuclear reactors in order 
to master nuclear science and technology. This 
national effort was an exceptional scientific 
and technological project in an age when there 
were few scientists and countries in the world 
that dared to engage in such an effort. Inter 
alia, it required training many young people 
and bringing them into this innovative field. 

Tracking the Younger Generation toward 
Technological-Military Work
The development of Israel’s national-
technological capabilities and its scientific-
technological capabilities on an enormous scale 
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relative to its size in its first few decades, during 
years of economic scarcity and austerity, and 
with major expenses in immigration absorption 
that within a few years doubled(!) the country’s 
population, was thus a significant achievement. 
It required first and foremost suitable quality 
human capital, despite the shortage of this 
resource, and it had to be found, directed, and 
trained for these objectives. 

Those who cultivated these capabilities, 
alongside first-rate scientists and engineers 
who joined the effort from existing research 
institutions, were young academics who were 
trained at that time in Israel’s developing 
universities. Indeed, the concept of young 
human capital as a key element in building 
the capabilities for military-technological 
development emerged at that time, as Ben-
Gurion stated: “We need the best of our youth, 
people of moral-pioneering virtue and with 
very high intellectual capacity, to dedicate 
all of their time, their talent, and their lives to 
the roles of defending the country” (Ministry 
of Defense, n.d.). He not only stated, but also 
implemented. As early as the beginning of 
1948, before the establishment of the state 
and the invasion of Israel by the Arab armies, 
he ordered David Shaltiel, the commander of 
the Jerusalem district, to release from service 
those whom the Hebrew University deemed 
essential for defense technology R&D positions 
(Barel, 2009).

This measure may seem small in retrospect, 
but at the time it was an indicator of reliance 
on young scientists, and pointed clearly to 
the role of scientists in the country’s defense 
service, which Ben-Gurion saw as being no less 
important than the role of combat soldiers. 
Indeed, the importance of this signal should not 
be underestimated. The recruitment for combat 
positions stands opposite to the recruitment 
of highly skilled youth to non-combat techno-
operational positions. On the one hand, the 
military (justifiably) glorifies combat soldiers 
as part of its fighting ethos; and on the other 
hand, it has a strong interest to utilize scarce 

STEM skills found in its recruits. Such tension 
can be decided in either direction, and other 
militaries have taken the opposite decision, in 
favor of combat forces.

In 1951, the academic reserve model had 
already been established. This framework 
made it possible for high school graduates to 
postpone their IDF service in order to attend 
academic studies at civilian universities and to 
enlist in service in their professional field after 
completing their studies. The academic reserve 
was established against the backdrop of a severe 
shortage of both academic and non-academic 
professionals in the military (Neemani, 2021). A 
large portion of the students were directed to 
scientific-technological fields, and subsequently 
they were also a central pillar in building up 
the support units of the defense establishment 
such as Rafael, and not only of the IDF. Over 
the years, the academic reserve became a 
central component of the IDF’s reliance on its 
technological edge, and led to a large portion 
of its career officers being engineers.

The 1973 War and Heightening the 
Technological Dimension
The technological-military capabilities were 
not built overnight. The initial steps that were 
taken in the first two decades of the country’s 
independence were very significant in building 
the ethos, vision, method, and foundations 
that would one day make the IDF a military 
with a core technological component, but they 
were still far from creating capabilities at the 
forefront of military R&D knowledge (Mardor, 
1981, p. 75). Accordingly, at the outset the IDF 
was not a military that relied on substantially 
different technology from that of its enemies, 
and it did not have technological superiority 
over them. Twenty-five years after the state’s 
establishment, in the 1973 War, the quality of 
the IDF still rested mainly on the quality of its 
fighters and the quality of its command, and 
not on substantial technological superiority 
(Finkel, 2020). Even if the IDF had better means 
than the adversary (aircraft), there were areas 
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in which the IDF was technologically inferior to 
its enemies (anti-tank weapons, rifles). 

The 1973 War accelerated processes of 
investment in technological-military R&D. 
Along with political activity (the interim 
agreements in Sinai in 1975, followed by the 
peace agreement with Egypt in the late 1970s 
sponsored by the United States to take Egypt 
out of the cycle of war in the short-medium 
term, and tightened political-military relations 
with the United States) and quantitative growth 
in the IDF, the technological direction was a 
primary track for building a military ready 
for victory in future wars. The investments in 
defense R&D grew, based on the growth of the 
Israeli defense industries, which after 20 years 
and more of development and production had 
reached the forefront of global knowledge in 
many fields. The R&D that began before the 
war and its subsequent advancements started 
to bear fruit during the 1970s and the early 
1980s. The defense industry spread to more 
and more technological fields, and beginning 
in the 1980s, created for itself a global footprint 
(Rubin, 2018). 

However, there was a catch to the process. 
Spreading into more and more numerous and 
sophisticated fields with the introduction of the 
computer as a main platform in systems led to a 
situation where the security establishment could 
no longer fund development and acquisitions 
alone. The industry therefore needed to find 
customers outside of Israel in order to continue 
its process of expanding and strengthening. 
After 20 years it was ready for this, and began 
to sell an increasingly diverse range of products 
to other countries in growing volumes, which 
enabled it to support itself financially and 
afterwards to grow, while continuing to develop 
technological solutions for the IDF. While the 
number of people employed in the defense 
industry in the middle of the 1960s was about 
14,000 and its exports amounted to about $15 
million, in the mid-1980s the defense industry 
employed about 63,000 people for diverse 
development and production, with about a 

billion dollars’ worth of exports (Lifshitz, 2011). 
The defense industry became the main tool for 
the IDF to develop and acquire innovative and 
designated weapons for the army’s needs and 
gained a reputation and standing in the world: 
on the one hand the IDF’s use of its products 
leverages its capabilities to sell them worldwide, 
and on the other hand, its worldwide sales 
enable it to support itself financially and to 
continue to develop the tools needed by the 
IDF while becoming a critical industry in the 
Israeli economy in general.

But it was not only the defense industry that 
took part in achieving technological superiority. 
A significant portion was carried out in the IDF 
itself. Over the decades following the 1973 
War, the IDF led processes for technological 
developments combined with operational 
understanding, in order to make technology 
the basis for superiority over Arab armies. 
An example of such thinking was countering 
surface-to-air missiles, which impeded the air 
force’s ability to achieve air superiority in the 
1973 War. Techno-operational development 
work by air force personnel in partnership with 
the defense industry enabled achieving air 
superiority in the First Lebanon War in 1982 by 
destroying the Syrian surface-to-air missiles 
without any harm to Israel’s aircraft. 

This success was specific and was not 
duplicated at the same time in other dimensions 
of combat on the same scale (Finkel & Friedman, 
2016). However, perhaps more than anything 
else, it reflects the turning point in the IDF’s 
increasing reliance on military technology based 
on independent development as a prominent 
component of achieving an advantage over 
enemies, especially vis-à-vis regular armies. 

Over the decades following the 1973 War, the IDF 
led processes for technological developments 
combined with operational understanding, in order 
to make technology the basis for superiority over 
Arab armies. 
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Increasing Techno-Operational Tracking: 
Establishment of the Talpiot Program
Along with the increased investment in 
technology, the security establishment 
upgraded its doctrine regarding STEM human 
capital with the inception of the Talpiot program. 
Talpiot is undoubtedly the flagship program 
of the security establishment’s STEM human 
capital pyramid, and to a certain extent also 
the flagship program of the entire country for 
training Israel’s STEM leadership. The program 
picks out, screens, vets, and trains Israel’s 
top STEM 0.1 percent, and at the end of the 
training gives soldiers customized, tailor-made 
assignments in the IDF’s core R&D frameworks. 
During its 40 years, the program has trained 
slightly more than 1,000 graduates in total. 
The influence of the graduates in all defense 
R&D systems far exceeds their number, and the 
demand for them is only increasing. 

The program was established in 1979 as one 
of the insights from the 1973 War, along with 
the accelerated focus on technology. It was 
proposed to the IDF by two professors of physics 
from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Felix 
Dothan and Shaul Yatziv, to address the need to 
develop technological superiority for the IDF. 
“Proposal to Establish an Institute to Develop 
New Weapons” was the title of the document 
submitted to security officials in 1974, in which 
they wrote what prompted this proposal: “The 
military and political trends in the short and 
long term appear bleak. This raises the question: 
what can be done to take action against these 
trends, and how the IDF’s force can be greatly 
strengthened…We propose a concentrated 
and systematic effort to invent and develop 
new weapons…with ‘new’ defined as what 
is not used by other armies.” They proposed 
what became the Talpiot program: “A necessary 
condition for the success of such a program is 
the creation of a team of creative people, who 
‘spawn’ the ideas and afterwards translate them 
[into practice]” (Dothan & Yatziv, 1974). 

The STEM elite’s importance to the IDF was 
also highlighted by the forum at the discussion 

concerning the program, which took place on 
July 10, 1975 with Yuval Ne’eman, then the 
chief scientist of the security establishment, 
with the participation of senior officials from 
Israeli academia, the military, and the security 
establishment. The issue was not only urged by 
the scientists, but also by the military figures, 
chiefly Col. Aharon Beth-Halachmi, who was 
then the head of R&D in the Israeli Air Force 
and later head of R&D in the IDF, and for a short 
period was also the director-general of the 
Ministry of Defense. He convinced then-Chief of 
Staff Lt. Gen. Rafael Eitan to create the program. 
The program was thus established with the 
understanding, agreement, and support of 
many figures who recognized, in Ne’eman’s 
words, the importance of “the more effective 
utilization of a certain layer of highly capable 
people” (Ministry of Defense, 1975). 

The proposal, the deliberations, and the 
decision to establish the program underscore 
several points. First, a critical component of 
the IDF’s ability to cope with threats is the 
technological component, and this requires 
elite young human resources, in other words, 
continuing the emphasis on technology and its 
link with the pool of recruits. Second, special 
weapons should be developed that others don’t 
have, i.e., the direction that the Israeli R&D 
system indeed later adopted, with an emphasis 
on special relative technological advantages. 
This issue was also the basis of many military 
R&D projects that were initiated after shelving 
the plan for the Lavi aircraft toward the end 
of the 1980s and instead investing in unique 
technologies and solutions. Third, there must 
be an emphasis on the STEM elite and effective 
tracking (“maximation”) toward technological 
R&D. Finally, the new direction highlighted the 
need for a new type of military technologists 
and training scheme, different from other STEM 
training, chiefly the academic reserve—a type 
with one foot in science and technology and the 
other deeply in the military. In other words, the 
emphasis lay on an integrated understanding 
of both the problem area and the solution 
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area, through long and in-depth training in 
understanding the military and its needs as well 
as technological skills, for the maturation of a 
systemic view of the techno-operational world.

The program, notably its strength, and its 
uniqueness in integrating academia and the 
military, was described well by Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in his letter marking 
the 30th anniversary of the Talpiot program: 
“You, the graduates of Talpiot, have been at the 
forefront of military and technological practice…
for 30 years; you were chosen carefully for a 
unique program that is the flagship of the security 
establishment’s research and development 
bodies. In this way you are contributors to 
Israel’s security—while you combine the value 
of academic study with defense and military 
purposefulness” (Netanyahu, 2009). 

Toward the End of the Millennium: 
Reaching Technological-Military 
Superiority
The technological component’s salience 
continued to grow thanks to the combination 
of three processes that converged in the last 
decade of the 20th century and the beginning 
of the new millennium: first, the global coming 
of age of the computer, its miniaturization, 
and its use in operational platforms; second, 
the fruit borne by the increasing investments 
in military technology following the 1973 War 
in a range of new, singular means in various 
dimensions of combat; third, the cancellation 
of the Lavi project and alternative allocation of 
budgets and skilled personnel to sophisticated 
innovative computer-based technology. 

The convergence of these processes enabled 
Israel to develop the equivalent of the revolution 
in military affairs (RMA) that was developed 
in the United States, based on an operational 
doctrine of using computer technology to close 
intelligence-control-attack loops quickly. This 
independent technological expansion by Israel 
produced a range of new technologies and 
capabilities such as unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs) and their use for a variety of purposes, 

reaching the forefront of knowledge in the field 
of missiles on land, at sea, and in the air, the 
development of excellent radar capabilities, 
progress in the world of electronic warfare, 
and more.

Thanks to this technological expansion, 
the IDF quickly advanced to comprehensive 
conventional techno-operational superiority 
over the Arab militaries, for the first time 
not just in specific areas, in accordance with 
the “theory of relativity of military buildup” 
presented by Isaac Ben-Israel. Ben-Israel 
believed that Israel should expand its relative 
technological edge over its adversaries and 
direct the conflict as much as possible toward 
a basis of technology and not on increases in 
manpower (Ben-Israel, 1997). Ben-Israel not only 
wrote but also implemented this doctrine over 
the years in his senior positions in the Israeli 
security establishment,5 until it became fixed as 
a comprehensive doctrine implemented on the 
ground and not only as a theoretical principle. 

The Expansion of the STEM Human 
Capital Pyramid
In 1999 a program was added to the network of 
the IDF’s technological manpower development 
programs based on conscription: the Psagot 
program. It was founded following the 
increasing demand in the IDF for elite engineers 
with an established academic background, and 
given the difficulty of the existing programs 
and especially the Talpiot program to meet 
the demand. Psagot was established as an 
excellence program of the academic reserve 
for training elite engineers with degrees in both 
physics and electronic engineering. 

Psagot helped fill the IDF’s technology 
manpower pyramid: at its base is the academic 
reserve, then the academic reserve’s excellence 
program—Psagot, and at the top of the pyramid 
is the Talpiot program. Together they were 
consolidated into a comprehensive response 
to the IDF’s advanced R&D needs. 

In tandem, the Atidim program was also 
established, which aims to bridge two gaps 
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in the IDF’s technological manpower roster: 
first, an increasing shortage of engineers at the 
base of the technological manpower pyramid 
(the academic reserve) and not only at the 
top; second, increased recruitment to the 
academic reserve among youth from Israel’s 
geographic and social periphery, as part of 
an effort to change the social stratification 
and grant equal opportunities to youth from 
the periphery. The Atidim program is not an 
alternative to the academic reserve, but rather 
a designated entrance gate for increasing the 
periphery’s representation. It was initiated by 
military personnel and received the approval 
and backing of the IDF’s senior command, 
headed by then-Chief of Staff Lt. Gen. Shaul 
Mofaz. The program became a significant road 
to the academic reserve to the point that dozens 
of percent of those in the academic reserve 
arrive through it. 

Part II.  
The New Millennium, and  

a Look to the Future

The Cyber Revolution
In 1990 the internet became a public product 
and shortly afterward the cyber realm was 
created, the man-made virtual domain with the 
internet at its core, containing all the connected 
communication networks and computers and 
the information and logic in them. This domain 
rapidly changed the entire face of humanity. 
Many human activities have transitioned to take 
place in cyberspace alongside activity in the 
familiar physical dimensions, while spheres that 
previously didn’t exist, such as social media or 
digital currencies, have assumed an increasingly 
central role. 

The next step was the emergence of the 
cyber domain as a realm of combat—in essence 
a techno-operational domain, much more than 
the other (physical) dimensions of combat. Land 
was the first domain where warfare emerged, 
not dependent on a technological leap, followed 
by the maritime realm, which required the 

technological leap of sailing. Only early in the 
20th century did people develop the ability to 
use the aerial dimension for human activity, 
and immediately thereafter to use it also as a 
domain of combat that is more technological in 
essence than its predecessors, as by definition 
people cannot move freely in it without complex 
technology. Cyberspace and in particular cyber 
warfare are even more complex: the realm is 
entirely man-made, the activity is technological 
and based on many physical and logical layers, 
and thus also warfare in this domain is even 
more technologically oriented than in the 
physical dimensions.

The cyber domain is still far from utilized 
fully as a combat realm. In contrast with the first 
stage of the cyber revolution, which focused 
on a dramatic change in SIGINT, when cyber 
intelligence turned signals intelligence units from 
essentially passive to active units—no longer 
antennas deployed waiting for information to 
pass through them but rather active searches 
for intelligence on an opponent’s computers 
and attainment of amounts of information 
in orders of magnitude larger than what we 
knew before—the second stage of combat in 
this domain, a stage of impressive utilization 
of all SIGINT units in the world, is only in its 
beginning. This is the stage in which the world’s 
SIGINT agencies become not only providers of 
intelligence but active forces in cyberspace as 
part of the military’s operational whole: not 
just providing and analyzing information, but 
operating within the dimension and through 
it influencing the regular physical dimensions 
(Matania & Rapaport, 2021, pp. 40-53). 

Tracking STEM Human Capital into Cyber 
Just as the cyber domain is different and more 
technological than its predecessors, so are 
those involved in combat in it. On land, the 
army needs fit soldiers with the endurance to 
walk large distances with heavy equipment and 
to bravely attack the enemy while risking their 
lives, and commanders capable of deploying 
their forces in a sophisticated manner in order 
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The utilization of cyberspace as a domain of 
military combat also affects the kind of “fighters” 
and “engineers” needed. The fighter in cyberspace 
is a network specialist, someone who moves 
around the network like a soldier moves around 
the field, and needs advanced technological 
understanding of the tools to be employed.

to create a critical mass in every combat arena 
and throw the enemy off balance. Alongside 
them, engineers are needed in designated 
industries that develop weapons for them, from 
the crossbow to the cannon and from the tank 
to missile systems. This is also the case in the 
air and at sea, with the relevant adjustments. 

The utilization of cyberspace as a domain 
of military combat also affects the kind of 
“fighters” and “engineers” needed. The fighter 
in cyberspace doesn’t need cardiovascular 
endurance or resistance to seasickness or 
the capabilities needed for flying an aircraft. 
The fighter is a network specialist, someone 
who moves around the network like a soldier 
moves around the field, and needs advanced 
technological understanding of the tools to 
be employed. The R&D engineers are not just 
computer scientists detached from military 
operations. To develop cyber tools, they need to 
understand the human activity in cyberspace. 
In other words, the distance between the fighter 
and the engineer is shrinking and they work 
shoulder to shoulder in building joint techno-
operational capability, where those leading 
the entire process are those who have one foot 
deeply rooted in the technological research 
of computer networks and the other foot in 
network military operations, forming a techno-
operational elite force. 

The fast rise of cyberspace as a new kind of 
intelligence-gathering domain and as a domain 
for potential combat forced human resources 
managers to respond quickly in order to channel 
additional STEM skilled personnel, as a response 
to the increasing demand of military cyber and 
with an emphasis on the combined world of 
research, development, and operation. 

The Psagot-Software (Psagot-Tochna) 
program was established in 2007 in order to 
address the need for elite engineers to develop 
new technologies in the techno-operational 
world surrounding computer systems, in 
particular for cyber. The program trains its 
participants for consecutive Bachelor’s and 
Master’s degrees in software engineering, and 

alongside the academic training, conducts 
specialized training in military cyber. In so 
doing, the program followed what had already 
become a doctrine—when a substantial military 
technological need arises, in this case cyber, 
a specialized academic training program is 
established to address the increasing need for a 
techno-operational elite for fulfilling that need. 
In this specific case, it is not only academic 
training in technology and technological 
solutions, but also specialized training in 
understanding operational problems.

But in parallel with the Psagot-Tochna 
program, in an innovative and unique manner 
led by the Intelligence Directorate, the IDF also 
established a variety of non-academic cyber 
training programs, out of the understanding that 
this is a field in which a new kind of operational 
technologist is needed, and because the cyber 
field relies on various capabilities, some of which 
do not necessarily require academic training. 
Against this backdrop, in the first two decades 
of the 2000s, the IDF began to build specialized 
training programs within the framework of 
conscription for developing skilled personnel 
for military cyber, which cannot be found in 
places outside of the military. 

Core Technologies that will Change the 
Face of Combat in the Coming Decades
The developing convergence between the roles 
of fighter and engineer is more prominent in the 
cyber realm than in any dimension of combat to 
date, but it will also be very significant in other 
dimensions, even if in a somewhat different 
manner, with the development of two main 
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technologies that will essentially change the 
face of combat. 

The first is an emerging technological process 
of increasing dependence in all dimensions of 
combat on gathering and analysis of big data 
through artificial intelligence technologies and 
its immediate transfer anywhere—to weapons 
and soldiers—for the purposes of localized 
defense, precision attack, destruction of the 
enemy, command and control, and overall 
management of the campaign. This does not 
refer only to what began with RMA on closing 
intelligence-control-attack loops, but to much 
more—the ability to bring enormous quantities 
of sensors to all dimensions of the battlefield; 
the ability to process their information and 
automatically and intelligently distribute it 
without any human contact; the ability of 
platforms to communicate with one another 
in different dimensions of combat and access 
all data; or in other words: the ability to create 
insights that are not located in any one of the 
endpoints or on a certain platform, fuse them 
into new information, and distribute it.

An example of this is the use of thousands 
of sensors in the air and on land to monitor an 
area such that any movement in it is discovered. 
But because no specific movement has any 
significance in itself, except if it is understood 
in the context of other movements, people, 
or specific tools and a specific operational 
situation, sophisticated algorithms are needed 
in order to build operational insights from the 
big data gathered. In the past it was not possible 
to gather such large amounts of information 
or to analyze it in a useful manner. The use 
of advanced artificial intelligence algorithms 
enables gathering, analyzing, and creating such 
insights.6

The second technology that is still in its 
infancy is the transition of platforms and 
weapons to autonomous systems (abounding 
with artificial intelligence) on an enormous scale 
in all dimensions. Miniaturization, computation, 
and communication capabilities already enable 
building platforms of any size that can function 

fully on the battlefield and replace manned 
platforms, currently mainly in the world of 
UAVs, but subsequently also in all dimensions 
and all sizes—from robots and drones that are 
the size of a fly to giant platforms. Thousands 
and even more of unmanned platforms will 
be seen moving alongside one another on the 
battlefield, communicating with one another, 
working alone and as a flock, separating and 
merging. The integration of these platforms 
with one another, meaning their ability to 
communicate together and create decentralized 
intelligence among them, will enable them 
to carry out combat missions in a way that is 
difficult to dream about today.

The Unique Israeli Situation
The challenges that face the IDF are more 
diverse, more substantive, and more 
immediate than those of almost any military 
in the world. The IDF must address tactical 
terrorism; cope with hybrid—half-state / half-
terror—organizations (Valensi, 2015), meaning 
that they have capabilities of small, skilled 
armies but their sensitivity to damage in their 
host countries is significantly lower than 
that of regular armies, and they sometimes 
intentionally use primitive technologies as a 
response to the IDF’s technological superiority, 
such that do not threaten its superiority but 
challenge its effective protection of civilians and 
the territorial integrity of the country (Matania 
& Seri-Levy, 2021); operate in failed states 
that suffer from lack of governance (Valensi & 
Michael, 2021); prepare for conventional war 
against regular armies; and be ready to conduct 
a military campaign against remote threats.

All these levels challenge Israel, as it is not 
a global power, either politically or militarily. 
Therefore many restrictions apply on its ability 
to use force. Israel, for example, cannot and 
is not interested in bombing its enemies 
indiscriminately. Furthermore, deterrence is 
limited when it comes to many of its enemies: if 
they are able to use force they will do so. Those 
who have dug a tunnel will use it; those who 
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The mandatory service framework over time 
became a mechanism that stands at the basis 
of the IDF’s technological power and that of the 
entire security establishment, and represents 
a comprehensive paradigm of building the 
military-technological ecosystem of the security 
establishment.

have stockpiled rockets will fire them; those 
who have acquired drones will fly them; if they 
have cruise missiles they will use them; and 
finally, the threats are located here and now, 
and not just in the distant future. 

This unique situation, different from what 
other militaries in the world encounter, regarding 
the number of threats, their frequency, their 
immediacy, and the limitations of deterrence 
against them, forces the IDF to develop 
operational capabilities based on technology 
that others simply don’t need, certainly not at 
the high pace of change as in the Middle East. 
The Iron Dome as a designated and unique 
response to uncontrolled rocket fire on the 
Israeli home front, or exceptional technological 
capabilities that are the first of their kind in the 
world for detecting tunnels penetrating Israel’s 
territory for the purpose of terrorist attacks 
and local achievements in war are examples of 
this. They were developed following a threat to 
Israel before others in the world experienced 
it, through combining techno-operational 
capabilities of IDF officers with the work of 
the defense industries. 

At the same time, the unique Israeli situation 
also includes a major opportunity. This is 
because the global technological changes—the 
rise of cyberspace as a dimension of combat, the 
arrival of artificial intelligence, and enormous 
progress in autonomous systems—and their 
influence on military technology and on the 
battlefield could enable a techno-operational 
military like the IDF to realize the advantages 
that lie in them in order to cope well with the 
range of threats and challenges it incurs, and 
to strengthen its reliance on technological 
superiority. 

Programs Looking to the Future
The human capital necessary for the innovative 
development of present-future technologies 
that are described above, as well as for their 
precise operational utilization in the relevant 
scenarios in the local arena, adoption via 
relevant new doctrines, implementation in 

routine use, and skilled operation within the 
IDF for achieving military superiority is techno-
operational personnel on all levels and ranges 
of the STEM human capital pyramid. The IDF 
does not settle for the existing programs and 
continues to expand this pyramid so that it 
fits new technological emphases. Accordingly, 
over the last few years, as part of the academic 
reserve, new designated programs have been 
developed for training a STEM elite in diverse 
fields, especially data sciences and artificial 
intelligence. Dozens of new recruits join each 
such program each year, and in the coming years 
will constitute the core that will enable the IDF 
to build its capabilities in these fields, and as a 
result, to build its technological superiority in 
the region. Programs are established at a rapid 
pace; they invite wide interest and enrollment; 
and they have begun to constitute a major path 
in the IDF’s conscription system, quantitatively 
as well. 

Part III.  
Discussion and Analysis

A Singular Phenomenon
The mandatory service framework was born 
out of a quantitative rationale to cope with 
the extreme quantitative asymmetry between 
Israel and its enemies. Over time, in a deliberate, 
spiral process and through increased tracking 
of STEM elite toward military R&D, this 
framework became a mechanism that stands 
at the basis of the IDF’s technological power 
and that of the entire security establishment, 
and represents a comprehensive paradigm of 
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building the military-technological ecosystem 
of the security establishment. This process is 
only intensifying with the changing face of war, 
along with the increasing reliance by the IDF 
and the entire security establishment on the 
techno-operational aspects.

“Since the establishment of the Israel Defense 
Forces, the combination of developing means 
of research and technology with strengthening 
the human resource has been one of the most 
important sources of the IDF’s strength and 
resilience,” stated then-Chief of Staff Lt. Gen. 
Gabi Ashkenazi in a letter in honor of the 30th 
anniversary of the Talpiot program (Ashkenazi, 
2009), emphasizing the close connection 
between R&D and the human resource, “a 
young and talented human elite equipped with 
original thought, wisdom of action, creative 
imagination, and the capability to invent and 
develop.” In the same context then-Minister of 
Defense Ehud Barak emphasized the importance 
of young human capital with original thinking 
(Barak, 2009); and according to Brig. Gen. (res.) 
Shmuel Keren, who served as head of R&D and 
as director of Israel Military Industries, and then 
as head of DDR&D from 2002 to 2010: “Without 
this scientific-technological elite of Israel, the 
academic reserve, and Talpiot, such an advanced 
technological network would not have been 
built in the IDF and in the security establishment 
in general” (personal interview, May 14, 2019). 

The use of mandatory service to enable 
screening and selection from the majority 
of high school graduates for the purpose of 
identifying the STEM elite and utilizing it to 
build the technological-military R&D systems 
is a unique phenomenon, first, in terms of 
the military-technology ethos that was built 
deliberately from the outset and is not ordinarily 
natural to a military. This ethos was based on 
a Jewish value of education and scholarship 
and channeled in a scientific and a military-
technological direction by the founding fathers 
of the state. Therefore, despite the importance 
and the shortage of combat soldiers in certain 
periods, the IDF from the beginning encouraged 

all those who were capable, even if they were 
fit for combat, to enlist in the academic reserve 
and in its range of programs, both regular 
programs and those for outstanding individuals, 
particularly regarding the Talpiot program, 
where screening for the program precedes 
all other screening in the IDF. This is a very 
important statement, both militarily and socially 
for a fighting army. 

This unique tracking phenomenon also has 
economic implications. The service of this elite 
in the IDF as part of mandatory and low-ranking 
salaried service is incomparably cheaper than 
a scheme in which the army would have tried 
to recruit leading civilian experts, even if it was 
plausible. The experience of the non-military 
security agencies proves that it is very difficult 
to recruit this elite, as even though they are 
able to offer better working conditions and pay 
than the IDF, they are unable to compete with 
the hi-tech industry, and they too are forced to 
rely on IDF conscription for their core R&D. It is 
no wonder these elite personnel are seen as a 
national resource that the army shares with the 
rest of the security agencies that need them. 

The phenomenon is also fascinating and 
unique from a social perspective. As a greater 
portion of the STEM elite population (only 
hundreds of people a year, unlike the entire 
technology sector) is tracked into directions that 
the military needs, the military influences the 
scientific-technological choice of the individual, 
as well as the time and the way that this elite 
navigates the beginning of its professional path. 

The Unique Use of the Conscription Model
Several principles have guided the security 
establishment since the first days of the state, 
and even more so in recent decades, to utilize 
mandatory service for building technological-
military power and not rely on older and more 
experienced human capital. The first was to fill 
the gap by seizing the opportunity afforded by 
the necessary conscription. The serious shortage 
of science and technology personnel early on 
in Israel in general and in the military system 
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in particular led the leaders to use compulsory 
service as the primary source of quality human 
capital, because it was accessible and had to 
meet the demands of the military by force of 
conscription. 

The second reason is elite quality. The 
conscription model enables access to almost 
the entire population of the country; hence 
the possibility of screening and locating the 
STEM elite of the entire country. As a result, the 
security establishment succeeds in reaching 
the best and most suitable in the State of Israel, 
identifying the highest quality people in the 
country and tracking them into military R&D 
in the first part of their professional career. 

The third reason is the flexibility of tracking. 
Because at the age of recruitment the majority 
of individuals from the STEM elite have not yet 
chosen a preferred academic profession, it is 
possible to channel them toward the scientific 
and technological professions that the army 
needs, not through compulsion but through 
explanation and appropriate emphases. The 
Talpiot population, for example, which as part 
of the program is directed toward scientific 
disciplines such as physics, mathematics, and 
computers and not engineering professions, 
would not necessarily have chosen these 
professions after regular mandatory service. 
Presumably at least a significant portion would 
perhaps have chosen engineering professions 
or non-technological fields. 

Another point is the ability to plan with 
stability thanks to the flow of young manpower 
that completes the training programs each 
year. This advantage is noted repeatedly by 
the technological units. By means of the steady 
placement of graduates of various programs, 
the units succeed in planning their human 
resources roster over time and investing in 
thorough, prolonged training that benefits 
both them and the technologists themselves. 
In addition, the technological units are able 
to work quickly and efficiently, “including on 

long-term plans and projects thanks to the 
steady source of manpower from conscription” 
(R. Shamir, personal interview, May 14, 2019). 

The technological units are unable to 
compete with the conditions offered to 
engineers by the flourishing private hi-tech 
sector regarding levels of pay, accompanying 
conditions, and sometimes also professional 
interest: “The best would not necessarily choose 
defense” (Keren, personal interview, 2019). 
Some senior officials in the technological-
security establishment add the very fact that 
Israel, exceptional among small countries, 
maintains a large-scale defense R&D system 
that is disproportionate to the size of its STEM 
population. Hence the enormous need for 
a high-quality technology elite on the one 
hand and the competition with the hi-tech 
industry on the other hand would have left 
the security establishment R&D without the 
quality necessary for its existence, if not for 
conscription (Shamir, personal interview, 
2019). The very positive growth of civilian hi-
tech in Israel has already affected the veteran 
defense industries, which are unable to rely 
on conscription like the military R&D system, 
and find it increasingly difficult to recruit the 
technology elite into their ranks. The people 
from this elite, including those discharged from 
techno-operational service in the IDF and in the 
security establishment’s units, usually prefer 
the challenges and conditions of civilian hi-tech. 

Finally, the creativity, innovation, daring, 
vitality, and work hours of young minds as the 
main mass of techno-operational personnel is 
an engine of technological creativity in itself. 
The new blood that flows into the technological 
units each year brings a lack of commitment 
to old technologies and projects, a connection 
to the most modern technologies, the ability 
to implement quickly and apply the newest 
technology within the system, as well as 
the ability to solve problems and enable 
technological innovation. 
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The Discourse on Changing the Model
Along with the continuity and relative inertia of 
the conscription model, the past two decades 
have witnessed heightened discourse and 
arguments that stem mainly from changes 
in Israeli society, the Israeli economy, and to 
a certain extent the change in the nature of 
the threats and the necessary response. This 
discourse has spread in the media, the academic 
community, and research institutes, as well as 
among the heads of the security establishment, 
the Finance Ministry, and the Knesset. 

The questions and the criticism regarding 
the model come from different directions, 
among them: what is the significance of the 
“people’s army” at a time when large portions 
do not enlist; aspects of periphery vs. center 
in the distribution of service, and the balance 
between religious and secular in enlistment 
rates and ensuing social tensions (see for 
example Harel, 2013, pp. 85-100); the impact 
of mandatory service on the social stratification 
in the context of belonging to Israeli society and 
in the context of gender (see for example Cohen 
& Bagno, 2001); the very question whether 
Israel still needs a semi-militia model even 
after it has grown and developed, or whether 
it should transition to a professional military 
(see for example Shelah, 2015, pp. 189-202); 
economic arguments regarding the validity of 
the existing recruitment model—the service 
model’s harm to the Israeli economy due to 
the loss of work years, in part involving the 
existence of hidden unemployment in the IDF, 
and pursuing academic studies at a relatively 
late age compared to Western countries. All 
these issues also affect the nature of academic 
studies and the reduction in the number of work 
years as academics, which are economically 
critical years (nationally and individually), losses 
due to reserve service, and more. 

But alongside the criticism, the general 
discourse mostly supports retaining conscription 
for various reasons, especially: the State of Israel 
still needs a large military relative to its size, 
and relying only on a volunteer army might 

not enable it to reach the critical mass needed 
for the military; it is a “security blanket” for 
changing defense needs, which in the Middle 
East occur too quickly to rectify a strategic 
decision to cancel the conscription model in 
a timely manner; the quality of manpower 
in a professional army of a small country 
could be lower, because an educated, high-
skilled population would not be committed to 
enlistment and thus its relative proportion in the 
army could significantly decrease; the military 
stands to become the military of the “periphery” 
and the lower-income deciles, which would 
increase social polarization, which is already 
extant due to differences in the nature of the 
service of populations from different sectors, 
but still not in an extreme manner; concern 
in such a case of the collapse of the reserve 
corps, which is particularly important in times 
of emergency (Gal & Maital, 2014; Shelah, 2015, 
pp. 189-202). 

Committees established over the years 
to examine the model, as well as defense 
professionals and many researchers (though 
definitely not all), believe that while at this stage 
the conscription law should be maintained, the 
model should be changed. The main changes 
that are demanded are reducing the duration 
of mandatory service to two years or less; 
instituting service of differential durations and 
rewards in accordance with the IDF’s needs; 
increasing the number of soldiers serving in 
short salaried service due to their professional 
advantage; and more (Elran et al., 2021; Harel, 
2013, pp. 85-100; Shelah, 2015, pp. 189-202). 

Focusing the Debate on Recruitment of 
the STEM Elite
Even if the existing discourse emphasizes the 
need for conscription for reasons of quality of 
the military, and points out the technological 
issue (for example Harel, 2013, pp. 85-100; 
Shelah, 2015, p. 198), the majority of the 
discourse does not delve into the roots of the 
deep change that the IDF has gone through 
since the establishment of the state: becoming 
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service. If mandatory service is canceled and 
the dominant norm of the elite population 
is no longer military service, as is the case in 
countries in which enlistment is voluntary, 
these populations will likely quickly opt out 
of the IDF.

b.	 The duration of service: The relatively 
long service awaiting the members of the 
STEM elite, five to six years (of mandatory 
and salaried service) after their studies, in 
addition to three to four years of study before 
their recruitment (except in the framework of 
the Talpiot program, in which the studies are 
an inseparable part of the military training 
and take place during mandatory service), 
brings the duration of service including 
studies to eight to ten years. Their friends 
who serve as soldiers for two and a half 
years or as officers in tracks of up to four 
and a half years, and thereafter study in 
university after a few months to a year or 
more of time off between military service 
and studies, also reach a track of at least six 
years (minimum service and three years of 
study, with the transitions between them), 
about eight years on average and about ten 
in the longest case (being officers, time off, 
engineering studies, and the transitions 
between them). 
	 However, the techno-operational 
soldiers reach the point of discharge, similar 
to many of their friends, with a sense of 
satisfaction with meaningful, contributing 
service as an obligation of the Israeli society 
in which they live, as well as experience in 
professional work, usually intensively and 
at a high level. Their starting point for the 
continuation of their career is better than 
that of their friends who served in non-
technological service. But if mandatory 
service were to be shortened, for example to 
one to two years, after a decade the regular 
recruits would reach a similar point or even 
a better one—one year or two of normal 
service and then three years of studies and 
five-six years of professional work. The 

a military whose regional superiority relies 
decisively on technological superiority, which 
in turn relies on recruiting a STEM elite—
hundreds of individuals per year—for long 
mandatory service, as presented in this article. 
Furthermore, the reliance on the technological 
component and on its sources of sustainment 
from mandatory service will only increase with 
the new technologies and unique needs of 
the IDF.

An additional pivotal argument, then, 
is the acute need for the STEM elite that is 
recruited to maintain this superiority, and 
therefore must be an important variable in the 
discussion on the continuation and nature of 
the mandatory service model. That is, a critical 
rationale exists for continuing to adhere to 
the very existence of the current format, and 
somewhat paradoxically, stems from reasons 
that are different from and even almost opposite 
those for which it was created. In other words: 
there is a need for the existence of the model 
of conscription for the entire population—not 
according to the underlying logic of the need 
for all of it to create a large militia, but rather 
so that as part of conscription, hundreds of 
individuals belonging to the STEM elite will 
be recruited into the IDF, as they are the IDF’s 
main cornerstone for maintaining technological 
superiority. 

Aspects that should be taken into 
consideration relate to the very existence 
of mandatory service, its duration, and the 
possibility of making it differential: 
a.	 The very fact of mandatory service: 

Most members of the STEM elite live in 
communities in which the dominant norm 
is enlistment in the IDF, and even enlistment 
in meaningful service. Their recruitment into 
technological-operational tracks therefore 
goes hand in hand with these norms. As 
long as mandatory service exists and it is 
considered a relatively broad norm, most 
of these populations will not exclude 
themselves from the society in which they 
grow up, which is committed to military 
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recruits from the STEM elite who chose 
military service in a regular track and not in 
a technological track would find themselves 
outside of the army during those five years 
with excellent conditions—in pay, working 
conditions, freedom of choice, and often 
also professional interest. 
	 In other words: the competition 
between the techno-operational elite tracks 
in the IDF and a parallel track that lacks some 
of the intensity of the contributing military 
experience but has excellent experiences 
and conditions, freedom of occupation, and 
sometimes also better training, will be harder 
and harder. This is mainly if the legitimacy 
for such a parallel track that is not military-
technological increases to the extent that 
service is shortened, or that service is seen 
less and less as an essential contribution 
of the elite population, while employment 
in hi-tech is also seen more and more as a 
certain (and real) contribution to the country 
through its economy. 
	 Differences of a few months one way 
or another in the duration of service may 
seem marginal, such that it is seemingly 
unclear why such a long section has been 
dedicated to them here. But the perspective 
through which shortening the length of 
service should be examined is vis-à-vis a 
reference basis of three years of mandatory 
service. This is because academic studies last 
three (sometimes four) years, and recruits 
in elite academic tracks examine them in 
this context. During their studies, are their 
friends serving in the army, or have they 
already completed their service and traveled 
and begun to study as part of their civilian 
lives? Even though this difference may 
sound marginal, it can be very significant 
from the perspective of a 20-year-old in 
modern society. 

c.	 Differential service in one form or another? 
Setting a differential length of mandatory 
service for different groups based on their 
occupation threatens the equality of the 

recruitment of the layer of the population 
coming from the same places. Again, to 
the extent that a certain shorter alternative 
becomes more legitimate, the parallel track 
of short service followed by full civilian life 
would become more attractive. Differential 
pay of one kind or another would only worsen 
the condition of the elite population, as even 
if the military tries to increase its pay, the 
conditions that it can provide do not come 
close to what the hi-tech sector can offer. 
On the contrary—the moment service is 
measured in money, it will be legitimate not 
to serve at all, or to choose shorter service. 
Thus, it sometimes seems like a slight 

shortening of the period of service or a certain 
change in conditions and equality is not material 
to the overall framework of enlistment and 
service of elite officers. But with such a strategic 
and fundamental issue, it is vital to keep a safe 
distance from the critical sensitive point. An 
inaccurate adjustment to the length of service, 
or change in its social framing, could in one 
fell swoop cause the collapse of the model 
and a sharp decrease in current recruitment 
to the point of social legitimacy for settling for 
“short” service and the sweeping loss of the 
elite population, seemingly never to return. 

The issue of the technological profession 
acquired in the army, similar to other 
professions that are acquired and used after 
discharge, such as pilots, doctors, or simulator 
instructors, indeed creates clear and substantial 
inequality in employment after military service, 
but this is an issue that requires an important 
and separate discussion on the equality of 
service in many contexts, one of which is the 
profession acquired. This topic is beyond 
the scope of this article, which discusses the 
need for a small number, hundreds per year, 
of the STEM elite, who are the critical core of 
techno-operational superiority. 

Conclusion
With the establishment of the state, Israel’s 
leaders, led by Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion, 
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aimed to build the IDF as an army whose quality 
is the pillar of its ability to address the different 
threats to Israel, especially given the extreme 
quantitative asymmetry between Israel and 
the hostile world surrounding it—in territory, 
population, and strategic depth. Over the years, 
deliberately and as a result of considerable work 
and investment, the technological component 
of the qualitative element became a central 
cornerstone of the IDF achieving superiority 
over its enemies. 

From the beginning, what stood at the 
basis of the ability of the IDF and the security 
establishment to fulfill the need and the 
desire to achieve technological superiority is 
the access to the STEM elite of Israel through 
the conscription model. While this model was 
born as one of the main ways of addressing 
quantitative asymmetry, it was also deliberately 
used from the outset to recruit the STEM elite 
of the youth, who were tracked into building 
up the IDF’s techno-operational force. 

Over the years, military R&D and the 
recruitment tracks of this elite progressed in 
tandem. Consequently and subsequently, the 
IDF became an army in which the superiority 
of its technological capabilities is the basis of 
its ability to fulfill its missions, in a process 
that has only intensified due to the arrival of 
innovative technologies that are changing the 
nature of war and the battlefield substantially, 
and due to the many threats that Israel faces 
at an increasing pace. At the same time, and in 
order to enable the creation of this superiority, 
the IDF expanded the pyramid of recruitment 
and training tracks of high school graduates 
with excellent technological skills by means of a 
variety of unique techno-operational programs. 
At the base of the pyramid are non-academic 
techno-military trainings for recruits with 
excellent potential in computer technology in 
general and network technology in particular; 
next is the regular academic reserve track, 
which was the first of these programs to be 
created; above it are the excellence programs 
of the academic reserve with their range of 

specializations and their precise adaptation to 
the IDF’s changing and unique needs; and at 
the top is the Talpiot program, which trains the 
leadership of the defense R&D with feet planted 
deeply in both the problem and solution arenas. 

The article shows that by virtue of the 
intensification of the technological component 
in a prolonged evolutionary process, and its 
impact on the changing nature of combat, the 
center of gravity of the underlying logic of the 
conscription model has shifted. The original 
quantitative logic that aimed at recruiting most 
of the population into all units of the military 
has evolved into a logic of recruiting the entire 
population in order to continue to recruit 
the country’s quality population, chiefly the 
STEM elite, and track it into the IDF’s techno-
operational force. For these core personnel, 
and in particular in the State of Israel, in which 
the academic sector and the hi-tech sector 
are very well-developed, there are excellent 
work and research alternatives in terms of the 
interest in them and their conditions, and it is 
difficult to see how these individuals would 
reach the IDF if not through recruitment into 
mandatory service. 

Accordingly, the article proposes that 
in any future conscription outline the IDF 
place major emphasis on maintaining the 
ability to recruit this STEM elite population, 
on which it is completely dependent for its 
continued advancement as a military based 
on technological superiority, and its ability to 
realize technological opportunities. It is vital to 
maintain conscription and tracking of this elite 
population in the variety of voluntary tracks 
of techno-operational service. So far, in any 

In any future conscription outline, the IDF 
should place major emphasis on maintaining 
the ability to recruit this STEM elite population, 
on which it is completely dependent for its 
continued advancement as a military based on 
technological superiority. 
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discourse on the conscription model, even when 
there has been reference to the need to maintain 
the qualitative element and the technological 
component of the IDF, insufficient emphasis has 
been placed on the aspects brought forward in 
this article—the recruitment of the STEM elite 
into the core techno-operational R&D systems. 
This conceptual gap has led to proposals such 
as a general shortening of service or a service 
model with differential duration and rewards, 
which is ostensibly meant to address the need to 
maintain the quality of the IDF’s manpower. Such 
proposals could perhaps address the quality of 
manpower in combat units and in additional 
frameworks that require not more than a year 
of training, but according to the analysis here, 
these revisions should be approached carefully, 
out of an understanding of the problem and the 
population, in order not to harm the extent and 
the quality of recruitment to elite technological 
tracks—harm that would make it difficult for 
the IDF to continue to advance its technological 
superiority and would lead to a significant 
deterioration of its capabilities. 
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Notes
1.	 More precisely, the law does not distinguish between 

nations and religions, but leaves an opening for the 
enlisting body not to summon a person for military 
service. The army’s directives are what determine the 
recruitment policy of non-Jews (Orgad, 2007). 

2.	 The duration of mandatory service was originally set 
as two years for men and one year for women. Over the 
years it was lengthened, until in 1968 it was set at three 
years for men and two years for women, a practice that 
continued until it became an official amendment to 
the law as part of a temporary order (Defense Service 
Law—Temporary Order, 1995). This was renewed 
every two years until the amendment in 2014, which 
determined 32 months for men and 28 months for 
women (except for “the rule for women is as the rule 
for men” in several positions). This process is part of 
an overall process of shortening mandatory service 
for men (except in special positions) to 30 months, 
in stages over the course of several years—a process 
that is still controversial and is currently suspended 
(Elran et al., 2021).

3	 Except for religious women, married women, 
or mothers; individuals exempt due to medical 
conditions or the age of their immigration to Israel; 
or postponement that becomes an exemption for 
reasons such as Torato umanuto (“Torah study is 
his occupation,” i.e., a religious way of life of yeshiva 
study).

4	 The main Zionist paramilitary organization in 
Mandatory Palestine, which was transformed into 
the IDF after the establishment of the State of Israel.

5	 Prof. Isaac Ben-Israel served as head of IDF R&D and 
immediately afterwards as head of the Directorate of 
Defense research and development (DDR&D), both 
key positions at the vanguard of the military R&D 
establishment, for over a decade, from late 1991 until 
the middle of 2002.

6	 For more on the role of artificial intelligence in combat, 
see for example the RAND report (Morgan et al., 2020, 
pp. 8-23). 
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This study analyzes Chinese-Israeli technological innovation exchanges, major 
infrastructure projects, and cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
framework in the era of Great Power competition. It explores how this strategic 
rivalry impacted Sino-Israeli bilateral ties from 2013 to 2021. Israel’s unique 
geographical position, well-secured human capital, start-up nation reputation and 
hi-tech foundation, political stability, and stable business environment have made 
Israel attractive to the BRI framework. However, the intensifying rivalry between 
the United States and China pressures Israel to side with one of the two powers, 
which in turn may result in its losing either the security partnership with the US or 
the economic and technological partnership with China. The Israeli government 
must manage its relations with Washington while boosting the bilateral ties with 
China. Hence, Jerusalem must continue, with requisite caution and minimum 
concessions, to expand its cooperation with China under the BRI while recognizing 
Washington’s serious concerns. 
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Introduction
A new era of Great Power competition has 
returned to the center of the global stage (Wu, 
2020). United States-China rivalry involves full-
scale, full-spectrum, Great Power strategic 
competition for wealth, power, and influence, 
both within East Asia and globally. It features 
competing ideals and models for political 
governance and economic development, 
along with competing views on the structure 
and rules of the world order, all rooted in 
competing interests. Each side is determined 
to maximize its global position and freedom of 
action relative to the other (Lippert & Perthes, 
2020). Yet while the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) has not matched the US across the full 
spectrum of power assets and capabilities, it is 
rising quickly. Moreover, China does not have 
to equal Washington’s power and influence to 
become a significant competitor (Zhao, 2022).

Over the last decade, the PRC’s presence 
and influence in the Middle East have expanded 
significantly. The region has emerged 
as China’s most strategically important 
region beyond its immediate neighborhood 
(Scobell et al., 2021), and has become 
increasingly critical for Beijing’s commercial 
interests and its quest for worldwide influence. 
Beijing’s need for energy underlies its interest 
in the Middle East, and with its high volume 
of oil imports, the PRC is the largest trading 
partner of many countries in the Middle East 
(Wu, 2021). For their part, many regional states 
have embraced the PRC’s offerings to diversify 
their great power relationships.

The significance of the Middle East for the 
PRC and the importance of Beijing for the 
region have increased dramatically since the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) was officially 
launched in 2013. Beijing has signed contracts 
and partnership agreements with Middle East 
countries, with contracts on infrastructure, 
energy, finance, and technology cooperation, 
and softer initiatives such as cultural exchanges 
and tourism (Chaziza, 2020). As the PRC’s current 
flagship project, the BRI in many ways positions 

the Middle East as a hub, be it as a center that 
the framework must traverse, a substantive 
economic and diplomatic partner, a major 
source for its energy security, or geopolitical 
ground for advancing international agendas. 

The PRC’s presence in the region is related 
primarily to economic imperatives, i.e., the drive 
to secure its energy supply and synergize its BRI 
framework with local development projects. 
The BRI comprises a framework of economic 
and commercial interests between the PRC 
and many geographic regions. It targets new 
markets and aims to guarantee Beijing’s energy 
security for economic growth and domestic 
stability. The initiative seeks cross-continental 
connectivity and integration between China and 
Europe (Wang, 2016). The Middle East, a vital 
geostrategic global crossroads, thus became a 
crucial part of the BRI, especially its Maritime 
Silk Road Initiative (MSRI) component, as many 
of the various straits, sea routes, and hubs and 
offshoots run through the region (Scobell & 
Nader, 2016). 

Relations between Israel and China have 
warmed in recent years and evolved rapidly 
in diverse areas, including diplomacy, trade, 
investment, construction, educational 
partnerships, scientific cooperation, and 
tourism. Beijing’s prime interest in Israel 
is advanced technology, and it sees Israel 
as a global powerhouse in technology and 
innovation in cybersecurity, bio-agriculture, and 
green technology. Geopolitically, Jerusalem’s 
ties and putative influence (potential bridge) 
in the US and Europe have encouraged China 
to cultivate a closer relationship with Israel, 
hoping that this link would somehow help 

Relations between Israel and China have warmed 
in recent years and evolved rapidly in diverse 
areas, including diplomacy, trade, investment, 
construction, educational partnerships, scientific 
cooperation, and tourism. Beijing’s prime interest 
in Israel is advanced technology. 



26 Strategic Assessment | Volume 25 | No. 2 | July 2022

improve Beijing’s standing in the world. 
Within the broader context, particularly as 
part of the BRI, Israel’s geographical location 
is another potential node in the BRI scheme 
(Zhu, 2019). For Jerusalem, Beijing’s attraction 
lies in its vast, rapidly expanding economy that 
presents countless opportunities for the Israeli 
economy. Israel seeks to expand its economic 
and diplomatic ties with the PRC, the world’s 
fastest-growing major economy, and diversify 
its export markets and investments from the 
US and Europe (Efron et al., 2019). 

Overall, Sino-Israeli ties have developed 
smoothly, without bilateral historical baggage or 
direct conflicts of interest (in the past, relations 
were damaged due to restrictions on the Phalcon 
and Harpy UAV defense exports). Indeed, the ties 
are always influenced by a third party, namely, 
the US, which is watching, not necessarily with 
jealousy but with serious concern, mixed at 
times with anger. This is due to Jerusalem’s 
frequent disregard for Washington’s discomfort 
as Beijing makes inroads, figuratively and deep 
into areas of America’s vital interests in the 
Middle East (Sela & Friedman, 2019).

In this context, the study below analyzes 
how the great power competition and 
strategic rivalry, which build on historic and 
contemporary insights, impact Sino-Israeli 
bilateral ties. It argues that Israel is not prepared 
to jeopardize its indispensable cooperation 
with Washington because of Beijing. Like other 
countries globally, Israel, a small but close ally 
of Washington, looks at the dynamics of Great 
Power competition to chart its course. Situated 
at the center of the Middle East, Israel finds 
itself in a delicate strategic position. It seeks 
to expand relations with the PRC, promote 
innovation cooperation and infrastructure 
projects, attract capital, export technology, 
and tap into the vast and growing Chinese 
market. Yet it views its ties with Washington 
as a unique and special relationship and a core 
pillar of its national security and economy. 
Israel is determined to maintain its security 
partnership with the US, while strengthening 

its economic and technological partnership 
with China. 

At the same time, the intensifying Great 
Power rivalry imposes pressure on Jerusalem 
to side with one of the two powers. As a 
result, Israel could lose either the security 
partnership with the US or the economic and 
technological partnership with Beijing. Against 
this background, Israel is required to wield sharp 
diplomatic and political skills to manage its 
relations with China and the US simultaneously. 
Israel does not have to give up one of the two; 
it can actively propose the golden mean of 
“both and both.”

The Belt and Road Vision
The BRI is unquestionably one of China’s 
most significant undertakings this century. 
Comprising a framework of commercial 
and trade ties between the PRC and many 
geographical regions, it involves massive 
economic and diplomatic initiatives. The 
government of Xi Jinping and the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) regard the BRI as the 
centerpiece of the PRC’s foreign policy, and 
in 2017 it was formally incorporated into the 
Chinese constitution to signal the initiative’s 
centrality to Beijing’s sense of its global 
destiny. It targets new markets abroad and 
guarantees China’s energy security to sustain 
its economic growth and promote domestic 
stability. In addition, the BRI seeks to enhance 
cross-continental connectivity and integration 
between Beijing and European countries 
(Watanabe, 2019; Clarke, 2017). 

The initiative includes the MSRI, a maritime 
element, and a land-based equivalent, the Silk 
Road Economic Belt (SREB). The SREB comprises 
various sub-divisions (including roads, railways, 
and pipelines), and the MSRI (consisting of 
seaports and coastal development) looks to 
create an economic corridor that links China 
with Europe and Africa through the Middle East. 
The aim is to ease trade and improve the PRC’s 
access to new markets and energy sources 
(Blanchard, 2020; Evron, 2019). The BRI’s scope 
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has also grown, becoming a broader and more 
amorphous undertaking, with Beijing adding a 
Digital Silk Road, Health Silk Road, and Green 
Belt and Road, all of which are not bound 
geographically (Hillman & Sacks, 2021).

The BRI’s geographic range is expanding 
steadily, covering 146 countries (although not 
every country has formally committed to host 
BRI projects) and 29 international organizations 
along six economic corridors, with an estimated 
$8 trillion investment (Nedopil, 2021). The BRI 
framework involves two thirds of the world’s 
population, 40 percent of the global gross 
national product, and an estimated 75 percent 
of known energy reserves (Rolland, 2019). Thus, 
this ambitious project demands harnessing 
significant human, technological, political, and 
financial resources worldwide to realize the BRI 
vision (Lokhande, 2017).

Israeli Cooperation with the BRI 
Framework
In 2015, China’s National Development and 
Reform Commission delivered and unveiled 
the “Vision and Actions on Jointly Building the 
Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road.” The vision spelled out 
five types of “connectivity”: enhancement of 
trade, connection projects, financial integration, 
political coordination, and people-to-people 
bond (“Vision and Actions,” 2015). 

Under the BRI framework, the Chinese 
government emphasizes in its diplomacy the 
definition of ties with core countries, thus serving 
as a guideline for the professional echelons 
to prioritize collaboration with Jerusalem on 
technological innovation. In March 2017, during 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s official 
visit to Beijing, President Xi Jinping announced 
an Innovative Comprehensive Partnership 
with Israel (Chaziza, 2018), a designation of 
the relationship that signaled the national 
interest of the two countries (as an economic 
and technological—not strategic—partner). As 
President Xi said in a November 2021 phone 
conversation with Israeli President Isaac Herzog, 

“Innovation has become a highlight and booster 
of bilateral relations” (Xinhua, 2021).

 As a result, various joint mechanisms 
for cooperation began to appear (such as 
conferences, joint committees, fairs) supporting 
this designation. For example, the Israel-China 
Joint Committee on Innovation, the most 
important inter-governmental mechanism (G2G) 
with China, promotes dialogue and cooperation 
between government ministries, emphasizing 
innovation. These collaborations and meetings 
began in 2014 and are an important channel 
of direct dialogue with China at the highest 
leadership levels. This mechanism helps lower 
bureaucratic barriers, increase exports, and 
promote other issues critical to Israel’s economy, 
such as the Free Trade Area Agreement, flights, 
and tourism. Israel is also one of 57 founding 
members of the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank, which serves as a financial tool to promote 
the BRI (Xiao, 2016).

Although Israel’s role in the BRI framework 
has attracted less attention, Chinese diplomats 
see the country as a significant node within 
the BRI architecture. During Netanyahu’s 
last visit to China, President Xi said that the 
two countries would steadily advance major 
cooperative projects while jointly building the 
Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road. Prime Minister Netanyahu 
also mentioned the BRI in his remarks, saying, 
“The Israeli side is ready to actively participate 
in cooperation and infrastructure and other 
areas” within the SREB framework and the 21st 
century MSRI (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
People’s Republic of China, 2017).

In December 2019, Zhai Jun, the Chinese 
special envoy to the Middle East, stated: “[Given 

The BRI’s geographic range is expanding steadily, 
covering 146 countries and 29 international 
organizations along six economic corridors, with an 
estimated $8 trillion investment. 
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that] relations and cooperation between Israel 
and China are strong, I am sure that under the 
framework of the Belt and Road Initiative China-
Israel cooperation will only see greater potential. 
Israel and the wider Middle East are important 
participants of the Belt and Road Initiative. We 
have a lot of areas to tap, such as infrastructure 
and connectivity, and China is ready to advance 
the cooperation with Israel on that and…for 
me personally, I will also work hard on that” 
(Linn, 2019). 

From the Belt and Road cooperation 
to technology and innovation exchanges, 
China-Israel relations have achieved fruitful 
cooperation in various fields. Multiple 
opportunities for innovation cooperation and 
infrastructure projects between China and 
Israel emerge regularly. This is a noticeable 
trend identified by analysis of the trade and 
investment patterns between the two countries. 
Considering that the China-Israel relationship 
is firmly grounded in innovation and other 
important aspects, it is expected that the 
cooperation with the BRI will only continue 
to stimulate the development of the economic 
relations between these two partners. 

Port Development and Operations 
Connectivity is crucial for integrating Israel into 
the BRI framework. Situated between Europe 
and Asia and between the Middle East and 
Africa, Israel’s strategic positioning for the BRI 
is clear. Jerusalem can be a small but essential 
stop on the MSRI, connecting the Indian Ocean 
and the Mediterranean Sea through the Gulf 
of Aqaba and the Suez Canal, for instance, the 
Peace Railway, or the Eilat-Ashdod Port rail, if 
implemented (Ben-Gedalyahu, 2021). Chinese 
companies have been increasingly involved in 
Israel’s seaports, railways, transportation, and 
other major infrastructure projects of the SREB 
associated with inherent economic profits (Elis, 
2016). Cross-border connectivity projects are 
different from other BRI-associated activities, 
given that connectivity projects—the essence 
of the BRI vision—will require China to increase 

its regional engagement, a shift that it has so 
far avoided (Evron, 2019). 

The PRC highlights the advantages of Israel as 
a hub for the BRI. Israel’s well-endowed human 
capital, hi-tech base, developed economy, 
government and business environment, and 
stable society make the country a precious 
asset for China. Jerusalem is at the nexus 
of PRC’s far-flung commerce routes, but its 
stability is the exception in the turbulent region. 
The geostrategic significance of Israel within 
the BRI is also an important factor due to its 
location near the Arab states as a balancing 
force that can lend credibility to Chinese soft 
power in the Middle East (Efron et al., 2019). 
Moreover, the massive development of energy 
resources in the Eastern Mediterranean, new 
ports on the Mediterranean shores, new trade 
routes between Israel and its Arab neighbors, 
and the growing geo-economic alignment 
between Israel, Greece, Egypt, and Cyprus 
make it a highly attractive market for the BRI 
(Kuo, 2018).

Aware of Israel’s advantages to the BRI, 
Chinese shipping companies are increasingly 
active in development and operational rights in 
a chain of ports in Israel. Under the framework 
of the MSRI, Beijing’s maritime activity consists 
mainly of constructing and operating ports and 
railways. Given Israel’s important geographical 
location, China has stepped up its presence 
by building, modernizing, expanding, and 
operating the most important ports and 
terminals in Israel. These current and potential 
future investments should be seen in China’s 
broader infrastructure activities under the BRI 
framework. The investment in sea lanes and 
railways complement each other, as they jointly 
open new trade links between China and the 
Eurasia-Africa zone (Chaziza, 2018b). 

Chinese shipping companies gained access 
to Israel’s two major seaport construction 
projects. The first, beginning in June 2014, 
was construction of the Southport Terminal 
in Ashdod, called Hadarom Port, by Pan 
Mediterranean Engineering Company (PMEC), 
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a unit of China Harbour Engineering Company; 
it was inaugurated in 2022. The terminal 
is expected to have a container-handling 
capability of one million standard containers 
and become the most important terminal in 
southern Israel (Shamah, 2014). Moreover, 
PMEC also won a tender for NIS 1 billion to 
upgrade Ashdod’s main dock (“China’s Pan 
Mediterranean Engineering Company,” 2020). 
The second major construction project is the 
tender won by Bayport Terminal Company, a 
subsidiary of Shanghai International Port Group 
(SIPG), to operate a new terminal at the Haifa 
Port (which opened in 2021), with a lease for 
25 years (Petersburg, 2015). 

Another Chinese potential mega-transport 
project in Israel is the construction of the Red 
Sea-Mediterranean high-speed railway (Red-
Med railway), which will facilitate connectivity 
between the Israeli ports of Eilat and Ashdod 
and provide a safe alternative route to the 
Suez Canal. Beijing has invested in building a 
regional network of sea infrastructure and rail 
lines (ensuring reliable access for Chinese trade 
shipping from the Red Sea to the Mediterranean) 
to connect China with Europe via Asia and the 
Middle East. The Red-Med railway will provide 
a safe route, complementary to the Suez Canal, 
by which raw materials and energy vessels 
could be transported from Europe to China. It 
would also move China’s finished products back 
to Europe through the Gulf of Aden (Chaziza, 
2016). Nevertheless, it is not certain that Chinese 
companies will take part in the project or when 
the Red-Med railway will be constructed, and 
the project has yet to receive final approval 
and secure funding.

Investments
Israel is unique among countries for Chinese 
investment, as it aligns with the BRI and 
Chinese targets to improve its domestic hi-
tech sector. This combination means that the 
Chinese government encourages construction 
and technology companies to engage in Israel. 
These investments in Israel advance the BRI 

framework and the PRC’s broader long-term 
objectives to increase its position and role in the 
region and connect to Europe (Efron, Schwindt, 
& Haskel, 2020). The PRC invested significant 
capital and resources in innovation, technology, 
venture capital, agriculture, infrastructure, and 
construction projects and acquired influential 
positions in major Israeli industries (Chaziza, 
2018a). 

Indeed, since normalizing diplomatic 
relations, China and Israel have seen a dramatic 
expansion of economic ties. According to figures 
from the Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics 
(CBS), in 2013, trade between Israel and China 
was worth $8.22 billion, and in 2021, the figure 
was almost double. Despite setbacks due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic and striding against 
the global trend, Sino-Israel bilateral trade last 
year increased to $15 billion: Israeli exports 
to Beijing grew to $4.3 billion, and imports 
increased to $10.7 billion (CBS, 2021).

Private companies and venture capital funds 
are the main investors in the hi-tech sector, some 
of which serve as the investment arms of giant 
corporations. Conversely, Chinese investments 
in non-hi-tech sectors come mainly from state-
owned enterprises (SOEs) that focus primarily 
on investment in infrastructure projects. At 
the same time, the Chinese investments do 
not constitute a substantial share of foreign 
investments in the Israeli economy. They are 
relatively low compared to investments by 
Western companies, representing less than 
10 percent of foreign capital invested in Israel 
(Ella, 2021a).

According to the China Global Investment 
Tracker (2021), China’s investments and 
construction in Israel from 2013 to 2021 reached 
$13.2 billion. The key investment sectors are 
$4.4 billion in hi-tech, $2.9 billion in agriculture, 
and $4 billion in transport. Moreover, Chinese 
investments, especially in the hi-tech sector, 
did indeed show progressive growth in number 
and scale, especially between 2014 and their 
peak in 2018. Nevertheless, between 2019 and 
2020, the Chinese investment shrank again. 
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China slowed its penetration into the Israeli 
economy, just as it did elsewhere (Ella, 2021b).

Innovation
Despite its shortage of natural resources 
and a challenging geopolitical environment, 
Israel has become a global powerhouse of 
science, technology, and innovation. More 
than a thousand Israeli companies operate in 
China, seeking to exploit the PRC’s technology 
manufacturing capacity. China, which aims 
to transform its economic model from one 
based on manufacturing to one based on 
innovation and a rise in the production value 
chain (Kuo, 2018), is interested in Jerusalem’s 
advanced technology and eager to learn from 
its success as an innovation model. Chinese 
companies are searching for cutting-edge 
technology that can complement the country’s 
strengths as a rising innovation nation, while 
Israeli companies are looking for market 
expansion opportunities. This investment will 
continue to grow, since many of the projects are 
under the technology and innovation exchanges 
or BRI cooperation that requires investment in 
innovation on regional and global tracks (Peled, 
2017; Chaziza, 2018a; Friedfeld & Metoudi, 2015; 
Zhu, 2022; Shang, Lyu, & Wang, 2022). 

Israel’s reputation as a start-up nation makes 
it particularly attractive to Chinese investment 
in technology. The PRC views Israel as a model 
for creating an innovation hub quickly, which 
matches Beijing’s target of developing its 
indigenous innovation capabilities (Efron et al., 
2020). The vast majority of China’s investments 
and M&As in Israel were in the technology sector 
(worth approximately $9.138 billion). The 
most significant assets are in the life sciences 
sector (biotechnology, medical technologies, 
pharmaceuticals, and biochemistry), followed 
by investments in software development and IT 
companies. The PRC also invests in companies in 
the internet sector, chips, communications, and 
semiconductors. Finally, Chinese investments 
were made in Israeli venture capital funds and 
companies in the clean-tech industry (green 

technologies and water technologies) (Ella, 
2021b).

China also began to focus its investments 
on technology start-ups in Israel. Over the 
past two decades, Beijing has become a 
financial source for Israeli hi-tech enterprises; 
particularly from 2014 onward, there was a rise 
in Chinese investments in Israel, both in the 
number of deals and their value. Investment 
in Israeli hi-tech from 2007 to 2020 totaled $9.1 
billion (Ella, 2021a). These investments peaked 
in 2018, and then began to wane. Moreover, 
Israeli companies often fear that their activity 
with China may have them blacklisted in the 
American market, due to US sensitivity to 
technological collaboration with the PRC, even 
if no defense-related technology is involved.

Baidu, Qihoo 360, Lenovo, Ping An, and other 
prominent science and technology companies 
invest in Israel’s science and technology 
funds (CTECH, 2018). However, unlike data 
on foreign investments in Israel in non-
technological sectors, the amounts invested 
in the hi-tech industry are not always visible 
and reported, and are often integrated into 
the total sum of investments made by several 
different investors in a single round, challenging 
a complete and accurate picture of Chinese 
investments in Israeli hi-tech. Therefore, the 
Chinese investment in the Israeli hi-tech sector 
could be significantly higher than the figures 
documented (Ella, 2021a).

The drop in the number and size of deals 
between the two countries indicates that Chinese 
companies are investing abroad cautiously. 
China may have cooled its investment in Israel 
from an understanding that there is growing 
US pressure to critically assess investments in 
Israel from Beijing, and given Israel’s decision 
to establish a mechanism to monitor foreign 
investments in its economy (Chaziza, 2019). 
In addition, the new government investment 
restrictions on taking capital out of China and 
increased Communist Party supervision on 
investments and acquisitions overseas, and 
a reduction in capital liquidity, limit access to 
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possible sources of financing for investments 
abroad (“China Toughens,” 2017).

Chinese entities have also invested in 
Israeli venture capital firms (e.g., JVP, Pitango, 
OurCrowd, Catalyst, Canaan Partners, Viola 
Ventures, and Singulariteam). Many of these 
venture capital companies (Tnuva, ThetaRay, 
Kaymera, Toga Networks, HexaTier, Rainbow 
Medical, and Copyleaks) focus on investing in 
other Israeli companies innovating in areas of 
sensitive or potentially dual-use technology, 
such as artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, 
and robotics (Efron et al., 2019). 

Agriculture and Industry
Agriculture was one of the most prominent 
targets of Chinese investment, at approximately 
$5.3 billion between 2011 and 2018. Together 
with technology, these two sectors accounted 
for roughly 87 percent of total Chinese 
investment in the Israeli economy (Witte, 
2021). Furthermore, the agriculture-related 
investment included a vital technology 
component in that it focused on agro tech. 
For agriculture, the investment figure is driven 
by the acquisition of Adama for $2.8 billion by 
ChemChina (Gabison, 2016).

The PRC’s growing acquisitions and 
investment in key Israeli industries are one of 
the main pillars of the technological innovation 
exchanges and cooperation within the BRI 
framework. Over the last decade, Chinese 
companies have acquired several key Israeli 
industries (Tnuva, Makhteshim-Agan, Shahal, 
and Ahava). China invests billions of dollars 
in the Israeli market in renewable energy, 
water treatments, medical equipment, 
communications, and agriculture. These 
investments vary from direct investment to 
cooperative arrangements with Israeli venture 
capital firms or joint efforts to raise capital with 
other investors and enterprises. Many Chinese 
transactions aim to improve productivity, 
penetrate overseas markets, and improve 
technological capabilities or management 
skills (Chaziza, 2018a).

While major infrastructure projects, cutting-
edge technology, and innovation have been the 
bedrock on which the China-Israel relationship 
has flourished over the past years, other sectors 
of its economy further define the long-term 
bilateral economic and political relationship. 
Since the establishment of the Innovative 
Comprehensive Partnership, economic and 
trade cooperation between both sides has 
increased. However, the principal objective 
of the BRI framework is to boost economic 
cooperation with Israel by enhancing trade, 
connectivity, and a people-to-people bond. 

Great Power Competition: US, Israel, 
and China 
The global US-China great power confrontation 
stands to change the Middle East landscape. 
The speed with which this rivalry intensifies and 
the bipartisan nature of US opposition to the 
PRC have created a highly precarious situation 
for Middle East countries. Consequently, they 
face a complex geopolitical and commercial 
calculus, with new pressures on managing their 
national security and economic development. 
The intensifying competition complicates their 
efforts to maintain ties with these powers 
in various ways and forces them to choose 
between keeping the security partnership with 
the US or strengthening their economic and 
technological partnership with China. 

Moreover, China’s growing economic role in 
the Middle East through the BRI poses another 
significant challenge to US global interests and 
values. The BRI’s scale, scope, and centrality can 
transform the world order while the Washington-
led, liberal global order experiences a paradigm 
shift, leading to short-term volatility and creating 
long-term uncertainty about the international 
system (“The Belt and Road Initiative,” 2019). 
While the Biden administration tries to shape 
its Middle East policy, the BRI framework could 
become the frontline for the unfolding Great 
Power rivalry (Blanchard, 2021). 

China’s investment in Israel’s economy 
has grown since the announcement of the 
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Innovative Comprehensive Partnership. 
China’s Ambassador to Israel Cai Run noted 
that “since the establishment of diplomatic ties 
in 1992, China and Israel have achieved fruitful 
cooperation in various fields, and innovative 
cooperation has become a highlight and booster 
of the China-Israel relations” (“Innovative 
Cooperation,” 2022). The BRI has also played 
one of the leading roles in promoting China-
Israel relations. China’s investments and 
construction in Israel from 2005 to 2012 stood 
at $1.5 billion, while the investment from 2013 
to 2021 reached $13.2 billion. As former Israeli 
President Reuven Rivlin said, “The Belt and Road 
Initiative is a vision that reflects the ability of 
people to connect and work together across 
the world, to build bridges for all peoples, and 
eventually a better future for all” (Shang, Lyu, 
& Wang, 2022). 

Israel is an attractive hub of innovation for 
Chinese firms, and Beijing is a huge potential 
export market and source of investment for 
Israeli companies. Chinese firms’ investments 
include investments in the hi-tech sector 
that produce sensitive technologies and 
the construction and operation of major 
infrastructure. All Chinese firms investing in or 
building major infrastructure projects in Israel 
have ties with the Chinese government, military 
entities, or armed forces (Orion & Lavi, 2019). 
Any substantially sized company originating 
in the PRC likely has informal or formal links 
to the Chinese government and is expected to 
collaborate with its intelligence and security 
apparatus (Efron et al., 2019).

In addition to long-running US security 
concerns regarding China, Washington is 
particularly anxious about transfer of US 
defense-related technology to Beijing, along 
with other technologies or capabilities that 
could strengthen its military edge. Accordingly, 
investment by Chinese companies in sensitive 
technologies and the construction of major 
Israeli critical infrastructure projects have led 
to official US expressions of concern (Kampeas, 
2020). They have raised some concerns that 

the PRC might acquire technologies or gather 
intelligence to threaten US national security 
in cybersecurity, satellite communications, AI, 
and robotics (Efron, Schwindt, & Haskel, 2020; 
Efron et al., 2019). 

In the 1990s and 2000s, Sino-Israel defense 
industry cooperation on the Phalcon and Harpy 
UAV fed tensions in Washington-Jerusalem 
defense ties and led to an apparent de facto 
US veto over Israeli arms sales to the PRC 
(Kumaraswamy, 2012, 2013). As long as defense 
relations remain limited, the main misgivings 
regarding Sino-Israeli ties involve investment, 
related intellectual property issues, non-
military technology, and construction projects. 
Consequently, and against the background of 
increasing pressure from the US, the Israeli 
government created an advisory panel on 
foreign investment. However, the new advisory 
panel on foreign investments reportedly does 
not have the authority to review investments in 
sectors such as hi-tech, which account for the 
extensive PRC investments in Israel (Chaziza, 
2019). 

Senior officials in the Trump and Biden 
administrations have made notable efforts 
to discourage Chinese involvement in major 
Israeli infrastructure and communications 
projects. In line with similar warnings that 
the Trump administration communicated to 
other allies and partners worldwide, Jerusalem 
has been advised that US security assistance 
and cooperation could be limited if Chinese 
companies Huawei and ZTE establish a 5G 
communications network in the country. 
According to Reuters, under US pressure, 
Israeli authorities agreed to guarantee that 
they would use equipment only from “trusted 
vendors” for its next-generation 5G mobile 
telecoms networks (“Israel, US Near Deal,” 
2020). According to a report by the Israeli media, 
the National Authority for Data Protection at 
the Israel Security Agency (Shin Bet) does 
not allow the PRC to build communications 
infrastructures of any kind in the country. 
Israeli communications companies toe the 
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line with the security authorities’ position in 
refraining from using Huawei and ZTE in their 
communications equipment, and consequently 
it is doubtful they will be installed in Israel’s 
5G communications network (Segev, Ella, & 
Orion, 2019). 

Moreover, the Trump administration also 
warned Israel that deep involvement by Chinese 
SOEs in the future management of the major 
port in Haifa, where SIPG built the pier and 
leased management rights for 25 years, could 
jeopardize the continued use of the port where 
the US Navy’s Sixth Fleet docks regularly 
(Kampeas, 2020). Chinese port operators could 
monitor US ship movements and maintenance 
activity and might have access to information 
systems, increasing the likelihood of threats 
to Washington cybersecurity and information. 
A US Congress report recommended that the 
administration convey to the Israeli government 
its grave security concerns concerning the 
leasing arrangements of the Port of Haifa and 
urge consideration of the security implications 
of such Chinese foreign investment in Israel 
(Zanotti, 2021). Although Washington urged 
Jerusalem not to collaborate with SIPG on the 
port’s expansion, Israel ultimately rejected the 
request after an internal review of the deal 
(“Report,” 2021). In October 2021, the USS 
O’Kane of the US Navy’s Fifth Fleet was docked 
at the Port of Haifa as part of the new bilateral 
cooperation between the Israeli Navy and the 
US Fifth Fleet (Egozi, 2021).

US officials have also voiced concern that 
Chinese construction and operation of major 
Israeli infrastructures could complicate US-Israel 
cooperation. The primary concern regarding 
investment relates to infrastructure projects 
that could further Chinese foreign policy 
objectives in the region. Chinese operation of 
Israeli infrastructure could present surveillance 
risks to US national security (Efron, Schwindt, 
& Haskel et al., 2020). In May 2020, a bid for 
a $2 billion water desalination plant (Sorek 
2) by a Chinese company (Hong Kong-based 
CK Hutchison Group) was rejected in favor of 

a local company, IDE technologies (although 
its bid was more attractive, and the price was 
lower by a considerable margin than that of 
the other bidders). This decision came after 
the Trump administration’s pressure to limit 
participation by Chinese companies in sensitive 
infrastructure projects in Israel (Gabison, 2020). 

Biden administration officials encouraged 
Israel to establish a more robust screening 
system for foreign investments. The new 
committee, led by the prime minister, would 
replace an existing voluntary committee that 
falls under the Finance Ministry that does 
not cover core areas in which China invests. 
However, the Prime Minister’s Office has yet to 
decide. Meanwhile, for one of Israel’s largest and 
most complex infrastructure projects, the Green 
and Purple Line light rail tenders were seen by 
officials in Washington as a significant test of 
this Israeli government’s policy toward China. 
Several local companies combined with foreign 
firms competed for the multibillion-dollar deal 
(NIS 15 billion tenders), including Chinese 
companies (their bid was significantly lower 
than other bids). However, the tender committee 
of the Metropolitan Mass Transit System decided 
to select the group’s bid of Alstom, Dan, and 
Electra to carry out the second phase of the 
Green Line project. The Shafir Group and the 
Spanish CAF won the Purple Line tender. The 
disqualification of Chinese companies (CRRC 
and CRCC) in the tender will satisfy the Israeli 
government, faced with pressure from the US 
regarding Chinese involvement in establishing 
infrastructure projects in Israel (Harkov, 2022).

Conclusion
The US and China are at a critical moment 
of Great Power politics, a path fraught with 

US officials have also voiced concern that 
Chinese construction and operation of major 
Israeli infrastructures could complicate US-Israel 
cooperation. 
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conflicts, rivalry, and competition. This 
competition occurs against a backdrop of 
sluggish growth in the world economy, a 
fragmenting international order, and significant 
domestic challenges within both powers. 
Undermining Washington’s dominance is 
an increasingly important component of 
Chinese foreign policy in the Middle East. It 
contributes to China’s evolution from a passive 
regional actor to a more vocal and aggressive 
one. Therefore, the Middle East is becoming 
one of the primary arenas for great power 
competition.

Peace and stability in the Middle East are built 
on both sides of the equation. The geo-security 
equation, based on a security partnership with 
the US, is balanced by a geo-economic equation 
(economic and technological partnerships) 
with Beijing, making the region the most 
sensitive spot globally in case of an open-
ended rivalry between the two powers over who 
controls the world order. Hence, maintaining 
a balanced relationship and keeping this geo-
security and the geo-economic equation is 
an essential guarantee for the Middle East 
countries (including Israel) to avoid negative 
ramifications if the US-China competition 
deepens in the region. However, the intensifying 
rivalry pressures local governments to side 
with one of the two powers. Consequently, 
they could lose either the security partnership 
with the US or the economic and technological 
partnership with China. 

In recent years, the China-Israel relationship 
has maintained a sound growth momentum. 
Economic ties, especially those involving 
technological innovation, major infrastructure 
projects, and cooperation under the BRI 
framework, have served as the foundation of 
this increasingly warm relationship. In many 
ways, China’s current flagship project posits 
Israel as a focal region and hub, whether as 
a center for the BRI, a substantial economic 
and technology partner, or geopolitical ground 
for advancing international agendas. First, 
Israel’s unique geographical position on the 

Mediterranean Sea is a crucial point between 
the three continents. Israel could become a vital 
part of the BRI, especially its MSRI component, 
with its new ports on its Mediterranean shores 
and the potential railway routes. Second, the 
discoveries of potential energy sources on the 
shores of the Mediterranean have increased, 
allowing Chinese options to access energy 
sources to expand significantly when the 
indicators of economic convergence between 
Israel, Greece, and Cyprus are increasing. 

Third, since the Abraham Accords, there 
has been growing openness in other Arab 
and Muslim countries to join the process of 
normalization with Israel. This has made China 
pay attention to the new trade and corridors 
between the Arab countries and Israel, which 
can be used as a trade route or new hub for a 
direct connection between the Gulf and the 
Mediterranean Sea. Fourth, the cooperation 
under the BRI framework helped the Sino-
Israeli relationship grow steadily and rapidly, 
especially in the commercial sphere, from the 
growth in Chinese investments in Israel from 
$1.5 billion in 2012 to $13.2 billion in 2021; 
these may grow even further once the Israeli 
integration into the BRI is completed. Finally, 
the Israeli-Chinese cutting-edge technology 
and innovation cooperation would continue 
by moving away from the technology that 
provokes the US. The technology cooperation 
will focus on other sectors such as new energy 
sources, agriculture, development of transport 
technologies, life sciences, and more. 

This study examines how the great power 
competition and strategic rivalry impact the 
Sino-Israeli bilateral ties. The findings show 
that the escalation that is now taking place 
in the match between the powers leads the 
Israeli government to make decisions (e.g., the 
Green and Purple Line and Sorek 2 desalination 
plant tenders) that undermine economic-
technological cooperation with China. A senior 
Israeli diplomatic official said recently that Israel 
would update the US government about any 
major infrastructure and technology deals with 



35Mordechai Chaziza  |  Israel-China Relations in an Era of Strategic Rivalry and Great Power Competition

China and reconsider them at Washington’s 
request (Harkov, 2022). 

The Israeli government faces the complex 
and delicate challenge of managing its relations 
with Washington while integrating into the 
BRI framework, especially in infrastructure 
projects and technology transfers. A choice 
between the US and PRC would be costly for 
the Israeli government—Chinese BRI projects 
and the economic opportunities accompanying 
them are large and growing. Nevertheless, the 
choice is clear for Jerusalem more than for 
other regional countries. The US is Israel’s 
main strategic and trading partner globally (it 
receives billions of dollars in military aid from 
the US every year). The friendship between 
Israel and the US runs deep in shared values, 
economic partnership, strategic cooperation, 
humanitarian assistance, and cultural ties. 
There is no substitute for American support 
for Israel, making it a top strategic asset for its 
national security. 

Therefore, Israel must manage a foreign 
policy of delicate balance, hedging, and risk 
management, namely, developing its economic 
and technological partnership with China while 
maintaining a security partnership with the 
US. According to the Israeli senior diplomatic 
official, Jerusalem aligns with the United States 
if it must choose a side and will not fight with 
Washington over China. Still, it would prefer to 
keep its decisions on the matter under the radar, 
so it does not lose business and investments 
from the world’s most populous country (Lis, 
2022). Israel tries to adjust to the strategic 
competitive relationship while sustaining its 
close partnership and taking advantage of 
opportunities with China. Nonetheless, the 
PRC may use threats, pressures, or exploitation 
of future opportunities to promote its position 
at the expense of Washington, making it hard 
for the Israeli government to continue its 
balanced policy.

In the era of Great Power competition, 
Washington expects that its allies around 
the globe may have to make stark and brutal 

choices between the two great powers. Hence, 
Israel should continue its relations with China 
while maneuvering between the interests of 
Washington and Beijing and adopting a cautious 
but independent approach. Jerusalem must 
continue with the requisite caution to expand 
its cooperation under the BRI framework 
(with wisdom, sophistication, and minimum 
concession) while understanding Washington’s 
serious worries and the significant, costly 
limitations these concerns place on Sino-Israeli 
geo-economic ties (economic and technological 
partnership). However, this does not mean it 
must remain passive in the triangle of relations 
with Washington and Beijing, since surrendering 
to American dictates will only lead to continued 
pressure. Instead, Israel must make it clear 
to the administration that it is attentive to its 
concerns but must act to safeguard its interests. 
Although Israel’s scope of action is limited, 
it is better to initiate, promote dialogue, and 
demonstrate resolve on this sensitive issue 
rather than surrender in advance and drift after 
developments.

Dr. Mordechai Chaziza holds a Ph.D. from Bar-Ilan 
University and is a senior lecturer at the Department 
of Politics and Governance and the division of 
Multidisciplinary Studies in Social Science at 
Ashkelon Academic College. Dr. Chaziza is the 
author of China and the Persian Gulf: The New 
Silk Road Strategy and Emerging Partnerships 
(2019), and China’s Middle East Diplomacy: The 
Belt and Road Strategic Partnership (2020). His 
current research focuses on China’s foreign policy 
in the Middle East North Africa (MENA) region, and 
China’s non-intervention policy in intra-state wars. 
motih1308@gmail.com

Israel must manage a foreign policy of delicate 
balance, hedging, and risk management, namely, 
developing its economic and technological 
partnership with China while maintaining a 
security partnership with the US. 

mailto:motih1308@gmail.com


36 Strategic Assessment | Volume 25 | No. 2 | July 2022

References
Ben-Gedalyahu, D. (2921, March 8). Haifa Bay—Persian Gulf 

railway moves ahead. Globes. https://bit.ly/3tBQCHD 
Blanchard, J. M. F. (2020). China’s Maritime Silk Road 

Initiative, Africa, and the Middle East: Feats, freezes, 
and failures. Palgrave Macmillan, Singapore.

Blanchard, J. M. F. (2021). The United States-China rivalry 
and the BRI. Vestnik RUDN. International Relations, 
21, 288-303.

Chaziza, M. (2016). The Red-Med railway: New 0pportunities 
for China, Israel, and the Middle East. BESA Center 
Perspectives Paper, 385. https://bit.ly/3ycEyPB 

Chaziza, M. (2018a). Israel-China relations enter a new 
stage: Limited strategic hedging. Contemporary Review 
of the Middle East, 5, 30-45.

Chaziza, M. (2018b). China’s Maritime Silk Road Initiative. 
BESA Center Perspectives Paper, 900. https://
besacenter.org/china-mediterranean-silk-road/ 

Chaziza, M. (2019). Israel agrees to monitor foreign 
investment. BESA Center Perspectives Paper, 1340. 
https://bit.ly/3tVaTbg 

Chaziza, M. (2020). China’s Middle East diplomacy: The 
Belt and Road strategic partnership. Sussex Academic 
Press.

China Global Investment Tracker. (2021). Chinese 
investments & contracts in Israel (2013-2020). https://
bit.ly/3ydMyA7

China toughens auditing of overseas investment by state-
owned companies. (2017, May 9). China Daily. https://
bit.ly/3HJHfLD

China’s Pan Mediterranean Engineering Company 
wins Ashdod port contract. (2020, February 19). 
PortSEurope. https://bit.ly/3xO9Drv 

Clarke, M. (2017). The Belt and Road Initiative: China’s 
new grand strategy? Asia Policy, 24, 71-79. 

CTECH. Chinese investment in Israeli tech Is growing, 
report says. (2018, November 12). CTECH by Calcalist. 
https://bit.ly/3I0ehaN 

Efron, S., Shatz H. J., Chan A., Haskel, E., Morris, L. J., 
& Scobell, A. (2019). The evolving Israel-China 
relationship. RAND Corporation. https://bit.
ly/2WgSXo2 

Efron S., Schwindt K., & Haskel E. (2020). Chinese 
investment in Israeli technology and infrastructure: 
Security implications for Israel and the United States. 
RAND Corporation. https://bit.ly/3tS0vks

Egozi, A. (2021, October 23). Israel, US navies set up 
new coordination efforts on Iran: Sources. Breaking 
Defense. https://bit.ly/3tVouPA 

Elis, N. (2016, April 12). Private Ashdod port building ahead 
of schedule, says ports company. Jerusalem Post. 
https://bit.ly/3Or67tU 

Ella, D. (2021a, February 1). Chinese investments in Israel: 
Developments and a look to the future. Institute for 
National Security Studies. https://bit.ly/3Or7cBY 

Ella, D. (2021b, December 2). Trade in goods and services 
between Israel and China in the era of COVID-19. 

Institute for National Security Studies. https://bit.
ly/3OibLyC

Evron, Y. (2019). The challenge of implementing the Belt 
and Road Initiative in the Middle East: Connectivity 
projects under conditions of limited political 
engagement. China Quarterly, 237, 196-216.

Figueroa, W. (2021). Recent trends in Sino-Israeli relations 
bely lasting warm ties. China Brief, 21(15):18-23. 
https://bit.ly/3A0a58Y

Friedfeld, L., & Metoudi, P. (2015). Israel and China: From 
silk road to innovation highway. Partridge Publishing.

Gabison, Y. (2016, July 18). IDB selling remaining 40% 
stake in Adama to ChemChina for $1.4 billion. Haaretz. 
https://bit.ly/3NdSEok 

Harkov, L. (2022, January 31). Chinese companies lose 
Tel Aviv light rail tender. Jerusalem Post. https://bit.
ly/3Oyu3eJ

Hillman, J., & Sacks, D. (2021). China’s Belt and Road: 
Implications for the United States. Independent Task 
Force Report, 79. Council on Foreign Relations. https://
on.cfr.org/3OuYe6w

In rare move, apparently under US pressure, Israel votes 
to condemn China abuses. (2021, June 23). Times of 
Israel. https://bit.ly/3xQXAd5 

Innovative cooperation becomes highlight, booster of 
China-Israel relations: Chinese ambassador. (2022, 
January 23). Xinhua. https://bit.ly/3ydOhFv 

Israel, U.S. near deal to exclude China from Israeli 5G 
networks: U.S. official. (2020, August 14). Reuters. 
https://reut.rs/3OgsliF 

Kampeas, R. (2020, June 3). Breaking China: A rupture 
looms between Israel and the United States. Jewish 
Telegraphic Agency. https://bit.ly/3zY2sj6

Kumaraswamy, P. R. (2012, July 16). Israel-China arms 
trade: Unfreezing times. Middle East Institute. https://
bit.ly/3xPWSMZ 

Kumaraswamy, P. R. (2013). China, Israel and the US: 
The problematic triangle. China Report, 49, 143-159.

Kuo, M. A. (2018, September 19). China and Israel in the 
Belt and Road Initiative. The Diplomat. https://bit.
ly/2MMo3Pt 

Linn, E. (2019, October 12). “Relations between China 
and Israel are very well.” Israel Hayom. https://bit.
ly/3O4TsNc

Lippert, B., & Perthes V. (Eds). (2020). Strategic rivalry 
between United States and China: Causes, trajectories, 
and implications for Europe. SWP Research Paper. 
https://bit.ly/3HNjmDd

Lis, J. (2022, January 3). Israel pledges to inform U.S. 
on major deals with China. Haaretz. https://bit.
ly/3HKbTVa

Lokhande, S. A. (2017, June 5). China’s One Belt One 
Road Initiative and the Gulf pearl chain. China Daily. 
https://bit.ly/3zYMncU 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the People’s Republic of China. 
(2017, March 21). Xi Jinping meets with Israeli Prime 
Minister Netanyahu. https://bit.ly/3OiCr2f [in Chinese]. 

Nedopil, C. (2021). Countries of the Belt and Road Initiative. 
IIGF Green BRI Center. https://bit.ly/3QSF1xU

https://bit.ly/3tBQCHD
https://bit.ly/3tVaTbg 
https://bit.ly/3ydMyA7
https://bit.ly/3ydMyA7
https://bit.ly/3xO9Drv 
https://bit.ly/3I0ehaN 
https://bit.ly/2WgSXo2 
https://bit.ly/2WgSXo2 
https://bit.ly/3tS0vks
https://bit.ly/3tVouPA
https://bit.ly/3Or67tU 
https://bit.ly/3Or7cBY 
https://bit.ly/3OibLyC
https://bit.ly/3OibLyC
https://bit.ly/3A0a58Y
https://bit.ly/3NdSEok 
https://bit.ly/3Oyu3eJ
https://bit.ly/3Oyu3eJ
https://on.cfr.org/3OuYe6w 
https://on.cfr.org/3OuYe6w 
https://bit.ly/3xQXAd5 
https://bit.ly/3ydOhFv  
https://reut.rs/3OgsliF 
https://bit.ly/3zY2sj6 
https://bit.ly/3xPWSMZ 
https://bit.ly/3xPWSMZ 
https://bit.ly/2MMo3Pt 
https://bit.ly/2MMo3Pt 
https://bit.ly/3O4TsNc
https://bit.ly/3O4TsNc
https://bit.ly/3HNjmDd
https://bit.ly/3HKbTVa
https://bit.ly/3HKbTVa
https://bit.ly/3zYMncU 
https://bit.ly/3OiCr2f 
https://bit.ly/3QSF1xU


37Mordechai Chaziza  |  Israel-China Relations in an Era of Strategic Rivalry and Great Power Competition

Orion, A., & Lavi, G. (Eds). (2019). Israel-China relations: 
Opportunities and challenges. Memorandum No. 194, 
Institute for National Security Studies. 

Peled, H. (2017, June 12). Connectivity as an engine for 
innovation—The Israeli perspective on BRI. China 
Daily. https://bit.ly/3OCgISY 

Petersburg, O. Chinese company wins bid to run new Haifa 
port. (2015, March 24). Ynet. https://bit.ly/3n9ccPY

Report: Israel turned down US request to inspect Haifa port 
after deal with China. (2021, February 1). al-Monitor. 
https://bit.ly/3xOHyQX 

Rolland, N. (2109, April 11). A concise guide to the Belt and 
Road Initiative. National Bureau of Asian Research. 
https://bit.ly/2vfzhWo

Scobell, A., & Nader, A. (2016). China in the Middle East: 
The wary dragon. RAND Corporation.

Segev, H., Ella, D., & Orion, A. (2019). My way or the Huawei? 
The United States-China race for 5G dominance. INSS 
Insight, 1193. https://bit.ly/3ycZR3t 

Sela, O., & Friedman, B. (2019). Sino-Israeli relations: 
Challenges amid growing ties. In E. Fardella & A. Ghiselli 
(Eds.), China MED report 2019: China’s new role in the 
wider Mediterranean region. The ChinaMed Project.

Shamah, D. (2014, September 23). China firm to build new 
Ashdod “union buster” port. Times of Israel. https://
bit.ly/3QHb7wn

Shang, H., Lyu, Y., & Wang, H. (2022, January 22). Economic 
watch: From Belt & Road to innovation cooperation, 
China-Israel cooperation blossoms. Xinhua. https://
bit.ly/3OAI6k9 

The Belt and Road Initiative: China-Middle East cooperation 
in an age of geopolitical turbulence. (2019). Brookings 
Doha Center. https://brook.gs/3yckgpn

Vision and actions on jointly building Silk Road Economic 
Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road. (2015, March 
28). National Development and Reform Commission, 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce 
of the People’s Republic of China, with State Council 
authorization. https://bit.ly/3OjbbRh

Wang, Y. (2016). The Belt and Road Initiative: What will 
China offer the world in its rise. Beijing: New World 
Press.

Watanabe, L. (2019). The Middle East and China’s Belt 
and Road Initiative. CSS Analyses in Security Policy, 
254. https://bit.ly/3tVHTAi

Witte, C. (2021, June 6). Business opportunities and 
leverage squandered in Israel-China foodtech 
relations. CTECH. https://bit.ly/3tWWfAe

Wu, B. (2021). China and New Middle East. Journal of 
Balkan and Near Eastern Studies, 23, 443-457.

Wu, X. (2020). Technology, power, and uncontrolled great 
power strategic competition between China and the 
United States. China International Strategy Review, 
2, 99-119.

Xi says China to continue promoting relationship with 
Israel. (2021, November 17). Xinhua. https://bit.
ly/3OEd62P

Xiao, X. (2016). The “Belt and Road Initiative” and China-
Israeli relations. Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic 
Studies (in Asia), 10, 1-23.

Zanotti, J. (2021, May 18). Israel: May 2021 violence, other 
background, and U.S. relations in brief. Congressional 
Research Service. https://bit.ly/3H2txmG 

Zhao, S. (2022). The US-China rivalry in the emerging 
bipolar world: Hostility, alignment, and power 
balance. Journal of Contemporary China, 31(134), 
169-185. doi/full/10.1080/10670564.2021.1945733

Zhu, W. (2022, March 7). China-Israel ties bloom 
spectacularly. China Daily. https://bit.ly/3zZ2WWj

Zhu, Z. (2019). China-Israel relations: Past, present and 
prospect. East Asian Policy, 11, 37-45. 

https://bit.ly/3OCgISY 
https://bit.ly/3n9ccPY
https://bit.ly/3xOHyQX
https://bit.ly/2vfzhWo
https://bit.ly/3ycZR3t 
https://bit.ly/3QHb7wn
https://bit.ly/3QHb7wn
https://bit.ly/3OAI6k9 
https://bit.ly/3OAI6k9 
https://brook.gs/3yckgpn 
https://bit.ly/3OjbbRh
https://bit.ly/3tVHTAi
https://bit.ly/3tWWfAe
https://bit.ly/3H2txmG
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10670564.2021.1945733
https://bit.ly/3zZ2WWj 


Research Forum

Game of Thrones: The Struggle between 
Fatah and Hamas for Political Hegemony 

in the Palestinian Authority, 2011-2022
Ido Zelkovitz

Yezreel Valley College and University of Haifa

The “Arab Spring” effected a substantial change in the balance of power in the 
Middle East between the state and its citizens. Yet despite the upheaval in the Arab 
world that prompted the public to demand a part in decision making within the 
national collective framework and toppled several regimes, the Arab Spring did 
not reach the Palestinian political sphere with any force. This article highlights 
the uniqueness of the political struggle for survival by Fatah and Hamas, two 
competing Palestinian political movements with different political, social, and 
cultural agendas that try to maintain their rule while attempting to gain political 
power in an ongoing struggle for governmental hegemony. The article also shows 
how the Palestinian Authority and Hamas work to create public legitimacy with 
the aim of ensuring governmental stability in a political system that is managed by 
virtue of emergency orders in the case of Fatah, and by force in the case of Hamas, 
and without legitimacy acquired through elections. 
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Arafat’s departure from the Palestinian political 
arena, and to a certain extent also that of Sheikh 
Ahmed Yassin, the founder and leader of Hamas, 
led to a change in the Palestinian political 
leadership.

Introduction
The Palestinian regimes in the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip represent two competing entities 
that enjoy political power alongside limited 
military capability, and a multifarious network 
of formal and informal connections that enable 
them to influence broader circles, including in 
the international arena. Since the beginning of 
the split in the Palestinian arena in 2007, the 
struggle between the Palestinian Authority 
(PA) and Hamas can be described as a struggle 
between a state entity and a non-state actor 
that controls territory and seeks to present a 
governmental alternative to the rival political 
power (Valensi, 2015, pp. 55-59; Josselin, 2011, 
pp. 3-5). The Palestinian Authority declared itself 
a state in November 2012 and receives extensive 
international recognition, even though it has not 
yet earned official status as a state in the United 
Nations. In contrast, the Hamas movement 
that controls the Gaza Strip presents itself as 
a governing movement that has been robbed 
of its governmental legitimacy, which led it to 
develop independent government institutions 
(Brenner, 2017, p. 51; Høigilt, 2013, p. 343). 

The similarity between the conduct and 
management of the regimes in the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip leads to an ongoing search 
by Fatah and Hamas for elements of support to 
ensure the survival of their respective control. 
When they feel that the stability of their rule 
is in danger, they act to undermine regional 
stability and security in Israel, and sometimes 
do so in order to channel outward the domestic 
rage at their failed economic performance and 
centralized nature. 

An important component of the quest by 
Fatah and Hamas for political legitimacy is 
ancestral merit. Since its establishment in the 
middle of the 1990s, the Palestinian Authority 
based its political power on the history of armed 
struggle against Israel led by Fatah and on the 
charismatic image of Yasir Arafat, who was 
considered a national symbol, enjoyed broad 
legitimacy among his nation, and was seen as 
“the leader of the symbol” (al-qaid al-ramz). 

His leadership was pragmatic and provided 
him with an exalted standing—stature that 
his political rivals were unable to undermine 
(Steinberg, 2008, pp. 197-200). Arafat, who grew 
up in the Muslim Brotherhood, tended to use 
religious discourse to strengthen the legitimacy 
of his rule (Zelkovitz, 2012; Marzan, 2016), and 
did not allow Hamas to take over the leadership 
of the armed struggle against Israel. Arafat’s 
twofold attitude toward the armed struggle 
was expressed with the outbreak of the al-
Aqsa Intifada on September 28, 2000, and the 
backing that he gave to Tanzim operatives to 
launch terrorist attacks against Israeli targets. 
Furthermore, Arafat tended to expand Fatah’s 
power base by creating political alliances with 
the heads of large families in Palestinian society 
(Milstein, 2004, p. 57; Chorev, 2019; Zelkovitz, 
2008, p. 22).

Arafat’s departure from the Palestinian 
political arena, and to a certain extent also 
that of Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, the founder 
and leader of Hamas, led to a change in the 
Palestinian political leadership. The Palestinian 
political system’s entry into a new era, in which 
the founding fathers of the Fatah and Hamas 
movements no longer navigated the stormy 
waters, demanded that the movements adopt 
modes of operation that enable their political 
survival against the backdrop of the struggle 
within the Palestinian political sphere and the 
continuation of the political struggle against 
Israel. The disappearance of the founding fathers 
from the Palestinian political establishment and 
its ideological and geographic split required that 
Fatah and Hamas find ways to develop political 
legitimacy for their activity. Consequently, 
and without leaders who enjoyed personal 



40 Strategic Assessment | Volume 25 | No. 2 | July 2022

legitimacy that translated into public support, 
the two movements—Fatah, as the governing 
party of the Palestinian Authority in the West 
Bank, and Hamas, since June 2007 the entity 
responsible for managing day-to-day life in the 
Gaza Strip—began to strengthen their standing 
through a centralized policy along with the 
operation of state institutions, and thereby 
enhance their effective control of the territory 
and the population. 

This policy aimed to rebuff the influence of 
the political protests in the Arab world that the 
Palestinian public witnessed via social media 
and satellite communications starting in late 
2010 and with greater intensity in 2011. While 
the Palestinian public was infused with the 
spirit of the protest, the fact that it had suffered 
many struggles led to public demonstrations 
characterized by calls to end the internal 
political split, and no popular movement arose 
to overthrow the regimes. For example, Ahmed 
Balousha, a political activist from the Gaza Strip 
identified with left wing circles, described the 
popular protest against the internal Palestinian 
split in the following manner: “What we truly 
wanted was to raise banners which read, ‘Down 
with the regimes of the West Bank and Gaza,’ 
and, ‘The two governments are competing to 
achieve their own interests,’ and ‘Suppression 
of freedoms.’ Yet we settled for raising banners 
demanding that the political system be 
reformed, not toppled, because this way no 
one could be accused of airing sentiments which 
reflect the objectives of the occupation” (al-
Ghoul, 2013). 

Fatah and Hamas learned the political lesson 
from the upheavals that struck the Arab world 
and did not ignore the voices on social media 
and in town squares. As a response to the 
demand for internal reconciliation, sounded 
at public rallies held at al-Manara Square in 
Ramallah and at the Square of the Unknown 
Soldier in the Gaza Strip on March 15, 2011, Fatah 
and Hamas launched a political dialogue to 
devise a formula that would enable unification 
of the fragmented Palestinian political system. 

This dialogue began with the understandings 
of the 2011 Cairo Agreement, signed with 
Egyptian mediation, which was meant to lay 
the foundations for holding general elections 
to the presidency, the PA parliament, and the 
PLO institutions (Brenner, 2017, pp. 51-52). 
However, the Cairo Agreement was never 
implemented, mainly due to Hamas’s refusal 
to dismantle its military wing and subordinate 
it to a Palestinian national sovereign entity. 
Maintaining its military force and the prerogative 
to use it are critical for Hamas, which tends to 
use violence to pursue its political aims.

The Cairo document outlined the basis for 
dialogue between Fatah and Hamas, which 
continued until the middle of 2020 without 
results. The leaderships of the two movements 
see dialogue between them as a tool that buys 
the time necessary for consolidating their 
control of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, 
but the inability to reach agreement between 
them causes regional instability, and not only 
creates violence within Palestinian society but 
also encourages escalation toward Israel. 

This article discusses the challenges facing 
Fatah and Hamas in the struggle for Palestinian 
hegemony and studies their ways of coping with 
the political crisis underway in the Palestinian 
system. 

The Formation of the Palestinian 
Political System
In the 1920s, two state models began to emerge 
in the Arab world. One was a monarchical 
model, usually built on a royal dynasty with 
Islamic religious lineage, such as the Hashemite 
Kingdom of Jordan and the royal family in 
Morocco, or out of a dynasty that built a coalition 
with the religious establishment, such as the 
alliance that the Saud family in the Arabian 
Peninsula made with the Wahhabi clerics. The 
second model was a centralized republican 
model that places most of the governing 
powers in the hands of the state’s president, 
as in Baathist Syria and Iraq and in the Arab 
Republic of Egypt. 
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The political development of the Palestinians 
is different from that of the Arab states, which 
built their institutions and shaped the main 
patterns of their rule during the period between 
the two World Wars. The destruction following 
the 1948 war, the refugee crisis, and the need 
to maintain a unique political identity in 
the Arab diaspora forced the Palestinians to 
develop political survival mechanisms based on 
containment and internal dialogue and aroused 
debate that aimed to maintain the integrity 
of the political community, while creating 
intellectual and cultural content (Sayigh, 1997). 

Without a state, the Palestinians rebuilt their 
national movement on ethoses such as the 
right of return and the armed struggle, and 
based on these premises, the Fatah movement 
launched its struggle against the State of 
Israel, from Fatah’s founding in 1959 until its 
first attack on Israel’s national water carrier on 
January 1, 1965. This attack, which marks the 
beginning of the armed Palestinian struggle, 
is called yom al-antalaka (“breakout day”) 
and serves as a prominent commemoration 
of the Fatah movement as the herald of the 
Palestinian uprising. The purpose of the armed 
Palestinian struggle in its early stages was to 
establish a Palestinian state on the entirety of 
the Land of Israel, rejecting the possibility of 
territorial compromise based on the various 
decisions of the UN Security Council. The 
armed struggle aroused recognition of the 
Palestinian problem but did not succeed in 
bringing about sustainable political solutions, 
even clashing with the desire to receive broad 
political legitimacy due to its violent nature 
(Steinberg, 2008; Sayigh, 1997). 

The recognition of the PLO as the official 
representative of the Palestinian people at 
the 1974 Rabat summit led to a change in 
policy in the organization, which began to 
look for a political option that would enable 
the establishment of a Palestinian state and 
would interface with international diplomatic 
language. A change in the PLO’s overall strategy 
took place following the adoption of UN Security 

Council Decision 242 (on November 22, 1967), 
when on November 15, 1988, at the Palestinian 
National Council that convened in Tunis—and 
after Israel expressed a willingness to engage 
in dialogue on a political arrangement with 
a Palestinian leadership from the territories 
following the events of the first intifada—Arafat 
declared the establishment of an independent 
Palestinian state. The significance of this 
decision was in effect recognizing the State of 
Israel’s right to exist. This step led the PLO to 
accept the idea of establishing a Palestinian 
state based on negotiations that would define 
the political reference to the borders of June 
4, 1967. 

The establishment of the Palestinian 
Authority following the Oslo Accords and the 
institution of Palestinian self-government in 
1994 were a significant challenge for the PLO 
leadership, which until then had operated in 
the diaspora and acted as a government-in-
exile. The Islamic movements that arose in the 
Gaza Strip and West Bank in the 1980s were not 
included in the framework of the PLO. From 
the day it was established in December 1987, 
Hamas aspired to become a mass movement 
and posed a cultural-social challenge to the 
values and overall worldview that the PLO 
leadership, which had returned from many 
years in Lebanon and Tunisia, brought with it 
to the territories. Politically, Hamas rejected the 
possibility of a political solution to the conflict, 
despite various ceasefire proposals that it raised 
over the years as a tactical measure to buy 
time to make strategic calculations about its 
next steps (Hatina, 1999, p. 34; Litvak, 1998, 
pp. 153-154). 

During the first years of its existence, the 
PA functioned under the almost complete 
hegemony of the PLO and Fatah leadership, 
which, following the signing of the Oslo Accords, 
took upon themselves the task of building 
the institutions of the future Palestinian 
state (Frisch, 1998). During this period Arafat 
weakened the standing of the PLO in favor of 
strengthening the PA. He conducted a political 
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process whose purpose was to change the 
elements of power in the Palestinian sphere, 
and wanted to balance between the younger 
generation raised in the territories and his 
loyalists who returned with him from Tunisia, 
in order not to create the complete dominance 
of the “inside” Fatah and PLO group from the 
West Bank and Gaza in the institutions of the 
nascent Palestinian Authority (Milstein, 2004; 
Steinberg, 2008, pp. 197-200). 

Fatah’s hegemony gained strength due to 
the official position of the Islamic streams, 
which blatantly rejected the possibility of the 
establishment of a Palestinian state within the 
1967 borders. Waving the religious flag, the 
Islamic streams totally rejected the State of 
Israel’s right to exist within any borders, which 
denied Hamas and Islamic Jihad the leeway 
necessary to enter the political framework of the 
PLO and the PA. And indeed, in the Palestinian 
parliamentary elections in 1996, the Islamic 
streams boycotted the elections and were 
not represented in the parliament elected 
according to party list, even though public 
figures identified with them ran in independent 
lists, led by the Islamic Loyalty and Reform Party 
(Eldar, 2012; Zelkovitz, 2012; Milstein, 2004). 

Hamas on the Road to Government: 
The Search for Political Legitimacy
Since its establishment, the Hamas movement 
operated within opposing political tensions and 
sought the golden mean between the desire to 
change the existing order between it and the 
PLO and between it and Israel, and the desire 
to grow and become a governing movement. 
Yet at the same time that Hamas fought the 
existing political order, it aspired to be part of 
it and not to overturn it completely. Indeed, 
since its establishment, Hamas has challenged 
the PLO but has been eager to integrate within 
its institutions. Thus while as an ideological 
opposition movement at the outset of its 
journey Hamas chose to highlight the jihadist 
element, it looked for the middle path that 
would enable it to combine extremist rhetoric 

with intra-Palestinian political pragmatism 
(Mishal, 2003; Polka, 2017). 

Hamas’s entry into the Palestinian political 
arena was gradual. Along with building social 
infrastructure, the movement that aspired to be 
the successor of Fatah began building political 
infrastructure and raised a generation of young 
political leaders that grew up in Palestinian 
mosques and universities (Eldar, 2012; Mishal 
& Sela, 2006; Zelkovitz, 2015). Since the signing 
of the Oslo Accords, Hamas has refused to enter 
the PA political structure officially, and has 
opposed the Oslo process and the principle of 
mutual recognition with Israel. Hamas’s entry 
into the “internal” political system occurred 
through participation in the local elections. Its 
success in the 2004-2005 local elections, when 
its candidates won the leadership of many cities 
and local councils in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip, galvanized its leaders in advance of the 
PA parliamentary elections in 2006. 

Hamas won those elections and received 
42.9 percent of the votes, which gave it 76 seats 
in the 132-seat Palestinian legislature. Hamas’s 
victory in the 2006 elections created a new and 
unfamiliar situation for the Hamas and PLO 
leaderships alike. The burden of responsibility 
that suddenly fell on the shoulders of Hamas 
found the movement unprepared, and Ismail 
Haniyeh, elected to head the government, 
had to cope with a centralized and hostile 
presidential regime in Ramallah, which only 
waited for the moment when Haniyeh would 
ask to return the keys of government to Fatah. 

While it was an opposition movement, 
Hamas worked to consolidate its power and 
build a skilled military apparatus whose role 
was to take over the Gaza Strip by force. After 
it did not succeed in reaching understandings 
with Fatah on the division of political power, 
Hamas conducted a violent takeover of the 
Gaza Strip. This aggression, along with the 
Palestinians’ inability to reach a compromise 
and devise a governmental formula that would 
enable the establishment of a single Palestinian 
government with broad governmental 
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Hamas understood that the imposition of sharia 
law and design of the Gaza Strip as a miniature 
theocratic Islamic state could harm its efforts to 
achieve legitimacy for its rule in the inter-Arab 
political sphere.

legitimacy, indicates that as of now the idea of 
a democratic state has failed. Instead of leading 
to the establishment of a Palestinian state with 
a democratic character that would represent all 
the Palestinian streams, the encounter between 
the PLO and the Islamic streams following the 
Oslo Accords exposed the gaps between the 
movements in full force. The failure to establish 
a democratic Palestinian state and Fatah and 
Hamas’s desire to raise the partisan flag rather 
than the national one correspond with Hisham 
Sharabi’s criticism of the Arab political system, 
which he describes as neo-patriarchal, hard-
pressed to integrate the values of tradition with 
the challenge of modernity (Sharabi, 1988). 

Even though Hamas described its attitude 
toward the PLO as “that of a son to his father, 
a brother to his brother, and a relative to a 
relative” in its 1988 charter (Hamas, 1988, Article 
27), in practice its behavior was blatantly un-
familial. After its takeover of the Gaza Strip and 
even though it tried to explain its actions to 
the public with the publication of the “White 
Book” (Hamas, 2007), Hamas instituted an 
authoritarian regime in the Gaza Strip that 
was based on a monopoly of power. Hamas’s 
buildup of independent military force led 
President Mahmoud Abbas (Abu Mazen) on 
June 14, 2007 to declare a state of emergency 
in the Palestinian Authority, and to appoint an 
emergency government headed by Dr. Salam 
Fayyad, based in Ramallah. Thus ended the 
short era of a unified government headed by 
Hamas, which governed between March 2006 
and June 2007, and had seven ministers from 
the Hamas movement, six of whom lived in 
the West Bank. And thus began the internal 
political and geographical split in the Palestinian 
Authority (Brenner, 2017, p. 41). 

Since June 2007, the Hamas movement has 
gained governmental and military experience, 
and it does not intend to cede its political power 
and authority. The government ministries of 
the Palestinian Authority in the Gaza Strip are 
now at the disposal of Hamas, staffed by its own 
people. Using the infrastructure of the state 

and the movement’s civil society bodies it also 
worked to instill a more Islamic character into 
daily life. From the beginning, Hamas’s leaders 
saw seizing the reins of government as a means 
to shape the social-cultural fabric of life and 
imbue it with an Islamic character. And indeed, 
in the first few years of consolidating its rule 
in the Gaza Strip, Hamas tried to bring about a 
process of Islamization in the public sphere by 
means of local legislation and instill the desired 
norms through controlled enforcement. For 
example, the movement prohibited women 
from going to cafés and smoking hookahs, 
ordered the police forces to check the family 
connections of couples walking together on 
city streets, and even tried to prevent men from 
cutting the hair of women (al-Akhbar, 2009; 
Ayyoub, 2013).

The attempts to impose a more religious 
lifestyle in the Gaza Strip also led to internal 
disagreements within the Hamas leadership, 
as despite the desire to shape a public sphere 
with a prominent Islamic appearance, there 
were those who feared that imposing an Islamic 
lifestyle and creating a public sphere governed 
by sharia law would lead to political opposition 
to the movement’s rule in the Gaza Strip. Khaled 
Mashal, who served as chairman of Hamas’s 
politburo until May 2017, even declared that the 
various reports of Hamas attempts to Islamize 
the public sphere in the Gaza Strip were false, 
and that people should be persuaded to adopt 
a religious lifestyle and a regime based on 
religious law, but a religious lifestyle should 
not be imposed on them (“Mashal: Hamas does 
not Seek,” 2009). 

Even though socially and culturally the Gaza 
Strip is more conservative and traditional in 
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nature than the West Bank (Lyberger, 2012), 
Hamas understood that the imposition of sharia 
law and design of the Gaza Strip as a miniature 
theocratic Islamic state could harm its efforts 
to achieve legitimacy for its rule in the inter-
Arab political sphere. This is especially true 
of Hamas’s relationship with Egypt, after the 
defeat of the Muslim Brotherhood and the rise 
of General el-Sisi’s rule. The fall of the Muslim 
Brotherhood government on July 3, 2013, and 
the Egyptian army’s return to power forced 
Hamas to change its policy toward Egypt. 
During the Arab Spring riots, Hamas supported 
demonstrations against the regime and its 
operatives even participated in raids on prisons 
in Egypt, which led to the release of political 
prisoners from the Muslim Brotherhood, 
including Mohamed Morsi. Furthermore, 
Hamas’s leadership cooperated with members 
of the Sinai Province of the Islamic State, which 
helped the network smuggling weapons to 
the Gaza Strip (Fishman, 2015). The fall of the 
Morsi regime was a serious blow to Hamas, 
whose military wing, the Izz ad-Din al-Qassam 
Brigades, was declared a terrorist organization 
by Egypt in 2015. 

Despite the hostility between the sides, 
Hamas understands there are shared interests 
with Egypt that can help alleviate the living 
conditions in Gaza. Furthermore, Hamas needs 
Egypt, which serves as a gateway to the world for 
the Gaza Strip, as a lifeline. Hamas’s dependence 
on Egypt intensified after the rounds of violence 
against Israel between 2009 and 2022, due to 
the role that Egyptian intelligence plays in 
efforts to mediate ceasefires. Tightening ties 
with Egypt, despite the Egyptian government’s 
consistent position against political Islam, is 
a strategic need for Hamas in its quest for 
political legitimacy, and it is also of existential 
importance to the survival of the Hamas regime, 
due to Egypt’s control of the Rafah crossing, 
which is the Gaza Strip’s gateway to the world 
(al-Jazeera, 2022). 

Hamas’s Political Document:  
The Institutionalization Process
Against this backdrop, Hamas published its new 
political document in May 2017. Hamas’s need 
to update its political strategy stemmed from 
its transformation from an Islamic opposition 
movement into a governing party managing 
a state agenda in the Gaza Strip, and from 
the desire to reintegrate into the Palestinian 
Authority and the PLO while improving its 
legitimacy internally and externally. There is 
no leader at the head of the Hamas movement 
today who serves as a spiritual authority 
with standing in religious law such as the 
movement’s founder, Sheikh Ahmed Yassin. 
The lack of a weighty spiritual authority with 
hawkish positions enables Hamas to display 
more political pragmatism. 

The change in Hamas’s approach toward 
this reality is reflected in the political document 
(al-wathiqa al-siyasiyya) from May 2017 (Hamas, 
2017). Conceptually, the document is a political 
program and does not constitute a new charter 
for Hamas. It aims to update and shape the 
movement’s current policies on its way to 
becoming a legitimate political actor taking 
part in the regional decision making process. 
The purpose of the document is to foster a 
dialogue with the PLO in order to integrate in 
its institutions. However, Hamas’s charter was 
not cancelled, and no changes were made in it. 
It was set aside due to the movement’s need 
to update its policy in accordance with the 
circumstances that have changed. 

In the document, Hamas adjusted its 
political rhetoric to the Palestinian political 
reality. Against the backdrop of the changes 
in the movement’s leadership, in which the 
founding generation is almost entirely gone, 
and as part of the intergenerational struggle 
within Hamas and in Palestinian politics, the 
update is an attempt by the leadership of the 
intermediate generation led by Khaled Mashal to 
create a sphere of pragmatism that recognizes 
the negative impact of Islamist language on 
the movement’s image in the West, alongside 
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the concerns that it arouses in the Palestinian 
sphere and in the inter-Arab political arena. 

The clauses of the new document emphasize 
the historic and current importance of the PLO as 
the political body representing all Palestinians, 
but at the same time the document vilifies the 
Palestinian Authority, established as part of the 
political process between the PLO and the State 
of Israel. It claims that the PA needs to resume 
serving its nation, and thus it must stop the 
policy of security coordination with the State of 
Israel. This point underscores that no substantial 
change occurred in Hamas’s conception of the 
nature of managing the conflict and makes clear 
the centrality of the attitude toward Israel in 
the intra-Palestinian political discourse. The lip 
service that Hamas is willing to pay to Fatah and 
the PLO in order to try to move closer to them 
lies in the statement that Hamas will recognize 
the establishment of a Palestinian state within 
the 1967 borders, with Jerusalem as its capital 
and the right of return, but without recognition 
of the State of Israel (Hamas, 2017, Article 21). 

In retrospect, the Hamas movement today 
presents as at a similar point to where the PLO 
was at in 1974, when Abu Iyad launched the 
trial balloon of the ten-point plan (“the stages 
plan”), which for the first time called for the 
establishment of a Palestinian state on parts of 
historic Palestine and for adopting diplomacy 
as an additional means in the Palestinian 
toolkit alongside the armed struggle (Abu Iyad, 
1979, pp. 194-200). In an interview after the 
publication of Hamas’s policy document, Khaled 
Mashal tried to legitimize the circumstances that 
enabled the movement to forsake the path of 
jihad as the sole way to liberate Palestine and to 
adopt political measures alongside it. According 
to Mashal: “Hamas’s Islamic, nationalist, jihadi, 
and political project was launched to end the 
Zionist occupation; to liberate the land and the 
holy places; to reclaim Palestinian rights; to 
secure the return the refugees to their nation, 
lands, and homes; and to reclaim Jerusalem. 
These are the national Palestinian objectives 
of Hamas” (Rabbani, 2008, pp. 73-74). 

The 2017 document can evoke the feeling 
that the movement’s leadership has accepted 
the idea of the possibility of establishing a 
Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip, even if as an intermediate stage, and thus 
that it has in effect understood that the armed 
struggle alone cannot lead the Palestinian 
national movement to political achievements. 
Hamas thereby recognizes the political changes 
brought about by the Oslo Accords, but unlike 
the PLO it does not discuss political compromise 
and continues to deny the State of Israel’s right 
to exist. In addition, Hamas is not abandoning 
the path of jihad and sees armed resistance as a 
legitimate tool to achieve its political objectives. 
Or in the words of Mashal: “What is needed 
today...is to have resistance in all forms, armed 
and public ones” (Saleh, 2011). 

The new discourse created by the May 2017 
political document aims to provide Hamas with 
the image of a legitimate political entity that 
can be a governmental alternative to Fatah in 
the Palestinian Authority. Hamas worked to 
consolidate its power through legislation and 
the creation of a cultural and legal sphere in the 
Gaza Strip. Over the past decade, the movement 
tried to strengthen its rule by means of dialogue 
with the Palestinian public and not by Islamizing 
the public sphere in the Gaza Strip by force. Out 
of a genuine belief that Islam is the solution, 
Hamas not only used the government ministries 
left behind by the Palestinian Authority but 
also established economic institutions, created 
an independent military system in which 
religious indoctrination is part of the essence 
of the training, and deepened its control over 
educational institutions in the Gaza Strip. 
Hamas began to institutionalize its rule by 
adopting state practices in order to improve 
its effective control over the population and 
the territory, but did not abandon the ethos of 
armed resistance. During the years of its rule in 
the Gaza Strip, Hamas has operated within the 
tension between the institutionalization process 
and the aspiration to lead the armed resistance, 
and it retains patterns of behavior of a non-state 



46 Strategic Assessment | Volume 25 | No. 2 | July 2022

actor that challenges the existing political order 
(Valensi, 2015; Michael & Dostri, 2018). 

In its search for legitimacy from the 
Palestinian public, Hamas sought to raise 
awareness that it is coming to replace the 
corrupt Fatah government, put an end to 
phenomena such as nepotism and corruption, 
and impose order in the public sphere. These are 
also reflected in the name of the movement’s 
parliamentary list, the Change and Reform list.1 
This is why Hamas chose to present its list as 
a call for change and to refrain from using the 
Hamas brand, which is identified with armed 
struggle and bloodshed. 

In its search for political legitimacy, Hamas 
sees enforcing order in the public sphere as 
a central issue, as it is unable to improve the 
living conditions in the Gaza Strip, and its rule 
brought about a humanitarian crisis in the 
Gaza Strip. The possibility of improving the 
living conditions in Gaza are limited by the 
reality of the Hamas government’s official non-
recognition and ideological hostility toward the 
State of Israel. In March 2019 large-scale protests 
against Hamas erupted, which in several 
locations in the Gaza Strip were of a violent 
nature. The background to the demonstrations 
was the severe economic situation in Gaza 
and Hamas’s inability to redress the hardship 
of intense poverty given that most of the 
organization’s budget is allocated to its political 
and military systems, and the Hamas movement 
is not engaged in developing the Gaza Strip or 
allocating resources to civilian projects. These 
riots were quickly and forcefully suppressed by 
Hamas (Abuheweila & Kershner, 2019). 

Hamas continues to highlight the inherent 
tension between a dogmatic resistance 

movement and a political government 
committed to pragmatism—a tension that also 
exists within the Fatah movement (Milstein, 
2004). Hamas has made the two elements into 
complementary opposites, and by continuing 
the struggle against Israel it provides an 
explanation to the Palestinian public of its 
weaknesses but continues to sketch a future 
vision in the form of the continuation of the 
struggle, which will end with the establishment 
of an Islamic Palestinian state. 

The Palestinian Authority and the 
Sovereignty Challenge 
The challenges facing the Palestinian Authority 
are complex and reflect the many problems in 
the Palestinian political sphere, the most central 
of which is the split between the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip. Understanding the intensity 
of President Abbas’s struggle against Hamas 
requires returning to the struggle between Fatah 
and Hamas in 2006-2007, to the moment when 
the Fatah movement lost the Gaza Strip—first 
at the polls and then following Hamas’s violent 
takeover. Since Mahmoud Abbas was elected 
as Chairman of the Palestinian Authority in 
2005, he has not set foot in the Gaza Strip, and 
the loss of control there is part of his legacy. 
Unlike Yasir Arafat, with his Gaza roots and folksy 
language, Abbas, who was born in Safed and 
fled with his family to Syria, does not have 
any special emotional connection to the Gaza 
Strip. Since the beginning of his presidency, 
Abbas has tried to build his political image as 
someone advancing the project of building 
the institutions of the Palestinian state and 
strengthening the Palestinian economy in the 
West Bank. This policy completely contradicted 
the neo-patriarchal order instituted by Arafat, 
who worked to weaken the Palestinian Authority 
institutions. 

Under the government of Salam Fayyad, 
the first Palestinian prime minister who served 
under President Mahmoud Abbas between 2007 
and 2013, it seemed that the PA was succeeding 
in advancing the construction of the institutions 

The challenges facing the Palestinian Authority 
are complex and reflect the many problems in the 
Palestinian political sphere, the most central of 
which is the split between the West Bank and the 
Gaza Strip.
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of government and even expanding the circles 
of recognition and international support for its 
measures. Once it became clear to Abbas and 
to the senior leaders of Fatah that Fayyad’s 
measures were reaching the point of seriously 
addressing corruption and nepotism, and 
when they understood that they might lose 
their standing and their wealth, they worked 
to remove him. Abbas focused his political and 
economic efforts on the West Bank and left 
the Gaza Strip behind, in effect abandoning 
its citizens to Hamas and the economic 
benevolence of the international community 
and the Gulf countries, which he relied on and 
believed that through their contributions it 
would be possible to temporarily cope with 
the economic problems of the Gaza Strip. The 
role of economic mainstay was eventually 
filled by Qatar, which provides an economic 
and ideological umbrella for the Muslim 
Brotherhood factions in the Middle East. The 
Emir of Qatar, Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al 
Thani, who committed to work toward the 
reconstruction of the Gaza Strip, was the first 
and only Arab leader who visited the Gaza Strip 
(on October 23, 2012) (“Qatari Emir,” 2012). 
Qatar has operated in the Gaza Strip since 2012 
with the knowledge and encouragement of 
Israel through a special envoy—Mohammad 
al-Emadi. Since the end of Operation Protective 
Edge on August 26, 2014, Qatar has invested 
directly about $800 million in the Gaza Strip 
(Guzansky & Michael, 2018). 

The financial involvement of Qatar and other 
donors, which maintains Hamas’s rule, also 
serves the policy of the Palestinian Authority. 
After Abbas left the Gaza Strip behind, he placed 
an emphasis on making the PA in the West Bank 
an independent political entity functioning 
as a sovereign state. As part of the project of 
building the state, President Abbas carried 
out a far-reaching reform of the PA’s security 
apparatuses and worked to bring the operatives 
of Fatah’s military branches under this umbrella, 
in order to control the street and end the state 
of anarchy that characterized the days of the 

second intifada (Zelkovitz, 2012, p. 130). But 
although he left the path of armed struggle, 
Abbas chose not to respond to Prime Minister 
Ehud Olmert’s 2008 proposal to resolve the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Moreover, Abbas 
consistently takes a contrarian approach to 
American mediation attempts. The PA rejected 
John Kerry’s initiative during the administration 
of President Obama, and subsequently rejected 
President Trump’s initiative and opposed the 
signing of the Abraham Accords. This policy led 
to a serious rift between the PA and the Trump 
administration, which in response chose to 
cut the American aid money to the PA and to 
UNRWA (Michael & Milstein, 2021, p. 363). 

On its path to becoming a state, the PA tried 
to build functioning institutions and prove to 
the world that it was capable of maintaining 
an independent and functioning economy. It 
inherited the civil-economic infrastructure of 
civil society organizations, universities, and 
education system, as well as the Palestinian 
press that developed under Israeli rule between 
1969 and 1993 (Frisch, 1998). The establishment 
of the PA brought about Fatah’s consolidation 
as a ruling party, and it used civilian and 
governmental assets to protect and solidify 
its political power (Milstein, 2004), while 
adopting false pluralism that aimed to address 
international needs. This was possible until 
the 2006 elections, since Hamas chose not to 
officially take part in Palestinian politics. As a 
liberation movement that had not yet reached 
the stage of exercising national sovereignty, 
Fatah earned a high level of legitimacy among 
the public, and its control of national resources 
was accepted with understanding.

Palestinian state building in the West Bank 
did not stop even after the intra-Palestinian split 
in June 2007. A significant portion of ministerial 
staff in the Gaza Strip were initially filled by 
Palestinian Authority figures, until Hamas 
people who joined the management of the 
civilian framework of the Gaza Strip began to 
enter the government ministries. even after 
some stopped filling their roles at the order of 
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the Hamas government (Michael & Guzansky, 
2016, p. 84). 

As part of its struggle for independence, the 
PA worked to expand the national and security 
institutions. The enterprise of building the 
Palestinian Authority as a state was top-down, 
which made it difficult for the population to 
identify with the institutions of government. 
This was described well by the PA’s former 
Jerusalem Affairs Minister, Ziad AbuZayyad: 
“A state that has been dictated from above will 
not succeed in reaching citizens and addressing 
their basic needs and rights, chiefly the rights to 
life, security and livelihood” (AbuZayyad, 2019).

Despite the increasing erosion of Mahmoud 
Abbas’s governmental legitimacy, the period 
of his rule was characterized not only by 
strengthening and building the institutions of 
the Palestinian state but also by developing a 
neoliberal economy and developing the private 
market, even as the PA worked to expand the 
civil service. Creating a broad layer of the middle 
class receiving a salary from the state enabled 
the PLO and the PA to deepen the population’s 
dependence on them and their services (Khalidi, 
2019). This policy made the Palestinian Authority 
an entity spending a lot of money on wages 
and transfer payments (Michael & Guzansky, 
2016), and the PA’s national deficit has increased 
because of this policy. Furthermore, the PA has 
failed to develop productive sources of income 
outside of the public sector. 

The inflated bureaucracy and unproductive 
public sector is one of the pillars of the 
Palestinian economy, alongside a private sector 
that relies mainly on services, agriculture, 
traditional crafts, and limited industry. As part of 
the struggle for Palestinian public opinion, the 
PA uses its resources to strengthen its standing 
and emphasizes the performance of the 
institutions in the West Bank and its economic 
strengths in contrast with the dead end that 
Hamas offers to residents of the Gaza Strip. As 
of 2019, according to Palestinian Central Bureau 
of Statistics figures, the unemployment rate in 
the Gaza Strip was 46.7 percent. In comparison, 

the unemployment rate in the West Bank at 
the end of 2019 was 13.7 percent (“Increase in 
Gaza’s Unemployment Rate,” 2020). 

The strengthening of the public sector 
coincided with the ongoing damage and 
weakening of Palestinian civil society since 
the start of the Oslo process, although a strong 
civil society is essential for supporting a state-
building process. The PA’s prevention of the 
development of the economy and denied 
consolidation of civil society in turn intensified 
the political criticism, and led to a significant 
erosion of its legitimacy.

Ironically, the continued funding of salaries 
and the flow of money to government officials, 
which provided the PA with a continued albeit 
precarious political foothold in the Gaza Strip, 
enabled the survival of Hamas’s government 
in Gaza from June 2007 until today. Moreover, 
even after completing the military coup in 
the Gaza Strip in 2007, the Hamas leadership 
understood that it needed the Palestinian 
Authority to enable countries and international 
organizations to transfer donation money to 
fund civilian projects. Most of the countries 
that contribute to the Gaza Strip recognize the 
Palestinian Authority as sovereign, and some 
even see Hamas as a terrorist organization. 

After more than a decade of separation 
and loss of control, the PA leadership decided 
to change its policy. In April 2017, Mahmoud 
Abbas began to formulate and implement 
his disengagement plan from the Gaza Strip, 
which includes severing economic connections, 
cutting and stopping the salaries to government 
officials (including Fatah members), and 
stopping the funding of fuel for the main 
power plant. These actions aimed to pressure 
Hamas with the ultimate goal of quashing the 
organization and returning the management of 
the Gaza Strip to the hands of the Palestinian 
Authority, without conditions and without 
preliminary elections. The leadership of the 
Palestinian Authority conveyed a clear message 
to Hamas: if Hamas wants to rule, it must take 
on the burden of sovereignty fully and take 
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care of the population’s basic needs. Abbas’s 
pressure on the Hamas government first of 
all harms the civilian and economic agenda 
of the Gaza Strip and aims to push the Hamas 
government to the brink of collapse. 

Hamas’s survival today is made possible 
mainly thanks to the Qatari aid money, which 
enables the poor population of Gaza to hover 
above the level of a humanitarian crisis. 
Alongside the aid money, Hamas maintains 
an alternative smuggling economy and collects 
money from the smugglers. At the same time, 
Hamas’s military wing relies on money from 
Iran. Furthermore, the State of Israel has not 
implemented any long-term strategy regarding 
the Gaza Strip, and it prefers the continued rule 
of a weakened Hamas over changing the reality 
through military means. The supporters of the 
Palestinian Authority even claim that today 
the coordination between Hamas and Israel is 
better than ever, after Israel chose a tactic of 
“quiet for economy” (Salah, 2022). This fragile 
formula encourages the sense of uncertainty 
created by the political stagnation of the intra-
Palestinian dialogue (Chorev, 2022).

The Palestinian Authority’s Survival 
Challenge: The Political Structure
The political and constitutional structure is one 
of the most important tools for the Palestinian 
Authority in its survival efforts. The PA was 
designed according to a republican presidential 
model that is reminiscent of Arab states such as 
Egypt and Syria. In this political framework, the 
president, elected in direct elections and not in a 
parliamentary framework, holds many powers, 
and it is he who appoints the government. The 
prime minister in this model is the head of the 
largest of the parties that ran for parliament, 
which is usually the party of the president. The 
role of the government is to implement the 
policy of the ruling party, but the president can 
limit its activity through presidential decrees 
and the use of emergency regulations. Such a 
political structure does not provide a democratic 
sphere in which the public takes a considerable 

part in decision making regarding its future, 
and it guarantees significant political power 
for the systems of government created in this 
centralized governmental framework.

This political structure helped Yasir Arafat 
establish centralized governance after he took 
over the PLO in 1969. With Abbas’s rise to power 
in 2005, after he was first elected to the position 
within the internal circles of the political elite 
that belongs to the PLO-Fatah, without putting 
himself up for election by the public, he was 
forced to cope with a different political reality 
than what existed in the Arafat era. After Abbas 
won the mandate in general elections (January 
2005), he inherited a PA that was battered both 
politically and physically. Much infrastructure 
built with the aid of donor countries had been 
damaged in the second intifada, along with the 
PA’s standing and international image, following 
the armed struggled that Fatah waged alongside 
the Islamic resistance organizations and with 
the participation of the PA security apparatuses. 

In addition to the damage from the intifada, 
Abbas encountered a significant domestic 
political challenge. Hamas’s entry into the 
political arena and its victory in the 2006 
elections created, for the first time in the history 
of the Palestinian Authority, a situation of an 
oppositional government led by a party outside 
of the PLO’s establishment. The struggle with 
Hamas led, soon after Abbas’s rise to power, to 
a military confrontation and a short but bloody 
civil war, which ended with the Palestinian 
Authority’s loss of control over the Gaza Strip. 

When Mahmoud Abbas was elected president 
of the Palestinian Authority in 2005 after years of 
managing and leading the political department 
of the PLO, the hope was that the statesman 
who replaced the man of war would enable and 
encourage pluralism in the Palestinian Authority, 
but this is not what unfolded. The loss of control 
over Gaza, the need to stabilize the PA, and 
the comprehensive reform of the Palestinian 
security apparatuses that Abbas carried out 
led him to adopt centralized leadership norms 
(Leech, 2015, pp. 1011-1014).
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During 2005-2021, the PA under Abbas focused 
on the attempt to establish political and security 
stability in the West Bank.

Toward the End of the Abbas Era: 
Internal Instability and the Question 
of Succession
The Palestinian national movement has 
been characterized by a centralized form of 
government since Arafat took control of the 
PLO’s institutions in 1969 and led a line of 
political containment combined with a heavy 
hand against his opponents. Abbas inherited 
three hats from his predecessor: Chairman of the 
Executive Committee of the PLO, President of the 
Palestinian Authority, and Chairman of the Fatah 
movement, which in effect is the party ruling the 
PLO’s institutions and the political backbone of 
the Palestinian Authority. Abbas, who is in the 
final stretch of his term, wants to create a legacy, 
define policies, and choose his successor. This 
latter question stands to ignite internal wars 
within the Fatah movement. Among the most 
prominent people who see themselves as 
candidates to succeed President Abbas is Jibril 
Rajoub, Fatah’s secretary-general, who enjoys 
a “security image” as the first commander of 
the Palestinian preventive security apparatus 
in the West Bank, and who has attained the 
public’s support through extensive sports-
related political activity as the Chairman of 
the Palestinian Football Association and the 
Chairman of the Palestine Olympic Committee. 

Against Rajoub are the current commander 
of Palestinian intelligence, Majid Faraj, who 
is considered a close associate of Abbas, and 
current Prime Minister Dr. Mohammad Shtayyeh, 
an economist with international connections. 
Shtayyeh was personally appointed by Abbas 
in 2019, and the outbreak of the COVID-19 crisis 
in 2020 strengthened his standing among the 
Palestinian public. Mahmoud Aloul, whom Abbas 
appointed as his deputy in the Fatah movement, 
also sees himself as a legitimate candidate 

for the presidency. Another candidate who is 
highly valued by Mahmoud Abbas and maybe 
even appears to be his preferred candidate to 
replace him is Hussein al-Sheikh, the Minister for 
Civil Affairs in the Palestinian Authority. At the 
last conference of the PLO leadership al-Sheikh 
was appointed a member of the organization’s 
Executive Committee, and on May 26, 2022, was 
promoted by Mahmoud Abbas to the position 
of Secretary of the Executive Committee in 
place of Saeb Erekat, who died of COVID-19 
(Khoury, 2022). Al-Sheikh’s political power 
stems from the centralization of knowledge 
and the management of civilian and political 
connections with Israel. He is considered an 
establishment figure and a large portion of the 
public in the West Bank see him as illegitimate, 
given his personal conduct and due to his image 
as doing Israel’s bidding.

Despite the internal disagreements in 
Fatah, the consensus within the movement 
is that everything must be done so that the 
position of Palestinian president not be lost 
in a democratic process or in some other way 
and fall into the hands of the Hamas movement 
(Rumley, 2015). Indeed, the postponement of 
the elections to the Palestinian parliament, 
which were scheduled for May 22, 2021, and 
the most recent appointments by the PLO at 
the meeting of the Palestinian National Council 
on February 6, 2022, show that ending the split 
between the West Bank and Gaza and reaching 
national agreement with Hamas are not the top 
political priority of the Fatah movement, which 
is preoccupied with internal power struggles. 

During 2005-2021, the PA under Abbas 
focused on the attempt to establish political 
and security stability in the West Bank. Despite 
four rounds of violence between Israel and 
Hamas in the Gaza Strip between 2011 and 2021 
and unrest in the refugee camps in Jenin and 
Nablus, and alongside outbreaks of violence 
in the Hebron district against the backdrop 
of clan conflicts (Chorev, 2022), Abbas’s rule 
has maintained its stability, notwithstanding 
the increasing erosion of support. According 
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to a public opinion poll in September 2021, 
78 percent of respondents wanted to see 
Abbas resign, and no more than 24 percent of 
respondents expressed satisfaction with the 
performance of the President of the Palestinian 
Authority (“Press Release,” 2021). Yet despite the 
erosion of his electoral strength, he succeeded 
in establishing governmental stability and 
tightened his rule surrounding political alliances 
within the PLO establishment and the loyalty 
of the Palestinian security forces. The latter is 
particularly important, given the unrest in the 
northern and southern periphery of the West 
Bank, which is of a tribal and clan nature, in 
face of the central government in Ramallah. 

In addition, the Abbas years have seen 
emergency presidential orders and direct 
control of appointed prime ministers and of 
the judicial system, along with the complete 
paralysis of the parliamentary system. For 
example, on June 24, 2017, the PA passed a 
law on the prevention of electronic crime. 
This is a complementary measure to the old 
censorship laws that restricted the freedom of 
operation of traditional media, including print 
journalism and political literature. This law suits 
the current period, in which webpages replace 
the town square and social media posts are 
sometimes more influential than headlines 
in the institutional media—particularly as in 
2019 the number of internet users in the West 
Bank and East Jerusalem was estimated at 1.7 
million (Chorev, 2019, p. 1287). 

The current situation of the split in the 
Palestinian political system between Fatah 
and Hamas, the longing for elections, and the 
younger Palestinian generation’s desire to 
take part in shaping its fate demanded that 
Hamas produce quiet around the Gaza Strip 
as part of creating conditions that support 
holding elections. The postponement of the 
elections in April 2021 led to the collapse of 
the Palestinian dialogue, and Hamas’s rocket 
fire on Jerusalem in May 2021 was intended 
to embarrass the Palestinian Authority and 
present it as being unable to protect Palestinian 

interests. In addition, it aimed to depict Hamas 
as a political body that protects the honor of 
the Palestinians and the holy places of Islam in 
Jerusalem. Hamas even used the media outlets 
at its disposal then to provoke riots within the 
State of Israel (Chorev, 2022). 

The two sides’ inability to reach a solution 
that would end the split between the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip has evoked much criticism 
toward the Palestinian Authority and Hamas 
in the public sphere, but more severe is that it 
endangers regional stability. Hamas does not 
hesitate to use force against Israel in response 
to PA activity that could undermine the stability 
of its rule in the Gaza Strip or harm its political 
interests, such as cancelling the elections to 
the Palestinian parliament and to the PLO’s 
institutions. 

Summary and Conclusions
The split in the Palestinian political system, 
existing since June 2007, has in effect created 
two competing political entities: the Palestinian 
Authority, which aspires to receive recognition 
as a sovereign state, and the Hamas state in 
the Gaza Strip, which challenges the legality 
of President Abbas’s leadership and sees 
itself as worthy of being the governing party 
of the Palestinian Authority and assuming the 
historical role of the Fatah movement. Both of 
the competing political entities seek to present 
themselves as the basis of the future Palestinian 
state, and this constitutes a source of instability 
in the Middle East. Their inability to reach a 
compromise has created a situation in which 
since June 2007 the Palestinians have lived 
in effect without a functioning parliamentary 
system, where two different governments 
that are sustained by competing ideologies 
undermine one another’s legality. Historically, 
the split in the Palestinian political system is 
reminiscent of the power struggles of the 1930s, 
which led to the civil war and the Nakba of 1948 
(Kayyali, 2021). 

The complexity of the Palestinian issue 
has grown in the past decade in part due to 
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the severe crisis of confidence and the lack of 
negotiation between the PLO leadership and the 
Israeli government. These are compounded by 
the desire of the Hamas movement to become 
an actor that integrates in the regional political 
system, and the Abraham Accords, which made 
clear to the Palestinians that the Arab world is 
no longer willing to wait for them on its path 
to normalization with Israel. 

Despite Hamas’s attempts to present a more 
refined appearance, especially toward Egypt 
and the Arab world, Hamas cannot retract its 
basic radical stances that validate its ideological 
existence. The renewal of Israeli-Palestinian 
negotiations and the possibility of the PLO 
leadership attaining political achievements 
are considered by Hamas to be a threat to 
its attempts to achieve hegemony within the 
Palestinian political system. In order to cope 
with this tension between ideology and the 
need to govern while being flexible with the 
conditions of reality, Hamas has adapted the use 
of a middle strategy that is based on its leaders’ 
understanding that they must achieve as much 
as possible for their movement without needing 
to make a clear decision (Mishal & Sela, 2006). 
This conduct intentionally creates a realm of 
ambiguity for Hamas in the state and political 
decision making process. 

In the past decade Hamas has gained not 
only military experience but also political 
experience. The burden of leadership and 
management of daily life in the Gaza Strip 
have led to a situation where Hamas is very 
careful not to be seen by the Palestinian public 
as responsible for the failure of reconciliation 
efforts, and it sees public legitimacy as an 
essential tool for consolidating its rule in the 
Gaza Strip. Against this backdrop, as early 

as the 2011 Cairo Agreement Hamas made a 
decision in principle to accept as a compromise 
the idea of putting together a government of 
technocrats as a temporary solution, with the 
purpose of stabilizing the Palestinian political 
system until the holding of comprehensive 
democratic elections to the parliament, the 
PLO’s institutions, and the presidency. 

The dialogue between the movements 
aims to cover up their weaknesses and helps 
them maintain the stability of their regimes 
and appease Palestinian public opinion. Yet 
Fatah and Hamas are certainly not interested 
in putting their political power to the test of 
public support. The two movements are aware 
that they have not succeeded in answering their 
people’s demand for unity, and are aware of 
their responsibility for the size of the crisis that 
the Palestinian political system confronts. The 
fact that there is no democratic tradition in the 
Palestinian Authority strengthens the continued 
split between Fatah and Hamas. Both are aware 
of the depth of disappointment in the public 
sphere and especially among the members 
of the younger generation, and attempt to 
channel the criticism of the internal state of 
the Palestinian political system outwards, by 
pointing the finger at Israel as responsible for 
the fate of the Palestinians. 

The current reality of two separate systems 
also makes it difficult for the Palestinian public 
to create a shared national-political agenda. 
In his speech at the UN General Assembly 
on September 23, 2011, when the Arab 
world was weathering waves of revolutions, 
Mahmoud Abbas declared that while the Arab 
masses were searching for their path toward 
democracy, the Palestinians insist on their 
independence (Abbas, 2011). Ironically, while 
Abbas was speaking about the Arab Spring as 
a historical event that is meant to promote 
and instill democratic values in Arab society, 
under his rule the PA took a series of steps 
that strengthened the centralized nature of 
the regime and strengthened the powers of 
its security apparatuses (Leech, 2015, p. 1020). 

The current reality of two separate systems also 
makes it difficult for the Palestinian public to create 
a shared national-political agenda. 
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In retrospect, it seems that the Arab Spring 
created a climate of political instability in the 
Arab world. This instability was used as a tool 
by the leaderships of Fatah and Hamas, which 
sought to maintain their rule and reject the 
calls that strove to end the Palestinian split. In 
order to explain their measures to local public 
opinion, Fatah and Hamas claimed that the 
political instability in the Middle East, along 
with the continued struggle against Israel and 
the stagnation of the negotiations with it, do 
not make it possible to reach an agreement 
between the two movements. Fatah and Hamas 
continue to maintain and to justify the split, in 
part by relying on external threats. Likewise the 
Palestinian opposition to the Trump plan, which 
was unveiled at the White House on January 
28, 2020 and threatened the Palestinians with 
the possibility of unilateral annexation in the 
West Bank by Israel, did not succeed in bringing 
about the creation of a substantive unified front 
between the hawks. The continued struggle 
between the movements leads to a situation 
where today many Palestinians choose not to 
publicly identify with either of the movements 
(Chorev, 2022). 

The political distrust between Fatah and 
Hamas adds to the historical and cognitive 
atmosphere of ongoing struggle that has 
engulfed Palestinian society since 1948—a sense 
that unites the politically and geographically 
divided Palestinian public around a shared 
narrative and an ethos of resistance, which 
makes it difficult for the political leadership 
to build an independent state in a reality that 
demands that it reach a political compromise. 

Alongside failure at intra-Palestinian 
reconciliation, the PA’s failure as a political 
entity makes it difficult to make progress on 
the political process with Israel. This is very 
prominent in the West Bank, whose economic 
systems are connected to those in Israel; 
140,000 residents are employed in Israel or in 
settlements and it relies to a large extent on 
generous foreign aid to survive. The Fatah-led 

PA has not completed the transition from a 
revolutionary national liberation movement to a 
process of state-building, and has failed to build 
a democratic political system that encompasses 
all the Palestinian streams. Furthermore, the PA 
has concentrated most of its efforts on building 
the governmental center in Ramallah and 
has abandoned the social and geographical 
periphery of the West Bank. This has led to the 
strengthening of political and traditional power 
centers, which sometimes work together with 
the PA but are also able to challenge it (Lavie, 
2009, pp. 306-309; Michael & Milstein, 2021, p. 
373; Chorev, 2019, pp. 229-233). In the face of 
the indecisiveness of the Palestinian Authority, 
Hamas’s sub-state entity has developed in the 
Gaza Strip, fed by its ability to cause regional 
instability. It ultimately sustains the Gaza Strip 
and brings foreign aid money into the Strip, and 
indirectly to the movement’s institutions and 
its members’ welfare. The Hamas movement, 
which challenges the rule of Fatah and seeks 
to replace it, also benefits from the fact that 
Israel is choosing not to pay the military and 
political price involved in overthrowing the 
terrorist government that Hamas has built in 
the Gaza Strip. 

Since the Hamas leadership entered the 
Palestinian political system in 2006, it has 
challenged the PA’s legitimacy. A change can 
be seen in Hamas’s pattern of behavior toward 
the Palestinian Authority since Operation 
Guardian of the Walls in 2021, in which Hamas 
initiated violent events toward Israel—not only 
as a response to Israeli policy but also as a 
response to the cancellation of the elections 
planned for May 2021. Hamas chose to position 
itself as a political alternative and worked to 
implant its image as the defender of Jerusalem 
and the holy places of Islam. Furthermore, for 
the first time during this operation, which the 
movement called the Sword of Jerusalem War, 
Hamas encouraged violence among Israel’s 
Arab citizens, in the hope that they would not 
only harm the mobility of Israeli forces but also 
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lead to civil disobedience. This underscores 
that the tension between Fatah and Hamas 
not only impacts the Palestinian system, but is 
also an element that destabilizes the regional 
order between Israel and its neighbors, as well 
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Obama’s desire to avoid deploying ground forces 
in combat areas was the most challenging issue for 
him throughout the campaign against the Islamic 
State.

Introduction
The rise of the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and 
Syria in 2014 and its announcement of the 
establishment of a caliphate in the Middle 
East led the United States back to long-term 
military involvement in Iraq and Syria. Two 
Presidents implemented the US efforts to 
eradicate the global threat from the Islamic 
State: Democratic President Barack Obama 
(2014-2017) and Republican President Donald 
Trump (2017-2020). Even though the two 
Presidents came from opposite political camps, 
both publicly emphasized their desire to avoid 
a large-scale deployment of the US military 
in foreign countries; change the previous 
policy of intervention in foreign conflicts; 
and minimize the United States’ role as the 
world’s policeman (Dreazen, 2017; Galeotti, 
2016; Lubold, 2014). The US military strategy 
in Iraq and Syria during 2014-2020 included 
three main components: ground forces; various 
levels of support for local forces, which focused 
on training programs and armament; and air 
strikes—at first independently and then as part 
of the international coalition. 

Barack Obama’s response to the Islamic 
State was guided by clear and orderly principles, 
whereby he tried to take action to block the 
organization’s rapid advance and eradicate its 
influence throughout Syria and Iraq. Obama’s 
military strategy was based on three main 
principles: refrain from deploying ground 
combat forces to deal with the problem of the 
Islamic State; support a combat strategy via 
local proxy forces (“by, with, and through”); 
and establish a broad international framework 
for conducting air strikes against Islamic State 
targets on the ground. Obama’s three principles 
aimed to reduce contact between US soldiers 
and actual combat, as well as to avoid public 
criticism regarding the return to direct military 
involvement. This was true especially for Iraq, 
where the United States had been militarily, 
diplomatically, and politically entangled for 
eight years, between 2003 and 2011.

Throughout his term, Obama worked to 
preserve the principles that he initially defined. 
The international coalition took shape within 
weeks, and air strikes conducted in this 
framework succeeded in slowing the advance 
of the Islamic State and provided significant 
cover for local forces in ground battles. The 
aid programs for local forces, which focused 
on training and the supply of weapons, started 
tentatively and encountered many obstacles 
before they stabilized and began to produce 
results. The aid program in Iraq did not succeed 
in its first few months in training more than a few 
thousand fighters, and the program in Syria was 
closed three months after it was launched due to 
more serious difficulties in the training process. 
Toward the end of Obama’s term, the program in 
Iraq succeeded in recruiting additional fighters 
(even though the number of trainees was still 
dozens of percentage points lower than initial 
Defense Department estimates regarding the 
number of recruits), and the program in Syria 
was restored in a new and more limited format. 

Obama’s desire to avoid deploying ground 
forces in combat areas was the most challenging 
issue for him throughout the campaign against 
the Islamic State. During his term, he approved 
the dispatch of about 5,000 soldiers to Iraq and 
about 400 soldiers to Syria (Agerholm, 2016; 
Stewart, 2015). Although his administration 
emphasized that the soldiers’ missions did not 
include direct combat roles on the ground and 
therefore the principle that Obama established 
was not violated, the significant increase in the 
number of US soldiers physically located on the 
ground in Iraq, along with the publication of 
photos of soldiers at the center of the combat 
area in Syria, led to complaints and criticism 
toward Obama. 
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Overall, it can be argued that the combat 
principles laid down by Obama in Iraq and Syria 
were identical, but their implementation was 
different. The differences were also reflected in 
the dimensions of time and depth; in Iraq the 
scope of the air strikes, the scope of the aid to 
Iraqi and Kurdish forces, and the number of 
the ground forces were much higher than in 
Syria. While the first American soldiers were sent 
to Iraq as early as June 2014, the presence of 
American soldiers in Syria began only in October 
2015. The difference in the intensity and the 
effectiveness of the campaign stemmed in 
part from the belief among the United States 
and its allies that the fast elimination of the 
Islamic State in Syria would strengthen the 
Assad regime—a result that they resisted at that 
time (Dekel, 2015). The training programs in 
Syria and in Iraq also started at the same time, 
but the number of soldiers trained, the scope 
of the program, and the level of financial aid 
and supply of armaments were larger in Iraq. 

While Obama entered the campaign against 
the Islamic State with principles defined in 
advance, the principles of his successor, who 
entered the White House in January 2017, 
were less clear. Trump sought to win quick 
achievements in the foreign arena, which would 
help justify his election and prove his ability 
to successfully end military campaigns that 
Obama had failed to end. Luckily for Trump, as 
he entered the White House the campaign that 
he inherited reached a point of some stability 
and even experienced a change in momentum. 
All that was left for Trump was to confidently 
lead the campaign, which was based primarily 
on Obama’s military principles, to the finish line. 

In order to speed up the process, Trump 
took two important steps: he authorized the 
commanders of the military to make decisions 
more independently, which led to more soldiers 
entering the combat area; and he decided to 
directly arm the Kurdish forces (YPG) in Syria so 
that they would be able to capture territories 
from the Islamic State—a decision that Obama 
resisted (Gordon & Schmitt, 2017). Obama did 

grant ongoing support to the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF),1  but refrained from demonstrating 
clear public support for the YPG militia in light of 
its ties with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
which was recognized as a terrorist organization 
by the European Union and Turkey (Sloat, 2019). 

Unlike Obama, Trump did not attribute 
special significance to the concept of “ground 
military forces.” Like his predecessor, he 
promised reduced involvement of US soldiers 
in foreign conflicts, but never sought to refrain 
from sending additional ground forces into 
the combat area, as long as their aim was 
to accelerate the campaign to eliminate the 
Islamic State. In an effort to retain the element of 
surprise against the Islamic State, and possibly 
also in order to avoid public criticism, starting 
in March 2017, Trump prohibited publicizing 
the number of soldiers sent to Iraq and Syria 
(Hennigan, 2017). 

The training programs in Iraq and Syria 
continued to exist in the same format during 
Trump’s term, and he even extended the 
program in Iraq for an additional two years, 
until the end of 2019. In contrast, his relations 
with the Kurdish forces in Syria, specifically 
surrounding the issue of armament, were less 
consistent. The aim of Trump’s decision to arm 
the Kurdish forces was to accelerate the victory of 
the rebels in the city of a-Raqqah and to restore 
their control of the largest and most important 
stronghold of the Islamic State in Syria. After the 
objective was achieved and in light of mounting 
pressure from Turkey, Trump decided to change 
his policy. He ended the armament program, 
announced the immediate withdrawal of US 
soldiers from Syria, and appeased the Turks 
by granting them the mandate to fight against 
the remaining Islamic State operatives in the 
border region, where Kurdish forces routinely 
operated (Borger & McKernan, 2019).

Trump’s entry into the framework of 
the international coalition began smoothly 
after this mechanism was organized well 
and operated continuously during Obama’s 
presidency. However, over time his desire to 
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make decisions independently affected the 
United States’ cooperation with the members 
of the coalition. The decision to withdraw all 
American forces from Syria at the end of the 
main combat operations, even though it was not 
fully implemented, surprised senior members of 
the US administration, as well as members of the 
coalition, who were in the midst of discussions 
on renewed commitments to the Syrian arena 
(Brookings Institution, 2019). 

The Military Presence on the Ground
The Obama Years
After many years of fighting, in 2011 Obama 
fulfilled his promises to take the last US soldiers 
out of Iraq (Shanker, 2008). The decision to 
withdraw the forces signaled the beginning of 
a new strategy on future American involvement 
in foreign countries, which was formed in 
order to avoid as much as possible prolonged 
involvements that constitute an economic, 
political, and human burden on the United 
States. When the threat from ISIS in Iraq and 
Syria grew in the spring and summer of 2013, 
Obama’s new military strategy shaped and 
demarcated the characteristics of the American 
response to the terrorist organization. 

In his first references to ISIS, Obama claimed 
that a policy that includes military intervention 
on the ground in any country is naive and not 
realistic. While Obama emphasized that limited 
military operations and defensive actions 
would take place to rescue American civilians 
and protect their security, he claimed that any 
further US involvement in the region would only 
consist of assistance to Iraqi forces (White House, 
2014). It quickly became clear that the Iraqi army 
and government were not skilled and strong 
enough to be an effective counterforce to ISIS. 
The unwillingness of the Shiite units in the Iraqi 
army that were positioned in the northeast of 
the country and their preference for abandoning 
the battlefield instead of fighting against ISIS 
(Yadlin, 2015) led to the Obama administration’s 
understanding that it had to invest additional 
efforts if it wished to prevent the fall of Iraq. 

From June 2014 until the end of his term, 
Obama gradually sent about 5,500 soldiers to 
Iraq, and starting in October 2015, about 200 
soldiers to Syria (Figures 1 and 2) (Agerholm, 
2016; Stewart, 2015). The difference between 
the number of soldiers in the two countries 
reflected Obama’s unwillingness to cooperate 
with the Syrian regime, the impact of the civil 
war in Syria on the situation on the ground, 
and the need to protect American facilities and 
civilians stationed in Iraq. Until the ground 
forces entered Syria, American aid was centered 
around air strikes as part of the global coalition 
and providing assistance to the moderate 
rebel forces. Despite the gradual rise in the 
number of troops, on several occasions Obama 
emphasized that the role of most of the soldiers 
was not to fight the Islamic State directly on the 
battleground but to assist and advise the local 
forces (Baker et al., 2015; DeYoung & Gearan, 
2014). Only in a few cases did the administration 
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admit that US soldiers were sent to Iraq or to 
Syria in order to conduct military operations 
or to be directly involved in fighting. 

The first soldiers sent to Iraq in June 
2014 were intended to provide defense for 
American facilities and civilians, and to 
transmit intelligence information to Washington 
about developments on the ground (after the 
withdrawal from Iraq in 2011, only private 
military forces operated there). While Obama 
declared that the forces could be involved in 
individual operations against Islamic State 
operatives, it is likely that this possibility was 
brought up as part of the defense missions and 
not as a proactive military operation against a 
predetermined target. 

Toward the end of 2015 a special force of 200 
soldiers was sent to launch independent raids 
in Syria and Iraq to capture Islamic State leaders 
(Stewart & Torbati, 2015). The announcement 
on sending an operational force designated 
for hunting terrorist operatives reopened the 
public debate surrounding the concept of boots 
on the ground and Obama’s promises. 

In an interview given about a month later, 
Obama emphasized that when he said that 
there would be no soldiers in ground combat 
positions, he assumed that the American public 
understood that he meant that the United 
States would not enter large-scale military 
involvement as occurred in Iraq in 2003, but 
there was no intention to completely refrain 
from sending ground forces to execute defined 
military operations (Zenko, 2015). John Kirby, 
then-press secretary of the Ministry of Defense, 
echoed Obama’s sentiments and claimed that 
when they talk about forces, they mean a large 
conventional force of field soldiers that is meant 
to plan, coordinate, and lead combat operations 
on the ground (“State Department,” 2016). In the 
Syrian arena, in late 2015 Obama sent 50 special 
operations forces to coordinate between rebel 
groups and the coalition forces. The Secretary 
of Defense at the time, Ashton Carter, declared 
that given an operational opportunity, the forces 
would be ready to conduct ground raids on an 

individual basis even without cooperating with 
local forces (Mohammed et al., 2015). In 2016 
Obama announced the dispatch of up to 400 
additional soldiers to Syria, but emphasized 
that the soldiers would not operate at the 
front lines of the fighting, and their official 
roles were described as trainers, advisors, 
and bomb-neutralization experts. As the 
fighting continued, Obama’s principles and his 
reluctance to approve massive reinforcement 
of the ground forces before entering decisive 
battles in key cities in Iraq evoked frustration 
among the military’s commanders (Rogin, 2016), 
given the need to take apart and rebuild units in 
order to meet the military needs with a limited 
number of soldiers. As a result, Obama was 
forced to make some changes to enable the 
continuity of the combat efforts. 

One of these changes was sending Joint 
Terminal Attack Controllers (JTACs) to the 
battlefield in Iraq after the start of the battle for 
Mosul in the middle of October 2016, in order to 
direct the air strikes from the ground. Sending 
soldiers to the front lines was a significant 
change for Obama, who until then was unwilling 
to deploy, or at least to admit to deploying, 
American soldiers in combat areas. 

The majority of the political-media debate 
surrounding the issue of boots on the ground 
and whether Obama broke or kept his promises 
not to deploy ground military forces in Syria 
and Iraq mainly revolved around the question 
of definition: was it about the number of forces 
physically located on the ground, or about the 
nature of the forces’ role? Quantitatively, the 
numbers quickly climbed within two years to 
over 5,500 soldiers in Iraq and about 200 soldiers 
in Syria. The numbers published officially in 
Defense Department reports did not match 
the Pentagon’s public statements or media 
reports that were attributed to anonymous 
senior officials in the military, which led to a 
non-uniform picture of the number of ground 
forces in Syria and Iraq. In terms of the nature 
of the forces, despite Obama’s insistence that 
the vast majority of the soldiers stationed in 
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Iraq were not involved in combat roles, and the 
ambiguous announcements on the objective 
of the special forces soldiers in Syria, photos 
published in May 2016 that showed American 
soldiers operating close to the main combat 
areas in Syria undermined Obama’s firm 
statements that the American forces were only 
acting in supporting functions (McLeary, 2016). 

The Trump Years
During the presidential race, Trump already had 
strong opinions about the right strategy, as he 
saw it, against the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq. 
Despite refusing to reveal its details, claiming 
the need to retain the element of surprise 
against the enemy, Trump declared in March 
2016 that the United States must increase the 
number of soldiers on the ground if it wants to 
bring about the elimination of the Islamic State. 
Trump claimed that in accordance with what he 
had heard from senior military commanders, 
about 20,000 to 30,000 soldiers on the ground 
were needed to carry out the mission (Gaouette 
& Starr, 2016). 

While Trump talked about significantly 
increasing the number of soldiers, his 
election platform was largely characterized 
by isolationism. His desire to refrain from 
involvement in “endless wars” (“Transcript,” 
2016) and to invest more attention and 
money in the United States domestic arena 
led him to criticize sharply the return to 
military involvement in Iraq and Syria during 
Obama’s presidency. In the past Trump had 
also frequently criticized the decision to 
withdraw from Iraq back in 2011, a decision 
that he believed left the United States without 
significant military achievements and enabled 
the rise of the Islamic State. 

During his first few months in the White 
House, Trump took two main actions regarding 
the ongoing fighting in Syria and Iraq: he asked 
the military commanders to prepare a new plan 
within thirty days to defeat the Islamic State, and 
at the same time granted them broader powers 
to make tactical decisions in the combat areas. 

Inter alia, Trump granted Secretary of Defense 
Jim Mattis the authority to adjust the number 
of soldiers on the ground (Baldor, 2017). 

In March 2017, after the military sent 
reinforcements that included Marines to operate 
artillery in Syria and a paratrooper force in 
Iraq, Trump ordered a stop to publicizing the 
number of American forces and their objectives 
(Hennigan, 2017). As a result, starting in October 
2017, the Defense Department also stopped 
publicizing the number of military soldiers 
stationed in Iraq and Syria as part of its quarterly 
reports. The gag order, which was imposed 
as part of the Trump administration’s desire 
to maintain ambiguity in its military actions, 
enabled sending additional soldiers without 
being subject to public criticism. From the 
information that was published until the end 
of October, it appears that the number of forces 
sent to Iraq and Syria expanded significantly 
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in the first year of Trump’s term. As shown by 
Figures 3 and 4, between early 2017 and October 
of that year, about 2,000 soldiers were added 
in Iraq and about 1,300 in Syria—an increase of 
about 33 and 750 percent, respectively. 

Between December 2017, when the 
government of Iraq declared victory over the 
Islamic State, and December 2018, when Trump 
declared victory over the Islamic State in Syria 
after the liberation of a-Raqqah (the declaration 
of victory by the Kurdish forces in Syria was 
only in March 2019, after Islamic State forces 
were removed from their last stronghold in 
Baghuz), the Trump administration continued 
its policy of ambiguity and provided only few 
updates on the number of US forces on the 
ground. With the declaration of victory over 
the Islamic State in Syria, Trump added that he 
intended to remove all the American soldiers 
from the country’s territory within 30 days. This 
decision was made even though the Kurdish 
forces were still fighting Islamic State operatives, 
and the Pentagon estimated that the caliphate 
in Syria still had about 14,500 active fighters 
(Borger, 2018). In a tweet posted the day after 
the decision, Trump justified the departure of 
the forces by his desire to protect the soldiers 
and the American money (Trump, 2018a). 

Trump’s announcement on the withdrawal 
of the forces left many senior administration 
officials outside of the decision making circle. 
The commander of CENTCOM at the time, 
Joseph Votel, admitted that the President did 
not consult with him regarding the decision to 
remove the forces from Syria (Youssef, 2019). 
Secretary Mattis, and later also the envoy to the 
international coalition, Brett McGurk, submitted 
their resignations in light of the surprising and 
fast change in American policy. Even though 
Trump moderated his statements after the 
initial announcement and declared that the 
gradual departure of the American forces from 
Syria would be slower (Trump, 2018b), the new 
plan published two months afterward included 
leaving only 400 soldiers—a number that was 
further reduced prior to the Turkish invasion 

of the border towns in northeastern Syria in 
October 2019. 

The issue of the US withdrawal was also 
complicated in the Iraqi arena. Following the 
declaration of victory, the Iraqi government 
claimed that the US forces would begin to 
withdraw as early as February 2018. While the 
US administration refused to confirm whether 
a withdrawal of forces had begun or to what 
extent (Chmaytelli, 2018), it became clear 
that despite the Iraqi government’s desire 
for the departure of the American forces, 
Trump was not eager to leave the situation 
on the ground only in its care, especially in 
light of the increased activity of Shiite militias 
in the region. Despite the increased tensions 
between Trump and the Iraqi government, 
the US withdrawal from Iraq only began in 
the second half of 2020. Kenneth McKenzie, 
then-commander of CENTCOM, claimed 
that the motive for withdrawing about half 
of the American forces from Iraq was the 
US administration’s confidence in the Iraqi 
army’s ability to deal with what remained of 
the Islamic State threat (Shinkman, 2020), but 
it is possible that a main motive for pulling the 
soldiers out was to win political points prior to 
the presidential election in November. 

While Obama was forced to contend with the 
Islamic State when it was at the peak of its power 
in Syria and Iraq, Trump entered the presidency 
once the organization was already significantly 
weakened and the main momentum of the 
fighting was in the hands of the coalition and the 
local forces. In Iraq a long battle over Mosul was 
underway, and in Syria the forces prepared for 
the battle over a-Raqqah, the largest and most 
important city in the Islamic State caliphate. 
Trump’s choice of strategic ambiguity makes it 
difficult to conduct a quantitative comparison 
with the number of soldiers sent during Obama’s 
term, but the Pentagon’s public declarations on 
deploying soldiers that operated conventional 
weapons shortly after his inauguration and the 
gag order on the number of soldiers stationed 
in Iraq and Syria could indicate a change from 
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Obama’s policy in both the number of forces 
and their objectives. 

Clearly, the issue of boots on the ground in 
Iraq and Syria was seen completely differently 
by the two Presidents. At a very early stage 
Obama promised not to deploy ground military 
forces in Iraq and Syria, and during his term 
he continued to justify the decision. Even 
though he sent enough soldiers, especially in 
combat support roles, to block the advance of 
the Islamic State and enable the local forces 
to crystallize into an organized campaign, he 
did not fully commit to US involvement on 
the ground and did not send many ground 
soldiers on a level that would have ended the 
war more quickly. 

In contrast, Trump was not preoccupied 
with the semantics of “boots on the ground,” 
and did not impose declared limitations on 
the number of forces that were sent into the 
field or their objectives. As a result, he had 
the ability to operate with greater freedom in 
making decisions in the military sphere. His 
decision to grant broader powers to the Defense 
Department and to the fighting forces led to 
an increase in the number of soldiers in Iraq 
and especially in Syria in a way that enabled, 
in combination with several other factors, the 
almost complete elimination of the Islamic 
State from the region.

Support for the Local Forces
The Obama Years
Establishing relations with the local forces and 
supporting them in leading the military efforts 
on the ground was one of the main principles 
that Obama defined as part of his military 
strategy in Syria and Iraq. Cooperation with the 
Iraqi army and the Kurdish forces in Iraq as well 
as cooperation with the moderate rebel forces 
in Syria constituted, in Obama’s view, the best 
alternative to direct military involvement by the 
US military. The Train and Equip Program that 
operated in Iraq and Syria included a training 
framework for the local forces and the supply 
of equipment, weapons, and intelligence 

information. During Obama’s term, both the 
training program in Syria and the program in 
Iraq encountered serious difficulties. 

A previous training program in Iraq between 
2003 and 2011 trained tens of thousands of 
army soldiers at a cost of $25 billion. Obama 
decided to reestablish the training framework 
even after the personnel trained in that program 
did not succeed in blocking the advance of 
the Islamic State and even fled the battlefield 
despite a clear numerical advantage, leaving 
behind American weapons that fell into the 
hands of the Islamic State (Kam, 2014). Starting 
in January 2015, US soldiers (and subsequently 
also soldiers from the international coalition) 
began to train Kurdish forces and soldiers from 
the Iraqi army. The aim of the program was to 
train about 5,000 soldiers every six weeks and 
reach a total of 30,000 trained Kurdish and Iraqi 
soldiers in one year. 

In practice, the training program encountered 
many difficulties: low morale among the soldiers 
after the victories by the Islamic State; corruption 
and division within the ranks of the army; the 
lack of commitment of the army’s leadership 
to send soldiers to training; difficulty recruiting 
new soldiers; the preoccupation of soldiers 
already serving with battles in the field; and the 
American demand to conduct a vetting process 
for all of the soldiers in training in order to 
ensure that they were not connected to terrorist 
organizations and were not charged with crimes 
in the past. All these led to a situation where 
in the first three months, only 60 percent of 
the expected number of soldiers came to train 
(Lynch III, 2015). Despite the difficulties, Obama 
decided to persist with the program out of a 
belief that even if a long time were needed to 

While Obama was forced to contend with the 
Islamic State when it was at the peak of its power 
in Syria and Iraq, Trump entered the presidency 
once the organization was already significantly 
weakened.
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reach the objective, leadership by local forces 
was the best way to protect achievements and 
ultimately to produce stability in the long term. 
Even though in the end the training program 
did not meet its original objective, by early 
2017 there was a significant increase in the 
number of trained soldiers, which, according to 
official statements, amounted to 37,000 soldiers 
in the Iraqi defense forces and in the Kurdish 
Peshmerga (Baron, 2017). 

From April 2015 and together with the 
international coalition, the United States, in 
addition to the training program, armed Kurdish 
forces in Iraq with heavy weapons such as anti-
tank weapons, rockets, and APCs. Weapons were 
funded as part of a $2.6 billion aid package that 
the United States and other countries provided 
to Iraq starting in 2014 (Robson, 2016). 

In January 2015, after Congress approved a 
$500 million budget, the Obama administration 
announced its intention to send over 400 
soldiers to arm and train moderate Syrian 
rebels. The aim of the program was to train 
over 5,000 recruits in the first year, following the 
Pentagon’s estimates that about 15,000 trained 
Syrian rebels would be needed to recapture 
territories in eastern Syria from the Islamic State.

As with the training program in Iraq, the 
program in Syria encountered three prominent 
obstacles from the start: the break-up of the 
rebel group Hazm,2 which was supported by 
the United States, about two months after the 
start of the program; the difficulty locating 
groups of moderate enough rebels who could 
be trusted; and the prolonged vetting processes 
that were conducted for new candidates, as with 
the program in Iraq. Due to these difficulties, 
the United States succeeded in training only 
60 rebels by July 2017. The small number of 
trained soldiers compared to the large budget 
allocated to the program led to criticism from 
Congress regarding the American strategy in 
Syria and to the program’s closure in October, 
after only 150 rebels had been trained. 

After closing the training program, the 
American strategy in Syria relied on air strikes, 

a few dozen special forces soldiers, and covert 
assistance to units of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) 
(Black, 2015). Following increased momentum 
in the fighting against the Islamic State in the 
second quarter of 2016, the Pentagon restored 
the training program in a new configuration, 
which focused on training dozens of select 
soldiers from each group of rebels and not 
training entire groups of rebels. 

The Trump Years
The training program in Iraq continued to 
operate during Trump’s term, including after 
the end of the main campaign against the 
Islamic State in late 2017. Five thousand US 
soldiers were kept in place to lead the program 
in order to maintain the soldiers’ fitness against 
Islamic State operatives and to assist the Iraqi 
government in implementing stronger and 
more effective governance. In a March 2017 
meeting with President Trump, Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi expressed his desire to 
receive American support and further training 
for the Iraqi defense forces. Following this, 
Congress approved the continuation of the 
training program until December 31, 2019. 

The good relations between Iraq and the 
United States during Obama’s term deteriorated 
at the end of 2018 and continued to be tense 
throughout 2019 and early 2020. This was due 
to the Iraqi government’s desire for a quick 
withdrawal of the US forces, in contrast with 
Trump’s desire to maintain and even increase 
the military force in the country in order to 
prevent Iranian entrenchment (Shavit & 
Schwartz, 2017). These tensions led to the end 
of the training program in January 2020. 

While the training and armament programs 
in Iraq continued in an orderly manner in 
2017-2018, the situation in Syria was much more 
volatile. In order to expedite the start of the battle 
for a-Raqqah, which remained the principal 
populated city in Syria controlled by the Islamic 
State, the Pentagon asked the administration to 
arm the Kurdish forces (Blinken, 2017). In early 
May 2017, the Trump administration accepted 
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this request and announced the beginning of 
supplying armaments to the YPG militia. The 
decision was a significant change from Obama’s 
hesitant policy and his desire to avoid harming 
diplomatic relations with Turkey. 

While the new aid to the Kurdish forces 
facilitated the liberation of a-Raqqah in late 
October 2017, it also led, as expected, to 
tensions with the Turkish government. In 
November, after the victory for a-Raqqah, the 
Turkish side stated that Trump had ordered the 
administration to stop arming the Kurdish forces 
in Syria. The administration did not contradict 
the Turkish declaration and claimed the next 
day that as part of the transition to the stage 
of establishing stability in Syria, changes and 
adjustments in the American support for the 
forces on the ground would be made (Fraser 
& Lederman, 2017). Trump’s decision to stop 
arming the Kurdish forces came as a surprise 
to the Pentagon and the State Department, 
which were not informed of the abrupt policy 
change (Fraser & Lederman, 2017). 

The cessation of support for the Kurdish 
forces continued into 2018 with Trump’s 
announcement of the withdrawal of the 
2,000 American soldiers from Syria. Without 
US support and while preparing for an attack 
by the Turkish army in the border region, the 
Kurdish forces declared they were suspending 
all their operations against the Islamic State 
in eastern Syria (Chulov, 2018). Even though 
Trump changed his position and slowed the 
US departure from Syria, he did not retract 
his renunciation of the Kurdish forces. In 
October 2019, the Turkish government claimed 
that Trump had entrusted it with waging the 
campaign against the remaining Islamic 
State operatives, and that it was advancing 
preparations for a military operation in northern 
Syria, in an area where many Kurdish forces 
were located. In response to the declaration 
of the Turkish operation, Trump ordered the 
withdrawal of about 150 soldiers from northern 
Syria, in order to avoid the possibility of being 
asked to intervene in the growing conflict 

between the Kurdish forces and the Turkish 
army (Barnes & Schmitt, 2019). 

In summary, on the issue of aid for local forces, 
Obama was guided by clear predetermined 
principles that he labored to maintain despite 
the appearance of difficulties at the initial stages 
of implementation. Even though the training 
programs did not begin smoothly in Iraq or in 
Syria, the administration’s strategy, based on 
fighting “by, with, and through,” prevented their 
dissolution. The persistence in implementing 
these programs started to show results mainly 
in Iraq, in which about 37,000 soldiers were 
trained and operated in the field when the 
fighting’s momentum shifted away from the 
Islamic State. In the Syrian arena, in light of 
Obama’s unwillingness to enter a confrontation 
with Turkey, the issue of armament continued 
to lack a real solution. 

While Obama operated according to an 
organized plan, Trump’s conduct was pragmatic 
and fluid. The training programs in Syria and 
Iraq stabilized to some extent when Trump 
began his term as President, and therefore there 
was no motive for far-reaching changes in this 
particular aspect of the US strategy. In contrast, 
Trump broke with Obama’s policy in Syria in 
deciding to arm the Kurdish militias directly. 
After the mission was completed and the Islamic 
State was pushed out of the most important 
city that it held, Trump made another policy 
change, removed the support for the Kurdish 
forces, and enabled the Turks to pursue their 
interests at the expense of the most important 
US ally in the fighting in Syria. 	

Air Strikes and the International 
Coalition
The Obama Years
The use of air strikes was one of the most 
important measures in Obama’s strategy against 

While Obama operated according to an organized 
plan, Trump's conduct was pragmatic and fluid. 
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the Islamic State. Early in the campaign, air 
strikes were intended to slow the advance of 
the Islamic State and neutralize the threat that 
it posed to American interests in the region. 
After the establishment of the international 
coalition, the strikes became more frequent 
and enabled blocking the spread of the Islamic 
State in Syria and Iraq by striking main centers 
of operation. 

The first air strikes conducted in Iraq by the 
US Air Force began in August 2014. The strikes 
were limited in scope and their main objectives 
were protecting the US consulate in the city 
of Erbil, the Yazidi minority group that was 
besieged on Sinjar Mountain, and important 
civilian infrastructure captured by the Islamic 
State, such as the Mosul Dam. 

As early as the first few months after the rise 
of the Islamic State, Obama worked to establish 
an international coalition, partly to ease the 
burden of the fighting on the United States 

and to prevent the possibility that the United 
States would find itself once again entering 
long-term involvement in a foreign country 
almost alone. Obama believed in establishing 
an international framework that would receive 
broad support and legitimacy and in the long 
term, have greater chances of succeeding both 
militarily and politically. In September 2014, 
several countries from the Middle East joined 
the coalition, including Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, 
and the Gulf countries, and that same month 
the United States and the coalition forces 
launched the first strikes in Syrian territory while 
focusing their efforts on striking operatives, 
command and control centers, storage sites, 
and financial centers. 

After Obama presented the idea of the 
international coalition on the UN stage at the 
end of September, follow-up diplomatic efforts 
by special envoy to the coalition John Allen (and 
other senior administration officials who visited 
many countries) led to more than 40 countries 
joining within only two weeks, and a total of 
83 countries and organizations that took part 
in the coalition by the end of its operation in 
2020. Only a few countries actively participated 
in the air strikes, while more countries helped 
train the local forces, contributed to the 
supply of equipment and ammunition, and 
provided financial aid (Eran & Barak, 2016). 
During Obama’s term until January 2017, the 
international coalition led by the United States 
conducted 10,741 air strikes in Iraq and 6,278 
air strikes in Syria (Figures 5 and 6).

While the strikes in Iraq and Syria in 
the first few months succeeded in slowing, 
albeit partially, the Islamic State’s takeover 
of additional cities in Iraq and Syria, the 
strategy of relying mainly on air strikes was 
not problem-free. The ability of the coalition’s 
forces to conduct fast air strikes and to enable a 
constant presence of warplanes over the combat 
areas was limited, as without operation centers 
in Syria and Iraq, the aircraft had to take off 
from airfields in more distant countries such 
as Kuwait, Greece, Jordan, and Turkey.
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Another problem was the risk to civilians. As 
the fighting took place mainly in urban areas, 
the lack of reliable intelligence information 
from the ground made it difficult to locate high 
quality targets, which caused civilian casualties 
(Levenson, 2021; Philipps et al., 2021). This 
problem was partially solved only toward the 
end of 2016, when JTACs were sent into the 
combat areas in order to direct the air strikes 
accurately. Due to the difficulties of fighting in 
urban areas, by late 2016 coalition aircraft struck 
mostly economic infrastructure held by the 
Islamic State, although often those sites played 
a dual role and in tandem served the basic needs 
of the local population, such as the supply of 
electricity, food, and water (Dekel, 2014). 

The Trump Years
While the United States continued to lead the 
coalition’s operations during Trump’s term, it 
seems that his preference for making decisions 
alone or in a small circle affected the perception 
of the US commitment to the coalition and 
to the idea of multilateral cooperation in 
fighting the Islamic State. The most prominent 
obstacle was Trump’s decision to change the 
policy in Syria and to pull 2,000 soldiers out 
of the field at the end of 2018. This decision 
was taken several days after special envoy to 
the coalition Brett McGurk and Secretary of 
Defense Mattis presented their future plan in 
Syria to the members of the coalition, in order 
to recruit renewed commitments from the rest 
of the countries. The decision sparked a crisis 
of confidence between the US administration 
and the coalition, as well as between Trump 
and McGurk, who resigned in protest of the 
policy change (Brookings Institution, 2019). 

Even before the emergence of the crisis 
between the United States and the coalition, 
during the second half of 2016 and the first ten 
months of 2017, the coalition moved the focus 
of the strikes to Syria, and thus helped the rebel 
forces in the prolonged battle for a-Raqqah. As 
charted in Figures 7 and 8, the number of strikes 
in Syria rose significantly between May and 

October 2017 and reached about 1,400 strikes 
in August. Reports by organizations and the 
media about many civilian casualties, along with 
an increasing number of strikes each month, 
indicated that Trump had adopted a looser 
policy than that of his predecessor regarding 
opening fire and air strikes (Antebi & Dekel, 2017). 

After a temporary slowdown between 
October 2018 and February 2019, the number 
of coalition strikes increased significantly during 
the battle over the last major stronghold of 
the Islamic State in Syria—Deir ez-Zor. Once 
the Kurdish forces declared final victory in the 
campaign against the Islamic State, the number 
of strikes in Syria dropped. After the start of 
the US withdrawal from Syria, CENTCOM and 
the international coalition stopped publicly 
reporting the number of strikes carried out in 
Syria and Iraq. In April 2019, the last month in 
which the number of strikes was published 
by CENTCOM, it was reported that there were 
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Figure 7. Number of air strikes per month during 
Trump’s term, 2017-2019
Source: Airwars, 2018; U.S. Department of Defense, n.d.
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no air strikes in Syria and only 28 strikes were 
conducted in Iraq. 

In January 2020, in light of the significant 
decline in the power of the Islamic State, the 
international coalition declared that it was 
suspending its activity in Syria and Iraq, after 
it had conducted over 30,000 strikes in the two 
countries combined. Even though the threat of 
the Islamic State was not fully removed by the 
end of 2020 and the organization continued 
to operate in other countries, the foreign 
involvement in Syria and Iraq essentially ended 
with the end of Trump’s term as President of 
the United States. 

In summary, the international coalition that 
was Obama’s brainchild succeeded in operating 
in an organized and systematic manner for six 
years. Unlike other aspects of Obama’s military 
strategy, it seems that the international coalition 
was an initiative that was also affirmed in theory 
and practice by Trump, who was not wont 
to criticize the existence or operation of the 
coalition and even continued to operate within 
its framework until it dissolved in early 2020.

Even though the total number of air strikes 
carried out during the terms of Presidents 
Obama and Trump were almost identical, 
due to the situation on the ground, most of 
the strikes in Iraq took place during Obama’s 
term and most of the strikes in Syria took 
place during Trump’s term. Between October 
2014 and December 2016, 63 percent of the 
coalition’s strikes were carried out in Iraq and 
37 percent were carried out in Syria. After the 
first year of Trump’s presidency, in which the 
Iraqi army achieved control over most of the 
conquered territories and victory was achieved 
in Mosul, the coalition shifted its focus onto 
Syria. Between January 2017 and April 2019, 

the opposite trend was observed—68 percent 
of the strikes were carried out in Syria, while 
only 32 percent were carried out in Iraq. 

Analysis and Conclusions
The military involvement in Syria and Iraq as 
part of the campaign against the Islamic State 
relied on a military strategy that was based on 
three main principles: the insertion of ground 
forces; assistance and training for local forces; 
and air strikes as part of the international 
coalition. These were defined by Obama as 
guiding principles during his second term in the 
White House, and despite several differences, 
these principles continued during Trump’s term. 
Some of the differences in strategy stemmed 
from Trump’s personal decisions, such as 
deploying ground forces in the field and directly 
arming the Kurdish forces, and some stemmed 
from the situation on the ground, such as the 
focus of the air strikes and the continuation of 
the training programs. 

On the issue of the military presence of US 
soldiers on the ground in Syria and Iraq, the 
main differences between Trump and Obama 
boil down to two aspects: how their own 
personal views correlated with the deployment 
of ground forces, and whom they chose to have 
the ultimate authority to adapt and adjust the 
number of soldiers in the field. Unlike Obama, 
who positioned himself as the main authority 
regarding the number of soldiers sent into the 
combat arena, upon entering the White House, 
Trump granted that power to the Pentagon. 
While Obama related frequently to the issue of 
boots on the ground and its impact on military 
strategy in the campaign against the Islamic 
State, Trump did not attribute importance to 
it and did not operate within the framework of 
its inherent constraints.

The substantive differences in how the 
significance of the issue was viewed were 
reflected clearly on the ground. During his term, 
Obama was very aware of the number of soldiers 
sent, the objectives they were sent for, and the 
impact of these elements on the American public. 

Unlike other aspects of Obama’s military strategy, 
it seems that the international coalition was an 
initiative that was also affirmed in theory and 
practice by Trump.
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Although Obama sent about 5,500 soldiers over 
the course of two years into Syria and Iraq, this 
was still a very limited number compared to the 
American capabilities for ending the fighting 
against the Islamic State more quickly, in light 
of their clear military superiority. 

Even when the number was high, Obama 
emphasized the non-involvement of the forces 
in active fighting that is not limited in time as 
a central component of the ground presence. 
Thus, as long as he didn’t define the soldiers 
sent to Iraq and Syria as actively involved in the 
fighting, he could send hundreds and thousands 
of advisors, trainers, special forces, and logistical 
teams without violating his promises to the 
public. Toward the end of his term, and after 
ground soldiers were identified operating in the 
center of combat zones in Syria, Obama could 
no longer deny that there were soldiers on the 
ground in combat roles that were not there 
for the sole purpose of defending American 
civilians and facilities. In contrast, the issue of 
boots on the ground was completely absent 
from Trump’s concept, and thus it did not 
have substantive impact on his strategy. Even 
though Trump decided not to publicly report 
the number of US soldiers sent to Syria and Iraq, 
this decision was not made to placate public 
opinion but rather in order to retain the element 
of surprise vis-à-vis the Islamic State. The fact 
that he granted the military’s commanders 
broader decision making powers on tactical 
issues, including the number of forces sent 
into the field, was a significant change from 
Obama’s presidency, which enabled the army 
to send additional forces without needing to 
contend with public criticism. While the number 
of soldiers sent did not come close to 20,000 
or 30,000 soldiers as Trump initially proposed 
during the elections period, it was an important 
push for the continued battles in the field, and 
the numbers rose more quickly and with sharper 
increases than during Obama’s term.

On the issue of aid to local forces, the 
differences between Obama and Trump were 
generally less substantive and more specifically 

defined, based on individual cases. Trump 
continued to maintain the training programs 
in their original format, which were advanced 
during Obama’s term in both Syria and Iraq. 
However, Trump implemented a specific change 
on the issue of the direct and public arming of 
the Kurdish forces in Syria, in order to speed up 
the battle for a-Raqqah and to achieve another 
victory over the Islamic State, after it was pushed 
out of Iraq. 

Obama’s combat strategy was based on the 
principle of leading from behind (Dombrowski & 
Reich, 2018) while local forces were at the front 
lines of the fighting. The Iraqi government’s 
inability to maintain governance after the 
withdrawal in 2011 and its powerlessness to 
block the Islamic State throughout 2014, along 
with the lack of strong partners for collaboration 
in Syria, challenged Obama’s desire to let local 
forces lead the military efforts on the battlefield 
but did not propel him to abandon the strategy. 

Obama’s strategy led to the creation of 
two training programs. Within two years, 
the first trained about 25,000 people from 
the Iraqi defense forces, 8,500 anti-terrorism 
workers, and 12,000 Kurdish Peshmerga 
soldiers (Baron, 2017). The second trained 
a more limited number of Syrian rebels and 
operated intermittently starting in January 
2015. Following in Obama’s footsteps, Trump 
retained the support frameworks for local 
forces, not necessarily because he adopted 
Obama’s strategy per se, but rather out of an 
existing necessity on the ground and lacking 
a real reason to stop the processes that had 
already begun. When Trump began his term 
as President, the training programs in Iraq and 
Syria stabilized and operated continuously. 

Trump’s most prominent change to Obama’s 
strategy in Syria took place a few months after 
he entered the White House and related to the 
issue of arming the Kurdish rebels. During the 
fighting against the Islamic State, the Kurdish 
militia YPG (which led the SDF coalition) 
became one of the most important partners 
of the US against the Islamic State. While the 
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United States had already granted financial 
support and military aid to the SDF coalition 
during Obama’s term, recognizing the YPG as a 
separate entity that could be supported directly 
without the outer shell of the SDF coalition is 
what constituted the substantive change during 
Trump’s term.

Trump’s support for the Kurds proved to be 
an ad hoc strategic move and not an attempt to 
create real relations or to establish long-term 
support. Indeed, the direct arming of the YPG 
was stopped after the main goal of capturing 
a-Raqqah from the Islamic State was achieved. 
In ending support for the YPG, Trump reverted to 
the strategy set by Obama, but the relationship 
with the Kurdish rebels was significantly harmed 
in a way that does not seem to allow further 
close cooperation, if the Islamic State were to 
return to operate in Syria.

The establishment of the international 

coalition and the air strikes were another main 
aspect of Obama and Trump’s military policy 
in the fight against the Islamic State. The idea 
of an international coalition was created out of 
Obama’s understanding that the US entering 
a prolonged campaign alone would make it 
difficult to maintain continuous combat. The 
ideology of the Islamic State posed a threat 
to both Western and Arab elements, leading 
to quick responses from many countries. The 
fighting as part of the coalition continued 
steadily and supported the efforts of forces 
on the ground both during Obama’s term and 
during Trump’s term until the end of the overall 
campaign in early 2020. 

The main differences between Obama and 
Trump are the focus of the strikes and the level of 
commitment to operating within a multilateral 
framework over time. The differences in the 
focus of the strikes stemmed from the situation 

on the ground. During Obama’s term the main 
effort was in Iraq and during Trump’s term the 
main effort moved to Syria. In quantitative 
comparison, even though Trump claimed 
during the elections that he would bomb the 
Islamic State massively, in practice the number 
of strikes conducted in the 29 months of the 
coalition’s operation during Obama’s term, 
between August 2014 and December 2016, 
and the 28 months of the coalition’s operation 
during Trump’s term, from January 2017 to April 
2019, was almost the same. What was unusual 
was dropping the largest non-nuclear bomb 
in the American arsenal on the Islamic State’s 
stronghold in Afghanistan, which aimed to send 
a message about the commitment to take severe 
action against external threats (Gilboa, 2017). 

This study does not include a quantitative 
comparison of the number of armaments 
released in each strike or the number of civilian 
casualties—figures that could better indicate a 
difference in the intensity of the attacks under 
the two presidencies. However, media reports 
and reports by organizations such as Airwars 
claimed that the number of civilian casualties 
was significantly higher during Trump’s term 
than during Obama’s term, which could indicate 
Trump allowed a more permissive strike policy.

In conclusion, Obama came to the campaign 
against the Islamic State holding clear principles 
regarding the method and depth of fighting that 
he was willing to reach. His attempts to refrain 
from deploying ground forces while supporting 
local forces to lead the fighting and offensive 
air assistance provided within a multilateral 
international framework were the pillars of 
his combat strategy. Obama adhered to these 
principles at the expense of faster progress in the 
campaign. Trump’s entry into the White House 
and his desire to end the campaign against the 
Islamic State quickly led to several changes in 
the combat strategy; some were limited in scope 
and depth while others were more substantive. 

Even though he tended to criticize Obama’s 
management, the combat strategy that Trump 
pursued was a direct continuation of the 

The military strategy did not succeed in fully 
achieving the desires and objectives of the two 
Presidents.
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strategic framework set by Obama at the outset 
of the campaign in 2014. Central changes to 
the strategy, such as a broader delegation of 
powers to the army, increasing the number of 
soldiers on the ground, and directly arming 
the Kurdish forces, aimed to advance the final 
combat efforts quickly, but they were made at 
the expense of endangering American soldiers, 
worsening the United States’ relations with 
its allies, and sharpening conflicts within the 
administration.

Judging by outcomes, the American strategy 
succeeded only partially. The level of the threat 
posed by the Islamic State after 2020 and its 
ability to conquer central urban areas decreased 
significantly. However, as of the writing of this 
article, the Islamic State is still active in several 
countries in the Middle East and Africa, including 
Syria and Iraq, while continuing to carry out 
organized attacks, recruit new operatives, 
and maintain a continuous presence on 
social networks (al-Hajj, 2022). If the declared 
objectives of Obama and Trump were to defeat 
the Islamic State and its infrastructure to prevent 
any future possibility of its return to operation, 
the military strategy did not succeed in fully 
achieving the desires and objectives of the 
two Presidents. 
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Terrorist organizations operate intelligence units that aim primarily to obtain 
valuable information about their adversaries, in order to plan terrorist attacks 
and gain counterintelligence, and thereby reduce the intelligence gathered by the 
adversary. This article presents a study that in the limits of an empirical framework 
analyzes Hezbollah’s modus operandi of intelligence agents in Israel. The purpose 
of the study, which analyzes quantitative and qualitative content from 21 rulings 
against 41 Israeli men and women who were accused of spying for Hezbollah in 
Israel between 2000 and 2021, is to expose the methods of operation of Hezbollah’s 
agents in Israel and to shed light on the status of human intelligence (HUMINT) in 
Hezbollah’s intelligence efforts. The activity of most of the agents was exposed by 
Israeli counterintelligence within a short amount of time, and their operation did 
not cause significant damage to Israel.
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Introduction
States engage in intelligence and to this end 
establish national intelligence agencies, and 
over time terrorist organizations have likewise 
developed intelligence capabilities, including 
human intelligence (HUMINT) capabilities. 
In the areas in which they operate, terrorist 
organizations, like states, build intelligence 
capabilities for the purposes of internal 
security, preventive capabilities against the 
activity of adversary intelligence organizations, 
and intelligence for operational, tactical, and 
strategic needs for carrying out various kinds 
of terrorism (Gentry, 2016). Many weaknesses 
are apparent in terrorist organizations’ use 
of intelligence—mainly vis-à-vis the state 
adversary—such as a lack of resources, 
the high level of effectiveness of the state’s 
counterintelligence (Tsichritzis, 2015), and 
problems that stem from the nature of terrorist 
organizations and their organizational culture. 
Sometimes organizations do not permit freedom 
of expression and thought, and make it difficult 
to carry out high-quality analysis of intelligence 
products (Bitton, 2019). However, through 
concerted efforts terrorist organizations have 
succeeded in developing a variety of intelligence 
capabilities that include operation of agents, 
observations, and surveillance, which have led 
to successful terrorist attacks (Riedel, 2011). 

Over the years Hezbollah has succeeded 
in recruiting intelligence agents in Israel 
that provided the organization with diverse 
information about Israel, but the damage 
caused to Israel was not always clear; rather, 
it was mainly potential damage that could be 
used in the next armed conflict with Hezbollah. 
Residents of Israel that chose to engage in 

espionage for Hezbollah usually did so out of 
monetary and ideological motivations (Kulick, 
2009). While occasionally incidents of espionage 
for Hezbollah are exposed in the Israeli media, 
research on the phenomenon of Israeli agents 
who choose to help Hezbollah with intelligence 
is relatively limited. Kulick’s study (2009), which 
is considered one of the earliest studies on 
the operation of Israeli agents for Hezbollah’s 
intelligence needs, is an important landmark. 
This study found inter alia that Hezbollah 
expanded the recruitment of agents beyond 
just drug deals, and showed that Hezbollah 
began to extend its intelligence gathering in 
all parts of the State of Israel and not just on 
the northern border. 

However, Kulick’s study is relatively 
dated and does not include many incidents 
of espionage that came to light over the 
years. It lacks information about the acts 
of espionage, such as the duration of the 
agents’ activity; new methods of recruitment 
(e.g., on social networks on the internet); and 
demographic characteristics, including the 
age and employment of the agents. Kulick’s 
study mainly describes several famous incidents 
of espionage, such as a lieutenant-colonel in 
the IDF who engaged in drug trafficking and 
espionage, large drug networks that operated 
in cooperation with Hezbollah, and university 
students who studied abroad and met with 
Hezbollah operatives there. 

The purpose of the study below is to present 
the modus operandi of Hezbollah agents 
in Israel and from analysis of the findings 
understand the nature of Hezbollah human 
intelligence, based on 21 legal rulings on 
Israeli residents who engaged in espionage 
for Hezbollah and were convicted in Israeli 
courts between 2000 and 2021. The empirical 
and qualitative findings reveal how the agents 
were recruited and operated, the characteristics 
of the agents, the motivations for carrying out 
the acts of espionage, and the duration of the 
agents’ activity, along with an explanation 
of the preventive processes by the Israel 

Over the years Hezbollah has succeeded in 
recruiting intelligence agents in Israel that 
provided the organization with diverse information 
about Israel.
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Security Agency (ISA) as part of its official role—
preventing espionage in Israel.

The first section of the article presents 
the topic of espionage, intelligence, and the 
terrorist organizations. It includes definitions 
of espionage and intelligence, the motivations 
for espionage, the importance of intelligence 
for terrorist organizations, and the intelligence 
challenges of the terrorist organizations, along 
with a short description of the operation of 
Hezbollah’s intelligence against Israel. This 
section is followed by presentation of research 
methods and methodology, criteria for analysis, 
and the population studied. The findings of 
the empirical-qualitative research that arose 
from analyzing the case studies (41 defendants) 
are presented next, followed by the article’s 
principal conclusions. 

Espionage, Intelligence, and 
Terrorist Organizations
Definitions
According to Israeli law, the definition of a 
person engaged in espionage is: “(a)Someone 
who has conveyed information and intended 
to harm the state’s security…(b)Someone who 
has obtained, gathered, prepared, written, or 
withheld information and intended to harm the 
state’s security” (Penal Law 1977, section 112). 
In other words, espionage is an act of gathering 
information in practice and transferring it to an 
unauthorized person, with the intent of harming 
the state’s security.

The definition of one who conveys 
information to an enemy is: “Someone who 
knowingly conveyed information to or for an 
enemy…; the information could benefit the 
enemy…; in so doing intended to harm the 
state’s security…; through negligence caused 
information to be conveyed to or for an enemy 
that could benefit it” (Penal Law 1977, section 
111). In other words, conveying information 
to an enemy, unlike espionage, does not 
necessarily include only an intention to harm 
the state, and the act can also be carried out 
due to negligence. This interpretation likewise 

allows an understanding of the definition 
of intelligence, which includes information 
obtained through the action of espionage. 

Motivations for Espionage
Espionage by citizens against their country or 
the organization with which the individual is 
affiliated is to a large extent based on four main 
motivations: ideology, when the agent morally 
and ideologically opposes the regime or country 
and is willing to spy as an expression of this 
opposition; material, medical, symbolic, or 
other reward, which the agent seeks to obtain by 
agreeing to spy; revenge, when the agent seeks 
to take revenge on his country for a negative 
action or occasion that he experienced; and a 
psychological-mental motivation based on a 
particular aspect of his personality (Lillbacka, 
2017; Thompson, 2014). Even though historically 
these motivations were identified with cases of 
espionage against states, it has been posited 
that agents’ motivations for acting in favor of the 
interests of terrorist organizations and providing 
them with intelligence about the state or about 
the organization that they themselves work in 
are based on similar motivations, but with an 
emphasis on ideology and monetary reward 
(ISA, 2014; Harber, 2009).

The ideological motivation for espionage is 
considered one of the strongest motivations, 
because it involves the agent’s views and beliefs 
that he is doing the right thing for a cause 
that he believes in and wants to advance. The 
ideological agent, even if it involves treason 
against his nation-state, still sees the mission 
of espionage as a moral obligation (Thompson, 
2014). 

A second motivation, reward, can be 
monetary or its equivalent or other benefits. 
The motivation of reward is based on the 
view that the life circumstances of the agent 
obligate him or have habituated him to obtain 
the necessary reward. For example, a monetary 
motivation can be based on a debt that the 
agent faces, or difficulty supporting himself and 
his family. Intelligence organizations worldwide 
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invest sums of money, equivalent rewards, 
and benefits in order convince agents to work 
for them and provide them with information 
(Lillbacka, 2017).

Vengeance is another motivation that 
constitutes a basis for the operation of agents. 
Sometimes people act against their country or 
against the organization they are members of 
out of a sense of revenge and resentment about 
a process that they experienced on the part of 
the country or organization (Thompson, 2014).

The fourth motivation is psychological-
mental, which refers to the character and 
personality structure of the individual 
(Thompson, 2014). For example, someone 
could be worried about personal problems or 
have a need to appease or help others; have 
ego problems, personality disorders, antisocial 
behaviors, psychopathic problems, mental 
disability; display narcissism or immaturity; or 
harbor a strong need for gratification. Sometimes 
deep personal needs based on emotions push 
the person to engage in espionage against his 
country and his society (Lillbacka, 2017). Another 
approach notes that sometimes the motivation 
for espionage is not necessarily based on a 
single factor but rather a convergence of factors 
such as an ideological motivation and reward, a 
psychological motivation joined with revenge, 
or other combinations (Thompson, 2014). 

The ideological motivation is often defined 
as the strongest motivation for a person to spy, 
because it is a motivation based on a sense 
of moral obligation in which a person feels a 
real need to engage in espionage over time. 
The monetary motivation, despite being very 
common (Lillbacka, 2017), is often considered a 
less stable and perhaps short-term motivation, 
because the agent sometimes believes that the 
scope of potential damage of the espionage 
and the fear of being caught outweigh the 
advantages from the payment that he receives. 
In addition, the agent’s operators do not always 
agree to meet his monetary demands, and as 
a result, a crisis can arise in the operation of 
the agent (Lillbacka, 2017; Thompson, 2014). 

Similarly, the motivation of vengeance is 
often short term, because the agent could 
end his espionage activity when he concludes 
that he has fulfilled his desire for revenge. The 
psychological-mental motivation is considered 
a complex motivation in the operation of the 
agent and potentially unstable over time, 
because the motivation is not necessarily 
immediate. It could emerge and inundate 
the agent over time or stem from a one-time 
problem that could pass after an undefined 
period, and sometimes it is a prolonged mental-
psychological problem (Lillbacka, 2017). The 
motivations that encourage people to spy on 
their country or on other entities are used by 
state and non-state intelligence agencies when 
recruiting agents into their ranks.

The Use of Intelligence by Terrorist 
Organizations
From the state’s perspective, the use of 
intelligence aims mainly to fulfill four central 
objectives: internal security for protecting the 
country from violence and subversion; overt, 
covert, or secret tactical action; decision 
making and policy shaping; and prevention 
of foreign intelligence activities. Similarly, non-
state organizations such as non-governmental 
institutions, trade organizations, and terrorist 
organizations also utilize intelligence for the 
purpose of fulfilling these objectives (Gentry, 
2016). 

Non-state organizations are organizations 
that are not state or governmental, even though 
they are sometimes created by states. There 
are various kinds of non-state organizations, 
from social organizations to environmental 
organizations to belligerent militar y 
organizations such as terrorist organizations. 
Non-state organizations employ intelligence 
capabilities to fulfill the same intelligence 
objectives that states seek to fulfill. However, 
when focusing on terrorist organizations, the 
common approach is that these organizations 
employ intelligence capabilities mainly for the 
purpose of planning offensive actions and for 
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the sake of counterintelligence, which aims to 
protect the organization from penetration by 
adversaries (Gentry, 2016). 

Terrorist organizations employ intelligence 
in an organized and calculated manner 
similar to the way intelligence is employed 
by states. Intelligence gathering methods 
include obtaining information through 
technological means and with the help of 
people. Technological intelligence includes 
signals intelligence (SIGINT), which is based on 
intercepting electronic communication such 
as phone calls and computer communication; 
visual intelligence (VISINT), which is based on 
pictures from satellites or aircraft and other 
photographs; and open source intelligence 
(OSINT), which is based in part on technologies 
such as the internet and computer databases 
that are open to the general public, as well 
as the use of tools that are not technological 
such as books, maps, news media, and more. 
Alongside technological intelligence, there is 
human intelligence (HUMINT), which is the focus 
of this article. Human intelligence is based on 
gathering intelligence that is produced from 
evidence and interpretations by people, or 
from people who provide the information on 
their own in raw form such as documents. This 
intelligence can sometimes be less reliable, but 
it can provide insights about facts, events, and 
processes that SIGINT and VISINT are unable 
to explain (Gentry, 2016). 

Through HUMINT and the use of 
technologies, terrorist organizations have on 
several occasions achieved major successes 
against adversary countries and have even 
caused damage to highly reputable intelligence 
organizations. For example, in 2009 al-Qaeda 
succeeded in operating a double agent against 
the CIA. The agent succeeded in spying 
on the CIA in Afghanistan, identifying the 
organization’s agents, penetrating secure CIA 
buildings in Afghanistan, and killing American 
intelligence officers. Another example of the 
quality of intelligence of terrorist organizations 
is the attack that took place in Mumbai, 

India, in 2008. The attack, carried out by ten 
terrorists from the organization Lashkar-e-
Taiba, caused hundreds of deaths and injuries 
and the siege of a city of 14 million residents. 
Considerable intelligence was collected prior to 
the attack, including assessment of the security 
arrangements on the maritime border between 
India and Pakistan, security arrangements in 
the building targeted in the attack, surveillance 
of individuals, and identification of potential 
targets prior to the attack. The intelligence 
gathering process lasted many months, and 
only at its end was the appropriate operational 
infrastructure formed for carrying out the 
attack (Riedel, 2011). 

Despite the successes and the similarity in 
intelligence gathering methods between states 
and terrorist organizations, there are substantial 
gaps between the intelligence of a state and that 
of a terrorist organization. For example, legal, 
political, and national limitations that apply to 
states in the use of intelligence do not apply to 
terrorist organizations (e.g., issues of individual 
rights or a state decision not to spy on a certain 
country). Terrorist organizations do not see 
themselves as limited in these areas, and from 
their perspective they are free to spy on any 
target that in their opinion is worth following 
(Harber, 2009). 

Terrorist organizations do not enjoy the same 
human, technological, and budgetary resources 
that states have. The latter can invest enormous 
resources in recruiting quality intelligence 
personnel, training agents and personnel at 
a high level, developing technologies, and 
establishing infrastructure for gathering and 
analyzing intelligence. Terrorist organizations, in 
contrast, are hard pressed to recruit significant 

Through HUMINT and the use of technologies, 
terrorist organizations have on several occasions 
achieved major successes against adversary 
countries and have even caused damage to highly 
reputable intelligence organizations. 
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amounts of financial capital to enable them to 
develop large-scale espionage and intelligence 
infrastructure that would compare to the means 
at the disposal of states. Even large terrorist 
organizations and those that have proved 
impressive operational capabilities in the 
past, such as Hezbollah and al-Qaeda, have 
always been characterized by relatively scarce 
resources compared to the intelligence units of 
states, and they have had difficulty developing 
complex espionage and intelligence capabilities 
with quality manpower and sophisticated 
equipment (Harber, 2009). 

But despite the gaps, terrorist organizations 
nonetheless succeed in establishing fairly 
high-quality intelligence infrastructure for 
themselves. They can recruit high-quality agents 
by encouraging ideological motivations and the 
desire for revenge. A shared religious identity 
between the organizations and potential 
recruits, common ideological foundations, 
and a shared sense of hatred toward enemies 
can be fertile ground for recruiting human 
capital to terrorist organizations that have 
difficulty recruiting agents based on rewards 
(Tsichritzis, 2015). Terrorist organizations cope 
with technology challenges such as high costs 
of technological surveillance products or the 
complexity of operating them with the help of 
relatively cheap and available technological 
alternatives. The internet market offers a 
variety of cyber services and technological 
tools that can be acquired easily and often 
cheaply. Furthermore, terrorist organizations 
can engage in cyber fraud, including stealing 
money and intercepting credit cards—actions 
that can expand their financial capital (Siboni et 
al., 2013). However, even the cyber capabilities 
of a terrorist organization require quality human 
capital, and so a terrorist organization will 
generally have to recruit people who are highly 
educated and have advanced skills, and for this 
reason the limitation of resources was and is a 
fundamental problem for it. 

Another challenge facing terrorist 
organizations in attempting to gather 

and produce intelligence relates to their 
organizational culture. Terrorist organizations 
are usually based on authoritarian leadership 
that restricts stances that oppose that of the 
leader, and requires the organization’s member 
to act in accordance with the judgment and 
opinions of the leader. This is an important 
limitation because intelligence analysis 
requires freedom of thought and freedom 
of expression, which enable casting doubts 
on the products of intelligence, stimulating 
new ideas, and analyzing products and the 
adversary’s behaviors in a free and diverse 
manner. Therefore, decisions made based on 
mistaken intelligence analysis could be fatal 
to the organization’s integrity (Bitton, 2019). 

The problem of intelligence cooperation 
with other organizations is also considered a 
challenge for terrorist organizations. While states 
tend to cooperate with their allies regarding 
intelligence and thereby broaden the intelligence 
information at their disposal, terrorist 
organizations tend to limit their cooperation 
with other terrorist organizations and actors 
due to their compartmentalization and concern 
about penetration of the organization and 
rivalry between organizations (Gentry, 2016). 
Nonetheless, terrorist organizations sometimes 
tend to cooperate with one another based on 
shared hostility toward an adversary, and this 
in turn can also help intelligence cooperation 
(Tsichritzis, 2015). 

Hezbollah’s Use of Intelligence 
against Israel
Hezbollah’s modus operandi, which shows that 
intelligence gathering is an important element 
in the organization’s activity, is based on seven 
principal methods: gathering intelligence 
for operational activity; counterintelligence 
to reduce the organization’s exposure to 
adversaries; diplomatic, educational, and 
business activity to conceal the organization’s 
terrorist activity; penetration of groups that 
oppose the organization; logistical planning for 
future attacks; recruitment of operatives; and 
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assassination of organization adversaries and 
opponents (Levitt, 2020; Pop & Silber, 2021). 

Hezbollah cultivates its intelligence 
capabilities in ongoing fashion. These include 
technological capabilities such as cyber, 
aircraft for intelligence gathering, wiretaps, 
interception of communication and more, 
as well as human intelligence capabilities of 
recruiting agents within Israeli territory (Michael 
& Dostri, 2018; Kulick, 2009). Hezbollah began 
to develop organized intelligence capabilities 
mainly during the 1990s, after the end of the 
Lebanese Civil War in 1989 (the Taif Agreement). 
At first the organization established several 
intelligence units such as a counterintelligence 
unit; a security and military intelligence unit for 
operational networks in Lebanon; and a security 
and intelligence unit in foreign countries such 
as Unit 910, which engages in operations and 
intelligence in foreign countries including 
recruiting intelligence agents, gathering 
intelligence before an operation, and conducting 
operational activities (Wege, 2016). 

Over the years, as Hezbollah’s operational 
capabilities evolved, the operational units that 
also engage in intelligence expanded. At first, 
it was Unit 1800, which engages in operational 
activity and intelligence in countries neighboring 
Israel (including among Palestinians). Out of this 
unit, early in the 2000s Unit 133 was established, 
which aims to wage attacks within Israel and to 
gather intelligence prior to operations (Buhbut, 
2016; Wege, 2016). These intelligence units 
engaged in gathering intelligence through 
both technological and human capabilities. 
An assessment of Hezbollah’s intelligence 
activity describes how the organization employs 
intelligence mainly for the purpose of preparing 
for actions and as counterintelligence to 
prevent the adversary’s penetration into the 
organization (Shapir, 2017). 

Even though some of Hezbollah’s units 
include a combination of intelligence and 
operational activities, the organization tends 
to separate different professional areas and 
is not necessarily quick to assign its fighters 

several simultaneous roles, but rather makes 
sure to assign the right people to the right unit 
for them and for Hezbollah. This management 
is reminiscent of a military practice in which the 
system is divided into different organizations 
and different position holders. In addition, 
Hezbollah tends to invest heavily in the 
professional training of fighters in operational 
units such as training on constructing explosives 
and operating weapons, and only operatives 
with promising potential quickly integrate in 
these units. In contrast, the field of intelligence 
is sometimes assigned to new recruits who 
have not yet proven themselves, or put in the 
hands of operatives who are not intended for 
combat roles (Levitt, 2020; Pop & Silber, 2021). 

In the field of technological intelligence 
gathering, the Shiite organization enjoys 
technological cooperation with Iran, which 
enables it to improve its offensive cyber and 
intelligence gathering capabilities (Lt. Col. H. 
et al., 2021; Siboni & Kronenfeld, 2015). The 
easy access to drones on the free market in 
terms of price, model, and simple operation has 
made them a readily available and convenient 
intelligence tool for terrorist organizations, 
including Hezbollah. These drones have 
offensive and intelligence gathering capabilities 
using simple cameras (State Comptroller, 
2021). Hezbollah also engages in gathering 
open source information from both the internet 
and electronic databases and from various 
information manuals and books that are 
available on the free market (Kulick, 2009). 
It has stationed observation towers close to 
the border region with Israel (despite Security 
Council Resolution 1701 from 2006 following 
the Second Lebanon War, which prohibits the 
stationing of military forces in South Lebanon 
except by the Lebanese Army) and uses them 
under ridiculous pretexts such as observation 
towers for the protection of nature, in which 
they place observers in civilian guise (“IDF 
Reveals,” 2018).

Alongside these methods, Hezbollah engages 
in the operation of intelligence agents within a 
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The information that the agents in Israel 
have supplied to Hezbollah is diverse, 
including the location of critical civilian and 
military infrastructure, orders of battle, border 
points, and information on IDF weapons. In 
addition, Hezbollah has sought to gather social 
information on various issues, including political 
rivalries, government systems, social struggles, 
social trends, and more, in order to identify 
strengths and weaknesses of Israeli society, 
military vulnerabilities, and future targets, and 
even in order to understand the mood in the 
country (Zeitoun et al., 2021; Kulick, 2009). The 
Israeli agents were recruited into Hezbollah 
service based on various motivations, including 
ideological and economic reasons (Kulick, 2009). 

The damage caused due to the operation of 
agents in Israel is not only direct damage. There 
is evidence that Hezbollah has operated agents 
for the purpose of terrorist attacks, but they 
were caught before the attack or injured in the 
process of preparing for the attack. Agents have 
provided a range of intelligence information 
to Hezbollah, including military and civilian 
information, which could be used for attacks in 
the future. For example, information provided to 
Hezbollah on the locations where missiles have 
fallen in Israel can be used by the organization 
to correct the ranging of missiles—which, in the 
next conflict with Hezbollah, could increase 
the number of casualties and the extent of the 
damage to infrastructure in Israel, and thus 
harm Israel’s resilience (Kulick, 2009). 

While over the years terrorist organizations 
operating against Israel have succeeded in 
recruiting various agents, there are almost no 
studies on the recruitment and operation of 
Israeli agents and intelligence gathering for 
terrorist organizations. There are two possible 
reasons for this: the first is that the primary and 
clear interest is in intelligence organizations 
that operate under the auspices of states and 
in their framework; the second reason is the 
later interest of states in intelligence on terrorist 
organizations following the global war against 
terrorism (declared by the United States after 

target country, and has succeeded in recruiting 
and operating many agents in Israel and in 
other countries worldwide. Hezbollah’s modus 
operandi in operating agents is often based on 
the use of local civilians who are not Lebanese. 
Because the source of Hezbollah’s activity is in 
Lebanon, Lebanese citizens in foreign countries 
could in various cases arouse natural suspicion 
on the part of the counterintelligence units 
of the foreign country. Therefore, in many 
cases Hezbollah instead tends to rely on 
local populations that are not Lebanese for 
the purpose of espionage activities and other 
operational activities. These residents provide 
excellent cover for the organization because 
they are local citizens who are familiar with the 
attitudes in the country and enjoy freedom of 
movement within their country and in access 
to and from it (“Hezbollah Activity,” 2014; Levitt, 
2020; Pop & Silber, 2021).

The recruitment of espionage agents in 
Israel for Hezbollah is associated mainly with 
the Arab population in Israel, including former 
Member of Knesset Azmi Bishara, who was 
suspected of supplying various intelligence 
information to Hezbollah during the Second 
Lebanon War in 2006; an IDF officer of Bedouin 
origin at the rank of lieutenant colonel who 
supplied intelligence information to Hezbollah 
early in the 2000s; and ordinary residents in 
various areas of Israel (Kulick, 2009). However, 
there are not only agents from minority Arab 
or Bedouin groups, but also Jewish agents 
who have supplied intelligence information 
to Hezbollah as part of drug deals (see below, 
criminal case 03/36 State of Israel vs. Said ben 
Jamil Kahmouz).

The information that the agents in Israel have 
supplied to Hezbollah is diverse, including 
the location of critical civilian and military 
infrastructure, orders of battle, border points, and 
information on IDF weapons. 
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the September 11 terrorist attacks) and the 
increasing and joint involvement of states in 
the fight against terrorism. Therefore, the rise 
in the publication of studies on the activity of 
terrorist organizations and their intelligence 
units began at a relatively late stage (Strachan-
Morris, 2019). 

In the Israeli context, Kulick’s study (2009) is 
apparently the only one in the field that focused 
on the operation of Israeli agents for the purpose 
of intelligence for Hezbollah. It is considered 
a unique study that describes several cases 
of Israeli agents that operated in the service 
of Hezbollah’s intelligence. Prominent and 
important findings in Kulick’s study revealed 
that Hezbollah expanded its attempts to gather 
intelligence in Israel, and not only as part of 
drug deals. The organization broadened and 
diversified its intelligence targets beyond Israel’s 
northern border, and today gathers extensive 
information about Israel and the deployment 
of military forces throughout the country and 
engages in identifying strategic targets. This 
suggests that in a future war, Hezbollah will 
try to fire missiles toward distant and strategic 
targets. In addition, Hezbollah has increased its 
interest in Israeli society in order to understand 
its strengths and weaknesses and exploit them 
in the next conflict. 

Nevertheless, despite its importance and 
uniqueness, Kulick’s study is considered 
dated and lacks important information, such 
as the duration of the espionage activity, 
demographic characteristics of the agents, in-
depth assessment of the impacts of the damage 
that it caused Israel, and more, from which many 
insights can be derived regarding the modes 
of operation of Israeli agents by Hezbollah. In 
addition, there are occasional reports in the 
media about the exposure of agents in Israel 
who operated for Hezbollah. However, these 
important reports do not describe trends and 
changes over time, but rather coverage of 
individual incidents. The current study seeks 
to provide a more comprehensive and current 

examination of the modes of operation of Israeli 
agents by Hezbollah. 

Methodology
The study is based on quantitative and 
qualitative content from rulings that focus on 
the prosecution of Israeli agents that Hezbollah 
operated in Israel. The list of rulings appears in 
the Appendix below. Some of the rulings include 
more than one defendant, but in the study 
each agent is examined individually. For the 
purpose of examining relevant rulings, the Pador 
legal database was used. Relevant rulings were 
searched and identified by filtering according 
to the combination of keywords “Hezbollah” 
and “Lebanon,” as well as “espionage” and 
“conveying information to an enemy,” which 
appear in Penal Law 1977, which was the basis 
for charging the agents in Israel.

The use of rulings alone stems from the 
extensive detail of the indictment described in 
the ruling, the sides’ respective arguments, and 
the judge’s decision, which together describe 
details at length that are essential to the study, 
including the age of the defendants, the period of 
their activity, the types of charges, motivations, 
and more. The study assumes that not all 
cases of the operation of intelligence agents 
by Hezbollah in Israel have been publicized in 
the legal databases open to the public. In some 
cases, it is known that a gag order was placed 
on the indictments, although reports about the 
incident appeared in the media, and in other 
cases the defendants were in administrative 
detention and no indictment was filed against 
them yet. Consequently, the premise of the 
study is that any figure that is received about 
the extent of operation of Hezbollah intelligence 
agents in Israel does not reflect the precise 
number of cases known in practice.

The study focuses only on rulings issued 
between the years 2000 and 2021. The opening 
date relates to Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon 
in 2000, at which point Hezbollah had to change 
the modus operandi of its agents against Israel 
and operate them from within the borders of 
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Israel and not from the security zone that the IDF 
maintained until its withdrawal. With respect to 
the population of the study, the focus was only 
on Israeli agents—Israeli residents or citizens 
living permanently or sporadically in Israel and 
who spied for Hezbollah (but it is possible that 
they also engaged in other activities such as 
smuggling drugs and weapons and carrying 
out terrorist attacks). 

To focus the study, an initial reading 
of the rulings was carried out in order to 
identify several criteria that recurred in the 
indictments. The criteria for examination 
were: the motivations for spying, the charges 
of espionage as they appear in the rulings, 
demographic characteristics (gender, age, 
profession, and residence), duration of the 
espionage, way of meeting with the operator, 
methods and means of espionage, and level of 
damage caused to Israel. Prior reading of the 
rulings reveals that they lack complete details 
of the demographic information of the agents 
or of the rewards that some of them received, 
and so while the demographic information 
and kinds of motivations were examined in the 
study, the information on them is not necessarily 
complete. Based on the filters presented above, 
21 relevant rulings were identified, which 
included 41 defendants. 

Findings
Recruitment
Table 1 presents the year of recruitment of 
the agents but not the year of their exposure. 
Some of the agents acted together and joint 
indictments were filed against them. An analysis 
of the publicly available rulings reveals that from 
2000 to 2021, Hezbollah worked continuously 
over time to recruit and operate agents and 
operated 41 Israeli agents who supplied the 
organization with intelligence information. A 
year that doesn’t appear in the table is one in 
which the recruitment of an Israeli agent was 
not identified, but this does not mean that in any 
such year no Hezbollah agents were recruited 
and operated in Israel. 

Table 1. Recruitment year
Year of recruitment Number of agents 
2000 5
2001 10
2002 4
2003 3
2005 1
2006 3
2007 2
2008 1
2009 1
2010 7
2012 1
2015 1
2018 1
2019 1

Recruitment Methods
The figures on the extent of the recruitment of 
agents raise key questions: who initiated the 
recruitment, how were the agents recruited, and 
where did the recruitment take place. The figures 
show that the initial initiative for recruitment, 
meaning who initiated the first contact for the 
purpose of recruitment, came mostly from the 
Israeli agents. Out of 21 indictments, about 10 
indicated that the defendants were those who 
had made the initial contact with Hezbollah 
and offered their services to the organization 
(Table 2). Enlistment in Hezbollah took place 
in a variety of forms. Out of the ten enlistment 
initiatives on the part of the defendants, half 
were related to drug trafficking. The defendants 
made contact with criminal elements in Israel 
(who knew drug traffickers in Lebanon) or with 
Lebanese drug traffickers in order to smuggle 
drugs into Israel, and their connection with 
Hezbollah developed out of this activity. 

Table 2. Enlistment initiative 
Initiated enlistment to Hezbollah Number
From the defendants (the Israeli 
agents) 10

From Hezbollah 7
Unknown 4
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When Hezbollah was the side that initiated 
the recruitment of the agents, there were at 
least five cases in which the potential Israeli 
agent was abroad for the purpose of study, 
educational-social activity, pilgrimage to Mecca, 
or family vacation, and Hezbollah made contact 
with them during their stay in a foreign country. 
Only in one case did Hezbollah proactively 
contact defendants on social media, after the 
organization identified a potential recruit from 
his statements on the internet. Of the initiatives 
for recruitment, only in three cases did the 
recruitment take place over the internet (once 
at Hezbollah’s initiative and twice at the agents’ 
initiative). The use of the internet included 
social media such as Facebook and Twitter, 
where groups that serve Hezbollah’s interests 
are managed, or even on the al-Manar website, 
which is identified with Hezbollah. 

In the case of a spy ring, which was usually 
identified as part of drug deals, the process of 
recruitment by Hezbollah included at first a 
meeting of the head of the spy ring (sometimes 
with another partner) with Hezbollah operatives, 
and afterwards the network grew through the 
“bring a friend” method on the part of the agents 
in Israel. The recruitment of partners using this 
method was also carried out by Hezbollah, 
and in at least three cases Hezbollah tried 
to encourage the agent to attempt to recruit 
additional acquaintances to the organization 
and encouraged the agent to provide Hezbollah 
with details on potential recruits. Whether the 
recruitment occurred over the internet, as part 
of drug trafficking, or as part of time spent 
abroad, in most cases ultimately direct face-
to-face contact was made between the agent 
and the Hezbollah operator (in the case of a 
spy ring, only one or two representatives from 
the spy ring met with the Hezbollah operators). 
During these meetings it was made clear to the 
recruits that the person standing in front of 
them was operating in the service of Hezbollah. 

Contact
The operation of the agents and the physical 
meeting between the agent and his operator 
usually took place along the border between 
Israel and Lebanon, although on many occasions 
recruitment and operation of agents also took 
place abroad, in Arab and European countries 
(Table 3). The frequent meetings between 
agents and operators on the border could hint 
at direct and possible crossing between Israel 
and Lebanon. The accessibility of the agents to 
Arab countries that do not have official relations 
with Israel was carried out through a third 
party—Egypt, Jordan, or another country, to 
which the agents could move freely. Some even 
visited several countries with their operators. 
Some of the meetings took place in random 
frameworks, for example as part of studies 
abroad, educational delegations abroad, or 
pilgrimages to Mecca in Saudi Arabia, and in 
other cases the agents flew abroad to meet 
their operators. In all the meetings between 
the Israeli agents and Hezbollah personnel, no 
case was identified in which the meeting took 
place within Israeli territory. 

Table 3. Contact with Hezbollah 
personnel
Meeting place Number of agents
On the border with 
Lebanon 19

Unknown 6
Lebanon via the village of 
Ghajar 6

Lebanon 3
Denmark 2
Jordan 2
Turkey 2
Germany 1
Morocco 1
Syria 1
Saudi Arabia 1
Poland 1
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Duration of Activity
The vast majority of the agents operated from 
several months to a full year until they were 
exposed (Table 4). Other agents operated 
continuously or on and off for several years. 
One agent who operated for close to six years 
was in fact a medical student in Germany who 
lived in Israel and Germany. Meeting with the 
agents abroad, the distance from Israel and 
the various visits to Israel made it difficult for 
the Israeli intelligence agencies to identify this 
activity early. However, most of the agents were 
identified within a few months, and some were 
even identified before they had managed to 
fulfill the demands of their operators. 

Table 4. Duration of activity until 
exposure 
Duration of the agents’ 
activity (in years) Number of agents

Up to one year 24
One 5
Two 6
Three 0
Four 3
Five 2
Six 1

The fact that most of the agents in Israel were 
exposed within a short amount of time raises 
a basic question about the quality of Israel’s 
counterintelligence and the quality of the agents 
that Hezbollah operated. While this study does 
not discuss Israel’s counterintelligence, different 
studies presented in the literature emphasize 
the gaps between the forces and resources at the 
disposal of the state that enable it to establish 
high-level counterintelligence infrastructure 
against its enemies, while non-state actors suffer 
from a lack of resources and have difficulty with 
the optimal recruitment and training of agents 
(Harber, 2009; Tsichritzis, 2015). 

On the other hand, the quality and skills of 
Hezbollah’s agents, characterized by a wide 

range of ages and diverse professional skills, 
should not be underestimated. Some agents 
were quality and professional agents with skills 
they acquired in the IDF or in foreign training 
abroad, while others did not necessarily 
display an understanding of espionage and 
did not understand in depth the significance 
of the espionage activity that they carried 
out. Hezbollah’s modus operandi with Israeli 
agents provide the organization with convenient 
coverage of agents in Israel and the operation 
of agents from various population groups, 
but sometimes the lack of professionalism of 
the agents led to mistakes that caused their 
exposure, especially due to the clear superiority 
of Israeli counterintelligence by the ISA (Buhbut, 
2015).

Demographics
Demographic information on the defendants 
was not presented in all the rulings. According 
to the information available, the vast majority 
of the agents were men of Arab descent, but 
Hezbollah did not hesitate also to use women 
as intelligence agents in Israel (Table 5). Four 
women were recruited in 2001, 2002, 2015, and 
2019. Of the women, three were single and in 
their 20s when they were exposed, and a fourth 
woman (of Jewish descent) was a romantic 
partner of one of the defendants. In contrast, 
the men included single men and married men 
with children, and there was a wide range of 
ages, from 20 to 50. Most of those charged with 
espionage were from the north of Israel or the 
Galilee, but several cases were also identified 
from the Jerusalem area and the center of Israel. 
Some of the defendants held public positions 
and included a member of Knesset, military 
personnel, and workers in national institutions 
such as the National Library and medical 
institutions. The professional/occupational 
characteristic indicated that the agents enjoyed 
occupational/professional diversity in their 
private lives.
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Table 5. Demographic information
Demographic 
information Figures

Ethnic 
background

Arabs: 39; Jews: 2 (1 man and 1 
woman)

Gender Men: 37; women: 4 
Age 20-50

Professions/
Occupations

Public sector: 5 military 
personnel, including an IDF 
officer at the rank of lieutenant-
colonel, soldiers in regular 
service, and trackers. A 
doctor, a member of Knesset, 
employee of the National 
Library, the secretary of a 
school, and a college teacher. 
Private sector: University 
students (medicine, nursing, 
and law), kibbutz employees, 
a car mechanic, a worker at 
a home for autistic people, 
worker at a bakery, and 
workers at odd jobs. 

Residence

The majority of the agents 
came from the north—the 
village of Ghajar on the 
Israel-Lebanon border, and 
the Galilee; some from the 
Jerusalem area and the center. 
The two Jewish agents lived in 
Kiryat Shmona.

Motivation
Figures on the motivations for spying were 
identified according to the judges’ decisions 
in the rulings after the charges, reviews by 
the probation board, and defense positions 
were presented. Most of the agents acted out 
of a monetary motivation, either as a principal 
motivation or in combination with a secondary 
motivation (Table 6). The monetary motivation 
was identified mainly in men (except in the 
case of the female agent of Jewish descent); 
some acted out of financial distress and others 
out of a desire to increase their income. Most 
of the rulings did not explicitly list the extent 
of the monetary reward given to Hezbollah’s 
agents in Israel, but only an accusation that the 
espionage was carried out on a monetary basis. 
When the espionage was part of a drug deal, the 

reward given to the agent was estimated to be 
in the thousands of shekels as part of the deal.

The various figures that were identified 
regarding the extent of the monetary rewards 
show that the scope of a single drug deal is 
generally estimated at between $4,000 and 
$10,000 (criminal case 03/36, from 02/3; various 
requests 001009/04). Sometimes agents carried 
out several drug deals for Hezbollah, and thus 
the total amount of money received is estimated 
in the tens of thousands of dollars. In one case 
in 2003, in which a spy ring was operated 
with three agents that engaged in both drug 
trafficking and espionage, the total amount of 
capital was estimated at approximately 80,000 
NIS—the highest amount that was identified 
in all the rulings (various requests 001009/04). 

In contrast, in a few cases in which there 
was a monetary reward that was not part of a 
drug deal and the amount was made public, 
the reward was usually estimated to be a few 
hundred dollars. For example, in four rulings, 
there was an amount between $300 and $650 
(serious criminal case 652/09; serious criminal 
case 2551-10-12; criminal case 45296-11-12; 
various requests, criminal, 8177/20), and other 
cases involved flight expenses or the acquisition 
of equipment (computer, telephone, and so on) 
(serious criminal case 43935-05-10; criminal 
case 45296-11-12). Only one case involved 
provision of a more lucrative reward outside 
of a drug deal. This amount was estimated at 
11,000 euros over six years of the agent’s activity 
(serious criminal case 1625-08-08).

Table 6. Motivations for espionage
Motivation for spying Number of agents 
Monetary 24
Ideological 6
Psychological-mental 4
Unknown 4
Monetary/ideological 3

After the monetary motivation, the 
ideological motivation was most common, 
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whether it was a principal or combined 
motivation. Two of the women carried out the 
acts of espionage based on a psychological-
mental motivation as a main or combined 
motivation, and a third woman claimed that 
the motivation was psychological-mental out of 
a desire to appease others, but that judge had 
difficulty verifying the claim and therefore it was 
placed in the “unknown” category. There were 
also men who carried out the espionage out of 

a main or combined psychological motivation.
Table 7 offers several examples of quotations 

in the rulings that present the judge’s decision 
and probation review regarding the motivation 
of the defendants. The examination of the 
motivations by the judge and the probation 
reviews shows that during the trial there was a 
serious desire of the State of Israel to understand 
the motivations that encouraged the Israeli 
residents to operate on behalf of Hezbollah. 

Table 7. Quotations from the trials on motivation 
Defendant Motivation Judicial decision / probation review regarding motivation
Omar al-Heib, an officer 
at the rank of lieutenant-
colonel from Beit Zarzir. 
Active in 2002. Met with 
Hezbollah operatives 
at points on the border 
with Lebanon.

Monetary The charge: Drug trafficking, supplying information to 
Hezbollah including revealing the movements of the 
commander of Northern Command, the deployment of 
tank positions, information on aircraft and observation and 
military positions near the border.
The judge’s decision: “This connection was over the 
telephone but also through the exchange of letters, which 
were attached to drugs or to money as the case may be…
Given the character of the defendant, and in light of the 
fact that he carried out his actions mainly out of monetary 
greed, a real doubt remains on the question of whether it 
has indeed been proved to us that the defendant was aware, 
while carrying out his actions, that they could cause harm to 
the state’s security” (m 3/02). 

Dorit Edri (of Jewish 
descent), a resident 
of Kiryat Shmona. 
Romantic partner of 
Jamil Kahmouz, head 
of the spy ring. Active 
during the years 2001-
2003. Not known if she 
met with Hezbollah 
operatives, but known 
that she met with other 
Israeli agents who 
operated on behalf of 
Hezbollah in Israel.

Monetary The charge: Drug trafficking, acquiring binoculars and night 
vision equipment for Hezbollah, photographing military 
bases, photographing Kiryat Shmona, photographing the 
Gush Halav region and Mount Meron, the Margaliot lookout 
region, the Manara Cliff, and road numbers as they appear 
on the sides of road in the area of Margaliot and the north, 
shopping centers.
The judge’s decision: “The original indictment filed against 
Dorit attributed security offenses to her, as well as offenses 
according to the Dangerous Drugs Ordinance…As part of 
the plea bargain, all of the security sections were dropped, 
and they settled for her time in detention.” The sections for 
aiding drug trafficking remained (criminal case 36/03).

Charlie Peretz (of Jewish 
descent), resident of 
Kiryat Shmona. Active 
during the years 2001-
2003 as part of the Said 
ben Jamil Kahmouz spy 
ring. It is not known if 
he met with Hezbollah 
operatives, but it is 
known that he met 
with other agents who 
operated on behalf of 
Hezbollah in Israel.

Monetary The charge: Drug trafficking, supplying information to 
Hezbollah, including publicly available literature with 
statistical data on Israel, and arms trafficking. 
The judge’s decision: “According to the revised indictment, 
Peretz admitted that he trafficked only a dangerous hashish-
type drug with a total weight of 80 kg.” In the indictment, the 
security offenses regarding the transfer of information were 
dropped (criminal case 36/03). 
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Defendant Motivation Judicial decision / probation review regarding motivation
Isam Mishahara, 
resident of Jerusalem. 
Active in 2021. Met with 
Hezbollah operators in 
Lebanon.

Ideological The charge: He did not manage to receive missions before 
he was caught, but while he was in Lebanon he identified on 
a map various sites in Jerusalem.
The judge’s decision: “It is clear from the defendant’s acts, 
from his consistent striving to make contact with Hezbollah 
personnel in Beirut, and from his willingness to meet with 
them and receive instructions, money, and means from 
them for carrying out activity after returning to Israel, 
that he displayed personal support for the Hezbollah 
organization and its aims, and this support is what was 
behind his actions” (criminal case 45296-11-12).

Manar Jabarin, resident 
of Umm al-Fahm. 
University student, 
active during the years 
2003 to 2007. Met with 
a Hezbollah operator in 
Jordan.

Psychological-
mental

The charge: Enlistment with Hezbollah and gathering 
information in Israel. 
The judge’s decision: “The defense counsel retracted claims 
regarding their version of the mental state of the defendant 
at the time of carrying out the acts attributed to her and to 
the mental crisis that she was in at the time. We can learn 
from the defendant’s representatives’ claims that against 
the backdrop of the mental crisis claimed above and given 
that she was separated from her supportive environment, 
that is, her family, in a foreign country, she had difficulty 
coping with what they defined as ‘conflictual emotional 
states,’ which was exploited by the Hezbollah agent” 
(serious criminal case 4041/07).

Salim bin Said Abd 
el-Razek and Majd bin 
Adam Sirhan, both 
residents of Abu-Snan. 
Active in the year 2000. 
Met with Hezbollah 
operators at various 
points on the border 
with Lebanon.

Monetary/
ideological

The charge: Information on the deployment of IDF forces in 
the north and the movement of soldiers.
The judge’s decision: “We have not ignored the fact that 
Defendant 1 operated out of purely nationalistic motives, 
while Defendant 2 also wanted to combine drug trafficking 
with his activity. In any case, the personal circumstances of 
the defendants are dwarfed by the severity of the offenses 
here” (criminal case 408/00).

Yasmin Jabr, resident 
of the Old City of 
Jerusalem, worked at 
the National Library. 
Active during the years 
2015 to 2019. Met with 
operators in Lebanon 
and Turkey.

Unknown—
hearings 
on the 
defendant 
continue to 
take place 
in various 
courts

The charge: Enlistment with Hezbollah, aid in recruiting 
agents.
The judge’s decision: “I did not find anything in the 
respondent’s claims regarding the motivations that led her 
to perform the acts, and that certainly will become clear as 
necessary as part of the main proceedings, in order to lower 
the high level of danger posed by her, as previously stated” 
(various requests, criminal, 8177/20). 

Charges and Extent of Damage
The list of charges reveals that first and foremost 
Hezbollah sought to gather military information 
on Israel (Table 8). This information was divided 
into two main areas—general information on 
the IDF, including the deployment of the IDF’s 
forces, vehicles, locations of bases, and more, 
as well as specific information on the IDF in 
the north. In addition, Hezbollah’s intelligence 

activity included a combination of drug and 
arms trafficking, i.e., intelligence information 
was supplied as part of drug and arms deals. 
Hezbollah also sought to identify civilian 
issues such as the mood in Israel and social 
and political issues, while likewise trying to 
base intelligence information on open source 
civilian information including books, civilian 
maps, and news articles.
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Table 8. Charges 
Charges Number of charges
Supplying intelligence information on IDF forces in general, including 
information on sensitive military facilities in Israel, intelligence facilities, IDF 
invasion plans into Lebanon, bases of elite units, helipads in Israel, information 
on aircraft, and more.

27

Gathering precise information on the deployment of IDF forces in the north and 
the movement of soldiers. Gathering information on the village of Ghajar and 
vulnerabilities on the northern border, the names of bases and brigades, and the 
locations of observation posts and cameras on the border. 

22

Trafficking of drugs (transporting/acting as a middleman between Hezbollah 
and distributors in Israel), weapons, and transferring general intelligence 
information about Israel. 

17

Supplying open source civilian information, including information on civilian 
infrastructure, government ministries, shopping centers, and hospitals, as well 
as civilian documents—atlases, maps, books, news articles, and more.

10

Supplying information about people, including potential additional agents, 
collaborators with Israel in the village of Ghajar, and the activity of certain Israeli 
individuals.

3

Refusal to carry out missions: In three cases the defendants refused to carry out 
several actions that Hezbollah demanded. In one case the defendant refused 
to provide objects and equipment to other Hezbollah agents in Israel, but did 
cooperate on other intelligence issues (criminal case 4041/07). In a second 
case, one agent out of a network of three friends refused to perform security 
offenses (supplying information) out of an awareness of the potential security 
consequences, and focused only on transferring drugs, while the two other 
partners agreed to perform security offenses and drug offenses (various requests 
001009/04). In a third case a female agent refused to continue to meet with her 
operator in Istanbul, Turkey, out of fear of being caught, after she had already 
met with him there once (various requests, criminal, 8177/20).

3

Operational activities, planning the placement of explosives at pick-up spots for 
soldiers, planning to carry out a terrorist attack within a military base.1

1

A basic question regards the extent and 
severity of the damage caused to Israel. 
According to the court, it is not possible to know 
what information the terrorist organization lacks 
that it seeks to acquire and how it will use the 
information that it obtains, and therefore it is 
sometimes difficult to determine the severity 
of the damage (various requests 04/001009). 
In the ruling on Manar Jabarin from Umm el-
Fahm, a 24-year-old student who maintained 
an ongoing connection with Hezbollah for four 
years (2003-2007), the indictment claims: “There 
are many aspects of contact with a foreign 
agent. Sometimes what started as transferring 
an external memory card could end with passing 
on other information or equipment that who 
knows what damage it would cause” (various 
requests 07/4041).

The ruling (criminal case 45296-11-12) 
on Isam Mishahara, a resident of Jerusalem 
who operated on behalf of Hezbollah in 2012, 
described the way the defendant was asked 
to supply information on Israel before he 
managed to do so, but it is known that the 
defendant helped Hezbollah personnel locate 
important sites on a map. In the end, the court 
determined that this amounted to “potentially 
severe damage to the state’s security,” mainly 
because the defendant is a resident of Israel 
who can move freely in the country and gather 
sensitive military information (criminal case 
45296-11-12).

In another ruling on the defendant Mahmoud 
Jabarin from Umm el-Fahm, a man born in 1983 
who operated on behalf of Hezbollah in 2018, 
the court claimed: “Even if the defendant’s 
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actions did not cause overt and immediate 
damage, we cannot underestimate the severity 
of the defendant’s actions and the importance of 
the cognitive war underway between Israel and 
its enemies. The defendant was aware of the use 
that Hezbollah makes of videos and knowingly 
continued to send them, out of identification 
with the organization’s aims and knowing that 
this harms the state’s security” (serious criminal 
case 51606-03-19).

Even when it comes to military information, 
there is not necessarily a consensus regarding 
the severity of the damage. For example, the 
indictment of Amar Khashima, born in 1978, 
married with two children, who worked as a 
school secretary and college teacher, notes 
that he supplied a large amount of military 
information to Hezbollah in 2009. This 
information included a description of the 
police’s order of battle; a navy base in Eilat that 
also serves as a base for special units; an IDF 
base in Tel Aviv in which, according to him, the 
IDF reconnaissance Sayeret Matkal unit trains 
and where there is a helipad; information about 
various individuals, and more. The court claimed 
that some of the information was simple, and 
the information did not cause considerable 
damage (mainly because it was open source 
information), but according to the court it was 
still information that could cause potentially 
severe damage to the state’s security (serious 
criminal case 09/652).

In certain cases, the court determined that 
supplying information to Hezbollah can cause 
significant damage, mainly if it is information 
that is difficult to obtain. The ruling on 26-year-
old Milad Khatib from Majd al-Krum describes 
the complex military information that the 
defendant supplied to Hezbollah during the 
years 2007-2012, such as the precise locations 
where missiles fell in Israel, the locations of 
weapons and ammunition storage facilities 
in Israel, arms factories, and the security 
arrangements for the state’s president. 
According to the prosecution, which was 
vindicated by the court, this amounted to “very 

significant damage, the provision of information 
to the enemy on places in which weapons are 
stored and produced, a place where important 
people are hosted, or the security arrangements 
of Israel’s president, which could have been 
used by the enemy to cause heavy damage 
to the State of Israel” (serious criminal case 
2551-10-12).

The ruling on Amir Mahoul, who operated 
in the service of Hezbollah for four years 
(2006-2010), noted that he even provided secret 
information to Hezbollah on ISA facilities in 
various cities in Israel, including the precise 
addresses of the buildings, their security 
arrangements, the locations of secret military 
bases, the locations of arms factories, and 
information on the strengths and weaknesses 
of Israeli society. The court saw these as 
severe offenses with “very real damage to the 
state’s security,” mainly because some of the 
information was secret (serious criminal case 
43935-05-10).

A strict stance was also taken toward the 
defendant Omar al-Heib—an officer at the 
rank of lieutenant-colonel who operated in 
the service of Hezbollah for a full year. Al-Heib 
focused most of his activity for Hezbollah on 
smuggling drugs into Israel, but as part of this 
activity Hezbollah demanded that he supply 
military information about Israel. As a member 
of the military with an active position in northern 
Israel, al-Heib supplied secret information 
to Hezbollah, including information on the 
commander of the IDF’s Northern Command, 
where he slept, the deployment of tanks in the 
northern region, command positions, and other 
secret information that was not revealed in the 
ruling. The court accepted the state’s position 
that this amounted to significant military harm, 
especially because of the sensitive information 
that the defendant supplied to Hezbollah. 

The damage caused by supplying information 
to Hezbollah was mainly potentially severe 
damage to Israel’s security. The information 
supplied to Hezbollah was diverse and the 
organization based its intelligence picture of 
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Israel on it. Some of the information was secret 
military and security information, while other 
information was available open source and in 
part also civilian information. There is no doubt 
that presenting secret information to Hezbollah 
could cause military damage to Israel, but it 
appears that most of the damage caused was 
potential military damage, depending on how 
Hezbollah used the information or could use 
the information in the next campaign. 

Tools
The operation of the agents and the 
transmission of information usually occurred 
through technological means, including 
cell phones, encrypted communication 
programs available on the internet, various 
communication applications, social networks, 
and more (Table 9). This method of transmission 
enabled the operator and the agent to maintain 
distance from one another and still to transmit 
information between them. Other information 
was transmitted through documents, verbally, 
and in face-to-face meetings. These meetings 
were usually more dangerous, but in many 
cases they were the result of additional activity 
such as drug and arms trafficking, which in 
any case required that the two sides transmit 
information and physical equipment between 
them. Some of the agents employed several 
espionage tools simultaneously.

Table 9. Means for communication and 
for transmission of information
Espionage tools Frequency
Mobile phone 17
Transmitting information verbally 
/ face to face

12

Internet—encrypted programs, 
communication applications, 
email

6

Social networks on the internet 5
Documents: books, maps, 
pictures, and journalism 

5

Other: memory devices or 
unknown means

5

Conclusions
Terrorist organizations are non-state actors 
that operate intelligence units for the purpose 
of gathering intelligence on their adversaries 
out of an intent to learn about them, identify 
weaknesses and strengths, plan terrorist attacks, 
and advance counterintelligence purposes. The 
use of intelligence by terrorist organizations is 
diverse and includes technological intelligence 
and human intelligence (Bitton, 2019; Gentry, 
2016; Shapir, 2017). The intelligence gathering 
methods of a terrorist organization are not 
substantially different from the methods 
used by a sovereign state. While there may be 
a significant gap in their respective resources, 
terrorist organizations have certainly begun to 
develop intelligence units and methods that 
are very similar to the intelligence methods of 
a sovereign state (Tsichritzis, 2015). 

In analyzing the modes of operation of 41 
espionage agents in Israel by Hezbollah, no 
clear personal profile of the agents was found. 
While most were Arab men, their age range was 
broad, and their education and family status 
were diverse. Regarding the modus operandi of 
agents, however, several frequent patterns can 
be identified. A large portion of the agents chose 
at their own initiative to operate on behalf of 
Hezbollah; most of the agents chose to operate 
out of a monetary motivation, and the next 
most prominent motivation was ideological. 
Most of the agents were caught within a 
short amount of time from when they were 
recruited—possibly due to low-level espionage 
skills and poor training (along with Israeli 
intelligence superiority). Most of the agents 
supplied military information about Israel, and 
the communication between the agents and 
their operators was based primarily on phone 
communication and direct meetings. 

In many cases, enlistment with Hezbollah 
occurred at the initiative of the agents, 
especially after they had sought to engage in 
drug trafficking or to operate out of ideological 
opinions. Other cases of recruitment occurred at 
Hezbollah’s initiative, usually as part of meetings 
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abroad. Until 2006, Hezbollah succeeded in 
operating spy rings that included several 
agents, but after 2006 the number of spy rings 
declined and their sized was reduced, and 
Hezbollah began to operate individual agents. 
It is certainly possible that the changes that 
occurred after the Second Lebanon War, due to 
the UN’s decision prohibiting the presence of a 
military force in southern Lebanon (except for 
the Lebanese army) (IDF website, 2018), made 
it difficult for Hezbollah to operate along the 
border fence and to recruit large spy rings, and 
therefore the organization began to engage 
in recruiting individual agents. In addition, 
Hezbollah never abandoned its attempts to 
recruit and operate agents in Israel, even when 
agents that it operated were exposed again 
and again. In the end, Hezbollah succeeded 
in recruiting agents in Israel, whether in large 
networks or as individuals. The dozens of agents 
that Hezbollah operated in Israel allowed 
the organization to be exposed to military 
information, secret information, and open 
source civilian information about Israel.

The intelligence information that was 
supplied to Hezbollah mainly had the potential 
for future harm to Israel’s security. That is, even 
though the agents were exposed within a short 
time, they managed to supply military and 
civilian information to Hezbollah. The severity 
of the damage cannot yet be determined 
unequivocally; it remains to be seen how 
Hezbollah acts in a future armed conflict with 
Israel. The study showed that the information 
gathering process is analogous to continuously 
putting together a puzzle that includes open 
source intelligence, human intelligence, and 
technological intelligence, and enables reaching 
insights on the adversary’s military capabilities, 
its strengths and weaknesses, and its civilian 
society in general. Whether the information 
is gathered from open source literature and 
journalism or whether it is secret information, 
it enables putting together an intelligence 
picture of the adversary and exploiting this 
in the future. 

When Hezbollah recruited the agents, it 
identified and exploited their psychological-
emotional weaknesses, the economic troubles 
of several residents of Israel, and the ideological 
hatred harbored by several agents, and based 
on these characteristics, the organization 
succeeded in operating agents on its behalf. 
Monetary, ideological, and psychological 
motivations were considered the most common 
motivations for operating agents in Israel, and 
thanks to Hezbollah’s human intelligence 
system, which is deployed in various countries 
in the world, it has succeeded in identifying 
these main motivations and operating agents 
in Israel from a distance. 

But despite the recruitment of dozens of 
agents who operated on behalf of Hezbollah in 
Israel, many were exposed within a short time. 
The study showed that Israel’s intelligence 
superiority and the fact that on several occasions 
Hezbollah has rushed to operate agents in Israel 
without rigorous preparation for them led to the 
quick exposure of the agents in Israel. Hezbollah’s 
intelligence capabilities are considered moderate 
compared to Israel’s counterintelligence 
capabilities, especially because of the gaps in 
resources and skills between the adversaries 
(Harber, 2009; Tsichritzis, 2015). 

The modus operandi of operating Hezbollah 
agents in Israel showed that in many cases 
they were new, inexperienced operatives 
who had not yet proven their potential in the 
organization. At the same time, it was noted in 
the literature survey that Hezbollah’s agents 
are identified with various professional skills; 
some of them are people with military training 
or training from the organization (abroad), 

Most of the agents acted out of a monetary 
motivation, either as a principal motivation or in 
combination with a secondary motivation. The 
monetary motivation was identified mainly in men; 
some acted out of financial distress and others out 
of a desire to increase their income.
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and others were characterized by a lack of 
training, espionage inexperience, and a lack 
of understanding regarding the activity that 
they carried out, which led to their quick 
exposure. This could also explain why most 
of the intelligence agents that were operated 
in Israel did not fulfill simultaneous operational 
roles that sometimes require unique additional 
skills such as constructing explosive charges 
and operating weapons, because some of the 
agents did not at all see themselves in combat 
roles and operational activities. A few agents 
engaged in drug trafficking and saw their main 
activity as smuggling drugs and weapons and 
not necessarily espionage, while others were 
recruited by chance (as part of a trip abroad) 
and were immediately demanded to operate 
on behalf of Hezbollah.

The operation of agents is a complex 
and prolonged process, but it appears that 
sometimes Hezbollah rushed to operate 
agents and did not train and operate them 
professionally and properly. The recruitment 
and operation of agents on a poor professional 
level alongside Israel’s intelligence superiority 
enabled Israel to expose most of the agents 
within a relatively short time. Yet even though 
Israel succeeded in exposing Hezbollah agents 
repeatedly, the organization did not despair 
at the quick exposures and continued to 
engage constantly in recruiting intelligence 
agents in Israel. This emphasizes the extent to 
which Hezbollah sees supreme importance in 
recruiting agents in Israel, and it attempts to 
do so again and again.
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Appendix: List of rulings by start 
date of agent’s activity (some 
rulings include several defendants)
[District] Criminal case 408/00 State of Israel vs. Salim bin 

Said Abd el-Razek (Haifa), June 13, 2001
[Supreme] Various requests, criminal, 224/04 State of 

Israel vs. Jamal bin Naaf Rahal, January 13, 2004
[District] Criminal case 36/03 State of Israel vs. Said bin 

Jamil Kahmouz (Nazareth), July 15, 2007
[Military] M 3/02 Military prosecutor vs. Omar al-Heib, 

April 27, 2006

[District] Serious criminal case 1625-08-08, State of Israel 
vs. Khaled Kashkush (center), January 7, 2009

[District] Various requests 001009/04State of Israel vs. 
Mahmad bin Abdo Shmali (Nazareth), January 14, 2004

[District] Serious criminal case 4041/07 State of Israel vs. 
Manar Jabarin (Haifa) November 28, 2007

[District] Various requests 1234/06 State of Israel vs. Jamil 
bin Salah Abu Salah (Haifa) March 26, 2006

[District] Criminal case 536/06 State of Israel vs. R.B.M.M. 
(Nazareth), May 21, 2007

[Magistrate] Various requests 1837/07 Attorney General 
vs. Azmi Bishara (Petach Tikva), April 25, 2007

[District] Serious criminal case 43935-05-10 State of Israel 
vs. Amir Mahoul (Haifa), January 30, 2011

[Supreme] Various requests, criminal, 4664/13 Zahr Yusufin 
vs. State of Israel, July 8, 2013

[District] Serious criminal case 2551-10-12 State of Israel 
vs. Milad Khatib (Haifa), April 9, 2013

[Supreme] Various requests, criminal, 120/10 State of 
Israel, Rawi Sultani, February 24, 2010

[District] Serious criminal case 652/09 State of Israel, 
Jerusalem District Attorney vs. Amar Khashima 
(Jerusalem), March 22, 2010

[District] Remand 10-07-1390 State of Israel vs. Osama 
Waked (Nazareth), October 7, 2010

[Military] Appeal (district) 73/11 Wahib Salman vs. Military 
Advocate General, November 25, 2012

[District] Criminal case 45296-11-12 State of Israel vs. Isam 
Mishahara (Jerusalem), October 21, 2013

[Supreme] Various requests, criminal, 8177/20 State of 
Israel vs. Yasmin Jabr, November 26, 2020

[District] Serious criminal case 51606-03-19 State of Israel 
vs. Mahmoud Jabarin (Haifa), March 8, 2021

[District] Serious criminal case 52144-03-20 State of Israel 
vs. Mai-Bat Masarawa (center), December 1, 2021

Notes
1	 On several occasions Hezbollah attempted to use 

agents in Israel for operational objectives such as 
terrorist attacks, placement of explosives, kidnapping, 
arms smuggling, and more. Because these activities 
did not always include the supply of intelligence, 
they were not included in the case studies in this 
study. Additional cases of Hezbollah agents in Israel 
for operational activities appear on the ISA website 
(ISA, 2017. See also https://www.shabak.gov.il/
publications/Pages/shotef080812.aspx [in Hebrew].
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After the Cold War the United States worked to advance peace by trying to promote 
liberalism in different parts of the world. Despite some success, the strategy 
did not bear fruit and ultimately made the international system less liberal and 
more conflict-prone. The primary reason for this phenomenon is the influence 
of nationalism, joined by the weakening of unipolarity. Nationalism, particularly 
ethnic nationalism, explains the nature of the main conflicts in the world, as well 
as the inadvertent boomerang effects of the peace-promotion strategy, which was 
based on spreading democracy and liberalism. The result is that the international 
system must cope with some salient conflicts. The principal threats to world peace 
are the conflicts between Russia and Ukraine and China and Taiwan. The secondary 
threats come from the civil wars in failed states. In addition, prominent Western 
countries, led by the US, are now marked by deep polarization and social division, 
which come at least in part from the inadvertent results of the liberalization efforts. 
The article suggests some ways to integrate nationalism and liberalism in the world 
at large and in Israel, despite the formidable challenge this entails.
Keywords: liberalism, nationalism, peace, United States, China, Russia, international conflicts, polarization
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L-r: US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken, Kyiv, April 24, 2022. Photo: Ukranian Presidency via ABACAPRESS.COM

Democracy promotion, whether peacefully 
or by force, was one major mechanism 
of pacification-through-liberalization. 
Globalization through the enhancement 
of trade and foreign direct investment was 
another, particularly the engagement with 
China. This policy culminated with China 
joining the WTO in 2001, which indeed 
raised Chinese global economic involvement 
and also helped the growth of the Chinese 
economy. In tandem, the US led the expansion 
of international institutions to enable them 
to address various global problems through 
multilateral negotiations.

This strategy of pacification-via-liberalization 
has failed, and today’s world is confronted with 
some major conflicts. The greatest dangers to 
world peace are the conflicts between Russia 
and Ukraine, China and Taiwan, and China’s 
maritime conflicts over the South and East China 
Seas. There are also the civil wars in failed states 
such as Yemen, Syria, Libya, Somalia, Myanmar, 
Ethiopia, and others. Regional powers, and 
sometime great powers, take advantage of the 
chaos in these places and intervene there for 
their own interests. Finally, the West, particularly 
the US, is deeply divided and polarized.

One obvious explanation for the failure of 
pacification is the changing global balance of 
power. The relative decline of the US power and 
the rise of others increases the constraints on 
US freedom of action and its ability to shape the 
world in its own image. The changing balance 
also leads to heightened demands of the rising 
powers based on their growing capabilities, 
such as the Russian and Chinese demands for 
spheres of influence in their respective regions. 
More generally, the more powerful the rising 
powers become, the more daring they are in 
challenging the declining hegemon and the 

The escalating war in Ukraine raises some 
difficult questions about what were once 
powerful expectations of a peaceful post-Cold 
War era. Thirty years ago the Soviet Union 
disintegrated and the Cold War ended, and it 
seemed that the world was moving to an era of 
peace and cooperation. And yet, we now find 
ourselves in the midst of the largest armed 
conflict in Europe since World War II.

Following the end of the Cold War, the US 
attempted to pacify the world by liberalizing it. 
Despite some successes, this attempt ultimately 
failed, and has even made the world more 
conflict-prone and less liberal than it was shortly 
after the end of the Cold War. The explanation for 
this failure focuses on the power of nationalism, 
even though the decline of unipolarity also 
played an important role. Nationalism, especially 
ethnic nationalism, explains both the essence 
of the key conflicts that threaten world peace 
and the inadvertent boomerang effect of the 
pacification-via-liberalization strategy.

Pacification-via-liberalization was based on 
three primary foundations. First, United States 
military and economic dominance following 
the end of the Cold War considerably increased 
US freedom of action and its ability to shape 
developments in the international arena. The 
outcome of the Cold War reinforced America’s 
self-confidence in its ability to shape world 
dynamics. Second, liberals strongly believe 
that various liberal mechanisms can promote 
peace, namely, democracy, free trade, and 
international institutions.

Third, some liberals subscribe to the belief 
that liberal tenets are universal and apply to 
every region and culture, and are not confined 
to the West. Thus, the assumption is that other 
nations will welcome US efforts to promote 
democracy, even if in extreme cases it might 
have to resort to force, because the US will 
be removing hated despots from power and 
liberating the people suffering under brutal 
dictatorship. This was the logic behind the post-
9/11 “freedom agenda” and the imposed regime 
change in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya.

This strategy of pacification-via-liberalization has 
failed, and today’s world is confronted with some 
major conflicts. 
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liberal international order it created after the 
end of the Cold War. 

Yet such a power-based realpolitik 
account explains neither the substance of 
the contemporary conflicts, nor how the 
pacification-via-liberalization strategy has led 
inadvertently to the current disputes. For that, 
we must consider the effects of nationalism, 
and especially its ethnic variant.

While the Russian invasion of Ukraine and 
the Chinese aspirations to reincorporate Taiwan, 
including potentially through force, have a 
security element of distancing rival powers from 
their own neighborhood, the popular emotions 
behind these demands are not explained by 
realpolitik alone. These demands stem from 
nationalist aspirations to unify the nation, which 
have a demographic and historical component. 
Belligerent leaders are apt to use nationalist 
fervor in an attempt to restore the nation to its 
“golden age,” be it genuine or mythical. Putin 
argues that the Ukrainians and Russians are one 
nation that was arbitrarily separated after the 
Soviet collapse following the end of the Cold War. 
Similarly, the Chinese assert that the Taiwanese 
belong to the Chinese nation. Moreover, both 
Russia and China claim that Ukraine and Taiwan, 
respectively, historically belonged to them, and 
only Western imperialism tore these territories 
in question from their natural homelands in 
order to weaken China and Russia.

In the failed states the problem is the 
reverse. These states suffer from the absence 
of a common national identity. Instead, different 
groups have their own powerful ethnic/
sectarian/religious identities. When state 
institutions are weak, such an absence of a 
common civic identity more easily leads to civil 
wars among the different groups. Moreover, in 
regions such as the Middle East, Africa, and South 
Asia, there are powerful shared trans-border 
identities that spill across national borders, and 
regional powers might take advantage of them 
for their own interests. A key example is Iran 
and its use of the shared trans-border Shiite 
identity to intervene in the domestic politics 

of neighboring Arab states, such as Iraq, Syria, 
Lebanon, and Yemen. Similarly, Turkey uses the 
identity card to mobilize/recruit Sunni militias 
for its interventions in Syria and Libya.

While the liberal West believed that such 
identity-based ethnic divisions are politically 
irrelevant in the West itself, in the last decade 
deep divisions have emerged in some Western 
countries between liberal multi-ethnic coalitions 
and illiberal white Christian groups. The sense 
among some extremist white Christian groups 
that liberal “globalist” elites want to replace 
them with groups of color has fueled the rise 
of nationalist populism in Europe and the US in 
recent years. Such racial beliefs and fears seem 
to explain, at least partly, the ongoing support 
for Trumpism in the US and for Trump’s false 
charges that the 2020 presidential elections 
were stolen from him. Insofar that this allegation 
challenges the most fundamental pillar of 
democracy—the peaceful transfer of power—
some experts and analysts fear that the US 
might be on the brink of a new civil war, and that 
in any case, the level and quality of American 
democracy are plummeting dangerously. 

Finally, nationalism may explain the 
boomerang effects of pacification-via-
liberalization, leading to intensified conflicts. 
Thus, the growing aggressiveness of the 
revisionist authoritarian powers (China and 
Russia) was at least partly a reaction to US 
attempts to liberalize them, even if only by 
peaceful means of economic engagement 
(China) and financial assistance for democracy 
promotion (Russia). Nationalists see such 
attempts as intolerable intervention in their 
own affairs by a foreign power attempting to 
change their regime. Nationalists also oppose 
what they view as a liberal encirclement of 
their homelands, which include, in the case 
of Russia, NATO’s eastward expansion and 
Western involvement in the democratizing 
“color revolutions” in states near Russia, in 
the post-Soviet space. In the case of China, 
resentment and anger focus on US alliances 
with states proximate to China, notably Taiwan 
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and other prominent states (Japan, South 
Korea, Australia, and partly also India), and 
the continuing presence of the US navy close to 
Chinese shores, in seas that—according to the 
Chinese—belonged to the Chinese empire in 
its golden age (the South and East China Seas).

The liberal hopes that China would become 
more peaceful, let alone democratic, through 
economic engagement and integration into 
international institutions did not materialize. 
Even though China became a leading trading 
state and a key member of major international 
institutions, it has become more authoritarian 
in the last decade, as well as more aggressive 
in its maritime disputes with its neighbors and 
toward Taiwan. The US assistance for democracy 
building in Russia in the 1990s likewise did not 
bear fruit. Under Putin Russia has become both 
more authoritarian and more aggressive toward 
its post-Soviet neighbors; in addition, it battles 
democracy in the West through cyber warfare.

Some of the recent key instances of failed 
states are a product of American liberalizing 
interventions: Afghanistan (2001), Iraq (2003), 
Libya (2011), and to a lesser extent, Syria after 
2011. Especially notable is the case of Iraq, where 
the US invasion and occupation destroyed the 
few institutions that previously maintained law 
and order, even if in an arbitrary way: the army, 
the Baath Party, and the state bureaucracy. 
Thus the Iraqi state was destroyed, and this in 
turn inadvertently enabled Iran’s penetration of 
Iraq’s domestic politics and the rise of extremist 
terror elements, led by the Islamic State.

Last but not least, the polarization in Western 
societies, notably in the US, was also seriously 
affected by the liberalizing attempts outside 
the West. The US military interventions for 
regime change in the Middle East, which were 
not only costly in blood and treasure but also 
failed to produce stable democracies, led to a 
disenchantment of the American public with 
the “forever wars” and foreign involvement 
generally. This proved to be a bonanza 
for populists like Trump who exhibit great 
skepticism about US global commitments, 

including its alliances. Populist leaders also 
used the immigration and terror elements from 
failed states to heighten their own support.

In addition, the liberal policy of promoting 
globalization, which marked its great success 
with China, led to a huge rise in Chinese imports, 
and thus to growing unemployment and income 
freezes for many blue-collar workers in the West, 
who allied themselves with the populists. Also, 
while liberals have supported immigration and 
believed in the integration of immigrants in 
Western societies, a sizable portion of European 
and American societies oppose immigrants of 
non-European origin, and such anti-immigration 
groups have found their “protectors” in illiberal 
populist leaders, such as Trump in the US and 
Boris Johnson in the UK.

The liberal support of multilateral international 
institutions has also aroused nationalist 
opposition, claiming to defend national 
sovereignty against “foreigners” intervening in 
their states’ domestic affairs. In Europe this led to 
rising opposition to the EU, culminating in Brexit. 

In sum, nationalism poses a severe 
challenge to liberalism, both internationally 
and domestically. The post-Cold War optimism 
and the US-led attempts to pacify the world 
via liberalization have met many obstacles in 
China, Russia, and the Muslim world. Some of 
the liberalization polices have had boomerang 
effects on the West itself, contributing to the rise 
of illiberal nationalist populism that threatens 
liberalism even in its bastions in Europe and 
the US, and thus raises doubts about the future 
of the liberal international order. 

In the Ukraine War we are witnessing a 
clash of two types of nationalism: offensive 
and defensive. At the least, the Russian offensive 
nationalism aims to separate the Russian-

The post-Cold War optimism and the US-led 
attempts to pacify the world via liberalization 
have met many obstacles in China, Russia, and the 
Muslim world.
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speaking regions from the rest of Ukraine based 
on ethnic-linguistic ties. Putin’s maximalist 
version of Russian nationalism aspires to 
control the whole of Ukraine, based on the 
claims that historically Ukrainian territory has 
always belonged to Russia, and the Ukrainians 
are really part of the Russian nation and not 
an independent nation of its own. The heroic 
Ukrainian resistance to the Russian invasion is 
motivated by defensive nationalism: a love for 
Ukraine, and the wish to defend the Ukrainian 
nation and its territorial integrity. The powerful 
Ukrainian resistance to the Russian occupation 
shows that nationalism remains the key force 
in world politics. Yet the Ukrainian struggle 
also shows that nationalism is not always a 
force for evil. The liberal West will have to learn 
to consider it and work with it, if it wishes to 
make the world more peaceful.

Thus, a difficult question is how we 
might integrate nationalism and liberalism. 
Unfortunately, there are no easy answers. The 
relatively easier domain is the material one: in 
the economic field, the state can invest more 
in domestic supply and reduce—to one degree 
or another—dependence on global supply 
lines. This might be costly, but pandemics and 
wars can make this road more plausible and 
sensible. Still in the relatively easy rubric, states 
might also transfer less national authority to 
international institutions, even if the latter might 
be extremely useful for numerous purposes of 
international cooperation. Regarding migration, 
while keeping the gates open, Western countries 
might maintain some limits, though both from 
economic and humanitarian points of view, 
migration is generally a constructive process.

The most challenging question concerns 
identity. Classical liberalism strongly promotes 
civic identity that includes all citizens—as equal 
members of the nation—even though in recent 
years we have witnessed bitter identity conflicts 
in some of the key bastions of Western liberalism 
such as the UK, France, and the US. The ideal 
way is to construct a common patriotism and 
a shared pride in the homeland. Thus, despite 

the ethnic diversity of Ukraine, currently the 
heroic patriotism of all the Ukrainian people 
against foreign occupation is evident, even 
if there are some ethnic Russians who might 
collaborate with the Russian invaders.

In Israel, the issue of a shared identity is 
especially challenging. Israel was established as 
the homeland of the Jewish people, and gained 
its international legitimacy on this basis. At 
the same time, some 20 percent of the citizens 
are Arabs—proud of their own identity and 
heritage. The Israeli Jews are closely affiliated 
with world Jewry, while the Arab citizens of 
Israel naturally have their own cultural ties with 
the Arab world and the Palestinian community. 
One way to overcome such differences is to work 
very hard—and invest extensive resources—in 
implementing full equality between Jewish 
and Arab citizens, and make this equality part 
of every relevant legislation and resource 
allocation. Israel should labor to make all its 
citizens—irrespective of their ethnic origin—take 
an equal part in the accomplishments of the 
state and benefit from equal allocation of all 
state resources in every sphere and domain. 
This can heighten the national identification 
of all the citizens with their state.
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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine began a few months ago and continues at full intensity. 
For Moscow, the objective of the war with its western neighbor was to bring about 
a change in the world order that would position Russia as a highly influential global 
power. Regardless of whether the war continues and develops into a long war of 
attrition or some arrangement for ending it is reached, it is clear that the rules of 
the game have changed, and therefore the war’s significance and implications for 
the world order should be assessed.
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Russian rocket launchers during joint exercise with Belarus, February 4, 2022. Photo: Belarus MOD/EYEPRESS

The Russia-Ukraine war of the past several 
months continues at full intensity, with no 
military victory or negotiated settlement 
acceptable to both parties in sight. At this stage, 
however, it is already possible and essential to 
draw conclusions about the implications of this 
war. For the Russians, the war is not confined 

to Ukraine. As the Russian regime repeatedly 
declares, this is a war against NATO and the 
West as a whole. Russia also claims that it began 
the war because of a threat by NATO to Russia’s 
security and great power status stemming from 
NATO’s eastward expansion, including an effort 
to include Ukraine in this trend. The objective 
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Russia’s entry into a military conflict with Ukraine 
began with the aim of avoiding a protracted 
military campaign and bringing about the 
replacement of the Ukrainian government, or at 
least distancing Ukraine from the West, through a 
short operation.

of this war, therefore, is to change the world 
order and position Russia as a highly influential 
global power. Once this war ends, the rules of 
the game in the international arena will likely 
be changed, and this in turn will ultimately 
influence the shaping of a new world order.

The Course and Nature of the War
Russia’s entry into a military conflict with 
Ukraine began with the aim of avoiding a 
protracted military campaign and bringing 
about the replacement of the Ukrainian 
government, or at least distancing Ukraine 
from the West, through a short operation. The 
Russian effort to achieve these goals deep in 
Ukrainian territory was halted by effective 
Ukrainian resistance, with Russia suffering 
heavy losses. This resistance was achieved, 
inter alia, thanks to NATO, which trained the 
Ukrainian army and assisted it by supplying 
advanced weapons, sharing intelligence, and 
enabling it to wage massive technological 
warfare, including the use of innovative and 
advanced systems. These compounded the 
difficulties and challenges suffered by the 
Russian army, including logistical problems, 
inadequate training, and lack of motivation 
among the Russian soldiers. All these factors 
have resulted in a prolonged military campaign 
that, as of the writing of this article, appears 
far from conclusion.

Following the failure of the military move 
in the Kyiv area, Russia shifted its war effort 
to southern and eastern Ukraine to attain 
important strategic targets. Here too the Russian 
advance is very slow, and Russia is attempting 
to undermine Ukraine’s effective defense by 
attacking cities deep in Ukrainian territory, 

such as the attack on the shopping center in 
Kremenchuk, with the aim of destroying civilian 
infrastructure and urban areas, causing heavy 
losses, and encouraging the local population 
to flee. All of this is accompanied by severe 
harm to the civilian population. This mode 
of operation is designed, inter alia, to exert 
pressure on Ukraine and demonstrate to the 
neighboring and other countries in the area of 
the former Soviet Union how much damage 
Russia can inflict if they try to join NATO and 
the West. For example, when Lithuania, a 
NATO member, sought to enforce European 
Union sanctions against Russia and prevent 
the passage of goods from Russia proper to 
the Kaliningrad enclave, Russia insisted that it 
reserved the right to respond to this measure. 
Russia is thereby again raising the threshold 
of threats against the West, in continuation of 
the threat that it posed by raising the nuclear 
alert. All of this is done in the framework of new 
rules of the game that Russia has introduced 
into the international arena.

Negotiations have taken place from the first 
week of the war, as of now with no results. The 
war therefore does not seem to be ending any 
time soon, and the parties are not discussing 
terms for such an end. It appears that through 
the military and economic aid they provide 
Ukraine, the Western countries, headed by 
the United States, want to drag Russia, to its 
detriment, into a protracted war, together with 
a cognitive effort aimed at the public and the 
government establishment in Russia itself. 
President Biden has stated this goal publicly. 
At the same time, the United States and the 
NATO countries are taking care to avoid a 
direct conflict with Russia and escalation into 
a world war.

It is in Russia’s interest to end the military 
conflict quickly, whether through a substantial 
military achievement or a consensual 
arrangement attained in negotiations. Russia 
has already achieved some of its strategic 
objectives: the conquest of most of the Donbas 
region, which it hopes to control completely, 
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and cities such as Kharkiv and the port city of 
Mariupol, which is regarded as an important 
city because of its size, strategic location, and 
importance on a cognitive level. The conquest 
of the southern coastal strip enables Russia 
to cut Ukraine off from the Black Sea, which 
is liable to cause major damage to Ukraine’s 
imports, exports, and supply chains. Controlling 
this strip will allow Russia future access to the 
Transnistria separatist area in Moldova, which 
will pose a threat to Moldova, a country that was 
part of the Soviet Union, and the neighboring 
NATO members. In addition, as part of the effort 
to obtain complete control over conquered 
areas, Russia is forcing them to grant local 
residents Russian citizenship or to carry out 
a population exchange.

Russia’s repeated statements on willingness 
to hold discussions with Ukraine and the West 
highlight Russia’s growing motivation to end 
the war. Continuation of the military conflict 
exacerbates internal pressure in Moscow from 
those opposed to a continuation of the war and 
jeopardizes the regime’s survival. The longer 
the conflict lasts, the greater the threat inside 
Russia and the internal friction among the 
governing factions. Of the alternatives available 
to Russia, a war of attrition is the worst because 
it poses a serious threat to Putin’s continued 
rule. Power struggles among the governing 
elites were already noticeable in the tense 
weeks preceding the invasion, such as a letter 
to Putin from the Russian officers organization 
published in the media demanding that the 
Russian government not invade Ukraine. 
Expressions of similar views in the ruling elite 
have increased with the escalation of Western 
sanctions against Russia that have put the 
country on the verge of a severe economic 
crisis close to bankruptcy (for the moment, 
Russia appears to have contained this crisis). 
The struggle for the succession to Putin 
intensifies as the war drags on, with leading 
figures in the Russian Federation security 
service voicing severe criticism of the army 
and the military campaign in Ukraine, under 

Minister of Defense Sergei Shoigu. All of this 
exacerbates the situation and encourages a 
crisis in the Russian power centers.

To date, throughout the months of warfare 
in Ukraine, Russia has successfully contained 
the threat to its governmental stability and 
overcome its internal opposition. Inter alia, 
enforcement measures have been instituted, 
accompanied by a propaganda campaign, with 
tens of thousands of demonstrators against 
the war and opposition figures arrested and 
imprisoned. A curfew has been imposed in a 
number of cities, and many media channels 
regarded as free have been shut down. 
Nevertheless, the threat still stands, and is 
expected to grow as Russia and the existing 
government near possible elections. As of now, 
based on the Russian constitution, elections for 
the presidency of the Russian Federation are 
scheduled to take place in March 2024—unless 
President Putin changes the constitution.

Russia therefore wishes to end the war on 
reasonable terms that will enable it to boast of 
a military accomplishment, and perhaps also 
provide relief from the sanctions against it. For 
its part, the West is determined to drag Russia 
into a war of attrition that will undermine the 
regime’s legitimacy and heighten the pressure 
on Russia and the domestic power struggles.

The Conflict in the International 
Arena
In the two decades since Putin rose to power, 
Russia’s drive has been to spearhead a new 
world order, in which it positions itself as a 
strategic global power. Ensuring Russian 
influence in the former Soviet space is of 
primary importance, because it will maintain 
Russia’s power vis-à-vis Europe and the 
West in general, which Russia regards as an 
essential condition for its survival. As the war 
between Russia and Ukraine escalated, the 
neighboring countries observing the events 
from the sidelines realized its implications and 
the measures incumbent on them to maintain 
their national interests. Bilateral agreements 
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and international guarantees such as the 
1994 Budapest Memorandum on Security 
Assurances—in which both Russia and the 
United States made a commitment to respect 
the territorial integrity of Ukraine—are an 
excellent example of the erosion in the quality 
of international promises and guarantees and 
the ability of the countries issuing them to 
back them up. The Russian invasion of Ukraine 
has generated a domino effect in which new 
agreements and rules of the game are put to the 
test, reflected in the steps taken by countries 
such as Finland and Sweden, which remained 
neutral until a relatively late stage of the war 
between Russia and Ukraine but now seek to 
join NATO. This bolsters the advantage and 
importance of NATO as a military alliance of 
proven effectiveness in providing security to 
its member countries, serving as a deterrent, 
and relocating substantial military forces, such 
as the decision to put 300,000 soldiers on high 
alert in Eastern Europe.

Beyond this, the bitter and bloody battles 
taking place and the renewed clashes of military 
forces on European soil at an intensity not seen 
since World War II, in combination with Ukraine’s 
ability to withstand Russian forces effectively 
with the help of advanced Western weaponry, 
highlight the importance of military power. This 
encourages additional countries to increase 
their military power by strengthening their 
military industries, increasing their defense 
budgets, and readying their national armies 
in the most advanced way.

Russia’s lack of success in achieving a 
decisive victory in Ukraine sends a signal 
to other areas in the post-Soviet sphere of 
influence, among them Kazakhstan and its ruler, 
President Tokayev. Despite the aid provided 
by Russia to the Kazakh government in the 
recent coup attempt in January 2022, it appears 
that Kazakhstan is trying to demonstrate its 
independence, and presumably intends to 
create other, more effective alliances in order 
to preserve its interests. It cannot be ruled 
out that the trend of Kazakhstan distancing 

itself from Russia is a result of China’s growing 
influence in Asia.

In addition, other significant processes 
are underway in Europe, such as the widely 
publicized rapprochement between Ukraine 
and Poland and the possibility that the two 
countries will sign an agreement. In response, 
and as part of its subversion operations, 
Russia is trying to arouse opposition to such 
cooperation. Similarly, in Hungary, which has 
hitherto demonstrated neutrality with respect 
to European policy on sanctions against Russia, 
Moscow hopes to stimulate public sentiment 
about the return of territory in Ukraine that 
Hungary has claimed was previously under 
its control, such as the Zakarpattia region. As 
part of its promotion of a new world order, 
Russia is thereby acting to shape Ukraine’s 
territorial future.

Despite the drama of recent months, mutual 
nuclear deterrence has been maintained. This 
too has implications, and an understanding 
is emerging that nuclear arms will enable 
countries to defend their security interests. 
Russia, which was a partner in the rules of the 
game established during the nuclear era of 
the Cold War, is still observing and playing 
according to the rules of nuclear deterrence, 
despite its threats. It can therefore not be ruled 
out that this will increase the motivation of 
players in the Middle East and elsewhere to 
obtain nuclear weapons.

The economic aspect also has weighty 
implications for the world order. The severe 
sanctions imposed by Western countries have 
resulted in heavy economic pressure within 
Russia. Confounding the expectations, however, 
Russia has managed to contain the economic 
challenge and even to suppress it for the time 
being. The picture that Moscow now portrays 
is that Russia has stabilized its economy and 
ensured stamina for the government and its 
military campaign. The tightening of its relations 
with China, Iran, India, and other countries 
in Asia and the Middle East, combined with 
reliance on reserves planned ahead of time, 
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allows Russia to increase its pressure on 
Ukraine, and to persevere in its struggle against 
the West in the energy sphere, due in part to the 
realization that at this stage, Western Europe has 
no effective alternatives to the Russian oil and 
gas market. Although European countries will 
strive to rely on alternatives, inter alia through 
an effort to appeal to Middle East countries and 
Israel, the embargo on Russia could prove more 
costly for Europe than for Russia.

Furthermore, Russian pressure and threats 
against countries and regional actors that it 
will halt the supply of energy have exposed 
especially great dependence on Russian oil and 
gas. Such pressure and threats have proven 
themselves, in view of the consent of some of 
the actors to conditions set by Russia, among 
them the continuation of trade with Russia in 
rubles. It cannot be ruled out that Russia will 
step up its pressure with the approach of winter, 
when European dependence on Russian energy 
sources will increase.

In addition to the grave energy crisis 
pervading Europe, the Russia-Ukraine war has 
aggravated the global food crisis and weakened 
Ukraine’s ability to export wheat and other grains 
to countries around the world. About one tenth 
of global wheat imports come from Ukraine, and 
the war has therefore caused a sharp increase 
in prices worldwide. Middle East and African 
countries, which consume about 40 percent 
of the wheat supplied by Russia and Ukraine, 
have also seen a severe crisis and extreme price 
rises. This is liable to further increase internal 
instability in countries in these regions and 
lead to regional crises. Russia might thus strive 
to increase the dependence on it as a wheat 
supplier, and to eliminate such dependence 
on Ukraine on the part of various countries.

At this point, the economic campaign has 
a number of important consequences for both 
Russia and other countries. First, as the war 
in Ukraine continues, economic pressure has 
leveraged the West’s ability to push Russia 
into negotiations with Ukraine and reach 
understandings. Inter alia, the purpose of the 

Western sanctions was to exert public pressure 
on the Russian regime. While in the short term 
it appears Russia has managed to contain and 
overcome the sanctions, in the long term, the 
economic pressure is liable to affect Russia and 
the public. For its part, Russia will attempt to 
find alternative ways of bypassing the sanctions. 
The question remains whether the West will 
achieve the desired results in the short term.

Second, President Putin’s statements in 
international economic forums indicate that 
Russia regards the economic pressure against 
it and the counter-influence it has on Europe 
and the West as a “boomerang effect”—another 
tool it can use to change the world order. In 
other words, Russia believes that the inflation 
raging throughout the West and the economic 
burden on people caused by higher prices and 
supply chain problems will bring about internal 
political changes and the rise of new elites 
in Western countries, and will cause internal 
instability in other regions, such as the Middle 
East and Africa. Russia expects this effect to 
be of great assistance to it in shaping the new 
world order.

Finally, the energy crisis afflicting Europe 
also indirectly affects Israel. Israel’s natural gas 
reservoirs make it an important player in the 
energy field in both the regional market—the 
Middle East—and the European market. Indeed, 
the European Commission appears ready to 
promote purchases of Israeli natural gas. In 
addition, the emerging agreement to transfer 
gas from Israel to Lebanon via a pipeline passing 
through Jordan and Syria is unprecedented 
and could have a regional impact. Although 
this transaction began before the war broke 
out, continued progress by Israel and Lebanon 
in this direction indicates that Israel is also 
becoming an important player in the energy 
sector in both the Middle East and Europe.

Russia, the Middle East, and Israel
Russia has taken a series of measures against 
Israel since the beginning of the war. These 
include reconnaissance aerial patrols that 

https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/russian-gas-cuts-have-hit-12-countries-eu-climate-chief-says-2022-06-23/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/europes-quest-for-alternatives-to-russian-gas-hits-obstacles-in-middle-east-11653579800
https://www.calcalist.co.il/local_news/article/h1yyk5wy5
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-60945248
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/06/world-bank-official-lebanon-yemen-syria-most-food-insecure-region
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/68669
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/06/23/energy/germany-russia-gas-alarm/index.html


104 Strategic Assessment | Volume 25 | No. 2 | July 2022

challenge flights in the Syrian border area, 
harsh public criticism of Israel for its relations 
with Palestinians with respect to Jerusalem, 
direct ties with Hamas and the Palestinian 
Authority, criticism with an antisemitic tone 
(by the Russian foreign minister), and open 
criticism of Israeli attacks against Iranian targets 
in Syria. The severest criticism involved the 
attack on Damascus International Airport, 
including a summons of the Israeli ambassador 
and submission of a draft resolution to the UN 
Security Council. All of this may indicate Russia’s 
interest in at least preserving its status with 
Syria, Iran, and other countries as a regional 
power, because the Ukraine war has also 
damaged Russia’s status in this region. As the 
Russians see it, their dominance in Syria is an 
essential interest, inter alia because this gives 
them a significant foothold in the Middle East; 
their port in Tartus in Syria provides them with 
strategic access to the Mediterranean Sea, the 
soft underbelly of NATO; and the location of 
Syria near parts of the Caucasus are of strategic 
importance to Russia. This could also reflect 
Russia’s interest in igniting a regional crisis 
involving Israel directly or indirectly that will 
position Russia as a power against the United 
States and its allies and help establish Russia’s 
status in the region. Nor can motivation on 
Russia’s part to divert international attention 
from matters pertaining to Ukraine to other 
issues be ruled out. Although maintaining 
stability and preventing the Iranians from 
consolidating themselves in Syria is very 
important to Russia, Moscow wants at least 
to signal to the Syrians and the Iranians that it 
is concerned about them and is on their side.

These aspects are linked to Russia’s efforts 
to reshape the international map and impel it 
to create new alternatives and alliances against 

the United States and its allies. Such measures 
will enable Russia to maintain its status as a 
global power. They also serve Russia’s interest 
in the short term by generating an image of 
processes and achievements, instead of 
stagnation. Displaying achievements at these 
stages of the war eases the internal pressure 
on the Russian government.

Conclusions
Although the Russia-Ukraine War is not over, 
initial conclusions and lessons can already be 
gleaned. Above all, the war points to a trend of 
efforts to shape a new world order, and Russia’s 
actions force other countries to compete in 
this framework. 

This trend obligates Western and other 
countries to calculate a new route and exercise 
better judgment about new future international 
agreements. First and foremost, this concerns 
the countries of the former Soviet Union. It also 
affects Israel, which has become an important 
international actor in these circumstances, 
inter alia because of its attempts to mediate 
between Russia and Ukraine. Although these 
attempts have yielded no significant results, 
they have highlighted Israel’s importance 
in the international arena. Russia perceives 
Israel as the only Western actor that is not a 
party to the Western sanctions, and which is 
therefore capable of maneuvering between the 
parties and striving to reach agreements. At the 
same time, despite Israel’s efforts to maintain 
its independent stance in the conflict, these 
matters are beginning to be relevant to the 
choice of a future path, and Israel must weigh 
its considerations well. Inter alia, as the world 
order is reshaped, Israel will have to examine 
who are its strategic partners and the terms 
whereby these partnerships and alliances 
can be maintained. For example, in an array 
of considerations in which the United States 
is Israel’s most strategic and important ally, it 
cannot be ruled out that a time will come when 
Israel has to make decisions about its policy 
toward China. In addition, Israel must take 

The Russia-Ukraine War points to a trend of efforts 
to shape a new world order, and Russia’s actions 
force other countries to compete in this framework. 
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into consideration its natural energy resources 
and their effect on the international struggle in 
general, and the regional struggle in particular.

Furthermore, this campaign includes lessons 
with a direct impact on the military sphere 
concerning combat doctrine, including the 
question of the effectiveness of military action 
on the ground battlefield, the question of the 
need for investment in and development of 
advanced weapon systems, the question of 
cognitive warfare, and more. Israel should 
consider the relevant strategic, tactical, and 
technological significance of the war.

Although it is difficult to determine when 
and how the war will end, a number of possible 
scenarios are discernible at the present time. 
While Russia is making slow progress toward its 
strategic goals in eastern and southern Ukraine, 
the course of events indicates a possible war 
of attrition that will continue until one of the 
following three events occurs:
a.	 The Western countries, led by the United 

States, lead Russia and Ukraine to 
agreements and an end to the war. The 
West’s motivation for achieving an end to 
the war can result from constraints and 
pressure from Ukraine, which has suffered 
heavy losses, and from the realization that 
Russia has exhausted its means of exerting 
pressure on the West, and will now agree 
to play according to Western rules.

b.	 Russia exhibits motivation for ending 
the war and finding a solution for an 
arrangement with Ukraine. Such a scenario 
can materialize, assuming that Russia’s 
internal considerations show that the 
array of pressures on the home front and 
concern about instability, the threat to the 
government, and economic difficulties make 
the price of ongoing war too high for the 
Russian regime if it enters a prolonged war 
of attrition. If such an event materializes, 
Russia will claim that it has set in motion 
a process of upsetting and redesigning the 
world order, created a threat and anxiety 

among countries that were part of the Soviet 
Union, and achieved acceptance of Ukraine’s 
non-membership in NATO.

c.	 Russia stops the war following the regime’s 
collapse and instability. A change in the 
regime as a result of Western or internal 
pressure is liable to bring Russia to halt the 
war and direct its resources to deal with the 
destructive events of the type described 
above. 
Any halt in the war means negotiations 

on some terms. At this stage, it is difficult to 
discern the results of the war, but the course 
of events indicates the possible ramifications 
and scenarios described above.
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The involvement of Chinese companies in national infrastructure tenders in Israel 
has sparked concern in recent years among Israeli and United States government 
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Introduction
Chinese companies have constructed and 
operated national infrastructure in Israel 
since 2006, but this involvement is a matter 
of controversy. Supporters, including Finance 
Ministry officials, claim that Chinese companies 
can construct necessary infrastructure rapidly 
and efficiently, and that their very participation 
in tenders lowers all bids, such that even if 
they are not awarded the specific contract they 
save public funds. Security elements, however, 
have raised concerns about risks entailed in 
Chinese involvement in national infrastructure. 
For example, former head of the Israel Security 
Agency Nadav Argaman claimed in January 
2019 that “Chinese involvement in Israel is 
especially dangerous for everything related to 
strategic infrastructure and large companies in 
our economy.” He made this statement while the 
Advisory Board for Evaluating National Security 
Aspects of Foreign Investments was in formation 
in Jerusalem, in light of repeated warnings by 
Trump administration officials of the risks of 
Chinese investments in Israel, including risks of 
espionage, capacity to shut down infrastructure, 
and leverage over the Israeli government. While 
Washington was primarily concerned about 
technology investments in Israel, infrastructure 
investments are public knowledge and thus 
easier to monitor. In addition to security 
concerns, the Israel Builders Association (IBA) 
claims that all the Chinese companies operating 
in Israel are a single “holding group” owned by 
the Chinese government, which thereby takes 
over the infrastructure market in Israel. The 
High Court of Justice rejected this claim, but 
according to the IBA, “The Chinese government 
competes unfairly in the infrastructure market 
and endangers hundreds of Israeli companies, 
which employ tens of thousands of workers.”

An additional and particularly serious 
concern is the potential harm to Israel’s 
special relations with the United States. 
The establishment of the Advisory Board 
did not satisfy the Trump administration, 
and the strategic competition between the 

superpowers has not diminished with the 
change of administration in Washington. The 
Biden administration may use different means 
and its senior officials may communicate with 
politer and more articulate language, but let 
there be no mistake—the strategic perspective 
that views China as a rival threatening the 
global order and the leading United States 
role remains. Continued Chinese involvement 
in national infrastructure tenders will thus 
certainly increase tension between Israel and 
its closest friend. It is thus particularly important 
to understand Chinese involvement in Israeli 
national infrastructure. This article gives an up-
to-date picture of this involvement, analyzes its 
characteristics, and proposes relevant policy 
recommendations.

Methodology
In the absence of a government database 
documenting infrastructure tenders in various 
fields, information about infrastructure 
tenders was culled from the websites of Israeli 
government corporations NTA Metropolitan 
Mass Transit System Ltd., Netivei Israel National 
Transport Infrastructure Ltd., Israel Port 
Company, Israel Electric Corporation, the Water 
Authority, and Israel Railways; Chinese company 
websites; Knesset reports; and publications in 
the Israeli and foreign press. On this basis an 
initial database was created. Of 72 tenders in the 
database, 46 from the period of 2001-June 2022 
were selected that amounted to NIS 100 million 
or more and dealt with ports infrastructure; 
intercity rail; Tel Aviv area metro and light rail, 
including provision of engines and railway 

Security elements have raised concerns about 
risks entailed in Chinese involvement in national 
infrastructure. For example, former head of the 
Israel Security Agency Nadav Argaman claimed in 
January 2019 that “Chinese involvement in Israel 
is especially dangerous for everything related to 
strategic infrastructure and large companies in 
our economy.”
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cars; power stations; desalination plants; and 
road paving. The database excludes tenders 
that were closed to foreign companies and 
tenders that were not for national infrastructure. 
For each tender, the database lists the type 
of infrastructure, purpose of the project, the 
companies competing in the final stage, the 
winning companies, and the closing date of 
the tender. The tally is by tender and not by 
company, so that in instances where a number 
of companies from the same country competed 
or won a tender together, they were counted 
only once.

One of the limitations of the research results 
from the incomplete information available. 
Official sources do not name all bidders for each 
tender but rather only the winning bidder. The 
press also sometimes names only the winning 
bid and does not describe the full tender 
process, and as a result, information about 
participants in various stages of the tenders 
is incomplete. To circumvent this limitation, 
the present work focuses on the final stage of 
tenders and the winning bidders.

Foreign Involvement in Israel’s 
National Infrastructure
Companies from 17 foreign countries joined 
Israel to participate in infrastructure tenders, 
with China, France, Spain, Italy, German, 
Canada, and the United States having won 
the greatest number of tenders (Figure 1). The 
complexity of the projects requires companies 
to associate into groups. Thus, for example, in 

order to bid for the tender for management of 
the Tel Aviv area metro, companies from Israel, 
France, and Canada formed a group; in another 
group companies from Israel, France, and Italy 
submitted a joint bid. Thus, in a single tender, 
companies from the same country competed 
against one another.

Likewise, sometimes two companies joined 
together for the purpose of bidding on one 
tender but competed against one another on 
a different tender. For example, the China Civil 
Engineering Construction Corporation (CCECC) 
made a joint bid with the Israel firm Minrav 
Engineeering, and in a different tender the two 
companies competed against one another. This 
complexity makes it difficult to analyze results 
by country of bidder, but the breakdown results 
shown in Figure 1 show clearly that Chinese 
companies bid and won more tenders than 
other foreign companies. Chinese companies 
participated in 61 percent of all tenders (28 of 
46), in comparison to French companies, which 
had the second-highest rate of participation 
at 28 percent. Companies from the United 
States were in seventh place among foreign 
companies, participating in only 8.7 percent 
of tenders.

The breakdown of winning bids also 
demonstrates the dominance of Chinese 
companies, although it is less pronounced. 
Chinese companies won 68 percent of the 
tenders for which they bid, versus 46 percent 
for French companies and 25 percent for 
American companies. Chinese companies won 

Figure 1. Participation and winning bids, by country
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fewer tenders than Israeli companies, which 
won 84 percent of the tenders for which they 
bid, although in most tenders, bidding groups 
included both Israeli and Chinese companies.

Chinese Involvement in Israel’s 
National Infrastructure
Chinese involvement in Israeli ports and in 
the Tel Aviv light rail is well-known and has 
been covered extensively by the Israeli press. 
Some connect it to the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI—see also Mordechai Chaziza’s article in 
this issue), announced by Chinese President Xi 
Jinping in 2013. The BRI is a strategic program 
to develop land and maritime trade routes from 
China, the world’s largest exporter, via central 
Asian and Middle East countries that are in need 
of new infrastructure, to markets in prosperous 
European states and to African countries that 
supply China with important raw materials. With 
this Initiative China seeks to diversify its trade 
routes, take advantage of excess capacity among 
Chinese infrastructure companies, strengthen 
its ties and its influence with countries along the 
way, and present itself as a responsible power 
engaged in global development. Even before the 
BRI was announced, Chinese companies were 
involved in various infrastructure initiatives 
around the world, including in Israel, but the 
BRI provided the conceptual framework and 
brought Chinese government financial and 
diplomatic support into the picture.

It appears that the involvement of Chinese 
companies in Israel is not directly connected to 
the BRI, and goes beyond the transportation 
sector to other types of infrastructure. Chinese 
(as well as Spanish) companies participated in 
tenders in six of the seven sectors that were 
examined, as opposed to companies from other 
countries that focused on fewer sectors (Figure 
2). Chinese companies participated in light 
rail and port tenders, as well as in electricity 
and water tenders. On the other hand, their 
participation in intercity rail tenders was quite 
limited.

Figure 3 illustrates Chinese companies’ 
participation in tenders chronologically. 
Chinese companies typically won one bid a 
year, independent of the number of tenders 
completed that year. For example, four tenders 
and one tender were completed in 2014 and 
2016, respectively, but in both years Chinese 
companies competed in one tender and won it.

In certain years the pattern diverged. In 2015 
a record eight tenders were completed, half of 
which were tenders for the Red Line of the Tel 
Aviv light rail. Chinese companies won five of the 
six tenders on which they bid, or 83 percent. In 
spite of the temptation to explain this expansion 
of Chinese companies outside of China by the 
BRI, it is better explained by a specific event. In 
July 2012, then-Transportation Minister Israel 
Katz visited China and signed a cooperation 
agreement between the two countries in the 

Figure 2. Participation in tenders (final stage), by sector
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The breakdown of tenders won by Chinese 
companies over the last few years clearly reflects 
American influence over decision makers in Israel 
on national infrastructure initiatives.

fields of transportation and infrastructure. In 
2013 then-Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
also visited China and met with the president 
of the Chinese Development Bank (CDB), which 
provides loans for infrastructure initiatives both 
within and outside China. These visits and 
agreements also influenced Israeli government 
decisions, leading to the high rates of Chinese 
companies winning the tenders on which 
they bid.

2019 too departed from the more familiar 
pattern. Five tenders were completed, and 
Chinese companies won all four of the tenders 
on which they bid, i.e., 100 percent. This increase 
is surprising for two reasons. First, it conflicted 
with restrictions imposed by the Chinese 
government in mid-2018 on sending capital 
outside the country’s borders, which aimed 
to reduce risks to the local Chinese economy. 
These limitations led to a reduction in Chinese 
investments worldwide as well as in Israel; 
hence the unexpected increased involvement 
in Israeli infrastructure. Second, from mid-
2018, the Israeli government was pressured 
publicly by the Trump administration and other 

parties about reducing Chinese infrastructure 
investments. They opposed the Haifa Port 
tender, for example, which was won by the 
Shanghai International Port Group (SIPG) in 
2015. In that case, the high rate of Chinese 
companies winning tenders in 2019, including 
a tender for purchasing and operating the Alon 
Tavor power station, indicates that the Israeli 
government at that time continued with a 
policy of encouraging investment by Chinese 
companies, in spite of the changed policy and 
pressure from Washington.

2020 was a turning point for the patterns of 
Chinese companies winning bids; seven tenders 
were completed, and Chinese companies won 
only one bid of the four they submitted. In 2021 
Chinese companies won two bids of the three 
they submitted, but the rate of winning did 
not compare to its 2019 peak and decreased 
to 66 percent.

The decline in Chinese winning tenders 
can be attributed to the Advisory Board for 
Evaluating National Security Aspects of Foreign 
Investments, which began to function in 2020. 
While this board is a voluntary mechanism 
for regulators and its decisions are ostensibly 
non-binding, in practice its discussions and 
messages reverberate in the press, and in turn 
create a constraining effect. This effect is felt 
by the Israeli regulators, who think twice about 
authorizing bids by Chinese companies; by 
the Chinese companies, which reexamine the 

Figure 3. Breakdown of tenders by year
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advisability of participating in these tenders; 
and by Israeli and foreign companies, which 
may reconsider the effect of cooperating with 
a Chinese company on their chance of winning. 
The COVID-19 pandemic may have had a certain 
impact on Chinese companies’ participation 
in Israeli infrastructure tenders, but due to 
the length of time between the publication of 
tenders and their completion, this cannot yet 
be evaluated. In the first half of 2022 Chinese 
companies did not win either of the two tenders 
that were issued on which they bid.

In this situation, the breakdown of tenders 
won by Chinese companies over the last few 
years clearly reflects American influence 
over decision makers in Israel on national 
infrastructure initiatives. After reaching a peak in 
2019, 2020 stood out as a low point for Chinese 
companies winning tenders, in which they only 
won 25 percent of the tenders on which they 
bid. This was the year in which the tenders 
for the Ramat Hovav power station and the 
Sorek B desalination plant were completed, 
which generated public interest and were 
apparently discussed during the visit by US 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo to Israel. The 
Chinese companies that bid on these tenders 
did not win them.

The three tenders won by Chinese companies 
since 2019 were all small-scale tenders for 
infrastructure construction. In 2020 a Chinese 
company won the tender for building the 
Rokach bridge, and in 2021 Chinese companies 
won two tenders—one for building a bridge 
and the Pinchas Rosen light rail station, and 
the other for initial infrastructure work around 
Rabin Square.

The light rail in Tel Aviv comprises the Red 
Line (most central), the Green Line, and the 
Purple Line (Figure 4). The Red Line spans 
24 km, half of which are in underground 
tunnels, and includes 34 stations, of which 
ten are underground. This enormous project 
has already been built and is expected to 
begin operating regularly in late 2022, but its 
construction entailed many difficulties and 

delays. The first tender was decided back in 
2006, but funding issues in the winning group, 
which included CCECC, led to its nationalization 
in 2010. The construction of the Green Line 
also entailed substantial delays, and work on 
it only commenced in mid-2020, along with 
the Purple Line.

The construction of all lines is under the 
responsibility of the government company NTA 
(Metropolitan Mass Transit System Ltd.), which 
supervises the entire project and publishes 
two types of tenders: construction tenders 
and operations tenders. The group that wins 
a construction tender functions as a contractor, 
which works for a limited time and receives 
payment for this work from the government. 
The risks in infrastructure initiatives of this 
type do not include dependence or the ability 
of an external actor to shut down a system, 
and therefore in the context of non-sensitive 
infrastructure, the risk level is low. In contrast, 
the group that wins an operations tender 
wins a long-term contract for managing 
infrastructure and profits from its operation. 
Such infrastructure initiatives are exposed to all 
risks, and particularly the risks of dependence or 
shut-down capabilities. In initiatives of this type 
the foreign firm also uses local companies as 
subcontractors, which reduces some of the risk, 
especially the classic security risk of espionage. 
In the period reviewed here, NTA issued 17 
tenders, of which 13 were for construction and 
four were for operation of the three lines.

Chinese companies won primarily 
construction tenders, nominally and 
proportionally (Figure 5). Their rate of winning 
these tenders is 82 percent, or nine of eleven 
tenders on which they bid. On the other hand, 
their rate of winning operations tenders is only 
50 percent, or two of four tenders. The first such 
tender, for the operation of the Red Line, was 
won by the Tevel group, comprising the Israeli 
company Egged and the Chinese companies 
Shenzhen Metro and CCECC. The second such 
tender was for supplying 90 train cars for the 
Red Line and maintaining them for 16 years. The 
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Figure 4. Mass transit system in metropolitan Tel Aviv
Source: NTA, Metro Lines (updated as of 42021/). Final station names and locations may change. 
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two winning operations tenders that included 
no Chinese company were the tenders for the 
Green Line, which were decided in 2022. In one 
case, one of these groups went to court with 
the claim that its non-winning was tainted by 
political considerations and stemmed from US 
pressure on the Israeli government.

It is possible that a lower rate of Chinese 
firms winning operations tenders led them to 
refrain from bidding on the only tender issued 
in 2021, for operating the metro network in the 
Tel Aviv metropolitan region.

Additional Transportation Tenders
In contrast to the extensive involvement of 
Chinese firms in ports and Tel Aviv light rail 
tenders, there has been less participation in 
tenders related to intercity rail activity. Of 
seven such tenders, Chinese companies bid 
on only two—digging the Mt. Gilon tunnel 
on the Karmiel-Acre rail line, and supplying 
engines—and won only the former tender. 
Chinese companies chose not to bid on the 
other tenders, in spite of these requiring the 
exact capabilities they possess, such as track 
laying, maintenance and upgrades of train cars, 
train tracks electrification, and signal system 
upgrades. This may be due to these tenders 
including requirements that prevent Chinese 
participation. For example, in the tender that 
ended in 2017 for providing 330 rail cars, Israel 
Railways changed the specifications from what 
had been standard until then, and included a 

requirement to lower platforms in accordance 
with the European standard—a capability that 
most Chinese companies do not have.

Tenders involving Chinese companies that 
attracted much attention were tenders for Israeli 
ports. Chinese companies participated and won 
in all three of these tenders: Pan Mediterranean 
Engineering Company (PMEC) won the tenders 
for constructing the Southport Terminal in 
Ashdod and upgrading and deepening platform 
21 in the Ashdod port. SIPG won the tender for 
operating the Bayport Terminal in Haifa, which 
is still mentioned as one of the security risks 
involved in Chinese infrastructure investments. 
The heated press coverage of this subject 
perhaps encouraged the outcome whereby no 
Chinese company bid on the tender to privatize 
the Haifa port, which was issued in 2020. 

In four tenders for paving roads, Chinese 
companies won one tender of the two on which 
they bid—building the Olga Interchange on 
Highway 2.

Tenders in Energy
A total of 14 tenders were issued in the fields of 
electricity and water over the last two decades, 
of which six were between 2019-2021; this may 
explain a portion of the overall rise in tenders 
issued during these years. Chinese companies 
won three out of the six tenders on which they 
bid: constructing the Sorek A desalination plant; 
purchasing the Alon Tavor power station; and 
operating a hydroelectric power station at 

Figure 5. Bids by Chinese companies for Tel Aviv light rail tenders
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Kochav Hayarden. The winning bid for the 
Alon Tavor power station was as part of the 
MRC group, which included the Israeli firms 
Mivtach Shamir and Rapac Energy and PMEC. 
The latter, in accordance with the requirements 
of the National Security Council, does not hold 
a controlling interest in the winning corporation 
and was denied veto rights in decisions. 
PMEC is the branch in Israel of China Harbor 
Engineering Company (CHEC), which is itself 
a subsidiary of the China Communications 
Construction Company Ltd (CCCC). The 
structure of this complex company indicates 
one of the advantages and disadvantages of 
Chinese companies. The advantage is that they 
are part of an enormous system of companies 
with extensive experience and knowledge in a 
variety of fields. This advantage may become a 
disadvantage when one of the parent companies 
meets with difficulty. In the case of PMEC, CCCC, 
the parent company was added to a United 
States blacklist in August 2020 for carrying 
out work that aids the Communist Party in 
securing its hold in the South China Sea. This 

fact overshadowed PMEC’s participation in the 
tender for purchasing the Ramat Hovav power 
station, which it ultimately did not win.

It is notable that Chinese companies did 
not show interest in the four tenders issued 
for establishing solar power stations, but did 
participate in and won a bid for establishing and 
operating the green power station at Kochav 
Hayarden, which is operated via pumped 
storage hydroelectricity. Hydroelectric power 
explains the interest of Chinese firm Hutchison 
Water from Hong Kong in this tender. The same 
company also won the tender for operating 
the Sorek A desalination plant, as part of a 
group that includes the Israeli companies IDE 
and SDL Technologies. In contrast, it bid on 
a tender to operate the Sorek B desalination 
plant in 2020 and did not win. That was after 
PMEC was already disqualified due to “lack of 
experience.”

In the distribution of bids won by Chinese 
companies in tenders for all types of 
infrastructure (Figure 6), Chinese companies bid 
on 28 tenders (61 percent of the total) and won 
19 bids (68 percent of the tenders on which they 
bid). Of these, 13 were tenders for construction 
and six were tenders for operations: two for 
ports (66 percent), two for power stations 
(around 28.5 percent), one for water facilities 
(around 14 percent), and one for the Tel Aviv 
light rail (around 6.6 percent).

Chinese involvement in infrastructure has clear 
advantages for Israel, but at the same time 
exposure to various risks should be minimized, 
and China-US relations—which are not expected to 
improve in the foreseeable future—must be taken 
into account.

Figure 6. Bids on tenders by Chinese companies, by type of 
infrastructure
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Conclusion
This work examines the involvement of Chinese 
companies in national infrastructure in Israel in 
comparison to companies from other nations, 
broken down according to type of infrastructure 
and arranged chronologically.

The findings show that Chinese companies 
competed in a greater number and wider 
variety of tenders on infrastructure types 
than companies from other foreign countries. 
Perhaps predictably, then, the number of 
tenders won by Chinese companies significantly 
exceeded the number of tenders won by other 
foreign companies. Chinese companies do not 
necessarily win infrastructure tenders due to 
preferential treatment by Israel, but rather 
due to fewer foreign competitors. An extreme 
example of this is the tender for operating 
Haifa’s Bayport Terminal, where SIPG was the 
sole bidder. Likewise, for many of the Tel Aviv 
light rail tenders, Chinese companies were 
part of all the groups that submitted bids. In 
such a case there is no choice but to allow a 
Chinese company to win, as part of a group. 
Furthermore, given that companies from other 
foreign countries do not participate in tenders 
for all types of infrastructure, the absence 
of Chinese companies sometimes means 
that only Israeli companies participate. The 
implications include lack of knowledge and 
experience in certain fields, and a lower level 
of competitiveness, lack of diversity, high costs, 
and—in the case of infrastructure operations—a 
return to the era of powerful workers unions, 
like the port and rail workers unions.

In 2015 the number of successful bids by 
Chinese companies for infrastructure tenders 
in Israel increased, apparently as a result of 
tightened relations following visits to China 
by the Prime Minister and the Minister of 
Transportation. A second increase was noted 
in 2019 and reflects continued policy of the 
Israeli government of encouraging participation 
by Chinese companies in spite of adamant 
messages from Washington opposing Chinese 
involvement in investments and infrastructure. 

2020 was a low point for Chinese companies 
winning bids, and although in 2021 this trend 
was reversed, this was in relatively small 
tenders. The downturn in winning bids in 
2020 can be attributed to the Advisory Board 
for Evaluating National Security Aspects of 
Foreign Investments, which began its work 
on January 1, 2020. Even though it does not 
discuss all tenders, its very existence has a 
chilling effect on various actors. The Board’s 
influence is particularly clear in infrastructure 
operations tenders, as 2019 was the last year 
in which a Chinese company won any tender 
for infrastructure operations (the Alon Tavor 
power station)—despite Chinese companies 
competing in five operations tenders since the 
beginning of 2020.

Chinese involvement in infrastructure has 
clear advantages for Israel, but at the same time 
exposure to various risks should be minimized, 
and China-US relations—which are not expected 
to improve in the foreseeable future—must be 
taken into account. Accordingly, the following 
actions are recommended for relevant Israeli 
government policymakers.

First, the Advisory Board must have a broad 
picture of the involvement of all companies 
from a given country in the State of Israel in 
order to make decisions about the involvement 
of a certain foreign company in a national 
infrastructure project, and prevent foreign 
government control over such infrastructure. 
A governmental database should thus be 
established with data on tenders for all types 
of infrastructure, and should be updated 
regularly. Such a database would provide a 
comprehensive picture of foreign company 
involvement in national infrastructure tenders, 
and allow identification of trends and changes 
over time.

Second, Israel has thus far chosen—wisely—
to limit the risks inherent in foreign investments 
in infrastructure in different ways, such as in 
the electricity reform that mandated that 
network management and electricity provision 
remain in the hands of the state, with foreign 
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companies limited to manufacturing up to 
a certain amount of electricity in order to 
prevent excess concentration and dependence. 
Similarly, the ports reform left the state in 
charge of management, maintenance, and 
development of the ports, and allowed renting 
them to foreign operation companies. It is thus 
recommended that Israel formulate similar 
procedures for the fields of electricity, water, 
and transportation. This will allow foreign 
involvement in construction tenders with lower 
security risks, but will limit foreign company 
involvement and prevent excessive control 
in operating critical infrastructure. It will thus 
be necessary to determine the maximum 
foreign involvement acceptable for each type 
of infrastructure.

Third, in addition to the authority to review 
proposed investments, the Advisory Board 

must engage with Israeli companies to convey 
government requirements for cooperation with 
foreign companies and allow Israeli companies 
to adapt themselves. These actions will enable 
Israel to reduce the risks of exposing its national 
infrastructure to the investment of foreign 
companies, while at the same time enjoying 
the advantages that such investments offer.
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The Palestinian arena has suffered serious upheaval in recent years. The leadership 
in Ramallah has lost much of its legitimacy, and Hamas is not accepted by the public 
as a preferred alternative to the PLO and the Palestinian Authority. The path of 
political negotiations under Abu Mazen has failed, and the path of armed resistance 
led by Hamas caused much destruction and division within the Palestinian people. 
The PA has been declared a failure, with its leadership seen as holding onto power 
at all costs. Hamas, which is aware of its limitations as an alternative, demands to 
be part of any future leadership. The result is an unprecedented crisis that places 
the Palestinian national movement in a state of ideological and organizational 
confusion. This article analyzes the current internal Palestinian reality and explains 
what led the Palestinian national movement to this nadir and what has changed 
in its approach to the conflict. What Palestinian leadership stands to emerge next? 
And are we approaching the end of the agreement-oriented era that has existed 
since the Oslo Accords?
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Introduction
The last armed conflict between Israel and 
Hamas—Operation Guardian of the Walls, in May 
2021—clearly and openly exposed the serious 
deterioration in the standing of the Palestinian 
Authority, the PLO, and the Fatah movement 
that leads them. Neither their existence nor 
their positions reflect the will of the Palestinian 
people any longer. If before the conflict it 
appeared that the Palestinian national camp 
was losing its legitimacy, after the conflict it 
became clear that its legitimacy has plunged 
into the abyss. It is as if a veil has been lifted from 
the Palestinian Authority, which leads this camp, 
exposing to all its dissolution and its emptiness. 
For example, in a poll by Khalil Shikaki published 
in September 2021, 80 percent of respondents 
were in favor of Abu Mazen’s resignation. 
The PA is tagged with a failed political path, 
corruption, and lack of capability and vision 
to advance ideas that will extract it from its 
current situation. This is an unprecedented crisis 
because of the predicament that has engulfed 
the Palestinian people following the declaration 
of independence in 1988, which was a result of 
the first intifada. This declaration was in practice 
the basis for the policy that has shaped the path 
of the PLO and the Palestinian national camp 
until now, and over time, other currents that 
oppose this declaration.

This is a multilayered crisis, encompassing 
issues of leadership, ideology, and organization, 
and accompanies the serious concern about the 
decline of the urgency of the Palestinian issue 
and its near disappearance from the regional 
and international agenda. On the other side is 
the competing Islamic camp, which does not 
cease to challenge the Palestinian Authority 
and the entire national camp. It opposes the 
political process that began with the signing 

of the Oslo Accords and frequently claims that 
the security coordination has obliterated all 
the Palestinians’ bargaining chips. However, it 
has not succeeded so far in being accepted as 
a preferred alternative to the national stream 
and to the national idea. 

This article characterizes what distinguishes 
the crisis, examining the role of each of the actors 
in the emergence of this crisis and the difficult 
dilemma that it poses to the Palestinians. It 
describes three milestones in the development 
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict since 1967, 
which led to changes in the Palestinian national 
movement’s approach toward Israel and the 
conflict with it, and which in effect created the 
conditions for the development of the current 
internal Palestinian reality. Finally, it suggests 
possible directions in which the Palestinian 
arena could proceed. 

The Milestones
The Six Day War in 1967 effected a significant 
change in the conduct and performance of the 
Palestinian national movement. The defeat of 
the Arabs greatly strengthened the national 
identity of the Palestinians, led them to the 
conclusion that they could not rely on Arab 
armies to liberate Palestine, and created an 
opportunity to break free from the suffocating 
official patronage of these countries. The sense 
of alienation, discrimination, and neglect that 
many Palestinians felt toward the Arab countries 
increased the desire for independence. In 
February 1969 this independence became 
official, Yasir Arafat was elected by the Palestinian 
National Council as Chairman of the PLO, and in 
1974, the Arab summit recognized the PLO as the 
sole representative of the Palestinian people.

Three milestones shaped the path of the 
Palestinian national movement since it began to 
operate independently, without the restrictive 
patronage of the Arab countries. The first was 
the removal of the Palestinian presence from 
Jordan in 1970—the Fatah movement with all its 
units and leftist Palestinian organizations. This 
event is known in Palestinian historiography 

The Six Day War in 1967 effected a significant 
change in the conduct and performance of the 
Palestinian national movement. 
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as Black September, because of the serious 
blow dealt to them by King Hussein of Jordan. 
The King sought to put an end to the terrorist 
activities that the Palestinians launched from 
Jordan against Israel and Israeli targets around 
the world, including the hijacking of passenger 
airplanes to Amman, where one was even 
blown up at the airport. These actions seriously 
undermined the stability of the kingdom and 
forced the king to put an end to the presence 
of the Palestinian organizations in Jordan’s 
territory. From there they moved to Lebanon, 
but the expulsion from Jordan, despite the aura 
of heroism that these “bold” acts of terrorism 
against Israel and the hijacking of airplanes 
granted them, taught the Palestinians that there 
was a limit to their freedom of operation in their 
activity against Israel from within the territory 
of the Arab countries.

The second milestone was the expulsion 
of the PLO and all its factions and its military 
and organizational force in the First Lebanon 
War in 1982. Lebanon, which could not prevent 
the Palestinians from penetrating its territory, 
paid a heavy price. The Palestinians took over 
the refugee camps, launched actions against 
Israel, and operated in Lebanon as if they were 
on their own turf. The expulsion of August 1982 
involved a serious Palestinian crisis, because 
subsequently there was no Arab country that 
was willing to host the PLO, and its units and 
headquarters were scattered throughout the 
Middle East. This course of events also reflected 
the anger in many Arab countries at the PLO’s 
conduct in Lebanon. The result was dispersal 
and division, the absence of concentrated 
power, and an inability to exert force. The PLO, 
whose headquarters were relocated to Tunisia, 
was left isolated, suffered from desertions, had 
difficulty convening its institutions, and lost 
much of its glamor as a liberation organization. 
The focus of activity moved to the territories 
under Israel’s control, the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip. 

The third milestone, the main catalyst for the 
changes in the PLO’s stance toward the conflict, 

was the first intifada, which began in December 
1987. The idea, which aroused a strong response 
following a traffic accident in which an Israeli 
truck driver struck and killed four Palestinians, 
was to encourage the masses to take to the 
streets to demonstrate their rejection of the 
ongoing “occupation,” and enlist international 
public opinion in support of the crowds and their 
desire for independence. The demonstrators 
repeatedly emphasized three messages: “We 
do not want a state instead of Israel but rather 
a state alongside Israel”; “we are a nation” and 
Israel must not deny this; and “we do not want” 
to be part of Israel (Friedman, 1989). These 
messages received considerable attention in the 
media, the international community, and Israeli 
peace organizations, which began an extensive 
dialogue with the leaders of the intifada.

The PLO, which was outside of the picture 
during the first few months, watched the events 
with dismay and feared losing its standing in 
favor of the internal leadership, but went on 
board once it was made clear there was no 
intention to bypass it. Thus the PLO leadership 
gained new life, and the population in the 
territories in effect restored it to the political 
and international arena. This was also the basis 
for the Palestinian declaration of independence 
in Algiers in November 1988, in which the PLO 
accepted the UN partition plan in Resolution 181 
and the principle of two states for two peoples, 
and later, accepted the 1967 lines as the borders 
of the Palestinian state. This course of events 
changed the face of the conflict and turned 
it from an existential conflict into a conflict 
over borders. Without this declaration, it is 
doubtful it would have been possible to sign 
the Oslo Accords. Within the Palestinian arena, 
the course of events created a deep crisis, due 
to the considerable resistance that it aroused 
among Islamic elements and opponents of 
a settlement with Israel. This is in effect the 
beginning of the intra-Palestinian split between 
Hamas and Fatah, which continues to this day. 
Over the years Hamas has also internalized the 
significance of this declaration and adapted 
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its platform to the almost irreversible reality 
that it created. Inter alia, in May 2017 the 
movement published a new political platform 
that asserted that it agrees to the establishment 
of a Palestinian state within the 1967 borders if 
that is the Palestinian consensus, but will not 
recognize Israel and will not engage in peace 
negotiations with it. 

The split is essentially the regime that has 
governed the relations within the Palestinian 
arena. The official seal of approval that it 
received in the 2006 elections turned it over 
the years from an ideological gap that reflects 
a different worldview regarding Israel and the 
conflict to a chasm that penetrates many areas 
of life and crosses families, sectors, and issues, 
which complicates taking decisions with a broad 
consensus. These identity politics create two 
camps that make it very difficult to forge a 
connection between them. 

The Uniqueness of the Current Crisis
The current crisis is unprecedented compared 
with the many crises that the Palestinian 
national movement has known in the past. 
After years of friction among its elements and 
between each in its own way with the State of 
Israel, the Palestinian movement has reached 
a point in which it is held accountable. The 
reason: in practice the path of the Palestinian 
national movement has failed and has ceased 
being a home to every Palestinian. Hamas, 
in contrast, is valued by the public for the 
initiative that it displays and the friction that 
it creates intermittently with Israel, unlike the 
Palestinian Authority—the clear representative 
of the national stream that generally prevents 
this kind of friction. 

When he was elected in 2005, Abu Mazen 
received a great deal of license for action, 
including military and civilian coordination, but 
on condition of there being a political process. 
The Oslo Accords failed a long time ago and 
there is no point in continuing to adhere to 
them—this claim is sounded repeatedly by 
Hamas and many others, and does not receive 
an adequate response from the Palestinian 
Authority.

Intra-Palestinian reconciliation, which for a 
short time late in the Trump era seemed to have 
some chance, also dissolved very quickly. With 
Biden’s victory in the November 2020 elections, 
Abu Mazen stopped the rapprochement process 
between the two factions, and in effect was 
seen as the party refusing to reconcile.

Hamas’s Role in the Crisis
Hamas presents itself as authentic Palestinian. 
Its combination of religiosity and nationalism 
strengthens the identity of each element 
and expands the common denominators for 
Palestinian unity. After the failure of the many 
reconciliation attempts, and once it became 
clear that Abu Mazen is the main barrier to 
reconciliation, the authenticity that Hamas 
offers has a major advantage. The Muslim 
Brotherhood movement that Hamas is part 
of has been rejected in every Arab country 
and even in Egypt, where it won the elections 
in 2012, but was deposed a year later. In the 
Palestinian case, however, Hamas not only 
provides authenticity but also demonstrates 
action in practice, proving that even Israel is 
forced to take it into consideration, and fulfills 
the desire for revenge that Israel has in effect 
instilled among Palestinians. 

Nonetheless, Hamas has inherent 
weaknesses. It is aware of the limitations of its 
leeway as an Islamic movement that wants to 
interface with the international community. It is 
aware of the great difficulty of penetrating the 
heart of the majority of the Palestinian public, 
which is not willing to accept Islamic rule, and 
its performance in the Gaza Strip since the 

Hamas is valued by the public for the initiative 
that it displays and the friction that it creates 
intermittently with Israel, unlike the Palestinian 
Authority—the clear representative of the national 
stream that generally prevents this kind of friction. 
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takeover in 2007 does not display a solid ability 
to resolve Gaza’s problems. On the contrary, the 
destruction that Gaza has suffered has increased 
after each round of conflict with Israel and left its 
residents exhausted, scarred, and embittered. 
Therefore, Hamas is not in a hurry, and it makes 
clear, at least on the rhetorical level, that it 
does not wish to seize power from the PLO, 
but rather to be a partner to it. 

The Leadership Crisis
The drive for the PLO’s independence 
involved a struggle against the Arab countries. 
Achieving recognition as the sole legitimate 
representative of the Palestinian people was 
extremely important to the formation of the 
national movement. Until Hamas’s appearance, 
no one imagined that an organization would 
be established from within the Palestinian 
home that would so effectively undermine the 
PLO’s exclusivity as the representative of the 
Palestinian people. 

The two leaders who led the PLO since 1969 
insisted on the importance of maintaining 
exclusive representation as the jewel in the 
Palestinian crown. Each body or organization 
that wished to influence had to enter under 
the umbrella of the PLO and take on all the 
commitments the PLO had assumed. There 
were also those who even criticized the PLO 
for insisting during the signing of the Oslo 
Accords on demanding recognition as the sole 
representative of the Palestinian people, instead 
of demanding the right to self-determination 
of the Palestinian people. 

But this is not sufficient for explaining the 
leadership crisis. Arafat was destructive on the 
path toward national aspirations due to his lack 
of credibility and his interest in maintaining a 
military option, despite the agreements that he 
signed, and thereby caused a crisis of confidence 
with the Israeli side. In contrast, his successor, 
Abu Mazen, who is more credible and more 
committed to the agreements, undermined 
the national aspirations through his indecision. 
He did not exhibit confidence and did not 

stand in front of the Palestinian and Israeli 
publics in order to explain at the right time 
why an agreement was not reached, or what 
else was necessary in order for the political 
process underway between 2007 and 2009, the 
Annapolis process, to succeed. In effect, Abu 
Mazen seriously harmed what was defined as 
the Israeli peace camp and contributed to the 
ongoing disconnect between the Palestinian 
Authority and the right wing governments that 
have arisen since then in Israel. 

Israel’s Role in the Crisis
The lack of connection between Israel and 
the Palestinians does not stem only from Abu 
Mazen’s conduct at the end of the political 
negotiations; it is also the result of Israel’s lack 
of interest since 2009 in entering a political 
process with the Palestinians.1 When it entered 
such processes, for example with Secretary of 
State John Kerry’s initiative, it was constrained 
to do so. The composition of governing 
coalitions in Israel have since then been based 
to a large extent on the principle of “maintaining 
the Land of Israel”—a principle coined by the 
religious right wing parties, vital members of 
these governments, and which became their 
criterion for supporting a candidate for prime 
minister. Conversely, a political process and 
dialogue with the Palestinians implies a threat 
to them. The challenge posed by Abu Mazen—
who on the one hand makes sure to maintain 
effective security coordination that is valued 
by the Israeli security forces, but on the other 
hand pursues a struggle against the State of 
Israel in the international and legal arena—is 
not easy. Israel, which needs to defend its image 
in this arena, finds it difficult in the absence of 
a political process to grapple with the criticism 
aroused by this struggle and to explain its 
policy. The result is an ongoing disconnect. 
For over 12 years, no Israeli Prime Minister 
has met with the Chairman of the Palestinian 
Authority, and some circles in Israel are angry 
with Abu Mazen, hope for his removal, and 
demonize the Palestinians. 
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The internal discourse in Israel, which 
the Palestinians follow on a daily basis, has 
also changed significantly. If in the past it 
was characterized by the obligation to strive 
for a political process, today it is marked by 
indifference and distrust toward the Palestinians. 
For Abu Mazen, who adheres to the security 
coordination and even strengthened it following 
the failure of the negotiations in 2009, this 
discourse is another catalyst in the process of 
his loss of relevance in the eyes of the Palestinian 
public. When American administrations have 
difficulty influencing the discourse in Israel, Abu 
Mazen and his rule are deemed increasingly 
irrelevant. 

The Effect of the Trump 
Administration
The Trump administration dealt the most 
severe blow to Abu Mazen and the Palestinian 
Authority. Over the years, the US administrations 
were seen by the Palestinians as siding with 
Israel, but credible in terms of fairness during 
negotiations. When the Palestinians declared 
their independence in 1988 and opened 
the door for dialogue, they relied in part on 
recognizing the importance of the international 
community headed by the United States. The 
Trump administration began its talks with 
Israel and with the Palestinians in early 2017, 
presuming to be able to succeed where many 
others had failed. Already in the initial talks it 
became clear to the Palestinians that this was 
not an administration that maintained the rules 
of balance like its predecessors, but rather one 
that was trying to impose a settlement on them 
that soon became clear they were unable to 
accept. The first claim voiced by the Palestinians 
after the talks began to formulate what was 
eventually called “the deal of the century” was 
that the administration had in effect adopted 
the position of the Israeli right and was not 
acting as a mediator, but as someone helping 
one side at the expense of the other. These 
talks were accompanied by great tension. The 
Palestinian rejection outraged Trump and his 

staff, and in response he took a series of punitive 
steps such as freezing the funds transferred 
as aid to the Palestinian Authority, ending 
the aid to UNRWA, closing the PLO offices in 
Washington, and passing legislation permitting 
American citizens harmed in terrorist actions 
to sue any international entity receiving aid 
from the United States, which greatly harmed 
the Palestinians and their international image. 
This policy contravened that of the previous 
US administrations. When the deal of the 
century was published, it became clear to the 
Palestinians that in practice it did not discuss a 
state but rather an autonomous entity, whose 
territory would still be under Israeli control, due 
to the security responsibility Israel would retain 
throughout the territory between the Jordan 
River and the Mediterranean Sea and due to 
the nature of the proposed entity, which would 
comprise closed enclaves connected by narrow 
strips in order to allow territorial contiguity. 

It is not at all clear how Trump’s experts 
and advisors imagined they would be able to 
receive Palestinian agreement to a plan that 
was so draconian from their perspective, and 
it may be that there was an intention from the 
start to present a proposal they couldn’t accept, 
in order to put them back on the defensive. In 
any case, the deal did not receive the official 
support of any Arab country. As an alternative 
and perhaps as punishment of the Palestinians, 
the Americans advanced the normalization 
agreements between Israel and the United 
Arab Emirates and Bahrain, and thereafter 
with Morocco and Sudan. These agreements 
created a new regional reality, which upgraded 
Israel’s regional standing and opened up broad 
channels of commercial and international 
activity to Israel. 

The Palestinians, who were left isolated 
and outcast, came to the conclusion that there 
was a need to unite the ranks. For a time it 
seemed that the possibility of reconciliation 
was viable, but the winds changed immediately 
after Trump’s defeat in the November 2020 
presidential elections. The great hopes that 
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the international community would ultimately 
impose a solution on Israel faded away. Abu 
Mazen received the brunt of the domestic 
criticism, the claims against him intensified, 
and he was accused of pursuing a conciliatory 
and non-violent policy, which granted Israel safe 
room for quiet and left the Palestinians without 
bargaining chips. The result is that Abu Mazen is 
still the Chairman of the PLO, the Chairman of 
the Palestinian Authority, and the Chairman of 
Fatah, but in practice the PLO is no longer “the 
sole representative of the Palestinian people,” 
the Palestinian Authority is subject to serious 
internal criticism and losing legitimacy, and 
the Fatah movement is divided into more than 
three groups, two of which insistently demand 
Abu Mazen’s dismissal. 

The Palestinians on the Horns of a 
Dilemma
This reality poses a difficult dilemma for the 
Palestinians regarding the PLO’s right to exist, 
an organization that for years has not succeeded 
in implementing the strategy it accepted in 
1988 that since then has been the basis for its 
foreign policy. On the one hand, what is the 
relevance of the Fatah movement that leads 
the organization, and why should it continue 
to adhere to the Oslo Accords even when it 
is clear to all that they have failed and do 
not fulfill the objectives for which they were 
signed? On the other hand is the question of 
giving up on the achievements reaped since 
Oslo: the establishment of a national entity, 
institutions, and a stable fabric of life that 
provides employment for many and ensures 
income. Is it right to abandon all of these when 
the Palestinian issue is losing its standing as the 
problem of the Arab world, when the Israeli, 
Arab, and international disregard is apparent 
to all? And above all, the question hovering in 
Ramallah is whether such a course of action 
doesn’t open the door for transferring control 
of the West Bank to Hamas. 

Abu Mazen still enjoys the standing of elected 
president, despite the criticism of him and the 

fact that more than 17 years have passed since 
his election; in addition, there are no elected 
presidents in Arab countries who can accuse 
him of illegitimacy. Likewise, Hamas has not 
been put to the test of elections since 2006, and 
in the public arena, the intensity of the calls for 
Abu Mazen’s resignation do not compare to 
what emerged at the height of the Arab Spring 
toward presidents such as Mubarak and Ben Ali. 

Few cards remain in Palestinian hands, as 
long as Abu Mazen is alive and continues to 
represent his people. They include threats that 
could well challenge Israel, such as canceling the 
recognition of the State of Israel; canceling the 
agreement to a Palestinian state with the 1967 
borders; demanding a return to the partition 
plan in Resolution 181; and canceling the Oslo 
Accords. There are also threats to demand a 
single egalitarian state between the Jordan 
and the Mediterranean. National reconciliation 
likewise comes up occasionally as a threat, 
with the understanding that just raising it 
increases the concern in Israel. The problem 
is, Abu Mazen’s threats have lost their weight 
because he has threatened often and not carried 
out his threats. 

The more complex challenge will confront 
Israel on the day after Abu Mazen. He shows 
no sign of resigning voluntarily and vacating 
his seat in an orderly manner in favor of an 
agreed-upon figure acceptable to everyone. 
Fatah, his movement, which sees itself as a 
governing party, will insist on maintaining this 
stronghold. His death could unify it because 
many see him as the reason for its divisions, but 
the lack of an agreed mechanism for electing the 
successor, as was the case the day after Arafat, 
could develop into power struggles between 
several figures who see themselves as worthy 
of succeeding him.

Recently, Abu Mazen appointed the minister 
responsible for relations with Israel, Hussein 
al-Sheikh, secretary general of the Executive 
Committee of the PLO, in place of the late Saeb 
Erekat. This appointment places al-Sheikh at 
a more convenient starting point than others 

https://vision-pd.org/archives/512705
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for the presidency, but it has provoked much 
anger, increased the criticism of Abu Mazen, 
and could increase the struggles within the 
movement and weaken it. There are many 
question marks surrounding the personality 
of al-Sheikh regarding his skills, his integrity, 
and his moral standards, which raise doubts 
regarding his chances of succeeding Abu Mazen. 
The change of leadership on the day after Abu 
Mazen will require a reexamination of the entire 
issue of security coordination, because Abu 
Mazen attained the legitimate authority in this 
field after the stamp of approval the public 
gave him in the 2005 elections. Anyone who 
comes after him will have difficulty defending 
the security coordination based on the claim 
that it is sacred. 

On the other side is Hamas, which is in a 
different position than that of the day after 
Arafat. It is demanding its place in government 
and claiming that the PLO and the Palestinian 
Authority without Hamas are no longer the 
exclusive representatives of the Palestinian 
people. Hamas represents many of the residents 
of Gaza and the West Bank who see themselves 
as an inseparable part of the Palestinian people, 
and so its leaders demand to be represented 
in all PLO institutions and in every decision 
making forum. From Hamas’s perspective, 
this is a new era that demands reshuffling the 
cards. Abu Mazen’s successors in the Fatah 
movement, even if they adopt a stricter policy 
toward Israel, will want to maintain the stability 
of the Palestinian arena, but will not be able to 
ignore these demands. They will expect Israeli 
understanding of dialogue or rapprochement if 
it develops with Hamas, but will have difficulty 
demanding the disarmament of Hamas as Abu 
Mazen demanded when he hinged reconciliation 
on this condition. 

Assuming that Palestinian public pressure 
for national unity will increase on the day after 
Abu Mazen and will bring about a unification 
of the ranks within Fatah and rapprochement 
with Hamas, or even in a situation in which 
the two sides do not succeed in moving closer 
and Fatah remains alone, it is very doubtful 
that it would be able to continue in the same 
format as under Abu Mazen. First, legitimacy to 
continue the security coordination is in constant 
decline. His successors will demand changing 
it or reducing its scope, preventing IDF forces 
from entering Area A, reducing its activity in 
Area B, and other demands that aim to avoid the 
image of being an Israeli mercenary. Second is 
the question of negotiations and a negotiated 
solution, which long ago reached a dead end, 
in the opinion of most Palestinians, due to the 
inherent asymmetry in the relationship with 
Israel. The intention is, unlike Abu Mazen’s 
approach, to stand united under one Palestinian 
umbrella and demand changing the rules of the 
game. Third is the question of the differentiation 
between the West Bank and Gaza, particularly as 
the call to cancel it and connect the West Bank 
with Gaza has become a national consensus. 
With the departure of Abu Mazen, one of the 
barriers to this will also be removed. 

It is very doubtful that Israel will be able to 
ignore the expected changes in the Palestinian 
arena and the conflict after the Abu Mazen era. 
Israel will need to reorganize ideologically, 
conceptually, and operationally vis-à-vis a 
changing Palestinian arena.

Conclusion
The Palestinian arena is confronting the 
most serious crisis in its history, whose main 
expression is its failure and the loss of direction—
the failure of the armed struggle, which has 
thus far not succeeded despite the various 
forms that it has taken over the years, and the 
failure of the political path, which since 1988 
has guided the Palestinian national movement 
and has been also been adopted in part by its 
opponents, in understanding that this in effect 

The Palestinian arena is confronting the most 
serious crisis in its history, whose main expression 
is its failure and the loss of direction.
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is the Palestinian consensus. The question of 
where to go from here, which confronts all the 
Palestinians, is compounded by concern that 
their problem is removed from the international 
and regional agenda. Consequently, on the day 
after Abu Mazen, Israel could face many urgent 
challenges, such as a changing Palestinian arena 
that demands more from Israel; a different 
format of security coordination; an end to the 
differentiation between the Gaza Strip and the 
West Bank; and perhaps an end to the quest for 
negotiations and a political settlement based 
on the asymmetry that has existed so far. 
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Notes
1	 Prime Minister Netanyahu’s Bar-Ilan speech in 

2009, in which he accepted the principle of two 
states if the Palestinians agree to the conditions 
that he placed, was presented a few months 
later by his father, Prof. Benzion Netanyahu, 
as a tactical move that aimed in advance at 
Palestinian rejection.
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Eviatar Matania and Amir Rapaport’s book is 
a fascinating and contemporary account that 
tells the story of the cyber-digital revolution 
in Israel and the window of opportunity that 
Israel seized to consolidate its position as a 
world leader in science and technology and 
to develop a security concept to defend its 
national cyber space.

Since the 1990s, a period when cyber began 
to be “naturalized” and enter the public domain, 
and in parallel with unfolding globalization 
processes, cyber’s contribution to human 
progress and the potential inherent in it are 
still far from fully understood or applied. The 
result: a density of formative events during 
the relatively short history of cyber-digital 
development. In this vein, the book focuses 
on several prominent cases that highlight the 
dangers of the revolution and its challenge 
for the military leadership, and how Israeli 
experience and knowledge have created a 
prosperous hi-tech industry of global renown.

The authors describe the sequence of 
objective developments in cyber technology 
and the formative elements that boosted the 
implementation of the revolution, including 
the rise in computing power, communications 
and information transfer capabilities, and the 
high level of connectivity that have changed 
human culture in most areas of life. Matania 
and Rapaport offer Matania’s insider account 
as the person tasked with establishing the 
National Cyber Directorate, thus in effect being 
responsible for the efforts to protect Israel’s 
cyber realm and critical infrastructure. 

The book, which comprises seven chapters, 
begins with a description of then-Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu’s vision in 2010 of the 
three-way connection between academia, 
industry, and government with the defense 
system, which would make Israel a world cyber 
leader. A stable economy enables security, and 
academic knowledge enables technology: these 
interfacing elements are the joint starting point 
for the Israeli story in the following chapters. 
The book continues with a description of the 
opportunities and threats created in the realm, 
which have led to the growth of the field of cyber 
security firms in Israel through companies such 
as Check Point, Cyota, and CyberArk. These 
and other companies have contributed to 
positioning Israel’s standing as a global hub 
of knowledge and innovation (pp. 23-53). 

Eviatar Matania and Amir Rapaport’s book is a 
fascinating and contemporary account that tells 
the story of the cyber-digital revolution in Israel. 
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Additional emphases in the book are placed 
on cyber’s security dimension, on intelligence 
and military issues, and on the potential for 
strategic damage that can be achieved through 
cyberattacks. One chapter describes the 
development of thinking about cyber defense 
in Israel starting in 2014, with the establishment 
of the national cybernetic initiative and the 
shaping of the security concept. It continues 
with the online Leumi Card company extortion 
affair in 2014 (pp. 91-113), which illustrates the 
complexities and the circles of influence that a 
cyber incident can create on the state level. This 
example leads to the next chapter, which deals 
with the decision faced by the Prime Minister 
regarding the institutional responsibility for 
cyber defense in the civilian sector in Israel 
and the expansion of the cyber bureau into a 
national directorate. The following chapter deals 
with the Directorate’s effort to defend national 
cyberspace while exploiting the global window 
of opportunity that created demand for cyber 
security products and solutions worldwide. 
Later, the global impacts of significant 
cyberattacks are described (WannaCry and 
NotPetya), as well as the consolidation of the 
National Directorate’s activity. To conclude, the 
authors offer points for consideration about the 
future challenges of cyber, in the era of artificial 
intelligence and the wars of the future. 

The examples provided by the authors 
illustrate well the leading global and local 
cyber-related developments, from which we 
can learn about the implications for the future. 
The Leumi Card extortion incident illustrates 
the consequences of a cyber incident on the 
state level. This incident (which in retrospect 
proved to be criminally based) was handled 
on the state level due to concerns of the bank’s 
collapse, and Matania shares with readers the 
decision making process that he had to go 
through during those moments of uncertainty. 
Matania’s disclosure of his deliberations and 
considerations alongside the sense of the weight 
of responsibility are fascinating evidence of 
the decision makers’ frame of mind, which 

led to the formation of a more cohesive cyber 
defense doctrine. 

Matania’s testimony on the events prior 
to and during the meeting regarding the 
establishment of the National Cyber Directorate 
teaches us about a crossroads that is important 
not only to the future of Israel’s security and the 
nature of the security establishment but also to 
the maintenance of democratic values, which 
are challenged by the need for cyber defense 
(pp. 114-128). The Prime Minister’s decision in 
favor of the establishment of an independent, 
dedicated civilian cyber agency, in contrast with 
the possibility of giving the responsibility to 
the existing security establishment agencies, 
reflects the open thinking of Netanyahu, 
who understood the need to adopt a unique 
approach that would allow for balancing 
between protecting fundamental values, 
reducing barriers to economic activity, and 
ensuring national security. These kinds of 
decisions are the ones that enabled Israel not to 
lose an important advantage with the increasing 
use and sophistication of cyberattacks today 
in military, criminal, information security, 
and other aspects. This decisive meeting also 
teaches us about the relations of trust that 
developed between the Prime Minister and 
Matania from when they first met in 2011 (p. 
61) until the moments of decision in September 
2014, when Matania served as the head of the 
National Cyber Bureau. Matania understood 
what an important juncture it was and finally 
succeeded in convincing the Prime Minister 
that “in the new world, you organize with new 
forces,” as Netanyahu himself expressed at the 

Matania’s testimony teaches us about a crossroads 
that is important not only to the future of 
Israel’s security and the nature of the security 
establishment but also to the maintenance of 
democratic values, which are challenged by the 
need for cyber defense.
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beginning of the government meeting held 
after the decision was taken (p. 121). 

Most of the literature so far on the cyber-digital 
issue has focused on professional information 
on cyber security, development trends, and 
the impacts of cyber in specific fields such as 
ethics, politics, international relations, and 
more. In this literary landscape, while the central 
role of Israel in shaping the cyber dimension 
has been studied academically, including the 
thinking regarding cyber security, it has not 
been brought to the fore as a narrative, aside 
from two main exceptions. The first is the book 
by Dan Senor and Saul Singer, Start-up Nation 
(Senor & Singer, 2011), which tells how Israel 
became a center of innovation and technology. 
This book received extensive international 
attention that contributed to Israel’s branding in 
the world as a leading arena for entrepreneurial 
culture. Another exception is the book by Lior 
Tabansky and Isaac Ben-Israel, Cybersecurity 
in Israel, which tells about the development 
of thinking regarding cyber security in Israel 
and connects the government’s policy with 
the reduction of risks in the realm, alongside 
leveraging the opportunities that have made 
Israel a cyber power. Cybermania, in contrast, 
presents the Israeli story from a perspective that 
includes Matania’s personal dimension at the 
time of shaping the government’s decisions, 
including an important chapter on a topic that 
hasn’t previously been discussed, namely, the 
developments after the middle of the previous 
decade, starting in 2015, and hence its unique 
contribution. 

Describing the short history of the cyber 
revolution from a security perspective also 
leaves other open questions that the authors 
address, about the future of the cyber era, the 
changes expected following the implementation 

of systems based on artificial intelligence, the 
changing nature of wars, and preparations 
for such wars. The obvious conclusion is that 
nothing lasts forever, and while Israel has taken 
its place as a world cyber leader, its ability to 
meet these challenges depends to a large 
extent on integrating the assets of its power, 
through inter-sector partnership, with its ability 
to identify changes and adapt to them and to 
leverage its successes for achievements that 
will mitigate cyber threats. 

As a result of the combination of 
circumstances, the Israeli cyber story shows how 
the national ethos of daring, original thinking, 
and persistence is more relevant than ever 
to maintaining the relative qualitative edge 
that is at the basis of Israel’s security concept. 
While Cybermania is a book about the future, 
its main essence is presenting an important 
and hidden chapter in the current history of 
the development of the Zionist enterprise that 
now constitutes a central and inseparable pillar 
of Israel’s national security.
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covering the Israeli Chief of Staff and the 
IDF General Staff. This trilogy presents a full 
picture of how decisions are made in the IDF, 
particularly on how force is applied: decisions 
are taken by the Chief of Staff, with the help 
of his General Staff directorates—above all, 
Operations, Strategy, and Planning—and in 
conjunction with the operational domain 
experts, headed by the Air Force.

The book then reviews the main milestones 
in the development of the Israeli Air Force and 
changes along the way—from formulation of 
Operation Focus, the airstrike on Egyptian 
airfields that opened the Six Day War, through 
the challenge of surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) 
in the Yom Kippur War and Operation Peace 
for Galilee, the transition from fighting regular 
military organizations to fighting sub-state 
organizations, establishment of the echelons 
of unmanned aircraft and air defense, and the 
transition to network-centric fighting, to the 
era of the Campaign between Wars (CBW) and 
international cooperation.

The book is issue-based and impartial, 
recognizes the complexity of matters, and 
does not seek to act as the Air Force’s critic or 
advocate. For example, the road to the failure 
of dealing with the SAMs in the Yom Kippur 
War is not only analyzed with the wisdom of 
hindsight, but also from the perspective of the 
Staff that prepared the Air Force for war at that 
time. The author provides his readers with new 
insights and describes how components of the 
response prepared by the Israeli Air Force for the 
SAMs threat were successfully applied, even if 
only partially, at later stages of the Yom Kippur 
War. For example, the combined operation 
of UAVs, chaff (a method for disrupting or 
distracting radar), massive electronic warfare 
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The Air Force Headquarters: Designing the Force 
and Planning for its Employment by Brig. Gen. 
(res.) Dr. Meir Finkel is an important contribution 
to the field. While most of the literature covering 
the Israeli Air Force focuses on personal stories, 
its combat heritage, or an analysis of a particular 
event, Finkel’s book provides a broad view 
of the Air Force’s evolution in terms of force 
development, planning, and execution—and 
over the long term.

The book opens with a description of the 
unique cultural character of the Israeli Air Force 
Staff and touches on its interaction with the 
IDF General Staff. As such, Finkel completes 
the picture painted in his two previous books, 

The author analyzes at length some of the tensions 
that have defined the operation of the Air Force 
both in the past and today; these, he feels, should 
concern the current Air Force leadership. 
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(EW), and “fist” missiles (which home in on the 
radiation of air defense radar) on October 22, 
1973, led to the destruction of five SAM batteries, 
without the loss of a single aircraft (p. 108). 
This review leaves an open question: were the 
plans prepared by the Air Force Staff capable of 
yielding a more successful result if the events of 
October 6, 1973 had been managed in a more 
orderly, consistent way, without the frequent 
changes of prioritizing theaters and missions.

The author analyzes at length some of the 
tensions that have defined the operation of 
the Air Force both in the past and today; these, 
he feels, should concern the current Air Force 
leadership. The first tension is between the 
necessity to prepare for war in advance and the 
need to adjust to the changing and sometimes 
unforeseen circumstances of the actual war. 
One of the keys to the success of the Israeli Air 
Force lies in its preparations in the years before 
the war: defining the future challenge correctly, 
developing a suitable concept to overcome 
the challenge, developing a doctrine and TTP 
(tactics, techniques, procedures), developing 
weapon systems, and of course, requiring years 
of training. The need for prior preparation 
becomes even more acute in an era when the 
Israeli Air Force is expected to attack thousands 
of targets on each day of warfighting, since 
the Air Force Staff is unable to “generate” this 
number of targets in real time, and both the 
size and quality of the target lists prepared 
before the war are critical to the success of 
force application in combat. 

But this also involves many risks, and it is 
possible that the working assumptions of the 
contingency plan will not materialize: war may 
turn out differently from the plan. There is a risk 
of misunderstanding the future challenge or the 
difficulty of implementing a preconceived plan 
due to the context or the unique constraints of 
the war that ultimately breaks out. For example, 
the author quotes a statement by former Air 
Force Commander Maj. Gen. (res.) Amir Eshel 
regarding a future war with Hezbollah: “Houses 
where civilians live will be damaged, and the 

extent will be enormous” (pp. 212-213). But as 
in the case of the preemptive strike in the Yom 
Kippur War (p. 92), political constraints may 
make this impossible. 

The author also discusses the claim that the 
enemy’s actual “phase transitions” (changes 
from routine to emergency deployments) may 
be different from what has been presumed 
by the plan, and that the enemy’s process of 
moving from routine to emergency posturing 
may lead to inefficient utilization of the plan. 
These risks obligate the Air Force Staff to keep an 
open mind when defining any future challenge, 
to invite criticisms of its perceptions, and to 
encourage the creation of a “red team”1 and 
reassessment forums. Similarly, in the event 
of escalation that could lead to war, the Air 
Force Staff must be attentive to the distinct 
circumstances and identify in real time gaps 
between the assumptions of the plan and the 
emerging context.

The second tension described by Finkel is 
between the Air Force’s proficiency in “tactical 
inputs” and its simultaneous ambition to be 
proficient in “strategic outputs.” The author 
adequately describes the Israeli Air Force 
as a pragmatic organization in which the 
headquarters are “close” to the field, and which 
excels in techno-tactics. Thus Finkel claims that 
a robust opening strike such as Operation Focus 
has become the ethos of the Israeli Air Force, 
which seeks to execute such a strike in every 
conflict. This means that Air Force planning 
is concentrated on the tactical level and the 
opening phase. 

On the other hand, the author shows 
how the success of the air campaign in the 
war in Kosovo (Operation Allied Force), the 
Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA), and the 
leap in possible achievements as a result of 
the entry of precision air-launched fire, along 
with accepting responsibility for some of the 
sub-campaigns in the framework of the CBW, 
aroused the ambition that the Air Force would 
be more than a mere “blasting contractor.” 
This tension is not resolved, and it is expressed 
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inter alia in the dissonance described by Finkel 
at the end of the Second Lebanon War, when 
the Air Force was “victorious” while the IDF 
emerged “battered” (pp. 48-49). Indeed, the 
Israeli Air Force has emerged content from most 
of the recent campaigns, since the execution 
of the tactical air plan was excellent. That said, 
discussion about the low strategic output of that 
same plan has been sidestepped. To a certain 
extent, the IDF General Staff encourages this 
dissonance, since in limited warfare the IDF 
General Staff acts as a kind of de facto campaign 
commander and tends to speak with the Air 
Force in the language of target lists. New IT 
systems also create the mistaken impression 
that it is possible to manage fire from the IDF 
General Staff. Therefore, the Air Force tends 
to examine its own performance in the same 
terms—did the munition hit the target on the 
TOT2 and with a suitable fuse—instead of with 
the language of strategic output. The attack on 
Hamas’s combat tunnels in Operation Guardian 
of the Walls is only the latest example.

This is also clear in the CBW, where the 
author describes the tactical excellence of the 
Israeli Air Force, its agility, the fast pace, and 
operation at times in the heart of the dense 
Syrian integrated air defense system. Yet in the 
test of strategic output, Hezbollah ultimately 
succeeded in acquiring at least some of the 
capabilities that the CBW was intended to deny 
it, for example, development of echelons of 
precision weapons and of SAMs. If the Israeli 
Air Force wishes to excel not only in the test of 
tactical input but also in the test of strategic 
output, it must strengthen its campaign 
planning and management capabilities so as 
to bridge between these two tests, and insist 
with the IDF’s Chief of Staff on the existence 
of a campaign planning level in the Air Force. 
The target lists composed by the IDF General 
Staff are not the best way for the application 
of airpower, and the Air Force Staff needs to 
carry out its own planning work that will ensure 
coherence between the strategic objective, 
the cost of the war approved by the decision 

maker, and the air campaign plan. The Air Force 
is not supposed to be concerned only by the 
tactical question of “how” to do it, but also by 
the campaign-level question of “what” to do.

The third tension described by Finkel is 
between the offensive ethos of the Air Force 
and the addition of the defense component 
to Israel’s security concept, as expressed by 
the increasing importance of the air defense 
echelon. From the outset, the Air Force did not 
want SAMs against either aircraft or rockets and 
supported an offensive and versatile response 
to these threats. Finkel describes how the Air 
Force against its will was obligated to accept 
the Hawk missiles, the Arrow, the Patriot, and 
the Iron Dome, while being concerned with its 
budget for acquiring offensive weapons and 
with the standing of its offensive doctrine. But 
ultimately, the Air Force Staff recognized the 
value and necessity of the air defense echelon 
and even prioritized it in the allocation of human 
and financial resources.

However, the continued development of 
the threat demands further development of air 
defense systems. The acquisition by Hezbollah 
and Iran of precision weapons significantly 
raises the threat to Israel, could also threaten the 
functional continuity of the IDF and the civilian 
hinterland, and lead to billions of dollars of 
damages. The acquisition by Hezbollah and Iran 
of cruise missiles and offensive UAVs diversifies 
the profile of the threat to Israel—these weapons 
may penetrate Israeli airspace at low altitude 
and from any direction. As in the case of the 
SA-6 before the Yom Kippur War and the short-
range rockets before the Second Lebanon War, 
both surveyed in the book, there is a risk of 
recognizing the threat of precision weapons and 
cruise missiles in technical terms, while failing 
to internalize their campaign-level and strategic 
significance. Indeed, the development of the 

Finkel’s book offers a new and broad contribution 
to understanding the Israeli Air Force. 
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threat makes it essential to continue developing 
an integrated air defense response, and in order 
to avoid any surprises, this response must also 
be available in routine times.

Finkel’s book offers a new and broad 
contribution to understanding the Israeli Air 
Force. Books like A War of its Own (Bar-Yosef, 
2021) analyze a single event at one point 
in time, based on partial information and 
insights. But it is very difficult to understand 
an event like the Yom Kippur War, the subject 
of Bar-Yosef’s book, without the perspective 
of the organizational culture, the conceptual 
development over the decades prior to the war, 
force development over many years, war plans, 
and the dynamics with the IDF General Staff, 
and in all these matters Finkel’s book makes 
a singular contribution.
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whose purpose is to examine the plan’s stated and 
implied underlying assumptions and uncover internal 
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2	 Time over target, the time in which the attack is 
planned to be carried out.
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On December 30, 1999, an article titled “Russia 
on the Brink of the Millennium” was published, 
written by Vladimir Putin, who at the time was 
the Prime Minister of Russia. In the article, 
Putin analyzed the challenges facing Russia, 
which suffered from political, economic, and 
social shockwaves following the breakup of the 
Soviet Union, and presented his vision for the 
coming years. Putin considered the primary 
imperative the unification of society based on 
a new “Russian idea,” whose most prominent 
principles are patriotism, superpower-ness 
(derzhavnost), and the strength of the state 
(gosudarstvennichestvo). Putin proposed 
combining these traditional components of 

the “Russian idea” with universal values such 
as individual freedoms, but also questioned 
whether the Western liberal model would ever 
be able to strike roots in Russia (Putin, 1999). 

The day after its publication, President Boris 
Yeltsin resigned unexpectedly and declared that 
he saw Putin as his successor; by virtue of the 
constitution, Putin that day became the acting 
President. In effect, the article proved to be a 
ploy intended to prepare in advance a platform 
of sorts of the new President’s positions, as 
he was previously considered an unfamiliar 
technocrat. In retrospect, after 22 years of 
Putin’s rule and the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
in February 2022, examination of the article 
reveals that building the new Russian identity 
is a lifelong enterprise for Putin, and without 
addressing it, it is difficult to understand his 
motivations and courses of action in foreign 
policy. How is it possible that the Ukrainian 
nation is described by Putin as an inseparable 
part of the Russian nation, and at the same 
time as “an infant taken captive” by neo-Nazis?

Dr. Vera Michlin-Shapir’s book Fluid Russia, 
published in late 2021, before the 2022 war, 
attempts to address questions of this sort. The 
book is based on Michlin-Shapir’s doctoral 
dissertation, which was written in the middle 
of the previous decade at Tel Aviv University 
under the guidance of Dr. Vera Kaplan and Prof. 
Iris Rachamimov. The background to the study 
is Michlin-Shapir’s discomfort with the accepted 
explanations about the national identity crisis 
in Russia in the post-Soviet era and the Russian 
elite’s compulsive efforts to define it. 

In Michlin-Shapir’s view, the process of 
formation of Russian identity over the past 
30 years is a “normal” phenomenon that 

In Michlin-Shapir’s view, the process of formation 
of Russian identity over the past 30 years is a 
“normal” phenomenon that characterizes other 
societies worldwide, but is also marked by unique 
characteristics of Russian history and culture.
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characterizes other societies worldwide, but 
is also marked by unique characteristics of 
Russian history and culture. Thus Michlin-Shapir 
distinguishes herself from most researchers, 
who seek to explain the ambiguity of Russian 
national identity or the negative anti-Western 
element in it by severing the historical sequence 
following the breakup of the Soviet Union. For 
them it is a kind of “post-imperial syndrome,” 
a response to national humiliation and to 
the economic difficulty felt by the Russians 
following the weakening of their country, similar 
to the national humiliation felt by the Germans 
after their defeat in World War I, which led to 
the growth of Nazism (pp. 2-4). 

The book presents an alternative analytical 
paradigm for understanding the growth of 
Russian national identity in the post-Soviet 
era, which Michlin-Shapir calls “fluid Russia.” 
Through it, the author seeks to understand the 
processes that led to Putin’s rise to power. She 
sees Putin as the face of the generation—the 
leader who can blossom under conditions of 
globalization and innovation of the modern 
digital media, identify the Russian nation’s 
longing to restore national pride and stability, 
and provide it with an answer. 

The author proposes seeing the upheaval 
that struck Russian identity following the 
breakup of the Soviet Union as one example 
of a universal phenomenon that characterizes 
“late modernity” (the contemporary period). 
This is a meeting of traditional identity—
Soviet identity, in the case of Russia—with 
the challenges of globalization and the new 
digital media environment. Globalization floods 
Russia from the outside and evokes a desire to 
enjoy its fruits at the same time that it evokes 
opposition to change. The media environment 
is both the arena where globalization influences 
Russia and is the source of the tools used by its 
leadership to address the challenge (pp. 7-10). 

The book contends that as part of “late 
modernity” and under the influence of 
globalization, institutions and identities suffer 
fragmentation, and thus “national identity” as 

a broad and solid foundation erodes in favor 
of the “identification” of the individual, who 
gathers ideas to believe in and decides which 
faith-ideological customs to adopt. The erosion 
of social and national unity evokes a longing 
for “inclusive ideas” to restore the sense of 
“togetherness,” but also enable the variety 
of identities to coexist. In order to define his 
belonging, the individual can eclectically choose 
ideas and practices that are comfortable for 
him and ignore inherent contradictions. This 
leads to the blurring of deep internal contrasts 
within the collective identity, which can flare up 
subsequently. Michlin-Shapir proposes calling 
the phenomenon of basing Russian national 
identity on inclusive ideas that emphasize the 
shared history, the Russian language, members 
of different religions and different ethnic groups 
living together, conservative family values, 
superpower-ness, and a strong state by the 
name “fluid Russianness” (pp. 10-12). 

The book has seven chapters. The introductory 
chapter presents the theoretical framework for 
understanding “fluid Russianness.” Following 
are three topical sections (citizenship policy, the 
media discourse on national identification, and 
practices that stem from the Russian holiday 
calendar) that demonstrate Russia’s “fluidity” 
from three perspectives—the state, the media 
environment, and the general public. Each of 
the three sections comprises two chapters: 
a chapter that reviews the period of Yeltsin’s 
rule (1992-1999) and a chapter that discusses 
the period of Putin’s rule (beginning in the 
year 2000). 

In the first section, which discusses changes 
in the legal definitions regarding citizenship in 
the Russian federation, Michlin-Shapir points 
out the duality: on the one hand, starting in the 
1990s, what stood out was the attempt to define 
Russia as the homeland of ethnic Russians and 
Russian-speakers. On the other hand, given the 
many non-Russian ethnic groups in the Russian 
federation, the government became more 
apprehensive about determining that belonging 
to the Russian nation would become a criterion 
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for eligibility for citizenship and receiving civil 
rights. Meanwhile, the desire to adapt Russia’s 
society and economy to the modern needs 
of freedom of movement, immigration, and 
emigration encountered concerns on the 
part of the Russian public regarding the entry 
of foreigners who are not ethnic Russians, 
especially with regard to Russian-speaking 
Muslims from the post-Soviet space, as well 
as bureaucratic inertia, which placed barriers 
to immigration and naturalization (pp. 15-64). 

The second section discusses the media 
discourse in Russia on identity and formation 
of a new national idea. The decade of the 1990s 
is viewed negatively in Russian historiography 
due to the many difficulties that arose: the 
weakening of Russia’s international power; an 
economic crisis; social hardships; and a general 
sense of disorientation. Yeltsin’s generation tried 
to distinguish the new Russia from the Soviet 
past, grappled with the positive content that 
could be included in the new national idea, and 
insisted that the state no longer try to promote 
a global ideology as in the communist period 
(pp. 78-83). 

Under Putin, an elaborate propaganda 
mechanism took shape for advancing identity-
building narrative at the national level, while 
obscuring or skewing the meaning of concepts. 
The Putinist propaganda mechanism helped 
impart messages that are convenient for the 
regime by blurring the contradictions, but also 
buried explosive charges with a suspended 
mechanism of operation. Michlin-Shapir puts 
the spotlight on the television medium, which 
was (and still is) essential for instilling the 
regime’s narratives in the Russian public, and 
in her view, helps package the militarism of the 
Putin regime with an attractive layer of pop 
culture (pp. 99-104). 

The fear of defining Russia as the nation of the 
Russians was already clear among the Russian 
elite during the Yeltsin era, lest it bring about the 
alienation of the extensive non-Russian ethnic 
groups. The inclusive term “patriotism” began 
enjoying a positive connotation in Moscow while 

ultra-nationalism was cast as negative, and 
thus the effort to realize national aspirations 
in the framework of the post-Soviet republics 
was gradually targeted for attack by Russia 
(pp. 83; 105-111). 

For the new states, their giant neighbor’s 
intervention in favor of ethnic Russians was 
seen as the activity of a “fifth column” and an 
undermining of their right to exist. Governments 
that did not cooperate with Moscow were 
labeled as “nationalistic”—a term that more 
recently evolved into accusations of “Nazism” 
among the Ukrainians. The Putin regime 
cultivates Russianness but rejects the legitimacy 
of cultivating Ukrainian-ness and Belarussian-
ness, presenting them as nationalistic, semi-
Nazi, movements. Ostensibly, Putin continues 
to adopt the “brotherhood of nations” approach 
from the Soviet period, but in practice has 
exhibited much tolerance for the strengthening 
of extreme right wing nationalistic movements 
in Russia and even makes use of them (pp. 115-
119), including in the current war in Ukraine. 

In contrast with Yeltsin, who tried to 
disconnect from the Soviet chapter of Russian 
history, Putin has striven to restore historical 
continuity and formulated a selective historical 
narrative that glorifies the achievements of 
Russian civilization, in which special emphasis 
is placed on the heroic episode of defeating 
Nazi Germany. The enormous sacrifice of 
the Soviet nation and the victory help define 
modern Russia as “the nation of victors” in 
a way that makes it easier for the public to 
identify with it, while the dark chapters that 
led to the war, such as Stalin’s collaboration 
with Hitler or the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact 
(1939) are ignored, and reference to them is 
seen as undermining “the national truth” (pp. 
155-161). This historical narrative had a key 
role in justifying the current Russian attack in 
Ukraine and denying the legitimacy of Ukraine’s 
existence as a separate entity from Russia. 

Throughout the years of Putin’s rule, the 
struggle against the external enemy that seeks 
to harm Russia is a central narrative that helps 
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Fluid Russia presents a convincing explanation of 
the connection between the aggressive foreign 
policy of the Putin regime and its efforts to 
maintain its hold on the domestic arena.

garner public support for Putin. The wars in 
Chechnya (pp. 88-89), Georgia (p. 159), Crimea, 
and Syria and the media coverage surrounding 
them aim to rally the public around the flag and 
strengthen its support for Putin. Putin promotes 
the value of stability that the public so desires 
after the “wild 1990s,” but his interpretation of 
stability is the justification of authoritarianism 
and the restriction of individual freedoms. 

In Michlin-Shapir’s view, these examples 
illustrate how the Putin regime has succeeded 
in combining increasing authoritative elements 
with an image of Russia as having a unique 
democratic tradition; building a militaristic 
society that is aggressive in its foreign policy 
while warning its citizens of the “Russo-phobic 
West” that is striving to dismantle Russia from 
the inside; and benefiting economically from 
globalization while pursuing seclusion and 
self-reliance. 

The book’s third section discusses changes 
in the Russian national holiday calendar. During 
the Yeltsin era, the calendar attempted to create 
new dates that would differentiate it from 
the Soviet heritage and integrate the secular 
calendar with religious holidays. Under Putin, 
the holiday calendar underwent militarization: 
Victory Day over Nazi Germany (May 9) became 
the most important and sacred holiday and 
was surrounded with symbols and traditions 
that in the eyes of Michlin-Shapir strengthen 
the militarism of Russian society. Thus, wearing 
the symbol of the ribbon of Saint George, which 
was invented by the Russian news agency as 
the hallmark of commemoration of Victory Day, 
evolved into a practice whose meaning is public 
affirmation of belonging to the Russian nation—
the “nation of victors”—while the refusal to 
wear it (even among those who observe Victory 

Day) is deemed a Russo-phobic measure that 
undermines the historical truth. 

The manipulative use of media technologies 
to instill signs of belonging via graphic symbols 
also characterizes the war in Ukraine. The 
symbols of V and Z (markings of Russian military 
units that invaded Ukraine) were marketed 
to the Russian public as symbols that reflect 
support for the Russian army, and they have 
a prominent presence in the Russian public 
sphere that is promoted by the Putin regime. 

Inserting the Orthodox holidays in the 
national calendar corresponds with the 
conservative values that the Putin regime seeks 
to promote as an element of national identity. 
Orthodoxy helps the Putin regime claim that 
democracy is foreign to Russia (pp. 165-170). The 
church also contributes to the militarization of 
society through deep penetration of the military, 
as illustrated by Dima Adamsky in his recent 
book The Russian Nuclear Orthodoxy (2019). 

Michlin-Shapir concludes that despite the 
many efforts to build a new Russian national 
identity, the range of ideas that the Putin regime 
offers to Russia’s citizens do not form a cohesive 
corpus of ideas, and it remains superficial and 
fraught with internal contradictions. The Putin 
regime has created illusory stability, and its 
propaganda mechanism helps citizens suppress 
reality (pp. 119-123; 174-176). The young person 
“with Putin on his shirt and an iPhone in his 
pocket” serves, according to Michlin-Shapir, as 
an example of such contradictions: he wants 
to be both a conservative patriot and to enjoy 
the pleasures of freedom and globalism.

Fluid Russia presents a convincing 
explanation of the connection between the 
aggressive foreign policy of the Putin regime 
and its efforts to maintain its hold on the 
domestic arena. Analyzing the narratives that 
Putin has woven over the years and the media 
mechanisms that serve his regime helps to better 
understand Putin’s thinking on the invasion of 
Ukraine, his conduct during the war, and in 
particular the firm and (to Western audiences) 
unlikely support that Putin has received from 
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the Russian public. While due to incomplete 
understanding of his conceptions on identity 
many failed to predict Putin’s actions leading 
up to the invasion, the book illustrates that in 
the discipline of international relations, it is 
essential to take into consideration the field 
of identity. 

The model of the “fluidity” of identities in 
“late modernity” explains not only the gradual 
radicalization of Russia but also the growing 
strength of the right and left in Europe and the 
political polarization in the United States that 
led to the rise of President Trump, against the 
backdrop of increasing economic and social 
hardships that stem from globalization and 
are enhanced by the new media environment 
(p. 123). In this sense, Michlin-Shapir’s model 
also offers an analytical foundation for studying 
the political polarization and radicalization of 
the discourse in Israel in recent years. While 
the book does not purport to offer solutions, a 
more accurate diagnosis and description of the 
mechanisms of the problem’s emergence are 
already a step toward remedying the difficulties. 

The term “fluid Russia” is counter-intuitive in 
relation to a country whose aggressive foreign 
and domestic policy is its hallmark. The book 
proves this well, but also does not rule out the 
possibility that the future seclusion of Russia 
regarding the trends of globalization or a major 
crisis could bring about changes in “the trends 
of fluidity.” How will that young person “with 
Putin on his shirt” change when his iPhone is 
taken away (a scenario occurring before our 
eyes)? The Putin regime’s attempt in recent 
years, and all the more so since the beginning 

of the war, to close any channel of opposition 
communication and thinking could lead Russian 
national identity to be more consolidated and 
less “fluid” in the coming years, such that the 
individual is left with more limited room to 
decide what to believe in, and an orderly and 
mandatory faith-ideological foundation is 
imposed on him from above. Indeed, since 
the beginning of the war in Ukraine, we can 
identify ideologization efforts in education and 
in other areas of life. 

Michlin-Shapir’s book requires readers to 
engage in rigorous analytical thought. It is 
based on many theories from various disciplines 
(history, international relations, sociology, social 
psychology, and media) that are intertwined 
and analyzed in a very orderly manner. Readers 
who make an effort will better understand not 
only Putin’s Russia but also the complicated 
world in which we are living. 

Lt. Col. (res.) Daniel Rakov, a senior fellow at the 
Jerusalem Institute for Strategy and Security, is 
an expert on Russian policy in the Middle East 
and great power competition in the region. He 
served in the IDF for more than 20 years, mainly in 
the Intelligence Directorate (Aman). In 2019-2021 
he was a research fellow in the Russian Studies 
Program at the Institute for National Security 
Studies (INSS). drakov@jiss.org.il
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Dr. Nelly Lahoud’s book about the al-Qaeda 
organization and its infamous leader, Osama bin 
Laden, is a riveting, challenging, and illuminating 
historical work based on primary sources. The 
book’s central contention is that the West 
overestimated al-Qaeda’s power, particularly 
in the decade following the September 11, 
2001 attacks, due to its lack of awareness 
and understanding of the organization’s dire 
situation, difficulties, and inability to wield 
substantial control and influence over its 
affiliates.

The book is among the most important 
published to date about bin Laden and al-
Qaeda. Its main contribution lies in that it is 
based on some original 6,000 pages in Arabic 
from bin Laden’s internal correspondence 
with his close advisers in the organization, 
with al-Qaeda’s partners, and with his wife 
and two of his daughters, who were close 
advisers and partners in formulating his ideas 
and writings. These documents portray bin 
Laden’s philosophy and worldview during 
the decade from September 11, 2001 until his 
death in May 2011 with respect to the strategic 
management of the struggle of his organization 
and its affiliates. 

Bin Laden’s documents were seized by a 
commando force of US Navy SEALs that killed 
the al-Qaeda leader in a raid on his hideout in 
Abbottabad, Pakistan. Before the force vacated 
the area, its chief commander, Admiral Bill 
McRaven, gave special permission to spend 
an extra 18 highly risky and invaluable minutes 
in seizing computers and electronic equipment 
that would provide intelligence information 
relevant to the ongoing war against al-Qaeda. 
Thanks to this decision, the world gained a 
rare glimpse into the writings and innermost 
thoughts of the man behind the 2001 terrorist 
attacks on the United States. The papers reveal 
bin Laden’s future plans and shed light on the 
hostility between al-Qaeda and Iran, Pakistan, 
and Saudi Arabia. They also relate the story of 
the bin Laden family and how various family 
members contributed to the organization.

The book is divided into three main sections. 
The first deals with a battered al-Qaeda in the 
2001-2011 period, the second focuses on the rise 
of the organizations that were al-Qaeda affiliates 
in 2004-2011 and distinguishes between their 
differing degrees of importance for al-Qaeda, 
and the third deals with bin Laden’s family and 
emissaries.

Joining her previous academic writings in 
the field, Lahoud’s pioneering and important 
work on the captured documents establishes 
her as one of the most important scholars 
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The book is among the most important published 
to date about bin Laden and al-Qaeda. Its main 
contribution lies in that it is based on some original 
6,000 pages in Arabic from bin Laden’s internal 
correspondence with his close advisers in the 
organization, with al-Qaeda’s partners, and with 
his wife and two of his daughters.

on al-Qaeda terrorism in general, and on bin 
Laden in particular. Although some of the bin 
Laden papers were already published, their full 
release to the general public in 2017 enabled the 
author to organize all the items methodically, 
sift through them, arrange them in chronological 
order, and give readers a broad picture on a 
number of subjects addressed by Osama bin 
Laden. Among these, his complex relations with 
the Islamic terrorist organizations affiliated with 
him that either cooperated with him or formally 
joined al-Qaeda, but which at the same time 
maintained a degree of operational autonomy 
and sometimes ignored his instructions, are 
worthy of note. The book shows bin Laden’s 
suspicious attitude toward Iran, Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia, and even senior Taliban figures, with 
the exception of Mullah Omar. It describes his 
relations with family members—those who 
lived with him in Abbottabad and those who 
were forced to go into exile in Iran and live there 
under house arrest under the close supervision 
of Iranian intelligence, or who fled to the tribal 
region in Waziristan, Pakistan. The documents 
reveal the deep involvement of Siham Sabar, 
bin Laden’s wife, and their daughters, Sumaiya 
and Mariam, in counseling bin Laden and 
formulating his ideas and messages about his 
organization’s policy, particularly in the last 
years of his life.

The book highlights the highly effective 
counterterrorism campaign waged by the 
United States against al-Qaeda leaders using 
armed drones, which to a great extent paralyzed 
the organization. Another important factor was 
the cooperation the United States had from the 
Pakistani government, and where bin Laden 
was concerned, from the Taliban as well.

The book sheds light on how bin Laden 
managed his organization remotely by means 
of emissaries, tried to influence his affiliates, 
and issued instructions and messages to his 
subordinates and affiliates. In the concluding 
chapter, Lahoud reveals for the first time the 
existence and identity of additional couriers 
who delivered letters between bin Laden and 

his subordinates in Waziristan when he was 
holed up in the compound in Abbottabad. 
She asserts that the location and arrest of 
these emissaries by Pakistan was what helped 
pinpoint bin Laden’s hideout, not necessarily 
the surveillance of Abu Ahmed al-Kuwaiti, who 
was known as bin Laden’s leading courier. This 
contravenes the previously accepted belief that 
al-Kuwaiti was the one who led to the discovery 
of bin Laden’s hideout and his elimination, as 
portrayed in the Hollywood movie Zero Dark 
Thirty.

The major contribution of the documents’ 
presentation, analysis, and interpretation is not 
diminished by its limitations, of which Lahoud 
is also aware. These limitations allow, and 
perhaps also invite, alternative interpretations 
to what is presented in the book on a number of 
topics. For example, there were additional bin 
Laden documents not taken from Abbottabad 
because of the limited time available to the 
commandos. In addition, the period covered by 
the captured documents is almost exclusively 
2001-2011; the documents do not cover the 
long preceding decade and even earlier, which 
is equally relevant to an understanding of the 
actions taken by bin Laden in managing his 
organization.

Furthermore, we now have access to books, 
interviews with senior security and intelligence 
figures, and evidence from interrogations of 
arrested al-Qaeda operatives that also shed 
light on the actions of the organization and 
its leaders. This facilitates a critical reading 
of the documents written by bin Laden when 
he was in his compound hideout, remote and 
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cut off. Lahoud agrees that this confinement 
distorted his perception of the difficulties faced 
by his organization and its members. His limited 
understanding of the workings of international 
relations had a similar misleading influence on 
bin Laden’s perception of the situation.

Lahoud presents an interesting view of the 
relations between al-Qaeda and the Taliban. 
Along with the deep suspicion that bin Laden 
felt toward the Taliban leaders, he expressed 
complete confidence in Mullah Omar, calling 
him the Emir of the Believers, who had proved 
his loyalty to Islam by protecting bin Laden, 
despite the heavy pressure to extradite him. 
Lahoud’s assessment contradicts the accepted 
view that bin Laden surprised Mullah Omar by 
attacking the United States on its own territory 
without giving Omar prior warning. Her assertion 
(p. 33) that presumably bin Laden, revealed 
in the documents as someone who consulted 
extensively before taking important decisions, 
had obtained Omar’s blessing or approval for 
the operation is not adequately substantiated.

Lahoud’s assertion that al-Qaeda was in 
dire straits following the attack by the United 
States on Afghanistan beginning in October 
2001 is not disputed. However, her claim that 
because bin Laden went underground al-Qaeda 
in effect halted its terrorist attacks starting in 
late 2001 until late 2004—evidenced by the 
fact they are not mentioned in the bin Laden 
papers—is open to question. For example, early 
in al-Qaeda’s heyday, when bin Laden controlled 
the organization and had freedom of action 
in Afghanistan, al-Qaeda executed a total of 
three terrorist attacks: at the US embassies in 
Kenya and Tanzania (August 1998); against the 
American destroyer USS Cole (October 2000); 
and with the assassination of Ahmad Shah 
Massoud. Lahoud agrees that al-Qaeda carried 
out this assassination, but it is not mentioned 
in the bin Laden papers as an attack by the 
organization. In other words, the bin Laden 
papers do not mention all the attacks carried 
out by al-Qaeda.

With respect to Lahoud’s contention that the 
organization stopped operating when bin Laden 
went underground in late 2001, al-Qaeda actually 
carried out more terrorist attacks, some of which 
had been planned earlier at the organization’s 
headquarters in Pakistan. The attacks were 
waged primarily under the leadership of Khalid 
Sheikh Mohammed (sometimes called KSM), 
whom bin Laden appointed to command al-
Qaeda’s foreign terrorism unit. KSM tapped 
the organization’s money and personnel, and 
also utilized its connections with its affiliates in 
order to continue the attacks, while al-Qaeda’s 
other leaders, including bin Laden, fled, went 
into hiding, or were arrested or killed.

Among the attacks carried out in al-
Qaeda’s name starting in late 2001 was the 
attempted bombing of an American Airlines 
plane by the “shoe bomber,” a suicide terrorist 
with explosives hidden in his shoes—only a 
technical malfunction prevented the plane 
from exploding and causing the death of all 
its passengers (December 2001); dispatch of 
a Tunisian terrorist, who killed 22 people in a 
synagogue in Djerba, Tunisia (April 2002); and a 
multi-target terrorist attack in Mombasa, Kenya 
against a plane belonging to Arkia Airlines (an 
Israeli airline), and a hotel hosting Israeli tourists 
(November 2002). Fifteen people were killed in 
this attack, which Lahoud also recognizes as an 
al-Qaeda attack, while hundreds of passengers 
on the plane survived when the missiles 
targeting it failed to detonate, thus preventing 
mass murder. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed also 
used al-Qaeda money to finance the multi-target 
attack against two pubs in Bali, Indonesia, in 
which 202 people, mostly foreign tourists, were 
killed by members of Jamaah Islamiyah, one 
of al-Qaeda’s close partners (October 2002).

Lahoud likewise raises questions about al-
Qaeda’s responsibility for attacks carried out in 
Britain: in 2005 against transportation targets 
in London, and a plan in 2006, which reached 
the final stages before being thwarted, to blow 
up seven airplanes in midair on transatlantic 
flights from London to a number of destinations 
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in the United States. There is evidence from 
documents and interrogations of prisoners 
indicating that senior al-Qaeda figures were 
involved in these attacks, although the method 
of operation and management differed from the 
period in which the organization’s headquarters 
operated freely in Afghanistan. Instead of attacks 
carried out at the initiative of the headquarters 
with its training, financing, and management, 
and the field commander overseeing the 
execution, the local representatives went to the 
headquarters, received training and guidance, 
and were sent on their way to carry out the 
operation themselves.

Lahoud’s assertion that bin Laden’s 
decision to grant a stamp of approval to 
affiliate organizations not fully subject to al-
Qaeda’s control or influence proved to be a 
miscalculation (p. 148) is too categorical, and 
is possibly also exaggerated, because in his 
last days, some of these partners ignored his 
“strategic advice” about their actions, and one 
even eventually rebelled against his successor. 
The clear advantages of al-Qaeda’s alliances 
and partnerships for the organization emerged 
mainly during the organization’s darkest hours, 
and in practice generated its inflated image of 
power at its lowest moments, including after bin 
Laden’s death. There were obviously also limits 
to these affiliations, of which bin Laden was 
well aware, since they involved geographically 
remote organizations operating in different and 
diverse cultural and political arenas, and under 
constraints resulting from their environment 
and the circumstances in which they operated.

Bin Laden never sought direct structured 
hierarchal command of the partner 
organizations in Iraq, the Islamic Maghreb, the 
Arabian peninsula, and Africa. He understood 
perfectly well that these alliances and 
partnerships constituted a force multiplier 
for his organization, and that they gave him 
a powerful image far in excess of his actual 
strength. Bin Laden obtained the status of a 
“master conductor” of an overall strategy of 
global jihad, while the organizations were in 

fact operating autonomously according to 
the existing circumstances, restrictions, and 
constraints in their respective areas. In his last 
years, bin Laden sought to prompt his affiliates 
in Yemen, Somalia, or Iraq to act in accordance 
with his “new and revised” concepts. Since he 
was isolated or cut off from them, or at least 
had difficulty communicating with them, and 
since they acted according to the conditions 
and restrictions defined by their local situation 
and were not accustomed to accept his orders, 
his resulting frustration with some of them 
comes as no surprise. It appears that this was a 
“natural price” of the type of the connection and 
relationship between them. The importance of 
these partners for the organization’s continued 
existence and relevance under the subsequent 
command of Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri has been 
clearly shown.

The most prominent example of the 
complexity of these relations is the connection 
between al-Qaeda and its Iraqi branch. For 
example, following the US invasion of Iraq in 
2003, and due to his desperate situation in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, bin Laden relied 
on the merger with al-Qaeda in Iraq under the 
command of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi to maintain 
the al-Qaeda brand. The price paid by the 
organization was being forced to put up with 
al-Zarqawi’s insubordination, although Lahoud 
brings documents and a new interpretation that 
puts the connection between bin Laden and al-
Zarqawi, and initially also between bin Laden 
and his successors, in a different and slightly 
more “positive” light than what is generally 
thought—although al-Zarqawi’s successors 
eventually rebelled against al-Zawahiri (pp. 
151-167).

Despite possible differences of opinion about 
some of the interpretations given by Dr. Lahoud 
for several of the events involving bin Laden, 
her impressive and thorough study successfully 
presents a new and challenging line of thought.
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Al-Qaeda’s relations with the Yemeni-Saudi 
branch were also sometimes frustrating for 
bin Laden when his strategic advice was 
not fully carried out. It is clear, however, 
that the organization’s terrorist operations 
in the international theater contributed to 
strengthening the al-Qaeda brand’s powerful 
image as a global, active, and formidable 
organization, even at a time when al-Qaeda 
was not at the peak of its strength (pp. 180-187).

Thus despite possible differences of opinion 
about some of the interpretations given by Dr. 
Lahoud for several of the events involving bin 
Laden, and although it appears that it is difficult 
to strike new ground on a matter that has been 
covered so extensively by many scholars, her 
impressive and thorough study successfully 
presents a new and challenging line of thought. 

It is therefore likely that her book will become 
required reading for professionals dealing with 
terrorism, and for the members of the public 
at large interested in the subject.
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