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Editors’ Note 
With the publication of this edition, Strate-
gic Assessment assumes an expanded format 
and a new appearance. It is our hope that the 
expanded contents and revised design will 
ensure a more comprehensive and satisfy-
ing analysis of the previous months’ events 
and other developments in Israel’s strategic 
arena.

This edition contains nine principal ar-
ticles written by INSS researchers. In the 
opening article, Dani Berkovich examines 
the complex situation in Lebanon, specifi-
cally vis-à-vis Hizbollah. The article focuses 
on Hizbollah’s abilities and intentions with 
regard to “the March 14 camp,” whose repre-
sentatives hold – albeit with none too tight a 
grip – the reins of power. Berkovich sketches 
possible scenarios that while not imminent, 
are a source of concern, specifically for Is-
rael.

The article by Anat Kurz reviews the 
Hamas and Fatah inter-organizational ten-
sions, the violence in Gaza, Israel’s military 
activity, and the Mecca agreement as a back-
drop to the author’s analysis of Palestinian 
attempts to stabilize the situation and achieve 
calm. Dr. Kurz suggests that recent develop-
ments in the Palestinian arena might signal 
a potential basis for achieving some sort of 
coordinated agreement with Israel, provided 
Israel is prepared to meet with a unified Pal-
estinian representation that includes Hamas 
representatives.

Roni Bart examines the so-called new 
policy of President Bush in the Middle East, 
in view of the president’s address of Janu-
ary 10, 2007. The results of the Congressional 

elections, the appointment of a new secre-
tary of defense, and the recommendations 
of the Baker-Hamilton commission provide 
the background for this article. At the close, 
Dr. Bart presents the possible impact of these 
developments on Israel.

The following two articles look at the 
Iranian issue. Dr. Ephraim Kam reviews the 
changes in Iran’s strategic posture in the last 
few years, focusing on Iraq as representing the 
biggest change in Iran’s environment. Iran is 
current enjoying a favorable and improving 
strategic situation, although it is threatened 
by the challenge to its nuclear program. The 
next article, by Dr. Ephraim Asculai and Dr. 
Emily Landau, examines the way North Ko-
rea has handled the challenges to its nuclear 
efforts and questions whether there are simi-
larities with the Iranian case. Based on the 
joint examination, the article considers how 
the international system should handle each 
of the cases.

Maj. Gen. (res.) Giora Eiland explains his 
objection to the possibility of Israel resuming 
negotiations with Syria at this time in an at-
tempt to achieve a settlement along the lines 
of the settlement debated seven years ago. 
The author notes that Syria’s departure from 
Lebanon was not beneficial for Israel, and 
has obviated one of Israel’s potential cards in 
future negotiations with Syria. His article is 
followed by that of Maj. Gen. (res.) Aharon 
Ze’evi (Farkash), which outlines the main ar-
eas of the Intelligence Corps’ mission, while 
highlighting the need to close ranks and in-
volve all the relevant parties with a view to-
ward generating better intelligence material. 
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The achievement, Ze’evi believes, must be 
tested based on the index of national success 
and not the individual service barometer.

The article by Uzi Eilam reviews the de-
velopment of the crisis between Israel and 
the United States on the subject of defense 
exports to China. Brig. Gen. (res.) Eilam, the 
person selected by the Ministry of Defense 
to draft the proposed means for implemen-
tation of tighter defense export controls in 
Israel, describes the steps taken to patch up 
US-Israel relations and position Israel among 
the world’s nations that adhere to the inter-
national rules of control.

The article by Yoaz Handel and Aiman 
Mansour differs from the previous articles in 
its subject matter and analytical orientation. 
The authors focus on the problems experi-
enced by the West in understanding its Arab-
Muslim adversaries, in view of the basic gap 
between the cultures and the viewpoints 
of each side. The authors describe some of 

the defining features of Arab culture, while 
highlighting the fact that Western spectacles 
are insufficient if not distorting methods to 
breach the barrier to understanding the other 
side.

Two additional pieces close the edition. 
The short commentary by Gabriel Siboni of 
INSS dwells on the importance of command 
procedures in the IDF. Col. (res.) Siboni sug-
gests that these procedures have fallen short 
in recent years, and argues that their repair 
is the primary challenge facing the IDF. The 
final piece in this edition is the critical re-
sponse by Yehuda Wegman to Ofer Shelah’s 
article “Anti-War,” published in the previous 
edition of Strategic Assessment. Arguing 
that Shelah based his article on historical in-
accuracies, Col. (res.) Wegman suggests that 
a correct analysis of the second Lebanon War 
would yield a very different picture from the 
dismal scene painted by Shelah.

The Institute for National Security Studies
expresses its gratitude to

 

Joseph Hackmey
 

for his contribution to the publication of Strategic Assessment.
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Doesn’t Hizbollah Brake 
at Red Lights?

The Crisis in Lebanon and its 
Implications for Israel

Dani Berkovich

The deadlock in the crisis in Lebanon calls into question the possi-
bility of establishing “a new order” in the country. The campaign in 
which Hizbollah – with the support of Syria and Iran – has packaged 
the objective of toppling the Siniora government is multidimensional. 
This is a battle over the status of the Shiites in Lebanon; over the status 
of Hizbollah as an armed organization; over the identity of Lebanon; 
and a critical phase in the campaign over the character of the region. 
Even if the sides reach a compromise that forestalls the country’s de-
terioration, this is not the end of the line as far as Hizbollah is con-
cerned, and Hizbollah’s uncompromising drive to determine each of 
these battles does not bode well for Israel, the United States, or re-
gional stability, and certainly not for the future of Lebanon.

Visiting Research 
Fellow at INSS

What Does Hizbollah Want?
Since the crisis erupted in Lebanon on No-
vember 11, 2006 with the resignation of the 
Shiite ministers from the Siniora government, 
Hizbollah’s demand for a unity government 
and for political influence – ostensibly legiti-
mate claims on the need for fair representa-
tion of disadvantaged groups (mainly, the 
Shiites) – has been couched in escalating crit-
icism of the government’s ability to function 
and its affinity to the United States. At the 
same time, senior organization officials have 
acknowledged that fundamentally at stake 
is the struggle for the very existence of “the 
resistance” and that one of its main motiva-

tions is to undermine any attempt by the Sin-
iora government (or any other government, 
for that matter) to disarm Hizbollah.1 

And indeed, if Hizbollah has instituted a 
course of action so far-reaching that it stretch-
es the limits of Lebanese so-called “confes-
sional democracy” to the threshold of civil 
war, then apparently the perceived threat is 
substantial. Not that significant events have 
occurred since the end of the war: the cease-
fire along the Blue Line has for the most part 
been upheld;2 the fragile rules of the game 
between Hizbollah and the Lebanese army 
and UNIFIL have generally been observed; 
Hizbollah is restoring its military infrastruc-
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ture under the guise of rehabilitation projects 
for Shiite villages in the south; and the smug-
gling of arms from Syria continues under the 
noses of thousands of Lebanese troops de-
ployed along the Syrian-Lebanese border. 

Nevertheless, even before the war Hiz-
bollah understood that in the present reality, 
it faces a domestic coalition whose exten-
sive external support favors disarming the 
organization. The July-August war and the 
adoption of Security Council resolution 1701 
merely emphasized for Hizbollah – and this 
is perhaps one of the most important con-
clusions that the organization reached from 
these events – the need for strong political 
entrenchment and for securing a political 
rear line in preparation for the next round 
of the confrontation. Following Operation 
Grapes of Wrath (1996), the organization 
understood that its weak point was opera-
tive stamina and the ability to endure a pro-
tracted battle against Israel. Hizbollah recti-
fied this deficiency. Ten years later, the latest 
campaign revealed its main weak point to be 
political stamina, i.e., widespread domestic 
legitimacy to contend with Israel over time 
and in its own way.

Hizbollah is trying to rectify this deficien-
cy and by doing so, to ensure that before the 
next confrontation with Israel, it will be pre-
pared not only at the operative level but also 
at the political level – to guarantee that no 
government will stab it in the back during a 
confrontation with Israel, as it claims the Sin-
iora government did.3 As far as the organiza-
tion is concerned, the existence of an Israeli 
threat against Lebanon lies at the foundation 
of its legitimate demand to retain its arms, 
and anyone who challenges it is essentially a 
traitor. As a result, Hizbollah shifted its main 
strategic effort to the internal Lebanese are-
na, while setting as its objectives the toppling 

of the Siniora government and the establish-
ment of a government that is more accept-
ing of the organization. One major tactic is to 
ensure early parliamentary elections (the last 
were in May-June 2005), since it is confident 
that this time, the opposition will win, or at 
least improve its position. 

The wrestling match between “the oppo-
sition,” led by Hizbollah, and “the coalition,” 
led by “the March 14 camp,”4 is apt to have 
two problematic implications for Israel:
§	 Paralysis of the government, which 

would block the process of creating the 
“new order” in Lebanon. Even if a compro-
mise formula is achieved that would provide 
the Siniora government with enough polit-
ical clout to last at least until the elections, 
it is highly doubtful that Hizbollah will be 
satisfied with this. It would not be difficult 
for Hizbollah to find causes to attack the 
coalition and voice various arguments to 
deepen the political and operational paral-
ysis of the Siniora government, and thus it 
could claim that the government, perforce 
dysfunctional, must be replaced. Any settle-
ment that might be achieved would consti-
tute an intermission that would not obviate 
the outbreak of the crisis but only postpone 
it. As far as Israel is concerned, the political 
paralysis and intensification of the internal 
tensions are liable to bring the process of 
designing “the new order” in Lebanon and 
the implementation of resolution 1701 to a 
complete standstill. The Lebanese govern-
ment will be unable to do much more than 
what it is doing today. There will still be a 
military presence deployed along the border 
in the south, which will take care to keep its 
distance from Hizbollah. However, the Leba-
nese government, which will be preoccupied 
with its own political survival, will be hard-
put to curtail Hizbollah’s attempts to define 
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rules of the game for renewing the friction 
with Israel. Until now, the organization was 
careful to refrain from terrorist attacks be-
cause it was more interested in rehabilitating 
its military infrastructure, but it appears that 
it is already “testing the waters” along the 
border, in preparation for a possible resump-
tion of the game.5

§	 Hizbollah’s gradual legitimization 
from within and without. The establish-
ment of Hizbollah as a central power in the 
Lebanese political system is liable to cause 
political/ethnic groups in Lebanon to join 
“the strong side,” similar to the way that 
Christian leader Michel Aoun made a pact 
with Hizbollah, and this would help the or-

ganization blur the ethnic-Shiite tinge to the 
opposition to the government.6 This support 
has electoral significance for parliamentary 
elections. At the same time, more and more 
members of the international community 
will reason that there is no other choice but 
to talk with the organization and to acknowl-
edge the special status of Hizbollah in Leb-
anon, and will consider its involvement in 
politics as the key to its moderation. This is 
not a new trend, and in Europe (particularly 
in France) there has been talk about this since 
the Syrian withdrawal. It is doubtful that 
this will be the principal trend in the United 
States (although there too sentiments of this 
sort are voiced7) and the US will not be in 
a hurry to consider Hizbollah a part of the 
solution. Yet once Hizbollah becomes deeply 
entrenched in Lebanese democracy and be-
comes a legitimate central power, it will be 
extremely difficult to uproot it as a military 
organization, and virtually impossible via 
diplomatic means.

Civil War: Lebanon’s Default?
Lebanon is already caught in a dizzying web 
of political crises, and every now and then the 
Lebanese people sense that the country is on 
the verge of civil war, particularly given Leb-
anon’s historical record and the rising ethnic 
tensions, mainly between the Sunnis and the 
Shiites. The bloody riots on January 23 and 
25, 2007 in Beirut revived many memories 
of the civil war. Contributing to this sense 
is the frequent use of the term “civil war” in 
Lebanese political discourse every time one 
political faction wants to strike its adversary. 
In fact, the definition of “civil war” refers to 
different forms of internal confrontation at 
an extreme level of violence, which is dispro-
portionate to what is currently happening in 
Lebanon.
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Furthermore, although theoretically the 
historical, political, and social conditions of 
Lebanon make it a country prone to violent 
deterioration to the point of civil war, there 
are obstacles that at least for the time being 
are preventing this:
§	 Since the end of the civil war in 1989, 

the Lebanese political system has undergone 
a process of stabilization and perhaps even 
of maturation in relation to all matters per-
taining to coping with internal crises, which 
are almost an integral part of the political 
agenda in Lebanon. Although a high level 
of political tension prevails in Lebanon that 
tends at times toward outbreaks of political 
violence, at present it is contained.
§	 There is an understanding among 

most of the powers in Lebanon that collec-
tive experience memorializes the last civ-
il war as a traumatic event, and that a new 
war of this sort would heap disaster on Leb-
anon and not serve the interests of anyone. 
Therefore, there is a consensus on the need to 
avoid a deterioration of this sort. Hizbollah, 
perceived in Lebanon as a force having the 
power to prevent or to generate a civil war, is 
a party to this view. 

As the most organized political and mili-
tary power in Lebanon, Hizbollah is likely to 
survive an internal confrontation. However, 
such a confrontation is liable to erode its 
forces at the expense of its potential struggle 
against Israel; there is no guarantee what-
soever that the Shiite sect will continue to 
embrace it as it does now; it will completely 
lose its domestic legitimacy, particularly if 
perceived as responsible for the deteriora-
tion; it will be blamed for causing a civil war; 
and it will expose Lebanon to foreign inter-
vention. Nasrallah’s precarious course of ac-
tion includes a certain dimension of political 
violence intended to intimidate his adversar-

ies and apply pressure on them, but it is not 
directed toward plunging Lebanon into the 
abyss of internal deterioration. As the recent 
riots in January demonstrated, when the pot 
boils, Hizbollah knows how to lower the 
flames.

Nevertheless, for a number of reasons 
these obstacles do not guarantee that politi-
cal violence will not escalate: the ethnic-po-
litical tensions that cannot always be con-
tained; the existence of more than one armed 
force in the country that is not subordinate 
to the authority of the government; reports 
on the arming of various political groups; the 
existence of external elements, such as Syria, 
that encourage deterioration in order to top-
ple the Siniora government and believe that 
such a situation is likely to serve their inter-
ests; and elements in Lebanon with nothing 
to lose by internal deterioration: the Palestin-
ians and members of the global jihad, which 
flourish particularly in failed states that are 
subject to internal conflict.

As far as Israel is concerned, internal de-
terioration in Lebanon is a dangerous scenar-
io that is liable to redefine the nature of the 
threat emanating from the northern arena. 
Just as the previous civil war reduced the 
Palestinian threat in Lebanon and converted 
it into the Shiite threat, even if Lebanon does 
deteriorate to an internal confrontation that 
will weaken Hizbollah, there is no guarantee 
that precisely out of the governmental chaos 
a new threat will not arise in the image of 
global jihad figures who are already expand-
ing their activities in Lebanon, although 
it appears that at the moment the extent of 
their influence is relatively limited.

Moreover, the weakening or collapse of 
the central government will thwart Leba-
non’s current efforts to extricate itself from 
the status of a failed state unable to function 
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as a responsible governing body and turn it 
into a regional focal point for instability. Un-
der such a situation, no vestige of a resolu-
tion 1701 regime would remain; Syria would 
try (as in the past) to grope its way back into 
Lebanon in order to impose order (an unde-
sirable situation as far as Hizbollah is con-
cerned); and Iran would expand its influence. 
Lebanon is liable to undergo demographic 
fluctuations that would increase the percent-
age of Shiites even more, since the Christians 
and Sunnis are more likely candidates for 
emigration.8 The latent Palestinian volcano 
is liable to erupt, with approximately 400,000 
refugees demanding to exercise their right of 
return and almost certainly joining the side 
taking action against the government, which 
would have a hard time controlling them.

A Hizbollah Takeover of Lebanon
Another development that could occur in 
Lebanon as a result of a prolonged politi-
cal crisis is the far-reaching possibility that 
Hizbollah might take over the country, al-
most certainly with the support of Syria and 
Iran. The term “takeover” may relate to two 
scenarios, first of all, a takeover by force. In 
terms of capabilities, Hizbollah is capable, 
with the assistance of partners inside or 
outside of Lebanon, to physically conquer 
large sections of the country (the south, the 
Bekaa valley). However, Hizbollah is saving 
this possibility for extreme scenarios, under 
which the Lebanese country alone, or with 
the assistance of foreign elements, would de-
clare war against Hizbollah for the purpose 
of disarming it, or as a possible outcome of 
a civil war.

It is difficult to believe that Hizbollah 
would have an interest in initiating a military 
coup in Lebanon under other circumstances. 
Lebanon’s unique conditions as a multieth-

nic country whose existence and stability is 
dependent upon ethnic equilibrium make 
any course of action whereby one ethnic 
group gains control over all the rest a proven 
recipe for instability to the point of entangle-
ment in a civil war, which is, therefore, not 
worthwhile politically. In this scenario, the 
organization would have to expend most of 
its resources fighting the internal arena at the 
expense of the confrontation with Israel. And 
while in the ideological ethos of Hizbollah 
there is a “fantasy” of transforming Lebanon 
into an Islamic republic, the Hizbollah lead-
ership has repudiated this publicly, since it is 
clear to it that under the current circumstanc-
es, this would not be practical. This may be a 
more tangible scenario in a few generations, 
if and when the Shiites become the absolute 
majority in Lebanon.

The second kind of takeover could be in 
the form of gradual political control. The as-
sumption is that within the scope of its drive 
to neutralize the threat from within, Hizbol-
lah is interested in running Lebanon’s af-
fairs from behind the scenes, mainly through 
reliance on the Shiite community as a solid 
political home front. This occurs by way of a 
formula similar to the mechanism of Syria’s 
control in Lebanon prior to its withdrawal – 
a combination of a puppet government sup-
porting Hizbollah (and Syria) to sustain the 
ethnic equilibrium, and the deterring projec-
tion of strength.

Hizbollah is striving to reach this situa-
tion not by a violent or military coup, rather 
gradually, through a combination of pres-
sures, threats, and “legitimate” political ma-
neuvering (for example, parliamentary elec-
tions), which would enable an allied coalition 
to obtain a majority in the parliament and 
set up a government that would back Hiz-
bollah fully as a military organization that 

Once Hizbollah 
becomes deeply 

entrenched in 
Lebanese de-
mocracy and 

becomes a le-
gitimate central 
power, it will be 
extremely diffi-
cult to uproot it 
as a military or-
ganization, and 
virtually impos-
sible via diplo-

matic means.
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legitimately defends Lebanon. Later, Hizbol-
lah is likely to exploit the broad parliamen-
tary base to institute material constitutional 
changes: to redefine the allocation of duties 
among the ethnic groups and delegate key 
positions to the Shiite sect to run the country, 
and perhaps to cement Hizbollah’s status as 
“legitimate resistance”; in other words, re-
writing of the Ta’if accord.

For Hizbollah, this is the ideal scenario 
(although presumably its implementation 
would spark reservations among some of 
its political rivals and perhaps even some 
of its partners if it pursued this scenario): 
outwardly, the “confessional democracy” is 
sustained under the auspices of Hizbollah, 
which is afforded a dominant standing and 
internal legitimization for its status as “resis-
tance” to Israel, without its having to bear the 
direct burden of running the country. Thus 
the organization, with the encouragement 
of Syria and Iran, would be able to restore 
Lebanon as the heart of “the resistance,” to 
strip resolution 1701 of substance, to distance 
itself from the West, to renew the confronta-
tion with Israel along the Blue Line, and to 
strengthen the Iranian and Syrian influence 
in the country.

This scenario is the most dangerous in 
terms of Israel. The more entrenched Hizbol-
lah’s internal standing in Lebanon, the harder 
it will be to rout it. Lebanon would become 
an active focal point for exporting the idea of 
“the resistance” to the Palestinian arena, the 
Iraqi arena, and even beyond, in a more ex-
tensive way than today. Hizbollah’s success 
in taking over Lebanon would likely become 
a model that other radical factors in the re-
gion would want to emulate. Under this re-
ality, the possibility of another confrontation 
between Israel and the organization would 
significantly increase.

The Syrian Option: A Broken Reed
Syria has once again recently made the head-
lines, but not only in the negative context that 
usually accompanies references to the coun-
try, but rather as a relevant factor capable of 
contributing to stability in the Middle East 
that is even extending its hand in peace to 
Israel. The Syrians are encouraging this im-
age and trying to convey the message to the 
international community that removal of the 
isolation imposed by the United States and 
European Union countries would contribute 
to regional stability in light of Syria’s connec-
tions with “the resistance” in Iraq, Lebanon, 
and the Palestinian arena.9

Indeed, in the international arena there 
is recognition that Syria wields influence, 
for better or worse, over the regional stabil-
ity in general, and in Lebanon in particular. 
This emerges from the Hamilton-Baker re-
port, which attributes to Syria and to Iran 
a key role in stabilizing the region, not only 
in the Iraqi context;10 this also emerges from 
the “wooing” of Damascus by senior offi-
cials in European Union countries and even 
by American senators who visited there in 
December 2006.11 Nevertheless, the official 
position of Washington has not changed. It 
continues to view Syria as a pariah state and 
repeatedly warns it about efforts to topple 
the Siniora government.12

Indeed, the party cast as the element that 
can help in mitigating the crisis in Lebanon 
is also one of the key contributors to its in-
stability. During the crisis, Syria stood be-
hind Hizbollah’s demands, encouraged it to 
escalate, and contributed to the incitement 
against the Siniora government, activity that 
was accompanied by a series of terrorist at-
tacks, subversive actions in Lebanon, and 
the continued smuggling of arms into the 
country. But the question remains: can Syria 
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change direction and play a constructive role 
in Lebanon?

There is no doubt that Syria could con-
tribute to mitigating the crisis, but under the 
present circumstances one should not over-
estimate its role. In fact, it would be wise to 
lower the expectations with respect to how 
Syria can contribute constructively to the 
Lebanese context. At the most, Syria could 
exploit its close connections with Hizbollah 
and with other powers in Lebanon in order 
to assist in a political solution or to moderate 
its subversive activities. Any course of action 
beyond this would obligate President Bashar 
Asad to choose a substantive change of di-
rection, and it is doubtful that he is prepared 
to do this.

As background, one can point to the 
weakening of the Syrian influence over Hiz-
bollah after its withdrawal from the country, 
concurrent with the tightening of ties with 
Iran.13 Indeed, theoretically, Syria could dry 
up the well and not allow the transfer of 
military or other assistance from its territory 
into Lebanon, and by this, damage the axis 
of “the resistance.” Yet in fact, Syria has deep 
and complex interests in Lebanon, whose ful-
fillment since the withdrawal of its forces de-
pends to a great extent on Hizbollah as a key 
powerbroker.14 Thus, when there is an inter-
dependence and convergence of interests be-
tween Hizbollah and Tehran and Damascus, 
Syria, lacking alternatives or substitutes, will 
not be in a hurry to relinquish it. 

The possibility that Hizbollah will topple 
the Lebanese government and bring about 
the establishment of a pro-Syrian govern-
ment suits the Syrian interests, inter alia be-
cause such a government would not cooper-
ate with the international tribunal bringing 
to trial those responsible for the assassina-
tion of Hariri and other Lebanese. Syria, the 

principal suspect in these actions, considers 
it critical to thwart the process establishing 
this tribunal, and in exchange for the negli-
gible assistance that it could offer in the Leb-
anese context, it will demand an exorbitant 
price – a “concession” to Syria in relation to 
the international tribunal and recognition of 
its special status in Lebanon. In this context, 
the US secretary of state has clarified that the 
United States would not agree to a deal with 
Syria that would compromise Lebanon’s fu-
ture in exchange for other interests.15

In any case, Syria is facing neither any 
significant pressure nor any positive incen-
tive to change its behavior, certainly not in 
relation to issues concerning its vital interests 
in Lebanon. On the contrary, according to its 
line of reasoning, it is in a relatively good 
place: more and more elements in the West-
ern world are recognizing its relevance to a 
resolution of crises in the Middle East (Iraq), 
and the Hamilton-Baker report (even if not 
defined as official policy) only bolsters this 
feeling; and Siniora’s anti-Syrian coalition 
has never been in a more difficult situation.
Furthermore, the stick of economic sanctions 
is not too severe, as long as Syria has its Rus-
sian and Chinese backers.

One way or another, the message from 
Washington is that if Syria wants both rec-
ognition of its regional status and the gates 
to the West opened to it, Syria is the one that 
needs to pay the “membership fee” and inject 
real substance into its intentions for regional 
relevance. Calls for renewing the peace pro-
cess with Israel are insufficient without offer-
ing a clear regional package. Thus far Syria 
has proven that it can do more harm than 
good. In the Lebanese context, the ball is in 
Syria’s court, yet Syria is not sending sig-
nals that it intends to take any steps what-
soever in order to placate the international 
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arena and particularly the United States that 
would attest to recognition of Lebanon’s sov-
ereignty and independence, for example, the 
opening of embassies, or demarcating the 
border between the two countries (a course 
of action that would help clarify the status of 
the Shab’a Farms).

Implications for Israel
Since the Syrian withdrawal in April 2005, 
Lebanon has attempted with international 
assistance to extricate itself from its status as 
a failed state. Thus the deadlock in the politi-
cal crisis in Lebanon casts a dark cloud over 
the prospects of establishing a “new order” 
in the country, particularly as long as Hiz-
bollah maintains its strength and focuses its 
strategic efforts on changing the balance of 
power in the internal arena.

The battle over Lebanon is far from over, 
and another drawn-out struggle between 
the camps can be expected. For the time be-
ing, “the March 14 coalition” is still enjoying 
public support in Lebanon,16 in the Arab-
Sunni world, and in the international arena, 
and particularly from France and the Bush 
government, which views the existence of a 
stable pro-Western government in Beirut as 
a key phase in the battle for regional order. 
These parties succeeded in raising 7.6 billion 
dollars among international donors for the 
Siniora government.

However, economic, material, and politi-
cal support of the coalition is only one side 
of the coin. The other side, which is not be-
ing implemented, is strict enforcement of 
Security Council resolutions 1559 and 1701, 
particularly the sections pertaining to the 
dismantling of the militias. Barring this im-
plementation, there is no real hope for any 
government wanting to implement a “new 
order” in Lebanon. Focusing only on one 

side is tantamount to bailing out a sinking 
ship without plugging the hole in the hull.

The current situation presents Lebanon 
with three alternatives, and all three are 
problematic for Israel. The first concerns the 
coming period, possible prolonged political 
paralysis along with an escalation of the ten-
sions and political violence. This situation 
opens a door to the second alternative, inter-
nal deterioration. A third, long-term possibil-
ity is that Hizbollah will come out of the crisis 
even stronger, in a way that would improve 
its chances of becoming the dominant power 
in the country and establishing Lebanon as a 
regional focal point for radicalism, under the 
aegis of Iran and Syria.

Can Israel influence the battle over Leba-
non? Stopping the radicalist unrest that the 
Damascus-Tehran-Hizbollah triad is fo-
menting and that is challenging Lebanon is 
an interest shared by Israel, the Sunni Arab 
world, and the international arena. None-
theless, under the current reality, Israel’s 
practical ability to influence what is hap-
pening in Lebanon is very limited, and most 
of the burden rests on the shoulders of the 
international powers. Of course Israel from 
the outside could support any type of in-
ternational coalition to assist in stabilizing 
Lebanon, but any involvement beyond this 
would arouse considerable sensitivity in 
the Arab world and in Lebanon. And in this 
context:
§	 Israel must be aware that there is an 

acute Israeli angle to the internal tension in 
Lebanon: in the “evidence” that Hizbollah is 
amassing against “the March 14 coalition,” 
the ostensible partnership between it and 
Israel and the United States – during the sec-
ond Lebanon War and in the current crisis, 
which Hizbollah considers the next stage of 
the campaign – is particularly blatant. There-

Even if Israel 
does accept Da-
mascus’ offer to 
renew the po-
litical negotia-
tions, and even 
if it arrives at a 
peace accord 
with it, payback 
in the Lebanese 
context would 
be poor at best 
and too late at 
worst.
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fore, any type of Israeli intervention would 
be exploited by Hizbollah as another cause 
for demanding the ousting of the coalition 
and would contribute to a deepening of the 
polarization in the country. Furthermore, any 
military incident or flare-up along the border 
is liable to be exploited by Hizbollah as ev-
idence of the failure of the Lebanese army 
to deter Israel. From here to the demand to 
assume control of Lebanon’s security affairs 
and set new game rules for the confrontation 
with Israel is a short road indeed.
§	 At the same time, the international 

community expects Israel to make good-
will gestures to the Siniora government 
within the scope of implementation of res-
olution 1701, and under the argument that 
this would strengthen the government. This 
would include discontinuing the flights over 
Lebanon, or willingness on the part of Israel 
to arrive at a solution favoring Lebanon in 
relation to Shab’a Farms. At the most, how-
ever, such gestures would present Israel in a 
favorable light in the eyes of the internation-
al arena, and it is very doubtful they would 
yield the government any significant advan-
tage over the real challenge that it is facing, 
Hizbollah. Indeed, it is not for this reason 
that Hizbollah is taking action to replace the 
government in the country. Such a course of 
action would be perceived (and rightly so) 
by Hizbollah as directed against it, and it 
would accelerate its efforts to neutralize the 
threat.
§	 Even if Israel does accept Damascus’ 

offer to renew the political negotiations, and 
even if it arrives at a peace accord with it, 
payback in the Lebanese context would be 
poor at best and too late at worst. Syria’s 
Lebanese dowry under Bashar Asad is far 
more limited than during his father’s time. 
In the absence of a presence in Lebanon, 

Syria’s ability (and desire) to neutralize the 
actions of Hizbollah, which would thereby 
challenge Iran, is limited.

In the event that the international and 
regional efforts to find a political solution 
to the crisis fail, Israel needs to take into ac-
count the possibility of an adverse change in 
the status quo in Lebanon that would initiate 
a profound decline in its strategic environ-
ment, especially if Hizbollah gets stronger 
and becomes the dominant power in Leba-
non (which is linked, of course, to develop-
ments in the regional and international are-
nas). In that case, Israel is liable to find itself 
between two players, Hamas in the south 
and Hizbollah in the north, that have mutual 
interests, enjoy foreign patronage, and share 
the “doctrine of resistance” and the outlook 
that is opposed to the very existence of Is-
rael. Therefore, in light of such a potential 
scenario, it would be wise already today to 
deliberate modes of action at the political 
and operative levels (preferably with the 
United States). In any case, the option of an-
other military confrontation with Hizbollah 
will always be on the agenda.
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The Israeli-Palestinian Arena: 
Straddling Escalation and Calm

Anat Kurz

On February 8, 2007, Palestinian Authority president Mahmoud Ab-
bas and Khaled Mashal, head of the Hamas political bureau, signed 
an agreement in Mecca on the principles for a unity government; the 
new government was approved by the Palestinian parliament and 
sworn in by President Abbas on March 17. Even before formulating 
the joint coalition manifesto, however, the sides had agreed to stop 
firing at Israel in order to alleviate Israeli pressure on the Gaza Strip. 
This decision, which was announced in November and was met with 
a cessation of IDF activity in the Gaza Strip, changed the Israeli-Pal-
estinian dynamic after months of confrontation. At the same time, the 
challenge facing the government of Israel faced remained, since Israel 
agreed on the ceasefire with President Abbas only. However, in view 
of the balance of power in the Palestinian arena that has emerged 
in recent years, it seems unlikely that the ceasefire will endure with-
out coordination between Israel and Palestinian Authority representa-
tion, among them members of Hamas. Agreement on the creation of 
a unity government may help to expand the dialogue framework and 
to promote understandings between Israel and a joint, representative 
Palestinian team that will bear overall security responsibility.

Member of the INSS 
research staff

And Now: A Unity Government
The unity government, announced on March 
15 and ratified by the Palestinian Legislative 
Council two days later, was the product of 
arduous negotiations between Fatah and 
Hamas. Indeed, the talks between the Fatah 
and Hamas leaderships in Mecca, which cul-
minated in understandings on the basis for a 
unity government, concluded a series of talks 
between the movements that had taken place 
intermittently since the Hamas government 
was sworn in and that accelerated following 

the publication of the “National Conciliation 
Document” drafted in May 2006 by Palestin-
ian inmates of Israeli prisons. The talks were 
cut off in June following escalation of the Is-
raeli-Palestinian confrontation, when the IDF 
embarked on an extensive operation in the 
Gaza Strip designed to secure the release of 
an Israeli soldier who was kidnapped from 
Israeli territory on the Gaza border, and in 
order to halt rocket fire on the western Ne-
gev. Against this backdrop, the institutional 
disintegration in the Palestinian Authority 
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(PA) accelerated and clashes between Fa-
tah and Hamas street forces intensified. The 
leaderships of both movements encountered 
growing public criticism for their failure to 
exploit the Israeli withdrawal from the Strip 
to create a functional governing system. 
They were both called upon to join forces in 
order to end the inter-organizational clashes, 
contain the aggression against Israel that 
prompted severe retaliation, and formulate a 
joint political platform that would lead to the 
lifting of the economic boycott of the Pales-
tinian Authority.1 An errant shell fired by the 
IDF on November 8, 2006, during an opera-
tion designed to stop the artillery fire from 
the Gaza Strip, killed twenty-three civilians 
in Beit Hanoun and spurred the renewal of 
Fatah-Hamas talks. After three months, with 
inter-Arab support and under the auspices 
of Saudi Arabia, the discussions concluded 
with a set of principles for political coordi-
nation and a division of institutional author-
ity.2 

Internal organizational pressures, which 
helped galvanize renewal of the talks, had 
intensified as the PA deteriorated. Until 1993, 
Palestinian politics were characterized by 
a leadership based abroad and an institu-
tional system that emerged in the territories. 
The arrival of leading figures from the out-
side leadership to the territories ostensibly 
turned the Palestinian arena into a bipolar 
system, although in practice it became a sys-
tem of four poles. The principal axes are the 
Fatah movement and – or rather, versus – the 
Hamas movement. Both movements have 
external branches that compete with the in-
ternal leadership for influence and are linked 
to local elements that challenge the “inside” 
leadership. In addition, there are factions 
and groups in the territories that due to the 
weakening of the central system have assem-

bled independent operational capabilities 
and political agendas.

Through President Abbas, Fatah is cling-
ing to the residue of its power strongholds 
in the territories, though emerging as little 
more than a pale reminder of a glorious past. 
In recent years the movement has turned 
into a loose network of cells and camps that 
lends symbolic support for a leadership that 
is incapable of spearheading a political or ci-
vilian agenda. Members of the movement’s 
intermediate generation have called for or-
ganizational reform that would reflect their 
own rising influence. Departing from Abbas, 
the head of the PLO’s political wing Farouq 
Qadoumi and members of the movement’s 
intermediate generation have advocated co-
operation with Hamas, even if it does not 
meet the terms set out by President Abbas 
and the Quartet: to stop terror activities, rec-
ognize Israel, and honor agreements signed 
in the past by Israel and the PLO.

The Hamas movement, whose organiza-
tional framework is more clearly defined, 
is also contending with internal tension. 
Khaled Mashal, head of the Damascus-based 
political bureau, is striving to weaken the 
movement’s internal leadership en route to 
assuming the PA presidency and eventual 
possible control of the PLO as well. In con-
trol of the movement’s funds, Mashal played 
a decisive role in delaying Hamas’ consent to 
demands made by Abbas as a condition for 
cooperation between the movements, which 
included recognition of the March 2002 Arab 
peace initiative and the UN resolutions on 
the Israeli-Arab conflict. Elements in Hamas’ 
military wing, under instruction from Da-
mascus, are conducting an aggressive policy 
that opposes the moderate course that Prime 
Minister Ismail Haniyeh is trying to steer in 
order to allow the Hamas government to con-
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solidate its position. However, Mashal too is 
wary of both overstepping the line whereby 
Hamas will not gain from escalating the con-
flict with Israel, and aggravating the collapse 
of the institutional system in the territories. 
This caution sheds light on the messages he 
has conveyed: agreement on the release of 
the kidnapped Israeli soldier if Israel com-
plies with terms that Hamas dictates, and his 
repeated proposal for a long term ceasefire 
(hudna) – albeit with an adamant refusal to 
recognize Israel – contingent on Israeli with-
drawal to the 1967 borders. This latter pro-
posal, as well as his consent to include Fatah 
in the government, indicates that Mashal 
is not looking to escalate the confrontation 
with Israel and intensify the inter-organiza-
tional rivalry at all costs. Rather he is aiming 
to create the setting that would allow Hamas 
to consolidate its power and manage ensuing 
developments in both the Palestinian and the 
Israeli-Palestinian spheres.

The hope that bolstering the internal forc-
es would counterbalance the inciting impact 
of “outside” elements introduced momen-
tum to the talks that resumed between Presi-
dent Abbas and Prime Minister Haniyeh af-
ter the grave Beit Hanoun incident. The talks 
attempted to distinguish carefully between 
the mass of background voices, specifically, 
between the calls for blatant revenge – which 
would mean escalating the confrontation – 
and calls to forsake the rigid dogmatic prin-
ciples and entrenched positions of power for 
the collective benefit. Another goal of the 
unity government was the lifting of the eco-
nomic boycott of the PA. Fatah and Hamas 
– more individually than together – needed 
an influx of funds and public support as ac-
knowledgment of success in removing the 
sanctions imposed on the PA following the 
establishment of the Hamas government.

The talks were persistently encouraged 
by Egypt and Jordan, which are highly con-
cerned about the potential spillover of in-
ternal Palestinian tension. Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar were also involved in mediating at-
tempts between the camps, including an ef-
fort to limit the growing influence of Iran on 
Hamas via economic support.3 In the greater 
international arena there was likewise sup-
port for the talks, and thus in the course of 
2006, against a backdrop of the escalating Is-
raeli-Palestinian violence and the deteriora-
tion of the economic situation in the territo-
ries, international opposition to talks with a 
potential unity government weakened signif-
icantly. The European Union even promised 
explicitly to seriously consider lifting the 
sanctions if a unity government were estab-
lished. Such expressions spurred inter-orga-
nizational talks, as the economic and politi-
cal gains expected to be achieved through a 
unity government were designed to compen-
sate both Fatah and Hamas for the tension 
that would intensify within their ranks fol-
lowing the respective concessions required 
to translate the idea into practice.

In addition, the establishment of a unity 
government could portend the opening of 
communication channels with countries 
that shunned Hamas before and after its 
government was worn in. Dialogue could 
even progress to a point where insistence on 
Hamas’ explicit recognition of Israel’s right 
to exist as a condition for lifting the sanc-
tions would be abandoned. However, the 
UN, the United States, Britain, and the Eu-
ropean Union have insisted that President 
Abbas is the Palestinian partner and adhered 
to demands they made of Hamas as a condi-
tion for political dialogue. This position did 
not change following the agreement between 
Fatah and Hamas on a unity government, as 
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the text did not include explicit recognition 
of Israel by Hamas, only willingness to honor 
– though not “to adopt” – agreements signed 
by the PLO in the past. The commitment of 
the US administration to the conditions set 
by the Quartet and to reinforcing Abbas was 
demonstrated by the transfer of funds and 
weapons to Fatah forces, and by training of 
units of the Presidential Guard. The arms 
were transferred via Egypt, with Israeli ap-
proval. Congress approved a decision to pro-
hibit the transfer of aid to the PA as long as 
Hamas adheres to the violent struggle and 
its refusal to recognize Israel, and in Janu-
ary 2007 President Bush instructed the State 
Department to transfer approximately $86 
million to the Palestinian security forces con-
trolled by President Abbas.4

In reality, however, the economic boy-
cott has weakened over time. Following the 
Beit Hanoun disaster members of the Arab 
League announced they would stop honor-
ing the boycott.5 Cracks also began to appear 
on the Quartet front. The European Union 
transferred funds without Hamas modi-
fying its stance on Israel. The forum that 
convened in Washington in February 2007 
expressed support for President Abbas, and 
Hamas was again asked to comply with the 
terms presented to it with the creation of its 
government; yet prior to the assembly the 
Russian foreign minister called for rescind-
ing the boycott on the Hamas government. 
A similar call came in a report drafted by a 
British parliamentary committee that exam-
ined the situation in the territories one year 
after Hamas’ victory in the Legislative Coun-
cil elections.6

In view of the impasse between Fatah and 
Hamas over the months, the focus of the talks 
gradually diminished to cover only matters 
that were deemed even more urgent than 

the need to alleviate the economic pressure 
on the PA: tensions between the movements 
manifested by the security deterioration in 
the Palestinian arena itself, and the escala-
tion of the Israeli-Palestinian confrontation. 

Since the Hamas electoral victory, the 
violent confrontation between the Fatah and 
Hamas street forces has become the most ur-
gent issue on the public agenda in the terri-
tories. The struggle has been focused in the 
Gaza Strip where there have been exchanges 
of fire, assassinations of leading activists, 
kidnappings, and attacks on economic and 
organizational infrastructures of both move-
ments. These have become routine. Such 
events, as well as mass demonstrations by 
Hamas and Fatah, have spilled over to the 
West Bank, although on a smaller scale and 
with less severity than in Gaza. The grow-
ing confrontation has sparked repeated at-
tempts at defusing the tension, and Haniyeh 
and Abbas have agreed several times on a 
ceasefire. The last occasion before the Mecca 
agreement was drafted on January 30, 2007, 
following incidents in which thirty-four peo-
ple were killed, 120 were injured, and about 
forty were kidnapped.7

Nonetheless, Hamas activists, deployed in 
a militia of about 6,000 men, are determined 
to gain control of the Gaza street.8 For their 
part, many Fatah activists do not agree with 
Abbas’ wish to stabilize the arena through 
inter-movement dialogue. Leading Fatah’s 
militant approach is Muhammad Dahlan, a 
former head of the PA’s preventive security 
apparatus in the Gaza Strip and a prominent 
member of the movement’s intermediate 
generation. The popular army that he is try-
ing to assemble and organize is intended as 
a counter force to the Hamas militia. An ef-
fort will be made within the framework of 
the unity government to join all the armed 

The risks that 
Israel faces fol-
lowing the es-
tablishment of 
the unity gov-
ernment are the 
same as those 
it would face in 
any event. 
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groups into a national force, although it is 
doubtful whether such moves will quickly 
and comprehensively temper the militant at-
mosphere in Gaza.9

Another issue agreed upon by Abbas and 
Haniyeh, which assumed more urgency in 
light of the Beit Hanoun incident, was the 
need to remove Israeli military pressure. In 
line with an Egyptian-Saudi proposal, the 
leaderships of Hamas and Fatah agreed to 
differentiate between stalled talks on a joint 
political platform and immediate action to 
moderate the armed conflict. Representa-
tives of various Palestinian factions accept-
ed calls from Abbas for a ceasefire. Mashal 
supported Hamas’ joining the initiative. In 
response to Abbas’ announcement on the 
morning of November 26, 2006, whereby the 
factions agreed to desist from rocket fire from 
the Gaza Strip to the Negev, suicide attacks, 
and digging tunnels to smuggle arms into 
the Strip, and in view of the continuing fail-
ure to stop rocket fire from Gaza by massive 
military means, Israel accepted the ceasefire 
and withdrew its forces from the Strip. 

Ceasefire, For Now
Given the months-long efforts by Fatah and 
Hamas to achieve political common ground, 
there was growing anxiety that Hamas 
would exploit a unity government and any 
subsequent ease in economic pressure to 
advance “the strategy of phases.” How-
ever, intentions to establish a unity govern-
ment were not the root of Israel’s problem. 
Hamas and other organized parties in the PA 
have in any event been heavily engaged in 
an arms race. The guidelines that have an-
chored Hamas’ struggle against Israel since 
its inception were augmented in the summer 
of 2006 by the call to prepare for an escala-
tion in the confrontation, modeled after the 

way Hizbollah’s force was built and used 
in its war with the IDF in Lebanon. The in-
tended escalation was manifested by acceler-
ated military deployment that did not need 
the war in Lebanon as a source of inspiration. 
This deployment, which included integra-
tion of field activist cells in a quasi-military 
framework was also designed to act as a de-
terrent against attempts by Fatah-aligned se-
curity forces to impinge on the movement’s 
freedom of action.

In any case, the unity government will 
not stop the inter-organizational power 
struggle in the territories in one fell swoop. If 
the ceasefire declared at the end of Novem-
ber collapses, the violent expressions of the 
struggle will continue and spill over from the 
Palestinian arena into the Israeli-Palestinian 
sphere. With regard to the possible lifting of 
the economic sanctions imposed on the PA, 
this is also a trend that emerged irrespec-
tive of establishing a unity government or 
Hamas’ potential agreement to the terms of 
the Quartet. In other words, the risks that Is-
rael faces following the establishment of the 
unity government are the same as those it 
would face in any event. 

A ceasefire, such as was formulated in 
November, does not remove these risks. The 
disintegration of the institutional frame-
works in the territories, primarily evident in 
Fatah’s domain, has also been experienced 
by Hamas. The plan to create a unity gov-
ernment and even its actual execution do 
not disguise or counter the weak control by 
both movements’ leaderships of the various 
factions. The tension between the two move-
ments, the limitations of their authority in 
the field, and the unauthorized possession of 
arms in the territories all act as a hindrance 
to enforcement, even if there is agreement on 
division of resources and authority.
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Following the November ceasefire an-
nouncement, Israeli prime minister Ehud 
Olmert declared that Israel will exercise re-
straint in order to support implementation of 
the ceasefire.10 Israel also expressed to Abbas 
readiness to alleviate the military pressure in 
the West Bank in order to expand the geo-
graphical area covered by the relative calm. 
However, between Israel and the Palestin-
ians there are different understandings of the 
terms that indicate observation of the cease-
fire. For Israel, ongoing adherence to the calm 
is a condition for cessation of military activ-
ity in the territories – and for formulating a 
future political agenda. Militant Palestinian 
activists, on the other hand, made the calm 
conditional on a general cessation of Israeli 
operations in the Gaza Strip and West Bank. 
Right from the early days of the ceasefire the 
IDF conducted operations against activists in 
the West Bank, providing the Islamic Jihad 
with a pretext to continue rocket fire from the 
Strip.11 From the onset of the ceasefire and up 
to the end of January 2007, there was a sharp 
decline in the scale of rocket fire.12 Yet on Jan-
uary 29 there was a suicide attack in Eilat by 
a member of the Islamic Jihad.13 The attack 
took place against a background of intensi-
fied clashes between Fatah and Hamas activ-
ists in Gaza and, according to those respon-
sible for planning the attack, it was designed 
as a reminder to the rival camps that they 
should desist from their internal struggle 
and focus on the struggle against Israel.

Despite public pressure to respond to the 
continued firing on the Negev, the Israeli gov-
ernment adhered to its “restraint.” Neverthe-
less, on January 27 Prime Minister Olmert 
and Defense Minister Amir Peretz modified 
the policy and approved a “targeted opera-
tion” against rocket launchers at the time of 
launching. Following the terror attack in Ei-

lat the security heads agreed to maintain the 
restraint, although the IDF was instructed to 
take localized action against the infrastruc-
ture of the Islamic Jihad in Gaza. Over time 
the extent of the ceasefire decreased and as-
sumed the form of sporadic but ongoing sys-
tematic disruptions by the Palestinians, and 
focused counter operations in Gaza and the 
West Bank by Israel. Under these conditions, 
it is questionable whether the understand-
ings reached by the Fatah and Hamas leaders 
as a basis for a unity government will pre-
vent activists from more attempts to rekindle 
the struggle. Furthermore, without a concen-
trated effort at enforcement by the leading 
camps in the PA, the day is not far off when 
the ceasefire agreement between Israel and 
Abbas will become an empty commitment.

In order to limit the possibility of armed 
militants in the territories renewing the 
cycle of violence and dragging Israel into 
a response, Israel should aim to coordinate 
the principles of the ceasefire with Palestin-
ian parties that have enforcement capabili-
ties – even if limited – and thereby advance 
a situation where the benefits of calm are 
manifested in the territories. In view of the 
changes that have occurred in recent years 
in the inter-organizational balance of pow-
er in the Palestinian arena – the weakening 
of Fatah, the simultaneous rise in power of 
Hamas, and particularly the creation of a 
unity government – it will not be possible 
to progress towards achieving these objec-
tives without security coordination with an 
extended Palestinian representative body, 
which also includes Hamas representation. 
Indirect and clandestine dialogue between 
Israel and Hamas, which took place over 
several months in an effort to secure the re-
lease of the soldier who was kidnapped in 
June, was acceptable within Israeli public 
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opinion. Direct talks with Hamas, before the 
conditions set by Israel and the Quartet are 
met by the movement’s leadership, will un-
doubtedly encounter public opposition and 
will be interpreted in the international arena 
as a change in policy that invites rescinding 
the boycott. However, the Israeli govern-
ment should weigh the significance of these 
impediments against the cost of another 
round of violence. Hamas has already com-
mitted to President Abbas to maintain calm. 
Dialogue between Israel and an extended 
Palestinian representative body, authorized 
by a unity government, will add credence to 
this commitment. This message should help 
the decision makers in Israel moderate the 
expected public opposition to relieving the 
military and economic pressure on the PA in 
response to an ongoing and proven enforce-
ment effort.14

A positive government experience, which 
would be facilitated by a substantial easing 
of the Israeli siege on the territories in return 
for a systematic Palestinian effort to enforce 
security and calm, would possibly bolster 
the pragmatic approach within Hamas that 
was recently reflected in its willingness to 
relax the struggle against Israel. One may 
also expect translation of this pragmatism 
into political moderation to win public sup-
port in the territories, particularly if Hamas 
commands this policy as part of a unity gov-
ernment, and if it is also accompanied by 
rehabilitation measures made possible by a 
relaxation of the economic and military pres-
sure applied by Israel while the security calm 
is maintained.15 Aiming to achieve dialogue 
with a unified Palestinian representation 
is necessary not only in order to afford the 
ceasefire announced in November a chance 
to survive, but also to try and pave the way 
to a long-term armistice. As a precondition, 

the Palestinian force would operate under 
strict international control. Moderation of 
the Israeli position on the PA would likely 
bolster the demand to renew and even ex-
tend international supervision of the use of 
aid received in any case in the territories. 
International support for an agreed armi-
stice – in other words, making aid to the PA 
conditional on maintaining comprehensive 
and ongoing calm, and in particular, the 
heightened effort of the Egyptian authori-
ties to stop the smuggling of arms into the 
Gaza Strip – would hinder deployment for a 
future round of the confrontation and would 
further reduce the already limited practical-
ity of the “strategy of phases.”

Can Hamas be a partner to talks with Is-
rael? Messages conveyed by Hamas spokes-
men in this context are not unequivocal. 
Alongside calls for the destruction of Israel, 
there have over the years been repeated calls 
for a hudna. Recently, such expressions have 
been augmented – albeit conditionally – by 
a readiness to enforce a ceasefire among all 
the factions, and the demand for Israel’s full 
withdrawal to the 1967 borders is not always 
mentioned as a precondition. When unity 
talks were in progress the Hamas govern-
ment’s foreign minister, Mahmoud a-Zahar, 
declared that the movement would not rec-
ognize Israel or Security Council Resolution 
242, although he added that Hamas would 
oppose any renewal of the political process 
if the source of Palestinian authority was the 
PLO and not the Legislative Council, where 
Hamas enjoys a large majority.16 In January 
2007, Mashal diverted opposition to recogni-
tion of Israel from the ideological sphere to 
the practical area when he declared that Is-
rael is a “fact” and a Palestinian state, when 
it comes about, would be able to recognize it 
officially. The platform of the unity govern-
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ment does not include official recognition of 
Israel, but it does include a commitment “to 
honor” the agreements signed by the PLO. 
Thus, the Hamas leadership did not retreat 
from its principles entirely, but there has 
been a discernible change in them, at least 
in terms of declarations. The Hamas drive to 
change the PLO’s structure to reflect its own 
rise in status does not detract from its re-
cently-signaled pragmatic approach. Along-
side the traditional message, an approach is 
emerging in Hamas that does not entirely 
rule out dialogue with Israel, rather high-
lights both the political-territorial conditions 
that would allow such dialogue to take place 
and the intra-Palestinian question of national 
representation.

For now, renewal of the political dialogue 
between Israel and the PA is not on the agen-
da. On the one hand, the stagnation relieves 
Hamas and all its various wings of discuss-
ing compromises that would endanger the 
cohesiveness of the movement. On the other 
hand, Hamas’ political objection defers the 
day when the Israeli government will be 
called upon to address ideological and terri-
torial concessions. From Israel’s standpoint, 
President Abbas remains a partner for talks. 
On December 23, 2006, Olmert and Abbas 
convened, the first meeting between an Israe-
li prime minister and Palestinian president 
in almost two years. In accordance with Ol-
mert’s promise to Abbas, Israel transferred to 
the Palestinian Authority 100 million shekels 
of the Palestinians’ tax revenue that was held 
by Israel. In addition, the promise given to 
Abbas to ease civilian movement in the West 
Bank has also been partially kept. However, 
Abbas’ institutional weakness, the estrange-
ment between Israel and Hamas, and the 
continuing breaches of the ceasefire made it 
impossible to view the December meeting as 

the start of a process with a clear orientation. 
In any case, there are considerable differ-
ences of opinion between Israel and Abbas 
with regard to the nature of the process in the 
future. Israel adheres to the roadmap, while 
Abbas objects to a temporary arrangement, 
which lies at the heart of the roadmap.17

Nonetheless and precisely because of the 
political stagnation, Fatah and Hamas ex-
pressed interest in security-related calm in 
the Israeli-Palestinian arena. This was indi-
cated by the ceasefire announced in Novem-
ber. Both leaderships acted with no less sense 
of urgency to calm tensions in the Palestinian 
arena by formulating principles for a coali-
tion government, demonstrated by the mani-
festo formulated in Mecca. And overall, the 
establishment of the unity government con-
stitutes an opportunity. Such a government 
could provide a basis for a central authority 
to preserve calm in the Palestinian arena, as 
well as in the Israeli-Palestinian. Israel would 
be able to try and promote progress in this 
direction. A first step could be recognition of 
the PA and all its various components with 
regard to security coordination.

Conclusion
Establishment of the unity government will 
not eradicate the Palestinian internal contest 
for leadership, and neither will it guarantee 
immediate and comprehensive implementa-
tion of security calm in the Israeli-Palestin-
ian arena. Nevertheless, the possibility of 
improving the chances of consolidating the 
Israeli-Palestinian ceasefire, reached in No-
vember by President and Hamas and then 
agreed on by Abbas and Israel, should be 
examined through security coordination be-
tween Israel and an official Palestinian team 
that would include Hamas representatives. 
A Palestinian unity government may serve 
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as a basis for putting together such a team.
The potential use of the ceasefire by 

Hamas and other factions to redeploy for 
continuing the struggle against Israel is a real 
danger. However, the immediate dangers 
and long term threats – which may result 
from Hamas’ continued civilian and military 
consolidation, against a background of social 
and economic crisis in the territories and the 
unchecked empowerment of militants while 
the central government collapses – are pres-
ent even without any alleviation of the mili-
tary and economic pressure applied by Isra-
el. In order to curb such threats Israel should 
try to offer the PA the possibility of rehabili-
tating itself, first and foremost by means of 
security coordination with the leading forces 
there. An agreed ceasefire would allow Is-
rael the option to re-impose economic sanc-
tions and a military siege on the PA if it is 
not fully implemented. On the other hand, 
without bolstering the ceasefire by taking 
steps that would strengthen the interest of 
Hamas and the PA as a whole in governmen-
tal consolidation and civilian rehabilitation, 
the possibility of controlling the existing and 
developing threats will dissipate. The option 
of renewing the political dialogue might dis-
appear as well. 

Notes
1.	 According to a public opinion poll conducted 

in the territories, around 46 percent of respon-
dents supported the creation of a unity gov-
ernment that would be equally divided be-
tween Fatah and Hamas. See Palestinian Pub-
lic Opinion Poll No. 21, The Palestinian Center 
for Policy, Survey Research Unit, September 
2006: 14-16. See also “Fierce Criticism in the 
Palestinian Press of the Factions, Leaders and 
Internal Violence,” MEMRI, October 24, 2006.

2.	 According to the agreement, Ismail Haniyeh 
will continue to serve as prime minister; the 
government will include nine Hamas minis-

ters, six members of Fatah, five independent 
officials, and four from other factions.

3.	 Saudi Arabia promised to provide the unity 
Palestinian government with aid of half a bil-
lion dollars.

4.	 In light of the challenges facing the United 
States in Iraq, the threat posed by the Iranian 
nuclear program, and the change in the bal-
ance of power in Congress in favor of the 
Democrats, calls are being made within the 
administration to accept the results of the 
democratic process in the Palestinian Author-
ity, in order to lower the profile of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict within the framework of 
the dilemmas the US faces in the Middle East. 
It is quite possible that the idea of lifting sanc-
tions from Iran and Syria will be complement-
ed by revision of the boycott policy. This trend 
may gain momentum if the unity government 
begins to function, and in view of the continu-
ing ceasefire in the Israeli-Palestinian arena. 
Hamas spokesmen are limiting willingness to 
reach an understanding with Israel to security 
aspects, as indicated by the proposal for a long 
term ceasefire. Still, dialogue with the United 
States may benefit Hamas if and when dia-
logue with Israel emerges or is imposed. As 
preparation for such a development, Hamas 
may follow the example of the PLO by seeking 
ties with the United States, as the major – if the 
not the only – international element that can 
apply effective pressure on Israel.

5.	 The PA’s revenue has declined by about 60 
percent since March 2006. Between April and 
September the PA received about $500 mil-
lion (compared with $1.2 billion in the same 
period of 2005). Most of the drop in revenue 
was caused by the delay in the transfer of tax-
es (about $360 million) held by Israel. Most of 
the aid provided – about $300 million – came 
from Arab states. Most was given directly to 
President Abbas and helped pay salaries to PA 
public servants, and this alleviated the pres-
sure on the Hamas government (Jerusalem 
Post, Online Edition, November 2, 2006). In an 
address to participants at the economic con-
vention in Davos at the end of January 2007, 
President Abbas said that 79 percent of people 
in the Gaza Strip live below the poverty line, 
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and the GDP in the Palestinian Authority is 
below $800 per capita (Haaretz.co.il, January 
28, 2007).

6.	 “Development Assistance and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories,” see: Aljazeera.net, 
January 31, 2007.

7.	 Haaretz.co.il, January 31, 2007.
8.	 According to findings of a public opinion poll 

conducted in the territories by Palestinian Pub-
lic Opinion Poll No. 22, The Palestinian Center 
for Policy, Survey Research Unit, published 
on December 17, 2006, if new elections to the 
Legislative Council were held, Hamas would 
win 36 percent of the votes and Fatah would 
take 42 percent. Satisfaction with Hamas’ gov-
ernment fell to 33 percent, compared with 42 
percent just three months earlier. However, 
satisfaction with President Abbas fell to just 40 
percent, compared with 55 percent only three 
months earlier.

9.	 The Hamas and Fatah leaderships responded 
positively to an Egyptian proposal to establish 
a joint military force that will reflect unity ef-
forts and will help to curb militant activities. 
See Middle East Newsline (menl) 9, no. 43, Janu-
ary 31 2007. Hamas’ and Fatah’s adherence to 
this plan was reflected in the decision within 
the agreement on a unity government to ap-
point an independent minister of the interior.

10.	Haaretz.co.il, November 27, 2006.
11.	 “Al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigades convey a message 

to Hamas: Every time our people are attacked 

in Gaza you will pay a heavy price here, in 
the West Bank.,” Avi Issacharoff, “Mid-day at 
Manra Square,” Haaretz.co.il, December 15, 
2006.

12.	In November 2006, 157 rockets were fired, fifty 
rockets were fired in December, and thirty in 
January. See “News of the Israeli-Palestinian 
Confrontation, 16-31 January 2007,” The Intel-
ligence Heritage Center, Intelligence and Ter-
ror Information Center.

13.	Responsibility for the attacked was assumed 
by al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigades, which is associ-
ated with Fatah.

14.	According to a public opinion poll conducted 
in December 2006, 58 percent of Israelis sup-
ported contacts with Hamas leaders if the 
organization released the kidnapped soldier 
Gilad Shalit (Tami Steimetz Center for Peace 
Research, the Peace Index, January 9, 2007).

15.	A public opinion poll conducted by al-Najah 
University in Nablus indicated that a large part 
of the Palestinian public (61 percent) believe 
that Qassam rocket fire harms the Palestinian 
national struggle, or does not bring benefits. 
65.7 percent of those asked expressed support 
for limiting the violent struggle against Israel 
to the West Bank (Ynet, November 19, 2006).

16.	Ynet, November 12, 2006.
17.	Abbas rejected the idea of a temporary Pales-

tinian state that was raised by Haniyeh togeth-
er with his proposal of a ten-year armistice.
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The US: New Congress; 
New Atmosphere; New Policy?

Roni Bart

In the November 2006 mid-term elections the Democratic Party re-
placed the Republican Party as the majority in the United States Con-
gress. Even before the elections, but especially following the elections 
with the publication of the Baker-Hamilton recommendations, new 
voices were heard regarding US policy in the Middle East in general 
and Iraq in particular. What is the significance of these developments, 
and to what extent will they lead to a new US policy?

Member of  the INSS 
research staff

A New Congress
The Democratic victory in the elections rep-
resents a dramatic event on the American po-
litical scene. Although the achievement of a 
majority in the House of Representatives was 
expected, the control of the Senate came as a 
surprise (albeit not overwhelming). This is 
the first time in seventy years that a party has 
succeeded in holding on to all its seats, and 
only the third time in which there has been 
an upset in both houses of Congress. The 
Democrats have a slim majority in the Sen-
ate, 51 against 49, which rests on the support 
of two independent senators. In contrast, in 
the House of Representatives, there is a com-
fortable Democratic majority of 233 against 
202; in fact, 232 was the highest number of 
seats that the Republicans have had in the 
last twelve years. If the Democrats demon-
strate united action they will be able to push 
through legislation and influence policy with 
the effectiveness that in the past character-
ized their political opponents.

The victory naturally confers key po-
sitions on the Democrats. Nancy Pelosi 

(California) is the Speaker of the House of 
Representatives, the first woman to hold 
this position; Harry Reid (Nevada) is the 
Majority Leader in the Senate. Furthermore, 
Democrats have replaced Republicans as 
chairs of all committees in both Houses, po-
sitions with greater influence than in most 
parliaments throughout the world. Despite 
the talk of inter-party cooperation in order 
to advance issues important to the public, 
there are three major reasons that the elec-
tion results are expected to intensify parti-
san polarization. First, most of the Repub-
licans who lost their seats were moderates; 
it was easier for their moderate Republican 
voters to switch their support to the Demo-
crats. The Republican Party is consequently 
likely to become less flexible in its positions, 
indicated by the election of the aggressive 
senator Trent Lott (Mississippi) to the sec-
ond most senior position in the party. Sec-
ond, the investigations initiated by the 
Democratic heads of committees will heat 
up the atmosphere. Third, the Democratic 
victory is not considered the mark of a so-
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cial or ideological change among the voters, 
rather is the result of several specific factors: 
in the mid-term elections in the sixth year of 
a president’s term of office, his party gener-
ally loses seats; corruption and other ethi-
cal problems have afflicted the Republicans; 
and of course, Iraq. Consequently the strong 
chances of a turnaround in the 2008 presi-
dential elections will increase the hostile 
competition between the two parties over 
the next two years.

The upset in Congress does not neces-
sarily entail a dramatic change in American 
foreign policy. According to the constitution, 
the president makes policy and conducts di-
plomacy, and is the supreme commander of 
the armed forces. While Congress legislates 
and has extensive powers for investigation 
and monitoring, most of the activity regard-
ing foreign policy is not official and does not 
require Congressional approval. To be sure, 
Congress has numerous prerogatives that it 
can use in order to influence – and especially 
block or interfere with – policy. Declarations 
of war, alliances, agreements (with certain 
limitations), appointments, and budgets all 
require the approval of Congress. However, 
the president has the right to veto any leg-
islation, and in order to override this veto 
a two thirds majority is required, which the 
Democrats lack. In addition, in virtually all 
the laws dealing with foreign policy there 
is a clause allowing the president to skirt 
implementation out of “national interest” 
considerations. Every six months President 
Bush, like his predecessor, signs the post-
ponement of implementation of the law ob-
ligating the transfer of the US embassy in 
Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.

In the light of the above, the most signifi-
cant change in foreign policy will occur in a 
field less relevant to the Middle East: inter-

national trade. In order to protect jobs in the 
US, the Democrats are inclined to oppose 
free trade, and consequently trade agree-
ments will be ratified by Congress only 
under strict conditions. There will also be a 
change in tone; a Democratic Congress will 
demand, in a louder voice than in the past, 
more energetic and comprehensive multi-
lateral diplomacy than that preferred by the 
administration. The Democrats are likely 
to delve deeper in the field of intelligence 
and internal security, and they are expected 
to dominate the Congressional committees 
(debates, hearings, investigations, orders) in 
order to steer constitutional issues related to 
the fight against terror (legal defense, phone 
tapping, the prison camp in Guantanamo, 
kidnappings, and torture throughout the 
world) in a direction that gives more protec-
tion to human and civil rights and hinders 
the government. Furthermore, particularly 
if a new policy is not formulated that is ac-
ceptable to mainstream Democrats regard-
ing Iraq, they are expected to make exten-
sive and assertive use of their powers in 
order to emphasize the failures of the past 
and present and thus weaken President 
George W. Bush. The heads of the relevant 
committees in the House of Representatives 
(Allocations, Intelligence, Armed Services, 
Justice) were among the 126 Democrats who 
voted in October 2002 against going to war. 
In the field of appointments, the Democratic 
victory has already led to the resignation of 
the US ambassador to the UN, John Bolton. 
It may be assumed that in contrast to past 
practice, the president will not choose a suc-
cessor liable to arouse strong ideological op-
position.

Nonetheless, Congress’s ability to influ-
ence two major issues in the next two years 
– withdrawal from Iraq and the Iranian nu-
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clear project – is limited. Regarding Iraq, the 
Democrats could attempt to impose a time-
table on the president for reduction of the 
military forces there by blocking the alloca-
tion of necessary resources – yet this will not 
happen. First, they will not have a majority 
for such a move, because even among their 
own ranks there will be those who oppose 
this. Second, even if they achieve a major-
ity, the president will impose a veto. Such a 
move would cause the Democrats tremen-
dous political damage and, if it succeeded, 
would transfer responsibility for the failure 
in Iraq from the president to them. Conse-
quently the Democrats have already an-
nounced that they have no intention of ex-
ploiting their control of the purse strings in 
order to achieve this aim. Regarding Iran, 
if the president decides on an air strike (as 
opposed to an invasion), approval from the 
Senate is not required, but only discreet up-
dating of its leaders. Although the defeat of 
the Republicans has weakened him, Presi-
dent Bush is still the leader in foreign policy 
issues.

As to the Jewish-Israeli angle of the elec-
tion results, according to data supplied by 
the Democratic Party, 87 percent of the Jew-
ish voters voted Democrat. The Republicans 
claim 26 percent support, yet even if correct, 
this does not represent a significant change, 
certainly not when taking into account the 
hopes entertained by the Republicans in the 
light of the unprecedented support for Israel 
by the administration. The number of Jews 
in the Congress rose from 37 to 43, and in 
the Senate reached a new height of thirteen. 
The Jewish presence in the Congress is by 
far disproportionately greater than the per-
centage of the Jews in the population, and 
the Jewish profile is also quite prominent. 

However, what influences Congressional 

policy towards Israel to the greatest extent 
is the major position-holders themselves, 
and in this respect Israel has no grounds for 
anxiety. Virtually all the Democrats appoint-
ed to the important posts are old and active 
friends of Israel. Though the defeat of Re-
publican senator Rick Santorum (Pennsyl-
vania) is not a positive development – apart 
from his support for Israel, he was also one 
of the leaders of the hard line against Iran 
– there is no need to regret the departure of 
Senator Lincoln Chafee (Rhode Island). In 
general, members of the Israeli lobby and 
officials in the Israeli Foreign Ministry chart 
a more or less equal number of new and old 
elected officials whose victories or defeats 
help or hinder Israel. The personal compo-
sition of the new Congress is consequently 
at least as comfortable for Israel as its pre-
decessor.

The same does not apply, however, to 
Congress’s ideological composition, due to 
the diminished influence of the Evangelists. 
They are the major supporters of Bush’s for-
eign policy in general, and towards Israel 
in particular. It is still impossible to know 
whether the imbroglio in Iraq and the de-
feat in the elections will weaken their status 
in the Republican Party, but their influence 
over Congress was significantly weakened 
from the moment the Republican Party lost 
its control. Of course the Democrats have 
also exhibited consistent staunch support for 
Israel, but the support of the Republicans, 
under the influence of the Evangelists, has 
been far more pronounced in recent years.

The Democratic support is traditional, 
rational, and semi-balanced; the Republican 
support (especially but not only that of the 
Evangelists) is far more categorical, being 
based on religious or ideological black-and-
white perception. The Democrats have a 
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greater inclination towards diplomacy, mul-
tilateralism, and understanding of the prob-
lematic nature of the Palestinian issue than 
the more militant and forceful Republicans; 
one example is the post-elections visits to 
Syria paid by three Democratic senators, to 
the chagrin of the administration.1 From this 
aspect the atmosphere in Washington in the 
wake of the Democratic victory weakens the 
international status of the president, and to 
a certain extent decreases Israel’s capability 
of maneuver.

A New Atmosphere
The major issue in American foreign policy 
in general, and regarding the Middle East 
in particular, is the imbroglio in Iraq. With 
the continuing deterioration of the situation 
in Iraq and the president’s approval rating 
in public opinion polls, Democratic voices 
criticizing the policy of President Bush “to 
persist in the same direction until victory is 
achieved” have intensified over the last two 
years. The extremist wing of the Democrat-
ic Party (John Murtha, Howard Dean) has 
called for immediate withdrawal of the US 
troops from Iraq, though most Democrats 
have made do with a demand to fix a time-
table for reduction of the forces. Thus while 
the president contends that the US forces 
will be withdrawn when the Iraqi forces 
are ready, the Democrats have reversed the 
order. They argue that if a date is fixed for 
the withdrawal of the American forces, the 
Iraqis will have no alternative other than to 
be prepared.

Over time some Republicans have joined 
the critics of the administration’s policy. Per-
sonalities in the conservative-realist camp, 
inspired by the approach of Henry Kissinger 
and George Bush Sr., have attacked the neo-
conservative insistence of the administration 

to set up a Democratic regime in Iraq not-
withstanding the tremendous cost that this 
effort is exacting. In parallel, criticism has 
been leveled at the inflexible policy towards 
Iran, criticism that contributed to the admin-
istration’s proposal in the middle of 2006 
on a rapprochement with Iran if the nuclear 
program were suspended, and incentives if it 
were to be discontinued. In general, critics of 
the president have called and are continuing 
to call for more multilateral diplomacy and 
an effort towards rapprochement with oppo-
nents, along with removing the democratiza-
tion efforts from the top of the agenda.2

The elections to the Congress have 
strengthened this trend. The defeat of the 
Republicans was related directly to the situ-
ation in Iraq, and President Bush hurriedly 
replaced Secretary of Defense Donald Rums-
feld with Robert Gates. The new secretary is 
a recognized member of the realistic camp, 
was a member of the Baker-Hamilton com-
mission, and has publicly identified with 
the critical stance regarding Iraq and Iran. 
Furthermore, two senior Democratic sena-
tors have already demanded a change of 
direction. Joseph Biden (Delaware), the new 
chair of the Foreign Affairs Committee, has 
announced a program for the stabilization 
of Iraq, based on a political-diplomatic ef-
fort rather than a military one. He proposed 
copying the model of the 1995 Dayton Agree-
ment, which under regional and internation-
al sponsorship stabilized Bosnia with a fed-
eral structure open to changes.3 Carl Levin 
(Michigan), the new chair of the Armed 
Forces Committee, called for the beginning 
of the US military withdrawal within four 
to six months. Other commentators and per-
sonalities, including British prime minister 
Tony Blair, claimed that the major key to the 
imbroglio in Iraq lies outside it: a diplomatic 
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effort with the participation of all of Iraq’s 
neighbors, including Iran and Syria; and/or 
significant progress towards a settlement of 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. These voices 
expressing criticism and proposing alterna-
tives reached a crescendo with the submis-
sion of the recommendations of the Baker-
Hamilton commission.

This commission was set up in March 
2006 at the initiative of the House of Repre-
sentatives and with the reserved support of 
the White House. It was intended that the 
commission, composed of ten senior Demo-
crats and Republicans (most of them experi-
enced politicians) and consequently carrying 
substantial public weight, would propose an 
alternative for the policy in Iraq that would 
be acceptable to both parties and help the 
president to change direction (if not force 
him to do so).

In early December the commission sub-
mitted a final document that defined the sit-
uation in Iraq as “grave and deteriorating.” 
After rejecting four alternatives (hasty with-
drawal, persistence in the current direction, 
significant long term reinforcement of the 
US troops, and partitioning Iraq into three 
semi-autonomous regions), the commission 
recommended “a new way forward,” which 
it outlined in 79 points. The main features 
were: participation of all of Iraq’s neigh-
bors in its stabilization, including Iran and 
Syria (recommendations 5 and 9); an over-
all regional diplomatic initiative including 
a settlement between Syria and Israel and a 
resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
(recommendations 13 and 14); halting the 
open military commitment and making it 
conditional on the implementation of mile-
stones towards security and governance 
(recommendations 20, 21, 40, and 41); com-
pletion of evacuation of the combat forces in 

the first quarter of 2008 (as a result of recom-
mendation 42); and shifting the American 
military effort from fighting to training Iraqi 
forces (recommendation 43). The commis-
sion made it clear that it would be wrong to 
accept only some of the recommendations, 
since the various elements complement one 
another. Not surprisingly, the Democrats re-
gard the recommendations of the commis-
sion as support for the approach they have 
adopted for some time.

Great hopes were pinned on the Bak-
er-Hamilton commission to decipher the 
Iraqi conundrum through the creation of a 
kind of Rosetta Stone for policy. This hope 
mainly arose from the general feeling that 
a new approach was required, from the 
auspicious composition of the commission, 
and from the PR campaign held before the 
publication of its conclusions (apparently 
inspired by the commission itself). Accord-
ing to opinion polls, about 70 percent of the 
American public supports the recommenda-
tions of the commission, the same segment 
of the population that is dissatisfied with 
the administration’s handling of the issue.4 
However, while the commission’s work and 
its analysis of the situation received con-
siderable praise, its recommendations were 
awarded a lukewarm welcome.

The criticism from the extremes was ex-
pected. The left-leaning wing of the Demo-
cratic Party argues that in the absence of 
binding dates and numbers of troops, the rec-
ommendations are mere cover provided by 
Baker the Republican for the continuation of 
the existing policy.5 From the right, neo-con-
servatives and hawks such as Senator John 
McCain (Arizona) regard the recommenda-
tions as a recipe for surrender instead of nec-
essary persistence in achieving victory.6 Less 
expected were the reservations expressed by 
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the professional community. Current and for-
mer army officers claim that it would be im-
possible to make the recommended changes 
without causing additional deterioration of 
the military situation in Iraq.7 Middle East 
experts and former diplomats define the 
expectations for cooperation with Iran and 
Syria as unrealistic, as well as the assump-
tion that the region has decisive influence on 
developments within Iraq.8 In addition, Iraqi 
leaders from all the ethnic groups criticized 
the recommendations of the committee.9 
Even the Democratic establishment avoided 
official, full, or enthusiastic adoption of the 
recommendations. In the light of relevant 
reservations on the practicality of the major 
military and diplomatic recommendations 
and in the absence of consensus, the major 
spokespersons of the party prefer that the 
administration should find the solution.

A New Policy?
Under the title “The New Way Forward,” 
US president George W. Bush announced on 
January 10, 2007 “a new strategy” to be ad-
opted by the US in Iraq. The following are 
the major points in his program:
§	 The greatest priority is security, in par-

ticular in Baghdad. Only the Iraqis can solve 
this problem, and their government has in 
fact prepared an aggressive plan that avoids 
repeating the mistakes of the past.
§	 The Iraqi force that will be employed 

in enforcing security in the city will be rein-
forced by 17,500 American troops. Their mis-
sion is clear: to help the Iraqi forces control 
the city, protect the lives of the residents, and 
maintain long term control.
§	 The American commitment is not un-

limited in time. If the Iraqi government does 
not fulfill its promises, it will lose the sup-
port of the American people.

§	 The US will insist that the Iraqi gov-
ernment implement the milestones that it 
undertook: acceptance of responsibility for 
the security of all of Iraq by November; pass-
ing an oil law that will guarantee a relative-
ly equal division of the oil income between 
all the ethnic groups; holding local elections 
during the course of the year; changing the 
law prohibiting members of the Ba’ath par-
ty from working in public service; making 
changes to the constitution as promised to 
the Sunni minority.
§	 Reinforcement of 4,000 American 

troops in the Sunni Anbar region.
§	 Disruption and destruction of the sup-

port networks that supply men and weapons 
from Syria and especially from Iran.

At this critical point in time the support 
for Iraq must be intensified in order to break 
the circle of violence. The coming year will 
likely be very violent, but the new strategy 
will bring the US closer to success. Victory 
will not take the form of the victory parades 
of the past, but will bring with it a demo-
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cratic Iraq, not perfect, but one that combats 
terror instead of awarding it a place of ref-
uge. “The challenge playing out across the 
broader Middle East is more than a military 
conflict. It is the decisive ideological struggle 
of our time,”10 declared the president, and 
the new strategy is intended to guarantee 
the future of the young democracy in an 
area of tremendous importance to the US.

This program involves shifting the major 
military effort to Baghdad and a significant 
acceleration in transferring the burden to 
the Iraqis. For the first time Bush said that 
the American commitment is not unlimited 
in time. Yet overall, this is not a new strat-
egy. Over the last three years several opera-
tions have been conducted with the aim of 
cleansing Baghdad (or other regions) from 
violence, and all of them have failed. In fact, 
to put it bluntly, the strategy represents an 
approach of achieving results by ever-in-
creasing force, or more of the same.

The president is aware of this, and con-
sequently explained in his speech that this 
time there was a better chance of success 
since the Shiite majority government was 
demonstrating an increased commitment to 
the struggle against the violent elements in 
both major ethnic groups, and was allocat-
ing sufficient combat forces to this task. On 
the other hand, one of the members of the 
Congress who met with the president before 
the speech testified that Bush, in response to 
the question why what had failed in the past 
would succeed this time, answered, “be-
cause it must succeed.”

Will this way in fact succeed in leading 
forward? There are two obstacles. First is the 
opposition by the Democratic Congress. The 
leadership of the Congress, backed by the 
voters at the polls, called on the president 
before his speech not to send more troops 

to Iraq. The Democrats are united in their 
opposition to the president, but not regard-
ing the alternative. Proposals have already 
been raised to block Bush by legislation or 
by non-approval of allocations (the immedi-
ate cost of the program is about seven bil-
lion dollars). Since the constitution awards 
the president priority in control of the army, 
and since the Democrats won’t want to risk 
harming their image, it is reasonable to as-
sume that the president will succeed in 
overcoming the Congress.

The second obstacle is the Iraqi govern-
ment, on which in fact the program relies. 
Bush expects that this time Prime Minister 
Nouri al-Maliki has both the desire to act 
forcefully against all the violent elements, 
and the capability of doing so. This is a 
very optimistic expectation, based on the 
assumption that the Iraqi government will 
on the one hand act against the Shiite mili-
tias, and on the other hand court the Sunni 
minority through the implementation of the 
promised milestones, most of which were 
designed to appease it. So far the govern-
ment has shown no real signs that it will 
do so. It should be remembered that Bush 
decided to send additional American troops 
to Baghdad against the wishes of the Iraqi 
government. The Shiite majority govern-
ment regards the reinforcements as tighten-
ing of the security control by the Americans 
in Iraq, contrary to its desire to gain inde-
pendent authority as soon as possible.

The Americans currently have four major 
aims in the Middle East: to stabilize Iraq and 
leave; to block the Iranian nuclear program; 
to preserve and strengthen the Lebanese 
government; and to jumpstart the negotia-
tions between Israel and the Palestinians. 
Even in those cases in which there is a con-
nection between the various problems, the 
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Bush administration is not ready to make a 
tradeoff and pay a price on one issue in or-
der to advance the solution of another. Con-
sequently, changes of policy are not to be ex-
pected in the other issues. The US will con-
tinue its efforts to impose sanctions on Iran, 
isolate Syria and protect Lebanon, and pres-
sure Hamas so as to bring about the estab-
lishment of some kind of government that 
will permit the renewal of negotiations.

The president’s critics will likely accuse 
him of employing a strategy of obstinacy 
that leads to an impasse on all fronts. He 
will reply that this is determination and 
tenacity, required when conducting a gen-
eration-long struggle between the forces of 
peace and democracy and the axis of evil. 
Following the victory of the Democrats and 
the continued deterioration of the situation 
in Iraq, a certain degree of change is to be 
expected in American policy. However, the 
division of power between the administra-
tion and Congress, the worldview of Presi-
dent Bush, and the absence of real alterna-
tives suggest more continuity than change.

The Significance for Israel
Israel has a clear interest both in Iraq not be-
coming a Sunni fundamentalist exporter of 
terror or the Shiite ally of Iran, and in halt-
ing the erosion of the status and freedom 
of action of the US. From the Israeli angle 
it should therefore be hoped that the policy 
formulated by the administration will suc-
ceed, even though the chances of this oc-
curring are slight. Israel can contribute to 
this in a very modest manner by avoiding 
comments on the subject. The blunt support 
that Prime Minister Ehud Olmert awarded 
the president’s policy during his November 
visit to Washington is harmful both to Israel 
and Bush. It is advisable not to strengthen 

the suspicion that the policy of the admin-
istration in Iraq is also (if not mainly) moti-
vated by its support for Israel.

If the Baker-Hamilton recommenda-
tion for a multi-track diplomatic initiative 
(against Iran, Syria, and the Palestinian Au-
thority including Hamas) were accepted, this 
would be of far-reaching significance for Is-
rael. Since this is not the case, the Israeli gov-
ernment, based on its current policy, has no 
reason for anxiety.11 At the same time, Israeli 
public relations should convey the message 
that Israel is striving for diplomatic progress 
on the Palestinian track, but should not link 
this to the Iraqi issue in a way that would 
undermine the policy of isolation towards 
Hamas. However, if the problem of Hamas 
is handled in some way that would restart 
the diplomatic process, it may be assumed 
that the Americans will expect Israel to take 
steps that are not to its liking (dismantling of 
outposts, freezing construction in the settle-
ments, showing greater flexibility regarding 
“the dismantling of terrorist organizations”). 
This in part is because of the Iraqi and region-
al context, in the spirit of the Baker-Hamilton 
commission. The US support for Israel de-
mands that it pay a high diplomatic price in 
the Arab world, a price that even Bush will 
not agree to continue to pay if the Palestinian 
side relinquishes its staunch aggression.

Regarding Iran, although the president 
has rejected and will reject the more moder-
ate approach recommended by the commis-
sion, Israel’s situation is now apparently less 
good. Until now the Republicans have dis-
played greater firmness, and consequently 
the Democratic approach will not contribute 
to the message of determination required to 
convince Iran to reverse course (if this is at 
all possible). More significant is the replace-
ment of the hawkish Rumsfeld by the mod-
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erate Gates. The former never spoke publicly 
of an attack against Iran. Gates, on the other 
hand, published in 2004 a document of the 
Foreign Relations Council that focused on 
the difficulties involved in such a military 
operation, including the problems that an Is-
raeli operation would cause to the US. If and 
when the time comes for a military attack 
against Iran, it would be preferable for Israel 
that Rumsfeld be at the side of the president 
rather than Gates. On the assumption that re-
garding dangers in the Middle East a forceful 
American president is preferable for Israel, 
the weakening of the president in Congress 
and in the public is not a good omen for Is-
rael.
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Changes in Iran’s 
Strategic Posture

Ephraim Kam

Several developments in the region since 2003 have prompted major 
changes in Iran’s strategic posture. The events in Iraq represent the most 
important development, as the 2003 war effected a dramatic change 
in Iran’s most important neighbor. Iraq currently houses a large and 
threatening American force, sent there to overthrow a regime that at 
the time was perceived in the United States as developing weapons of 
mass destruction and heavily involved in terror. The American threat 
appears even more ominous when considering that at the end of 2001 
the US overthrew another Muslim regime, the Taliban in Afghanistan. 
The result of the military action in two neighbor states is that Iran is 
encircled by states connected to the US, some of which are still hous-
ing American forces. The signal to Iran was clear: if Iran did not cease 
developing weapons of mass destruction and promoting terror, it too 
could be subject to the threat of military action.
	 The pressure on Iran is primarily focused on the question of its 
nuclear program. Since 2002 numerous details have surfaced that 
leave little doubt as to Iran’s drive to develop nuclear weapons. The 
result was heavy pressure, spearheaded by the United States and 
backed by European nations and the International Atomic Energy 
Agency, to cease all activities that could lead to the development of 
nuclear weapons. Even Russia, a major supplier of nuclear technol-
ogy for Iran, has changed its stance. Once the Russians understood 
the Iranian regime’s drive to develop nuclear weapons, they criticized 
the regime publicly for its actions and agreed in principle to impose 
sanctions on Iran. This pressure led to the transfer of the issue to the 
UN Security Council, which decided in December 2006 to impose 
economic sanctions on Iran unless it complied with the demand to 
halt all suspicious nuclear activities.
	 This article seeks to examine the changes in Iran’s strategic pos-
ture in light of the pressures exerted upon it and the implications of 
these changes.

Deputy Head of 
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The Situation in Iraq
The developments in Iraq since 2003 have se-
rious implications for Iran’s strategic status 
and its ability to cope with the ensuing pres-
sures. From the outset it was apparent that 
the conquest of Iraq posed a serious Ameri-
can threat towards Iran, but at the same time 
offered new opportunities. The more time 
went by, the more it became clear that the 
balance was tipping towards the opportuni-
ties.

Regarding capability, the American mili-
tary threat toward Iran has not decreased. 
Large American forces are still operating in 
Iraq, the Persian Gulf, and Afghanistan, all 
of which are capable of striking strategic Ira-
nian targets. This situation will not change in 
the near future. The American government is 
not rushing to remove the bulk of its forces 
from Iraq, and even when it does it will leave 
considerable strength in the Gulf area in or-
der to assist in stabilizing Iraq, as well as to 
maintain pressure on Iran. It can be assumed 
that Iran is worried by the recent American 
decision to take steps, albeit limited, against 
the Iranian strongholds in Iraq. The US is 
also building up its naval and air forces in 
the Gulf with the addition of a second air-
craft carrier and Patriot anti-missile batter-
ies. These steps increase the pressure both on 
Iran and on its European partners and Russia 
to help by strengthening the economic sanc-
tions against Iran. First and foremost, the Ira-
nians are taking into account the possibility 
that the United States, perhaps with the co-
operation by Israel, will attack their nuclear 
installations, as well as other strategic sites.

Yet the American threat of late has lost 
something of its urgency and intensity. Iran, 
like many others, likely feels that the United 
States is in no hurry to initiate military ac-
tion against Iran in light of its entanglement 

in Iraq. A record of failure does not encour-
age new military action, not to mention the 
fact that the Iraqi story is far from finished 
and is still exacting high human and finan-
cial costs from the United States. Without a 
doubt a military ground option in Iran has 
been completely discarded, in light of what 
has unfolded in Iraq. Currently, all the gov-
ernments involved prefer to pursue the dip-
lomatic efforts to stop the development of 
Iranian nuclear weaponry. As long as diplo-
macy remains the preferred arena, there is no 
justification for military action against Iran; 
at the moment even military action against 
the nuclear sites, by the United States or by 
Israel, faces the additional difficulty of lack-
ing support from any other state, and there 
is little reason to think that this picture will 
change in the near future.

The situation in Iraq disturbs Iran for an-
other reason as well. The instability, violence, 
and terror in Iraq could spill over into Iran 
and affect its own stability. Iran’s primary 
Iraq-related fear centers on the Kurdish issue. 
Iraq’s Kurdish population has earned broad 
autonomy and has a considerable degree of 
influence in the central governing bodies 
– first and foremost the presidency, which 
has been granted to the Kurds. There is a real 
possibility that the Kurds would achieve an 
independent state were Iraq to come apart. 
These developments are likely to influence 
the Kurdish minority in Iran, which num-
bers close to five million, and to encourage 
them to become more vocal in their demands 
for greater autonomy within Iran. The rise 
in Iraqi terror, especially the increasingly 
violent Shiite-Sunni fighting, is also likely to 
spill over into Iran.

Yet these concerns are eclipsed by the op-
portunities that opened up to Iran in light 
of the 2003 war. Iraq was already weakened 
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by the 1991 Gulf War, a process that intensi-
fied with the removal of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime and the destruction of his military 
machine. The 2003 war erased the strategic 
conventional and non-conventional military 
Iraqi threat that hung over Iran for many 
years. It removed the only force in the area 
capable of restraining Iran in the Gulf and 
offsetting its strategic power. Since then Iran 
is the single major regional power in the 
Gulf, and only the United States can balance 
its struggle for hegemony over the area. This 
development increases the pressure on other 
Gulf states, primarily Saudi Arabia, which 
since the eighties relied on Iraq as well as the 
United States to resist the Iranian threat.

No less important is the opportunity that 
has opened up with the Shiites’ change of 
status in Iraq. Iran has struggled to strength-
en the standing and influence of the Shiites 
in order to create Iraqi-Iranian Shiite power 
centers, which will give Iran strategic depth 
and help promote its own interests. With this 
in mind it encouraged the Shiite leaders to 
participate in the political process led by the 
Americans, which was seen in their eyes as 
the most promising way of turning the Shi-
ites into an important and influential part of 
the Iraqi system. Iran thus developed consid-
erable influence within the coalition of Shi-
ite leaders (the United Iraqi Covenant) that 
has dominated the two parliamentary elec-
tions in Iraq in 2005. The coalition includes 
the main Shiite forces aligned with Iran, the 
Supreme Council for an Islamic Revolution 
in Iraq, most of whose members spent time 
in exile in Iran, and the al-Dawa party. Iran’s 
greatest ally is the leader of the Council, Abd 
al-Aziz al-Hakim, who supports legislation 
that would lead to the establishment of a 
federation of Shiite areas in southern Iraq, 
which would in effect create a large rela-

tively autonomous Shiite district. Iran favors 
this idea, as a large Shiite district in Iraq will 
serve to strengthen the economic and politi-
cal connections with Iran.

In parallel to fostering links to the po-
litical Shiite leadership, Iran has established 
connections with the Shiite militia, mostly 
by providing monetary and military support 
and activating hundreds of Revolutionary 
Guards and Iranian intelligence agents who 
have infiltrated Iraq. The most important 
militia that has connections to Iran is the al-
Badr Organization, which was founded and 
trained in Iran by the Revolutionary Guards 
and transferred to Iraq after the fall of Sad-
dam’s regime. Iran is also trying to forge 
connections with the Mehdi Army led by the 
young charismatic leader Muqtada al-Sadr.

Notwithstanding its interest in stability 
in Iraq, Iran’s support of the Shiite militias 
and efforts to strengthen the Shiite sector 
have served to continue to destabilize the 
situation. Because of the violent inter-ethnic 
struggles, Iran’s overtures toward the Shiites 
have weakened the chances of Sunni-Shiite 
understanding and undermined the United 
States’ efforts to create a stable Iraqi govern-
ment. The increased Iranian influence on 
Iraqi politics has additional implications: Iran 
has created another front for putting pres-
sure on the American forces in Iraq, which 
could otherwise have served as a restraining 
force against Iran. Therefore, if the American 
government were to consider military action 
against Iran, it must also take into account 
that this will lead to an increase of Shiite mi-
litia attacks on American forces in Iraq. Thus 
the current situation in Iraq may be useful to 
Iran: the threat of an American military at-
tack exists, but the imbroglio in Iraq limits 
the Americans’ ability to act against Iran, 
continues to lower their standing in the re-
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gion, and gives Iran more leverage over the 
Americans.

Recognizing Iran’s growing influence in 
Iraq, the Americans have considered estab-
lishing channels of communications with the 
Iranians in order to stabilize the situation 
in Iraq. So far these efforts have failed. The 
Baker-Hamilton report, which proposes a 
new American strategy for exiting the Iraqi 
quagmire, acknowledges the importance of 
speaking with the Iranians in order to stabi-
lize the situation in Iraq. However, for sev-
eral reasons there is room for doubt whether 
this initiative will advance the cause of the 
Iraqi crisis. First, the main focus of the pro-
posal is to improve the regional and inter-
national standing of the United States by 
means of stabilizing the situation in Iraq. 
Second, there is almost no doubt that were 
Iran to agree to enter meaningful negotia-
tions with the United States regarding the fu-
ture of Iraq, the quid pro quo it would ask for 
would be the end of international pressure 
on its nuclear program. This would be in ab-
solute contradiction to the American stance. 
Third, the underlying problem in Iraq is in-
ternal – the inter-ethnic violent conflicts. The 
outside influence on developments in Iraq, 
primarily interference from Iran and Syria, 
are of relatively minor importance. Even if it 
were possible to harness Iran (and Syria) to 
assist in stabilizing Iraq at the cost of conced-
ing central pillars of American policy in the 
area, it would contribute little to solving the 
internal problems of Iraq. These are appar-
ently the reasons that the US administration 
rejected the recommendation.

The Regional View: Shia vs. Sunna
The emerging picture is of an Iranian-led 
Shiite awakening across the Middle East, 
creating a Shiite axis from Iran through Iraq 

all the way to Lebanon that includes a com-
pact with Syria and the Palestinian Islamic 
organizations, and constitutes a challenge to 
the moderate Sunni camp. The elements in 
this picture include the expected increasing 
severity of the Iranian nuclear threat; the ap-
pearance of Shiites as the dominant force in 
Iraq; the increased influence of Iran in Iraq 
and the escalation of the violent Shiite-Sunni 
conflict there; and the sense that Hizbollah’s 
standing has improved as a result of the Leb-
anese war and its efforts to secure a dominant 
position in the Lebanese government. Added 
to these components are the ongoing weak-
ness of the Western world, which for years 
has been unable to form a coalition capable 
of operating together against this force, and 
the image of a United States weakened in the 
region and around the world. These devel-
opments have contributed heavily to the im-
pression that Iran is engaged in strengthen-
ing its regional position.

The developments in Lebanon are impor-
tant in Iranian eyes, which perceive them as 
reflections of the war between Islam and the 
Judeo-Christian West, and the struggle with-
in the Muslim camp between the Sunnis and 
the awakening Shiites. Iran founded Hiz-
bollah in 1982, and views the organization 
as the most successful export of the Islamic 
Revolution and as the force behind the Shiite 
awakening and the demand for ethnic recog-
nition. Various developments have helped 
widen Iran’s freedom of maneuver in Leba-
non in recent years: the Israeli Defense Forc-
es’ withdrawal from Lebanon, the departure 
of Syrian forces from Lebanon, the weakness 
of Bashar Asad’s regime, and the ongoing 
weakness of Lebanon’s government. Iran 
considers Hizbollah’s military growth, par-
ticularly the acquisition of a comprehensive 
long range rocket array and the establish-
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ment of fortifications across southern Leba-
non, as strengthening its deterrent ability to-
ward Israel, especially should Israel attempt 
to attack Iran’s nuclear sites. The fact that 
Hizbollah is seen as a viable deterrent, or at 
least as a force that successfully confronted 
Israel, is presented by Iran as another victory 
in its march to weaken Israel and the West.

Iran’s activity in Iraq and Lebanon is 
complemented by increasing involvement in 
two additional areas. Since the beginning of 
the intifada Iran’s influence has grown in the 
Palestinian arena, in terms of political con-
nections, military and financial aid to the Pal-
estinian organizations, and encouragement 
of terror attacks, both directly and through 
Hizbollah. Hamas’ rise to power, its partial 
isolation by the West and the international 
community, and its urgent dependence on 
financial support has supplied Iran with 
the opportunity to strengthen its connection 
with Hamas and increase its influence in the 
movement. In the past Hamas attempted to 
limit its connections with Iran and its reli-
ance on financial aid, in order to maintain its 
own independence. But under the pressure 
of international isolation, Palestinian leader 
Ismail Haniyeh saw fit to declare during his 
visit to Tehran that Iran is the Palestinians’ 
strategic depth.

Iran has taken advantage of the instability 
in Afghanistan to increase its influence there 
as well. Until the United States campaign in 
Afghanistan, Iranian activities there were 
limited, due to the antagonism between Iran 
and the Taliban regime. The removal of the 
regime in late 2001 created an opportunity 
for Iran to increase its influence in western 
Afghanistan by way of distributing funds, 
investing in infrastructure, and promoting 
activities of the Revolutionary Guards.

But the regional balance of Iran is not 

one-sided, and the final picture has not been 
drawn. The meaning of the conflict in Leba-
non will largely be decided by Hizbollah’s 
ability to increase its power in the political 
structure and rebuild its military strength, 
among other ways with Iran’s help. Hizbollah 
used its rocket system against Israel prema-
turely, which will allow Israel to prepare for it 
better in the case of an Iranian-Israeli conflict 
over nuclear development, thereby reducing 
Iran’s deterrent effect. Israel’s ability to inflict 
extensive damage on the long range rockets 
that Iran supplied Hizbollah, combined with 
the demonstration of the Israeli air force’s ca-
pabilities, have likely aroused concern in case 
of a future conflict with Israel. The connec-
tion between Iran and Hamas is likewise not 
guaranteed in the long term. 

Iran’s growing power also has a detrimen-
tal side. Today there is a broad front, even if 
not organized and unified, that seeks to re-
strain Iran. Iran’s increased influence in Iraq 
and the war in Lebanon, with Iran’s potential 
achievement of nuclear weapons in the not-
so-distant future lying in the background, 
arouse considerable concern within the main 
centers of the moderate Arab world, which 
fears the outbreak of Shiite unrest. In the 
past this fear centered on the Iranian export 
of the Islamic Revolution to additional Mus-
lim states; today the concern is more with 
the possibility of Iran undermining govern-
ments in moderate states and pressuring 
them to embrace the Iranian line. These fears 
have not yet sparked organized Arab activ-
ity against Iran, nor is it clear that they will. 
But the situation is uncomfortable for Iran 
and has planted seeds of concern. It damages 
its image, encumbers its maneuvering in the 
nuclear question on the international stage, 
and contributes to the international organi-
zation against Iran. 

There is con-
cern over the 
possibility of 
Iran undermin-
ing govern-
ments in mod-
erate states and 
pressuring them 
to embrace the 
Iranian line.
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Iran under Pressure on the Nuclear 
Question
The main issue troubling Iran’s foreign policy 
is the pressure on Iran to cease its efforts to 
develop nuclear weaponry. Iran’s diplomatic 
position is worse than it was in 2003. Indeed, 
Iran was surprised by two developments. 
First, in light of revelations of Iranian nucle-
ar plans since 2002, European governments 
have moved closer to the American position, 
and Iran finds it harder than in the past to 
maneuver between them. Second, the issue 
has moved to the Security Council, which, 
with the agreement of China and Russia, 
agreed to impose sanctions.

The sanctions imposed by the Security 
Council in December of 2006 will likely not 
push Iran to desist from its nuclear develop-
ment plans. The sanctions are designed to 
prevent the supply of materials, equipment, 
and technology that Iran needs to develop 
nuclear weapons. But the measures are par-
tial, full of cracks and loopholes, and easily 
circumvented, and thus they will not encum-
ber Iran to any measurable degree, either in 
the nuclear or the economic realms. Iran an-
nounced immediately that the sanctions will 
not prevent it from continuing the nuclear 
development program, and even threatened 
that in response to the sanctions it will adopt 
its own measures, including a reevaluation 
of both its willingness to cooperate with the 
International Atomic Energy Agency and its 
attitude to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty. The most far-reaching statement was 
made by the head of the Iranian National 
Security Council, Ali Larijani, Iran’s chief 
spokesman for nuclear issues, when for the 
first time he acknowledged implicitly that 
Iran was working towards acquiring nuclear 
weapons. He claimed that Iran was commit-
ted to using nuclear technology for peaceful 

purposes, though the situation could change 
if Iran found itself subject to threats. And in 
order to stress Iran’s commitment to continue 
its nuclear program, Iran announced that by 
March of 2007 it intends to have completed 
the assembly of 3,000 centrifuges for the en-
richment of uranium in Natanz.

Nonetheless, there are also positive as-
pects to the sanctions, and in effect the strug-
gle has been elevated to a level that was 
hard to even imagine a year ago. It reflects 
a change of direction on the part of Russia 
and China, apparently arising from their un-
derstanding that Iran is in fact attempting to 
produce nuclear weapons. December 2006’s 
resolution also opens the door to additional 
sanctions by the Security Council if Iran fails 
to accept its demands. The Council’s reso-
lution added to the Iranian internal argu-
ment over how decisions within the Iranian 
leadership have been made, which includes 
criticism of President Ahmadinejad’s mili-
ant manner that was likely a contributing 
factor leading to the sanctions, particularly 
the rhetoric on the destruction of Israel and 
the denial of the Holocaust. Finally, the pro-
cess of pressuring Iran in recent years has its 
own dynamic, and it seems likely it will gain 
momentum in the future. It is a reasonable 
assumption that this has already aroused 
concern in Iran and may lead to a change in 
its overall tactics.

Yet none of these is in and of themselves 
reason for much optimism. Even if the Secu-
rity Council would strengthen the sanctions, 
it is hard to believe they will be sufficient to 
bring about a significant change in Iran’s po-
sition. Sanctions can be avoided and circum-
vented, and the United States will be hard-
pressed to find ways to compensate countries 
reluctant to uphold the sanctions due to the 
heavy economic damage they incur. Iran has 
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lived under uniltaeral American sanctions 
for many years without having changed its 
position. It can continue to assume that there 
will be a limit to the severity of the sanctions 
imposed, in light of Iran’s influence on the 
world oil market and the hesitancy of vari-
ous countries to threaten their economic in-
terests with Iran. Even the internal criticism 
leveled at Ahmadinejad relates to tactics of 
achieving nuclear weaponry and not to the 
strategy, since the nuclear program is con-
sidered a national goal that enjoys an over-
whelming consensus.

Iran is also able to presume that military 
action against its nuclear facilities is not close 
at hand: Robert Gates, the new American 
secretary of defense, stated in mid-January 
2007 that military action against Iran is a 
last resort, and that the United States at this 
point has no plans for immediate military ac-
tion against Iran. The bottom line is that the 
conditions for stopping the Iranian move to-
wards building nuclear weaponry have not 
yet been attained, neither on the diplomatic 
nor on the military front.

The Internal Iranian Debate
Developments in Iran’s strategic arena since 
2003 have unfolded in parallel to important 
internal developments. The main direction 
of these changes was the strengthening of the 
radical elements of the regime. This was given 
clear expression in the loss of the three pow-
er strongholds of the moderate regime since 
1997: the presidency, lost with the election of 
the ultra-radical Ahmadinejad in place of the 
moderate Khatami; the loss of the majority 
in parliament; and the loss of the majority in 
many village and municipality councils. The 
strengthening of the radicals in Iran, includ-
ing the harsh approach of Ahmadinejad, has 
contributed to the image of Iran as a world 

threat – both in Israeli eyes and in the eyes of 
other countries.

Since late 2006 and early 2007, there have 
been signs that could indicate a possible 
change of direction. Ahmadinejad’s support-
ers suffered a blow in the elections for the 

Assembly of Experts, which is responsible 
for overseeing the spiritual leader and even 
has the authority to remove him. Reformists 
achieved notable victories in the municipal 
elections of December 2006. Ahmadinejad 
has attracted considerable criticism for the 
manner that brought sanctions on Iran by the 
Security Council, expressed not only by the 
Reformists but from the pragmatic branches 
of the radical wings as well. There are also 
indications that the spiritual leader Khama-
nei is distancing himself from the president’s 
policies. The criticism is connected to a pub-
lic discussion that has developed around the 
question of Iran’s tactics regarding its nucle-
ar policy, though as yet it has not expanded 
to include the question about the wisdom of 
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developing nuclear weapons, about which 
there is no disagreement whatsoever.

It is still premature to assert that these 
signs indicate the beginning of a serious 
change in the internal stance of Iran or the 
strengthening of the Reformists. The relative 
success of the Reformists is limited, and at 
this stage is insufficient to unseat the radicals 
who control the government. Their success in 
the 1990s was far more impressive, yet none-
theless the radicals succeeded in repealing 
their changes. The wave of protest and the 
student riots that Iran saw during June and 
July of 2003 have not repeated themselves. 
Criticism of Ahmadinejad is important and 
if it swells, it could lead to unseating him, or 
at least to a reappraisal of the Iranian tactics 
toward the nuclear question. Yet for this to 
happen, there will need to be considerable 
organization, dedication, and demonstration 
of leadership from the moderate elements in 
Iran.

Conclusion
Iran’s current strategic posture is on the up-
swing. The leading cause of this trend is Iraq’s 
instability. The American threat to Iran is still 
a reality, but the disappearance of Iraq as a 
military factor and the American entangle-
ment in the Iraqi quagmire play into Iranian 
hands. There is no other force in the Gulf that 
can balance Iran’s strength, and numerous 
opportunities have presented themselves 
that Iran has been quick to exploit: expansion 
of influence in Iraq; attempts to build a Shi-
ite axis, extending from Iran through Iraq to 
Lebanon, by way of Syria, Iran’s partner; in-
crease of influence on the Palestinian system 
in light of Hamas’ rise to power and its need 
for external assistance; and a strengthened 
presence in western Afghanistan, in light of 
the fall of the Taliban. The current status of 

Iraq is relatively convenient for Iran, enabling 
it to pressure and deter the United States; the 
US administration has recognized that the 
situation calls for an attempt to develop a 
dialogue with Iran in order to stabilize Iraq. 
The impression that the regional strength of 
the United States is on the decline also helps 
Iran move into the vacuum that has formed.

The most ominous issue for Iran is the 
increasing pressure to suspend its suspect-
ed nuclear development project, which has 
become the focus of the Security Council’s 
sanctions. This pressure is apparently un-
comfortable for Iran but not yet unbearable. 
The sanctions imposed are not sufficiently 
painful, even if they become more severe in 
the future, and the military threat does not 
seem immediate. The internal criticism on the 
question of the tactics that brought the sanc-
tions upon Iran, in parallel with the signs of 
an awakening of the Reform movement, are 
both still insignificant, and in any case, don’t 
relate to the question of Iran’s intention to 
achieve nuclear status. At this point, Iran is 
persisting tenaciously in its plans to develop 
nuclear weapons and even to accelerate their 
development in the near future.

One must assume that the change in Iran’s 
strategic posture will continue to evolve with 
future developments. The most likely major 
influence in the near future is the status of 
Iraq. If the United States were to withdraw 
the majority of its forces from Iraq without 
first achieving stability, additional opportu-
nities would open up before Iran. If Iraq is 
divided, the Shiite entity is likely to become 
an Iranian partner, at least in the initial stag-
es. At later stages, as the Shiites have less and 
less need for Iran, conflicts could develop be-
tween them. Ultimately, the majority of Iraqi 
Shiites do not want to find themselves under 
Iranian influence.

Despite their 
shared interest, 

it is doubtful 
whether the 

moderate Arab 
camp would 
agree to co-

operate with 
Israel regarding 

Iran.
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Several other possible future develop-
ments could have an influence on Iran: 
§	 Significant increase in political and 

economic pressure on Iran over the nuclear 
question could weaken its position and lead 
it to reconsider its tactics. The United States 
has initiated moves to increase this pres-
sure, both on the ground and through po-
litical-economic channels. If the Americans 
fail to enlist serious cooperation from other 
states there is reason to doubt whether this 
will have an influence on Iran.
§	 A successful military action against 

the nuclear sites could weaken Iran and ter-
minate its nuclear weapons program. In the 
meantime ripe conditions for such a move 
seem to be lacking.
§	 An additional military conflict be-

tween Israel and Hizbollah could also in-
fluence Iran’s standing. If Hizbollah is per-
ceived to be the loser, this could damage 
Iran’s standing in Lebanon and the sense of 
progress from which Iran currently benefits. 
The opposite is also true.
§	 The moderate Arab camp could or-

ganize among itself with the support of the 
Americans and the West, in an attempt to re-
strain the Iranian-Shiite momentum, for the 
most part in Iraq and Lebanon.
§	 The world oil market could influence 

developments, as Iran’s economy relies 

heavily upon it. A disruption of Iranian oil 
exports, the import of refined oil to Iran, or a 
major change in the price of oil could radical-
ly affect the Iranian ability to maneuver. 

The development that would have the 
greatest effect on Iran’s strategic position 
would be the achievement of nuclear weap-
ons. If this were to occur, Iran would solidify 
its position as the central pillar of the radical 
camp, promote its strength within the Shi-
ite axis, pose a threat to the moderate Arab 
states in its vicinity, and exert pressure on 
them to become more extreme in their rela-
tions toward Israel and reduce their depen-
dence upon the United States.

Can Israel help block Iran from continu-
ing to improve its standing? Israel cannot 
influence what is happening in Iraq. Despite 
their shared interest, it is doubtful whether 
the moderate Arab camp would agree to co-
operate with Israel regarding Iran. But there 
are possible situations where Israel could 
take on a major role in the future in stopping 
Iran. Practically speaking, these steps could 
include dealing Hizbollah a serious blow, if 
necessary; achieving a peace agreement with 
Syria; weakening Hamas; and above all, tak-
ing military steps to remove Iran’s nuclear 
sites. These are all serious developments in 
their own right and worthy of further analy-
sis.
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Developments on the North 
Korean Nuclear Axis:

Parallels with Iran?
Ephraim Asculai and Emily B. Landau 

Since the early 1990s, the development of a military nuclear program 
in North Korea has aroused anxiety in the international community in 
general and in the Far East in particular. The news in early February 
2007 that another agreement was reached on the possible termination 
of this program spurred much optimism, though mitigated by the real-
ity that as in the past, the ultimate success of this agreement is far from 
certain. 
	 The North Korean nuclear case has had its ups and downs since 
the early 1990s, but it reached its most serious point in the early morn-
ing hours of October 9, 2006, when North Korea carried out an un-
derground nuclear explosion. This was the culmination of both a long 
technical endeavor on the part of North Korea and the failure of the in-
ternational efforts to persuade this state to abandon its military nuclear 
ambitions. The explosion sent shockwaves around the world, stronger 
than any physical signals that emanated from the underground cavity 
where the test took place. This was the first time that a member of the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) withdrew from the treaty and 
then went on to develop and test a nuclear weapon. This was a danger-
ous precedent, one that warranted a strong response. 
	 The crisis generated some new momentum to persuade North 
Korea to reverse course. It began with a UN resolution on sanctions 
in October, and ended with the February development on an agree-
ment reached between the US (and four other parties) and North Korea 
whereby in return for economic and energy-related benefits, North Ko-
rea would begin to dismantle its nuclear program. It remains to be seen 
whether this newest agreement will hold, yet beyond the case of North 
Korea itself is the question of potential implications for the nuclear 
dynamic that is playing out in parallel with respect to Iran and possible 
emergent lessons for dealing with nuclear proliferators in general.
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How We Got There
The 38th parallel – an armistice line 
from the 1950s – divides the Ko-
rean peninsula into the democratic 
Republic of Korea (ROK) or South 
Korea, and the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea (DPRK), or the 
dictatorship of North Korea. Rela-
tions between the US and North 
Korea, tense throughout the years, 
worsened considerably in the early 
1990s when the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) discovered 
accidentally that the DPRK had lied 
about its nuclear activities. This also 
heightened tensions between North 
and South Korea. An agreement be-
tween the US and North Korea over 
the nuclear issue was reached in 
1994, but by 2002, when President 
Bush dubbed the DPRK, together 
with Iraq and Iran, as part of an 
“axis of evil,” tensions between the 
two states were again on the rise. 

Not all is known about the North 
Korean nuclear project. Although 
a uranium-enrichment project is 
suspected, the evidence for this is 
meager; the one proven path for the 
acquisition of fissile materials – the 
stuff a nuclear bomb is made of – is 
the plutonium one. This method ne-
cessitates a nuclear reactor where 
the plutonium is produced, and a 
reprocessing plant where the plu-
tonium is separated from the ura-
nium. North Korea bought a small 
research reactor, not very useful for 
plutonium production, from the So-
viet Union in the 1960s. However, it 
was not until the 1980s that US intel-
ligence discovered the construction 

of a small nuclear power plant in 
Yongbyon, of a type most suitable 
for the production of plutonium. 
In 1989, the US discovered the con-
struction of a reprocessing plant 
near the power reactor. 

Although North Korea joined 
the NPT in 1985, it procrastinated 
in concluding the mandatory safe-
guards agreement with the IAEA, 
and the first inspections were car-
ried out only in 1992. In 1993, when 
analyzing samples taken at the 
Yongbyon site, the IAEA discovered 
that North Korea had provided false 
information in its declarations to the 
IAEA, and that it had, in fact, sepa-
rated more plutonium than it had 
admitted. 

This was the start of the deterio-
ration of the relationship between 
North Korea and the IAEA, but it 
was also the start of a political pro-
cess that culminated in the “Agreed 
Framework” between the US and 
North Korea in 1994. This agree-
ment specified the provision of two 
nuclear power plants to North Ko-
rea, in return for the suspension of 
the North Korean military nuclear 
program and a reversal of North Ko-
rea’s intention to withdraw from the 
NPT. It also provided for the supply 
of fuel oil to North Korea until the 
first power reactor came online. In 
1995, the Korean Peninsula Energy 
Development Organization (KEDO) 
was established for the implemen-
tation of the Agreed Framework. 
However, the latter half of the 1990s 
was again marked by crisis situa-
tions, due mainly to the missile de-

velopment and testing program of 
North Korea that was and still is 
the second major area of contention 
between the US and North Korea. 
Nonetheless, some spirit of opti-
mism persisted during the remain-
ing years of President Clinton’s ad-
ministration.

A turn for the worse came with 
President Bush’s “axis of evil” State 
of the Union address in January 
2002, and the following October it 
was reported that North Korea ad-
mitted to having violated the terms 
of KEDO. North Korea then went 
on to hint at nuclear weapons capa-
bility. This was followed by KEDO 
announcing the cessation of the oil 
supply to North Korea and the ef-
fective termination of its operation.

In early 2003 North Korea with-
drew from the NPT, and in August 
2003 a new phase began in the at-
tempt to reach a solution to North 
Korea’s nuclear ambitions and the 
impasse in US-DPRK relations: the 
“six party talks” were launched in 
Beijing. The six parties were the US, 
the DPRK, the ROK, Russia, China, 
and Japan.  Reportedly, the main 
points on the table were:
§	 Security guarantees, i.e., that 

the US would not try to overthrow 
the present DPRK regime
§	 ”Verifiable” and “irrevers-

ible” disarmament of the military 
nuclear program in the DPRK, in-
cluding the return of the DPRK to 
the NPT and the IAEA safeguards 
regime
§	 Construction of light water 

reactors, thereby implementing the 
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Agreed Framework of 1994
§	 Diplomatic relations: nor-

malization of relations between the 
DPRK and the US
§	 Financial restrictions / trade 

normalization, including the lifting 
of sanctions

Not much progress was made 
in these talks during the first two 
years. In September 2005 there 
seemed to be a significant break-
through when it was reported that 
an agreement was reached, accord-
ing to which North Korea would 
dismantle its program and return 
to the NPT, and the Korean penin-
sula would be rid of nuclear weap-
ons. Yet the reports were not borne 
out, and the following month North 
Korea accused the US of disrupting 
the deal by taking steps to obstruct 
what the US viewed as illicit North 
Korean financial transactions (these 
financial sanctions took the form 
of the US barring financial transac-
tions with a Macao-based bank that 
North Korea used as a hub for these 
activities). The talks were discontin-
ued in late 2005 after five rounds; in 
early July 2006 North Korea carried 
out missile tests, and then in Octo-
ber came the nuclear explosion. 

The immediate reaction of the 
international community was the 
adoption of a sanctions resolution 
in the UNSC (Resolution 1718). 
This was the first time that the Se-
curity Council took any notice of 
the nuclear situation in the Korean 
Peninsula – hardly a commendable 
record, to say the least. On October 
31, 2006, North Korea expressed its 

threat by North Korea, since they 
reduce the deterrent power of the 
North Korean missile capabilities.

The survival of the present re-
gime is a prime consideration in the 
security policy of North Korea. The 
regime feels threatened not only ex-
ternally but internally as well. It is 
an impoverished, hunger-stricken 
nation with little consideration for 
human rights and a ruling class 
that gives scant attention to the op-
pressed working classes. Against 
this background – and as seen in 
the cases of Pakistan and Iran, for 
example – a successful military nu-
clear project is a source of national 
pride, and hence of enhanced sup-
port for the government. In the ex-
ternal political area the regime is 
characterized by frequent and ex-
treme changes in attitudes. In the 
challenge of the present situation, 
the regime at times seems to be cry-
ing for help and at other times dis-
plays a belligerence that projects the 
sense that nothing would cause it to 
budge from its military ambitions.  

Of all the challenges to its securi-
ty, the perceived threat from the US 
seems to head North Korea’s list. As 
a function of this perceived threat, 
a prominent feature of the North 
Korean case is that it is very much 
influenced by a bilateral US-North 
Korean dynamic, at least as far as 
North Korea is concerned. North 
Korea directs its attention primarily 
to the US and has repeatedly asked 
the latter for security guarantees 
and economic assistance. Agreeing 
to the six party talks was a conces-

willingness to renew the six party 
negotiations, and on December 18 
the sixth round of talks was initiat-
ed. However, on December 22, these 
talks came to an end without a glim-
mer of an agreement.

A critical turning point seems 
to have come in January 2007, in a 
bilateral US-North Korean meet-
ing held in Berlin. Following this 
meeting, there were new hopes for 
a breakthrough, and a fresh round 
of six party talks was scheduled for 
early February. These negotiations 
began with high hopes, subsequent-
ly suffered some setbacks, but even-
tually ended in an agreement that 
provides North Korea with massive 
fuel oil and aid in return for begin-
ning the process of dismantling its 
nuclear program.

North Korea’s Motivation in 
the Nuclear Realm
Driving North Korea’s nuclear am-
bitions were its sense of isolation 
and threat in its regional setting. 
Its only friend is China, and even 
this friendship is not a solid one. 
Although the relationship between 
North and South Korea has im-
proved, with the former receiving 
material aid from the latter, there are 
hardly calm or cordial sentiments 
between them, not least because of a 
strong presence of US armed forces 
on the mainland and the seas. Japan 
is politically hostile to the DPRK 
and the relationship with Russia is 
not the best. The now dormant is-
sues of National and Theater Missile 
Defenses are seen as an additional 
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sion on North Korea’s part – its 
major goal has consistently been to 
engage the US directly in a bilat-
eral framework. As such, progress 
on the road to confronting North 
Korea’s nuclear ambitions would 
necessitate continued emphasis on 
this dyad, with attention given to 
regional realities as well. 

What is the real impact of the nu-
clear test and the ensuing political 
developments as far as international 
efforts to control nuclear prolifera-
tion? In dealing with North Korea, 
the reality is that the dynamic in this 
case seems to have brought both 
sides closer to achieving their aims. 
Following the test a decision was 
made on sanctions, which had the 
effect of bringing North Korea back 
to the negotiating table and for the 
first time dealing directly with the 
US. The result: an initial agreement 
has been reached.

Nonetheless, questions remain. 
Given the deep mutual distrust be-
tween the US and North Korea, will 
the agreement be implemented? 
Given the loopholes in the known 
contents of the agreement, will they 
be satisfactorily sealed? Could the 
negotiations have occurred without 
the North Korean nuclear explosion, 
or for that matter, without the sanc-
tions? Built on the turbulent history 
of North Korean actions and agree-
ments, the longevity and ultimate 
success of the February agreement 
are far from assured.

Parallels with Iran?
One of the questions that arose al-

most immediately following the 
North Korean test was what the im-
plications of this escalation would be 
for the situation in Iran. Since devel-
opments in both of these states have 
been unfolding in parallel, many 
analysts were quick to draw conclu-
sions in this regard. One of the most 
commonly noted conclusions was 
that if North Korea’s nuclear test 
were to go unpunished, this would 

send a clear message to Iran that it 
could easily follow suit. In fact, it 
was also generally assumed that the 
nuclear test would surely serve as 
an important wake-up call for the 
international community, impress-
ing upon it the need to take more 
determined action vis-à-vis Iran 
before it reached the stage of North 
Korea.

Yet it is not clear to what degree 
these conclusions either reflect or 
contribute to a real understanding of 
the acute proliferation challenges in 
either case. While the North Korean 
test clearly heightened concerns sig-
nificantly, it was the culmination of 
the specific actions taken by North 
Korea in pursuit of nuclear weap-
ons, and its desire to “force” the US 
to negotiate directly. Iran’s quest for 
nuclear weapons is driven by more 
than its threat perception vis-à-vis its 
neighbors, the considerable US mili-
tary presence in the region, and its 
need for regime survival. In the case 

of Iran, there is an additional im-
portant factor: its desire to become 
a regional (if not a world) power, 
to prove technological competence, 
progress, and development, and to 
stand up to the West.

As such, conclusions that draw 
simplistic parallels between the 
North Korean and Iranian cases 
ignore some of the more sobering 
realities of Iran’s own nuclear ambi-

tions – for example, that for Iran, the 
focus is not bilateral relations with 
the US, but rather Iran’s desire to 
become a dominant power – and the 
particular record of international ef-
forts to confront these ambitions. 
In so doing, these kinds of conclu-
sions present a potentially danger-
ous illusion that one only needs to 
recognize the severity of one state’s 
nuclear ambitions, and the inter-
national community will suddenly 
be better equipped to deal with an-
other. Unfortunately, the challenge 
of Iran (and North Korea) is not that 
the severity of its nuclear aspira-
tions has not been recognized.

To test the idea that if harsh steps 
were not taken against North Ko-
rea Iran would conclude that it can 
also act with impunity, it must be 
asked whether Iran in fact needed 
the North Korean example to come 
to this conclusion. Moreover, to-
day – after sanctions and then four 
months later agreement on a deal 

Conclusions that draw simplistic parallels between the North Ko-
rean and Iranian cases ignore some of the more sobering realities 
of Iran's own nuclear ambitions.
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that undercuts the effectiveness of 
sanctions – it is not clear how the 
steps taken with regard to North 
Korea should be judged: as harsh or 
conciliatory. 

Iran’s own experience at least 
over the past year has been that its 
actions that indicate increased lev-
els of defiance have not elicited very 
harsh measures. This has been the 
case even though these measures 
were repeatedly threatened by the 
international community. In fact, 
Iran has learned that the internation-
al community is seriously divided 
in its approach to potential prolif-

erators, and that its hesitation is not 
tied to any doubts that it has about 
Iran’s intentions, but rather to other 
interests (mainly economic, but also 
possibly the fear of terrorist retali-
ation) that impact on the equation. 
All the efforts and approaches that 
have surfaced in the negotiations 
with Iran have not been affected by 
the North Korean test, and there is 
thus little reason to believe that this 
test would be the wake-up call that 
forces the international community 
into more determined action. 

Indeed, UNSC resolution 1737, 
adopted unanimously on December 
23 and the latest on sanctions against 
Iran, was not the result of any wake-
up call, but rather a much delayed 
response to the ultimatum that was 

and Iranian cases turns on the effec-
tiveness of sanctions: how effective 
they were in the North Korean case, 
and what effect would they have on 
Iran. Again, there are major differ-
ences between the motivations of 
both nations for acquiring a military 
nuclear capability. Those of Iran are 
far more ambitious, and therefore 
it may be prepared to suffer much 
more for its cause. The pain that 
sanctions would have to inflict on 
Iran would have to be much more 
serious for Iran to even consider 
abandoning its nuclear program, 
nor is it even certain if any amount 
of pain would achieve this aim. 
However, not to attempt this route 
would be a grave and very costly 
mistake.

There is one concrete and dan-
gerous connection between the two 
cases that could be exacerbated by 
the test: this concerns the direct co-
operation that is reported to have 
taken place between North Korea 
and Iran in the nuclear realm on 
sharing technology, and the fact that 
North Korea has supplied Iran with 
long range missile technology and 
components. The military coopera-
tion between these two states has 
been ongoing, but the test has di-
rected more focused attention to this 
dangerous link, especially in light of 
reports that Iranian observers were 
present at the North Korean test and 
more recent reports that North Ko-
rea is sharing its findings from the 
explosion with Iran. 

An additional source of concern is 
the implications for the NPT regime 

given to Iran last summer. Moreover, 
the sanctions decided upon were 
watered down and relatively weak, 
reflecting more the need to bridge 
differences of opinion among the 
five permanent members of the Se-
curity Council than any new sense 
of urgency due to the North Korean 
test. At the same time, the Security 
Council decision revealed an inter-
esting connection between the two 
cases: the resolution on sanctions 
against Iran – as weak as they may 
be – made it clear to Iran that the 
Security Council was treating it like 
North Korea. Some high-level fig-

ures in Iran, and most recently Su-
preme Leader Khamenei, are now 
attributing this negative develop-
ment to Ahmadinejad’s aggressive 
approach. Iran does not view itself 
in the same camp as North Korea as 
far as its standing in the internation-
al community, and as such, the very 
fact that sanctions were decided 
upon has had an impact. This also 
lends support to the assessment that 
although withdrawal from the NPT 
would give Iran a freer hand in ad-
vancing its nuclear program (as was 
the case for North Korea), Iran is not 
likely to do so because of the impor-
tance that it attributes to its interna-
tional standing and image.

An important question when 
discussing both the North Korean 

There is no doubt that for a change in nuclear ambitions to occur, 
something has to change in the basic calculation made within the 
state itself – but how to induce such change in each case remains 
an elusive goal.

46



itself, which is further weakened by 
this test. The regime, however, has 
suffered a series of setbacks over the 
past half decade due to a number of 
developments. Therefore, while the 
test is a significant and serious step, 
it does not constitute a shock to a 
healthy regime, but rather one more 
negative development in a series of 
challenges.

Conclusion
What emerges from recent events 
is that the nuclear test carried out 
by North Korea is not likely to be a 
model for dealing either with Iran 
or with North Korea itself. In both 
cases, the dynamics are determined 
not by the specific and escalating 
steps taken by the proliferators but 

by the strategies of confrontation 
that are attempted, and the ensuing 
dynamics of engagement between 
the international community and 
the proliferators themselves.

The particular steps that each 
takes in this direction – including 
a nuclear test – while highly alarm-
ing, actually have little to do with 
the ability of others to convince 
them to reverse course. The prob-
lems that the international commu-
nity faces in this regard stem from 
the difficulty of persuading a deter-
mined proliferator to step back from 
the nuclear brink, especially after it 
has made significant advances in 
this direction. While there are a few 
cases of nuclear rollback (for ex-

ample, South Africa and Libya), it is 
not clear whether any more general 
lessons can be gleaned from these 
experiences that apply to other pro-
liferation challenges. There is no 
doubt that for a change in nuclear 
ambitions to occur, something has 
to change in the basic calculation 
made within the state itself – but 
how to induce such change in each 
case remains an elusive goal. In the 
dire situation of North Korea, it was 
demonstrated that a strong stick, 
coupled with a willingness on the 
side of the US to enter bilateral ne-
gotiations with a degree of magna-
nimity, apparently did the trick. If 
the North Korean case ultimately 
proves successful, the prize will be 
enormous.  
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Renewed Negotiations with Syria: 
Currently Not in Israel’s Interest

Giora Eiland

I am among those who believe that a political settlement is a good thing. Rafael (Raful) 
Eitan was once asked if he supported a peace settlement between Israel and Syria based on 
the principle of land for peace, and he said, “Certainly. If they give us more land, I will be 
happy to go toward them in peace. . . “
	 A peace treaty is better than a situation without peace. It is certainly better than war, 
but one must determine what kind of peace is offered versus the alternatives. In fact, doesn’t 
the peace agreement on the Syrian agenda create a reality that is liable to lead to war more 
quickly than the absence of an agreement?
	 One of the issues most commonly raised in Israeli public discourse is: is Basher Asad 
serious? is he interested? is he willing? This is followed by: is he capable? These are impor-
tant questions, but not the most important ones. The most important question is: what do 
we want? Answering this question requires a brief look at Israel’s interests in this situation 
compared with other alternatives. My conclusion differs from the common assumption that 
if Asad is serious we should initiate peace talks with Syria. 
	 There are five reasons why Israel should not engage now in negotiations with Syria 
over a peace treaty similar to the one discussed seven years ago, and especially if there are 
chances that the negotiations might succeed.

Member of the INSS research staff, and 
former head of the National Security 
Council.  This article is based on his lec-
ture at the INSS conference “The Possibil-
ity of Renewing Negotiations with Syria” 
in January 2007.

What the Agreement Lacks
The first reason concerns what can-
not be obtained through an Israeli-
Syrian peace settlement. First, a 
treaty with Syria will not remove 
the Iranian threat, which is mainly 
a nuclear threat. Syria needs Iran 
but Iran does not need Syria, and 

certainly not on the nuclear issue. 
Whether or not Iran pursues its nu-
clear ambitions depends on matters 
in which Syria plays practically no 
part or none at all. Thus, this threat 
is talked about – with some justi-
fication – as a viable and growing 
threat, and it will continue irrespec-
tive of a peace treaty with Syria or 
lack thereof.

A peace treaty with Syria does 
not solve the Palestinian problem. 
The dispute between Israel and Syr-
ia is ultimately a territorial dispute 
between two countries. There are 

dozens of such disputes around the 
world. Some have been going on for 
decades and even centuries. There 
are conflicts that are solved, some 
that are not solved, and some will 
never be settled.

Not only would a solution to the 
Israeli-Syrian conflict not help solve 
Israel’s problem with the Palestin-
ians; it even exacerbates almost ev-
ery aspect of the problem. If Israel 
advances on one axis, it is unlikely 
to be able to advance on another. Yet 
to the Palestinians, a resolution of 
the Syrian dispute would be a kind 
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of slap in the face and would likely 
prompt a new and growing inti-
fada. In addition, if there were any 
thoughts of reaching a peace agree-
ment at some time with the Palestin-
ians based on borders that are not 
identical to the June 4, 1967 borders, 
reaching an agreement with the Syr-
ians that validates the borders of 
June 4, 1967 will make it very diffi-
cult to effect the changes needed in 
a resolution with the Palestinians.

A peace treaty with Syria will not 
solve the problem of Lebanon, and 
herein lies the big difference from 
the past. Had Israel reached a peace 
settlement with Syria six or seven 
years ago, it could have done so 
with Lebanon as well. As such, the 
Lebanese would have been forced 
– together with Hizbollah – to swal-
low the bitter pill and agree to a Syr-
ian dictate, including disarmament 
of Hizbollah. That was then, while 
Syria was in control in Lebanon. To-
day the situation is different. Now 
Israel could reach a peace agree-
ment with Syria without its im-
pacting in any way – and certainly 
not decisively – on the situation in 
Lebanon. The Syrian withdrawal 
from Lebanon bolstered Hizbollah 
and reinforced Iranian intervention 
in Lebanon. Thus, if there is a peace 
treaty with Syria, Hizbollah will re-
main unaffected, and the Lebanese 
problem will be aggravated.

Peace with Syria will not lead to 
any comprehensive agreement vis-
à-vis Israel’s relations with the Arab 
world, as the root of the hostility 
between Israel and the Arab states 

that have not signed a peace treaty 
with Israel is the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. Thus if this problem is not 
solved, another peace treaty with an 
additional country – Syria – will at 
best be like the treaty with Jordan; 
in other words it will not impact 
measurably and certainly not solve 
any significant problem.

Finally, an agreement would not 
solve the problem of Israel’s stand-
ing in the world, as in this area as 
well, a kind of myth has evolved, 
namely, the real problem is the Is-
raeli-Palestinian conflict and a trea-
ty with one more country will not 
enhance Israel’s international stand-
ing at all.

These five interests will not be 
achieved or advanced through a 
peace agreement with Syria. It re-
mains to be seen, therefore, whether 
the give and take of direct negotia-
tions with Syria is in Israel’s inter-
est. In this context, there are four 
more reasons why Israel does not 
currently have any interest in peace 
talks with Syria.

The American Factor
Of lesser importance though not ir-
relevant is the fact that right now, 
the United States has no interest in 
encouraging a peace treaty between 
Israel and Syria. This is a second-
ary consideration, since if peace 
with Syria had immediate value 
for Israel, Israel would try to per-
suade the US to change its mind on 
the matter. But as of now, the clear 
American approach – both the of-
ficial approach and the behind-the-

scenes one – is that the United States 
has no interest in Israel arriving at a 
peace agreement with Syria. Would 
it be right to “confront” America 
over this particular issue? And if 
so, would an agreement with Syria 
earn us all the potential America re-
wards, compared with the benefits 
bestowed by the United States fol-
lowing agreements it was eager to 
promote?

The Agreement’s Lifespan 
At issue is the potential stability of 
such an agreement and what would 
happen if it did not last. Syria is a 
minority-ruled country. The minor-
ity is the Alawi sect, which compris-
es only 14 percent of the country’s 
population and is looked upon by 
the Sunni majority as inferior and 
not genuinely Muslim. In a situa-
tion of this sort there is no certain-
ty with regard to the fate of such a 
treaty once the rule of the country is 
removed from the Alawis.

Since Basher Asad assumed the 
presidency, two main factors have 
kept the Alawi minority in pow-
er. The first is the support of Iran, 
though this could be withdrawn at 
any point. This support is not only 
military and political, but also of a 
religious nature in the sense that the 
Shiite establishment in Iran recog-
nizes the Alawis as legitimate Mus-
lims and therefore does not chal-
lenge the Islamic authenticity of the 
regime.

The second factor is that Syria is 
ruled by an emergency regime that 
enables the government to inter-
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vene anywhere where there is com-
mercial, financial, or political activ-
ity. All this is based on the argument 
that an Israeli attack is expected and 
that emergency laws are essential 
for defense of the country. Once 
there is peace between Israel and 
Syria and thousands of Israeli tour-
ists begin swarming into Syria, this 
argument will no longer be relevant. 
The Sunni majority, with a consid-
erable degree of justification, will 
demand its share of power and will 
ultimately assume control in Syria. 
The Sunnis’ strength will increase 
dramatically with the collapse of 
their great enemy, the Alawi regime. 
There is no guarantee that a Sunni 

government of the Muslim Brother-
hood in Syria would honor a peace 
treaty signed by “the non-legitimate 
heretics of the Alawi minority.” In 
other words, Israel may sign a peace 
treaty whereby the chances of its 
longevity are highly doubtful.

Security Issues
Even if it is possible to reach a secu-
rity agreement between Israel and 
Syria, I believe such an agreement 
would be unreasonable, and I would 
even define it is as dangerous. There 
are two explanations for this: the 
deterrence concept, and erosion of 
capabilities and deterrence.

What is deterrence? What is the 
model of the security agreement? 
The model is based on the sufficient 
eastward withdrawal of the Syrian 
tanks. If Syria decided to breach 
the peace treaty and move its tanks 
to the Golan Heights, Israel would 
have sufficient time to dispatch its 
forces, which would be stationed to 
the west of the Jordan River, and be 
able to repossess the Golan Heights. 
This would mean that the battle be-
tween Israel and the Syrians would 
once again take place on the Golan 
Heights. However, this approach is 
based on four assumptions that are 
problematic at best, if not outright 
unlikely.

§	 The Syrians will adhere reli-
giously to the agreement and the de-
militarization and will not undermine 
the treaty. This seems to me highly 
unlikely, if not impossible.
§	 If there is any Syrian movement 

or there is a Syrian decision to engage 
in military action, Israel’s intelligence 
will identify and interpret this correct-
ly. The world, including the Middle 
East, has witnessed dozens of exam-
ples of intelligence errors in under-
standing the other side’s intentions. 
This is aggravated by an element of 
deceit, whereby the other sides tries 
to “convince” you that the real story 
is otherwise. It is very risky to for-

mulate a security concept on faith in 
perfect intelligence.
§	 The Israeli government, as soon 

as it identifies any intention of war, will 
make the right decisions, including mo-
bilizing the reserve forces and instruct-
ing the IDF to move into Syrian territo-
ry on the Golan Heights. The “game” 
between us and the Syrians is not 
balanced. The Golan Heights can 
be demilitarized on both sides, but 
it would be Syrian. Entry there by 
the Syrian army would only be an 
infringement of a treaty; Israeli en-
try there would a declaration of war. 
Thus, taking such a decision quickly 
and in real time is problematic.
§	 Israel can comfortably contend 

with a new military reality on the Go-
lan Heights. In fact, the relatively 
simple current reality (an area that 
is mostly uninhabited, without irri-
gation channels and other “civilian 
obstacles”) would probably change 
and the military difficulties would 
increase accordingly.

Any peace agreement will natu-
rally impact on capabilities and de-
terrence. Assume that the terms of 
the settlement in question are the 
same ones we would have reached 
in 2000. This settlement offers a so-
lution for one security problem but 
does not solve two far more serious 
security problems. The settlement 
provides a solution for the issue of 
Syrian tanks. Assume that the Syrian 
tanks will move back to an adequate 
point, and that deterrence – despite 
its four (problematic) assumptions 
– will be maintained. Even this op-
timistic scenario does not solve the 

A stable reality, with or without a treaty, is maintained only when 
the cost of breaching it is greater than the expected benefit. I do 
not see how such a mechanism can be generated if Israel with-
draws from the Golan Heights.
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two more serious problems.
The first is the arsenal of surface-

to-surface missiles in Syria, includ-
ing missiles with chemical capabili-
ties that can strike any location in 
Israel. The second is that as soon as 
the Syrians control the whole of the 
Golan Heights, a large number of 
towns like Bint Jbail will be estab-
lished along the Jordan River. This 
will enable them to maintain many 
“civilian” soldiers with advanced 
anti-tank or anti-aircraft weapons. 
No demilitarization will be able 
to supervise such a development. 
Then, even if Israel succeeds in main-
taining deterrence and had enough 
time to take the Golan Heights (be-
fore the Syrian tanks get there), it 
would have to break through a line 
of towns like Bint Jbail built along 
the Jordan River. There is no appro-
priate military answer to this situ-
ation, and again, a demilitarization 
settlement does not provide a total 
solution.

In terms of security, agreeing to 
such a treaty would mean taking 
an unreasonable risk unless Israel 
changes its security concept relating 
to warfare on the Golan Heights. 
This means that from now on, Israel 
understands that should war break 
out with Syria it will not be waged 
along the Golan Heights ridge and 
eastward; rather, it would start from 
the Jordan River and proceed to-
wards Safed and Tiberias, “and we 
will somehow manage.” While it 
is true that Israel encountered this 
challenge in 1948 and 1967, I would 
not advise revisiting this situation a 

third time.
Today Israel’s 

security concept 
vis-à-vis Syria 
is based on the 
fact that as long 
as the IDF is sta-
tioned on the Go-
lan Heights, the 
military result will 
be attained through 
Israel’s ability to 
create an immediate 
threat to governmental 
assets, including IDF 
forces reaching Damas-
cus. As the Syrians are 
aware of this, an effective 
deterrence has been main-
tained over the years. Isra-
el’s solution to the Syrian threat, in-
cluding the threat of surface-to-sur-
face missiles and non-conventional 
weapons, is the deterrence capa-
bility, meaning that the Syrians are 
aware of the price its government is 
liable to pay if its starts a war. When 
the military reality changes, Syria’s 
temptation to attack will increase.

A stable reality, with or without 
a treaty, is maintained (particular-
ly in the Middle East) only when 
the cost of breaching it is greater 
than the expected benefit. It is not 
maintained only because there is 
an agreement or because there is 
international supervision. I do not 
see how such a mechanism can be 
generated if Israel withdraws from 
the Golan Heights.

The Ethos
Ethos is also a subject that should be 

addressed. The question is in what 
sort of country we in Israel want to 
live. Israel may be able to reach a 
peace agreement, and assume that 
solutions can be found on the Golan 
Heights and elsewhere. The ques-
tion is whether we want to live in 
a country that within thirty or forty 
years will be full of concrete, with 
all that that entails. The Israeli peo-
ple have a genuine need to live in an 
area with space, views, water, and 
agriculture and, yes, rich in Jewish 
history.

In this respect the Golan Heights 
is more than a security requirement. 
It is part of the ethos of the Israeli 
and there is no need to apologize for 
it. I was asked about this in a radio 
interview: “Wait a minute, so what 
are you saying?” the interviewer 
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asked me, “are we doomed to stay 
on the Golan Heights forever?” – as 
if we were talking about some form 
of punishment.

What Then?
These five reasons indicate to me 
that even if there are seemingly 
positive conditions, in the sense that 
Basher Asad is willing and possibly 
able, it would not be right to reach a 
peace agreement based on such sub-
stantive, tangible Israeli concessions 
for such poor returns.

At this point, the necessary ques-
tion is: Will Israel be in this situa-
tion forever? And does this eternity 
likely guarantee more wars? The 
answer goes beyond the issue ad-
dressed here and touches on the 
general challenge of settling the Is-
raeli-Arab conflict – and whether 
it can be solved only in accordance 
with the Arab dogma whereby Is-
rael returns all the occupied terri-
tories in return for peace. In other 
words, there can only be peace if 
Israel gives up all the territories and 
returns to the 1967 borders. I think 
this is the wrong narrative.

This incorrect version is not ours. 
Unlike others, I do not believe that 
this is or has to be the only narra-
tive.

Postscript: The Lebanon 
Issue
My last point concerns the issue of 
Lebanon. It seems that one of the 
parameters that has changed in the 
last seven years, even if there is dis-

agreement over other aspects to the 
argument presented here, is Syria’s 
ability to compel Lebanon, all its 
forces there notwithstanding, to 
honor an agreement between Syria 
and Israel.

About two and half to three 
years ago there was debate in Israel 
about whether Syria’s withdrawal 
from Lebanon was a positive devel-
opment. The decided position of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs was that 
it was good for Israel that the Syr-
ians leave Lebanon. This position 
was adopted by Prime Minister Sha-
ron and became official policy.

There were others who thought 
differently. It wasn’t as if Israel was 
the main factor and certainly other 
parties decided on Syria’s with-
drawal of its forces from Lebanon, 
but Israel undoubtedly encouraged 
them as much as it could. I believe 
that was a serious historic error. It 
would have been better for Israel 
had Syria remained in Lebanon. 
The Syrian interest in Lebanon was 
at least on a par with its interest in 
the Golan Heights. It would have 
better for the Syrians to be engaged 
in maintaining their assets in Leba-
non. Now, having lost them, what 
remains is to fight for the next asset 
– the Golan Heights.

There is another issue here, and 
I will inject a personal angle at this 
point. I did not participate in any 
negotiations with Syria, but I was 
part of the team that, as a secondary 
effort, prepared a possible treaty be-
tween Israel and Lebanon. In other 

words, in 2000, talks were progress-
ing with Syria at the same time that 
a draft of a treaty with Lebanon 
was being prepared. At the time I 
was head of the IDF’s Operations 
Branch, which addressed the secu-
rity implications. The position was 
approved by the political leadership. 
We believed that Syrian presence in 
Lebanon was preferred, or at least, 
Israel had no interest in insisting on 
the opposite. We said: as long as the 
status quo in Lebanon is maintained 
and the Syrians stay there and move 
no further south and do not intro-
duce their air force or missiles, the 
situation is tolerable end even desir-
able.

Syria’s withdrawal about two 
years ago started a process that is, 
of course, bad for the Syrians. How-
ever, this does not necessarily mean 
it is good for us. This shows that 
when it comes to interests, there are 
sometimes strange convergences. 
The withdrawal of the Syrians from 
Lebanon did not match Syria’s inter-
est or Israel’s. The sum-zero think-
ing that if it is bad for our enemies it 
is good for us is not necessarily cor-
rect. Israel’s enthusiasm two years 
ago in encouraging the Americans, 
the French, and the UN to pressure 
the Syrians to withdraw from Leba-
non was a mistake.
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A Critical Look at Intelligence
Aharon Ze’evi (Farkash)

Some claim that Military Intelligence oversteps its bounds when it presumes to sound 
a warning. I believe that in Israel’s current security situation, Intelligence has no choice 
but to sound a warning. There is a particular need for Intelligence’s warning since there 
is currently no other element capable of filling this void. Many of Israel’s intelligence 
failures turned into national traumas, including “the [Lavon] affair,” Operation Rotem, 
the Yom Kippur War, the Bus 300 affair, and the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin (a trauma for the GSS). Out of my fourteen predecessors, six heads of Military 
Intelligence ended their tenure prematurely.
	 We have learned much about the role of the Intelligence Corps from committees 
of inquiry. When I assumed my position as head of Intelligence, I asked myself: what 
is my mission? I couldn’t find an answer in the professional literature. I learned it from 
a talented officer who tried to define the job of the Intelligence Corps by means of 
committee of inquiry reports. After I had been in the job for about a month I went to 
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and said: “I think these are my tasks.” The prime minister 
commented on my proposals, and they were agreed upon. 
	 Intelligence has had its successes, as have the IDF’s operations against suicide 
terrorism and in many other areas. There have also been failures. If we do not (even 
unsuccessfully) relate to the national mission on sounding a warning entrusted to the 
Intelligence Corps, Israel will struggle to survive in the current balance of power in the 
Middle East. This is my conclusion from my experience of more than four years as head 
of the Intelligence Corps.
	 My experience is based on various events, including the Iraq War of March-April 
2003; the second intifada; the Iranian nuclear issue; Syria under Basher Asad, Lebanon 
in the wake of the al-Hariri assassination and the withdrawal of the Syrian army from 
Lebanon; the emergence of two systems in the Arab world, which is a complex and 
problematic process – a radical Shiite axis led by Iran facing a Sunni axis, led princi-
pally by Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan that is trying to attract Israel toward it in order 
to generate a considerable counterweight to the radical Shiite axis; the civil war in Iraq; 
the civil war in the Palestinian Authority; and the civil war in Lebanon. Based on all 
these I would like to offer the following conclusions and lessons.

Director of the INSS Sari and Israel Roizman Program in Intelligence Studies, and former head of Military 
Intelligence. This article is based on his lecture at the INSS conference “Intelligence in the Yom Kippur 
War: Insights and Lessons for Today” in January 2007.
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The Role in Decision 
Making
Intelligence is not only involved in 
Israel’s decision making processes; 
it is a major partner in every deci-
sion making process. Intelligence 
has often contributed to sensitive 
discussions in an extended forum 
of heads of the secret services in the 
presence of the chief of staff, defense 
minister, minister of foreign affairs, 
and prime minister – the most sen-
sitive forum in Israel. One must go 
to such sessions well prepared and 
“charged,” as without sound rea-
soning, the prime minister will not 
accept your position. Intelligence is 
a partner in various forums where 
there is a responsibility to delineate 
central processes, and not just report 
on localized events. It has to connect 
the points, and be careful to connect 
the points correctly.

There is an oft-told story of con-
necting points in a wrong way: 
An elderly woman was caught in 
a multi-story building in London 
that collapsed after a massive aerial 

bombing by the Germans during 
World War II. After she was rescued 
the woman said: “That was the first 
time in my life that I flushed the toi-
let and the building collapsed.” She 
connected the points in the wrong 
way. And I say that we do this many 
times in our intelligence work. There 
are no significant strategic and oper-

ational decisions made in which In-
telligence does not have input and a 
position, even if there are all sorts of 
surprises. Therefore, it is important 
for the Intelligence Corps to pre-
pare itself for discussions in which 
it participates in decision making 
processes in Israel.

Situation Assessments
The Ministry of Defense and the 
minister of defense, prime minister, 
the Cabinet, the government, and 
the relevant Knesset committees, in-
cluding subcommittees, are all im-
portant forums in which Intelligence 
plays a regular, ongoing role. If the 
head of Intelligence believes that ar-
eas within the realm of responsibil-
ity of the Intelligence Corps are be-
ing discussed with a political slant 
or viewed through political lenses, 
he must appear before the public 
and present the subject as he deems 
fit. He is obliged to convey a picture 
that he believes to be relevant, even 
if ultimately it is inaccurate. It is im-
portant to preserve the Intelligence 

Corps’ independence. After the Yom 
Kippur War this area was defined in 
the High Command instructions.

The head of Intelligence takes 
part in situation assessments of the 
General Staff, and the chief of staff 
frames his own picture of the situ-
ation based on this assessment. He 
is not bound to accept Intelligence’s 

appraisal. However, in such a case, 
the head of Intelligence must go out 
on a limb and convey his thoughts to 
the minister of defense, even though 
they were not incorporated to his 
liking in the chief of staff’s situation 
appraisal. He must even present his 
opinion to the prime minister.

Is it right for Intelligence to be re-
sponsible for assessing national in-
telligence, or should this be the do-
main of another entity? This ques-
tion requires intensive examination, 
but let me illustrate the subject with 
one example. The Revolutionary 
Guards in Iran are responsible for 
the surface-to-surface missiles, the 
ballistic strategic Shehab missile 
that are ultimately slated to carry 
conventional or non-conventional 
warheads. The surface-to-surface 
missile facility is in the hands of 
the Revolutionary Guards, not the 
army. The head of the Revolutionary 
Guards answers to Supreme Leader 
Ali Khamanei, and not to Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad. Is this a strategic, po-
litical, or operational area? Where 
are the lines drawn? Should they be 
drawn between Khamanei and the 
head of the Revolutionary Guards, 
or between the head of the Revolu-
tionary Guards and the commander 
of the surface-to-surface missile 
unit? It is a complex issue. When the 
war in question is asymmetric and 
not symmetric, the reality is even 
more complex. Aryeh Shalev’s book 
(Success and Failure in Advance Warn-
ing: Israeli Intelligence Assessments 
before the Yom Kippur War) takes an 
in-depth look at this area. Currently, 

Insofar as it relates to combating global threats, Intelligence must 
be integrated in Israel’s international relations.
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the Intelligence Corps has the exclu-
sive ability to see a general and inte-
grative intelligence picture. It must 
utilize its participation in some of 
the main forums that take national 
decisions to present its professional 
and reasoned position.

Educating Ourselves
Developing and applying knowl-
edge of the enemy is the responsibil-
ity of Intelligence and the air force. 
In order for the air force to success-
fully carry out massive attacks on 
medium range and strategic rockets 
as it did in the second Lebanon War, 
this knowledge must be imparted 
to and assimilated by the air force, 
down to each and every pilot. The 
IDF has to understand the meaning 
of “nature reserves,” and not wait 
for a war to start. If the IDF does not 
know what a nature reserve is and/
or has not managed to impart this 
to the reserve forces, it had best not 
act at all.

Another example is the Hizbol-
lah profile. Who is Hizbollah? The 
head of Intelligence must himself 
ensure that the minister of defense, 
chief of staff, and prime minister all 
understand what he is saying. One 
of the first incidents I experienced 
as head of Intelligence was con-
nected with the Syrian army, and 
we reported on this for six months 
and compiled thirty-one written re-
views of the subject. One time, the 
prime minister turned to me and 
said, “Why am I hearing this now 
for the first time?” In my opinion, 
the information somehow eluded 

the prime minister. This taught me 
that anything I consider important I 
must convey personally so that the 
prime minister can hear for himself 
what I think he should know. 

Work Processes
Important lessons on work pro-
cesses in the intelligence commu-
nity surfaced after September 11 
and after the Iraq War, in Britain, 
the United States, and Australia. 
The working guideline of the intel-
ligence community must be Israel’s 
security, and not the individual suc-
cess of the Intelligence Corps, Moss-
ad, or GSS. We have much more to 

achieve in this area in order to judge 
Intelligence’s success by the collec-
tive work of three services, and not 
by examining the success of each 
entity on its own. This means that 
the different issues should be ana-
lyzed in an integral manner, and the 
solution for each issue should be 
provided whereby each service uti-
lizes its abilities in the areas within 
its responsibility in order to create a 
formative solution, in order to gen-
erate an integrative and optimal so-
lution.

We must seek fusion and not only 
cooperation. Without this we will 
not succeed. The classic example is 
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the way we dealt with suicide ter-
rorism by breaking down the walls 
between the various types of sourc-
es (SIGINT, HUMINT, VISINT, etc.) 
and creating joint operations rooms 
that carry out integrated work in 
real time, in one location, with al-
most total openness. It is a kind of 

intelligence collage that encompass-
es all the intelligence relevant to the 
mission at hand and breaks down 
the walls in question regarding the 
source protection. This naturally 
also entails risks for the sources, but 
in terms of cost effectiveness, this is 
the right approach.

In 2002, there were fifty-five ter-
ror attacks inside Israel, in which 
215 people were killed within the 
Green Line. In 2005, there were six 
attacks in which fifteen people were 
killed, and there were even fewer 
in 2006. This is no miracle – this is 
the result of intelligence work. Some 
will argue that is all tactical. I do not 
need to explain why this is highly 
strategic, and not tactical. This rep-
resents a fundamental change in 
the nature of potential sources. This 
naturally comes at the expense of 
other tasks because there are inade-
quate resources. Yet one can say that 
ultimately this integrated work pro-
duced the desired results and did 
strategically change Israel’s solution 
to terror, which impacted strongly 

on life in Israel and the economy.

Broader Knowledge of the 
Enemy
In an era of asymmetric war, it is 
important to acquire an in-depth 
understanding of non-military ele-
ments in order to gain a better un-

derstanding of life on the other side. 
The intelligence bodies have to be 
able to penetrate the outer layer of 
the other side and access its core. 
They have to be able to read poetry 
and understand the culture. En-
hancing information gathering in 
these areas will assist the achieve-
ment of a better understanding of 
the processes that occur on the other 
side. Can one say that this is an ab-
solute, decisive tool? Certainly not! 
Even in Israel, with an open media 
in a democratic country, it is hard to 
do. But this activity allows us to dis-
cern deep processes that take place 
in countries on the other side of the 
border.

For example, a clear assessment 
was conveyed to decision makers of 
the significance of the process of de-
mocratization in Egypt. There was 
no need for a superlative IQ in or-
der to understand the main trends. 
In the elections, five times as many 
members of the Muslim Brother-
hood were elected to the People’s 
Council in Egypt. There were sev-

enteen in the previous council, and 
over eighty in the new council. Such 
a process cannot be understood only 
by means of military intelligence. 

Multiple Entities
Parallel responsibility for the intel-
ligence appraisal must be bolstered. 
The operational translation is: in 
the Palestinian area, division of re-
sponsibility between the GSS and 
Military Intelligence, to generate 
pluralism; and with regard to the 
enemy and rival – Lebanon, Hizbol-
lah, Syria, Iran, and others – a divi-
sion of responsibility between the 
Mossad and Military Intelligence so 
that the prime minister can always 
get at least two reasoned opinions 
to explain why each intelligence 
party thinks differently. In this re-
gard, there is great importance in 
the Intelligence Corps’ integration 
ability.

The National Security Council 
should be further empowered as a 
net assessment body. There is no such 
entity in Israel, and I suggest not 
breaking up other entities before a 
National Security Council that per-
forms net assessment – and not only 
examines the enemy but also Israel 
– is established. A council that un-
dertakes a net assessment, if it is cor-
rectly integrated in decision making 
processes in Israel and participates 
in every sensitive forum, will be 
able to express its opinion and pres-
ent dilemmas and alternatives to the 
prime minister. This might have oc-
curred on July 12, 2006 had such an 
entity existed at the time.

With regard to the second Lebanon War, Intelligence was pre-
pared, presented a correct intelligence picture at the operational-
tactical level, and said what it did not know.
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International Threats
Insofar as it relates to combating 
global threats, Intelligence must be 
integrated in Israel’s international 
relations. The prime minister often 
asks the heads of the services to 
come with him to explain the overall 
intelligence system to other prime 
ministers and presidents. I believe 
that Intelligence must contribute to 
Israel’s foreign policy in two glob-
al areas: global terror, which Israel 
cannot combat on its own, and the 
nuclear issue, and particularly the 
Iranian nuclear issue. These are two 
areas that have a significant bearing 
on the ability of Military Intelligence 
to persuade and provide a reasoned 
evaluation to enable leaders to act 
before the events take place. In these 
two areas, the Israeli intelligence 
community leads, aids, and makes 
a significant contribution. Often the 
question arises as to what should be 
done with the intelligence that the 
intelligence community provides. 
But I believe that a combination of 
intelligence and reasoned evalua-
tion in combating these two global 
threats can bring tangible benefits.

The Domain of Intelligence
Intelligence’s domain must be bet-
ter defined and its responsibil-
ity delineated not just from reports 

submitted by committees of inquiry, 
but also by means of positive defini-
tion of the intelligence community’s 
responsibility and a division of re-
sponsibility between Israel’s intel-
ligence services. I have addressed 
this area often and I suggested, let’s 
generate Intelligence’s theoretical 
structure. I went further, and I de-
fined for myself the tasks that Intel-
ligence will face in 2015 and on their 
basis the necessary fundamental 
changes, as was the case in recent 
years. I believe these changes pro-
duced beneficial results.

These results also incorporate the 
increase in the number of opinions, 
including a forum of academics, 
and representatives of the Foreign 
Ministry and the Mossad. We would 
convene this forum to discuss issues 
relating to Iraq or aspects of the Ira-
nian nuclear issue, in order to hear 
different opinions and enrich our 
own knowledge, to challenge the 
reality with various theses and aca-
demic viewpoints, and to oblige in-
telligence personnel to contend with 
these views. And vice versa – the 
academics would have to deal with 
the same knowledge as we did. This 
process generated some interesting 
results, for example, smart ques-
tions that arose in light of forum 
discussions.

Conclusion
Understanding the many lessons 
learned in recent years by the In-
telligence Corps and by the GSS 
and Mossad prevented intelligence 
failure on a national level with re-
gard to the second Lebanon War. 
I must, with all due modesty, note 
that this is the first time that Intel-
ligence cannot be blamed. This does 
not imply that all is well with Intel-
ligence. However, Intelligence was 
prepared, presented a correct intel-
ligence picture at the operational-
tactical level, and said what it did 
not know. Intelligence cautioned 
that escalation on the northern bor-
der could be expected during 2006 
following Nasrallah’s insistence on 
kidnapping soldiers, and repeat-
edly stressed that he could succeed 
and, therefore, preparations should 
be made.

The warning given by Intelli-
gence prior to the war and the ap-
praisal it provided did not happen 
by chance but were the result of a 
number of changes we initiated. 
Intelligence experts must relate to 
their mission professionally and, 
despite the risks involved, must 
understand that they are capable of 
providing the decision makers with 
both warnings and relevant intelli-
gence for the war and for combat.
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Defense Export Control in 2007: 
State of Affairs 

Uzi Eilam

In late June 2006, the Ministry of Defense officially announced the 
opening of the defense export controls division that was established fol-
lowing the serious rift between Israel and the United States over defense 
exports to China.1 This signified the beginning of a new approach that 
Israel decided to adopt as part of compliance with the Wassenaar Ar-
rangement conditions for supervising arms sales in the world, including 
control of dual use products. This new path was paved after a lengthy 
process of repair of Israeli-US relations, in which understandings were 
reached on the procedures to be followed in Israel for enhancing con-
trol of defense exports.
	 Like most countries that export arms, Israel faces the challenge 
of balancing moral and human issues inherent in the export of arms 
with the economic, technological, and political advantages offered by 
weapons exports. Similarly, Israel is faced with the dilemma of adhering 
to the accepted international rules and commitments regarding export 
controls while trying to realize the said advantages. 
	 This article presents the dilemma between Israel’s justified wish to 
export large volumes of defense products2 and the supervision and re-
strictions it must accept due to its own defense requirements and in ac-
cordance with the requirements of international frameworks in general, 
and those of the United States in particular.3 The article first reviews Is-
rael’s defense exports in the context of the controls until the outbreak of 
the crisis with the United States. The second portion of the article looks 
at the crisis surrounding the exports to China, the subsequent creation 
of the new division at the Ministry of Defense, and the implications of 
the new policy. Finally, the article offers a set of recommendations for 
Israel on how to consolidate its international activity while maintaining 
a correct balance between efforts to advance defense exports and con-
trol of this activity.

Member of the INSS research staff
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Defense Exports under 
Control
Over the years, with the develop-
ment that occurred in the inter-bloc 
struggle and with the end of the 
Cold War, Israel had to review its 
policy towards the establishment 
of the various control organizations 
and the changes that took place in 
methods of control of defense ex-
ports. With hindsight, it is hard to 
claim that these deliberations were 
sufficiently focused. On the other 
hand, it is common knowledge that 
defense export activities have al-
ways been shrouded in a cloud of 
secrecy. Target countries that were 
considered “taboo” by the interna-
tional community – Chile during the 
Pinochet regime and South Africa 
during the apartheid era – featured 
on Israel’s list of export destinations 
(not without some raised eyebrows 
at the Israeli Foreign Ministry). 
While the veil of secrecy helped to 
obviate pressure from the interna-
tional community, it also prevented 
transparency regarding decisions to 
export to problematic countries, and 
left the considerations and decisions 
to a limited number of parties, prin-
cipally within the defense establish-
ment.

The connection between in-
ternational law and arm transfers 
controls has changed since the end 
of Cold War, just like arms control 
objectives have changed. Today, the 
legal means can be defined as one of 
many components that generate the 
mechanism of arms control. Coop-
eration between groups of countries 

Israel’s first steps in the field of defense exports occurred in the 

1960s, when it began exporting surplus equipment – platforms 

and weapon systems – that the IDF no longer needed. This sur-

plus equipment was marketed to countries in Africa and Asia that 

showed interest in the equipment due to its quality and price. Nat-

urally and gradually, this was followed by the export of items and 

weapon systems developed and manufactured in Israel. In time 

this grew to exporting via bi-national and multinational compa-

nies, as is common practice in the modern era.

	 Over the years, there were quite a few cases in which defense 

deals preceded the establishment of political-defense relations. For 

example, diplomatic relations with Sri Lanka followed exports of 

weapon systems.

	 Israel directed its export efforts to a range of countries, includ-

ing states that were “ostracized” by the international community 

(Chile and South Africa); South American states suspected of drug 

dealing; African states connected to genocide (and even China, at 

least in the American version), states that were formerly hostile to-

wards Israel (Egypt and Jordan); “wavering” states in North Africa, 

and the Gulf emirates.

	 Israel managed to establish connections with African states via 

supplies of arms needed by those states, for example, in exports 

to Uganda, Congo, Kenya, and Ethiopia. The military technology 

acted as an important key to relations with China, before the crisis 

with the United States erupted, and links with India, mainly when 

it was under a technological embargo (led by the United States) 

and was looking for a way to breach the technological obstacles 

that delayed its ambitious development processes. There were also 

the cases of Poland, which after the disintegration of the Warsaw 

Pact decided to realize its technological-industrial ambitions in or-

der to find its place among Europe’s industrial leaders, and Turkey, 

which was looking to develop its industry with the leverage of 

defense acquisitions, obtained courtesy of Israel.
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has given rise to ad hoc political ar-
rangements – as opposed to legal 
agreements – that signify the volun-
tary obligation of the participating 
countries.

Notwithstanding the decision to 
do away with COCOM4 in 1993 once 
the Eastern bloc had disintegrated, 
the need for multilateral coopera-
tion on defense export controls re-
mained. Efforts focused on the at-
tempt to agree on rules to be adopted 
by all the member countries of the 
control treaties, and to incorporate 
this agreement in the laws of each 
country. Indeed, during the nineties 
this method grew and encouraged 
uniform control of defense exports. 
A large number of countries par-
ticipated fully in the various agree-
ments. The most prominent of these 
included the Australia Group (AG) 
for supervision of chemical warfare, 
the Missile Technology Control Re-
gime (MTCR) on long-range missile 
technology, the Nuclear Suppliers 
Group (NSG), and the Wassenaar 
Arrangement (WA) for control of 
exporting weapon systems and dual 
use goods. It is important to note 
that each of these agreements in-
corporate no more than forty coun-
tries.

In 1998 the European Union re-
leased a political statement about a 
code of conduct for defense exports.5 
It includes a normative chapter and 
a chapter that looks at how controls 
are applied. The normative chapter 
is based on eight criteria for defense 
exports determined back in 1991 by 
the five permanent members of the 

UN Security Council. The applica-
tion chapter considers information 
exchange to prevent approval of 
defense exports following non-
compliance with the conduct code; 
deliberations on responses to non-
compliance with the code by an EU 
member country; and methods of 
documenting implementation of the 
code. Despite the code being a polit-
ical declaration it became a corner-
stone of defense export controls in 
the EU. A significant decision in the 
field of control of arms trade is UN 
Security Council resolution 1540, 
adopted in April 2004. The resolu-
tion did not result from a particu-
lar event, but it reflects an attempt 
to reduce the danger of acquiring 
means of mass destruction by terror 
organizations. The resolution calls 
for a commitment – legalistic in na-
ture – of all member countries in the 
UN to update their laws and regu-
lations regarding control of defense 
exports.

Israel reacted hesitantly to the 
processes of formulating the new 
control regimes. In each case there 
were dialogue teams to study and 
clarify the issues. There were dis-
cussions at various levels, but no 
decisions to join any of the regimes. 
Thus, Israel was too late to join the 
MTCR for controlling missiles and 
launching facilities for non-conven-
tional warheads when the regime 
was being formulated, and it was 
obliged to make do at a later stage 
with a statement of adhering to the 
regime, as if it were a member.6

Concomitant with formulation 

of the arrangements and the inter-
national control regimes, a process 
took place in Israel that appeared to 
be detached from the global trend of 
centralizing and coordinating con-
trol of arms trade, namely, a process 
of increasing governmental support 
of defense exports. This process was 
primarily an outcome of a drop in 
the IDF’s (shekel) budget for force 
buildup; currently, 80 percent of 
development and production activi-
ties of the defense industries are ex-
port-oriented while only 20 percent 
is designated for acquisition by the 
IDF. This is an unprecedented and 
unmatched equation among coun-
tries engaged in the export of weap-
on systems.

In contrast with the momentum 
of support of defense-industrial ex-
ports, export control did not appear 
to be an area that earned too much 
attention. The main objective for the 
defense community in the effort to 
control the exports appears to have 
been to prevent leakage of sensi-
tive military technologies. There 
was also, of course, awareness of 
the political sensitivity of defense 
exports, but the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs was nonetheless only par-
tially involved in the examination 
and approval processes. The Min-
istry of Industry, Trade, and Labor 
also formally played a role defined 
as controlling the export of dual use 
technologies, in the area of chemical 
products and ballistic missile system 
(MTCR), but this was not translated 
into any effective implementation.
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The China Crisis and the 
Establishment of the New 
Division 
The efforts of the defense industries 
and the Ministry of Defense to take 
practically every step to encourage 
and support growing defense ex-
ports, and the circumscribed and 
hesitant attention given to adopting 
the international controls, are the 
background to the crisis between Is-
rael and the United States. This cri-
sis intensified during 2005, resulting 
from differences of opinion regard-
ing defense exports to China.7

The problem began in 1999 over 
the agreement to sell Phalcon intel-
ligence aircraft developed by Israeli 
Aerospace Industries (IAI). Intense 
American pressure propelled Is-
rael to cancel the agreement. This 
incident followed other instances 
in which America has objected to 
Israeli exports to China. In leaks to 
the media, claims were made on 
the transfer of aerodynamic and 
electronic technologies that accord-
ing to American “sources” derived 
from the Lavi air fighter project 
that was mostly American funded. 
There were also insinuations about 
transfer of Arrow missile technolo-
gies to the Chinese, although these 
claims were never formally aired or 
proven. The crisis was exacerbated 
by the affair of the Harpy UAV – an 
unmanned plane used against ra-
dar systems manufactured by IAI 
– whereby several vehicles were 
previously acquired by China and 
returned to Israel for upgrading.8

The dispute between Israel and 

the United States stemmed from 
their respective assessments regard-
ing the nature of the Chinese mili-
tary-strategic threat. According to 
the American perception, dating as 
far back as the Clinton administra-
tion, China constitutes a significant 
strategic threat to the United States 
and its interests, particularly in 
eastern Asia. Israel did not perceive 
early enough the seriousness with 
which the US relates to the provi-
sion to China of weapon systems 
that it regards as strategic and that 
from its point of view are liable to 
intensify the threat to its forces in 
the region. At the same time, the in-
dustrial-competitive aspect should 
not be ignored, nor should the im-
pact of the American defense-indus-
trial lobby on the administration’s 

strategy. Besides Israel, European 
industries and their systems com-
peted for the project to provide the 
intelligence aircraft to China. Israel’s 
success in the race with the Phalcon 
did not allow any indication of how 
the Americans would have reacted 
to British or French exports of sen-
sitive strategic systems such as the 
Phalcon to China.

Even after the Phalcon project 
was dropped in accordance with a 
decision by Prime Minister Barak, 
and after discussion forums be-
tween the Israeli Ministry of De-
fense and the US Department of 

Defense were established, there still 
remained some areas of friction. The 
Americans, led by those responsible 
for control of defense exports in the 
State Department and Department 
of Defense, believed that the root of 
the problem lay in the fact that in Is-
rael the promoters of defense export  
and those who are responsible for 
controls operate under one umbrel-
la – at the Ministry of Defense. They 
would like to see a system like the 
American system, with two main 
centers of control: the Foreign Min-
istry and the Ministry of Defense, 
with the Foreign Ministry in the top 
position.

In addition to resolving some of 
the past misunderstanding, the so-
lution to the crisis lay in reorganiza-
tion of control of defense exports in 

Israel, as well as enacting new leg-
islation for instituting control of de-
fense exports.9 With regard to ulti-
mate responsibility, it was clear that 
in Israel the means for preparing 
the pre-approval investigations lie 
mainly in the Ministry of Defense. 
The reorganization intended to in-
troduce a clear division between en-
couragement and control of defense 
exports. Integrating the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of 
Industry, Trade, and Labor in the 
approvals process completed this 
approach.

Prime Minister Sharon’s direc-

Israel’s ultimate compliance with the line of international re-
straints can eventually contribute to its freedom of action in the 
area of defense exports.
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tive to adopt the Wassenaar Ar-
rangement including the control of 
dual use goods and to prepare new 
legislation on control of defense ex-
ports attested to a new emphasis 
with regard to the manner of Israeli 
export control. Adhering to the in-
ternational restraints on exports of 
a wide range of weapon systems 
is an important component of the 
defense export policy of any coun-
try sensitive to its global standing. 
Moreover, Israel’s ultimate compli-
ance with the line of international 
restraints can eventually contribute 
to its freedom of action in the area 
of defense exports.

Thus, after more than a year had 
elapsed after Sharon’s directive to 
the Ministries of Defense, Foreign 
Affairs, and Industry, Trade, and 
Labor, a new and separate division 
for the control of defense exports 
was established in the Ministry 
of Defense, and under the cabinet 
legislative committee, a new form 
of the defense exports control law 
was formulated. This law, brought 
to the Knesset for approval, calls for 
significant involvement of the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs in the export 
control process. The examination 
and issuing of approvals for nego-
tiations and permits for export of 
weapon systems will be coordinated 
by the control division of the Minis-
try of Defense. The involvement of 
the Ministry of Industry, Trade, and 
Labor will now be more precisely 
defined and stricter than in the past, 
and will complement the export 
control activities of the Ministry of 

Defense and the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs in the examination and ap-
proval processes.

The new legislation and the re-
organization in defense exports 
controls are designed to provide the 
necessary if circumspect response 
to all aspects of exports of weapon 
systems and dual use materials.10 
The Ministry of Industry, Trade, and 
Labor has begun to assume the ex-
tended responsibility granted to it, 
which will include control of dual 
use goods. The new defense export 
control division in the Ministry of 
Defense11 is a major component of 
the new deployment. The legis-
lation that Israel is committed to 
adopt as part of its reorganization 
will anchor the existence of the new 
division legally.12

Control in its new format will at-
tend to the following elements:

1.	 As in the past, significant at-
tention will be given to prevent 
transfer of sensitive military tech-
nologies before the requisite exami-
nation of the balance of advantages 
and risks.

2.	 Coordinated inter-ministerial 
deliberations with regard to politi-
cal sensitivity of the export of any 
system.

3.	 Efficient and coordinated full 
control of the export of dual use 
materials and goods, in accordance 
with the accepted international 
rules.

4.	 Publicizing Israel’s positions 
and adoption of the principles of 
control arrangements in the world 
(for example, the MTCR) in correctly 

applying controls that are compati-
ble with the international standards, 
thus establishing Israel as a country 
that adheres to its obligations in the 
area of arms control.

5.	 Simplifying the processes of 
examination and approvals for ex-
port, and providing assistance for 
exporters in dealing with bureau-
cracy in these areas. This is particu-
larly necessary once several govern-
ment entities are integrally involved 
in the process.

The Wassenaar Arrange-
ment: The Israeli Angle
The Wassenaar Arrangement is a 
multilateral global organization for 
control of exports of conventional 
weapons and military technolo-
gies, currently incorporating forty 
member states. The arrangement is 
based on the exchange of data about 
exports of military equipment and 
technologies between the member 
states for the purpose of achieving 
transparency and the ability to con-
trol arms trade in the world. The 
arrangement is also designed to im-
prove cooperation on preventing ac-
quisition of equipment and systems 
related to weapons of mass destruc-
tion.

The WA states maintain control 
of their exports based on an agreed, 
frequently updated list of the items 
under the arrangement. The organi-
zation’s member states are required 
to report any export approval or 
cancellation of approval for exports 
including those of dual use military 
items. The arrangement is open to 
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all states around the world, without 
discrimination. The country, how-
ever, must be a manufacturer and 
exporter, and must be a member 
of the international conventions of 
control of weapon systems – such as 
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Trea-
ty (NPT), the MTCR, the Biological 
Weapons Convention (BWC), and 
the Chemical Weapons Convention 
(CWC).

Israel is unable to join the WA 
as a full member, since full mem-
bership requires signing all the in-
ternational conventions for control 
of weapon systems exports (NPT, 
MTCR, BWC, CWC, and the AG) 
and Israel does not meet these con-
ditions. On the other hand, Israel is 
able to join countries such as China, 
Hong Kong (which is listed as a sep-
arate country by the WA), and South 
Africa, which are not members of 
the arrangement but adhere to it. As 
it will not be a full member of the 
WA, Israel will not be able to ben-
efit from the ongoing data exchange 
about permits and prohibitions of 
exports of weapon systems peri-
odically released by the WA to its 
member states. On the other hand, 
the fact that Israel is not a member 
of the arrangement exempts it from 
reporting on its export transactions 
and full disclosure of its activities in 
this area.

Adoption of the WA lists for de-
fense export controls of weapon sys-
tems and those that detail the con-
trol requirements for dual use goods 
and materials is an asset in global 
politics. As early as 2004 the Min-

ister of Industry, Trade, and Labor 
issued a directive regarding control 
of “exports of chemical, biological, 
and nuclear substances.” Attaining 
the status of a country that honors 
the arrangements that are accepted 
by most countries engaged in de-
fense exports will contribute to an 
ability to export more freely and 
prevent pressures and situations of 
unfair competition in a competitive 
world in which Israel contends with 
the leading exporting countries of 
weapon systems.

Recommendations
Defense exports are an important 
strategic asset for Israel that pro-
vides a solution for the country’s 
industrial and economic needs. It 
allows maintaining its technological 
edge on an industrial-technologi-
cal basis, which guarantees future 
capabilities as well. In addition, de-
fense exports help to generate and 
consolidate political links, though 
they must be subject to the neces-
sary caution, based on the countries’ 
character and the nature of the rela-
tions with them, the international 
restraints of arms trade with them, 
and the need to avoid “parallel 
trading” in areas of conflict.13 Israel 
would do well to act according to a 
set of principles.

In the area of promoting ex-
ports:

1.	 Maintaining an updated in-
formation facility relating to the 
political climate in the various areas 
of the world, with regard to coun-
tries’ plans to increase their military 

strength and relating to obstacles 
that are liable to pose difficulties in 
exporting to target countries.

2.	 Formulating a sensitive and 
flexible policy on all aspects of the 
classification level of the systems 
for exports, including a transparent 
policy for permits that can be issued 
with regard to the target countries. 

3.	 Maintaining constructive in-
volvement by the Israeli customers, 
beginning with the IDF’s acquisi-
tion of systems, as proof to the pur-
chasing country of their quality and 
operational reliability, and remain-
ing vigilant in monitoring common 
projects of advanced engineering 
development of systems from an 
early stage, before they get to the 
manufacturing and supply stages.

4.	 Ensuring involvement of the 
political leadership in selected cas-
es, as practiced by the Americans, 
French, and British. The global pow-
ers do not shirk from applying po-
litical pressure in order to advance 
large sales of arms systems, or when 
entry to the country in question is of 
special political importance.

5.	 Backing Sibat (Israel’s Foreign 
Defense Assistance and Defense Ex-
port Department), the staff entity 
with the relevant position and au-
thority in the Ministry of Defense 
that exists for promoting defense 
exports, while relying on the con-
tributing effort of defense emissar-
ies (including military attachés) to 
the target countries.

6.	 Close collaboration of the de-
fense establishment, in Israel and 
abroad, with the defense industries 
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while observing the international 
rules; coordinating with the existing 
control organizations but particu-
larly with the United States.14

In the area of defense export con-
trols:

1.	 Consolidating the system of 
defense export controls by complet-
ing the establishment of the control 
division in the Ministry of Defense 
and bolstering ongoing links be-
tween the three government minis-
tries involved in this activ-
ity.

2.	 Completing 
legislation while en-
suring the creation of 
efficient and opera-
tionally available en-
forcement facilities.

3.	 Permanent par-
ticipation in meetings of 
international forums of 
the arms control establish-
ments, thus positioning Is-
rael as a country that honors 
the accepted principles in the 
world of control of arms trade.

4.	 Continuous examination 
of the possibility of extending Isra-
el’s participation in the international 
control organizations, similar to the 
MTCR and the WA.

5.	 Consolidating deliberations 
forums on different levels with the 
US administration in the area of 
control, and generating renewed 
mutual trust.

Conclusion
Economic considerations dictate a 
significant part of the strategy of the 

countries that decided to become 
defense-goods exporters. The po-
tential arms market is in excess of 
$25 billion a year. Being a leading 
supplier in this market sector is a 
big challenge. Well established and 
advanced technological capability, 
along with operational experience, 
provides an edge in the competi-
tive environment that exists today. 
These capabilities provide the ex-

porting countries leverage and a 
competitive edge so that the desired 
goals for industrial and economic 
achievements will be reached. For Is-
rael, with its defense industry’s un-
orthodox balance between domestic 
consumption and export, defense 
exports not only act as an economic 
support that helps to maintain the 
industry, but also serve as a means 
of maintaining a technological lead-
ership position.

How can Israel safeguard this as-

set? Will entering into a new phase 
and adhering to the WA damage Is-
rael’s ability to maintain its freedom 
to export military systems? Will the 
crisis that occurred between Israel 
and the United States continue to 
cast a shadow and constrain Israel’s 
industrial-defense exports? While 
the new arrangements between the 
United States and Israel highlight 
the sensitivity and caution involved 
in exporting strategic weapon sys-
tems to China in light of the recent 
crisis, this does not necessarily in-

corporate a general limitation on 
all Israeli defense exports.

Israel and the United States 
are engaged in an ongoing 

constructive process of 
consolidating a har-

monious relation-
ship with regard to 
all aspects of export 
control. Wise man-

agement of the relations 
between the countries in this 

context is important. It will lead 
to enhanced abilities of defense ex-
porting without friction and crises. 
There is no doubt that joining inter-
national frameworks, which must 
materialize with a continuous  and 
courageous examination of the pos-
sibility to become a full member in 
some of the existing international 
agreements and arrangements, may 
strengthen Israel, both within the 
international community and with 
regard to future exporting abilities. 
If this is the case, it will be possible 
to cite the words of Samson: “Out of 
the strong came something sweet.”
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The failure of the United States to impose order in Iraq after the fall of Saddam Hussein 
and the European attempts at dialogue with Iran on termination of its nuclear project ex-
posed the limited understanding on the part of the West of “the other side of the Middle 
East tracks” and the wide gaps between them. Substantial disagreement between foreign 
policymakers in the US and Israel regarding the objectives of Arab leaders, and diverging 
interpretations1 by various intelligence agencies in the US and Israel with respect to the in-
tentions of the Arab adversary give the impression that the knowledge of the people making 
these evaluations is too narrow to provide them with the proper tools necessary for well-
based and reliable assessments.
	 In its dealings with the Arab world, the West appears unable to summon the same 
capabilities that it demonstrated formerly in dealing with the Communist bloc countries 
and currently shows in dealing with the Far East. As a result, both Western leaders and their 
intelligence services at times conduct a policy based on a faulty concept of the adversary’s 
intentions and a lack of familiarity with its cultural and conceptual environment.
One of the well-known phenomena in this context is excessive use of a “mirror image” 
– viewing the opponent as if it were an exact reflection, in other words, analyzing the drives 
and intentions of the Islamic adversary according to what is familiar to the analyst, namely, 
what is known and logical within the Western culture that the analyst represents. In this 
fashion, the opponent is evaluated according to the analyst’s subjective feeling, without 
regard to its (the opponent’s) innate culture and philosophy. If the analyst is exhausted, then 
the other side must also be tired; if he is interested in the quality of life, then the other side 
must be interested in it as well. If the analyst or policymaker desires a peace agreement, the 
other side must surely share this desire. This imaginary symmetry is a function of a limited 
acquaintance with the opposing side.
	 The aftermath of the American invasion of Iraq illustrates the gap between the West-
ern view and the reality on the ground. According to American thinking, at least Saddam 
Hussein’s opponents should have regarded his fall as a positive development to be credited 
to the United States. The reality is that resistance to the US and the moderate Arab regimes 
identified with its Middle Eastern policy is increasing daily, even among Saddam’s former 
critics. What has caused all this? Is it possible that the decision making process in Washing-
ton was based on liberal Western values, without a thorough evaluation of the conservative 
local culture in Iraq?
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	 The factors that make it difficult to understand “the Muslim side” are many, but it ap-
pears that the most important of them result from a limited acquaintance with all levels of 
Arab culture. The “ordinary” difficulties2 facing a decision maker or intelligence analyst3 in 
predicting the future acts of a decision maker on the other side coming from a different cul-
ture and tradition are augmented by the geographical and cultural isolation of the Islamic 
fundamentalist world.
	 This article presents several cultural features of the Arab-Islamic world in order to 
emphasize the risks and obstacles that confront those who would interpret the Islamic op-
ponent exclusively through Western spectacles. This is true even though as in any other 
society, Arab society features principles and characteristics shared by other societies and 
those that are unique to its own sector. Moreover, the dividing line within the characteris-
tics lies in the quantitative ratio between them: a public characteristic becomes a cultural 
trademark when it is shared by most of the people in that culture. The characteristics pre-
sented in this article are true for most of the public in Islamic countries, despite the obvious 
existence of exceptions.
	 One final qualification: both the disregard for political correctness and the generaliza-
tions used in this article are designed to emphasize the full power of cultural attributes, 
notwithstanding that this type of approach imposes some analytical limitations.

The Power of Language
More than in other societies, people 
in the Arab society express them-
selves in words. Middle East scholar 
Fouad Ajami, who has researched 
the renewal of Arab society, found 
that Arabic was a key factor in the 
Arab national philosophy. In some 
cases, the language itself, and by 
itself, has limited cultural progress 
and renewal.

By its nature, Arabic is not mere-
ly a means of expression; its percep-
tible power lies in its powerful rhet-
oric and demagogic use. Verbal and 
semantic ability marks and influ-
ences all levels of society, from the 
simplest uneducated people to Arab 
leaders. An Arab politician is not 
judged by the value of what he says, 

but by his command of the Arabic 
rhetoric passed on from generation 
to generation as a tool for arousing 
the masses and inciting them against 
the adversary. Ajami writes, “Con-
temporary discourse suffered from 
the burden of the past – was stulti-
fied by the spirit of a Thousand and 
One Nights, according to several 
harsh critics – because the historical 
experiences that had transformed 
other languages had not taken place 
in the Arab world.”4 

“Terrorism first arose in the Arab 
world from the religious discourse, 
as a result of the extremism to which 
this discourse leads,” claims Saudi 
Arabian scholar Khaled al-Duchil.5  
Kuwaiti liberal Ahmad al-Badadi 
backs up al-Duchil’s argument, and 

puts the blame on religious leaders 
for their speeches and appearances 
in the Arab media that “distort Is-
lam; they are therefore responsible 
for the troubles afflicting the Islamic 
world today.”6 The nationalism and 
the wave of Islamic fundamentalism 
that have swept the Arab nations in 
recent decades have also saddled 
the holiness of the language with the 
task of realizing their ideas. Their 
very use in speech about political 
goals with a religious coloring has 
made the language assume exces-
sive importance, even if its content 
smacks of irrationality in heralding 
objectives such as destruction of the 
West or the recreation of the Islamic 
caliphate.

Sanctification of the language 

Volume 9, No. 4, March 2007 67



has eliminated any significant de-
sire on the part of the Arabs7 to in-
teract with the West, because Arab 
Islamic society is unwilling to un-
dergo a process of rebellion against 
its national history, tradition, and 
values – which are challenged, if 
not undermined, by liberal and free 
Western societies. Only a profound 
recognition of the dedication to “the 
purity of Arabic” makes it possible 
to understand a philosophy that re-
gards processes of global modern-
ization as merely cosmetic changes, 
while the older truth and values 
introduced with the rise of Islam in 
the Arabian peninsula remain firm 
and binding. 

The Outlook of Arab Society
Albert Hourani describes three con-
centric circles that depict the basic 
affinities of the Arab.8 The first in-
volves his existence as an individual 
believer, as a Muslim Arab. The sec-
ond circle concerns the nuclear fam-
ily unit, which encompasses him as 
part of the extended clan (the ham-
ula). The third relates to regional 
loyalty to a tribe, village, neighbor-
hood, and town. Yet in addition to 
the basic circles, Hourani asserts 
that Muslims ideologically belong 
to something much more extensive, 
grand, and utopian: the “Islamic 
nation,” or umma – a community 
of believers distinguished from the 
faithful of other religions. Accord-
ing to this concept, the difference 
in religious affiliation is not merely 
one of modes of worship and ritual; 
rather, it primarily stems from a feel-

ing of personal pride. Although this 
feeling originated in the pre-Islamic 
period in Hejaz, the emergence of 
the community of Islamic believers 
greatly reinforced it.

This philosophy comes to the fore 
when the Arab-Islamic world feels 
that it faces a clash that extends be-
yond military and political aspects 
to cultural and scientific questions. 
Although the Islamic world has ex-
perienced a number of changes in 
science (mostly in the last genera-
tion), these changes, despite their 
superficial nature, are regarded as a 
challenge to the solidity of Arab so-
ciety. They therefore depend on their 
assimilation and reclassification as a 
local custom. Iraqi social scientist 
Ali al-Vardi, who wrote about prob-
lems in Arab society, states, “Arabs 
suffer from a conflict between Bed-
ouin values passed on from gen-
eration to generation and cultural 
values acquired by Arab society.” 
Abed al-Halek Hussein continues 
al-Vardi’s argument, saying, “Ar-
abs suffer from multiple personality 
schizophrenia. This is not limited 
to specific sectors of Arab society; it 

includes governments, institutions 
of civil society, and political par-
ties, especially Islamic political par-
ties.”9 Tunisian author and scholar 
Akbal al-Arbi presents a gloomier 
picture, indicating that as a nation, 
Muslims still adhere to the prin-
ciples of the Bedouin tribes as they 
existed in the pre-Islamic era, which 
were religiously validated by the 
rise of Islam: “We still insist that we 
are always the victims, and that we 
are always blameless. Our history 
is angelic, our imperialism consists 
of blessed conquests (fotuhat), our 
invaders (ghuzza) are liberators, our 
violence is holy jihad, our murder-
ers are shahids, and our faulty un-
derstanding of the Quran and daily 
violations of the rights of women, 
children, and minorities are tolerant 
religious law (shariya). . . . There is 
no doubt that aggression, invasions, 
and acts of wild destruction are en-
graved in human history. What dis-
tinguishes us (the Muslims) today is 
the degree of our awareness of his-
tory . . . and the degree to which we 
justify the values of the past in the 
name of Islam.”10

This cultural conflict causes 
members of the liberal professions, 
such as journalists and jurists, to un-
dergo a process of “Middle Eastern 
adjustment,” so that their opinions 
will suit the rules of society.11 Scien-
tists, on the other hand, constantly 
struggle against criticism by reli-
gious sages, who regard science as 
bidaa, a human invention aimed at 
undermining belief in the existence 
of God.12 Indeed, this ambivalent 
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attitude towards scientific develop-
ment has led many people to avoid 
pursuing scientific disciplines13 even 
if they studied science at school. It 
has also strengthened the funda-
mentalist viewpoint, which regards 
science solely as a tool for develop-
ing weapons.

The Nature of Arab 
Leadership
The nature of Arab leadership con-
stitutes the third important charac-
teristic of Arab society. The exist-
ing mode of leadership in the Arab 
world is patrimonial and stresses 
the actions of the leader himself. 
Over the course of time, Islam de-
veloped patrimonial patterns that 
are expressed through an emphasis 
on religious ideals of surrender and 
acceptance of burdens at both the 
national and transnational level. At 
the heart of these ideals is the value 
of the leader’s pride and preserva-
tion of his honor; frequently, his 
pride is the main political priority. 
Politics is informal, and is conduct-
ed without political institutions or 
participation. The leader maintains 
a personal government with the 
help of the military power at his 
disposal, and for his needs. 14 Criti-
cal importance is attached to strate-
gic connections on a personal level. 
To this is added the fact that most 
of the population, which is subor-
dinated to the leader’s authority, is 
often of no real importance. Without 
any political institutions or active 
participation by the people’s repre-
sentatives, most of the population 

has no actual ability to influence the 
decision-making processes. Bahrain 
journalist Omran Salman endorses 
this claim, asserting that the struggle 
against America and the West is a 
direct result of the hatred that exists 
only among the Islamic and nation-
al leadership. In Salman’s opinion, 
average citizens are no more than 
“blindfolded hostages held by this 
alliance (the Islamic and national 
leaderships).”15 As a result, the state 
or organization becomes a formal 
framework in which the leader’s be-
havior is affected more by a feeling 
of the personal threat to him than by 
the threat to his people or members 
of his organization.

In general, both domestic policy 
and foreign policy in most Arab 
countries are a direct continuation 
of the same philosophy that regards 
pride as an absolute value. Local 
leaders, whether they head a coun-
try or a transnational organization 
(such as the various terrorist orga-
nizations), interpret its future in-
tentions in terms of Islamic values. 
That does not necessarily mean that 
their real intentions are of a religious 
nature. In their statements to their 
constituencies, however, leaders 
will use words that reflect national 
pride and loyalty to the greater Is-
lamic public. In addition to religious 
expressions in their address to the 
Islamic public, leaders base the le-
gitimacy of their leadership on their 
personalities, prestige, and influ-
ence, all reflected in the rhetorical 
expressions that they use.

In most Arab and Islamic coun-

tries, politics itself is limited to a 
chosen group of people among the 
controlling or religious elite. This is 
part of a longstanding Islamic tra-
dition that regards dominance by 
the leader as a desirable religious 
phenomenon. Mecca and Medina 
admired, desired to adhere to, and 
were bound to the Prophet Muham-
mad; similarly, the modern leader is 
considered the bearer of his legacy, 
and therefore worthy of occupying 
the political center stage, surround-
ed by advisers, cronies, and citizens 
competing among themselves for 
proximity to power and influence.16

Arab pride has made Islamic so-
ciety an extroverted society that re-
volves around three values: honor, 
shame, and revenge. Honor is the 
most important value, sometimes 
more so than life itself. Damage to 
honor causes shame, which can be 
erased only through revenge. This 
process begins at the personal level, 
and moves into the communal-na-
tional sphere.

Guiding Arab Principles
The combination of these three key 
features – language, society, and 
leadership – complemented by the 
values inherent in Arab pride, in-
herently divides Western culture 
from Arab culture. In order to scale 
this dividing wall, a Western deci-
sion maker must understand and 
internalize that the Arab outer layer, 
the facade of the Islamic opponent, 
is not the main reality. In order to 
reach the other side of the wall, he 
must understand the significance 
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of the language and its expressions, 
and learn to identify the circles 
of loyalty and the leader’s status 
among his constituents.

In understanding the Arab di-
mension, i.e., its culture and char-
acteristics, and by freeing oneself 
of Western projections, it is possible 
to identify the following operative 
elements in Arab culture when it 
surfaces in confrontation with the 
West:
§	 The concept and significance 

of time. As part of the general con-
cept of Islamic pride, institutional-
ized compromise between enemies 
cannot exist, only an arrangement 
of convenience and acceptance “un-
til anger passes.” Time does not 
press or restrict in matters of war 
and peace. The desire to achieve the 
goals defined by the leadership in 
the guise of religion is stronger than 
the restrictions of life and time. An 
Arab proverb says, “If not I, then 
my son, and if not my son, then, my 
grandson.” In other words, the goal 
will be achieved, because the person 
who set it is walking in the path of 
God.
§	 Conducting political dia-

logue. On the one hand, conducting 
dialogue is designed to achieve po-
litical goals that cannot be achieved 
through military means (e.g., the 
peace treaty between Israel and 
Egypt), or in order to gain enough 
time to store up the military power 
necessary to fully achieve the polit-
ical goals (the second intifada). On 
the other hand, foot-dragging and 
demagogic attacks by Arab leaders 

are not necessarily a declaration of a 
future war. The government usual-
ly uses demagoguery against Israel 
and the West as a fig leaf in order to 
prevent a serious and concrete dis-
cussion of the weakness of Islamic 
societies in the face of the challeng-
es presented by the modern world. 
Such a discussion would deal with 
the unstable state of the people and 
the totalitarian character of the Arab 
regimes.
§	 Honoring agreements. This 

element is linked to the concept 
of time and compromise between 
Arabs and the West. As a rule, a 
political agreement is worth imple-
menting only in times of military 
or political distress. An agreement 
in any other circumstances would 
damage the general Islamic circle 
of reciprocity, and would certainly 
demonstrate weakness in a world 
of words and external facades. The 
agreement itself is worthy of being 
violated as soon as the distress that 
caused it to be signed is gone. This 
follows in the footsteps of the Proph-
et Muhammad, who signed a ten-
year agreement (the Hudabiy-yah 
agreement) with the inhabitants of 
Mecca. He broke it after only two 

years, after he had accumulated 
enough military strength to contin-
ue his political policy. It should be 
noted that political convenience and 
a substantial interest on the part of 
an Arab leader (preserving his re-
gime) are the only parameters that 
can sustain agreements and reduce 
the potential for their violation. 
Since most Arab countries have pat-
rimonial totalitarian governments, 
the interests of the leader usually 
determine policy, even if the desires 
of the people and the religious sag-
es differ. Israel’s peace agreements 
with Egypt and Jordan are prime ex-
amples; despite significant internal 
opposition to them, the agreements 
continue to exist as an interest of the 
rulers.
§	 Preservation of absolute jus-

tice. Religious justice constitutes 
a guideline in determining political 
policy. The leader and values out-
line what is permitted and what is 
forbidden, what is good and what 
is evil. In times of conflict, enemies 
will therefore be portrayed as evil, 
and will always be regarded as col-
lectively guilty. This philosophy 
can be summarized in the saying, 
“Darabni v’baka; sabakni v’eshtaka” 
– “He beat me and wept (after I re-
sponded), and he preempted me 
by complaining (because I hit him 
back in response to his deeds).” The 
Arab-Islamic side will always con-
sider itself the victim, the deprived, 
and the unfortunate one, while the 
world is painted in black and white 
– even if the violence resulted from 
an Islamic motive.
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Conclusion
Sometimes the national will, the 
longing for peace, or the desire for 
revenge overcomes recognition of 
reality. The adversary’s intentions 
are never completely clear; there is 
always room to cultivate a personal 
interpretation. Those who practice 
political commentary or intelligence 
assessments must be familiar with 
the whole of Arab culture. Without 
such knowledge, they are liable to 
make important decisions on the 
basis of ignorance. It must not be 
assumed that the philosophy of the 
Western world – what the Arabs re-
gard as “patronizing progress” – also 
determines the mode of thought in 
other cultures. What is logical in one 
culture is folly in another.

Those engaged in interpret-
ing and analyzing the Arab world 
should look back ninety years to 
the comprehensive wisdom of T. 
E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia), 
and learn to engage with Arab cul-
ture while recognizing the abilities, 
limitations, and intentions of its 
leaders.
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The war in Lebanon brought to the surface various failings 
in the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). Numerous committees 
have examined these failings from a variety of angles and 
viewpoints but have not focused directly on what appears 
to be the heart of the matter – the command-related quality 
of the IDF. An ominous pattern has been evident for years: 
command procedures in the IDF have become more and 
more like work procedures in bureaucratic civilian organi-
zations, and less like those necessary in a military hierarchy 
environment. Why the military command concept is the 
foundation of any military achievement is beyond the scope 
of these remarks. It is worthwhile, however, to mention a 
number of key points, based on the understanding that the 
core of military activity is the order (command) to carry out 
a mission. Orders are the heart of military work and can be 
compared to blood in the human body; without them, mili-
tary life cannot exist.

The first element to the order is the mission itself and its 
objective. In order to complete the mission, a military com-
mander receives two additional elements: resources and the 
authority to use those resources for the purposes of accom-
plishing the mission. The legal authority given to the mili-
tary commander is broader than any other legal authority 
and is designed to ensure that missions are fully completed. 
At the same time, the military command is inherently para-
doxical. On the one hand, the commander’s work does not 
end when the order is given, and the nature of war makes it 
necessary for the commander to accomplish the mission by 
any means necessary. It is a platitude that the commander 
must impose his will on the enemy; a preliminary condi-
tion for this is the commander’s ability to impose his will on 
his own soldiers. On the other hand, it is understood that a 
commander who does exactly what he is told, down to the 
last detail and without showing any initiative or exercising 
any judgment, is a poor commander.

The war in Lebanon brought to the fore an ominous 
pattern of commanders using processes of extended com-
mand, thereby causing deep command confusion. Some of 
the commanders in the war systematically avoided using an 
order as the exclusive formative tool, and refrained from ex-
ercising their full authority and from demanding from their 
men the exercise of authority in order to achieve their objec-
tives and endeavor to defeat the enemy they were fighting. 
This is the final result of a deep and ongoing process of com-
mand erosion, whereby IDF commanders avoid exercising 
their authority fully. It appears that this process, which was 
copied from civilian life, seeped into rear IDF units and head-
quarters and subsequently also penetrated battle units and 
command posts. Here semantics have contributed to this 
process: the use of words such as guidelines, instructions, 
discussion summaries, recommendations, consultations, 
and proposals has come to blur the commander’s authority. 
This situation is usually convenient for commanders who 
are not required to confront the failure to fulfill the missions 
that they themselves assigned to their men. In other words, 
there is no substitute for an order as a formative tool for 
military achievement.

The use of orders as the main tool for conducting mili-
tary communication aimed at assigning missions to units 
and commanders should be reintroduced in the IDF. It is 
obligatory for an IDF commander to stand in front of his 
soldiers and demand that they fulfill missions (regardless 
of whether those missions are – battle missions or staff mis-
sions), while utilizing fully the powers given to them. The 
restoration in the IDF of command values through the use 
of the basic tools presented here is an essential precondition 
for any change that IDF commanders may seek to institute 
in the future. This change, which can be the opportunity and 
lever for a deep cultural change in the IDF, cannot be taken 
for granted. It is one of the main challenges facing the army. 
All other conclusions drawn from the inquiries conducted 
following the war are insignificant in comparison.       
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”Anti-War”: Has the IDF Really 
Lost Its Ability to Win Wars?

Yehuda Wegman

In an article published in the previous issue 
of Strategic Assessment, Ofer Shelah offered 
an analysis of the second Lebanon War. 
Shelah’s commentary leads him to the con-
clusion that the terrorism of the 2000-2004 
intifada and the last war in Lebanon were 
“two post-modern wars” and as such, the 
recognized rules of past wars do not apply 
to them. Thus, Shelah claims, Israel’s lead-
ers erred in trying to apply conceptual and 
behavioral rules to the war in Lebanon that 
did not match the “anti-war” reality that 
emerged there, and in so doing, they brought 
the failures on themselves.

Shelah determines that in contrast to 
Clausewitz’s argument, in the case of anti-
war, “force is no longer a continuation of pol-
icy through other means.” Clausewitz’s exit 
from the stage of military history was sealed 
when Shelah said that “the ability to achieve 
political gain through a military operation 
has almost completely dissipated.” Shelah’s 
article fails, however, in that his contentions 
rest largely on what he calls “historical facts” 
that seemingly corroborate his arguments in 
several areas but fall short of the actual his-
torical facts.

Deterrence
Shelah writes that deterrence is “one of the 
known obsessions of the IDF and the Israeli 
public.” He adds that “decisive victory, pref-
erably in every battle, generates an image of 

strength and deterrence. This mentality has 
not changed despite the historical facts show-
ing otherwise for some time: the Six Day War, 
which ended in a crushing victory, did not 
deter the Egyptians from embarking on the 
War of Attrition just two years later, and the 
Yom Kippur War three years after that.”

Deterrence, however, is not designed to 
effect an ideological change in the opposing 
party, rather to deter that party from acting 
violently to realize its ideology. A review of 
the wars initiated by the Arabs before and af-
ter the Six Day War indicates that if until 1967 
the enemies of the Jewish state had aimed to 
destroy the country by storming it, the 1967 
war put an end to that idea. The decisive 
victory in 1967 generated an unprecedented 
deterrent to a direct military operation by 
the Arab armies. Thus, albeit with the basic 
ideology remaining unchanged, the Arabs 
moved to a different military approach based 
on all-out war that was designed to achieve 
a limited military objective. Increasing de-
terrence led Sadat to forsake the idea of an-
nihilating Israel and military occupation of 
the Sinai Peninsula. He decided on a limited 
assault that was designed only to shake up 
the Middle East and generate a political pro-
cess that would restore the Sinai Peninsula 
to Egyptian hands. The Israeli deterrent cre-
ated a change in Arab public opinion and the 
Arab objectives of the following wars against 
Israel.
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Disregard of the Leadership?
Shelah’s discussion of the period before the 
Yom Kippur War reveals another distortion 
of historical facts. He claims that before the 
war, the Israeli leadership knew that Sadat’s 
military objective was no longer to annihilate 
Israel by a military campaign, but it chose to 
disregard this. In this context Shelah con-
demns all the decision makers through the 
generations when he states that “it is char-
acteristic of Israel that intelligence said one 
thing and the leadership ignored it.”

Yet here too Shelah slipped with regard 
to the dry facts. All researchers of the Yom 
Kippur War, including the recent book by 
Aryeh Shalev – who in 1973 was head of Mil-
itary Intelligence’s research division – agree 
that the roots of the intelligence failure in 
that war stem specifically from not know-
ing of the change that had occurred among 
the Egyptian leadership regarding the war’s 
objectives. Shalev writes: “The intelligence 
branch, prior to the Yom Kippur War, pro-
vided all the information about the prepara-
tions made by the enemy armies. It did not 
interpret their preparations correctly, not 
because its approach remain unchanged, 
but because its adversaries’ approach had 
changed and the intelligence branch did not 
obtain information about the change…from 
a policy of all-out war to a war with limited 
objectives designed to shake up the political 
situation.”1

Terror and Defeating Terror
Cognizant of their military disadvantage, 
another channel that the Arabs began using 
with increasing intensity was terror, which 
was designed to chip away over time at Is-
raeli national resilience. In the context of de-
terrence one can say that the transition to ter-
ror is the most prominent sign of the success 

of Israeli military deterrence, which peaked 
following the 1967 war. In the seventies, 
the IDF succeeded in eradicating Palestin-
ian terror anywhere it emerged. The Jorda-
nian army achieved a similar success in 1970, 
when it crushed the terror that threatened 
the kingdom of Jordan; the French army like-
wise wiped out Algerian terror.

The problem of the IDF’s war on terror 
from 2000, in the intidafa that Shelah calls “a 
post-modern war,” is rooted in the fact that 
at that time, distorted ideas – such as “there 
is no decisive military victory” – began to in-
filtrate, and these misconceptions diluted an 
idea that should be embraced in all types of 
war, namely, the idea of decisive victory. It is 
no wonder that an army led by people with 
watered-down ideas did not overcome its 
enemies. However, the IDF field officers up-
held opposing ideas and thereby restored the 
idea of decisive victory to its rightful place, 
including in the realm of terrorism.

Beating Artillery Terror
Shelah claims that “a rocket cannot bring a 
country to its knees, certainly not a country 
with economic and organizational strength.” 
The Katyusha rocket fire on the north was a 
terror attack in every sense, which was de-
signed to convince the civilians that there was 
nowhere safe for them, and only accepting 
the terms of those behind the terror would 
buy them peace and quiet. Shelah forgot, 
or chose to ignore, the serious results of the 
terror attack on Israel – enormous damage, 
more than any previous war, to Israel’s econ-
omy and national morale. One can reason-
ably assume that had the IDF not overcome 
the terror in Judea and Samaria, Israel would 
have found itself in a situation in which its 
very existence was under threat, a threat it 
had never faced in previous wars.
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Enough time has elapsed and adequate 
data has emerged for the unfounded ar-
gument of terror “not being an existential 
threat” to disappear from public debate in 
Israel. However, Shelah continues to adhere 
to it in support of his “anti-war” idea.

Hizbollah’s anchor was its rocket weap-
onry. When the IDF destroyed the long and 
medium range rockets with an aerial cam-
paign that left the short range rockets intact 
– these could only be destroyed by a ground 
operation – it also did not succeed in break-
ing Hizbollah’s backbone. Instead of draw-
ing the conclusion from this with regard to 
the importance of a ground operation, which 
was so lacking in the war, Shelah paints Hiz-
bollah as invincible, and this leads to the con-
clusion that there is no point in endangering 
soldiers in trying to defeat it.

Shelah then argues, once again in contrast 
with the facts, that “the ground forces incur-
sion had absolutely no effect on the prog-
ress of the war, a result that the IDF knew 
from the outset.” Simple examination of 
the events of the war indicates that the IDF, 
which in the last decade has been poisoned 
with “advanced” anti-military and anti-pro-
fessional ideas, actually made every effort 
not to utilize the forces that were designed 
and trained over the years to paralyze short 
range rockets. Moreover, the facts show that 
wherever the land forces succeeded in pen-
etrating deep into the launching areas, they 
completely closed down the launch capabili-
ties.

Conclusion
Shelah’s article contends that by definition, 
in a post-modern war military strength is 
not manifested to the extent that it is able to 

change the outcome of a battle or influence 
the result of a campaign. This leads the au-
thor to conclude that “in the second Lebanon 
War, the party that had weaponry and used 
it lost, and the side that desisted from war 
gained.” In fact, however, the conclusion that 
should be drawn from the war in Lebanon is 
that training must be undertaken before the 
next war, and that what is planned should be 
carried out with the utmost efficiency. “Post-
modernism” is a convenient and tempting 
state of mind, but a war should be conducted 
based on classic principles of war. Shelah’s 
conclusion – based on historical inaccuracies 
– that the IDF was unable to implement them 
in the last war leads to the fallacy that such 
principles are erroneous in terms of military 
logic.

Efficient warfare based on correct con-
struction and efficient utilization of the mili-
tary force will completely contradict Shelah’s 
determination that “the ability to achieve po-
litical gain through a military operation has 
almost completely dissipated.” I believe that 
this claim is no more than support for the 
military professional bankruptcy revealed 
last summer together with the question mark 
placed over Israel’s ability to survive existen-
tial threats.

If, according to Shelah, decisive victory 
is not achievable, deterrence does not exist, 
and military strength is superfluous, on what 
will Israel’s security be based in the face of 
an existential threat?

Note
1.	 Aryeh Shalev, Success and Failure in Advance 

Warning: Israeli Intelligence Assessments before 
the Yom Kippur War (Tel Aviv: Ma’arachot and 
the Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies), p. 238.
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