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From the Editors
This issue of Strategic Assessment goes to press as Israel continues to weather intense political 
turmoil, centered on the dispute regarding the judicial overhaul proposed by the government, 
labeled by opponents as a “regime coup.” In tandem, the dispute has raised arguments over 
the values that underlie the identity of the state and the essence of democracy, as well as the 
meaning of social cohesion and its influence on national resilience, and hence on national 
security. Meantime, the IDF, the police, and other security forces are confronted with intense and 
significant challenges. The serious disputes in the political and public arena raise fundamental 
questions regarding the role of the military as an actor in society, the status of the service model, 
and ethical issues that relate to how force is used and the purity of arms. The police and state 
mechanisms are challenged regarding the essence of governance and radicalization. 

Several of this issue’s articles touch on these current topics, relating to recent events or looking 
retrospectively at past events and analyzing their significance, in part in context of the present 
day. For example, the article by former Chief of Staff Aviv Kochavi emphasizes the value of the 
IDF to the individual, to society, to the economy, and to the state, and establishes the justification 
for maintaining the existing conscription model. INSS Managing Director Maj. Gen. (res.) Tamir 
Hayman and Eden Kaduri also speak to the issues raised in Kochavi’s article as they delineate 
the primary challenges facing the current chief of staff. The article by Prof. Zaki Shalom, based 
on minutes of the Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee that were recently declassified, reveals 
the way the security establishment and the political system coped with a severe violation of the 
rules of engagement that occurred in the early 1950s, and lays the foundation for a discussion 
on values that is also relevant today. 

The article by Dr. Havatzelet Yahel describes tribal governance among the Bedouin population 
as a model competing with state governance, and thus contributes a unique and challenging 
angle to the analysis of the failures of state governance in the Negev. The article by Dr. Yariv 
Mohar and Dr. Aya Shoshan discusses deradicalization as a means of fighting against terrorism. 
They conceptualize the essence of radicalization and deradicalization and present a theoretical 
and practical basis for deradicalization in general, which may have particular pertinence in the 
reality of the rising tension in Israeli society today. 

Dr. Raz Zimmt analyzes the protests in Iran with respect to the significance of national symbols, 
and provides insights on the significance of social solidarity and the importance of national symbols 
to shared identity. Even though caution is necessary when comparing between different societies 
and countries, the article provides fresh thought on events in Israel regarding the importance of 
national symbols as a unifying or dividing force. The article by Lt. Col. (res.) Dr. Moshe Albo and 
Lt. Col. Dr. Itay Haiminis on culture, revolutions, and intelligence, though focused on Egypt during 
the “Arab Awakening,” invites sharp questions as to what extent Israeli society was aware of the 
intensity of the divisions that flared up in the current protests, and to what extent a person, even 
inside his/her own society, is capable of successfully predicting change processes. 

At the same time, one of the problems facing Israel now is that the internal disputes eclipse the 
challenges and opportunities in the external arena. Within the overarching goals of the Institute for 
National Security Studies (INSS), it is imperative to remain attentive to developments outside of 
Israel. Thus, Doron Feldman’s article relates to Finland’s security strategy vis-à-vis Russia, which is 
one aspect of the war in Ukraine. This war appears to be an event that will have a decisive impact 
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on shaping the international order in the coming years. In his article, Ido Gadi Raz discusses 
the intriguing issue of Israel-Pakistan relations and sheds light on the opportunities as well as 
the risks to Israel from this Muslim country, as part of a broader discussion on the question of 
whether it is possible to expand the Abraham Accords and who Israel’s new partners can be. Gil 
Riza’s article, which discusses the counterfeiting of goods by Hezbollah, examines another aspect 
that affects the struggle between Israel and this organization and its Iranian patron.

The book reviews in this issue cover the Palestinian issue, economics, and Israel’s relations 
with Arab and Muslim countries, which began and developed secretly, and have become more 
evident in the public eye in recent years.

Finally, the editorial board wishes to thank Dr. Carmit Valensi for her important contribution 
as editor of Strategic Assessment in its new format from 2020 to 2022, and to welcome Dr. Gallia 
Lindenstrauss as editor of the journal alongside Prof. Kobi Michael. 

Strategic Assessment Editorial Board



Research Forum

From Soft Power to Hard Power: 
Finland’s Security Strategy vis-à-vis 

Russia (1992-2022)
Doron Feldman

Tel Aviv University

This paper analyzes the strategies that small states exert to offset power imbalances 
with neighboring powers. Building on Stephen Walt’s balance of threat theory, the 
article examines the changes in Finland’s security strategy since the end of the 
Cold War. It focuses on its use of soft and hard power means to deal with Russia, 
specifically in three periods: 1992-2013, 2014-2022, and since 2022. Given the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine and the undermined security situation worldwide, the 
article sheds light on potential paths of action for small states struggling against 
powerful rivals, and on the significance of soft power tools in those states’ security 
strategies as a means to compensate for their relative inferiority in size.
Keywords: small states, Finland, Russia, soft power, hard power, security strategy

Introduction
The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 
2022 substantially undermined the security 
situation extant in Europe since the Second 
World War. With the ongoing potential for 
escalation between Russia and the West, 
developments force states to calculate new 
routes in a changing reality. Finland, which is 
perceived as a peaceful and secure state, is in 
the eye of the storm, and seeks to abandon 
its traditional policy of military neutrality and 
join NATO.

History teaches that weak states cannot 
take their survival for granted. For example, 
Athens decreed that Melos should be wiped 
out, despite the island’s efforts to stay out of the 
Peloponnesian War. Other small states such as 
Estonia, Czechoslovakia, and Kuwait suffered 
at the hands of large, threatening neighbors, 
sometimes to the point of loss of territory or 

independence or even destruction. And while 
small states such as Israel, Singapore, and 
Taiwan have strong armies, they continue to 
suffer from threats to their security.

An examination of Finland’s foreign and 
security policy, as well as its recent history, 
shows that since its independence Finland has 
walked a tightrope in order to avoid rousing 
the Russian Bear from its sleep. Finland, which 
against all odds survived struggles among great 

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union and 
in a changing international atmosphere, 
Helsinki, with the help of soft power tools 
and diplomatic activism, sought to position 
itself as a positive and influential force in the 
European Union and bring the EU closer to 
Russia.
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powers over the last century, was freed from the 
threat that had hovered over it once the Soviet 
Union disintegrated. Nonetheless, its leaders, 
who chose a cautious policy both during and 
after the Cold War, still treated Russia as a 
challenge, even during the years when Moscow 
was relatively weak.

The work shows how a small state such as 
Finland used a changing strategy after the Cold 
War toward a neighboring power in order to 
reduce the likelihood of potential confrontation. 
It contends that after the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union and in a changing international 
atmosphere, Helsinki, with the help of soft 
power tools and diplomatic activism, sought to 
position itself as a positive and influential force 
in the European Union and bring the EU closer 
to Russia. The Finns and many in the EU hoped 
that the relative integration of Russia in the West 
would moderate its conduct, and perhaps even 
generate liberalization of its society and regime. 
The declining security situation in Europe in 
light of increased Russian assertiveness, the 
annexation of the Crimean Peninsula, and the 
war in Ukraine led to a deterioration in relations 
between Russia and the EU, which accordingly 
led to a change in Finnish doctrine. Alongside 
enhancing its military strength and fortifying its 
relations with friendly states, Helsinki gradually 
abandoned its use of soft power means and 
instead took diplomatic, financial, and other 
moves to restrain the aggressive conduct of its 
neighbor. In 2022, with the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine, Finland’s perception of this threat 
became more serious, and it took another 
step toward increased reliance on hard power 
components in its security doctrine: it began 
arms acquisitions and applied to join NATO.

Using Stephen Walt’s balance of threat theory, 
the paper will examine changes in Finland’s 
foreign and security policies after the Cold War, 
during three periods: 1992-2013, 2014-2022, and 
since 2022. After a brief review of the theoretical 
basis, the paper will describe Finland’s threat 
perceptions and the neutral strategy that it 
employed during the Cold War. These serve as 

an introduction to the central section, which 
analyzes how developments in the international 
environment and Russia’s conduct in the years 
following the Cold War prompted changes in 
Finland’s foreign and security doctrine and 
changed its orientation from one favoring soft 
power means to hard power means.

Small States and Soft Power
International relations literature describes how 
small states employ a variety of strategies with 
the aim of enlarging their security margins in 
struggles against powerful rivals. Thus, for 
example, during World War II Finland used 
the bandwagon strategy and allied with Nazi 
Germany, after it was defeated by the Soviet 
Union (Walt, 1987, pp. 24, 30). Small or weak 
states such as Ireland, Switzerland, and 
Spain remained neutral just before, during, 
or after World War II in order to avoid military 
confrontation (Neumann & Gstöhl, 2006, p. 
10). Iceland was considered a client under the 
American military, political, and economic 
umbrella from the Cold War period through 
the 2000s (Thorhallsson et al., 2018, pp. 
541, 557). The Baltic states—Estonia, Latvia, 
and Lithuania—rely on NATO’s collective 
defense pact for defense from an aggressor 
(Vaicekauskaitė, 2017, p. 14). The Benelux states 
were the founders of the integration project, 
the European Coal and Steel Community of 
1951, and the European Economic Community 
of 1957. At the same time, some Scandinavians 
states such as Norway, Sweden, and Denmark 
demonstrated a cool attitude toward integration 
and maximized their autonomy (Steinmetz & 
Wivel, 2016, pp. 24–25). Singapore and Israel 
chose military buildup as a response to their 
neighbors’ threats (Matthias, 2017, pp. 4, 
186), and North Korea took advantage of the 
competition between China and the Soviet 
Union to extract material benefits from both 
(Bolton, 2021, p. 275).

Joseph Nye, who coined the term “soft 
power,” used it in the context of great powers 
and large states (Nye, 1990, pp. 166-167, 2004, 
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pp. 5-6; 2011, p. 4), but in the last two decades 
the term has been used in relation to additional 
actors in global politics, including small states 
(Nye, 2004, p. 10). Small states differ materially 
from great powers, but they have the ability 
to influence the international arena in a way 
disproportionate to their size by using soft power 
means (McClory, 2019, pp. 20-21; Nye, 2019).

Despite the rich literature on both soft 
power and small state strategies, there is 
relatively little discussion of small states’ use 
of soft power as part of their security doctrines. 
Therein lies the aim of the present paper—to 
present in a new light the role of soft power as 
a complementary means to military strength 
in small state strategies.

The element of perception of intentions 
in Walt’s balance of threat theory assists here 
in analyzing changes in Finland’s security 
doctrine in light of the Russian challenge and 
changes in the international environment after 
the Cold War ended. The theory shows how 
threat perceptions and behaviors of states in the 
international system are influenced by external 
threats. More specifically, the perception of 
a threat and its severity are determined in 
accordance with the geographic distance 
between a state and its rival state, the military 
capabilities that the rival state possesses and 
whether the rival state is advancing a major 
military buildup of offensive capabilities, and 
if it is demonstrating aggressive or defensive 
intentions (Walt, 1987, pp. 21-41).1

Thus, when a rival state adopts a cautious 
strategy, is unwilling to use military force, and 
seeks diplomatic solutions to disputes, the 
small state’s threat perception will be less 
severe. Under these circumstances, the small 
state will perceive the regional or international 
environment as relatively safe. Identifying 
that its room for maneuver has increased will 
spur the small state to adopt an ambitious 
diplomatic strategy that includes extensive use 
of soft power measures to strengthen its overall 
security and attract rival actors to cooperate in 
friendly ways. 

 In tandem, the small state will try to 
encourage its rivals to adopt international 
norms, rules, and laws, join institutions, and 
embed democratic values and patterns and a 
market economy in its rival’s society and regime 
to advance mutual dependence. In other words, 
the small state will ascribe a central role to soft 
power in its security strategy and rely less on 
military strength, and will try in this manner to 
moderate the aggressiveness of its neighbor 
peacefully (Keohane & Nye, 1977; Miller, 2010, 
pp. 575–576; Neumann & Gstöhl, 2006, p. 20; 
Nye, 2002; Rosecrance, 1986; Russell, 2020). 
Sometimes a small state will use soft power to 
position itself as a leading actor in international 
organizations and institutions, form small state 
coalitions in order to leverage their collective 
influence, and widen their room for maneuver 
(Chong, 2010, p. 401; Nye, 2009; Pape, 2005, pp. 
17, 36; Rickli, 2008). Against the backdrop of 
the balance of threat theory, Helsinki sought 
to reduce the danger it faced from its neighbor 
by bringing Moscow closer to the European 
Union through soft power, at a time when the 
environment changed at the end of the Cold 
War and Moscow was relatively weak. 

On the other hand, when a great power is 
equipping its military, especially when it uses 
belligerent means to harm the sovereignty of 
an ally or neighbor or takes unilateral steps 
that violate international norms and law, these 
measures signal its aggressive intentions. In 
accordance with the perception of intentions 
component of the balance of threat theory, the 
small state will realize under these conditions 
that it has reduced room to maneuver. Its threat 
perception will thus become more severe. 
Alongside cultivating its military strength, it 
will pursue a policy of assertive diplomacy, 
which includes imposing legal, institutional, and 
normative restrictions on the threatening power 
with the aim of reducing the latter’s overall 
superiority, harming its international legitimacy, 
and restraining it (Miller, 2010, p. 566; Nye, 2002; 
Pape, 2005; Paul, 2018). Accordingly, Russia’s 
annexation of the Crimean Peninsula and the 
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declining security situation on the European 
continent prompted a change in Finland’s 
doctrine, leading it to use diplomatic and 
financial tools as part of overall EU policy aimed 
at restraining the aggression of its neighbor. 
After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the Finnish 
threat perception became even more severe, 
and its security doctrine began to rely on explicit 
hard power means, primarily acquisition of F-35 
jets and an application to NATO.

Finnish Threat Perception
Finland lies in northern Europe, between the 
Baltic Sea, the Gulf of Bothnia, and the Gulf of 
Finland, and between Sweden and Russia. It is 
the 66th largest country in the world in physical 
size (338,145 sq km) but as of December 2022 
is home to only 5.6 million residents. It was a 
duchy within the Kingdom of Sweden during 
the 12th-19th centuries and an autonomous 
entity under the Russian Empire from 1809. 
Finland gained independence in 1917 (World 
Factbook, 2022).

Since then, Finland has maintained close 
relations with Western states, while attempting 
to keep tensions low with its Russian neighbor 
(Weinger, 2018). During World War II Finland 
refused to surrender to the Soviets, who 
attacked them in November 1939 during what 
became known as the Winter War. Despite heavy 
losses suffered by the Red Army, the Finns were 
exhausted after three months of fighting and 
lacked ammunition, manpower, and support 
to continue fighting, and the war ended with 
an agreement in 1940 (Forss, 2009, p. 2). This 
situation continued until Finland’s alliance 
with Nazi Germany during the Continuation 
War (1941-1944), designed in part to regain the 
territory it had lost (Sander, 2022; Walt, 1987, 
pp. 24, 30).

Daily life in Finland is still influenced 
significantly by its neighbor Russia, which has 
a much larger population, area, and economy, 
greater natural resources, and more military 
power. The two share a 1,300 km border, and 
Finland’s geographic position at the periphery of 

the European continent isolates it from its allies 
and binds it to Russia. Russia’s renewed drive 
to attain the status of a world power compels 
Finland to choose its policy accordingly (Nyberg, 
2015; Vinayaraj, 2011, pp. 258-262). All of these 
factors, along with Finland’s dependence on 
maritime routes for receiving aid, make it 
vulnerable in times of crisis (Ministry of Defence, 
2016, p. 5).

Neutrality in a Limited Maneuver 
Space (1945-1991)
American diplomat George Kennan said that in 
Russia’s neighborhood, there are only enemies 
or vassals. Finland is different in this respect, as 
it maintained a close relationship with Russia 
via neutral strategy, in order to maintain its 
independence (Stoicesco et al., 2021, p. 32). The 
Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual 
Assistance (FCMA)2 signed in 1948 between 
the two sides, in the wake of Soviet pressure, 
regulated their relations until 1992 (Forsberg 
& Moyer, 2022). The Treaty compelled Finnish 
leaders Juho Paasikivi and Urho Kekkonen to 
walk a tightrope and maintain close diplomatic 
relations with the Soviet Union in order to earn 
its trust, while giving up on a certain degree of 
independence (Diamond, 2021, pp. 83-85). The 
agreement prevented Helsinki from joining the 
Marshall Plan, but allowed it limited economic 
relations with the West. It became a member of 
the International Monetary Fund and the World 
Bank in early 1948, joined the UN in 1955, and 
after a lengthy process joined the OECD in 1969 
and initiated the establishment of the CSCE3 in 
Europe in 1975 (Carroll, 2019; Liikanen, 2014; 
Ray, n.d.).

At the same time, under the leadership of 
Kekkonen (1956-1981), the first signs appeared of 
Finland positioning itself as a peaceful state that 
mediated between the rival blocs. Kekkonen, 
who sought to turn Finland’s small size and its 
neutrality into an advantage, pursued a more 
activist policy than his predecessor (Browning, 
2006, pp. 677-679). His successor, Mauno 
Koivisto (1982-1994), continued Kekkonen’s 
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policy, and at the end of the Cold War Finland 
served as a cautious intermediary between 
East and West (Aunesluoma & Rainio-Niemi, 
2016, p. 69). Finland’s success in maintaining its 
independence constituted a model for Soviet 
and Western leaders of great power conduct 
and good neighborly relations toward a small, 
prosperous neighboring state, which survived 
against all odds (Forsberg & Pesu, 2016, pp. 
484, 487-488).

Neutrality Out, Pro-European 
Activism In (1992-2013)
Russia’s military, political, and economic 
weakness in the 1990s (Anderson et al., 2000, 
pp. 250-253; Goldgeier & McFaul, 2003, p. 204) 
compelled it to conduct itself with relative 
moderation and to cooperate with the United 
States in a number of fields and initiatives, 
such as Operation Desert Storm, arms control 
treaties, including START II, and mechanisms 
to prevent the proliferation of ballistic missiles 
(United States House of Representatives, 2000, 
p. 8). According to the perception of intentions 
component in the balance of threat theory, the 
reduction in tensions and Moscow’s willingness 
to resolve disputes through diplomatic means 
created new opportunities for Finland to exert 
its influence (Vinayaraj, 2011, pp. 273-274). In 
practice, Finland ceased to be caught between 
competing Eastern and Western blocs, and its 
liberation from Moscow’s grasp allowed it to 
return to its historic, political, and cultural origins 
(Browning, 2002, pp. 47-48; Jokela, 2011, p. 61), 
and it joined the EU in 1995 (Blank, 1996, p. 3).

In accordance with the balance of threat 
theory, Russia’s relatively moderate conduct 
until the mid-2000s led Finland to the assessment 
that its neighbor presented a challenge rather 
than a threat. At the same time, Finland dealt 
with secondary security threats such as terror 
organizations, criminals, and immigrants who 
threatened to enter its territory from Russia 
in the wake of the eastward expansion of EU 
borders and its commitment as a member 
of the Schengen Convention (Raudaskoski & 

Laine, 2018, pp. 13-14; United States House 
of Representatives, 2000, p. 8). And yet due 
to Finland’s geographic proximity to Russia, 
the Finns understood that they would need 
to cultivate friendly relations with Russia, no 
matter how weak it was (Aunesloma & Rainio-
Niemi, 2016, pp. 70-71). Indeed, according to 
Koivisto and his contemporaries, “the Russian 
thinking” continued to rely on expansion and 
the greatness of the Russian state and empire 
(Sutela, 2001, p. 6).

The Finns also rejected the “end of history” 
thesis and maintained a regular army even 
after the Cold War, with a mandatory draft law 
in place (Kunz, 2018, p. 16). At the same time, 
geopolitical changes and the reduced tension 
caused by Russia’s moderated conduct allowed 
Finland to reduce its military expenditure 
as a percentage of GDP, from 1.9 percent in 
1992 to 1.1 percent in 2001 (World Bank, n.d.). 
This reduction occurred in parallel with the 
changed orientation of Finnish doctrine after 
the Cold War, manifested in explicit reliance 
on diplomatic strength and soft power means.

Finland initially joined NATO’s North Atlantic 
Cooperation Council (NACC) as an observer;4 
the Council served as a platform for boosting 
alliances with former Iron Curtain states and 
others. Most Finnish leaders emphasized that 
they followed the European diplomatic but not 
the military line, although they always retained 
the right to join NATO at any time (Forsberg & 
Moyer, 2022). They perceived the expansion 
of NATO as harmful to stability and to reforms 
Russia was advancing, and as a move that could 
cause a future confrontation with Moscow. Thus 
from the early 1990s, Finland maintained a 
neutral policy (Aunesluoma & Rainio-Niemi, 

Finland’s success in maintaining its independence 
constituted a model for Soviet and Western leaders 
of great power conduct and good neighborly 
relations toward a small, prosperous neighboring 
state, which survived against all odds.
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2016, p. 69; Blank, 1996, pp. 4, 18) and relied 
mainly on its membership in the EU, which 
it saw as its “soft security provider” (Brady & 
Thorhallsson, 2021, p. 125).

The relief Finland experienced as a result 
of its membership in the European Union 
and changed Russian conduct boosted a 
diplomatic effort begun in the 1990s aimed 
at casting off its image as a small, weak state, 
participating in setting international agendas 
and decision making, and maximizing its global 
influence (Haukkala, 2010). Thus, in parallel 
to its commitment to the Common Foreign 
and Security Policy (CFSP),5 membership in 
the EU encouraged Finland to promote a new 
agenda and express diplomatic involvement 
via the use of soft power (Sutela, 2001, p. 11). 
The Finns also sought to strengthen the EU’s 
institutional structure and power (Blank, 
1996, p. 8; Haukkala, 2010). Thus, for example, 
Finland worked in the 1990s to strengthen the 
independent status of the European Commission 
in order to balance the power of the Council of 
Ministers, and thereby strengthened the status 
of the small states (Store, 2015). Over time, the 
Finns increased their political influence in EU 
institutions; these actions strengthened their 
diplomatic power, which constituted the basis 
for maintaining Finland’s stability and security, 
as well as that of its neighbors and the entire 
continent (Tiilikainen, n.d., pp. 58-59).

The new diplomatic space that opened for 
Finland in light of the reduced threat it faced 
allowed it to advance its broad interests on the 
Continent via diplomatic initiative. Yet while 
Finland did not establish an independent policy 
toward Russia, it was able to advance a new 
agenda toward its neighbor (Sutela, 2001, pp. 8, 
11), at a time in the 2000s that the EU struggled 
to agree on a unified policy toward Russia (Stent, 
p. 156, 2007).

Martti Ahtisaari, who served as President of 
Finland from 1994-2000, was one of the pioneers 
promoting deepening cooperation between 
the EU and Russia, out of the expectation that 
creating mutual dependence would reduce 

the likelihood of conflict between the parties. 
Thanks to its geographic location and its 
closeness with Russia and via its diplomatic 
involvement, Finland hoped to convey to the 
world and to Europe that a small state, a new EU 
member, could leave a mark on the EU’s overall 
policy (Pesu et al., 2020, p. 12; Sutela, 2001, p. 
11). The Finns sought to convey to Moscow that 
conflict with its neighbor to the West would 
mean conflict with the entire European Union, 
but without bringing in elements that would 
damage their ties with Russia. At the same time, 
the diplomatic status Finland achieved in the EU 
and its close relations with Russia allowed it to 
use soft power not only vis-à-vis the European 
Union but also vis-à-vis its neighbor, sending 
a calming message that its enemies were not 
scrambling toward its borders (Blank, 1996, p. 
8; Osiewicz, 2005, p. 147).

This Finnish policy went hand in hand 
with the rise of the liberal order and the step 
away from politics of power in Europe, which 
encouraged Western states to expect that 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia’s 
political culture would develop and begin to 
implement basic norms of liberal democracy, the 
rule of law, and a free economy (Heikka, 2004, 
pp. 2-3). In the EU there were even those who 
believed that they had the power to encourage 
domestic political change in Russia (Pesu et 
al., 2020, p. 12). Thus, in spite of the removal of 
the subjects of democracy and human rights 
from the agenda, the sides began a strategic 
partnership (Haukkala, 2000, pp. 5-6).6

Finland sought, via soft power means and 
diplomatic initiative, to integrate Russia in 
the European community in order to reduce 
tension with its neighbor, and particularly 
to build relations of trust between the sides. 
Mediating actions included attempts by Finland 
to connect Russia via a multilateral network 
of ties to the European Council, the OSCE, 
and additional international and European 
organizations (Haukkala, 2010; Pesu et al., 2020, 
pp. 12, 30). Helsinki’s flagship project was the 
Northern Dimension Initiative (NDI), which was 
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launched in order to promote and develop 
the ties between Finland and its neighbors 
with Russia, and was officially recognized and 
adopted by the European Union (Sutela, 2001, 
p. 9). The program aimed to maintain stability 
in northern Europe and develop a network of 
functional collaborations with Moscow (Pesu 
et al., 2020, pp. 12-14).

The Initiative included elements of 
cooperation in the fields of information and 
communications technology with Baltic 
states and private companies, and instituting 
e-commerce in Russia. Finland also set a 
target of promoting an information society 
in the Baltic region, setting up internet 
connections in schools, and building a mass 
communication network in the Barents region. 
Subsequent additions to the program included 
a partnership for environmental protection 
called the Northern Dimension Environmental 
Partnership—an initiative aimed at advancing 
projects for treatment of radioactive waste in 
northwest Russia. In the early 2000s Finnish 
Prime Minister Paavo Lipponen supported 
a project of upgrading the rail line between 
Helsinki and Saint Petersburg, which sought 
to reduce travel time between the cities (Prime 
Minister Paavo Lipponen, 2001a). The NDI was 
also essential for handling disputes over the 
Russian enclave of Kaliningrad, which until 
then had received little attention from decision 
makers in Brussels (Huisman, 2002, p. 6).

In other words, the NDI assisted in structuring 
integration and a new reality that replaced the 
old dispute between East and West. By applying 
soft power within the European Union, Finland 
changed its peripheral image and became an 
influential regional actor. No less importantly, 
it managed to prevent quarrels between West 
European states and Russia on drawing the 
border between them, and raised the profile of 
the northern region, which gained the status of 
an innovative center shaping a new European 
identity and building partnerships, and a sense 
of community with Russia in a variety of fields 

(Browning, 2006, p. 681; Saari & Lavikainen, 
2022, p. 3).

In the 1990s, Finnish President Ahtisaari 
proposed launching a regular dialogue of the US, 
the EU, and Russia, in order to advance Russia’s 
integration into the multilateral European trade 
system. Finland also used soft power tools to 
draw Russia closer to the Western community 
through the Barents Sea initiative, and by adding 
it to the Council of the Baltic Sea States and the 
Arctic Council. In 1996, the European Council 
accepted Russia as a member—a decision 
supported by Finland (Blank, 1996, p. 18; Saari 
& Lavikainen, 2022, p. 3).

Another way in which Finland served as 
a bridge between Moscow and the West and 
used soft power vis-à-vis its neighbor was 
its advocacy for the Gulf of Finland Growth 
Triangle program, which was recognized by 
the EU as a growth area of mutual economic 
interdependence between Finland, Russia, and 
the Baltic states. The program aimed to offer 
solutions to challenges and obstacles that arose 
toward cooperation among regional states, 
which varied in their degrees of development, 
and allowed them to enhance their comparative 
advantages, promote strategic cooperation, 
and facilitate trade (Dickinson, 2003, pp. 59-
60). Finland’s leaders also promoted low-level 
military cooperation in order to strengthen the 
Baltic states after they declared their renewed 
independence, and to cultivate trusting relations 
between them and Russia, while softening the 
sensitive issue of minorities and security via 
OSCE mediation (Blank, 1996, p. 19). Relative 
success encouraged Russia and Finland to sign 
a cooperation agreement on humanitarian 
issues of lifesaving and accident prevention at 

Another way in which Finland served as a bridge 
between Moscow and the West and used soft 
power vis-à-vis its neighbor was its advocacy for 
the Gulf of Finland Growth Triangle program.
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sea and in the air in the Baltic region, and in the 
two states’ border regions and their airspace 
(Pimiä, 2014, p. 22).

Due to the challenges of maintaining 
secure border crossings, Finland launched the 
Neighboring Area Co-operation Programme, 
which aimed at deepening bilateral and 
informal ties between the states (Vinayaraj, 
2011, p. 274). Initiatives in this spirit included 
Finnish-Russian cooperation in and around 
border regions between the two states, and 
promoted ties between civil societies in the 
two countries by blurring the physical border, 
without diminishing security arrangements. 
Finland’s focus on specific areas of expertise 
allowed it to allocate resources in an efficient 
and focused manner. Different sectors and 
layers of Finnish society likewise participated in 
the initiative alongside government ministries, 
communities and towns, schools, and clubs, 
which created personal relationships on both 
sides of the border and with colleagues from 
Moscow (Sutela, 2001, p. 20).

Through this use of soft power toward Russia 
the Finns sought to advance the capabilities 
and motivations of the Russian border 
guard to implement security arrangements. 
Furthermore, the border arrangements served 
as a model for how the EU and the Schengen 
Convention should be implemented. Likewise, 
by simplifying the system for granting entry 
visas, the Russians and Finns regulated entry 
and exit of visitors in and out of their countries 
(Sutela, p. 22). Regulating this issue encouraged 
Finnish President Tarja Halonen (2000-2008) 
to support the Russian proposal to promote a 
visa-free regime with EU states, and she was 
asked by Russian President Dmitry Medvedev 
to advance this idea in Brussels (AP, 2010; Tarja 
Halonen profile, n.d.).

Finland and Russia also cooperated in 
forestry, and from the early 2000s held a 
Russian-Finnish summit every few years7 with 
large numbers of participants. Issues addressed 
included sustainable forestry, promotion of tech 
investments in bio-economy and innovative 

ecological construction (Ministry of Agriculture, 
2012; Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev, 2012; 
Prime Minister Paavo Lipponen, 2001b).

Even the Second Chechen War (1999-2000) did 
not undermine the liberal worldview that guided 
Finnish decision makers. Perhaps they perceived 
the war as a marginal geopolitical event during 
a global war on terror; it did not fundamentally 
change the threat perception in Finland, which 
held the EU presidency in 1999 and 2006. It came 
down on the side of using soft power tools on 
Russia and the EU, in order to bind them together 
(Heikka, 2004, pp. 2-3; Pesu et al., 2020, pp. 12-
14). The Finns put their intention to develop ties 
with Russia at the center of the EU agenda, with 
the aim of reaching a free trade agreement with 
them and perhaps even leading them to full EU 
membership (Prime Minister Matti Vanhanen, 
2006). In 2004 Russian Ambassador to Finland 
Vladimir Grinin declared that the ties between 
the countries set an example for other states in 
the EU: “We view Finland as a valuable partner 
in developing our overall relations with the EU. 
The Finns are undoubtedly the EU’s experts on 
Russia. Finland’s experience of good-neighbour 
cooperation despite all the difficult stages and 
hardships of our not so far away past, can offer 
many positive guidelines for new EU members” 
(Smith, 2014, p. 102). 

The Georgia-Russia war reflected a worsening 
of the security situation on the Continent, 
and Russia’s conduct marked a turning point 
away from the liberal order. But there was no 
essential change in Finland’s threat perception, 
as described by the balance of threat theory: 
Russian aggression did not halt Finnish efforts 
to bring the EU closer to Moscow, whether in 
order to preserve Russia’s trust and willingness 
to converse after the war, or due to the war’s 
limited scope.

Finland, which served as the chair of the 
OSCE, initially sought to use diplomatic tools 
to reach a compromise in the crisis (Pesu et al., 
2020, pp. 12-14). Finnish Ministers for Foreign 
Affairs Ilkka Kanerva and Alexander Stubb 
maintained that there was no alternative to 
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dialogue and cooperation with Russia. In their 
eyes, only through active Finnish involvement 
in the EU was it possible to restrain Russian 
aggression (Siddi, 2017, pp. 110-112). This 
perception was accompanied by efforts at 
dialogue that proved to be successful and 
demonstrated the importance of Finland’s 
unique status and position. Because Finland 
was not perceived as anti-Russian in the talks, 
it assisted in mediating a ceasefire between the 
sides through shuttle diplomacy conducted 
together with France, which held the rotating 
EU presidency (Whitman & Wolff, 2010, p. 92).

It became clear that the relations of trust 
between the sides had been maintained, 
and after the war Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov asked for assistance based on 
Finland’s experience and standing to establish 
a new security arrangement in Europe, which 
would take into account the question of NATO 
expansion and the CFE treaty for the prevention 
of nonconventional weapons and antimissile air 
defense proliferation (Forss, 2009, p. 5). Senior 
Finnish leaders, including Stubb and Halonen, 
agreed to take on the role of mediators and 
publicly promote the OSCE reform in European 
security architecture, corresponding with the 
needs of the parties (Siddi, 2017, p. 114).

The Finns continued to take a diplomatic 
stance of support for their neighbor’s inclusion 
in the global-economic system even during 
demonstrations that broke out in Russia in 
December 2011, and during manipulations by 
the authorities in the elections there. Senior 
Finnish politicians including Minister for Foreign 
Affairs Erkki Tuomioja and President Tarja 
Halonen, during their visit to Moscow in 2012, 
refrained from involvement in events that they 
saw as internal Russian affairs. This stance was 
also maintained after Sauli Niinistö became 
President that year (Siddi, 2017, pp. 132-134).

Restraint through Diplomatic 
Measures (2014-2022)
Until 2007-2008 Russia recorded economic 
g r o w t h  w h i l e  p r o m ot i n g  m i l i ta r y 

modernization—steps that encouraged it to 
seek aggressive ways to return to the status of a 
world power (Åslund, 2020; Bowen & Welt, 2021, 
pp. 25-26; Mearsheimer, 2014, pp. 82-83). Above 
all, the annexation of the Crimean Peninsula in 
2014 and the conflict in eastern Ukraine marked 
an explicit change in Moscow’s conduct since 
the end of the Cold War. They caused a gradual 
return to the politics of power and neo-realist 
logic, and a worsening in the EU’s and Finland’s 
threat perception, as framed in the balance of 
threat theory (Henriksson, 2018; Järvenpää, 
2015, p. 2).

Russia’s change of direction toward 
aggressive conduct, which sought to challenge 
the existing order and undermine the balance 
of power, caused a collapse in the strategic 
partnership between Brussels and Moscow, and 
led the EU to abandon the aspiration to generate 
liberalization in the latter’s regime and society. 
The core principles of the new policy laid out 
by EU foreign ministers in 2016 reflected this 
change: the EU demanded the implementation 
of the Minsk agreements prior to the removal of 
sanctions on Russia. It decided to strengthen 
ties with the former Soviet republics in eastern 
Europe and central Asia, develop resilience 
against hybrid threats and threats on the energy 
sector, and conduct selective ties with Russia, 
while supporting civil society and the Russian 
people above the regime’s head. In other words, 
the core of the EU’s policy was to use diplomatic 
tools to narrow Russia’s range of options and 
perhaps deter it from continuing its actions in 
Ukraine (Pesu et al., 2020, pp. 14-16).

In comparison to the relatively minor 
steps the EU took in response to the Russian 
invasion of Georgia in 2008, the response to 
the annexation of the Crimean Peninsula was 
comprehensive. Initial sanctions were imposed 
at the time of the Russian takeover in March 
2014. At first, these focused on freezing assets 
and revoking visas of members of the Russian 
elite, Ukrainian separatists, and organizations 
affiliated with them. In June and September 
2014, the EU imposed limitations on trade 
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with Crimea, and a month later, after Malaysia 
Airlines flight MH17 was shot down, sanctions 
were imposed in the military, economic, and 
energy sectors (Russell, 2022, p. 1).

While Finland did not actually change its core 
policy on not joining NATO as a full member and 
retained its status as a NATO partner (Forsberg 
& Moyer, 2022),8 the aggravated threat level 
caused by Russian conduct challenged Finland’s 
traditional stance, which attempted to avoid 
taking sides in great power conflicts (Järvenpää, 
2015, pp. 2-3). Accordingly, the soft power 
component of Finnish doctrine diminished, 
and Finland gradually moved toward reliance 
on hard power means, including strengthening 
self-defense capabilities, tightening security 
ties with the US and the Nordic states, and 
attempting to promote security policy in the EU, 
alongside expanding cooperation with NATO 
(Pesu, 2017, p. 5).

At the same time, the Finnish government 
took an unusually explicit stance toward 
Moscow in the diplomatic arena from the onset 
of the crisis. This stance expressed a strategic 
change in the wake of the heightened threat 
level. Backed by local public opinion, Helsinki 
harshly condemned aggressive Russian actions 
and emphasized that these were unacceptable, 
violated the UN Charter and international law, 
and harmed Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity.

Since then, Finland has moved toward use of 
restraining diplomatic means in its doctrine, via 
influence on EU decision making processes in 
adopting and carrying out steps that place limits 
on Russia (Henriksson, 2018). The President of 
Finland made an unprecedented declaration 
that his country would conduct its relations 
with Russia as a member of the EU. The Finns 
emphasized that they were not seeking to 
mediate between the sides but supported the 
restrictions led by the European Council and the 
EU Council (Pesu et al., 2020, pp. 14-16). Finnish 
support for the EU stance resulted from a fear 
that Finland would be forced to choose a side, 
Russia or the West, leading Finnish decision 

makers to work to maintain the unity of the EU 
as far as possible (Joly & Haesebrouck, 2021, 
p. 118).

Diplomatic measures Finland implemented as 
part of the European policy of applying pressure 
also included support for the suspension of 
bilateral summits between the EU and Russia, 
and reductions in ministerial meetings, other 
than meetings between representatives of 
Defense Ministries, which ceased entirely. After 
the nerve gas attack in Salisbury (2018), Finland, 
in consultation with its close friends Germany 
and Sweden, expelled a Russian intelligence 
officer from its territory (Pesu et al., 2020, 
p. 16). Finland was not afraid to support EU 
policy and publicly criticize Moscow after the 
arrest of opposition leader Alexei Navalny, the 
humiliation of EU Foreign Minister Josep Borrell 
during his visit to Moscow, and the expulsion of 
European diplomats in February 2021 (Stoicescu 
et al., 2021, p. 33).

The crisis in Ukraine also had implications 
for collaborations and stability in the Arctic. 
Some of the ties between states and Russia 
were maintained, such as in lifesaving, but the 
security dialogue between the US, Canada, 
Russia, Finland, and others was suspended and 
military cooperation in the region were stopped, 
as acts of punishment. Thus, for example, no 
Russian force was allowed to participate in 
the round of security dialogue among Arctic 
security forces in 2014-2015 (Byers, 2017, pp. 
385-387; Klimenko, 2016, pp. v-vi).

Furthermore, from the outbreak of the crisis 
until December 2020, Finland sent Ukraine aid 
worth over $56 million (Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs, 2021, pp. 8-10). The aid focused on 
development, civilian crisis management, 
humanitarian aid, minesweeping aid, and 
support for nongovernmental organizations and 
trusts. In 2016 Finland renewed its cooperation 
with Ukraine on educational affairs and energy 
efficiency. It also promoted a reform, through 
a Council of Europe action plan, regarding the 
rule of law and the justice system, human rights, 
governance, and the defense of minorities and 



15Doron Feldman  |  From Soft Power to Hard Power

refugees. Furthermore, Finland takes part in 
planning joint European policy and financial 
assistance in the EU and the OSCE. EU support is 
coordinated by the Support Group for Ukraine, 
and a team head from Finland is responsible 
for the fields of science, education, and social 
affairs. Finland is still involved in dialogue in 
the UN lead by the Nordic state group, and 
is a partner in the annual resolutions of the 
General Assembly on Crimea and the human 
rights situation there. Helsinki worked to 
maintain Ukraine’s territorial integrity in 
institutional bilateral and multilateral channels, 
and is involved in formulating international 
declarations and decisions on this subject 
(Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 2021, pp. 8-10).

Helsinki’s restraining moves peaked when 
it joined the sanctions regime imposed by the 
EU on Russia (Rosendahl & Heneghan, 2016). 
Finland was one of the most proactive actors 
advancing sanctions, along with Germany, 
Sweden, Denmark, and others (Kulesa et al., 
2017, p. 21), in spite of certain doubts as to 
their efficacy and their harm to the Finnish 
economy (Rosendahl & Heneghan, 2016). For 
example, large Finnish companies that supply 
dairy products to Russia sustained significant 
losses after sanctions were imposed on Moscow 
(Anishchuk, 2014). In practice, Russia had been 
Finland’s most significant trading partner, until 
2015 when it fell to fifth place (Kunz, 2018, p. 8). 
As of 2021, Finnish exports to Russia totaled $4.4 
million (4.2 million euros), or 5.4 percent of its 
total exports (Workman, 2022a). That same year, 
Finland was only Russia’s 14th largest trading 
partner; Russian exports to Finland totaled 
$9.7 million (9.46 million euros), or 2 percent 
of Russian total exports (Workman, 2022b). 
During the first half of 2014 the trade volume 
between the two states plummeted 8 percent, 
to $8.3 million (8.1 million euros) (Anishchuk & 
Chopra, 2014). Likewise, the year after Crimean 
annexation, Finnish exports to Russia declined 
by 35 percent and imports by 37 percent (Kunz, 
2018, p. 8). The Finns did not hesitate to go 
beyond economic sanctions, and as members 

of the Schengen Convention denied visas to 
Russian citizens from the Crimean Peninsula 
and Sebastopol, which had been annexed by 
Russia (Schengenvisa Info, n.d.).

Despite the gradual change in Finland’s 
threat perception and move toward a use 
of diplomatic restraints in light of Russian 
conduct, Finland did not make a total break. 
The Finns had a pragmatic approach, whereby 
it was imperative to speak with their Russian 
neighbor (Kunz, 2018, p. 7). Finland and the 
EU had an interest in maintaining border 
arrangements with Russia, and joint projects 
in the fields of climate, the Baltic Sea, and the 
Northern Dimension Initiative (Ekengren, 2018; 
Henriksson, 2018). The dialogue between the 
states continued in spite of the crisis of border 
arrangements initiated by Moscow in 2015 (Saari 
& Lavikainen, 2022, pp. 5-6), evidenced by the 
lines of communication between Helsinki and 
Moscow that remained, especially at high levels 
(Pesu et al., 2020, pp. 14-16): in 2014 Finnish 
President Niinistö spoke with Putin several 
times, and was the first European statesman 
to conduct shuttle diplomacy between Sochi 
and Ukraine aimed toward reaching a ceasefire 
(Järvenpää, 2015, pp. 2-3). Diplomatic contacts 
also continued in the summer of 2016, when 
Putin visited Helsinki (Mouritzen, 2019, p. 18).

Toward Joining NATO—Following 
the Russian Invasion of Ukraine 
(2022)
The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 
reflected an additional, severe exacerbation of 
Russia’s conduct and Finland’s threat perception, 
in the context of the balance of threat theory 
and perception of intentions. To date, the 
decline in European security and the Russian 
challenge to the current order that drove the 
invasion have terminated Helsinki’s attempts to 
bring Russia into the European community via 
diplomatic means. The worsening threat and the 
possible change to the balance of power also 
caused a clear change in Finnish doctrine, from 
reliance on soft power means to an intention 
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to lean largely on military power. In 2022 the 
government announced an increase to the 
defense budget of more than $2.2 billion, and 
its intention to purchase 64 F-35 jets; together 
with the regular defense budget these expenses 
made up 2 percent of its GDP, comparable to the 
proportion during the Cold War (Pohjanpalo, 
2022). Most noteworthy is Finland’s intention to 
join NATO as a full member, which constitutes 
a deviation from its traditional security policy.

Conclusions
International relations literature describes 
small states as implementing a variety of 
strategies aimed at enlarging their security 
margins and surviving struggles with powerful 
rivals. Nonetheless, there is little discussion of 
the importance of soft power means in small 
states’ security doctrines. To fill this lacuna, 
this paper examines how a small state such 
as Finland, which lives in the shadow of the 
threat of a great power, made use of soft and 
hard power tools in order to strengthen its 
security, not only militarily. It strengthened 
its institutional influence in international 
and regional organizations, brought the rival 
power closer to it, and restrained its aggressive 
conduct. The paper uses Walt’s balance of threat 
theory to explain how threat perceptions and 
counterstrategies used by small states such as 
Finland are influenced by material relations, that 
is, by military capabilities or military buildup 
processes that rival states are pursuing, and 
especially as a result of aggressive or moderate 
conduct, as part of the perception of intentions 
component. In particular, the theory helps 
examine the changes in Finland’s security 
doctrine over time, and the soft and hard power 
tools it used after the end of the Cold War.

The study found that during 1992-2013, 
Russia’s military-diplomatic-economic 
weakening compelled it to act moderately in 
most cases and to seek diplomatic compromises 
for resolving disputes, within a unipolar system 
of American hegemony. According to the balance 
of threat theory and the perception of intentions 
component, the change in Russian conduct and 
thus in the international atmosphere eased 
Finland’s threat perceptions, and it decided that 
the conditions were ripe for it to join the EU as 
a full member. In light of the rise of the liberal 
order and weakening of the politics of power, 
the wide new space for maneuver that opened 
up for Finland as a small state encouraged it 
to leverage its status and unique location in 
Europe, to be actively involved in diplomacy 
and to apply soft power toward both the EU 
and Moscow.

Finland’s dual use of soft power was due 
to both pragmatic and value considerations, 
and most of its leaders supported this policy. It 
sought first and foremost to strengthen the EU 
and its institutional structure. This conduct by 
Finland helped it expand its security margins 
not only though military means, and to achieve 
nonmaterial aims such as improving its status, 
prestige, and influence in the region and around 
the world. Second, as a small state, the use 
of soft power tools aimed to assist Finland in 
improving its overall balance of power vis-à-
vis its neighbor, Russia, which exceeds it in 
almost every material parameter. This was 
accomplished by actions aimed at moderating 
Russia’s conduct through diplomatic and other 
tools, bringing it into the European community 
and promoting liberalization of its society and 
regime—a process that failed the test of time.

From the mid-2000s, Russia began re-
building its military and economic power, while 
pursuing an assertive foreign policy challenging 
Western hegemony—processes that peaked 
with the annexation of the Crimean Peninsula 
and the outbreak of the war in eastern Ukraine 
in the second period of analysis. As the balance 
of threat theory and its perception of intentions 

Soft power means used by small and weak states 
can allow them to strengthen their security and 
compensate for their relative inferiority of strength 
and size when facing rivals, without the use of 
forceful means. 
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component predict, Russia’s aggressive conduct 
and determination to change the balance of 
power during the second period of analysis, 
until the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, led to 
increased uncertainty in the international 
system, weakened the trust between Russia 
and Finland, and exacerbated Helsinki’s threat 
perception.

As a result of the weakening of the liberal 
order, and as Finland felt increasingly insecure 
due to Russia’s conduct, there was a clear turn 
away from soft power elements of Finnish 
doctrine. Finland did not break off ties, and 
assessed that it still needed to maintain 
certain diplomatic contacts with Moscow, but 
it turned away from its intention of advancing 
the integration of Russia in the European 
community peacefully (Prime Minister’s Office 
Publications 2016, pp. 22-23). Accordingly, 
instead of an outlook that promoted integration, 
Finland implemented a different strategy, in 
which it used hard power means to influence 
EU decisions on the use of diplomatic measures 
aimed at restraining Russia’s conduct, in an 
attempt to reduce the threat it faced. This 
occurred while arming itself militarily to some 
degree but maintaining neutrality.

In other words, during the first period 
discussed (1992-2013), Finland enjoyed wide 
space for maneuver, thanks to Russia’s weakness, 
thus allowing the small state to maximize 
its regional and international influence and 
attempt to moderate its neighbor’s conduct with 
diplomatic tools and via soft power. In contrast, 
during the second period (2014-2022), Finland 
concluded that Russia’s conduct in annexing 
the Crimean Peninsula and its aspirations to 
change the balance of power and regain its 
superpower status reduced Finland’s room to 
maneuver. Due to this threat becoming more 
acute, Finland reduced its use of soft power 
means and relied more on hard power, while 
taking refuge under the diplomatic umbrella 
of the EU.

The third period of analysis, since the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, reflects—

according to the balance of threat theory—a 
possible return to the era of territorial conquest 
in Europe and the strengthening of neorealist 
sentiment in the international system. Russia’s 
aggressive conduct, which threatened to topple 
the existing order and fundamentally change 
the balance of power, led to a severe worsening 
of Finland’s threat perception, and the latter 
concluded that it needed to make a strategic 
change. It thus appears that Finnish doctrine 
has reached a turning point, creating an explicit 
tendency to prioritize military power over 
diplomatic influence and soft power means. 
The change is clearly reflected in Finland’s 
intention to increase the defense budget to 
levels approaching those during the Cold War, 
to purchase advanced weapons, including F-35 
stealth jets, and above all, to join NATO.

In conclusion, soft power means used 
by small and weak states can allow them to 
strengthen their security and compensate for 
their relative inferiority of strength and size 
when facing rivals, without the use of forceful 
means. This assumption is valid when small 
states struggle with powers that conduct 
themselves in a moderate way and are willing 
to advance diplomatic compromises. But when 
Russian aggression toward Ukraine increased, it 
seemed to limit the ability of small states such 
as Finland to moderate the aggressive conduct 
of powers with non-military tools and change 
the balance of power in their favor. In other 
words, although soft power may be a significant 
force multiplier for small states characterized 
by inferiority and military weakness, the 
importance of alliances and other hard power 
components that took center stage again with 
the worsened security situation in the world 
remains. Increasing global uncertainty left no 
choice to Taiwan, the Baltic states, and other 
threatened small states but to follow Finland’s 
path for the near future, enter security alliances, 
and arm themselves with military tools in order 
to improve their security.
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The 2011 revolution in Egypt surprised the Israeli intelligence community, as well 
as many academic researchers and commentators who focused on the stability of 
Husni Mubarak’s regime. Would greater familiarity with popular Egyptian culture in 
the years prior to the revolution have preempted the surprise, or at least provided 
a better understanding of its sources and implications? This paper argues that 
popular Egyptian culture in the years prior to the revolution reflected the start of 
a profound ideological change among large parts of the Egyptian population, a 
change that formed the basis of the revolutionaries’ motivation and actions. While 
early identification of this ideological change may not necessarily have prevented 
the surprise, it would at least have helped the decision makers and intelligence 
analysts to understand the revolution and think differently about the Egypt of the 
“day after.”
Keywords: Egypt, intelligence, culture, popular culture, revolution, Arab Spring

“The simple fact is that most Egyptians do not see any way that 
they can change their country or their lives through political action, 
be it voting, activism, or going out on the streets to demonstrate.”
(Leyne, 2011)

Introduction
This paper examines the January 2011 
revolution in Egypt as a test case that presents 
the important role of cultural-social analysis for 
research, both academic and intelligence-based, 
and the centrality of understanding the zeitgeist 
to an informed assessment of processes of 
political and social change.

The German philosopher Friedrich Hegel 
argued that every human society is defined 
by its history and by its cultural and social 
features—language, perceptions and ideologies, 
social and economic interactions, and more. The 

zeitgeist reflects the cultural-historical depth 
and richness that characterize every human 
society, and plays an important role in shaping 
current events and defining the framework for 
sociopolitical discourse, while providing the 
consensus for perceptions of the past (Hegel, 
1837).

A central claim in this paper is that change in 
the object of political research derives to a large 
extent from profound trends in a society and 
its culture. Inspired by the well-known book by 
Clifford Geertz The Interpretation of Cultures, we 
consider the field of culture as the set of ideas, 

Moshe Albo and Itay HaiminisCulture, Revolutions, and Intelligence Challenges



22 Strategic Assessment | Volume 26 | No. 1 |  March 2023

symbols, and concepts that provide researchers 
with an intuitive understanding of social codes, 
in-depth trends, and emerging features. Cultural 
products (books, plays, articles, movies, shows, 
jokes) reflect popular consensus and truths 
and expose deeper trends in public discourse, 
opening a window to the shared social and 
national codes and symbols anchored in the 
history, language, religion, and memory of the 
modern state. Thorough familiarity with cultural 
symbols enables researchers to understand 
the spirit of the time and the broader context 
of ideological and social change (Geertz, 1990).

Conversely, analysis of a historical event 
with no understanding of the zeitgeist and 
the socio-cultural context, or an attempt to 
“step into the shoes” of the object of study 
without understanding its language and the 
cultural and historical baggage with which it 
interacts, is destined to fail. Our argument is 
that quality analysis based on deep familiarity 
with the language and culture of the object of 
research is a prerequisite for any academic or 
intelligence-oriented research.

In this paper we focus on the culture of “the 
other side,” while examining the ideological 
changes and conceptual developments in 
modern Egyptian society in the Mubarak 
period. This perspective links to extensive 
discussions in political science of the Middle 
East regarding the relevant level of analysis 
that can provide an optimal understanding 
of the inherent complexity of processes of 
social and political change and continuity. Our 
contention is that while it is very important to 
understand the regional or global systemic 
and structural context (system level) of Egypt 
during the period under discussion (Brun & 
Feuer, 2021), or to focus on the state players 

(state level) (Guzansky & Rakov, 2021), these 
are insufficient for a complex description of 
change in analytical terms. 

The approach presented here is the 
constructivist approach (Wendt, 1999), 
whereby the main factors that explain the 
political and public dimensions of a situation 
are the ideas that underlie profound social 
and cultural processes, such as those that 
can be identified in Egyptian culture in the 
years prior to the revolution. As such, this 
paper can figure in a broader context of the 
inter-disciplinary dialogue underway in recent 
decades regarding the need for security and 
academic organizations to be deeply familiar 
with the contemporary cultural and ideological 
discourse of the objects of their research (Clark 
2012), as a basic condition for understanding 
processes of change and continuity.

In particular, this paper addresses the call 
for cultural intelligence in the field of strategic 
intelligence, which covers the assessment of the 
stability and policies of regimes. Emphasis is 
on intelligence that “deals with the collection 
of information, and study of population groups 
with the aim of understanding their array of 
beliefs, values, and behavioral codes, and the 
structure of social power, decision making 
processes, and the patterns of using power in 
these groups. Cultural intelligence adds the 
dimension of depth to political and military 
intelligence and permits the creation of a 
more complex and relevant picture of civilian 
populations” (Michael, 2017, p. 85). Inter alia, 
cultural intelligence can help researchers and 
decision makers acquire a better understanding 
of local politics or the foreign policies of a 
country, including its social codes. For that 
reason, proponents of the cultural intelligence 
approach call for deeper knowledge of the 
culture, language, and history of the objects 
of study, and for avoidance as far as possible 
of “othering” by using Western concepts and 
perceptions as their basis, for example, on the 
subject of democracy or human rights (Michael 
& Dostri, 2017). 

Quality analysis based on deep familiarity with 
the language and culture of the object of research 
is a prerequisite for any academic or intelligence-
oriented research.
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The Intelligence Challenge in an Age 
of Emergence and Upheaval
In his book on intelligence research, Brig. Gen. 
(ret.) Itai Brun, head of the Research Division 
of the Military Intelligence Directorate (Aman) 
at the time of the Arab Spring, stated that 
intelligence is “the institution for clarifying 
reality outside the lines” (Brun, 2021). This 
definition assumes the existence of a reality, 
and the responsibility imposed on the various 
intelligence bodies to expose, interpret, and 
assess its significance in order to optimize 
the process of making political and military 
decisions. The “intelligence truth” is necessarily 
relative and guided by the basic assumptions, 
perceptions, and attitudes of the researchers. 
There will always be a gap between the actual 
reality and the reality as it is perceived, but 
the process of producing intelligence insights 
requires researchers to adopt a methodology 
that limits subjective bias in order to formulate 
as objective an assessment as possible.

One of the main questions that intelligence 
researchers grapple with is how to avoid 
perceptual distortions that impede their 
achieving a correct understanding of 
the situation and could lead to mistaken 
assessments. Their basic assumptions and 
perceptions (political, cultural, religious, and 
so on) unconsciously define their starting point 
and assessments on a variety of questions and 
intelligence problems that they encounter. How, 
therefore, can researchers contain the structural 
biases in their personalities and thinking as 
they seek to analyze a reality that operates 
according to entirely different rules and logic? 

In his book, Brun states that researchers 
sometimes have difficulty recognizing changes 
occurring in a rival system, because it does not 
fit in with their research perceptions. They are 
used to examining events in a structured way, 
as the result of a clear definition of the rival’s 
purpose (intentions) and based on building 
a specific power (abilities) to implement this 
purpose. In an emerging system, where the 
dynamic is not the result of an orderly process 

and is unpredictable, there is a structural gap in 
the researchers’ ability to understand changes 
underway in a rival system.

In this framework, the “challenge of 
emergence” is the central challenge in an 
age of regional flux, requiring adoption of a 
methodology that can deal with a developing 
and sometimes even chaotic dynamic in the 
rival’s system, which is not based on any 
previous planning. The intelligence challenge 
of understanding events or processes in a rival 
country requires thorough familiarity with the 
background of events and their dynamic, and 
the responsibility of researchers is not to warn of 
any future moves but of possibilities that could 
develop as the result of emerging trends—in 
our context, particularly if the Israeli side has 
the ability to influence events (Brun, 2021). 

Aman is the central institution of the Israeli 
security establishment, and has national 
responsibility for creating knowledge and 
formulating assessments for the senior political 
echelons, through professional analysis based 
on facts and data. This is a serious responsibility, 
since the price of any error could damage 
national security interests and cost lives. 
In recent years, a number of models were 
developed by former senior Aman personnel 
attempting to address the need to assess 
the probability of regime stability, as well as 
the potential for changes in these regimes. 
Studies following the upheaval in the Arab world 
reflected the basic surprise felt by researchers 
at the subversion of the Arab regimes, and the 
need to develop a suitable methodology to 
analyze the dynamic of change. The main 
criticism directed at intelligence services in 
Israel and in the world concerns their inability to 
assess the force of dramatic events and to give 
decision makers concrete recommendations 
at the time of the actual events (Eiran, 2013).

The reasons for the failure of the intelligence 
bodies range from the impossible challenge of 
collecting and analyzing such a huge amount of 
data, including public information from social 
media; to the failure to prioritize sociocultural 
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research while the decision makers are focused 
on the operational aspects of using force rather 
than on the “soft” aspects of public research 
and cultural discourse; to the tension between 
the function of intelligence for assessing long 
term sociopolitical trends (“mysteries”) and 
the concrete need for an ongoing response to 
the mainly operational world of “secrets”; to 
the lack of synchronicity between the various 
intelligence and assessment organizations.

In this context, Brun proposed a systemic 
model that he believes provides a framework 
for open research discussion. The methodology 
focused on three central contexts: the countries 
and organizations (public, local elites, army 
and security mechanisms, and so on); the area 
and the zeitgeist (regional dynamic, political 
reciprocity, social links, and so on); and the 
international system and its impact on the 
local systems. He claims there are two main 
failures in the studies of the stability of leaders: 
“a failure of imagination” of the researcher, 
and “clinging to conceptions,” which prevent a 
critical examination and presentation of events 
marking a systemic change. These failures bring 
into question the researcher’s ability to properly 
analyze the complexity of a subversive dynamic 
that leads to systemic change (Brun, 2021).

The assessment model of Amos Yadlin and 
Avner Golov is intended to answer the question 
of whether the probability of government 
stability in a country is low, medium, or high, and 
which countries are more likely candidates for 
instability. The model presents four parameters 
that were identified by the writers as influencing 
the development of unrest and revolutions in the 
Middle East: the internal arena, the international 
arena, the economic arena, and factors that 

hinder regime change. The model, based on 
the “expert choice” methodology, is intended 
to assist researchers in the process of assessing 
regime stability by means of a thorough analysis 
of the various parameters, with their qualitative 
and quantitative components. Unlike other 
models, the model’s outputs are presented 
in numerical form (Yadlin & Golov, 2013). Itai 
Brun and Antony Cordesman showed the highly 
problematic aspects of relying on models to 
establish an assessment of the stability of 
leaders and regimes, which derive largely from 
the complexity of the issue—multiple actors 
that shape and influence at any given moment, 
plus the objective difficulty of answering the 
numerous questions raised by the use of 
a generic and empirical model (Brun, 2021; 
Cordesman, 2018).

The contention here is that engagement 
in issues of stability requires intellectual 
modesty, because there are no clear answers 
to questions dealing with prediction and future 
assessment, particularly when there is a process 
of emergence, and its dynamic has a causal 
significance. In addition, an understanding of 
the language, the culture, the historical context, 
and the complexity of the public and intellectual 
discourse and its cultural expressions is a 
basic condition for the ability of intelligence 
researchers to grasp and conceive of change 
that challenges their research concepts. To 
paraphrase former US Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld (DoD, 2012), the way to limit 
the extent of things that we don’t know that 
we don’t know (“unknown unknowns”) is with 
a deep knowledge of the cultural nuances of 
the opposing system and identification of the 
public, intellectual, and popular discourse so 
that it is not only possible to reflect them but 
also to draw practical insights for the strategists 
at the relevant time.

Popular Culture as the Arena of 
Ideological Change
The ability to identify a unique event such as a 
revolution in time is complex, to say the least, 

The ability to identify a unique event such as a 
revolution in time is complex, to say the least, in 
view of the objective difficulty of evaluating the 
dynamic and change in a system with multiple 
actors and interests. 
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in view of the objective difficulty of evaluating 
the dynamic and change in a system with 
multiple actors and interests. It is also doubtful 
whether accepted methods of academic and 
intelligence research can provide any help. 
Many researchers are required to understand 
unique situations such as revolutions using 
conceptual frameworks that do not allow them 
to identify all the components of the new reality, 
let alone understand it. They look for pieces of 
objective reality that taken together can reveal 
the whole picture. Yet usually the reality studied 
changes faster than the research can adapt 
its conceptual frameworks or methodology 
to develop an updated and more relevant 
conceptual framework for the new reality. 

Content experts with access to in-depth 
information about the object of their research 
(such as intelligence researchers and Middle East 
scholars) have proved no better at forecasting 
events than the “average person” (Lanir & 
Kahneman, 2006). Is the reason for this failure 
deterministic? Will it always be linked to the 
human inability to grasp change in real time? 
As we understand it, the reply is negative, as Zvi 
Lanir showed when he presented his model of 
“systemic design,” which is intended to bridge 
the gap between reality and the perception of 
reality. A central component of bridging this gap 
is linked to the ability of researchers to intuitively 
understand the zeitgeist as a condition for 
understanding change and its logic. 

In this framework there is a greater chance 
of the materialization of a “black swan” due 
to the appearance of an event that is outside 
the range of scenarios (unknown unknowns), 
mainly for issues requiring thorough knowledge 
of in-depth long-term processes in the object 
of research. To paraphrase historian Fernand 
Braudel: what are “events” other than the 
foam on waves swept over the depths of 
history? Research focusing on the dynamic and 
contemporary events in order to form a picture 
with no understanding of the zeitgeist’s impact 
on the various layers leads to a superficial and 
incorrect understanding of long-term strategic 

trends, and to a focus on the chaff rather than 
the wheat—on the foam of the waves rather than 
the deep historical waves. The test case of the 
January 2011 revolution is a good illustration 
of this claim (Moon, 2008).

The Zeitgeist and the Embedding 
of the Paradigm of Immunity: Cairo 
2010
An authentic and fascinating expression of 
the power of public criticism in Egypt of the 
Mubarak regime appeared in a column by the 
well-known Egyptian writer Alaa al-Aswani in 
the newspaper al-Shorouk in July 2010 (six 
months before the revolution), in which he 
described an imaginary conversation in a 
restaurant between himself and Gamal Mubarak 
(the President’s son and heir apparent). The 
“conversation” is an opportunity for al-Aswani 
to deliver his piercing criticism of the regime 
and the President, with the focus on the basic 
problems of corruption and serious breaches 
of human rights. The column was published 
in the context of the elections to the Egyptian 
parliament in 2010 (al-Aswani, 2010):

�	 The situation in Egypt is very 
difficult. We’ve reached the bottom.

�	 True, we have huge problems, but 
that’s the price we have to pay for 
growth.

�	 What growth?
�	 In recent years the government 

has achieved extraordinary rates 
of growth.

�	 With all due respect, what growth 
are you talking about, when half 
the Egyptian people are below the 
poverty line? Don’t you know about 
the number of young people killing 
themselves because of poverty and 
unemployment?

�	 We have detailed studies of all these 
problems in the policy committee.

�	 Mr. Gamal, most of the things you 
hear from those around you in 



26 Strategic Assessment | Volume 26 | No. 1 |  March 2023

the policy committee are untrue, 
and derive from opportunism and 
personal motives. They are pushing 
you to the inheritance for their own 
interests.

�	 What do you mean by “inheritance”?
�	 That you will inherit the government 

from President Mubarak.
�	 Don’t I have the right to engage in 

politics like any citizen? If I stand 
for election as president and I win, 
will you call that an inheritance?

�	 You know very well that the 
elections in Egypt are rigged. Will 
you be proud of being appointed 
president using oppression and 
forgery?

�	 Elections all over the world are 
never free of improper conduct.

�	 Mr. Gamal, are we living in the 
same country? There’s a difference 
between improper conduct and the 
organized forgery that happens in 
Egypt. And as for oppression, you 
can go on the internet and read 
tragic stories of false arrest, torture, 
and oppression to which citizens 
are exposed every day…Have you 
heard about Khaled Said who was 
killed by the regime in Alexandria? 

Would a reading of al-Aswani’s column in 
al-Shorouk have helped researchers identify in 
time the intention of the masses to take to the 
streets in January 2011? Would a familiarity with 
all shades of Egyptian culture have improved our 
ability to deal with the uncertainty embodied in 
instability in countries like Egypt? We believe 
that a thorough understanding of the research 
object’s culture can help researchers gain a 
better understanding of change processes 
retrospectively or as they happen, but not 
necessarily in advance. Cultural research helps 
to analyze the significance of change with 
respect to the researcher’s areas of interest, 
whether purely academic questions or whether 

questions intended to serve national processes 
of assessment and decision making. 

The rapid collapse of stable authoritarian 
regimes in the Middle East surprised most of 
the experts from academia and intelligence 
and security agencies, in view of their shared 
assessment of such regimes’ immunity in 
the face of public protests. In the Egyptian 
context, the assessment was linked on the one 
hand to the unrestrained force of the security 
mechanisms used by the government against 
the public, and on the other hand to the widely 
held but mistaken assessment of the public’s 
reluctance to take to the streets and break the 
“glass ceiling” due to the absence of a realistic 
alternative, the widespread oppression, and 
the price of opposition (Podeh, 2011b).

The prevalence of the historical and 
sociocultural images of Egyptian society is 
explained by Eyal Sagi Bizawi, a researcher 
of Egyptian cinema at the Van Leer Institute:

A commonly held perception in 
Israel and worldwide is that the Arab 
people meekly accept their bitter 
fate. This perception contributed to 
the confusion felt by various experts 
after the determined and stubborn 
action by the crowd to bring down the 
Egyptian government. Even in Egypt 
itself this tendency was apparently 
identified as a characteristic of the 
Egyptian people. Many Egyptians said 
of themselves, “We keep close to the 
wall,” as an expression of their self-
effacement vis-à-vis the government, 
to avoid problems. (Bizawi, 2011)

Skepticism regarding a possible speedy 
disappearance of the Mubarak regime continued 
even when demonstrations broke out in Algeria 
and Tunisia. The quotation cited at the opening 
of this paper is not unusual. For example, a 
White House spokesman during the Obama 
administration admitted at a press conference 
that nobody foresaw the events in the Middle 
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East: “Did anyone in the world know in advance 
that a fruit vendor in Tunisia was going to set 
himself on fire and spark a revolution? No” 
(Ambinder, 2011).

Most researchers in the academy and 
research institutes who studied the question of 
Egypt’s stability did not deal with the challenges 
to its stability, but rather with a diagnosis of the 
reasons for its surprising stability over dozens 
of years (Gause, 2011). An expression of the 
broad research consensus can be found, for 
example, with the well-known scholar Fouad 
Ajami, who stated that Egyptians had become 
“the observers of their own fate” (Ajami, 2011).

Moreover, an examination of various 
statements by the former heads of the security 
and political establishments shows open 
reference to the intelligence community’s 
failure to predict the revolution. For example, 
the online news site Ynet quoted the former 
head of Aman and Chief of Staff Lt. Gen. (ret.) 
Amnon Lipkin-Shahak, who claimed, “We did 
know that there were severe problems in Egypt, 
but it was still hard to ask the intelligence service 
to foresee such extreme developments,” and the 
former head of the Research Division Maj. Gen. 
(ret.) Yaakov Amidror, who said that “there is no 
chance in the world that they could have spotted 
this uprising, which even Mubarak himself did 
not foresee” (Ephraim, 2011).

The approach in Israel to the consequences 
of the revolution in Tunisia for the Arab world 
and for Egypt was cautious and generally 
restrained. Elie Podeh, in an article in Haaretz 
under the title “Don’t Underestimate Tunisia,” 
wrote that while the events in Tunisia were 
not expected to have an immediate effect, 
they could have an impact “in the medium to 
long term,” including on the understanding 
of the leaders of Arab states whose regimes 
are limited by time and therefore do not enjoy 
public legitimacy (Podeh, 2011a).

The “new media” (social media, such as 
Facebook, Twitter and so on, and the rise of 
inter-Arab media such as al-Jazeera, al-Arabiya, 
and others) have served the citizens of Arab 

countries in their grappling with oppressive 
regimes. Similarly, in an article analyzing the 
implications of the revolution in Tunisia for 
the Arab world (January 18, 2011), Shlomo 
Brom, former head of the Strategic Planning 
Division of the General Staff, claimed that most 
Arab regimes are able to deal with widespread 
protests. In Mubarak’s Egypt there were 
effective security mechanisms and a broad 
elite, including the army, with their own interest 
in the continuation of the existing situation 
(Brom, 2011). 

Accordingly, there was apparently awareness 
among the Israeli intelligence community, 
and thus also among its decision makers, of 
the political and socioeconomic distress in 
Egypt that led to the revolution. Information 
about the frustration, anger, and rage of the 
Egyptian public over their situation, as well 
as their willingness to protest against the 
regime, challenge it, and demand its removal, 
abounded and figured in press reports and 
academic analyses of Egypt over the previous 
decade. In other words, at least in appearance, 
intelligence researchers in Israel saw the “signs” 
necessary for recognition of the fact that the 
circumstances in Egypt certainly represented a 
threat to the stability of the Mubarak regime, in 
view of changes taking place in Egyptian society.

The Rising Power of the Public and 
the Paradigm of Stability
Many questions surrounding the nature of the 
events remain to this day. With the perspective 
of a decade, can the events of the Arab Spring 
be defined as a revolution that fundamentally 
changed the political order and reshaped 
the relationship between the citizen and the 
government, or would it be more correct to 
define them as a “revolutionary moment” 
that shocked the authoritarian system, but 
from a historical perspective mainly served to 
reinforce it? Is the Middle East still going through 
a transitional period from the old order that 
has collapsed to a new order that has not yet 
crystallized? In the case of Egypt, the argument 
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is between those who claim that the Egyptian 
regime displayed resistance and flexibility, and 
managed to preserve its political hegemony 
even after the fall of Mubarak’s government, 
and those who see the era of stable Middle 
East leaders as coming to an end, in view of 
the features of the period and the demolition 
of the barrier of fear among a population that 
are now able to envisage a change in their lives 
(Brun, 2018).

The surprise at the rising power of the public 
and its ability to initiate political processes 
led to a renewed examination of the basic 
assumptions and theories regarding the 
stability of the authoritarian regimes and the 
dynamic between the public and its leaders. 
The events of January 2011 in Egypt should not 
have surprised the experts in view of the severe 
basic problems (poverty, high unemployment, 
government corruption, wide oppression of 
citizens, youth unemployment, and more) and 
the growing domestic criticism of Mubarak’s 
regime (Beck, 2014).

Moreover, the elections to the parliament 
in 2010 were stormy and full of emotion due 
to the widespread understanding that the 
purpose of the elections was to pave the way 
for Gamal Mubarak to become leader by taking 
control of the political arena. The condition for 
success was to restrain the opposition that could 
challenge the move, headed by members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, who were significantly 
successful in the 2005 elections. The regime 
was ready to stop at nothing to ensure that 
the ruling party won the majority of seats, and 
that the Muslim Brotherhood would not win 
even a single seat. The violent atmosphere, the 
corruption, the severe breaches of human rights, 
and the understanding that the regime was 

preparing to ensure its continuity after Husni 
Mubarak aroused wide antagonism among 
opinion makers, intellectuals, and opposition 
politicians (Aly, 2012).

However, the stability paradigm, based on 
an overestimation of the strength of regime 
support, denied the possibility of a correct 
assessment of the events of 2011 and their 
implications (Ajami, 2010). In addition, in 
a country that for decades had served as a 
kind of insurance policy for internal stability 
and political pragmatism, the events of 
those years shocked the researchers by the 
intensity of the change, and raised fears, many 
of them unfounded, that Egypt could make 
strategic decisions about changing its political 
orientation, and even adopt a hostile orientation 
toward the West and Israel (Medzini, 2011). Thus 
due to a lack of understanding of the nature of 
events in those years, researchers had difficulty 
estimating the probability of change, not only 
internal change but also in the character of 
Egypt’s foreign and security policy, as well as in 
other countries of the region (Milshtein, 2013). 

The Egyptian Culture: The January 
2011 Revolution
The revolution in Egypt came after two decades 
of profound ideological change, reflected in how 
the country was presented in popular culture 
and the mass media. Egyptian literature (both 
popular and elitist), popular songs, movies, 
TV shows, and newspaper articles—all these 
were the arenas where neo-liberal ideas took 
shape and created new content that reflected 
the fundamental social changes underway in 
Egypt. These cultural arenas, separately and 
as a whole, expressed a growing feeling that 
the old ways in which Egyptians thought about 
themselves and their society had lost their 
validity and new conventions were beginning 
to take hold, including ideas about the status 
of the individual, as a person with growing 
self-awareness and greater self-esteem, more 
self-reliant, and more willing to challenge the 
existing order.

The revolution in Egypt came after two decades of 
profound ideological change, reflected in how the 
country was presented in popular culture and the 
mass media.
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There is a broad empirical and theoretical 
basis for the claim that popular culture can 
serve as a platform for ideological change 
(Bartels, 2013). Different cultural arenas can 
reflect but also influence the public’s social 
and political attitudes, by setting agendas, 
providing new information, framing, and 
transforming (Krosnick & Kinder, 1990; Tversky 
& Kahneman, 1980). Although in Egypt both 
President Abd el-Nasser and President Sadat 
saw popular culture as tools for socialization and 
indoctrination, popular culture never ceased to 
be an expression of different, more critical, and 
even subversive voices as well. In the revolution 
itself it is possible to find echoes of ideas that 
were present in Egyptian popular culture many 
years previously, from criticism of the regime, 
through the desire for a more pluralist public 
space, to the widespread demand for a better 
standard of living (Aviad & Zitsman, 2016).

An examination of trends of continuity and 
change in Egyptian popular culture shows that 
the early 1990s were a turning point; thereafter 
it is possible to identify a gradual and consistent 
move toward content that harmonizes with 
the ideological foundation of the revolution. 
This content shows a break with the past, but 
also recognition that it is possible to aim for a 
better future. In turn, the content presents not 
only a preferable future but also the actions 
necessary in order to realize it. As soon as the 
Egyptians were able to imagine a world without 
the Mubarak regime, it became more likely that 
they would take action to achieve it (Hassan 
et al., 2016).

Since the early 1990s, and as opposed to 
prior years, Egyptian literature has been very 
critical of the regime and the cruel suppression 
of human rights in the country. In books such 
as In an Air Bubble (1996), Honor (1997), The 
Pharaoh (2000), and Forbidden Dreams (2000), 
there is a recurrent theme of the chaotic and 
illogical nature of Egyptian reality, where citizens 
have no control over their lives and future. The 
citizens are “shrunken” and vulnerable in the 
face of government abuse and its penetration 

into all parts of their lives. The regime is 
presented as uninhibited, violent, and corrupt, 
only concerned with the interests of the ruling 
elite while trampling over the ordinary citizens. 
The reader has a sense of a loss of honor and 
the deep gap between the “little man’s” dreams 
and ambitions, and the difficult reality over 
which he has no control (Hafez, 2010).

As with literature, movies made in the 
last decades of the Mubarak regime also 
delivered strong criticism of events in Egypt 
and raised awareness of the crisis and the 
need for change. Thus, in the years prior to the 
revolution, filmmakers moved from making light 
entertainment to movies dealing with the general 
public’s worries and aspirations for the future of 
the country, and the relationship between the 
regime and the citizens. The movie Terrorism 
and Kebab (1992) describes a situation in which 
a group of angry citizens take over government 
buildings. It was considered one of the first 
movies to openly show public revolt against 
the regime, and it describes clashes between 
the army and citizens. Similarly, the movie 
Traffic Light (1995) follows the conversation 
developing between a group of foreigners of 
various types in one of Cairo’s teeming streets, 
as a means of exposing audiences to the many 
sicknesses of Egypt. Viewers can interpret the 
traffic jam as a metaphor for the country’s 
stagnation under Mubarak. The movie ends 
on an optimistic note, signaling to viewers the 
possibility of a better future, where citizens 
can shape and change the situation. About 
a decade later, the 2007 movie This is Chaos 
marks another important point in Egyptian 
cinema. It presents the regime as corrupt and 
despicable, isolated from Egyptian society and 
lacking any responsibility or national pride. 
In the final scene, demonstrators break into 
a police station and free numerous detainees 
who were unjustly arrested. A few years later, 
reality imitated art when similar cases of 
demonstrators breaking into police stations 
and releasing prisoners were recorded during 
the revolution (Said Mostafa, 2018).
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In other words, an examination of popular 
culture in general and Egyptian cinema in 
particular in the years prior to the revolution 
reveals the distress of the “ordinary citizen,” 
the fierce criticism aimed at the regime, and 
the changes occurring in Egyptian society, 
including public readiness to take to the streets 
and demonstrate against the regime, in order 
to change their lives.

At the same time, an analysis of the cultural 
and intellectual discourse preceding the events 
of January 2011 illustrates the lively discussions 
between the liberal camp, which called for 
political, economic, and social improvements 
with promotion of civil rights and equality, 
and the camp of political Islam, which sought 
to redefine the social contract between the 
state and the citizens, and to base the political 
system on Islamic principles. Some of the 
demonstrators looked toward Western capitals, 
not Tehran or Beirut. They wanted a moderate, 
pragmatic government, and not a hawkish, 
revolutionary one. As they saw it, the Tahrir 
Square events were not intended to return Egypt 
to the revolutionary days of Abd el-Nasser, but 
to take it forward to global and local normality. 
On the other side, for adherents of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the Salafi faction, the ideal 
was the model of an Islamic state, run and 
governed according to the laws of Islam, and 
they hoped to promote this aim after the fall of 
the Mubarak regime, while blocking cultural and 
other heretical ideas from the West. In January 
2011, Tahrir Square was the shared space in 
which these opposing perceptions and ideas 
came together and united in a historic moment 
in time to bring down the Mubarak regime.

Social media were the founding, driving and 
organizing element of the revolution, with its 
various voices and camps. The ability of social 
media (Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter) to bring 
underground and critical ideas and themes to 
the center of public discourse, and to motivate 
large sections of the public to demonstrate in 
the streets of Egypt, was of practical assistance 
in the organization of protests, but also helped 

to spread the ideas of the revolution in the 
local and international arenas, and to establish 
the legitimacy of the hoped-for political 
change. Much has been written about the 
role of social media in motivating the public 
and their impact on the dynamics of the Arab 
Spring protests in the Middle East (Alqudsi-
Ghabra, 2012). Our central claim is that the 
instigators of the revolution took the cultural 
and ideological content, the symbols of protest 
and “the language of resistance” that had taken 
root in Egyptian society over the years, and 
echoed them. Social media did not consist 
of “new voices” challenging the regime, but 
rather amplified the ideas, perceptions, and 
expressions of protest that were present for 
many years in the political, ideological, and 
cultural discourse, locating them in the new 
context of the January 2011 revolution. 

However, after the fall of the Mubarak regime 
and the election of President Mohamed Morsi in 
June 2012, the sharp divide between the political 
and ideological camps resurfaced, as well as the 
divide between the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
military security system. This was reflected in 
the mass protests led by the Tamarud (“revolt”) 
movement with the support of the army and 
the political establishment exactly one year 
later. On July 3, 2013, the security forces and 
the army took over the presidential palace, 
under the cover of huge demonstrations against 
the Muslim Brotherhood regime, and deposed 
President Morsi. Once again the army took 
charge of the centers of political power and 
worked to shatter the Muslim Brotherhood 
movement and restore authoritarian order. 
The surprise experienced by the security and 
academic research and assessment bodies in 
January 2011 was repeated in July 2013, and 
was once again due to an underestimation of 
the depth of public, establishment, and military 
opposition to Muslim Brotherhood rule. 

Conclusion
Only rarely is it possible to observe 
and predict in detail how things will 
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turn out, or to describe the precise 
circumstances of the way in which 
things will happen. Generally, 
intelligence can at most point to 
trends, the direction of historic events, 
the characteristics of the situation, 
and the apparent “logic of the historic 
development.” (Harkabi, 2015, p. 145)

This paper focuses on the “perfect storm” that 
occurred in January 2011 and derived from a 
profound normative change in Egypt over the 
decades of Mubarak rule. The change was fed by 
the link between severe fundamental problems, 
the policy of oppression and harsh damage 
to human rights, the deteriorating economic 
situation, and the realization that President 
Mubarak intended to bequeath the government 
to his son. All this joined profound change in 
the way the public consumed information from 
social media, which became accessible to every 
citizen and broke the regime’s monopoly over 
knowledge and perceptions of the situation. 
During the January 2011 revolution, these new 
tools also became platforms for organizing 
and managing protests below the radar of the 
security mechanisms. 

The Egyptian government, as well as 
outside observers of Egypt, were trapped in 
the mistaken perception that the social protest 
lacked organization, energy, and a real ability 
to challenge the regime’s stability, and that 
the relative freedom of expression in the 
media and popular culture would not crack 
its absolute control of all aspects of daily life in 
Egypt. In the worst scenario, the government 
relied on the loyalty of the army and security 
services to suppress any protest and maintain 
stability, similar to what happened in the bread 
riots of January 1977. Academic researchers 
and researchers of Western intelligence and 
security organizations were able to describe 
the fundamental problems and the complexity 
of the challenges faced by Egypt, but they were 
captives of the regime’s assumptions about 
its own stability, and they lacked a thorough 

understanding of the changing trends that were 
infiltrating the culture of popular protest before 
the revolution. The stability paradigm was so 
deeply rooted in research perceptions that it 
failed to identify the change, even as it was 
underway. 

Popular culture played a central role in 
forming and introducing awareness of change 
in the public arena, reinforcing the sense of 
political, economic, and social crisis, deriving 
from the ethical-moral failure of the regime, 
and indicating how it was possible to shape 
a different future. This was not a case of 
ideological and artistic theory isolated from 
reality, but of a practical concept in which 
change was perceived as essential in view of 
the harsh alternatives (Bamyeh, 2011). 

The Mubarak regime did not see the critical 
discourse in literature, the cinema, and the 
media as a concrete danger to its stability, 
rather, even as an outlet that served its stability 
to some extent—a pressure valve to relieve 
tension and a way of improving its image at 
home and abroad. However, Tahrir Square 
drew in a variety of political, intellectual, and 
social groups. A new discourse developed in 
this space, which relied on a shared set of 
symbols and codes that were shaped in the 
culture of popular protest, and based on the 
common denominator of opposition to the 
existing order and a vision of a new political 
order. The emergence of this space surprised 
the regime with its intensity and perseverance, 
and therefore also surprised researchers from 
the academy and the security systems.

Israel’s military intelligence system is dubbed 
“the national assessor,” and in this capacity its 

Popular culture played a central role in forming 
and introducing awareness of change in the public 
arena, reinforcing the sense of political, economic, 
and social crisis, deriving from the ethical-moral 
failure of the regime, and indicating how it was 
possible to shape a different future. 
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role is to help the political echelons formulate 
a national security concept by internalizing 
the challenges and the opportunities for Israel 
embodied by the regional and international 
system. The regional upheaval surprised the 
intelligence system not only because the events 
happened so quickly and sometimes apparently 
with no strategy or purpose, but also because 
of the inherent difficulty of grasping a historical 
change when it happens before one’s eyes 
(“failure of imagination”), and because of the 
deep gap in the understanding of the culture, 
language, and broad historical context that 
build and shape a historical event. 

The Intelligence corps has made considerable 
technological and perceptual-methodological 
advances over the past decade in the fields 
of collecting, processing, and researching 
intelligence: developing models to assess 
stability, optimize research methods, and use 
technological tools to analyze public sentiment; 
developing advanced algorithms to analyze 
big data, which interfaces with organizational 
BI systems to produce analytical results; and 
developing artificial intelligence technologies 
(Even & Siman-Tov, 2020). There has also 
been a leap forward in regular research work 
(processing and use of big data, improved 
access to raw data for researchers, verification 
and identification of fraud, identification of 
patterns, templates and anomalies, reduction of 
human bias, improved continuity of intelligence 
work, and more) and in the formation of 
new intelligence professions in the world of 
collection and research (such as data mining, 
online analytical processing, and data analysis). 
These moves help researchers deal with the 
intelligence potential embodied in the age of 
information explosion, facilitate access to a wide 
range of processed and translated intelligence 
material, and increase productivity in many 
areas. 

However, quality research based on thorough 
and long familiarity with the language and 
culture of the opposing system is still, in our 
opinion, the basic condition for making optimum 

use of technological tools and systems, if only to 
meet the basic need to pose the right questions 
at the junctions of data collection, research, 
and assessment, and to limit the space for the 
unknown unknowns, which could lead to more 
surprises. Researchers who are unable to read 
the object of their study in its own language 
and lack familiarity with the various layers of its 
daily life (media; modern expressions of popular 
culture such as Facebook, TikTok, Instagram, 
Twitter, Spoken-Word; various expressions of 
high culture—literature, poetry, cinema, theater) 
and a historic perspective, will have difficulty 
dealing with another upheaval or undermining 
of stability, in spite of their technological 
advances with translation tools, and utilization 
and processing of information. We do not claim 
that cultural research will enable researchers to 
predict if and when revolutions will occur. The 
challenge is that the emerging dynamic that 
leads to revolutions, such as that of January 
2011, is almost impossible to predict in advance, 
and it will continue to challenge academic 
and security researchers. However, thorough 
familiarity based on quality knowledge of the 
culture and language will help to identify the 
ideological and cultural foundation on which 
protest is built, and to indicate the contexts that 
will help researchers understand the complexity 
of events in real time. This methodology will 
reinforce the ability of intelligence researchers 
to present a number of possible scenarios to the 
decision makers, incorporating feedback from 
data flowing from concealed and open sources 
of intelligence in the process of composing the 
whole picture.

Our claim raises questions about the ability 
of Aman researchers, who sometimes lack good 
tools in their regular work and the required 
perspective (in view of the short periods spent 
in intelligence research and the relative youth 
of the researchers) for dealing with the intensity 
and complexity of the challenge. This challenge 
highlights the need to incorporate civilian 
sources of knowledge (from academia and 
research institutes) into cultural research as a 
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built-in feature of studies of regime stability, 
to provide the required depth and historical 
perspective. 

In conclusion, researchers who read al-
Aswani’s op-ed in al-Shorouk may not have 
been able to foresee the events of January 
2011. And yet it is likely that they had a slightly 
better understanding than others of the nature 
of the events once they exploded and began 
to spread, and would have been slightly more 
concerned about the future. 
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Against the background of the protests that erupted in Iran in September 2022, 
there are signs of a decline in the collective identity and respect for national 
symbols associated with the Islamic Republic among certain segments of the 
Iranian public. These signs include burning flags, refusing to sing the national 
anthem, and cheering at the defeat of the national soccer team during the World 
Cup. This does not necessarily indicate that Iranians have become less patriotic 
or nationalist, but rather that they increasingly associate national symbols with 
the regime. The erosion of collective identity has prompted the Iranian authorities 
to take a series of steps, including the growing use of pre-revolutionary and even 
pre-Islamic symbols, in an attempt to revive feelings of solidarity. The unraveling 
of collective identity challenges the ability of the state authorities to maintain 
social unity, and could eventually limit the regime’s ability to recruit full public 
support during times of emergency and national crises, including external threats.
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Introduction
A few days before the soccer game between Iran 
and the United States on November 29, 2022 
at the World Cup in Qatar, the Iranian Students 
Polling Agency (ISPA) published the results of an 
opinion poll conducted among a representative 
sample of Iranian citizens. According to the 
poll, 78.3 percent of respondents hoped that 
their national team would win the match, while 
4.8 percent hoped for a US victory, and 16.7 
percent were indifferent as to the result. When 
asked about Iran’s crushing defeat by England 
on November 21, 66.1 percent responded that 
they were unhappy with the result, compared 
to only 6.8 percent who were happy with the 
defeat of their national team (ISPA, 2022).

While the poll found the majority of the 
Iranian public hoped for a victory for their 
national team, some saw the findings as 
evidence of the erosion of national solidarity 
and identification with national symbols, such 
as the flag and the anthem. Commenting on the 
poll, reformist journalist and political activist 
Abbas Abdi noted that the 20 percent who 
were not looking forward to a victory by the 
national team was a high figure, indicating 
growing polarization in Iranian society 
(Khabar Online, 2022). Sociologist Mohammad 
Rahbari also expressed concern over the 
poll’s findings, stating that the fact that the 
majority of respondents were eager to see the 
national team win was significant. He argued 



36 Strategic Assessment | Volume 26 | No. 1 |  March 2023

that under normal circumstances, the entire 
public, including those who are not interested 
in soccer, would presumably want Iran to win. 
He added that the national soccer team had 
always stood above political disputes as one of 
the elements that fostered unity and solidarity, 
but now that it was the object of disagreement, 
it pointed to a grave crisis in society. Rahbari 
called on the authorities to investigate the 
cause of this crisis and the change in the public’s 
attitude toward the national team, warning that 
without acknowledging the crisis, it could not 
be addressed (Setare-ye Sobh, 2022).

Additional evidence of changing attitudes 
toward symbols of collective identity can be 
found in the pictures and videos posted on 
social media at the end of the match between 
Iran and the United States, showing Iranian 
citizens celebrating their team’s defeat (Sullivan, 
2022). These displays of joy join other attacks 
on national symbols since the outbreak of 
disturbances in September 2022, such as the 
burning of flags by protesters and the decision 
by national team players to refrain from singing 
the national anthem at their first appearance 
at the World Cup. Facing the English team, they 
chose to stand with their mouths closed, in 
solidarity with the protest movement in their 
country (Branch, 2022). 

Alongside the social and economic distress 
in Iran, there is a widening gap between the 
regime’s institutions and the public, particularly 
the younger generation. Faced with the regime’s 
ongoing failure to address civilian demands and 
distress, over the years criticism of the Islamic 
Republic has grown harsher, public trust in 
state institutions has declined, and the sense 
of despair has intensified. These trends, very 
clear in the demonstrations of recent years, 

peaked in the wave of protests that erupted in 
September 2022 following the death of Mahsa 
Amini after her arrest by the morality police. 
Protests are not uncommon in Iran, but the 
waves of popular discontent in recent years 
stand out both in their size and their frequency 
and have been more extreme than in the past, as 
shown by outbreaks of violence and the slogans 
opposing the rule of the religious leaders.

In spite of the widening gap between the 
Iranian regime and the general public, until 
recently it appeared that the strength of national-
cultural identity and social solidarity would 
enable the regime to continue harnessing public 
support for national and even religious symbols, 
particularly in the face of external threats 
(Zimmt, 2018). But lately there are increasing 
signs that the growing polarization of Iranian 
society and the possible slide of the Islamic 
Republic into an ongoing revolutionary dynamic 
contribute to the erosion of the solidarity and 
collectivism that formerly characterized Iranian 
society. Occasional displays of civil revolt 
have continued since the start of the protests, 
including the presence of unveiled women in 
public spaces, anti-regime graffiti sprayed on 
walls, slogans criticizing the regime sounded 
in private homes, clerics having their turbans 
removed by young men in city streets, non-
violent assemblies, such as those following 
the execution of two demonstrators arrested 
in the first half of December, and ceremonies 
marking the deaths of people killed during 
demonstrations.

The purpose of this article is to examine 
the changes underway among sections of 
the Iranian public in their attitude to national 
symbols associated with the Islamic Republic 
and the erosion of their sense of collective 
identity, which traditionally characterized 
Iranian society, irrespective of in-depth 
processes occurring over recent decades. Aware 
of these processes, the regime has resorted to 
various measures in an attempt to block the 
changes. Their methods include the use of pre-
revolutionary and even pre-Islamic national 

Alongside the social and economic distress in 
Iran, there is a widening gap between the regime’s 
institutions and the public, particularly the 
younger generation. 
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symbols to bring the public back into the fold 
and reinforce the sense of national identity. 

Collectivism and National Identity in 
Iranian Society
Iranian society is dynamic and complex and 
has experienced far-reaching demographic and 
cultural changes since the Islamic Revolution. 
These include a widening gap between the 
public and the institutions of the regime and 
the religious establishment, secularization, 
and greater adoption of a Western way of life. 
These changes pose enormous challenges to 
the Islamic Republic. Social modernization, 
such as the rise in average marriage age and 
a drop in birthrates as people become more 
educated and young couples strive to improve 
their economic situation, encourages the trend 
toward secularization and individualism (Zimmt, 
2022a). Some changes are affected by global 
processes, such as the internet and social media 
revolution, and others by local developments. 
Westernization and secularization also bring 
changes in values.

Since the 1990s, processes of individualization 
in Iran have increased, particularly among 
the Islamic Revolution’s second and third 
generations. In addition, there is growing internal 
criticism of weaknesses in Iranian society, 
evidenced by the adoption of Western modes 
of conduct, the lack of social solidarity, and 
the trend toward individualism and escapism. 
Some critics attribute these weaknesses to 
the growing influence of Western culture, 
particularly among urban middle class youth, 
while others attribute them to the deteriorating 
economic situation and social distress (Zimmt, 
2022a).

Yet in spite of growing individualism, Iranian 
society is still characterized by a large degree of 
collectivism, as shown by the strong commitment 
to the family framework and the shared national 
and cultural identity. This collectivism is also 
seen in demonstrations of solidarity, particularly 
in face of an external threat. Iranian society 
still attaches great importance to social clans 

(khodi) and the observance of social norms 
and group expectations. Manata Hashemi 
highlighted the conformity of young people 
from lower social classes in their attempts to 
maintain personal honor and advance within 
their societies. She showed that young people 
from weaker sections of society generally do not 
rebel against conventions and prefer to comply 
with accepted codes of social behavior as a 
way to gain access to economic opportunities 
and improve their chances for advancement 
(Hashemi, 2020).

The strength of collectivist sentiments was 
particularly prominent during national crises 
and emergencies such as natural disasters. 
The major earthquake that struck Kermanshah 
province in western Iran in November 2017, 
resulting in hundreds of deaths, led to a national 
assistance drive. The earthquake also saw a loss 
of faith in government institutions. In addition to 
donations of money and humanitarian aid to the 
Iranian Red Crescent and charity organizations, 
hundreds of thousands of dollars were raised for 
earthquake victims through the private accounts 
of well-known individuals (Jafary, 2017). There 
were also displays of solidarity during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, when citizens volunteered 
to help distribute food and essential items to 
the needy, volunteering in hospitals, and handle 
the bodies of the dead, while shop owners and 
malls gave discounts and exemptions to tenants 
(Faghihi, 2020).

In the second decade of the 21st century, 
social media often served as a platform for 
mobilizing the public around issues of national 
importance. Initially, the emergence of digital 
media was thought to potentially strengthen 
individualistic tendencies while weakening 
collectivism and national identity. In 1997, 
Nicholas Negroponte, the architect of the “one 
laptop per child” initiative and head of the 
media laboratory at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT), predicted that “twenty 
years from now children who are used to finding 
out about other countries through the click of a 
mouse ‘are not going to know what nationalism 
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is’” (Reuters, 1997). However, the discourse on 
Iranian social media over the past two decades 
suggests that his assessment was too simplistic. 
As Niki Akhavan has pointed out, while the 
internet makes it easier for remote individuals 
to form groups, nationalism remains a powerful 
tool for mobilizing the masses on digital media 
(Akhavan, 2013). In fact, virtual space not only 
provides a platform for individual expression 
but also a space for Iranians to express solidarity 
and mobilize support based on a collective 
national identity (Khiabani & Sreberny, 2007). 
As social media has become more widely used 
in Iran, the power of collective identity to rally 
citizens around shared national goals has only 
grown stronger. 

Shared national identity is sometimes able 
to rise above the political disagreements that 
often characterize Iranian society. Iranian 
identity is based on an ancient history, cultural 
ties, and memories shared with Iranians from 
other nations. The power of national-cultural 
identity and the sense of solidarity are used by 
the regime to persuade the public to promote 
national objectives. Although many citizens 
have recently shown less willingness to join 
the collective efforts in the name of a particular 
ideology, the regime still has the ability to garner 
public support around national and religious 
symbols, such as the founding myth of Karbala, 
which tells of the sacrifice of the first Shiite 
Imam, Hussain ben-Ali, in the battle of Karbala 
in 680 CE. 

For example, the Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s 
boosted feelings of national identity among the 
Iranian civilian population, as well as among 
their political and military leaders. The attack 
on Iran led by a foreign element aroused deep-
rooted patriotism. The leaders of the Islamic 
Republic had to mobilize the population to 
defend the country and its regime and tapped 
national resilience for the war effort. Invoking 
the Karbala myth was intended by the regime to 
serve as a source of inspiration for the fighters 
and spur the public to take to the battlefields. 
However, the growing criticism of the war 

policy from the mid-1980s onward forced the 
leadership to explain the conflict with Iraq in 
more practical terms, such as preserving the 
independence and liberty of the homeland. 
Thus, from 1986 there was greater use of 
national rhetoric to stimulate public support 
for the struggle against an external enemy 
(Harel, 2009). 

The emphasis on Shiite religious symbols 
and proclamations of the value of sacrifice in 
defense of Shiite holy places in Syria became a 
central motif of the regime’s propaganda efforts, 
following Iran’s deeper military involvement 
in Syria and Iraq, which took a heavy toll on 
the Revolutionary Guards. While these efforts 
could not entirely prevent public criticism of 
Iran’s military activities beyond its own borders, 
they helped the regime achieve some public 
support for the war effort. In addition to the 
religious rhetoric, senior Iranian figures stressed 
the importance of fighting in Syria for Iran’s 
national interests and its security (Zimmt, 2015). 
Uniting the public around national and religious 
symbols was also evident in the mass funeral for 
Mohsen Hojaji, a Revolutionary Guards fighter 
who was taken prisoner by ISIS on the Iraq-Syria 
border and beheaded in August 2017. The large 
number of Iranians who attended his funeral in 
Isfahan at the end of September was evidence 
of the power of nationalist emotions and social 
solidarity (AP & TOI Staff, 2017).

The recent erosion of identification with 
national symbols is particularly noticeable 
when compared to previous waves of protest 
in Iran over the past two decades, and 
above all in the protests of 2009 (the Green 
Revolution), when claims that the results of 
the presidential election in the summer of 
2009 had been falsified brought hundreds of 
thousands of demonstrators to the streets. 
The 2022 protests were far more widespread 
geographically than the 2009 disturbances, 
which were concentrated primarily in Tehran 
and a few other big cities. The 2009 protests 
were of a clearly political nature, with the focus 
on the reformist opposition’s allegations of 
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faked election results (“where is my vote?”). 
On the other hand, in 2022, the protesters were 
not satisfied with the demand to remove the 
obligation to wear the hijab or even to stop 
the activity of the morality police; they also 
challenged the very existence of the theocracy. 
The extremism of these demands, expressing a 
desire to change the existing social and political 
order, can also be seen in the status of national 
symbols identified with the Islamic Republic. 
The 2009 protesters made frequent use of 
Islamic symbols. Opposition supporters went 
out onto their roofs and balconies each night to 
recite the religious call “Allahu akbar” together. 
Even the green color adopted by the protest 
movement reflected an Islamic symbol (the flag 
of the Prophet Mohammed). The movement 
also made use of the Shiite days of mourning of 
Tasuaa’ and Ashuraa’ to recruit public support 
for the opposition demonstrations (Rauh, 2013). 
By contrast, in the current wave of protests, not 
only were religious Islamic symbols absent, but 
even contemporary national symbols identified 
with the Islamic Republic, mainly the flag and 
the national anthem, became objects of attack 
by some demonstrators.

This situation can be explained by the trend 
to secularization, particularly among the second 
and third generation of the Islamic Revolution, 
and growing extremism and loss of faith in the 
political system in general. For example, the low 
voter turnout in the parliamentary elections 
held on February 21, 2020 and in the presidential 
elections on June 18, 2021 were indicative of 
the crisis in public trust. Less than 49 percent 
voted in the presidential elections—the lowest 
rate recorded in presidential elections since the 
revolution. The sweeping disqualification of 
the majority of presidential candidates by the 
Council of Constitutional Guardians contributed 
to public apathy, but the low turnout also 
reflected growing public dissolution with the 
regime and the political system. The regime’s 
blatant interference in the elections, which 
were never fully free and democratic but at 
least maintained some degree of contest, 

demonstrated its determination to eliminate 
any political or ideological movement that 
could undermine the conservative domination 
of government institutions. This policy helps 
the conservative religious establishment to 
maintain its position in the political leadership 
in the short term, but its efforts to suppress 
every other focus of power has deprived it of 
its basis for legitimacy, which was supposed 
to combine an Islamic element, expressing 
the sovereignty of the deity, with a democratic 
republican element, expressing the sovereignty 
of the people. Moreover, unlike the 2009 protests 
that were led by the reformist movement, 
headed by Mir-Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi 
Karroubi, who were deemed to be part and 
parcel of the revolution, the 2022 disturbances 
have no recognized or organized leadership. 
Rather, they are led by young Iranians born 
in the 1990s and the first decade of the 21st 
century, who identify far less with the Islamic 
Republic. This trend is clearly shown in their 
attitude to national symbols and has aroused 
concerned debate within the Islamic Republic. 

“Terrorism against the National 
Identity”
The changing attitudes toward national symbols 
among portions of the Iranian public have not 
escaped the notice of the regime’s conservative 
supporters, although some have tried to play it 
down. An op-ed on the Mashregh News website, 
which is affiliated with the radical wing of the 
hardliner camp, stated that throughout Iranian 
history, there were always some Iranians who 
supported their country’s enemies. Still, the 
phenomenon must not be ignored, even if it 
represents only a small minority. Most Iranian 
citizens support their country’s independence 
and its national interests, respect its symbols, 
and dislike seeing it weakened. However, there 

Most Iranian citizens support their country’s 
independence and its national interests, respect its 
symbols, and dislike seeing it weakened. 
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is a small but vocal minority acting on behalf of 
foreign interests, and they will not be happy until 
they have secured Western interests in Iran, even 
at the expense of the Iranian people. As long 
as this minority is not actually working against 
national security, it is not necessary to limit their 
rights. But those who support elements that are 
a danger to Iranian national security must be 
denied their freedom (Mashregh News, 2022a).

The conservative daily Jam-e Jam also 
condemned those who harm national symbols. 
In an editorial under the heading “Terrorism 
against the National Identity,” the paper claimed 
that the national soccer team represents the 85 
million citizens of the state, and the campaign 
against it targets not only the Islamic Republic 
but also the national identity of all Iranians. The 
paper quoted the conservative commentator 
and political activist Nasser Imani, who 
claimed that the burning of the Iranian flag 
at demonstrations proves that the protestors 
did not have a problem only with the Iranian 
regime but also with the very existence of 
Iran, and they were not anti-revolutionaries 
so much as anti-Iranians. The article added 
that there were some who sought to destroy 
Iran’s national internal unity using a kind of 
virus intended to damage its identity. This 
virus was able to penetrate Iran because of 
social media and its growing influence on the 
younger generation. Humiliation by the national 
team, burning the flag, insulting the national 
anthem, and weakening elements of national 
unity are all intended to deprive Iranians of 
their citizenship and lay the foundations for 
the absolute destruction of Iran. The displays 
of joy at the defeat of their national team are 
evidence of the influence of this dangerous 
virus. A cultural policy is needed to inoculate 
the people against it, while increasing public 
awareness of the efforts by anti-Iranian 
governments to remove Iran from the global 
map (Jam-e Jam, 2022). The need for an ethical 
and cultural struggle against the weakening of 
national solidarity was also raised by Esmail 
Chamani, a senior lecturer at the University 

of Mohaghegh Ardabili in northern Iran. At an 
event marking Student Day, Chamani called for 
reinforcement of patriotic sentiments among 
the students in view of Western attempts to 
achieve their objectives in Iran. “We must roll 
up our sleeves to glorify our Islamic motherland 
because foreigners certainly do not want our 
progress and pride,” he said (ISNA, 2022b).

The conservative newspaper Hamshahri 
also blamed the West for the rising attacks on 
national symbols. In response to the refusal of 
the soccer team to sing the national anthem, 
the paper claimed that the protest was due to 
propaganda originating outside Iran, designed 
to turn the people and the athletes against one 
of their national symbols. The organizers of 
the campaign put pressure on the team not to 
sing, explaining that their success would make 
the regime happy. The paper claimed that the 
Cuban exiles who emigrated after the Castro 
revolution in 1959 never called for a boycott 
of the Cuban team and even supported it in its 
matches in the United States. Unlike them, some 
of the Iranian exiles who describe themselves 
as “Iranian patriots” are doing everything to 
increase the suffering of the people, including 
by supporting harsher economic sanctions on 
their country. However, it is clear that they have 
no support inside Iran, or even among groups 
opposed to the regime outside the country. 
Nobody wants to boycott the national anthem 
because most Iranians know well that an attack 
on its honor will be engraved on their foreheads 
forever (Asr-e Iran, 2022a).

Condemnation of the attack on national 
symbols was also sounded by senior figures 
in the religious and political establishment. 
For example, in a Friday sermon in the city 
of Khomeyn, cleric Hojjat ul-Islam Seyyed 
Qasem Mirsadeghi declared that the enemy 
was using national symbols, including the flag 
and the anthem, to sow divisions within the 
Iranian people. He remarked that unity was a 
prominent feature of all branches of national 
sport, including soccer, and that everyone—rich 
and poor, Shia and Sunni, all social classes—put 
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their differences aside for sporting events (IRNA, 
2022c). The Supreme Leader’s representative in 
the West Azerbaijan Province warned against 
insulting state symbols. In a Friday sermon 
in the town of Urmia, Hojjat ul-Islam Seyyed 
Mehdi Kureishi said that it is not acceptable to 
insult the anthem and the flag, and that the 
authorities must fight anyone who is working 
against the Iranian and Islamic identity, and 
against the sanctity of the flag and the national 
anthem (ISNA, 2022a). A former Majlis member 
who is identified with the pragmatic wing of 
the conservative camp, Imad Afrogh, also 
condemned the athletes’ refusal to sing the 
anthem. In an interview to the government 
news agency IRNA, Afrogh said that the anthem 
of the Islamic Republic was a symbol of Iran’s 
national identity, honor, independence, 
territorial integrity, and pride, and that anyone 
who refrained from singing the anthem was 
insulting a symbol of national unity. The Iranian 
politician added that this was an ugly move 
by the team, even if the authorities had made 
mistakes in their handling of the Mahsa Amini 
affair (IRNA, 2022b).

A Weakened National Identity: A Risk 
for Iran
In their efforts to stop the erosion of identification 
with national symbols, regime supporters 
recently warned against the weakening of the 
national collective identity, as this poses a risk to 
Iran’s territorial integrity and unity. They present 
the trend as the reflection of a Western plot to 
divide Iran, as shown also by the encouragement 
of ethnic-linguistic minorities, mainly Kurds 
and Baluchis, to participate in demonstrations. 
The presence of these minorities has been 
prominent since the start of disturbances in 
September 2022, with anti-establishment calls 
to remove the discrimination against them and 
to extend their civil-political rights (Alfoneh, 
2022; Fiennes, 2022).

Minorities, including Azeri Turks, Kurds, 
Arabs, Baluchis, and Turkmens, make up 
almost half of Iran’s population, and they pose a 

challenge to the regime that is far from simple. 
They live primarily in the peripheral areas 
around Iran: the Azeri Turks in the northwest, the 
Kurds in the west, the Baluchis in the southeast, 
the Turkmens in the northeast, and the Arabs 
in Khuzestan. In the past these ethnic groups 
spawned separatist movements, some of which 
even set up independent states, although 
only for short periods, such as the Kurdish 
Republic of Mahabad and the Turkish Republic 
of Azerbaijan, which arose at the end of the 
Second World War. Outbreaks of violence were 
recorded in minority areas following the Islamic 
Revolution, particularly during the first two 
years. The efforts of the central government to 
integrate the many different ethnic communities 
into one national community did not resolve 
the core problems, and minorities claim they 
are treated unfairly by the authorities. Iran’s 
centralized development strategy has caused 
wide socioeconomic gaps between the center 
and the periphery and uneven allocation of state 
resources. The authorities are also accused 
of applying discrimination in education and 
employment, as well as preventing children in 
mostly minority areas from learning their local 
culture and languages in schools (Elling, 2013).

The ethnic issue has been a sensitive subject 
in Iran for many years, often leading to protests 
and violent conflicts in areas with minority 
populations such as Khuzestan, Baluchistan, 
and Kurdistan. Nevertheless, and in spite of 
deep differences between the ethnic groups, 
Iran has existed as a separate political and 
cultural entity for centuries. This sets it apart 
from national states in the Arab Middle East, 
whose borders were mainly drawn after the 
First World War by the Western powers. The 
considerable differences between the historical 
development of the ethnic minorities, their 
religious alliances (Sunni and Shia), and 
their degree of integration in Iranian society 
significantly reduce the threat they pose to 
Iran’s national unity. For example, most of the 
Arab minority living in Khuzestan are Shiite, 
which strengthens their attachment to the 
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Iranian national state and interfered with the 
efforts of Iraqi ruler Saddam Hussein to gain 
their support during the Iran-Iraq War. Over the 
years, many members of the ethnic minorities 
have held senior positions, including Supreme 
Leader Khamenei (half Azeri on his father’s 
side), former Prime Minister Mousavi (Azeri), 
former Speaker of the Parliament Karroubi 
(Lori), and Secretary of the Supreme National 
Security Council Samkhani (Arab). Moreover, as 
shown in research by Rasmus Elling and Kevan 
Harris, based on a wide-ranging social survey 
conducted in Iran in 2016, many Iranians do 
not always clearly define their ethnic-cultural 
identity, and sometimes see themselves as 
belonging to more than one group (Elling & 
Harris, 2021). 

Most demands from ethnic minorities focus 
on retaining identity and local culture and 
removing discrimination, rather than separating 
from Iran. However, the ongoing fear that 
minorities may wish to separate attaches special 
sensitivity to any external attempt to encourage 
separatism within Iran. For example, in January 
2021 a meeting of the Support Committee for the 
Arab Minority in Khuzestan, which was held in 
Cairo, sparked anger in the media and on social 
media in Iran. The conference was attended by 
representatives of the separatist Movement for 
the Liberation of Ahvaz (the capital of Khuzestan, 
and the Arab name for the province), religious 
Muslim leaders, representatives of al-Azhar 
College in Cairo, and some representatives of 
Egyptian political movements identified with 
Islamic movements, headed by Imad Abd al-
Ghafour , advisor to then-President Mohammed 
Morsi. The conference, which coincided with 
a visit to Cairo by Iranian foreign minister Ali 
Akbar Salehi, angered many Iranians who were 
opposed to expressions of separatism in Iran. 
They fiercely attacked the Egyptian government 
and President Morsi, and even demanded a 
strong Iranian response against Egypt, which 
was ostensibly working against Iran’s interests 
and challenging its territorial integrity (Zimmt, 
2012).

Public fears of dividing Iran, particularly in 
view of the growing challenge to the stability 
of the central government, are exploited by the 
regime in its attempts to gain public support, 
or at least to stop the erosion in the sense of 
national identity. An example of these efforts 
is the words of the Deputy Minister of Sport 
and Youth and hardliner internet activist Vahid 
Yaminpour, who warned of attempts by media 
hostile to the Islamic Republic to sow doubt in 
the minds of Iranians about their national unity 
in order to prepare the ground for a division 
of Iran. Yaminpour argued that attempts by 
foreign media to link protests and anger in 
Iran to attacks on national symbols are an 
expression of “media fraud,” designed to cause a 
breakdown of Iranian society (Asr-e Iran, 2022b). 
The Director of the Department of Culture and 
Islamic Guidance in Alborz Province, Saeed 
Jaberi Ansari, also linked identification with 
national symbols to the territorial integrity of 
the country. He contended that contempt for the 
anthem and the flag is evidence of opposition 
to Iranian unity; this must be resisted, since 
Iran’s territorial integrity does not depend on 
the consent of one government or another 
(Javan Online, 2022). Jalil Rahimi Jahanabadi, 
a member of the Majlis Committee for National 
Security and Foreign Policy, expressed a similar 
position when he warned against attempts 
by Iran’s enemies to attack its 3500-year-old 
identity using popular protest as an excuse. 
The Iranian politician posted on his Twitter 
account that weakening of national symbols 
such as the flag and the national soccer team 
is a dangerous strategy used by Iran’s enemies 
to divide the country and must be stopped 
(Jehan-Abadi, 2022).

The news site Fararu pointed to the link 
between respect for national symbols and 
recognition of the country’s borders. An editorial 
stated that the national flag represents a 
geographically defined country with recognized 
borders. Therefore, when protestors at rallies 
and demonstrations wave any flag other than 
the official flag of the Islamic Republic, such as 
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flags identified with ethnic-linguistic minorities 
or the lion and sun flag, which was used by 
Iran in the monarchic period that preceded 
the Islamic Revolution, they express support 
for the division of Iran. Disrespect for the 
national flag is found in two groups: members 
of separatist organizations, and people who are 
not aware of the flag’s importance. Anyone who 
considers himself Iranian and supports Iranian 
unity irrespective of religion, nationality, or 
political outlook must see contempt for the 
flag as crossing a red line, and supporters of 
attacks on the flag’s sanctity are preparing the 
ground for the destruction of their country’s 
territorial integrity (Fararu, 2022).

Return to Pre-Revolutionary and 
Pre-Islamic Symbols
Along with the fierce criticism of contempt for 
national symbols and the attempts to link this 
phenomenon with Western efforts to undermine 
Iran, there have been recent signs of a growing 
effort by the Iranian authorities to build public 
support around national symbols identified with 
Iran’s pre-revolutionary and even pre-Islamic 
past. The leader of the revolution Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini rejected nationalism as a 
legitimate ideology and defined Islam as the 
exclusive basis of Iran’s identity. However, as 
Meir Litvak showed, over the years, the Islamic 
Republic adopted nationalism and even created 
a modern Islamic nationalism. This nationalism 
has created new forms of collective identity 
and given broad sections of the population the 
possibility of playing a more active political role. 
In spite of the Islamic regime’s hostility to the 
blatant secularism of the Pahlavi regime that 
preceded the revolution and its rejection of 
the old regime’s attempts to stress Iran’s pre-
Islamic past, the Islamic Republic has adopted 
the national narrative, even if the authorities 
sometimes present it in Islamic trappings. The 
tension within the Iranian identity’s dual focus 
has not disappeared, but over the years has led 
to a synthesis: religious nationalism stresses 
the centrality of Islam as a dominant cultural 

factor and combines aspects of the pre-Islamic 
and Islamic cultures (Litvak, 2021). 

In his research, Menahem Merhavi found 
that as the revolutionary government became 
more established, its leaders no longer had a 
substantive fear of the ideological revival of 
Iranian nationalism. As a result, the religious 
establishment began to sanction a more 
placatory and inclusive approach to Iran’s pre-
Islamic past. Concrete political expression of 
the acceptance of pre-Islamic features of the 
Iranian identity came with the visit by President 
Mohammad Khatami in 2001 to Persepolis, 
an archaeological site that is associated with 
the glorification of the Iranian monarchy in 
the time of the heirs of Cyrus. On September 
13, 2010, President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
hosted a festive reception in honor of the Cyrus 
Cylinder, which Iran borrowed from the British 
Museum in London for a few months. The 
event was unusual in the Islamic Republic and 
deviated blatantly from the ideology guiding 
the revolutionary government. Moreover, at 
the ceremony, President Ahmadinejad praised 
Cyrus and said that his declaration of human 
rights was a continuation of the way of the 
prophets (Merhavi, 2017). 

The nurturing of religious nationalism was 
partly a reaction to profound processes in 
Iranian society. Not only was a strong Persian 
cultural identity maintained after the revolution, 
but sometimes it exceeded the religious-Islamic 
identity. While the efforts of the monarchical 
regime to shape a secular society actually 
strengthened religious identity, the widening 
gap between the Islamic regime and the public, 
and particularly the younger generation, led 
many Iranians to prefer the Persian focus of 

The nurturing of religious nationalism was partly a 
reaction to profound processes in Iranian society. 
Not only was a strong Persian cultural identity 
maintained after the revolution, but sometimes it 
exceeded the religious-Islamic identity. 



44 Strategic Assessment | Volume 26 | No. 1 |  March 2023

their national identity over the Islamic-Shiite 
focus. The continued celebration of pre-Islamic 
traditions in the Islamic Republic, such as the 
Persian New Year (Nowruz) and the tradition of 
Chaharshanbeh Suri—a traditional ceremony to 
drive out evil before the new year, celebrated on 
the last Wednesday of the year—is evidence of 
the intensity of the national-cultural component 
of the Iranian identity. In view of efforts by the 
Islamic Republic to maintain control of Iranian 
national identity, many Iranians decided to 
adopt their own version of identity, which 
distances itself from the focus on Shiite 
Islam, even though religion continues to be a 
fundamental component of the society (Rad, 
2022). They are supported by the erosion of the 
status of religion. The exaggerated politicization 
of religion in Iran, the regime’s failure to solve 
the severe economic and social problems, and 
the widespread corruption have dented much 
of the public’s support for the revolutionary 
government—and more importantly, weakened 
the attraction of religion in the eyes of many. 
Therefore, not only have pre-Islamic traditions 
persisted, but many middle class young 
people have developed a counter-culture that 
stresses the pre-Islamic Persian element of 
Iranian nationhood, in opposition to the state-
established Islam. In this process, events and 
historical symbols are exploited to construct 
a national narrative and identity that compete 
with the regime’s narrative. 

The clearest expression of this culture is 
Cyrus the Great Day, celebrated on October 
29, to perpetuate the memory of the founder 
of the Achaemenid Empire. This custom, which 
began in the last decade and is not included 
in the official Iranian calendar, runs counter to 
the ongoing effort by the regime to stress the 
religious-Islamic element of Iranian identity 
over the cultural Persian element. It is not by 
chance that the authorities imposed restrictions 
on holding ceremonies next to the grave of 
Cyrus. In October 2016, as Cyrus Day was 
marked, violent clashes broke out between 
the security forces and thousands of citizens 

who came to the grave site in Pasargadae in 
the Fars Province of southwest Iran, when 
they began shouting slogans critical of the 
government. In 2017, as Cyrus Day approached, 
the authorities announced that they intended 
to ban crowds gathering around the grave, and 
erected barriers on the main roads leading to 
the area. The Revolutionary Guards commander 
in Fars warned that the security forces and the 
judiciary would not allow “anti-revolutionary 
forces” to hold events around the grave and thus 
undermine security in the province (Mehr, 2017). 

Efforts by the authorities to prevent these 
ceremonies sparked criticism that they 
were missing an opportunity to strengthen 
feelings of national identity. Sociologist 
Mehran Solati compared the efforts to stop 
the commemoration of Cyrus to the Shah’s 
failed attempts to erase Islamic identity. Solati 
claimed that the growing obsession with Cyrus 
Day shows how the regime’s policy was actually 
reinforcing the pre-Islamic cultural identity of 
the citizens. Instead of trying to combine the 
different elements of Iranian identity, the regime 
is trying to Islamize Iranian society (Solati, 2017). 
The news website Tabnak also pointed out the 
increasing importance for many Iranians of 
commemorating Cyrus, and the ineffectiveness 
of government attempts to stop the ceremonies. 
An op-ed stated that not only does honoring 
the founder of the Persian Empire pose no 
risk to Iran’s national security; it could even 
be exploited to strengthen citizens’ feelings of 
national solidarity (Tabnak, 2017).

Nonetheless, these voices have not led 
to a change in a government policy, whose 
consequences are very clear today. Journalist 
and political activist Said Hajjarian recently 
blamed the erosion of national identity on 
the regime’s failure to unite the public around 
non-Islamic/religious symbols. Referring to the 
events at the World Cup, Hajjarian—considered 
one of the leading strategists of the reformist 
movement—claimed that the weakening of 
national symbols was the result of the absence 
of a “civilian religion,” i.e., an alternative set of 
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ceremonies, beliefs, and symbols that have 
sacred validity in a modern state, such as 
memorial days, national events, or government 
symbols. He said that the Islamic Republic has 
not managed to create a civilian alternative to 
the symbols of pre-revolutionary Iran, such as 
the monarchy. Due to the weakening of religion 
in Iranian society and the regime’s failure to 
provide an alternative through the official 
revolutionary ideology, and in the absence 
of a colonial past that could have produced 
symbols such as those found elsewhere, for 
example in India, the Islamic Republic was 
left with no strong foundation for solidarity 
(Kebna, 2022).

The regime’s increasing concern about 
the weakening of national solidarity led to 
stronger efforts to unite the public around 
symbols that are not identified with Islam or 
the Islamic Republic. Expressions of these efforts 
can be seen in billboards erected in Tehran 
during the World Cup. In some billboards the 
national team’s players are shown alongside 
images of pre-Islamic heroes taken from Iranian 
mythology (Carmi, 2022). The attempt to 
reinforce patriotic feelings is also seen in the 
unusual prominence given to the anthem “Ey 
Iran,” written in 1944 and associated with pre-
revolutionary nationalism. Although it never 
received official status, “Ey Iran” became the de 
facto anthem during the transition from the fall 
of the Shah in 1979 to the adoption of the official 
anthem “May Iran be Eternal” in 1980, followed 
by its replacement in 1992 by the current 
anthem of the Islamic Republic (Khordad, 2022). 
Since “Ey Iran” is largely identified with the 
monarchy, over the years it has been adopted 
by many critics and opponents of the regime 
as an alternative to the official anthem, and 
to some extent has become an expression of 
anti-regime protests. In early December 2022 
the Iranian media reported that it was sung by 
a group of 300 young men and women in Azadi 
Square in Tehran (Mashregh News, 2022b). 
A few days later there were reports that the 
national orchestra played this anthem at an 

event marking International Volunteers Day 
(Alef, 2022). The regime’s changing attitude to 
this older anthem, which is considered a marker 
of traditional national identity, could indicate 
an attempt to use it to strengthen support for 
the regime.

The playing of “Ey Iran” is particularly 
striking against a background of efforts by the 
conservative religious establishment since mid-
2022 to gain support from the public, especially 
the young, with a series of mass events where 
children and young people sang a religious 
anthem called “Listen Commander!” This 
anthem was first performed in March 2022 on 
the 15th day of the Muslim month of Shaban, 
celebrating the birth of the 12th Imam, who 
according to Shia faith disappeared in the year 
874 and is due to return as the savior (Mahdi) 
at the end of days and bring justice to the 
world. The clip of the anthem was filmed in 
the Jamkaran Mosque near the city of Qom, 
one of the religious institutions most closely 
identified with the belief in the return of the 
Mahdi, and was first broadcast on national 
television immediately following the broadcast 
of Khamenei’s speech marking the Iranian New 
Year (1401) on March 20, 2022. The anthem has 
a modern rhythmic style, unlike traditional 
religious songs, and includes a call to the 12th 
Imam and expresses the hope for his return. 
It also reflects support for the Guardianship 
of the Islamic Jurist led by Khamenei and 
incorporates references to the leader’s call to 
the younger generation of the 21st century to 
enlist on behalf of the motherland. In addition, 
the anthem praises the commander of the Quds 
Force of the Revolutionary Guards Qassem 
Soleimani, who was killed in Iraq in January 
2020 by the United States. The anthem likewise 
mentions the Iranian revolutionary leader Mirza 
Kuchak Khan, founder of the Jungle Movement, 
a guerrilla movement that operated in the 
forests of northern Iran against the forces of 
the monarchy, and with the support of Russian 
Cossacks, thwarted the achievements of the 
constitutional revolution in 1906. Kuchak Khan, 
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who was defeated by the army forces in 1921 
and froze to death in the Gilan forest after the 
failure of his revolt, is still considered an Iranian 
patriot who fought against foreign intervention 
in his country (Zimmt, 2022b). 

Events where this religious anthem was 
played were covered widely by the national 
media, and stimulated serious public and 
media debate. Supporters of the demonstrators 
claimed that they enabled the Islamic Republic 
to rally the young around religious and national 
symbols and strengthen their religious faith. 
According to supporters of this phenomenon, 
the clip offers an alternative to Western 
music, which has become popular among 
young Iranians. The government news agency 
published an article saying that the anthem 
had created a wave of social solidarity, and its 
enormous popularity was proof of the possibility 
of a cultural opposition to the “vulgar works” 
aimed at the new generation (IRNA, 2022a). The 
Nour News website, which is identified with the 
Supreme National Security Council, argued that 
the clip provides an important tool for creating 
a sense of unity at a time when the Iranian 
nation needs harmony (2022). However, its 
opponents argue that it encourages militarism, 
is an abuse of children in the service of regime 
propaganda, and is designed to distract public 
attention from the growing economic and social 
distress in the country. Some of the critics 
even compared the mass demonstrations to 
propaganda demonstrations in Nazi Germany 
and fascist Italy in the early 20th century, and 
to similar demonstrations in tyrannical states 
in the region and beyond, such as North Korea 
(Zimmt, 2022b).

Conclusion: From Erosion of 
Regime Legitimacy to Erosion of 
Identification with the Regime’s 
Religious Nationalism
In recent years there has been perceptible, 
steady erosion in the Iranian public’s trust in 
state institutions and the regime’s legitimacy. 
During popular protests in the latter half of 
the second decade of the 21st century, there 
were cries of “conservatives, reformists, the 
story is over for all of you,” demonstrating the 
loss of trust in both of Iran’s principal political 
camps. This growing mistrust has been fueled 
by the authorities’ failure to deal with the 
severe economic crisis, natural disasters, and 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The erosion of public 
trust is also clearly evident in the protests 
that followed the regime’s mishandling of 
the shooting down of a Ukrainian passenger 
plane in January 2020 by the Revolutionary 
Guards. The regime’s weak response and 
the confession by the commander of the Air 
Force of the Revolutionary Guards, Amir-Ali 
Hajizadeh,  that the the Revolutionary Guards 
were responsible for firing the missile, brought 
thousands of angry citizens into the streets to 
protest against senior regime figures who had 
tried to whitewash the details for three days. An 
Iranian news website referred to the damage 
caused by the authorities to public trust, saying 
that while the Ukrainian plane was only struck 
by one missile, public trust had been struck by 
thousands of missiles (Asr-e Iran, 2020).

The regime’s legitimacy crisis can be clearly 
seen in the more frequent and extreme popular 
protests in recent years. Sources close to former 
President Hassan Rouhani have also warned 
about this trend. In early 2018, at a conference in 
Tehran, Hesam al-Din Ashna, Rouhani’s advisor 
and head of the Strategic Research Center in 
the President’s Office, warned that since the 
protests had taken on a political and social 
character, they could call the very legitimacy 
of the regime into question (ISPA, 2018). With 
protests ongoing since September 2022, it 
appears that not only is there a deepening 

Despite the challenges that have emerged since 
the Islamic Revolution, and particularly in recent 
years, the Iranian regime has continued to retain 
the powers that allowed it to survive, including the 
ability to recruit public support. 
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crisis of legitimacy but also signs of erosion in 
the status of contemporary national symbols 
identified with the Islamic Republic and the 
sense of national identification, which had 
remained a prominent feature of Iranian society 
despite social changes and the widening gap 
between the regime and the public. 

This does not necessarily mean that Iran’s 
citizens are less patriotic or nationalist, but 
more and more they identify state symbols 
with the regime. Even after the 1979 revolution, 
these symbols were seen to represent unity, 
national honor, and pride, but now they are 
more identified with the Islamic Republic. The 
growing alienation between “Iran” and the 
“Islamic Republic” calls into question the ability 
of the state authorities to maintain national 
and social solidarity in the long term. This is 
particularly true under current conditions where 
Iran could slide into an ongoing revolutionary 
situation, characterized by endless unrest and 
occasional displays of civil disobedience. An 
Iranian economic daily recently warned that 
erosion of the national identity could also 
affect the country’s economic performance. 
The newspaper argued that national identity is 
an essential element in the national structure, 
and that countries whose national identity 
is weakened are unable to manage their 
economies effectively because they cannot 
be sure that individuals will take full advantage 
of their abilities to promote the development 
and advancement of their country. As proof, the 
paper cited the economic success of countries 
such as Japan, China, and Germany, whose 
economic prosperity also depends on their 
success at maintaining a strong national identity 
(Donya-ye-Eghtesadi, 2022).

Despite the challenges that have emerged 
since the Islamic Revolution, and particularly in 
recent years, the Iranian regime has continued 
to retain the powers that allowed it to survive, 
including the ability to recruit public support. 
The national solidarity and collectivism that 
characterized Iranian society have encouraged 
willingness to rally around the flag and support 

the regime against internal and external 
challenges. However, the ongoing erosion of 
the internal unity and collective commitment 
to religious nationalism and state institutions 
that the regime is trying to foster could further 
damage not only the already shaky foundations 
of regime legitimacy, but also its ability to call 
on the public, which it was formerly able to 
do with some success in times of emergency 
and national crisis, including external threats.
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Hezbollah’s system for financing terror includes criminal activities such as 
involvement in counterfeit goods. The organization has established an extensive 
infrastructure for counterfeiting materials in Latin America, Lebanon, the United 
States, Europe, and elsewhere, and deals in forged goods such as CDs, clothing, 
food, cigarettes, medicines, currency, and documents in an industry that has 
generated hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue for the organization over 
the years. This article examines the development of the Hezbollah counterfeit 
goods operations. Sketching a picture of the counterfeit goods business as one of 
Hezbollah’s varied sources of financing, it heightens awareness of the involvement 
of terror organizations in the industry. The findings show that counterfeit goods are 
not Hezbollah’s main source of income, but they illustrate important features of the 
organization, such as its goal of financial independence and its broad involvement 
in crime. The impact of the industry on the Israeli economy is insignificant, but 
it has the potential for increasing Hezbollah’s capabilities to wage war on Israel.
Keywords: Hezbollah, terror, funding, Iran, Lebanon, crime, counterfeit goods, forgery, fake medicines

Introduction
Terrorist activity requires considerable financial 
resources (Darshan-Leitner & Katz, 2020; 
Gendron, 2017; Shelley, 2014). It is funded 
in part by transfers of money from terror-
supporting countries, donations from charitable 

associations, exploitation of resources from 
failed states, and involvement in crime (Shay, 
2020; Gendron, 2017; Shelley, 2014).

Almost any product, good, or document can 
be the subject of forgery processes, including 
CDs, cigarettes, fashion labels, medicines, 
currency, and various documents (Arena, 
2006; Unifab, 2016; UNODC, 2019), and one 
of the criminal activities pursued by terrorist 
organizations is the production of counterfeit 
goods, forged cash, and faked documents. 
These are crimes relating to intellectual 
property where the terrorist organizations 
manufacture, copy, and sell fake or pirated 
products. The faking process requires the 
organization to invest considerable resources 

One of the criminal activities pursued by 
terrorist organizations is the production of 
counterfeit goods, forged cash, and faked 
documents. These are crimes relating to 
intellectual property where the terrorist 
organizations manufacture, copy, and sell 
fake or pirated products. 
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in the preparation of infrastructure by acquiring 
machinery, establishing factories, recruiting 
suitable human capital, and collaborating with 
crime organizations (Arena, 2006; EUIPO, 2020; 
Unifab, 2016).

Hezbollah, which is deeply entrenched in 
the social, political, and security establishment 
in Lebanon (Shay, 2020), is engaged in various 
fundraising activities. Iran is its main financial 
resource, providing hundreds of millions of 
dollars every year (U.S. Department of State, 
2020), but the organization also operates 
independently to raise additional capital, 
whether legally or illegally (Ottolenghi, 2021). 
Beyond Tehran, Hezbollah’s sources of income 
include donations from charity organizations, 
private donations, revenues from legitimate 
businesses, and from the activities of criminals 
and organized crime. Income from crime 
includes the drug trade, arms dealing, fraud, 
smuggling, and counterfeiting goods (Shay, 
2020; Besenyő et al., 2022).

The counterfeit goods and forged cash 
industry run by Hezbollah is hardly mentioned 
in academic research; the legal authorities in 
many countries tend to focus on crimes with a 
more prominent social, judicial, and economic 
profile, such as the drug trade, and there is 
often a tendency in society to downplay the 
seriousness of intellectual property crimes 
such as forged goods, even when they are 
carried out by terrorist organizations (Darshan-
Leitner & Katz, 2020; Levy, 2022; Unifab, 2016; 
EUIPO, 2020). Studies on Hezbollah’s trade 
in counterfeit goods have revealed worrying 
findings. For example, Boaz Ganor and Miri 
Halperin Wernli (2013), who focused on 
Hezbollah’s production of fake medicines, 
found that the income from the fake medicine 
trade amounted to tens and even hundreds 
of millions of dollars per annum. Researchers 
Nitsana Darshan-Leitner and Samual Katz 
(2020) claim that Hezbollah has produced 
forged banknotes of very high quality for tens 
of millions of dollars. Nonetheless, research 
into Hezbollah’s counterfeit goods industry 

as a source of funding for the organization is 
still lacking.

Against this backdrop, this study examines 
the development of Hezbollah’s trade in fake 
goods, an area that has not attracted much 
academic research. The article does not intend 
to develop a theoretical infrastructure on the 
subject of counterfeit goods, but rather to 
increase awareness about the involvement 
of terrorist organizations in forged materials. 
It shows that at this stage there is little 
international effort to combat this criminal 
activity, while strong international efforts 
are devoted to other types of crime involving 
Hezbollah, such as the drug trade. 

The article opens with a description of 
the involvement of terror organizations in 
the counterfeit goods market. This section 
stresses that the engagement of terrorist 
organizations in crime, including fake goods, 
is not exceptional, and that it is actually just 
one source of funding. This is followed by 
a survey of Hezbollah’s sources of income, 
showing how Iran has been and remains 
Hezbollah’s main source of finance, although 
over the years the organization has developed 
other sources of funds, including apparently 
legitimate activities, as well as extensive 
involvement in crime. The third section focuses 
on a description of the Hezbollah counterfeit 
industry, and deals with the development of 
different types of fake goods, from brand-name 
cigarettes to CDs, medicine, and cash, and 
discusses Iranian involvement and the impact 
on Israel. It shows that Hezbollah’s counterfeit 
goods business yields it substantial revenues, 
and illustrates the organization’s ability to 
adapt rapidly in its search for alternative 
sources of funds.

The failure by the law enforcement agencies 
and security services in many countries to focus 
on Hezbollah’s fake goods activities (while 
not necessarily ignoring the organization’s 
involvement in crime in general) hinders the 
ability to gather data on the scope of the 
phenomenon. The article attempts to deal with 
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the methodological limitation by collecting 
data from primary sources, such as government 
reports in Israel, the United States, Europe, 
and international organizations such as the 
UN and the OECD that have focused on the 
involvement of terrorist organizations, among 
them Hezbollah, in various types of crime, 
including counterfeit goods. The sources review 
Hezbollah’s counterfeit goods activity from 
the early 2000s to the start of 2023, in order 
to reveal as much as possible about the fake 
goods industry and show how it has changed 
over the years. The combination of sources 
allows the construction of a clearer picture of 
Hezbollah’s involvement in the industry over 
the past two decades. In addition, this study 
uses traditional academic resources such as 
articles and the historical literature dealing 
with terrorist organizations’ involvement in 
criminal activities such as counterfeit goods 
as a source of funding.

Terrorist Organizations and 
Counterfeit Goods
As terrorist attacks require a great deal of 
finances, terrorist organizations must find and 
maintain regular sources of income for their 
activities. The organizations need access to 
financing to recruit people, supply their basic 
needs such as food, drink, and accommodations, 
and promise them protection. They must also 
buy weapons, set up infrastructures such as 
explosives workshops, collect intelligence, 
produce propaganda, and help the families 
of their fighters (Darshan-Leitner & Katz, 2020; 
Gendron, 2017; Shelley, 2014). The cost of a 
terrorist operation varies from organization 
to organization and according to the type of 
action, where some types of attack can cost 
a few hundred dollars (from recruitment to 
execution), while a more complex operation 
such as the September 11 attacks cost al-Qaeda 
almost half a million dollars (Lowe, 2006; The 
9/11 Commission report, 2004). In the end, 
however, every terrorist action involves some 
degree of financial cost. 

Terrorist organizations can obtain funding 
for their operations from a variety of sources, 
including funds from supporting countries, 
exploitation of precious resources of failed 
states, donations from charitable associations 
and private individuals, management 
of ostensibly legitimate businesses, and 
involvement in crime (Shay, 2020; Gendron, 
2017; Shelley, 2014). Therefore, many countries 
and international organizations such as the UN 
that work actively to thwart terror sometimes 
monitor the organizations’ sources of funding. 
For example, Article 2 of the 1999 International 
Convention for the Suppression of the Financing 
of Terrorism forbids all forms of terrorism 
funding, whether directly or indirectly, or in any 
way that money can be collected and transferred 
in full or in part, knowingly or unknowingly, 
for use in terrorist activities (United Nations, 
1999). As a result of international monitoring 
of terrorism funding and the accompanying 
penalties, terrorist organizations turn to criminal 
activities to finance their activities (Shelley, 
2014; UNODC, 2019).

Although there is a difference between 
the motives for terror—most attacks have 
political, religious, or ideological objectives—
and the motives for crime, which are primarily 
financial, there is a partial overlap between 
terror and criminal activity, and there are even 
collaborations between organizations (Gendron, 
2017; UNODC, 2019). The ways in which terror 
organizations can derive economic gain from 
crime are quite varied, and include arms dealing, 
drug trade, human trafficking, and trade of 
banned goods; smuggling; kidnapping; theft; 
fraud, including cyber fraud; money laundering; 
piracy; faking goods; and forging cash (Gendron, 
2017). 

Counterfeiting goods is defined by the 
World Trade Organization in the framework of 
intellectual property theft. Intellectual property 
falls under a legal right intended to protect 
intellectual activity in industry, science, and art, 
which includes protecting patents, trademarks, 
and copyright. Counterfeiting involves dealing 
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in “goods, including packaging, bearing without 
authorization a trademark which is identical to 
the trademark validly registered in respect of 
such goods, or which cannot be distinguished 
in its essential aspects from such a trademark, 
and which therefore infringes the rights of the 
owner of the trademark in question under the 
law of the country of importation” (World Trade 
Organization, 1995, p. 342). However, counterfeit 
goods take many different forms, such as CDs, 
movies, books, fashion items, graphical images, 
patents, and others. It is also possible to fake 
certificates and documents, and forge money 
(banknotes and coins) (Unifab, 2016).

The OECD estimates that in 2019 the total 
extent of the global counterfeiting industry 
amounted to about $464 billion (the latest 
available figure); about $500 billion in 2017; $509 
billion in 2016; and over $600 billion in 2014. 
While these figures show a downward trend in 
the trade in counterfeit goods, they are based 
only on goods seized by the customs authorities 
and therefore do not include goods not seized, 
or intangible goods such as computer software. 
These amounts represent 3.7 percent of global 
trade in 2014, and 2.5 percent in 2019 (OECD/
EUIPO, 2019, 2021).

These official figures could well be 
significantly lower than the real extent of 
counterfeiting, largely because of the difficulty 
of identifying fake goods among the huge 
volumes of shipments of legitimate products 
(Shelley, 2014). Therefore, a crude estimate 
by the US Department of Commerce is that 
before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
global trade in fake and pirated goods was worth 
between $1.7 and 4.5 trillion (U.S. Department 
of Commerce, 2020). International enforcement 
agencies stress that this is the biggest black 
market economy. It is therefore not surprising 
that terrorist organizations are part of the 
counterfeit industry, because of the huge 
potential for financial gain (UNODC, 2019).

Nevertheless, the involvement of terror 
organizations in the counterfeiting of goods 
is not self-evident, since it requires specific 

infrastructures, such as factories and workshops, 
the recruitment of suitable professionals, or 
collaboration with criminal elements that 
already have the required means to fake goods 
and produce forgeries. Assuming that terrorist 
organizations prefer to channel their resources 
to terror attacks, the question is why they 
divert resources to set up the infrastructure 
for counterfeiting, which could expose them 
to police and security inspection. There are 
several reasons: first, the perception is that the 
severity of penalties for the crime is relatively 
mild when compared to crimes such as drug 
dealing and human trafficking (Unifab, 2016; 
EUIPO, 2020; Arena, 2006). For example, in 
Israel the penalty for counterfeiting ranges 
on average between three and seven years in 
prison, and the penalties in Europe are similar 
(Unifab, 2016). By contrast, the penalty for 
human trafficking is 16 years in prison (Penal 
Code, 1977), and the penalty for making and 
dealing in drugs can be up to 20 years in prison 
(Dangerous Drugs, 1973).

Second, this is an industry in which the 
profit remains high relative to the investment. 
Counterfeit goods have a potential international 
market significantly bigger than the market 
for other banned products such as drugs. 
There is a wide range of fake goods available, 
such as medicines, fashion items, CDs, books, 
certificates, documents, and money, while the 
drug market is relatively limited, aimed only at 
drug users. At the same time, the high price of 
drugs compensates for the “limited” market 
size in comparison with fake goods (Unifab, 
2016; EUIPO, 2020), and this also explains why 
people are prepared to deal in drugs in spite 
of the severe penalties.

Third, the legal authorities in many countries 
tend to focus on crime with a prominent social, 
economic, and judicial profile, such as arms and 
drug dealings, and less on intellectual property 
crime (EUIPO, 2020; Lowe, 2006; Unifab, 2016). 
One reason why police and security forces tend 
to downplay the struggle against counterfeiting 
by terror organizations is the assumption that 
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over the years the drug trade has brought in 
billions of dollars for terrorist organizations 
such as Hezbollah (Darshan-Leitner & Katz, 
2020), while other crimes such as counterfeit 
goods and forgery bring in profits estimated at 
“only” tens or hundreds of millions of dollars 
(Unifab, 2016). Apparently counterfeiting to 
this extent does not significantly affect Western 
economies (Levy, 2022).

Another challenge facing law enforcement 
in their struggle to tackle the problem is that 
the fake industries are very decentralized, and 
individual infrastructures are not developed to 
commercial levels, so that it is hard to identify 
their activity and their motives. The authorities 
often also categorize crime in different ways, 
such as “organized crime,” “terror,” “product 
fraud,” and “counterfeit goods,” and this has 
a direct effect on how the authorities regard 
it and on the extent of their powers to deal 
with it. In addition, it can be hard to identify 
the link between sales of counterfeit goods 
and terrorism finance. Investigations of 
counterfeiting tend to focus on the criminal 
aspects, and thus miss the opportunity to link 
it to terrorism (Spink, 2017).

Terrorist organizations that decide to deal 
with counterfeit goods do so in a variety of 
means, including direct involvement in the 
production, manufacture, distribution, and 
sale of the fake products (Shelley, 2014). The 
process is managed by the organization, and 
the proceeds are transferred directly to its 
terrorist operations. Another way involves the 
activity of criminals or supporters of the terrorist 
organization, who are themselves engaged in 
the counterfeit products business and send 
some of their profits to the organization (Shelley, 
2014). When goods are faked by supporters of 
the organization, the usual motive is personal 
profit for the producers and not necessarily 
strong ties to the ideological motive. In other 
words, the counterfeiters are first of all trying to 
profit by crime, and they only divert their surplus 
profits to the organization (Sullivan et al, 2014; 
Spink, 2017). The money is usually transferred 

to the terrorist organization indirectly, through 
charity associations, religious associations, and 
social services operated by the organization 
(Lowe, 2006). Faking of goods by terrorist 
organizations and their supporters can be 
identified on all continents—North America, 
Europe, Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, 
and parts of Asia (Shelley, 2014).

A widely-quoted estimate by international 
security elements is that almost all the older 
terrorist organizations have engaged at one time 
or another in the business of counterfeit goods—
be it manufacture, transportation, or storage, 
or by obtaining financing from other criminals 
engaged in counterfeiting who support the aims 
of the terrorist group. Apart from Hezbollah, 
organizations that have been involved in the 
counterfeiting business include the Irish IRA, 
which inter alia faked veterinary medicines 
(Lowe, 2006); the Basque group ETA, which 
faked clothing and branded accessories; the 
Colombian FARC, which faked CDs; al-Qaeda, 
which inter alia faked medicines and branded 
clothing; Lashkar-e-Taiba in Pakistan, which 
faked cigarettes; Islamic State, which inter alia 
engaged in forging documents; and Hamas in 
Gaza, which faked food brands and clothing 
brands. All these organizations enjoyed huge 
profits from the counterfeit business, amounting 
to tens and even hundreds of millions of dollars 
every year (Unifab, 2016). 

Funding Hezbollah
While operating under Iranian sponsorship, 
Hezbollah is carefully incorporated into all areas 
of life in Lebanon. In the eyes of Iran, Hezbollah 
is the most successful model for exporting the 
Iranian Islamic Revolution, particularly to Shiite 
communities worldwide (Shay, 2020). However, 
the variety of such activities requires Hezbollah 
to rely on extensive funding to promote its 
objectives. Data from the US administration 
show that in recent years Hezbollah’s funding 
is estimated at over a billion dollars, of which 
at least $700 million were grants from Iran—in 
addition to the weapons that Iran supplies to the 
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organization (U.S. Department of State, 2020; 
U.S. CRS, 2023), while another $300 million were 
obtained through legal and illegal activities 
initiated by Hezbollah itself (Ottolenghi, 2021).

A more conservative approach from the 
RAND research institute, which inter alia studies 
security issues, stresses that the estimate of 
$700 million from Iran may be exaggerated, but 
Iran is still the organization’s main source of 
funding and weapons (Tabatabai & Clarke, 2019). 
The Foundation for Defense of Democracies 
(FDD) states that Iran’s annual direct funding 
to Hezbollah is $100-300 million, with the 
variations due to the sanctions imposed on 
Iran, fluctuations in the price of oil (which affect 
the Iranian economy), and Iran’s involvement 
in other conflicts, such as in Syria and Yemen 
(Fanusie & Entz, 2017). In addition, due to 
international sanctions on Iran, there are reports 
that in the previous decade, Qatar helped to 
fund Hezbollah’s political wing to the tune of 
a cumulative $300 million,1 while Russia also 
indirectly sent weapons to Hezbollah, as part 
of the aid given to the organization to shore 
up the Assad regime in Syria during the Syrian 
civil war (Shaw, 2019). 

In spite of the international sanctions on 
Iran, the extent of Iranian aid to Hezbollah has 
increased over the years, from some $100-200 
million almost a decade ago, without considering 
the range of weapons that Iran supplies to the 
organization (Gendron, 2017; Cannon, 2015). But 
this longstanding aid from Iran is not sufficient 
for Hezbollah’s needs, since it is engaged in 
building up and extending its military force, 
in addition to its involvement in community 
life in Lebanon. It has therefore decided to 
develop additional sources of finance, and 
to secure a regular income in case of future 
problems with the Iranian support for whatever 
reason (Berkowitz, 2007; Shaw, 2019). In other 
words, it appears that the organization wishes 
to establish a sustainable financing system so 
that it can achieve economic independence, 
particularly if the flow of aid from Iran stops. 

Reports show that Hezbollah’s additional 
sources of funding, apart from Iran and 
involvement in crime, cover a wide range of 
income streams: charity associations—generally 
located outside Lebanon; private donations—
mainly from Shiite individuals and communities 
living in Africa and Latin America (Shay, 2020); 
legitimate businesses and links with a variety of 
commercial elements (Besenyő et al., 2022); and 
services that the organization provides to civil 
institutions in fields such as education, health, 
and welfare, some of which are provided free 
of charge and others for payment (Shay, 2020). 
In addition, some of the Lebanese government 
budget is seen as a source of income for 
Hezbollah, which participates in political activity 
and has representatives in the parliamentary 
system. The budgets allocated by the Lebanese 
government are ostensibly intended for the 
organization’s civilian objectives, such as 
working in health and welfare and helping 
Shiite communities (Shay, 2020). 

Hezbollah’s financial sources are designed 
to enable it to maintain a large fighting force to 
deploy against Israel, and to extend its activities 
inside Lebanon, as well as increase its aid to 
Shiite and other communities. For example, 
it has regular expenses for its military needs, 
such as salaries, aid to wounded fighters and 
their families, training, and other operational 
activities. Its civilian activities involve regular 
expenses for the upkeep of its institutions, 
such as its social welfare system, which is 
separate from Lebanon’s failed state system, 
its network of schools, reconstruction of regions, 
and assistance for populations that suffered 
during clashes with Israel (Berkowitz, 2007).

Hezbollah’s financial sources are designed to 
enable it to maintain a large fighting force to 
deploy against Israel, and to extend its activities 
inside Lebanon, as well as increase its aid to Shiite 
and other communities. 
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However, its sources of funding expose the 
organization to two main weaknesses. First, 
the Iranian grant makes it heavily dependent 
on Tehran, so that any reduction in the finance 
from Iran will cut into its military and civilian 
operations (Berkowitz, 2007). This dependence 
could also act as a restraining influence on 
Hezbollah, as happened after the Second 
Lebanon War. At the end of the war, Iran 
criticized Hezbollah for embarking on a military 
escapade against Israel without consulting it, 
thus forfeiting part of the missile repository 
supplied by Iran specifically for use in the event 
of an Israeli attack on Iran (Zisser, 2011). The 
second weakness is that the additional sources 
of finance—and particularly finance based on 
illegal activity—exposes the organization to 
monitoring by the international system. The 
broader Hezbollah’s array of activity and the 
more widely dispersed geographically, the 
greater the risk of exposure to international 
monitoring of its foreign funds (Berkowitz, 2007). 

Over the years there have been international 
moves that challenged the organization and its 
supporters with respect to the transfer of money 
and equipment. For example, Hezbollah is 
recognized as a terrorist organization (including 
its organizational structure—both military and 
civilian) by dozens of countries, among them 
the United States, Australia, Britain, Germany, 
Holland, and Latin American countries such as 
Argentina, Colombia, and Paraguay, and even 
the Arab League (Intelligence and Terrorism 
Information Center, 2020b). In addition, UN 
Security Council Resolution 1701 (UNSCR, 
2006) passed after the Second Lebanon War 
in 2006, prohibits the sale of weapons and 
associated equipment to any military force 
in Lebanon, except the Lebanese government 
(U.S. Department of State, 2020; Besenyő et 
al., 2022).

In 2018 the United States declared Hezbollah 
to be one of the world’s five largest criminal 
organizations (U.S. Department of Justice, 
2018). As a result, it is subject to international 
sanctions as a terrorist organization, while 

it, its members, and its supporters are also 
subject to sanctions as a criminal organization 
(Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center, 
2018). Hezbollah has thus become a criminal 
organization similar to the international drug 
cartels and other groups, due to its involvement 
in money laundering, the drug trade, fraud, 
and forgery. The US move has led to the 
establishment of a special task force with 
resources and powers to monitor and stop the 
activity of international criminal organizations, 
and to indict them not only for terrorism but also 
for criminal activity on behalf of Hezbollah and 
its supporters. The task force will also facilitate 
diplomatic cooperation between countries to 
track Hezbollah’s financial activities, as part of 
a joint struggle against organized crime, and 
not only the war on terror (Intelligence and 
Terrorism Information Center, 2018).

In view of the international efforts to tackle 
Hezbollah’s sources of funds, including crime, 
the question arises as to what portion of 
Hezbollah’s funding is indeed based on crime. In 
2016, the leader of Hezbollah claimed that all its 
funding came from Iran, in an attempt to ward 
off international accusations of involvement in 
crime. In fact, Iran provides only 70-80 percent 
of its finances each year, which varies due to 
the sanctions imposed on Iran, changes in oil 
prices, and Iran’s involvement in other conflicts 
(Shaw, 2019).

Naturally, the data on Hezbollah funding 
is not consistent, since the organization 
tries to hide this information, but another 
report states that after the Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA) in the United States 
launched the Cassandra Project in 2008 to 
fight Hezbollah’s drug trade, it was estimated 
that the organization’s revenues from activity 
based on crime totaled over a billion dollars a 
year (Meyer, 2017). In spite of the lack of clarity 
regarding the exact figures, it is obvious that 
Hezbollah derives enormous income from 
international criminal activity, including the 
drug trade, weapons smuggling, and counterfeit 
goods (Shaw, 2019).
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Hezbollah Counterfeit Goods and 
Money
Hezbollah’s counterfeit operations are carried 
out in a number of ways: directly by the 
organization, which establishes infrastructures 
to manufacture and market counterfeit 
goods (Ganor & Halperin Wernli, 2013); 
through countries that support Hezbollah, 
such as Iran, which sends the organization 
counterfeit products and forged money that 
it then distributes and sells (Besenyő et al., 
2022); through individual supporters who raise 
money from criminal activities and send the 
organization some of their profits (Shelley, 
2014); and through criminal organizations 
and individuals in several countries, such as 
China, Argentina, Canada, and Brazil, which are 
engaged in counterfeiting goods and forging 
money and documents, and knowingly or 
unknowingly collaborate with Hezbollah or 
its activists (Levitt, 2016).

Hezbollah’s forgery industry is an integral 
part of the international criminal network 
operated by the organization. The network, 
involved in numerous illegal activities, including 
the drug trade, smuggling, money laundering, 
counterfeit goods, and of course forgery, spans 
the globe, but is concentrated in areas such as 
Latin America, Europe, and Africa, where most 
forgery takes place (Levitt, 2017).

The organization’s principal center for forgery 
is in Ciudad Del Este in southeast Paraguay, at 
the hub of the triangle where the borders of 
Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay meet. This is one 
of the world’s most prominent crime centers, 
where among other crimes, large quantities of 
goods are faked, forged, and smuggled. The 
three countries define the triangle as a free trade 
area, and it is considered the most important 
center of financing for Islamic terror outside 
the Middle East (Ottolenghi, 2021; RAND, 2009; 
Shelley, 2014).

Cigarettes, Tax Stamps, and CDs
Early evidence of Hezbollah’s involvement in 
counterfeit goods and money was gathered 

in the mid-1990s, when it was engaged in 
forging tax stamps for cigarettes and credit 
cards in the United States. During Operation 
Smokescreen, run by the US Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF), the FBI, 
and other authorities in 2002, it was revealed 
that Hezbollah operatives in North Carolina 
had been busy since the 1990s forging credit 
cards, checks, and Social Security cards for fake 
identities, as well as cigarettes and tax stamps 
on cigarette packs (ATF, 2016). The scope of 
the forgeries was estimated at over $8 million 
(Unifab, 2016).

In fact, the production of cigarettes 
with forged tax stamps on the package was 
considered one of Hezbollah’s first large-scale 
counterfeit endeavors. Counterfeit cigarette 
factories operated by Hezbollah were found in 
the United States and in the Brazil/ Argentina/ 
Paraguay triangle. In the early 2000s, one factory 
in the US is estimated to have made profits of 
half a million dollars each week from thousands 
of cartons of cigarettes (Belli et al., 2015). The 
business did not all take place under one roof, 
and there is evidence of other factories in North 
Carolina, Detroit, Los Angeles, and elsewhere, 
but the forged tax stamps on the packs were 
made in Paraguay and Brazil, and the cigarettes 
with the tax stamps were then smuggled to 
markets worldwide (Levitt, 2016). The US legal 
authorities estimate that in the years 1996-
2004, the Hezbollah cigarette counterfeiters in 
the United States generated over $30 million 
in revenues, which were transferred to the 
organization’s terror activities (Sullivan et al., 
2014). 

Repeated exposure of fake cigarette factories 
and warehouses in the United States by the 
ATF led to collaboration between authorities 
in the US and Latin America, and above all in 
the triangle mentioned above, and revealed 
Hezbollah’s extensive network of faking and 
smuggling in the years 2005-2009. Apart from 
cigarettes and tax stamps, the organization 
forged documents such as passports and ID 
cards, and also produced fake medicines (Levitt, 
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2016). Sometimes the networks worked on 
a number of unrelated products at the same 
time, including hosiery, sports clothing from 
international brands, toilet paper, and even 
Similac baby formula (Belli et al., 2015; Levitt, 
2016; U.S. House of Representatives, 2014). 

Sometimes Hezbollah opens stores and stalls 
solely for the purpose of selling its own or an 
agent’s counterfeit products. Stores of this sort 
selling sports clothes, CDs, and other products 
have been found in Los Angeles and in Ciudad 
del Este. They appear to be legitimate stores, 
but raids by the local police and tax authorities 
exposed their true character. The raids generally 
discovered counterfeit products, as well as 
other illegal equipment such as thousands of 
undeclared dollars and weapons, along with 
Hezbollah symbols and flags (Levitt, 2016; 
Shelley, 2014).

In the early 2000s, Hezbollah identified 
that the CD market (DVDs, computer games, 
software, and audio CDs) was flourishing, and so 
the organization quickly entered this industry. 
CDs are faked by Hezbollah supporters from a 
store in Ciudad del Este, and from there they are 
smuggled and sold all over the world (Shelley, 
2014). The phony CDs are often produced in 
collaboration with criminal gangs from China, 
who send them to Ciudad del Este for smuggling 
to other countries in order to avoid import taxes. 
They are sold all over the world by a network 
of Hezbollah supporters and activists from the 
Middle East (Unifab, 2016).

One of the most prominent CD counterfeiters, 
Assad Ahmed Birkat, even donated some 
$3.5 million of his profits to Hezbollah, and 
received a certificate of appreciation from 
the organization’s leader, Hassan Nasrallah 
(RAND, 2009). Birkat’s criminal activities include 
counterfeiting, extortion, drug dealing, money 
laundering, arms dealing, and document 
forgery, from which Hezbollah received $15-
150 million each year. Birkat has been arrested 
a number of times by the authorities in Brazil 
and Paraguay; his latest arrest was in 2018, when 
his forgery infrastructure was exposed by the 

local authorities (Intelligence and Terrorism 
Information Center, 2019). Government 
agencies in the United States estimate that 
the counterfeiting activity in Ciudad del Este 
alone has brought Hezbollah revenues of 
some $20 million each year since the start of 
the millennium (RAND, 2009). When the profits 
from fake CDs declined due to technological 
changes, Hezbollah and its supporters moved 
to other illegal business initiatives, such as 
faking medicines (Belli et al., 2015).

Phony Medicines
Sham medicines, whether made by the 
organization itself or smuggled from other 
counterfeiters, are a prominent feature of 
Hezbollah’s counterfeiting industry. Among 
the most common faked medicines were Viagra 
and similar drugs (Levitt, 2016). The fakes are 
produced in countries like China and in the 
United States, where in 2006, 19 people were 
arrested on suspicion of distributing fake Viagra 
pills. These sales brought Hezbollah revenues of 
about half a million dollars per month (Unifab, 
2016). Moreover, because of the need to rebuild 
Lebanon and Hezbollah after the Second 
Lebanon War, the organization decided, with 
Iran’s blessing, to fake medicines as a source 
of additional income (Ganor & Halperin Wernli, 
2013).

Experts in crime and terrorism believe that 
terrorist organizations consider faking drugs to 
be fairly straightforward, and some 60 percent 
of terrorist groups worldwide are involved in the 
production and distribution of fake medicines 
(Ganor & Halperin Wernli, 2013). This is because 
the process of making existing (generic) 
medicines is fast and easy, since it involves none 
of the research and development costs required 
for new medicines. The processes of faking 
and copying medicines do not comply with 
the high standards followed by large pharma 
companies, but the potential global market is 
very profitable. Hezbollah has established the 
basic means to make the medicines, by setting 
up factories and acquiring the raw materials. 
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Thus hundreds of thousands of various kinds of 
fake pills are produced every day in Lebanon and 
marketed all over the Middle East, generating 
vast profits amounting to hundreds of millions 
of dollars over the years (Cannon, 2015; Ganor 
& Halperin Wernli, 2013).

Hezbollah not only manufactures fake 
medicines, but also markets fakes made by 
others. Companies in Lebanon such as City 
Pharm, New Allpharma, and International 
Pharma Group that had contacts with Hezbollah 
imported fake medicines from Asia and 
transferred them to Europe, where they were 
repackaged and stamped as if made in Europe. 
Hezbollah’s trade in fake medicines, including 
pills for sexual dysfunction, stimulants, cold 
remedies, and other common medicines has 
been identified in the United States, Canada, 
and Africa. The main production facilities 
include sites in China and Lebanon (Ganor & 
Halperin Wernli, 2013). In many cases the fakes 
were sold by official pharmacies, who offered 
them at lower prices. The pharmacists knew 
they were buying the cheap pills from local 
counterfeiters, or from China or through brokers 
in the United States and Europe, who operated 
secretly under the patronage of Hezbollah. The 
fake pills sometimes damaged the health of 
people who took them (Shelley, 2014; Williams, 
2014). 

In spite of the risks of fake medicines, sales 
in Lebanon enabled Hezbollah to reinforce 
its status in the country during the severe 
economic crisis that began in 2020. The people 
who were involved in faking medicines are 
currently engaged in supplying and selling 
them in Lebanon. The Lebanese company City 
Pharma, whose name was previously linked 
to the manufacture and marketing of fake 
medicines, helps in the sale and distribution of 
essential medicines in Lebanon. Hezbollah can 
thus respond to the shortage of medicines in the 
country during the economic crisis (Intelligence 
and Terrorism Information Center, 2020a, 2021).

It is not only shaky governance in Lebanon 
(which was exacerbated by the economic crisis) 

that enables Hezbollah to set up counterfeiting 
operations in its territory. The fact that Lebanon 
is not a member of the World Trade Organization 
also lessens its commitment to maintain 
standards of protection for intellectual property 
rights and prevent faking, so Lebanon does not 
monitor or report seizures of fake products in 
the country. The Lebanese Ministry of Economy 
and Trade recently published a new draft law 
intended to improve the existing protection of 
copyright law dating from 1999, but it is still 
waiting for approval by the parliament and 
cabinet in Lebanon (U.S. Department of State, 
2022).

Hezbollah-Iran Collaboration on 
Counterfeit Cash and Medicines
Iran’s involvement in Hezbollah’s counterfeit 
industry includes the provision of religious-
based support, to justify and approve the 
business and the actual production of fake 
products (Ganor & Halperin Wernli, 2013). 
Hezbollah’s economic activity is combined 
with serious crime, which creates moral 
dilemmas since religious practice forbids crime, 
particularly crimes that could endanger the 
lives of people who are not part of the enemy. 
Therefore, following the establishment of 
Hezbollah in the 1980s, Iranian religious leaders 
looked for religious rulings (fatwas) to justify the 
engagement in “impure” and criminal activity 
such as drug dealing (Levitt, 2012). For example, 
one fatwa states that “We are making drugs for 
Satan—America and the Jews. If we can’t kill 
them with rifles, then we will kill them with 
drugs” (Levitt, 2012, p. 35). This religious ruling 
justifies drug dealing in order to weaken the 
enemy.

The faking of products such as medicines 
also created an ideological-religious dilemma 

In spite of the risks of fake medicines, sales in 
Lebanon enabled Hezbollah to reinforce its status 
in the country during the severe economic crisis 
that began in 2020. 
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requiring a ruling. Fake medicines are distributed 
to markets and sold to the enemy, but they are 
marketed to Lebanese residents too, including 
children, so the trade raised a moral and 
religious dilemma. Iranian Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei therefore issued a fatwa approving 
the continuation of the criminal activity because 
it was a source of funds for Hezbollah (Ganor 
& Halperin Wernli, 2013).

As well as providing religious justification 
for crimes, Iran helps Hezbollah to counterfeit 
money, while assisting with attacks and the 
transfer of weapons to Hezbollah. Iran is 
involved in counterfeiting various banknotes 
and coins, with the emphasis on US dollars, and 
sending them to Hezbollah (Ottolenghi, 2018). 
Iranian involvement in forging American (and 
other) cash began back in the 1990s; the US 
even called the Iranian products “superdollars.” 
They are printed in a government-run printshop, 
which has the technological and technical 
resources to acquire suitable paper and maintain 
complex printing machines. The high quality 
fake notes printed in Iran were transferred to 
international markets, criminal organizations, 
and various terror groups—principally Hezbollah 
(Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center, 
2003; Wege, 2010).

Together with Iran, Hezbollah also engages 
in forgery, with the emphasis on the currencies 
of the United States, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, 
and the European Union. The forgery is done 
with Iranian help in facilities around Baalbek 
in Lebanon, which operate 18-20 hours a day 
to maximize production for fast distribution 
(FATF-OECD, 2013; Levitt, 2013a). Baalbek is 
considered the center of Hezbollah’s forgery 
industry in Lebanon (because of its large Shiite 
population and the extensive drug dealing, 
which began during the Civil War in the 1970s). 
The forged cash from Iran was formerly moved 
to Lebanon, and from there to international 
distribution. Later Baalbek became the focus for 
forged superdollars, when Iran sent Hezbollah 
suitable equipment (Wege, 2010). The estimate 
is that at the beginning of the 2000s, there were 

at least 15 printshops in Baalbek producing 
forged banknotes (Intelligence and Terrorism 
Information Center, 2003).

Israeli intelligence agencies estimated that 
Hezbollah in Lebanon forged no less than $50 
million in the first decade of the millennium. 
This is the most popular hard currency in the 
world and can be used for almost any trade 
deal worldwide (Darshan-Leitner & Katz, 2020); 
another figure claimed forgery of $100 million. 
Some of the forged banknotes were closely 
examined by police laboratories in Israel and 
found to be very difficult to identify. Only the 
authorities in the United States managed to 
identify them as extremely high quality forgeries, 
made in collaboration by Hezbollah, Iran, and 
North Korea (Levy, 2022).

Hezbollah’s knowledge of forged banknotes, 
learned from Iran, helped the organization to 
forge complex documents such as passports 
and ID cards. These forged documents not 
only helped Hezbollah activists, but were also 
“exported” to other countries, including Russia, 
Ukraine, Cyprus, and countries in the Middle 
East and Latin America. Attempts were likewise 
made to flood the Israeli market with large 
quantities of forged dollars from Lebanon, but 
the Israeli security services and police forces 
exposed the activity (Intelligence and Terrorism 
Information Center, 2003). Hezbollah has sent 
hundreds of thousands of forged dollars to 
Palestinian terrorist organizations, but several 
times, in repeated raids on centers of Palestinian 
terror, the Israeli security forces have located 
the forgeries and confiscated them (Darshan-
Leitner & Katz, 2020).

Over the past decade, forged dollars sent 
from Hezbollah or made by them (usually $100 
notes) have been used to purchase digital coins 
on several crypto markets such as bitcoin and 
others, and mainly on the Darknet. The forged 
dollars were examined by various government 
agencies, which found them to be of very high 
quality, such that automated machines were 
unable to identify them as forgeries (Besenyő et 
al., 2022). The fact that forged notes are now part 
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of the contemporary crypto currency system 
and of the Darknet is evidence of their extended 
impact, since the notes can be found in markets 
long after their printing and distribution, and 
can be used to purchase digital currency, 
making them more legitimate.

Hezbollah tends not to distribute their forged 
bills of $100 and €200 within Lebanon, using 
the “moral-religious-ideological” excuse that 
this is “blood money” (illegally and immorally 
obtained money), forged in Iran or stolen by 
Hezbollah activists worldwide, and smuggled 
from Iran in various ways through Iraq, Turkey, 
and Syria and then to Lebanon and the terrorist 
organization. They prefer to use the forged notes 
to flood international markets and thus damage 
foreign traders, rather than inject them in the 
Lebanese market. Forged or stolen notes are 
sometimes sold to criminals at a price of 40-60 
cents per dollar, from where they are used in 
a variety of criminal transactions in local and 
international markets (Levitt, 2013a).

Further involvement of Iran in the Hezbollah 
counterfeit industry came when the medicine 
facilities were set up in Lebanon. After the 
Second Lebanon War, Iran sent the first 
machines to Hezbollah to make fake Captagon 
tablets. These tablets contain stimulants such 
as fenethylline from the amphetamine family, 
which was previously manufactured legitimately 
to treat attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD) and sold under the brand name 
Captagon. The Hezbollah tablets contained 
more easily manufactured stimulants, such as 
caffeine and other chemicals. Hezbollah’s profits 
from the sale of these tablets, in the hundreds 
of millions of dollars, allowed Iran to save on 
the aid it was giving Hezbollah and Lebanon, 
thus lending Hezbollah greater flexibility and 
economic autonomy (Ganor & Halperin Wernli, 
2013).

Hezbollah’s Captagon industry is currently 
operated in partnership with Lebanese drug 
baron Hassan Muhammad Dekko, who has 
been arrested several times. Dekko, known 
as “the Captagon King,” has close ties with 

Hezbollah and enjoys its protection. The 
Captagon is mainly produced in Syria, but is 
sent to Lebanon and other destinations with an 
export value estimated at $25-30 billion, to pay 
for the rebuilding of war-damaged Syria and to 
serve as a source of income for Hezbollah. The 
cost of producing a Captagon tablet is about 
3 cents, but the sale price can reach $1-2 in 
Lebanon, and up to $25 in Saudi Arabia. At the 
end of 2021, about five million tablets smuggled 
from Lebanon to Saudi Arabia with agricultural 
produce were seized; a few months later the 
Saudis imposed restrictions on all agricultural 
imports from Lebanon. This drug is distributed 
all over the Middle East, beyond Saudi Arabia 
(Valensi & Mizrachi, 2023).

Hezbollah has also tried to smuggle fake 
Captagon tablets into Israel as a form of Ecstasy. 
In 2015 the Israeli Customs Administration 
exposed such an attempt at the Allenby border 
crossing, when officials found a suspect with 
several hundred Captagon pills in a cigarette 
pack, apparently made by Hezbollah (Israel Tax 
Authority, 2015). It is possible that this was an 
initial trial to test the potential for smuggling 
larger quantities of Captagon across the land 
border. Indeed, Hezbollah is constantly trying to 
smuggle various kinds of drugs into Israel, with 
the aim of weakening or undermining Israeli 
society, and these attempts involve not only 
fake pills like Captagon, but also the production 
of other original drugs (Israel Security Agency, 
2014). So far there has been no large-scale 
attempt to smuggle Captagon into Israel from 
Lebanon or Syria, largely due to the presence 
of the IDF on the border between the countries 
(Valensi & Mizrachi, 2023).

Impact on Israel
The legal authorities in Israel such as the 
Police and the Customs Administration, as 
well as government ministries such as the 
Treasury and the Ministry of Justice, claim to 
have no information about the penetration of 
Hezbollah counterfeit goods into Israel, and 
there is no clearly recognized impact on the 
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local economy.2 The lack of data on this subject, 
however, is not proof that it does not exist. 
Nonetheless, available data based on public 
sources of information identified by this study 
have found no significant effect on the Israeli 
economy due to Hezbollah’s counterfeit goods. 

The important challenge for Israel is 
Hezbollah’s ability to achieve the funds to 
increase its military power and execute terror 
attacks (Darshan-Leitner & Katz, 2020; Levy, 
2020). The enormous amounts of cash obtained 
by the organization, both from Iran and by its 
own efforts, enable it to continue its battle 
against Israel while also giving it the ability 
to repair any damage it suffers in a war with 
Israel, as happened after the Second Lebanon 
War. In this way it makes it easier for Hezbollah 
to decide whether to embark on another war 
against Israel (Paskin, 2015).

A further dilemma for Israel: the more 
support Hezbollah receives from Iran in the 
form of money and weapons, the greater Iran’s 
influence on the organization and Lebanon 
as a whole. Over time the organization will 
serve Iranian interests rather than Lebanese 
interests. While Lebanese interests could seek 
to restrict Hezbollah’s warmongering and 
criminal activities, with the aim of reinforcing 
the country’s stability, Iran’s interests in fact 
lie in accumulating power and deterrence with 
respect to Israel, and making use of Hezbollah as 
the need arises (Shay, 2020). There is somewhat 
of a benefit here in that a Hezbollah attack on 
Israel does not currently serve Iranian interests 
(Zisser, 2011).

On the other hand, the more Iran tries to 
maintain its support for Hezbollah, the more 
vulnerable the organization becomes in terms 
of financial stability. International sanctions 
imposed on Iran limit its ability to allocate 
significant resources to Hezbollah. This shows 
why the organization is always looking for 
additional sources of funds—whether legal or 
illegal—and has developed them over the years 
in order to achieve financial independence 
(Dostri, 2020; Shaw, 2019). Hezbollah’s search 

for financial independence shows that it wants 
to maintain its military capabilities against 
Israel as well as its social and political activity 
in Lebanon, while hinting at its doubts over 
the Iranian Islamic regime’s ability to hold 
onto power in the long term. That explains 
why Hezbollah’s criminal activity is diverse 
and adapts to changes on the ground, and why 
it sees economic independence as vital to its 
continued existence (Shaw, 2019).

Yet in recent years as more and more 
countries have defined Hezbollah, with all its 
branches, as a terrorist organization, so the 
struggle against its financial independence 
is also widening. Hezbollah assets outside 
Lebanon continue to be exposed and frozen, 
thus weakening the organization and just at 
the worst time, when Lebanon finds itself in a 
deep economic crisis. For Israel this is in fact 
an opportunity to expose Hezbollah’s criminal 
activity worldwide, thus persuading more 
and more countries to cease distinguishing 
between its political wing and its military wing, 
and to define all its activities as contributing 
to terrorism. Such a move would put greater 
international pressure on Hezbollah, and 
weaken it further (Dostri, 2020).

Indeed, this process is gradually occurring. 
For example, since the end of the 1990s, some 
128 United States federal criminal files have been 
opened against Hezbollah supporters. Of these 
cases, 87 percent contain accusations relating to 
financing Hezbollah with the proceeds of crime 
and in other ways, and only 13 percent deal with 
accusations of engaging in military activity. This 
shows that most Hezbollah supporters in the 
United States are engaged in raising funds for 
the organization, in collaboration with existing 
criminal networks (Congressional Research 
Service, 2023).

The struggle against fake medicines such 
as Captagon also leads to international 
collaboration. In 2022 the United States 
passed the Captagon Act, whereby the US 
must develop a strategy for interfering with 
the drug’s manufacture and distribution. The 
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law also enables the various arms of the US 
administration to work together and with 
other countries. The United States is currently 
formulating a strategy for disrupting Hezbollah’s 
drug industry in Syria, and in the course of 
2023 will incorporate cooperation with other 
countries in the Middle East (Humud, 2023).

In 2020 Germany defined Hezbollah entirely 
as a terrorist organization, mainly because of 
the criminal activities of its supporters and 
even its official representatives in Germany. 
The most common of these activities are drug 
trafficking and money laundering, but other 
criminal activities include the dissemination 
of antisemitic propaganda against Israel and 
recruitment of new operatives (Dostri, 2020). 
Germany was not the only country that took this 
step, and countries such as Estonia, Slovenia, 
Latvia, Kosovo, and others have ceased to 
distinguish between Hezbollah’s military and 
political wings. This is due to these countries’ 
increasing cooperation with Israel, the United 
States, and Britain, which have exposed 
Hezbollah’s military and criminal activities on 
the continent (U.S. Department of State, 2021).

Conclusions
Hezbollah is involved in criminal enterprises to 
fund its general activity. These include dealing 
in drugs and weapons, smuggling, fraud, and 
counterfeiting goods. Over the years crime has 
brought the organization billions of dollars, in 
addition to the funding it receives from Iran. 
Fake goods have provided Hezbollah with 
dozens if not hundreds of millions of dollars 
each year, and that is just one branch out of a 
whole network of criminal operations run by 
the organization.

However, the counterfeit industry is 
considered less profitable than other areas of 
crime such as drug dealing, which has brought 
the organization billions of dollars over the 
years. Nevertheless, this branch should not be 
discounted, because fake goods are another 
significant source of income that Hezbollah 
can use to reduce its financial dependence on 

Iran. Hezbollah’s aim is to develop sustainable 
business activities. If Iran is unable to continue 
providing Hezbollah with large sums of money, 
the organization will still have the funds to 
engage in terrorism as well as its civilian 
activities, although on a smaller scale. Above 
all, Hezbollah’s involvement in the counterfeit 
goods business symbolizes its ability to adapt to 
frequent changes, integrate business initiatives 
into its activities, and engage in crime in order 
to diversify its sources of funds. 

Hezbollah has faked and continues to fake 
a range of goods, including cigarettes, CDs, 
clothing, medicine, money, documents, and 
more. It conducts this business all over the 
world, with the emphasis on defined areas in 
Latin America and Lebanon. For this purpose, 
it has established sophisticated facilities with 
special machinery, professional human resource 
management, procurement of suitable raw 
materials, and management of smuggling 
and distribution routes. All this shows the 
importance of this well-run counterfeiting 
industry to Hezbollah.

Although Hezbollah manages most of 
the counterfeiting business itself, it appears 
that it also needs to collaborate with other 
countries and criminal organizations. Above 
all it is possible to identify Iranian involvement 
in this activity, including religious, material, 
and professional support, which has enabled 
Hezbollah to improve its faking and forging 
capabilities significantly. However, in 
addition to the collaboration with Iran, it is 
possible to identify Hezbollah’s cooperation 
with international criminal elements in the 
Far East, Europe, and the United States. By 
cooperating with these elements, Hezbollah can 

Although Hezbollah manages most of the 
counterfeiting business itself, it appears that it 
also needs to collaborate with other countries and 
criminal organizations. Above all it is possible to 
identify Iranian involvement in this activity.
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improve its ability to fake goods and distribute 
them internationally. On the other hand, this 
exposes the organization to inspection by 
local authorities in other countries and by 
international agencies, thus helping the fight 
against Hezbollah’s counterfeiting activities.

Yet in spite of the potential for global 
collaboration against Hezbollah’s criminal 
activities, the law enforcement and security 
authorities in many countries tend to direct 
more of their attention to the fight against other 
crimes that are perceived as more serious in 
social, legal, and economic terms, such as the 
trade in drugs and weapons. For that reason, it 
appears that the struggle against the Hezbollah 
counterfeiting industry is not sufficiently 
outlined and monitored by the authorities. 
Of course, the US decision in 2018 to define 
Hezbollah as one of the world’s five leading 
criminal organizations, thus facilitating the 
establishment of a special task force to combat 
the organization, is significant. However, this 
process happened long after Hezbollah had 
already made hundreds of millions of dollars 
from fake goods. Moreover, the US decision to 
tackle the Captagon business of Hezbollah and 
Syria arose from the fight against making and 
dealing in illegal drugs, rather than the fight 
against fake medicines. 

Moreover, the decision by a number of 
European countries to cancel the distinction 
between Hezbollah’s political and military wings 
was due to the organization’s other activities, 
such as drug dealing, recruitment of activists, 
and military activity on their territory, while they 
largely ignored the fact that the organization was 
using Europe as a platform for its counterfeiting 
industry—forged banknotes (euros) and fake 
medicines.

While the sale of fake goods helps finance 
terrorist organizations, regarding damage 
to Israel, Hezbollah’s counterfeit industry 
apparently has little effect on the Israel 
economy. Nevertheless, revenues from these 
activities help to build Hezbollah’s military 
strength, which could be used against Israel at 

some time. On the one hand, Israel has managed 
to identify fake money and medicines that were 
smuggled into Israel or to the Palestinians by 
Hezbollah, and this limited any economic 
and social damage. On the other hand, as 
the organization accumulates capital and 
maintains a steady income stream estimated 
in the hundreds of millions of dollars, it can build 
up its military strength, which could eventually 
strike at citizens and infrastructures in Israel. 
Therefore, there must be an uncompromising 
international campaign against Hezbollah’s 
industry of counterfeit goods. It is essential 
to increase cooperation between the law 
enforcement agencies of various countries 
and international organizations, and to stress 
that marketing counterfeit goods is no less 
dangerous than other types of crime.

Gil Riza is an independent researcher on terrorism. 
gilriza@yahoo.com
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This paper proposes a new approach to the use of the term “governance” in the 
context of the Negev. The research traces the evolution of international academic 
discussion about the term, which has broadened in scope beyond the limits of the 
governing establishment, in contrast to the Israeli discourse that has until now 
adopted a more limited approach. In accordance with the broader use, this research 
shows that in the Negev, in parallel to the institutionalized establishment, there is 
an additional independent system of governance, dictated by historical tribal rules. 
This governance controls many aspects of the lives of the Negev Bedouins. The 
paper focuses on four issues, population registration and documentation, control 
of the land, polygamy, and conflict resolution, and through them illustrates the 
interface between the two governances. It shows that the Israeli establishment, by 
its conduct over the years and its failure to identify and acknowledge the power of 
tribal governance, has helped to strengthen it at the expense of state governance. 
In conclusion, the paper also offers policy recommendations. 
Keywords: Bedouins, governance, Negev, polygamy, sulh, land dispute

Introduction
A 2021 report from the State Comptroller 
entitled “Aspects of Governance in the Negev” 
points to a variety of areas where the State of 
Israel fails to apply its laws in the Negev (State 
Comptroller, 2021). This report follows previous 
State Comptroller reports on failures of the 
establishment with respect to Negev Bedouin 
affairs (State Comptroller, 1967, 2011, 2016).

The subject of governance has been 
addressed by researchers in a range of 
disciplines, and is linked to theories from the 
field of public policy—an area of research that 
developed in the second half of the 20th century. 
Its multidisciplinary character and importance 
increase “as the features of the democratic state 
become more complex” (Nachmias & Meydani, 
2019, p. 13). Although government authorities 

are at the center of public policy delineation and 
bear responsibility for its implementation, over 
the years there has been growing recognition 
of the importance of understanding the activity 
and impact of other elements, such as interest 
groups, capital enterprises, and economic 
and other international bodies (Nachmias & 
Meydani, 2019).

The study below deviates from the Israeli 
focus anchoring the term “governance” in 
state establishment activity and proposes a 
new approach to the use of the term in the 

In parallel to establishment governance in the 
Negev, there exists another independent and 
separate system, based on Bedouin tribes. 



68 Strategic Assessment | Volume 26 | No. 1 |  March 2023

context of the Negev. At the heart of this 
approach is the argument that in parallel 
to establishment governance in the Negev, 
there exists another independent and separate 
system, based on Bedouin tribes. The use of 
this term to describe both systems places them 
side by side, creating a horizontal parallel 
between them. This differs from the questions 
asked until now about governance, which 
focused on the establishment and its vertical 
aspect, namely, the role of state governing 
authorities and non-application of the law 
to the population. Ignoring the power and 
the impact of Bedouin tribalism and failing to 
recognize it as a competing governance system 
leads the Israeli establishment to encourage 
and reinforce it, to a large degree at the expense 
of state governance. Therefore, this paper does 
not discuss the broader context of state control 
of minorities,1 nor the difficulties of the Israeli 
establishment to formulate and implement 
such policy in connection with the Bedouin 
population of the Negev—topics that have been 
the focus of many studies (Yahel & Galilee, 
2023).

This paper opens with a definition of the 
term governance, its conceptualization, and 
its link to national strength. It is followed 
by a presentation of Bedouin tribalism as a 
competing system of governance, and then 
analyzes the interface between the governances 
through a discussion of four issues: the system 
of population registration and documentation; 
control and use of the land; polygamy; and the 
use of force in conflict resolution. The paper 
ends with principal conclusions and policy 
recommendations.

What is Governance?
Evolution of the Term Internationally
The term governance is linked to the words 
govern and government, which come from 
the Greek word kybernan (κυβερναν), itself 
originally applied to the activity of steering 
a boat. The word eventually led to the Latin 
word gubernare, and then govern in the sense 

of guiding the public,2 and hence government 
and governance (Levi-Faur, 2012, p. 5).

There are two English words to translate 
the Hebrew word meshilut. One is governance, 
describing institutions and focusing on 
government, control, rule, and administration; 
and the other is governability, which focuses 
on processes and the ability to govern or to 
implement governing policy (Coppedge, 2001).

A review of international academic 
literature shows that the terms governance and 
governability were traditionally used only in 
the context of state governing bodies (Kaplan, 
2010). Since the 1980s, however, the term 
governance has expanded to cover non-state 
bodies. The economist Oliver Williamson (1979) 
referred to “market power” as governance. 
After him, sociologist Woody Powell (1990) 
and political scientist Rod Rhodes (1990) 
developed the use of the term in the context 
of informal authority, and laid the foundation 
for understanding that authority in governance 
can originate from various sources, which may 
compete with, haggle with, adapt to, or ignore 
each other.

Since then, the definitions and discussions 
of the term have multiplied, and not only to 
include non-state elements.3 It is also used to 
highlight changes in the understanding of the 
nature of government—from a centralized state 
framework to a diverse framework including 
the involvement of market elements and other 
actors from civil society (Kooiman et al., 2008; 
Rhodes, 1996; Stoker, 1998). According to legal 
experts Franz and Keebet von Benda-Beckmann:

The past twenty years have witnessed 
important changes in the ways in 
which government is exercised. A 
plurality of non-state actors has 
become involved in what until recently 
was considered the sole domain of 
state agencies. At the same time, the 
academic and political perception 
of these changes has changed as 
well. To capture these processes, the 
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term “governance” was coined, and 
it has generated a substantial body 
of literature. (Von Benda-Beckmann 
& Von Benda-Beckmann, 2009, Ch. 
1, p. 1)

The work of sociologist Asa Maron also showed 
how scholars from various disciplines gradually 
began to see governance as “a research 
perspective for the study of changes in the 
state and policies of later modernism, [where] 
the central assumption is that policy is shaped 
within a heterogenous organizational field with 
numerous actors” (Maron, 2014, p. 169).

Political scientist Claus Offe took another 
step in this direction and argued that the new 
academic use of the term governance comes in 
contrast to central government (Offe, 2009). The 
term is intended to stress the state’s inability 
to provide a solution to strong and urgent 
public problems, and the fact that non-state 
external actors actually have the power to take 
autonomous action, to the extent of thwarting 
classical establishment action. Linking the 
emptying of state authority and the decline 
in its ability to control with the discourse 
on governance is also found in the work of 
sociologist Rami Kaplan (2010).

In the opening of his book on governance, 
political scientist Mark Bevir explains:

Governance refers, therefore, to all 
processes of governing, whether 
undertaken by a government, market, 
or network, whether over a family, 
tribe, formal or informal organization, 
or territory, and whether through 
laws, norms, power, or language. 
Governance differs from government 
in that it focuses less on the state and 
its institutions and more on social 
practices and activities. (Bevir, 2013, 
p. 1)

Although most of the studies presented above 
deal with changes in the term governance, there 

has been a similar broadening with respect to 
the term governability. Today, the international 
academic discourse on both these terms is 
linked not only to classical state institutions, 
but also to non-state elements, processes, 
and forces, some of which are opposed to the 
establishment.

Development of the Concept in Israel
The Hebrew word meshilut is a neologism. It 
did not appear in the popular Even-Shoshan 
dictionary, its first entry in the Hebrew Wikipedia 
was only in March 2023, and its first uses are 
found in the 21st century. One of the earliest 
occurrences in Hebrew is found in Yehezkel 
Dror’s Letter to a Jewish-Zionist Israeli Leader, 
which uses the word in the context of a model 
to improve the performance of Israeli Zionist 
leaders (Dror, 2005). An examination of the 
definitions of the Hebrew word does not 
sufficiently clarify its links to the English words 
governability and governance. On the one hand, 
the Academy of the Hebrew Language defines 
meshilut with content relating to both English 
terms: “the actions of a governor” and “the 
ability to control and supervise government 
institutions.”4 On the other hand, the definition 
in the online Avnion Dictionary covers only the 
sense of governability, “the ability of a regime 
to achieve its desired results.”5

The definition in the Avnion Dictionary 
conforms to the general usage of the term 
in Israel (Gohar, 2021), mainly linked to the 
demand to strengthen the ability of the 
government to control other branches and 
elements of government and institutions, such 
as the judiciary and civil service employees, who 
are part of the executive branch. As clarified by 
Gayil Talshir, meshilut is linked to a situation 
where “the government lacks the power and 
authority to lead policy, and therefore…
state mechanisms must be weakened while 
simultaneously establishing a small but strong 
government” (Talshir, 2020, p. 18). 

In this vein, the 34th Israeli government 
defined its basic policy outline in May 2015: “The 
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government will work to change the system of 
governing in order to increase governability and 
government stability, and will promote reforms 
in the field of governance to improve stability 
and governability.”6 The article “The Path to 
Democracy and Governance” by former Justice 
Minister Ayelet Shaked likens governance to 
the action of a strong railway engine pulling 
the government cars to their destination 
(Shaked, 2016). In this approach, governance 
is the ability of the elected politicians to define 
their objectives, formulate their policies, and 
implement them (Harel-Fisher, 2020, p. 110). 

A different emphasis in the definition of 
governance can be found in a position paper 
on governance and its implications written by 
Lior Shochat (2007) in the National Security 
College. Shochat chooses an approach 
combining institutions and processes, while 
limiting governance to state government, by 
referring to the source of its authority—the 
democratic regime:

Governance is a regime’s ability to 
use legitimate authority in order to 
implement democratically acquired 
policy, while providing systemic 
leadership and direction, creating 
structural and procedural conditions, 
strengthening the ability to act, solving 
problems, and recruiting the resources 
needed to achieve society’s collective 
objectives. (Shochat, 2007, p. 13)

The State Comptroller’s report of 2021 adopts 
the same approach.

In the collection of articles The Vision of Israeli 
Governance, dealing with various governance 
lapses unique to Israel, Assaf Meydani proposes 
using meshila to designate thinking on the 
subject of governability, thus distinguishing it 
from the word meshilut (Meydani, 2015, p. 11). 
In the introduction to the collection, Meydani 
presents Bevir’s broader definition (quoted 
above), but the book as a whole focuses on the 
activity of institutional bodies in Israel. 

Thus, the term meshilut in Israel, while not 
distinguishing between institutional governance 
and procedural governability, is used mainly to 
describe the function and relations between 
state institutions, with the emphasis on the 
government, and a focus on the question of 
implementing state laws and policies adopted 
by the state authorities. This usage lacks the 
broader use of the term found in international 
discourse, to describe other non-state forces 
and elements and to understand the relations 
between them and the state establishment.7

It is not essential for this paper to separate 
the procedural and institutional meanings. It 
follows the broader international discourse 
and uses governance to describe a non-state 
non-establishment Bedouin tribal system.

Governance and National 
Power
What is meant by national power has engaged 
numerous experts, who define its limits in 
different ways. The current trend is to look at the 
subject in its broader sense, reflecting an array 
of fields: military-security, political, economic, 
and social. National power is measured by how 
far individuals identify with the goals of the state 
(Ben Ari, 2002), and by the degree of authority 
that the state has over individuals, its ability 
to persuade, and its legitimacy to exercise 
its power over others (Yaron, 2002). In other 
words, national power is the ability to promote 
and realize goals by influencing the conduct 
of individuals. In this sense it is clear that if 
there is an alternate governance system, with 
a substantive hold on a wide range of social, 
political, geographical, personal, and economic 
aspects of a specific population sector, in a 
way that significantly overrides or changes the 
rules of central government, this system is a 
threat to state governance and undermines its 
power (Shochat, 2007). Therefore, the power 
of tribal governance has implications for the 
national power of all Israeli citizens, and the 
preservation and encouragement of this system 
affects national power.
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Tribal Governance among 
Bedouins in the Negev
The system of Bedouin tribal rules, tribalism, 
has been formed over many years as a response 
to the enormous challenges faced by nomadic 
groups in severe desert conditions, in areas 
where there was no external government 
presence. The rules of conduct that arose 
within and between the Bedouin tribes were 
designed to secure the survival of the group, 
and they consist of a collection of dos and 
don’ts, passed down orally over the centuries 
from father to son. These rules are generally 
shared by all Bedouin tribes in the Middle East 
(Stewart, 2006). Muhammad Suwaed estimated 
that Bedouin tribalism is relevant for about 
25 million people, and regulates behavior in 
large areas of the Middle East and North Africa 
(Suwaed, 2015). 

Traditionally, the main social framework 
for making decisions is the tribal unit, which 
is a kind of dynasty based on the strongest 
ties of all—blood ties. Members of a tribe see 
themselves as descendants of a common ancient 
ancestor on their father’s side. The traditional 
tribal leadership consists of respected men from 
the largest and most influential families in the 
tribe, led by a sheikh who is the link between the 
tribe and the outside world. This leadership is 
not the product of a democratic, free selection 
process, in which every man and woman has 
an equal voice, but mainly the result of size 
and strength. Alongside the tribal leadership 
is a judicial system, composed of respected 
tribesmen with knowledge of tribal law, who 
are appointed with the parties’ consent to 
decide specific conflicts. The preservation of 
order and stability in society is based on strict 
and uncompromising enforcement of these 
rules, with severe collective punishments for 
infringement. 

A central principle dictating social 
conduct relates to honor. According to the 
anthropologist Frank Stewart (Stewart, 2006), 
honor in the Bedouin context is of a binary 
nature—you either have or don’t have honor. 

Female modesty and control of the land are 
two of the main areas where any deviation has 
implications for honor. The loss of honor is a 
serious social stain with severe consequences, 
and because of its centrality and importance, 
there are tribal rules on action to be taken in 
order to maintain honor or restore lost honor, 
including restricting freedoms, using force, and 
even taking a life.

Another basic principle is the collective 
responsibility within the tribe, expressed 
mainly by the “blood money group,” sometimes 
referred to as hamula or hams in Arabic. These 
are members of an extended family on the 
man’s side, who bear mutual responsibility 
and uncompromising loyalty to each other. 
This means an instant and unreserved response 
to a request for help from a member of the 
hams, irrespective of the merit of his actions. 
Tribal collectivism is different in many ways 
from kibbutz collectivism. The kibbutz is a 
collection of free individuals, each with his/
her own opinions and rights, who have chosen 
to organize as a group and from time to time 
define rules for the group. It is generally possible 
to join the group, leave it, or move to another 
such group at will. By contrast, tribal links are 
dictated by birth through the father’s tribe, and 
individual identity is derived from the group 
identity. The rules of conduct are uniform and 
predefined (Stewart, 2006).

The concept of human rights—which places 
the individual as an independent entity with 
rights and duties, and other liberal values 
of freedom and equality on which Western 
state governance is built—is foreign to tribal 
principles. For example, the tribal system does 
not recognize the right to freedom of expression, 
including the right of the individual to publicly 
criticize the group to which he belongs. A critical 
statement could damage the unity of the group 
and weaken it against other groups. Women are 
not equal to men. Girls belong to their fathers, 
and after marriage, to their husbands, and they 
must obey instructions from their husband’s 
family. In addition, tribalism developed orally 
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in a society without writing, and therefore gives 
no weight to written documentation and laws.

Following the establishment of the State of 
Israel, the state leadership hoped that with the 
transition from nomadic living to permanent 
settlement, tribalism would decline and perhaps 
even disappear (Yahel, 2018; Katushevsky et 
al., 2023). The expectations were that once the 
Bedouin population is exposed to the benefits of 
democracy in a welfare state with a liberal and 
modern lifestyle, it would eliminate differences 
between women and men and between family 
origins. And indeed, there have been some far-
reaching changes in Bedouin society—formal 
education and healthcare are two prominent 
examples.

However, the power of tribalism as a 
sociopolitical system has remained, and it 
continues to dictate the conduct of the Bedouins 
in the Middle East (Rabi, 2016), including many 
of the approximately 300,000 Bedouins living 
in the Negev. Daily life is affected by the tribal 
rules of what is forbidden and permitted, honor, 
and tribal law, in which the rules of collective 
responsibility are applied to resolutions of 
disputes. Women are severely restricted, 
particularly in the public space. There are also 
frequent violent clashes over the control of land. 
The uncompromising obligation to support 
members of the blood money group increases 
the number of people involved in disputes. For 
protection and to deter hostile groups, they 
acquire arms and seek to impress their strength 
and courage—graded by their objectives and 
various weapons—on those around them. Social 
media are also used to spread photos and videos 
of showcase demonstrations of power, as well 

as direct and indirect threats.8 If someone is 
injured or killed, his blood money group has the 
right to vengeance, namely, to kill a member of 
the attacking group, unless a sulh is arranged 
(see below). Katushevsky et al. (2023) attribute 
the persistence of tribalism to its function as a 
social network of mutual commitment and help, 
and a mean of obtaining control of economic 
resources in an environment of shortages 
and competition. Consequently, the system 
of Bedouin tribalism, as a separate system of 
governance in the Negev, is not only relevant 
but even dominant.

Even though the Bedouins are Muslims, tribal 
traditions often take precedence over Islamic 
commands (Yahel & Abu Ajaj, 2021). According to 
a member of the Islamic Movement and Mayor 
of Rahat Faiz Sahiban: “Tradition is stronger 
than good intentions. Tradition is even stronger 
than religion for us” (Mosco, 2021).

What follows is a discussion of encounters 
between state governance and tribal 
governance, focusing on four different issues.

Documentation and ID Card 
Registration
State governance is applied to people living in 
a defined geographical area, whose place of 
residence usually determines their legal status. 
Therefore, one of the main mechanisms used 
by the state is a database of its population. 
Democratic involvement, such as the right 
to vote in elections, derives from the place 
of residence. Location is also relevant for a 
variety of rights and obligations and is used for 
formal communication and official notices from 
the state. It is therefore obligatory to register 
one’s address in the most important identity 
document issued to Israeli citizens—the ID card. 
The Israeli ID card is issued by virtue of the 
Population Registry Law, 1964-5724, and the 
obligation to register the holder’s address is 
stated in Section 11(2) of the law. The law also 
stipulates that the address is public information 
that can be used by the authorities and all 
citizens.9

Unlike the state’s institutional mechanisms, 
the Bedouin mechanisms for management and 
traditions, which derived from a nomadic tribal 
society, never included written documentation. 
If any proof was required, it was given under 
oral oath. 
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Unlike the state’s institutional mechanisms, 
the Bedouin mechanisms for management and 
traditions, which derived from a nomadic tribal 
society, never included written documentation. 
If any proof was required, it was given under oral 
oath. Since the geographical locations of the 
nomadic tribes changed, the fixed component of 
identity was tribal affiliation. According to Aref 
al-Aref, “Nothing is more hateful to a Bedouin 
than asking him his name…and also if you ask 
him, for example, where he or his tribe lives, 
from whence he came and where he is going. 
On such matters the Bedouins maintain a level 
of secrecy that is almost hard to believe” (al-
Aref, 2000, pp. 6-7).

In the early years of the state, the Bedouin 
population of the Negev continued to live in 
tents and relocated from time to time. Until 
1966 they were subject to military regime in 
the framework of 18 tribal units (Ben-David, 
2004). Unlike the general population, the 
address field in the Bedouin ID card contained 
the name of the tribe. Sometimes the same 
“address”—tribal name—applied to people 
separated by many kilometers. Contact with 
state authorities, including correspondence, 
was handled centrally through the sheikhs 
(Mintzker, 2015).

In a gradual process that gained momentum 
in the late 1960s, the Bedouins exchanged 
their tents for shacks, and then for permanent 
buildings, mostly built without authorization. 
At the same time, the state began establishing 
Bedouin towns in the Negev, where Bedouins 
were given free plots of land (Yahel, 2019). Those 
who moved to the towns, about 220,000 people, 
changed the address field in their ID cards, but 
the cards of an estimated 80,000 people still bear 
only the tribe’s name. Many have not changed 
their location for many years, and some have 
even moved to other places in the Negev and 
beyond, but for various reasons prefer not to 
change their ID card details.

The absence of an address has many 
implications. It makes it hard for the authorities 
to locate residents and enforce obligations, 

since most of the demands of the state system 
vis-à-vis the population, including imposition of 
penalties, fines, reports, and fulfillment of formal 
legal requirements are based on a registered 
address. At the same time it also makes it 
hard for citizens to exercise all their rights. 
One outcome of the absence of address was 
discussed in the Knesset in 2020 at the initiative 
of MK Said al-Harumi (since deceased) of the 
United Arab List (Ra’am), himself a Bedouin from 
the Negev. Al-Harumi pointed out that income 
tax benefits were only given to residents of state-
established towns defined and mentioned in 
the legislation. In 2020 he raised a proposal that 
would give benefits also to those whose address 
was a tribe name. The Knesset was asked to 
add the words “significant Bedouin tribes” 
to the list of places eligible for tax benefits.10 
The proposed amendment was tabled for 
discussion in the Knesset committee and has 
not been raised since.11 This amendment, if 
passed, would anchor tribal affiliation even 
more deeply in legislation. In media coverage 
on the proposed bill, nobody expressed surprise 
over registration of the tribe name, and nobody 
suggested changing the address in the ID card 
from the tribe name to a physical location to 
enable definite identification.

Control over Land
Unlike the previous case in which tribal affiliation 
interferes with state governance operations, 
control over an area of land, the ability to decide 
who has the right to enter it, what can be erected 
on it, and what rules apply to people in that area 
are at the center of head-on clashes between 
the two governances, in which each side claims 
the upper hand. State governance is based on 
the provisions of Israeli laws regarding land 
rights, while Bedouin governance derives its 
power from tradition and the sword. Note that 
for the sake of the present discussion we are 
not considering the question of who is right or 
whether the solutions proposed by the state 
are proper or not; other studies deal with these 
issues.12
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Israeli law, based on the Ottoman Land 
Law of 1858 and followed by the Land Law, 
1969-5729, defines the system of rights to land, 
including who is recognized as the owner of 
the land and how it can be used.13 These laws 
demand reporting and registration, and are 
intended, inter alia, to prevent individuals from 
taking control of land without government 
approval. For this purpose, the British 
Mandate introduced the Land Order (mewat) 
in 1921. Another initiative by the Mandate 
was intended to replace the Ottoman deficit 
records, using a mechanism developed based 
on mapping and measurement of land plots 
and systematic recording of the rights to these 
plots.14 Ultimately, all the land in the state was 
registered, except for about 600,000 dunams, 
almost all in the Negev. A minority of the 
Bedouins claim private ownership over this 
land and have lodged claims against the state. 
However, since they lack the proof required 
by law to establish their ownership, they have 
no interest in promoting court rulings on the 
claims, particularly as they have de facto control 
of the land. Apart from a few exceptional cases, 
the state has also refrained from referring the 
claims to the courts, due to reluctance to 
clash with those claiming ownership. In the 
few proceedings tried in court, the state won. 
Over the years there were those who called on 
the government to implement the law and the 
court rulings and to regulate the ownership of 
land in the Negev, and there were others who 
demanded a change to the law and recognition 
of the Bedouin as owners of the land without 
demanding proof as determined in the court 
rulings (Yahel, 2019; Kedar et al., 2018).15

In 2003 the government decided to settle the 
matter by establishing a unit in the Southern 
District Attorney’s office, which was given the 
task of submitting the ownership claims to 
the courts. Comprehensive organizational 
preparations took place, including mapping 
the unregistered land. Some years after the 
start of the project, when a few hundred 
claims had been filed with the courts, the 

government decided to appoint a commission 
to recommend suitable policy for regulating 
Bedouin settlement in the Negev.16 Former 
Supreme Court Justice Eliezer Goldberg was 
appointed head of the commission, and 
two of its members were Bedouins from the 
Negev with land claims. The commission’s 
recommendations were submitted in 2009 
and included statements on a historic 
connection between the Bedouins and the 
Negev, the importance of equality in rights and 
obligations, and the need for a quick legislated 
resolution. On the land issue, it recommended 
a mechanism for compromise, including 
graded compensation, where the percentage 
of compensation declines according to the size 
of the claim. It also recommended authorizing 
existing clusters of buildings as far as possible, 
and establishing a system of enforcement that 
would ensure the demolition of any subsequent 
buildings (Goldberg Commission Report, 2008). 
Pursuant to the report, the government decided 
to appoint an implementation team led by 
Udi Prawer from the Prime Minister’s Office. 
The work of the implementation team and 
the legal proceedings continued concurrently. 
After two and a half years, the team submitted 
its conclusions, which significantly increased 
the size of the compensation compared to the 
Goldberg Report. Publication of the team’s 
conclusions aroused wide public protest, 
including the fact that about 30,000 Bedouins 
would be required to move from their current 
illegal dwellings to legal localities. The protests 
led to a decision to appoint Minister Binyamin 
Ze’ev Begin to conduct a public hearing. In 
addition, a guideline was issued to stop the 
legal proceedings in all but a few cases, such 
as when the land claimants wanted to continue 
the proceedings (al-Uqbi v. State of Israel, 
2015; Yahel, 2019). The termination of the 
legal proceedings was ordered by the Justice 
Ministry headquarters in coordination with 
Prawer. Although many elements objected, 
the move was justified on the grounds that 
the proceedings caused unrest among the 
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Bedouins, making it harder to reach historic 
understandings with them.

Once again, public protest arose when Begin 
submitted the conclusions of the hearing, which 
were accompanied by a proposed bill with 
significantly higher compensation than the 
amounts suggested previously. In the years 
since the proceedings were stopped, no new 
law has been passed and no understandings 
have been reached—quite the opposite. 
Those claiming land have strengthened their 
hold, with more illegal construction on the 
disputed land. They want the state to authorize 
the illegal construction and set up towns for 
them, and indeed, in recent years there has 
been an extensive process of legalizing existing 
buildings (Dekel, 2023). The Bedouins base 
their demands on the claim that they were 
deprived and suffered discrimination in the 
state’s planning framework, as they were 
never permitted to obtain building permits 
for the places where they lived, including cases 

where the family had lived in the same place 
before the establishment of the state. They also 
complained that the localities built for them 
did not meet their needs or wishes. 

The strict legal mechanisms for dealing 
with the incursion onto state land and the 
illegal building in the Negev and elsewhere,17 
like the authority intended to enforce land 
laws and work with the police and other law 
enforcement agencies to contain the problem,18 
do not provide a response to the situation in 
the Negev.

Map 1 shows the situation of undecided 
land claims, state-built Bedouin towns, and 
the extensive illegal construction in the area.

While the government avoided systematic 
implementation of the land laws in the Negev, 
the tribal rules for land control prevailed. 
According to these rules, control of land is 
achieved by the power of the sword, and not 
by written deeds. Aref al-Aref, a historian and 
Arab nationalist who was the district officer of 

Map 1: Bedouin Deployment in the Negev

Abu-Qrinat

Bir-Hadaj

al-Sayyid
Um-Batin

Arara BaNegev

Hura

Lakiya

Tel-Sheva
Kseifa

Abu-Tlul

Makhul

Qasr A-Sir

Segev-Shalom

Sa'wa

Rahat

Drijat

שבות הבדואים בנגב. הרשות לפיתוח והתיי
המידע והנתונים נועדו לאיתור, זיהוי והתמצאות בלבד,

אין לעשות בהם כל שימוש ללא קבלת הרשאה מפורשת מבעלי הזכויות במידע.
שום לא לצרכי רי

±

Legend
Bedouin Established Localities

Bedouin Unauthorized Deployment

Bedouin Land Claims

1:270,000

Beer-Sheva

20 May 2019

עובד והופק ברשות לפיתוח והתיישבות
הבדואים בנגב

אגף מיפוי ומידע גיאוגרפי

Source: Authority for Development and Settlement of the Bedouins in the Negev



76 Strategic Assessment | Volume 26 | No. 1 |  March 2023

Beer Sheva during the British Mandate (1929-
1938), clarified how tribes gained control of land:

At the start of the period when the 
Bedouins were first inclined to acquire 
land, they would just grab land for 
themselves. No government claimed 
ownership of this land, and nobody 
sought to buy it from its owner, so 
anyone strong and violent could 
seize land for himself…How did they 
seize it? A Bedouin goes to a piece of 
land that he likes, shows the land to 
everyone around, and says, “This is 
my land.” (al-Aref, 2000, p. 164)

According to tribal rules, the person who 
seizes the land is deemed its owner with full 
rights to it, including the ability to decide 
what can be done with it, what will be built, 
and who can stay there. He can also collect 
payment for use of the land, including passage 
across it. Trespassing or unauthorized entry on 
someone’s land is an affront to his honor and 
can be opposed with physical force. In most 
cases the threat is sufficient to deter others 
from entering the land without permission, 
although recently there have been a growing 
number of violent clashes between clans 
around land disputes, sometimes leading to 
deaths. Within the state-established towns, 
many of the violent struggles are linked to 
control of the new plots available for allocation. 
There are gunfire incidents almost nightly, as 
demonstrations of strength and warnings, 
particularly in Tel Sheva and in Rahat, 
although in other places as well (Ifergan, 2021; 
Curiel, 2021). Tribal control of land includes 
the demand to determine the identity of 
anyone who enters and supplies services, for 
example, the identity of the school principal. 
In many cases, people who come to carry out 
infrastructure work on the land are required to 
pay protection money, sometimes disguised as 
an offer they can’t refuse, for guard services. 
Indeed, both private and public bodies prefer 

to pay those who control the land so that they 
can carry out their work. This was the case 
when Road 31 was built and when the Electric 
Corporation laid high voltage lines. In some 
cases, the required infrastructure work was not 
done, and sometimes infrastructure locations 
were changed at enormous cost due to the 
demands of the land controllers. Examples can 
be found in the town of Lakiya, where a section 
of the main road was not paved for many years 
due to fear of the ownership claimant, and in 
another case, objections to the deep burial of 
sewage lines in Drijat resulted in significant 
extension of the lines at a cost of millions.

In Rahat, an announcement by the local 
leadership of its intention to retain land in 
the city’s extension for its descendants was 
enough to make members of the Abu Qweider 
clan renege on the understandings they had 
signed with the state about moving to live in 
the extension. The Supreme Court proceedings, 
which ultimately declared that the people of 
Rahat had no right to decide who would enter 
the extension land, proved meaningless on 
the ground.

Control by tribal rules is also reflected in the 
tens of thousands of structures erected with 
no building permits. Over the years, the state 
has failed to fully enforce planning and building 
laws among the Bedouins in the Negev.19 Even 
in state-established Bedouin localities there is 
a great deal of illegal construction, including 
building in parks and other public spaces, 
as well as “private roads” laid irrespective 
of any town plan (State Comptroller Report, 
2021). Moreover, the scattered groups of illegal 
buildings on hills and valleys in the Negev could 
potentially expand almost without limit. The 
residents of the buildings do not pay for the land 
or for a building permit. Education and welfare 
services are provided with no requirement 
to pay local taxes (arnona). Over the years 
the state has retroactively authorized many 
illegal buildings (Yahel, 2019), thus reinforcing 
the tribal rules that whoever grabs the land is 
the owner.
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Women’s and Children’s Rights 
in the Family: The Issue of 
Polygamy
Another dimension of the clash between 
the two modes of governance relates to a 
fundamental concept of tribalism that permits 
multiple wives, versus a fundamental concept 
in many countries, including Israel, that forbids 
multiple marriages with an eye to the protection 
of human rights.20 According to international 
law, polygamy21 is deemed not only a form of 
discrimination against women and a violation 
of their right to equality, but also a situation 
that is harmful to children.22

Based on a cautious estimate of the Central 
Bureau of Statistics published in 2017, about 
18.5 percent of Bedouin men with children are 
in polygamous marriages (Summary Report, 
2018). Previous studies indicated a higher 
proportion—30 percent on average (Research 
and Information, 2014; Abu Rabia et al., 2008; 
Lapidot-Firilla & Elhadad, 2006). According to 
other data, in the years 2016-2019, 700 men 
entered polygamous marriages (Research and 
Information, 2022). In the past, polygamy was 
the preserve of a minority with means, but 
over the years it has become more prevalent, 
either due to the generally improved economic 
situation or the ability to bring wives from the 
Gaza Strip and the West Bank at a lower price 
per bride (Adler, 1995). The phenomenon is not 
only common among the older population but 
also among the educated younger generation 
(al-Krenawi, 1999; Ben-David, 2004). Although 
in most cases polygamous marriages involve a 
second or third wife, in the past there were cases 
such as Sheikh Saliman al-Hozail, who married 
39 women and left over 70 descendants, and 
more recently, Shahada Abu Arar, who married 
seven wives and has 63 children.23

Polygamy among the Bedouins is linked to 
tribal norms preserved from the past, whereby a 
tribe’s strength lay in the number of fighting men 
it could muster. Numerous wives acquired from 
other groups means numerous children and 
thus increases the dynasty’s numerical capital 

and strength (Yahel & Abu Ajaj, 2021). Research 
studies provide other reasons for the survival 
of polygamy today, linking the phenomenon 
with the tightly knit patriarchal social structure 
of Bedouin society. The explanations point to 
polygamy as a status symbol, evidence of the 
man’s power and wealth, the family’s work force 
and increased political power (the more family 
members, the greater the chances of some of 
them achieving powerful positions), permission 
by Islam, custom whereby the choice of the first 
wife by the parents reflects a commitment to the 
extended family, while the second wife is freely 
chosen by the man, a solution for women who 
have difficulty finding a husband, accessibility 
of Palestinian women from the territories, the 
fear of divorce, and a mode of conflict resolution 
between families or tribes (al-Krenawi & Slonim-
Nevo, 2005; Research and Information, 2014; 
Summary Report, 2018). Tribalism does not 
limit the number of wives a man can marry, 
unlike Islam, which limits the number of wives 
to four, with strict requirements for permission 
to marry additional women.

Israeli law, like international law, opposes 
polygamy. Section 176 of the Penal Code -5737
1977 states that “A married man who marries 
another woman, and a married woman who 
marries another man—can be sentenced to five 
years in prison.”24 The prohibition is supported 
by several studies of Bedouins in the Negev, 
linking polygamy to oppression of women, 
harm to children, increased economic distress, 
weakness, and violence (al-Krenawi & Slonim-
Nevo, 2005, al-Krenawi et al., 1997). Polygamy 
hinders the process of strengthening the status 
of Bedouin women and harms their dignity. It 
preserves the patriarchal family structure and 
perpetuates the traditional attitude toward 
women (Adler, 1995, p. 134). 

Polygamy is linked to other criminal 
behaviors, including domestic violence, 
trafficking in women, trade in women (buying 
women and importing them from the Palestinian 
Authority territory to Israel, where they are 
defined as illegally present and their children are 
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not fully registered in the Population Registry), 
National Insurance fraud, poverty, distress, 
dropout from school, juvenile delinquency, 
and involvement in nationalist crime (Summary 
Report, 2018; Research and Information, 2022). 
This is in addition to the other difficulties it 
causes in the fields of housing and planning 
(Ben Baruch et al., 2018). 

In the past, there were attempts to bypass 
the legal prohibition in various technical ways, 
but the law stipulates that the existence or 
absence of marriage is determined according 
to the laws of personal status. In the case of the 
Bedouins, the test is whether sharia, Islamic 
legal law, defines the relations as “marriage” or 
not (Adler, 1995). Over the years, sharia courts 
have permitted such marriages retroactively, 
and the state has taken no action against the 
sharia courts (Aburabia, 2022; Greenzeig, 2022).

In spite of the wide prevalence of the 
phenomenon, which according to Judge Alon 
Gabizon amounts to a “national disaster,”25 
Israeli governments have chosen not to confront 
it. On her appointment as Minister for Justice, 
Ayelet Shaked established a team representing 
various ministries, local authorities, and civil 
society to examine ways of dealing with the 
negative effects of polygamy. In the summary 
report submitted in 2018, the team stated that 
polygamy was an expression of “the absence 
of (state) governance” (Summary Report, 2018, 
p. 15). A survey by the Knesset Research and 
Information Center in January 2022 found no 
evidence of a reduction in the incidence of 
polygamy (Research and Information, 2022).26

Moreover, in tandem with avoiding 
enforcement of the legal ban on polygamy 
over many years, the state has provided and 
still provides economic and other incentives 
that encourage it. One of the less familiar 
incentives is the state-funded allocation of 
land for residential buildings to polygamous 
families. In order to encourage the move to 
state-established localities, the state provides 
Bedouins living outside those places with 
about half a dunam of land for residential 

purposes. The plots are allocated according 
to the number of wives, so that men with more 
than one wife receive more land (Yahel, 2017). 
This derives from a 1979 decision, when Israel 
had to evacuate Bedouin families living around 
Tel Malhata in the Negev quickly. The land was 
needed to build the Nevatim Air Force base, 
to replace the base evacuated in Sinai as part 
of the peace treaty with Egypt. To help the 
population relocate, the state established two 
new towns, and decided that each evacuated 
family was entitled to a free dunam of land.27 
The State Attorney was asked to draft an opinion 
regarding the number of plots to be allocated 
to families with more than one wife, and stated 
that more than one plot of land could be given, 
on condition that before the evacuation, the 
wives had lived no less than 50 meters from 
each other. 

In this decision the State Attorney did not 
refer to the question of legality. Ignoring the 
provisions of the law prohibiting polygamy 
sent a message that not only was polygamy 
permitted, but that it could even be a source 
of significant economic benefit, such as free 
land. The land allocations were accompanied by 
grants for moving and other expenses. Ten years 
later, in 1992, when the government decided 
to apply the benefits granted by virtue of the 
peace treaty to all Bedouins in the Negev, the 
condition of minimum distance between the 
houses of the wives was abandoned. Since 
then, any Bedouin interested in moving to a 
state-established locality has received free land 
according to the number of his wives, with no 
review of the distance between their former 
residences. According to figures from the Israel 
Land Authority, in the years 2013-2016 about 100 
plots of land were granted without a tender to 
wives living in polygamous families (Summary 
Report, 2018, p. 108). This number has increased 
to several hundred in view of the significant 
rise in land allocations in the last five years. 
The authors of the Summary Report chose not 
to order an end to allocations of extra plots to 
polygamists.28
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Evidently, on matters of protecting the rights 
of women and children in the family, the state 
fails to enforce its laws, tribal principles rule, 
and there are incentives granted that in effect 
encourage polygamy.

Conflict Resolution: The Sulh
Another interface between the state and 
tribalism is linked to the use of force to settle 
blood feuds. The debate focuses on the 
mechanism of the sulh. 

The roots of the sulh go back centuries, 
emerging before the rise of the Islamic legal 
system (Shahar, 2018; Justin, 2020; Khadduri, 
2012; Lyon, 2018; Othman, 2007). The mechanism 
is designed to resolve conflicts in the absence 
of an established judicial authority and relies 
on communal consent (Justin, 2020). The 
underlying idea is to resolve conflicts through 
cooperation and mediation, and the aim is to 
preserve order and community stability (al-
Humaidhi, 2015). Wherever institutional legal 
mechanisms were weak or distant, the sulh was a 
tool used to restore stability, prevent bloodshed, 
and restore communal peace, security, and 
harmony (Yanai & Adwi, 2016). The use of the 
sulh is accepted in Bedouin society throughout 
the Middle East, and in some countries, it has 
been enshrined in law (Dupret, 2006). Its main 
implementation concerns incidents of murder, 
honor, and property (Abu-Rabia, 2018). The 
process is managed by respected members of 
the local community who have no institutional 
position, but who have authority in the social, 
family, or tribal structure (al-Jabassini & Ezzi, 
2021). 

The sulh is based on the concept of group 
responsibility, which differs materially from 
the concept underlying the Western and Israeli 
liberal legal system (Mugrabi, 2019). Bedouin 
tribal society is essentially collectivist, and 
clearly prioritizes the interests of the group 
over those of the individual. In the classic sense 
individuals have no independent status as the 
owners of rights and obligations, but only as 
part of the group. Therefore, if one individual 

harms another, collective responsibility applies. 
His actions are the responsibility of his entire 
blood money group and give the members of 
the victim’s blood money group the right to a 
reciprocal response—revenge. Revenge is not 
necessarily taken on the individual who caused 
the harm but can be exacted from any member 
of his blood money group and is considered a 
legitimate means for restoring the balance of 
power to what it was prior to the harmful act. 

The sulh is designed to preempt the act of 
revenge by replacing it with other options, such 
as monetary compensation and restrictions, 
leading to reconciliation and acceptance. The 
mechanism is voluntary and relies on persuading 
the victim’s group to renounce revenge, and thus 
restore the necessary balance without further 
violence (Yanai & Adwi, 2016). The tribal rules 
do not distinguish between criminal and civil 
offenses and do not focus on punishing the 
person who commits the offense (Yanai & Adwi, 
2016). Thus unlike the Western approach, even 
murder and bodily injury are not conceptualized 
as criminal acts but as civil damage. A dispute 
ends with revenge exacted from anyone in the 
perpetrator’s blood money group or through 
a sulh that usually includes a monetary 
arrangement accepted by the victim’s group 
(Tsafrir, 2006). The starting point of the sulh 
is that the victim’s group has a basic right of 
revenge against the attacker’s group, including as 
a way of restoring the previous balance of power. 
Recognizing this right, the sulh seeks to avoid 
revenge on the attacking group and does not 
focus on defending the victim. It is a mechanism 
that looks to the future, in an encounter between 
the blood money group of the perpetrator and 
the blood money group of the expected next 
perpetrator. In other words, it is adopted by 

On matters of protecting the rights of women and 
children in the family, the state fails to enforce its 
laws, tribal principles rule, and there are incentives 
granted that in effect encourage polygamy.
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societies whose members believe that revenge 
is a proper way to settle disputes, and who will 
use this method if no other monetary or suitable 
arrangement is agreed on.

Although the underlying principle of sulh 
is group revenge, which contradicts the state’s 
laws and values, the mechanism enjoys wide 
public support, even among enforcement and 
legal systems in Israel, where it is regarded 
as an expression of legal pluralism. In 1997, 
with police encouragement, a sulh committee 
was set up in Baqa al-Gharbiyye, in view of the 
many disputes between individuals and clans. 
The police then encouraged victims of minor 
offenses to turn to the sulh committee instead 
of criminal proceedings. In the case of more 
serious offenses, they opened a criminal file, but 
also notified the sulh committee, to try to calm 
the atmosphere. The police brochure describes 
cooperation between the sulh committee and 
the police as a positive factor that increases 
the local public’s trust in the police (Rapaport 
ben Hamo, 1999). The guidelines of the State 
Attorney also refer positively to the sulh (State 
Attorney Directive, 2018). 

Courts likewise sympathize with the 
tendency to sulh agreements (Tsafrir, 2006). The 
President of the Haifa District Court saw the sulh 
as a positive means of recognizing the status of 
the Arab minority as a collective in Israel, and 
of strengthening its trust in the court system. 
Other rulings stated that it encouraged peaceful 
means of conflict resolution, prevented public 
violence, and helped to reduce the workload 
on the courts (Shapira, 2016).

The sulh mechanism is sometimes used 
during legal proceedings, as a factor to reduce 
criminal penalties and to assess the danger 
posed by the offender. However, this use is 
based on a fundamental error in understanding 
the mechanism. The purpose of sulh is to stop 
the injured group from taking revenge on the 
offending group. It therefore deals with the risk 
to the offender and his group, irrespective of the 
offender’s dangerous character. Participation 
in the sulh, therefore, is not an indication of 

the accused’s good behavior or measure of 
the risk he will re-offend, but of the reduced 
chance that he or any member of his blood 
money group will be attacked.

Indeed, some judges have reservations 
about the sulh due to the difficulties it causes 
(Tsafrir, 2006; Mugrabi, 2019). Sometimes the 
sulh agreements include a demand for non-
cooperation with the legal authorities (Basel 
Rian v. State of Israel, 2021). Encouraging the 
sulh maintains the community’s hostile attitude 
and alienation toward the state and discourages 
acceptance of its laws (Yanai & Adwi, 2016, p. 53). 
Police attempts to find alternative ways to avoid 
conflict led to insufficient police involvement in 
society and lack of trust (Mugrabi, 2019), with 
clear preference for the tribal system over the 
state system (Yahel & Abu Ajaj, 2021).

Moreover, sulh creates inequality before the 
law in the efforts to eradicate crime. “It sends 
a double message to the Arab population on 
the treatment of crime and violence. A policy 
that allows crime to be resolved within the 
community without interference is a policy 
that indirectly encourages crime and violence” 
(Totari-Jubran, 2021, sec. 4). By preserving the 
tribal social norms, the sulh also exacts a heavy 
human price of blood vengeance, flight, and 
physical exile of family members from their 
homes for fear of revenge, as well as a high 
economic price and many years of living in 
fear (Mosko, 2021; Katushevsky et al., 2023).

Nachmias and Meydani (2019) referred to 
the importance of defining consistent rules 
of the game for maintaining public order, 
and the importance of having all the tools for 
enforcement in the hands of the state. Support 
for the sulh interferes with these rules. Indeed, 
in the short term it has the benefit of calming 
unrest and providing a recognized response 
to a communal circle wider than the victim-
offender circle, but in the long run it bolsters 
tribal mechanisms of enforcement and conflict 
resolution based on violence and the right to 
revenge, while rejecting the principles of the 
rule of law and state enforcement mechanisms. 



81Havatzelet Yahel  |  Governance in the Negev?

Conclusion
This study highlights the existence of tribal 
governance in the Negev, with its own 
mechanisms, rules of conduct, and effective 
enforcement system, which are different 
from state governance means and obeyed by 
extensive portions of the Bedouin population. 
The research also shows that there are interfaces 
between the tribal system and the state system, 
linked directly and indirectly to the issue of 
national and personal security. Significantly, 
over the years, policymakers in Israel have 
helped to strengthen Bedouin tribal governance 
and weaken state governance. Indeed, there are 
areas where state governance has, by action or 
by omission, adopted a policy that reinforces 
tribal governance, even when it contradicts 
the state laws and values of human rights that 
it proclaims.

Specifically, the research shows how tribal 
allegiance has been adopted in the Israeli ID 
card, while the state’s laws are not exactly 
implemented with respect to official identity 
documents. The result is that tens of thousands 
of Bedouins belong to tribal frameworks without 
an address, which makes it hard to locate them. 
Moreover, hundreds of thousands of dunams 
of land in the Negev are de facto controlled by 
tribal rules of how they can be used, who can 
enter them, and what can be built there, with 
no connection to the state laws. In addition, the 
state gives incentives to polygamy, although the 
practice is contrary to its laws, its values, and 
its obligation to protect human rights, with the 
emphasis on the weaker groups of women and 
children. Finally, the tribal method of resolving 
disputes based on the use of force and revenge 
highlights the failure represented by its support 
among institutional elements such as the police 
and the courts. The basis of tribal governance 
runs completely counter to the state’s concept of 
its exclusive right to use force in the resolution 
of disputes, and contravenes its values and laws, 
which are opposed to collective responsibility 
and punishments.

The overriding conclusion is that Bedouin 
tribal governance currently takes precedence 
in the Negev over state governance, as seen 
by its norms of conduct and control of most 
areas of life. Bedouin governance has been 
recognized and fostered by the state over many 
decades and is a central factor shaping not 
only the fabric of relations within Bedouin 
society, but also many of its attitudes to the 
state. The combination of a young population 
that has doubled in size within twenty years, 
multitudes of clans, and shrinking space in 
towns, as well as tribal norms that permit 
the use of force have led to rising tensions. 
Individuals acquire weapons for self-defense, 
as a show of power, and for deterrence, and 
to ensure that when necessary, the clan will 
be in a strong position against its enemies. 
The growing number of available weapons 
contributes to further escalation. Although most 
violent clashes and shooting incidents occur 
in and around Bedouin localities, sometimes 
they occur in other places, mainly on roads, 
with repercussions for relations between Jews 
and Bedouins in the Negev.29

The implementation of state governance 
has a price—a consequence of the centrality of 
the tribes and their deep roots, many years of 
fostering tribalism, and a lack of government 
interest in the Negev. However, a continuation 
of the present approach, characterized by 
isolated and partial promotion of issues 
and the pervasive desire to maintain calm, 
ultimately damages the strength of the Israeli 
state. Deep-rooted Bedouin tribal governance 
on the one hand and weak state governance 
on the other hand have brought the Negev to a 
problematic point. The State of Israel must take 
a strategic decision to stop fostering Bedouin 

Over the years, policymakers in Israel have helped 
to strengthen Bedouin tribal governance and 
weaken state governance. 
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tribal governance and start implementing its 
laws and values in the Negev. 

Based on these conclusions, a number of 
directions for action are proposed:
a.	 State symbols and institutions must be 

present and noticeable in Bedouin areas, 
with adequate services provided to their 
residents.

b.	 The government must enforce the laws 
of land, planning, and construction by 
completing the process of land registration 
in the Negev. The state cannot ignore the 
law. If it believes that the law is not suitable, 
it has to change it by legislation. It must 
exercise its control over land through the 
means available to it.

c.	 The government must strengthen the state’s 
enforcement mechanisms. The police, the 
courts, and other relevant entities should 
avoid explicit and implicit encouragement 
of the tribal sulh process for handling 
violent incidents in the Negev. The courts 
must reject arguments in favor of a sulh, in 
particular, as a means of reducing penalties. 

d.	 The Ministry of the Interior should implement 
the law in full and order an amendment of 
the ID registration of tens of thousands of 
Bedouins, so that their address appears in 
the geographic coordinate system instead of 
the tribal name. This means of identification 
is available in every cellphone.

e.	 All branches of government, with the 
emphasis on the Israel Land Authority 
and the Development and Settlement 
Authority for Bedouins in the Negev, must 
stop allocating land by the number of wives. 
The state must also implement all the 
mechanisms intended to combat polygamy, 
according to the findings of reports on this 
subject.

f.	 There are gaps in the knowledge and 
understanding of institutional entities 
about aspects of Bedouin society and tribal 
tradition. This leads to generalizations and 
simplification, and to decisions that ignore 
the long-term implications. There is therefore 

a need for in-depth training for local and 
national officials engaged in Bedouin affairs, 
particularly law enforcement. 
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Notes
1	 On the complexity of the link between liberal and 

multicultural countries and minority rights, see Will 
Kymlicka. Kymlicka (1995) points to the clash in such 
countries between the majority and minorities on 
issues of language, autonomous spaces, political 
representation, school curriculum, claims of land 
ownership, national symbols, migration, and more. He 
says that finding practical and defensible solutions to 
these issues is the biggest challenge currently facing 
democracy. The main research development on these 
issues grew in the context of post-colonialist countries 
(Wimmer, 1997).

2	 Online Etymology Dictionary.
3	 Since 2000 there has been extensive writing on 

the activity of violent non-state actors and terror 
organizations in the context of governance. See for 
example, K. Michael & O. Dostry (2018). The process 
of political establishment of sub-state actors: The 
conduct of Hamas between sovereignty and continuing 
violence. The Inter-Disciplinary Journal of Middle 
East Studies, 3, 57-90 [in Hebrew]. This subject is 

beyond the scope of this article. The discussion of 
non-state organizations focuses on processes of 
institutionalization that convert these organizations 
into sovereign governing bodies that can replace the 
country’s regime. In contrast, Bedouin tribalism in the 
Negev does not seek to destroy or replace the national 
government. See also K. Michael & Y. Guzansky (2017). 
The Arab world on the road to state failure. Institute 
for National Security Studies. 

4	 The Academy of the Hebrew Language – meshilut.
5	 Avnion Dictionary online. According to Talshir (2020), 

the correct translation of governability should be 
mimshaliut and not meshilut.

6	 Basic Outline of Government Policy, Knesset 
Secretariat, May 13, 2015 [in Hebrew].

7	 For a critique of the limited nature of the discussion 
in Israel, see Carmon (2009), p. 18.

8	 Examples of items taken from social media: A video 
of young men brandishing weapons, October 7, 2021, 
Walla!; Attack on a vehicle at a Negev junction, April 
23, 2018, Ynet; Gunfire at a cafe in Rahat employing 
women, April 7, 2022, Ynet [in Hebrew]. 

9	 Book of Laws 466, p. 270, August 1, 1965; Book of 
Laws 2696, Amendment to the Population Register 
Law—No. 20, p. 214, February 28, 2018 [in Hebrew].

10	 MK Said al-Harumi and his partners tabled the original 
version, 2095/23/p on September 14, 2020, under the 
heading “Bill to Amend the Income Tax Ordinance 
(Tax benefits to localities), 5781-2020. Amendment to 
Section 11 of the Income Tax Ordinance.” The request 
was to add the words “or significant Bedouin tribes” 
to the definition of “Urban localities in the Negev.”

11	 Proposal 2266/24/p was tabled again on October 
11, 2021. The Committee of Ministers for Legislative 
Affairs postponed the discussion. 

12	 See for example Kedar et al. (2018).
13	 Land Law, 5729-1969, Book of Laws 575, p. 259, July 27, 

1969; Ottoman Land Law, 1858, https://bit.ly/3X0ThWW 
[in Hebrew].

14	 Land (Settlement of Title) Ordinance, 1928. Official 
Gazette, June 1, 1928. Replaced by the Land (Settlement 
of Title) Ordinance of 1928 [New version], 5729-1969, 
Laws of the State of Israel [New version], p. 293, July 
27, 1969, https://bit.ly/3Ht3ztl [in Hebrew].

15	 In the few cases that were heard in court, the state 
won. Civil Appeal 4220/12 al-Uqbi v. State of Israel 
(not published, May 14, 2015), and recently Civil Case 
48918-02-19 (Beer Sheva District Court) Gaboa v. State 
of Israel (not published, January 5, 2023).

16	 Government Resolution 2491 of October 28, 2007, 
amended Resolution 1999 of July 15, 2007. https://
bit.ly/3YjMBo1 [in Hebrew].

17	 The Public Land Law (Land Evacuation), 5741-1981, 
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Introduction
“The IDF is the people’s army” is a common 
phrase that reflects the standing of the military 
in Israeli society, given the conscription law and 
the sense of public involvement in developments 
relating to the military. The military’s level of 
fitness, professionalism, and effectiveness 
are sensitive subjects for the Israeli public. 
Recent years have seen increasing criticism 
of the defense budget and greater scrutiny of 
IDF activity. The more seriously one engages 
with this criticism, the clearer it becomes that 
the criticism is sometimes based on incomplete 
information and does not reflect the full picture 
or the logic guiding the IDF. 

The transition between Chiefs of Staff is an 
opportunity to look ahead and update military 
strategy in relation to expected forthcoming 
challenges. This paper proposes a viewpoint 
for analyzing the military’s fitness and offers 

insights about changes in IDF force buildup and 
force application under the 22nd IDF Chief of Staff, 
Lt. Gen. Aviv Kochavi. It then discusses central 
gaps and challenges facing the current Chief 
of Staff, Lt. Gen. Herzi Halevi. The information 
presented is based on unclassified publications 
as well as on the experience of Maj. Gen. (res.) 
Tamir Hayman as a member of the IDF General 
Staff from 2015-2022, subject to information 
security regulations.

There are many approaches to an analysis 
of military preparedness. In this work we have 
chosen to analyze processes of force buildup 
and force application in light of operational 
achievements, and to examine issues related 
to the conscription model and civil-military 
relations, as essential components of IDF force 
buildup. The article discusses whether and how 
processes promoted by the former Chief of Staff 
assist the IDF in consolidating the capabilities 

https://www.idf.il/%D7%90%D7%AA%D7%A8%D7%99-%D7%99%D7%97%D7%99%D7%93%D7%95%D7%AA/%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9B%D7%96-%D7%93%D7%93%D7%95/%D7%92%D7%99%D7%9C%D7%99%D7%95%D7%9F-6-%D7%91%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%9B%D7%95%D7%97-%D7%90/%D7%91%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%9B%D7%95%D7%97-%D7%9B%D7%9E%D7%A2%D7%A8%D7%9B%D7%94-%D7%A2%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%95%D7%A4%D7%98%D7%99%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%96%D7%A6%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%98%D7%A8%D7%98%D7%92%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%AA%D7%90%D7%9C-%D7%91%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%9C-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%9D-%D7%97%D7%9E%D7%95/
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it needs to win wars, and what processes or 
trends require rethinking by the current Chief 
of Staff.

Force Buildup Processes
Adapting Operational Deployment to the 
New Warfare Era
Military force buildup during the Kochavi era was 
primarily shaped by the Tnufa (“Momentum”) 
multiyear plan. The plan was the result of a long 
steering process that began with an intelligence 
assessment and continued with in-depth 
discussions that analyzed internal and external 
trends impacting the IDF, diagnosing existing 
gaps, and proposing alternative solutions. The 
plan was implemented by Chief of Staff Kochavi 
via budgetary transfers within the military, but 
was not approved and funded formally as a 
multiyear plan by the political echelon.

The Tnufa plan aimed to address the most 
dramatic question facing the IDF in the new 
warfare era: What is the purpose of military 
action and how can it now be realized? The new 
era is characterized by technology-improved 
combat equipment, civilian populations that 
serve as the primary target for terror and civil 
uprising organizations, and cognition, which 
has become a powerful weapon in shaping 
the perception of winning the battle. In the 
present era, the value of decisive tactical victory 
is low, and the army must take action that 
simultaneously yields both operational and 
cognitive achievements. If so, the questions at 
the heart of the discussion are, how can the IDF 
win the next war, and is it prepared strategically 
and operationally to conduct a limited campaign 
in which most weapons are pointed at the Israeli 
civilian front and the enemy is focused on the 
cognitive impact.

A discussion of these questions led those 
who formulated the multiyear plan to the 
conclusion that maneuvers are not sufficient 
for achieving victory in war. Victory will be 
achieved by massively striking the enemy in a 
short time frame, during which the IDF denies 
the enemy essential capabilities for carrying 
out its operational methodology, especially 
capabilities that threaten the civilian population 
on the home front—with emphasis on high-
trajectory fire. Kochavi’s perception of victory 
focused on “wiping out key centers,” based 
on analysis of the enemy as a system, and 
defining its strengths and weak points. The 
approach strives for planned action and precise 
achievements, as opposed to other approaches 
that aim for wide, overall damage. As a result, 
the concept of “exposure” is a core element of 
the victory concept, because without accurate 
information about the enemy it will not be 
possible to wipe it out.

The core change in the army in the wake 
of the Tnufa plan lay in consolidating the 
capability to expose and attack the enemy 
with a high degree of accuracy, but with 
breadth joining quality. Three capabilities 
were significantly strengthened during 
Chief of Staff Kochavi’s term as part of the 
“multidimensional strike” concept:1 reliable 
tactical intelligence capability in real time, 
allowing target exposure and strikes; aerial 
operational capacity to strike many targets, by 
increasing the number of existing bombs in the 
IAF arsenal and by developing its operational 
capability to attack many high-quality targets 
accurately in a short time; and development of 
digital media and communications in the IDF 
under the “digital transformation” framework, 
which includes an “information project” (with 
unprecedented collection and processing 
capabilities), and “operational internet” for 
improving the crucial connection in attacks 
between intelligence and the air force so that 
it works quickly, continuously, simply, and 
reliably. The digital infrastructure that the IDF 
built over the past few years will ensure its 

The core change in the army in the wake of the 
Tnufa plan lay in consolidating the capability to 
expose and attack the enemy with a high degree of 
accuracy, but with breadth joining quality. 

https://www.israeldefense.co.il/node/41955
https://www.israeldefense.co.il/node/41955
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basic preparedness for the next era of warfare, 
during which autonomous capabilities (gliders, 
drones, and combat robots) will become part 
of the battlefield, and AI and communication 
will be essential to victory. 

Although maneuver is not sufficient for 
victory in war in the spirit of this new approach, 
it has an important role in removing threats and 
negating enemy capabilities. In the multiyear 
plan substantial resources were invested in 
renewing the maneuver mechanism under the 
guise of “multidimensional maneuver.” New 
forms of operational units were organized; they 
reflect innovative understandings of combat 
that include technology and intelligence as 
inseparable elements of the battlefield (human-
machine integration). Commanders in the field 
enjoy more accessible and relevant intelligence 
that meets their needs. The multidimensional 
unit was aimed at leading a revolution in 
the ground forces and their maneuvering 
capabilities, which can be replicated among 
all ground forces. But in practice, the 
multidimensional unit was a single case that has 
not yet reached full operational capability, and 
as of the writing of this article there is difficulty 
in replicating the model broadly across the 
ground forces.

In contrast with the innovativeness described 
above, the ground forces and the logistics 
directorate remain the Achilles’ heel of IDF force 
buildup. Investment in logistical military force 
buildup was not at the heart of Chief of Staff 
Kochavi’s innovation and empowerment plan. 
The engagement with the core assumptions 
regarding maneuver, and the need to challenge 
and change perceptions of force buildup and 
application, were sidelined. While this is a result 
of prioritization and the need to move resources 
around within the army, there is an issue that 
should be addressed: technology has improved 
immeasurably, but the ground forces do not 
have sufficient operational capabilities to fulfill 
their mission.

Conscription and Human Resources Policy
The conscription policy put in place by 
Kochavi during his term included canceling 
the “quality group” ranking system, changes 
to the initial psychological test, the addition of 
parameters for suitability tests for new recruits, 
and streamlined screening processes, with 
the aim of creating a “more equitable, fairer, 
and shorter process.” Kochavi also launched 
training programs for combat soldiers aimed 
at increasing their motivation for combat duty, 
as well as upgraded programs for technological 
service, with the aims of retaining necessary 
manpower. At the same time he coined the 
slogan “our people are valuable,” and called 
for commanders to increase the attractiveness 
of military service by enhancing discipline, 
leadership, interpersonal relations, culture, 
and conditions of those serving in the IDF. 
Specifically, Kochavi expanded the policy of 
“shutdowns” or breaks in the IDF, in order to 
assure that soldiers use their vacation days, 
and increased soldiers’ salaries.

At the same time, however, he applied 
the “cannons before socks” policy, which put 
operational force buildup ahead of conditions 
of service. As a result, Kochavi was criticized 
extensively by soldiers and by the public that 
despite his rhetoric, combat battalion soldiers 
in the IDF face difficult conditions of service. 
This policy was expressed in particularly blatant 
fashion during the pandemic, when Kochavi 
ordered the diversion of resources from areas 
related to soldiers’ wellbeing to operational and 
attack needs. At the same time, the demand 
made of soldiers and particularly combat 
soldiers during that time to help shoulder 
the burden led to command failures, harm to 
soldiers’ individual and medical rights, and 
insufficient medical treatment, as can be seen in 
the report on soldiers’ complaints by the military 
ombudsman. There are still complaints about 
inferior service conditions today, particularly 
among ground forces, as well as about poor 

https://www.inss.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Memo207_AntebyENG_9.pdf
https://www.mitgaisim.idf.il/%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%A9%D7%99/%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%98%D7%91/%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%99-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%94%D7%95%D7%92%D7%9F-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%A7%D7%A6%D7%A8-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8/#/
https://www.mitgaisim.idf.il/%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%A9%D7%99/%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%98%D7%91/%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%99-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%94%D7%95%D7%92%D7%9F-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%A7%D7%A6%D7%A8-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8/#/
https://www.israelhayom.co.il/article/811963
https://www.israelhayom.co.il/article/811963
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https://www.mod.gov.il/nakhal/reports/%D7%93%D7%95%D7%97 %D7%A9%D7%A0%D7%AA%D7%99 49 - 2020.pdf
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medical services, which influence soldiers’ 
motivation to serve and their basic rights.

Trends in Socio-Military Relations 
Relations between Israeli society and the 
military are one of the most sensitive and 
important fields in military force buildup. The 
IDF’s high quality derives from mandatory 
conscription, which contributes to the cohesion 
of Israeli society based on the idea of “the nation 
builds the army that builds the nation.” More 
than once in recent years IDF actions were the 
subject of political controversy in a manner 
that threatened this delicate relationship. 
This joins increasing public criticism of the 
IDF as not reflecting demographic changes in 
society (described below) and of the IDF’s role 
in maintaining socio-economic disparities and 
social immobility. All of these require the Chief 
of Staff to make principled and professional 
decisions, in order to increase public trust in 
the military and strengthen its perception as 
a force for national unity.

Political controversies and criticism were 
created inter alia by military activity at points 
of political friction. One notable example was 
the Elor Azaria incident, in which then-Chief of 
Staff Lt. Gen. Gadi Eisenkot determined that 
the soldier had contravened orders, breached 
discipline, and acted in an unethical and 
unnecessary manner. This led to unprecedented 
public criticism of the Chief of Staff and to the 
perception of his decisions as political.

Chief of Staff Kochavi avoided entering this 
sensitive political field during the course of his 
term. In his last few months in the position, 
he decided to add the value of “mamlachtiut” 
(stateliness) to the IDF ethical code. But in 
practice this wasn’t enough to respond to 
the weakened public trust in the IDF, as can 
be seen in an INSS poll, which indicated an 
incremental decline in public trust in the army. 
This finding contrasts with the finding of the 
2023 Israeli Democracy Index published by the 
Israel Democracy Institute, which found a small 
increase in public trust in the IDF, although 

the level of trust is below the average for the 
years 2003-2023. Civil-military relations figured 
prominently during the pandemic, in light of 
Chief of Staff Kochavi’s decision to request 
a budget increase for the IDF in spite of the 
financial crisis. Two public disputes took place 
during the final part of his term: his decision 
to condemn violence by soldiers against an 
unarmed Israeli citizen in Hebron, and his 
involvement in the decisions by the political 
echelon to transfer responsibilities from the 
Civil Administration and the Border Police in 
the West Bank, which led to accusations of 
politicizing the IDF.

If so, Chief of Staff Kochavi finished his 
position while this subject continued to be the 
focus of public disputes. The current Chief of 
Staff, in cooperation with the political echelon, 
will need to make complex fundamental 
decisions and take a clear and professional 
stance.

Force Application Processes
The Campaign Between the Wars
The Campaign Between the Wars (CBW) began 
during the term of Chief of Staff Benny Gantz. 
Organizing all the operations carried out by 
the security establishment in accordance with 
a logic of a single campaign aimed at fulfilling 
Israeli security interests, including operational 
activity below the “brink of war,” was a formative 
event. Over the past decade the campaign 
evolved and expanded, and today the aims of 
the CBW and its operational spaces touch on all 
the arenas and security challenges to the State 
of Israel—the northern arena, the Palestinian 
arena, Iran, and the Shiite militias.

Regarding the campaign against Iranian 
entrenchment in Syria, in the Kochavi years, the 
expanded entrenchment in Syria was decided 
militarily. The vision of the Shiite militias in Syria, 
as projected by Qasem Soleimani, included 
consolidating Iranian control of the Syrian state 
and operating military capabilities there. This 
vision failed thanks to systematic regulation 
of the CBW based on defined and measured 

https://www.idf.il/%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%95%D7%A2%D7%93%D7%9B%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%9D/%D7%90%D7%95%D7%93%D7%95%D7%AA/%D7%99%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%95%D7%99%D7%99%D7%97%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%A6%D7%94-%D7%9C/
https://www.idf.il/%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%95%D7%A2%D7%93%D7%9B%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%9D/%D7%90%D7%95%D7%93%D7%95%D7%AA/%D7%99%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%95%D7%99%D7%99%D7%97%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%A6%D7%94-%D7%9C/
https://www.to-be.co.il/images/Games/16189/%d7%a7%d7%a8%d7%95%d7%9e%d7%a8-%d7%a0%d7%91%d7%95 %d7%9e%d7%9c%d7%9b%d7%94 %d7%95%d7%9e%d7%a8%d7%93%d7%9b%d7%99%d7%99%d7%91 2012.pdf
https://www.to-be.co.il/images/Games/16189/%d7%a7%d7%a8%d7%95%d7%9e%d7%a8-%d7%a0%d7%91%d7%95 %d7%9e%d7%9c%d7%9b%d7%94 %d7%95%d7%9e%d7%a8%d7%93%d7%9b%d7%99%d7%99%d7%91 2012.pdf
https://www.israelhayom.co.il/article/382289
https://www.idf.il/%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%95%D7%A2%D7%93%D7%9B%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%9D/2022/%D7%99%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%99/%D7%A8%D7%95%D7%97-%D7%A6%D7%94-%D7%9C-%D7%A6%D7%94%D7%9C-%D7%9E%D7%9E%D7%9C%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%99%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%A2%D7%A8%D7%9A-%D7%99%D7%A1%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%A8%D7%9E%D7%98%D7%9B-%D7%9C/
https://www.idf.il/%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%95%D7%A2%D7%93%D7%9B%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%9D/2022/%D7%99%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%99/%D7%A8%D7%95%D7%97-%D7%A6%D7%94-%D7%9C-%D7%A6%D7%94%D7%9C-%D7%9E%D7%9E%D7%9C%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%99%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%A2%D7%A8%D7%9A-%D7%99%D7%A1%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%A8%D7%9E%D7%98%D7%9B-%D7%9C/
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/national-security-index-2023/
https://www.idi.org.il/articles/47360
https://www.themarker.com/opinion/2021-01-26/ty-article/.premium/0000017f-f0bf-d8a1-a5ff-f0bfdf630000
https://www.themarker.com/opinion/2021-01-26/ty-article/.premium/0000017f-f0bf-d8a1-a5ff-f0bfdf630000
https://www.ynet.co.il/news/article/b1qulayds
https://www.ynet.co.il/news/article/hjjatgdko
https://www.ynet.co.il/news/article/hjjatgdko
https://www.maariv.co.il/news/military/Article-968129


91Tamir Hayman and Eden Kaduri  |  The Changing of the Guard: The IDF, from Aviv Kochavi to Herzi Halevi

targets, which were directed by Kochavi in the 
framework of in-depth discussions and regular 
situation assessments. He also expanded the 
campaign, both geographically and in terms 
of operational method. Today, other than 
kinetic operations, the CBW is underway in 
the cyber realm, the economic arena, and the 
maritime arena. The CBW concept has also 
been replicated in the Palestinian arena, with 
the aim of reducing the ability of Hamas to arm 
itself in Gaza and preventing financial transfers 
from Iran to terrorist organizations.

During Kochavi’s term there was greater 
involvement by all branches of the military 
in the CBW. The regional commands played a 
significant part in managing and leading the 
campaign, alongside the Intelligence Directorate 
and the air force, and they included the CBW 
in their routine ongoing security activity. A 
noteworthy example is the successful campaign 
against Hezbollah consolidation on the Golan 
Heights front (the “Golan File”) led by the 
Northern Command. The regional commands 
also led the campaign on the Palestinian issue. 
This included the Southern Command leading 
the campaign to prevent Hamas arming itself, 
and the Central Command leading the campaign 
against weapons smuggling and trade in the 
West Bank and the economic campaign against 
Hamas as part of the inter-organizational 
economic campaign to prevent financial 
transfers from Iran.

Deterring Terrorist Organizations in the 
Gaza Strip
The reality of rounds of fighting in Gaza began 
primarily in March 2018 with the “Marches of 
Return,” which sparked increased friction at 
the border on a regular basis. The expression 
“rounds of fighting” referred to exchanges of fire 
between the IDF and the terrorist organizations 
in the Strip, especially Hamas. These rounds 
included rocket fire from Gaza as a response 
to people who were wounded or killed in the 
“Marches of Return” demonstrations, and the 

chain of responses that usually continued for 
about a day.

The change that Kochavi implemented here 
was semantic but also material—redefining 
these rounds with the name “days of battle.” The 
core difference between a day of battle and a 
round of fighting is that while a round is circular 
and leads back to the point of departure, days of 
battle are supposed to lead to a systemic change 
aimed at changing the balance of deterrence. 
Although it is difficult to measure the extent of 
the change, at the end of each day of battle, 
from the perspective of the overall process, 
the campaign in the Gaza Strip changed for the 
better. The characteristics of terrorism from the 
Strip changed and deterrence was strengthened, 
due to the new framing and operational concept 
implemented by Kochavi.

The 2022 annual summary by the IDF noted 
a noticeable decrease in infiltration attempts 
from Gaza, as well as a decrease in the number 
of rockets fired from the Strip during the last five 
campaigns: 76 high-trajectory weapons were 
shot fired Operation Pillar of Defense in 2012; 
21 during Operation Protective Edge, only five 
during Operation Guardian of the Walls, and 
three during Operation Breaking Dawn in 2022 
(these numbers relate to the half-year period 
after the operations). This reflects restraint by 
terrorist organizations in the rocket field. Over 
the past year Hamas has also refrained from 
using incendiary balloons and from “nighttime 
confusion” methods—actions that aimed to 
disturb daily life in the Gaza envelope region. 
This is in large part due to the offensive strategy 
implemented by Kochavi in response to these 
actions, designed to deter terror operations.

The core difference between a day of battle and a 
round of fighting is that while a round is circular 
and leads back to the point of departure, days of 
battle are supposed to lead to a systemic change 
aimed at changing the balance of deterrence. 

https://www.idf.il/%d7%9b%d7%aa%d7%91%d7%95%d7%aa-%d7%95%d7%a2%d7%93%d7%9b%d7%95%d7%a0%d7%99%d7%9d/2021/%d7%a8%d7%9e%d7%98%d7%9b-%d7%9c-%d7%9b%d7%95%d7%9b%d7%91%d7%99-inss-%d7%91%d7%99%d7%98%d7%97%d7%95%d7%9f-%d7%9c%d7%90%d7%95%d7%9e%d7%99/
https://www.idf.il/%d7%9b%d7%aa%d7%91%d7%95%d7%aa-%d7%95%d7%a2%d7%93%d7%9b%d7%95%d7%a0%d7%99%d7%9d/2021/%d7%a8%d7%9e%d7%98%d7%9b-%d7%9c-%d7%9b%d7%95%d7%9b%d7%91%d7%99-inss-%d7%91%d7%99%d7%98%d7%97%d7%95%d7%9f-%d7%9c%d7%90%d7%95%d7%9e%d7%99/
https://www.idf.il/%D7%90%D7%AA%D7%A8%D7%99-%D7%99%D7%97%D7%99%D7%93%D7%95%D7%AA/%D7%A4%D7%99%D7%A7%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%94%D7%A6%D7%A4%D7%95%D7%9F/%D7%9B%D7%9C-%D7%94%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/2019/%D7%AA%D7%A9%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%97%D7%99%D7%96%D7%91%D7%90%D7%9C%D7%9C%D7%94-%D7%A9%D7%A0%D7%97%D7%A9%D7%A4%D7%94-%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%94%D7%92%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%9F/
https://www.idf.il/%D7%90%D7%AA%D7%A8%D7%99-%D7%99%D7%97%D7%99%D7%93%D7%95%D7%AA/%D7%A4%D7%99%D7%A7%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%94%D7%A6%D7%A4%D7%95%D7%9F/%D7%9B%D7%9C-%D7%94%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/2019/%D7%AA%D7%A9%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%97%D7%99%D7%96%D7%91%D7%90%D7%9C%D7%9C%D7%94-%D7%A9%D7%A0%D7%97%D7%A9%D7%A4%D7%94-%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%94%D7%92%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%9F/
https://www.idf.il/%D7%90%D7%AA%D7%A8%D7%99-%D7%99%D7%97%D7%99%D7%93%D7%95%D7%AA/%D7%A4%D7%99%D7%A7%D7%95%D7%93-%D7%94%D7%A6%D7%A4%D7%95%D7%9F/%D7%9B%D7%9C-%D7%94%D7%9B%D7%AA%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/2019/%D7%AA%D7%A9%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%97%D7%99%D7%96%D7%91%D7%90%D7%9C%D7%9C%D7%94-%D7%A9%D7%A0%D7%97%D7%A9%D7%A4%D7%94-%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%94%D7%92%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%9F/
https://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-5476972,00.html
https://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-5476972,00.html
https://videoidf.azureedge.net/f18e73d6-7396-4b2a-a91a-6fe70dfd8465
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At the same time, the Gaza arena is far 
from quiet, as evidenced by recent Hamas 
threats to act against the new government 
and the continued arms buildup by the 
terror organizations, as well as the continued 
deterioration of the humanitarian situation 
in Gaza and the issue of missing and captive 
soldiers, which was given new public expression 
when Hamas released a video of Avera Mengistu 
in January 2023. These are additional indications 
of the need for an overall relevant long-term 
strategy for this arena.

Managing Tension on the Northern 
Border
In recent years Hezbollah has dedicated 
substantial resources to military buildup, 
with an emphasis on high-trajectory precision 
weapons, which threaten the Israeli civilian 
home front. That led Israel to restrain its actions 
vis-à-vis Lebanon and Hezbollah somewhat. 
This restraint has in turn raised the question: 
Does Israel’s restraint, as demonstrated under 
Kochavi, harm the balance of deterrence 
between Israel and Hezbollah in a manner that 
creates a strategic threat?

In spite of the policy of restraint, Israel has 
acted several times in the past few years with 
the aim of challenging Hezbollah and tilting the 
balance of deterrence in Israel’s favor. Operation 
Northern Shield occurred in January 2019 late 
in the term of Chief of Staff Eisenkot, and was 
followed by covert operations on Lebanese soil, 
the best-known of which was the attack on the 
planetary mixer in the heart of Beirut in August 
2019, under the command of Chief of Staff 
Kochavi. These actions somewhat undermined 
Nasrallah’s pretensions and shaped the balance 
of deterrence in Israel’s favor.

Nasrallah’s deterrence equation, whereby 
every Israeli action that violates Lebanese 
sovereignty or causes Lebanese deaths will be 
met with an equivalent and accurate response, 
constituted a fundamental component shaping 
the balance of deterrence. However, under Chief 
of Staff Kochavi, unfolding events indicated 

that this equation has weakened, in light of 
continued Israeli actions, Nasrallah’s threats 
notwithstanding. There were several events over 
the past few years in which Hezbollah chose not 
to exact a price for Israeli actions, while settling 
for rhetorical threats that were not fulfilled 
or attempts that failed. Examples include the 
late response to Operation Northern Shield, 
and making do with failed sniping attempts 
on Israeli soldiers in July and August 2020 in 
response to the killing of a Hezbollah agent 
in an attack in Syria. The weakness of the 
deterrence equation is also seen in the lack of 
response to the building of a border barrier in 
April 2020, which includes segments that run 
through territory that according to Nasrallah is 
Lebanese territory, and in the choice to make 
do with mere rhetorical condemnations of the 
killing of two Revolutionary Guards officers in 
an attack in Syria in March 2022.

In tandem with the perhaps increased Israeli 
deterrence under Chief of Staff Kochavi, there 
were a number of incidents in which Nasrallah 
threatened or carried out actions that could 
have led to war. A remarkable example of these 
was the threat to the Karish gas field. In response 
Kochavi implemented an aggressive strategy, 
which reflected the deterrence concept he had 
led throughout his term—presenting aerial 
photos of targets that would be hit if Hezbollah 
continued its activity. Nonetheless, the serious 
threat to the gas field proves that Nasrallah 
aspires to shift the balance in his favor in a 
manner that constitutes a long-term threat 
to Israel.

The Iranian Nuclear Threat 
In May 2019, five months after Kochavi became 
Chief of Staff, Iran began to carry out a series 
of provocative actions relating to uranium 
enrichment, in violation of the JCPOA. This 
was a response to the unilateral withdrawal by 
the United States from the nuclear agreement 
and the reimposition of sanctions. For the first 
time since 2015 there was a change in Israel’s 
threat scenario—the potential threat of an active 

https://www.inn.co.il/news/589892
https://www.inn.co.il/news/589892
https://www.ynet.co.il/news/article/rjgyrahij
https://www.ynet.co.il/news/article/rjgyrahij
https://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-5445708,00.html
https://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-5445708,00.html
https://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-5576751,00.html
https://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-5576751,00.html
https://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-5576751,00.html
https://www.ynet.co.il/news/article/rkhAZrigv
https://www.israelhayom.co.il/news/world-news/middle-east/article/13532977
https://www.srugim.co.il/308879-%D7%A0%D7%A1%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%9C%D7%9C%D7%94-%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%91%D7%A8-%D7%A9%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%A7%D7%94-%D7%9E%D7%92%D7%9F-%D7%A6%D7%A4%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%99-%D7%9C%D7%90-%D7%A0%D7%92%D7%9E%D7%A8
https://www.srugim.co.il/308879-%D7%A0%D7%A1%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%9C%D7%9C%D7%94-%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%91%D7%A8-%D7%A9%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%A7%D7%94-%D7%9E%D7%92%D7%9F-%D7%A6%D7%A4%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%99-%D7%9C%D7%90-%D7%A0%D7%92%D7%9E%D7%A8
https://www.ynet.co.il/news/article/SyAme007mw
https://www.mako.co.il/news-military/2020_q1/Article-f9a499250578071027.htm
https://www.ynet.co.il/news/article/hyaqznbzc
https://www.maariv.co.il/news/military/Article-942078
https://www.israelhayom.co.il/news/defense/article/13147723
https://www.israelhayom.co.il/news/defense/article/13147723
https://www.inss.org.il/he/publication/irans-nuclear-violations-jcpoa-and-beyond/
https://www.inss.org.il/he/publication/irans-nuclear-violations-jcpoa-and-beyond/
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nuclear program in the hands of Israel’s main 
enemy became a reality. The possibility of 
aggressive action toward Iran became a more 
central component of IDF force buildup.

The prolonged political instability in 
Israel was an obstacle to the possibility of an 
increased budget for the IDF to make necessary 
adaptations to its force buildup. This created 
a weighty dilemma for the General Staff: How 
much should force buildup directions set in the 
Tnufa multiyear plan be changed to focus on 
responding to the Iranian threat? The changes 
that were chosen focused on IDF investments in 
components that would yield benefits “in both 
Iran and Gaza,” so to speak. Investments in the 
Air Force and the Intelligence Directorate were 
increased, as well as in capabilities that link 
them (teleprocessing, relevant logistics, and 
more). This harmed force buildup in the ground 
forces to some extent, because even though 
they were also strengthened and underwent far-
reaching reforms in their links with intelligence 
and firepower, they underwent the smallest 
change relative to other fields.

One of the core processes led by Kochavi 
was the establishment of the Strategy and Third 
Circle Directorate in June 2020, by dividing the 
IDF Planning Directorate. Also known as the 
Iran Directorate, under Kochavi’s leadership 
it dealt with force buildup for responding to 
third circle threats, including strategic planning 
toward Iranian nuclear advancements. In April 
2021, almost a year after the directorate was 
established, directorate head Maj. Gen. Tal 
Kelman said that readiness for responding to 
the Iranian threat had significantly improved, 
while all national efforts were synchronized, 
with the aim of formulating campaign strategy.

Looking Ahead: Recommendations 
for the New Chief of Staff
Lt. Gen Herzi Halevi assumed the post of Chief 
of Staff at an extremely tense period. The 
expected tension between his office and the 
government is likely to be a critical challenge, 
as trust between the political and military 

echelons is a necessary condition for military 
buildup, in accordance with IDF needs and 
operational capabilities. From early in his 
term, Halevi will need to maintain a position 
of stateliness (“mamlachtiut”) and find a way 
to manage tensions with the political echelon 
and public criticism.

Like his predecessors, Halevi is expected 
to launch a strategic assessment process in 
the near future to analyze challenges and 
opportunities, and thereafter formulate his 
worldview in relation to IDF force buildup 
and application. The Tnufa multiyear plan 
is an excellent starting point, but several 
challenges and gaps stand out and invite the 
recommendations below.

Recommendations for Force Buildup
Changes in the Structure of the Regional 
Commands
Over the years many changes have been 
made in the structure of the General Staff, 
but the regional commands have essentially 
maintained their structure and their missions. 
The changing enemy and developments in 
the concept of force operations reflected in 
the Tnufa multiyear plan provide a basis for a 
possible change in these commands’ structure 
and mission. For example, the responsibility for 
the Palestinian arena is divided between two 
regional commands —Central and Southern. 
This division reflects an assumption that the 
Palestinian systems in Gaza and in the West 
Bank are separate. On the other hand, this 
assumption is less valid since Operation 
Defensive Shield, and became even less so 
over the past year. It is worth reexamining the 
validity of this assumption and considering 
whether the division of the campaign between 
two commands serves the IDF’s strategic logic 
in the Palestinian arena.

Structural changes are also necessary to 
strengthen multi-branch maneuver, which 
requires extensive attention, full authority, and 
professionalism for implementation. Today 
responsibility for the multi-branch maneuver 

https://www.israelhayom.co.il/article/770947
https://www.israelhayom.co.il/article/770947
https://www.israelhayom.co.il/article/864503
https://www.israelhayom.co.il/article/864503
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is divided between the General Staff and the 
regional commands, and in some cases also 
the corps. This division makes it more difficult 
to conduct combat and fully execute General 
Staff capabilities in maneuvers. It also creates a 
high degree of complexity, which makes it more 
difficult to conduct operations with a ground 
maneuver element. When conducting multi-
arm maneuvers it is therefore worth appointing 
a single commander to whom all necessary 
capabilities and equipment for carrying out 
the mission, including multi-branch elements, 
are subordinate. The same body must hold the 
authority and capability to carry out a ground 
mission.

Conscription Policy
In order to maintain the mandatory draft and 
the IDF’s role as the people’s army, conscription 
policy must be adapted to trends in Israeli 
society. The Central Bureau of Statistics forecasts 
that by 2065 Arab society will remain around 
one-fifth of the population, while ultra-Orthodox 
Jews will comprise about one-third. This means 
that four decades from now, groups that do 
not enlist in the army will make up over half of 
the Israeli population. This joins the significant 
increase in ultra-Orthodox electoral power over 
the past two decades, which reflects substantive 
growth in the political and social influence of 
this population. This situation challenges the 
principle of the “people’s army,” and essentially 
turns it into “half the people’s army.” This may 
further increase a sense of injustice among 
new conscripts, and the call to shift toward a 
professional army will rise. The army opposes 
the professional model in principle and on 
professional grounds; IDF service may thus 
become a source of controversy in Israeli society 
that divides rather than unifies.

Therefore, to maintain the standing of the IDF 
in Israeli society, the Chief of Staff must enlist the 
political echelon and the public in an effort to 
formulate and lead a conscription policy for all 
of Israeli society, in which the burden of service 
is shared equally. This should include creating 

mechanisms in which all Israeli citizens are 
required to perform service, whether military, 
national, or civil. At the same time the present 
status quo must not be changed in a way that 
offers entire populations a blanket exemption 
from mandatory service. The expected passage 
of the conscription law, which exempts all 
yeshiva students from military service, is likely 
to increase tension and weaken the army over 
the long term.

Human Resources
In order to retain the high-quality manpower 
necessary for the IDF, compensation 
mechanisms for two populations essential 
for military success—combat soldiers and 
technology soldiers—must be examined. 
Pension-based compensation is not sufficient 
for retaining these groups exploring career 
alternatives outside the military, while also 
generating significant public controversy. 
Compensation based on pensions offers an 
incentive seen as far off and uncertain by young 
people considering a military career, given that 
few reach retirement age as soldiers. The Chief 
of Staff must therefore work with the political 
echelon to formulate an appropriate strategy 
for retaining necessary manpower. Creative 
ways must be devised to attract these groups 
toward long-term career service and offer them 
relevant compensation during their service, 
via grants, tax exemptions, state assistance in 
various fields, and so on.

The difficulty in retaining quality manpower 
coincides with the decline in active reserve 
duty soldiers. Given that only 4 percent of 
the population of reserve duty age actually 
perform this duty, the IDF’s reserve system faces 
a crossroads. Alongside formulating a strategy 
for retaining necessary manpower, action must 
be taken to maintain the reserve corps, while 
acknowledging reservists’ contributions and 
offering relevant compensation that will make 
performing such service more worthwhile. The 
reserve duty shield program is one such way 
to achieve this.

https://www.cbs.gov.il/he/publications/doclib/2019/forcast65/2065/sum_tab2015_65.pdf
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Ground Forces Fitness
The Tnufa plan focused on strengthening the 
multidimensional strike concept, and now the 
multidimensional maneuver capabilities must 
be advanced—by adapting the ground forces 
structure to the present threat. The necessary 
change must allow changing the structure of 
the basic formation, from a division to a small, 
well-protected multi-corps unit, similar in form 
to the multidimensional unit established by 
Chief of Staff Kochavi. These units must have 
equipment that allows them to maneuver in 
all types of terrain, with advanced protective 
gear, especially protection against anti-tank 
missiles. The more units of this type there are, 
independent but identical, the greater ability 
there will be to use them together as a flexible 
and high-quality force capable of reaching 
significant operational accomplishments 
more efficiently, or in other words, using 
the fewest forces and least equipment. The 
army possesses the necessary technologies 
and equipment, so this change is primarily 
structural and conceptual, and can end the 
pointless argument about the value of ground 
maneuvers. The “boutique” model begun in 
the Tnufa plan must be become a production 
line for such units. The true challenge is thus 
how to replicate the operational concept and 
improve it using other means, so that it will suit 
all combat units with their variety of missions 
in routine security, wartime, mandatory, and 
reserve duty service.

Recommendations for Force Application
“The victory concept” expressed by the Tnufa 
plan and the campaign between the wars 
under Chief of Staff Kochavi proved to be highly 
operationally effective. Assuming that the 
incoming Chief of Staff adopts this approach, he 
will have to validate the operational concept and 
embed it in programs and operational routine.

Planned Force Operation for a First-Circle War
In light of contemporary changes to warfare, 
shortening the duration of combat and scoring 

cognitive achievements have become especially 
important. IDF strategy must be improved, 
and a force application approach that serves 
these ends must be formulated. The strategy 
and approach must take into consideration 
the need to achieve a ceasefire as quickly as 
possible with acceptable conditions, because 
it will take a long time to wipe out sources of 
fire, either by returning destructive fire or by 
conquering the entire territory. In other words, 
the aim of the combat must be directed toward a 
political victory rather than a military victory—in 
contrast to the concept in widespread use today. 
One possible way to achieve a political victory 
is to create a reality that is unbearable for the 
enemy within a few days in order to impose a 
ceasefire, without actions that harm Israel’s 
legitimacy to act in the eyes of the world.

Chief of Staff Kochavi used the Tnufa plan 
to advance the development of destructive 
capabilities and reinforced the concept of 
harming key centers, as a first stage in preparation 
for first-circle war. It is recommended that 
the new Chief of Staff continue this process 
and broaden it into a holistic concept. Force 
buildup in the cognitive realm and strategy 
for the cognitive dimension of decision, which 
are essential for completing the operational 
concept, must be further developed.

Force Application for the Campaign Between 
the Wars
In light of Kochavi’s success in expanding this 
campaign and transforming it into a systematic 
and effective system, there is a risk that only after 
this system has begun losing effectiveness will 
we recognize that it is no longer relevant. There 
is already a certain erosion of the effectiveness 
of the CBW, particularly regarding the campaign 
in Syria. This may indicate a need to diversify 
and enhance the tools of the campaign, with 
a particular emphasis on the cyber dimension 
of CBW and enhanced political and economic 
efforts, as necessary complementary means 
for achieving strategic targets at the base of 
the campaign.

https://www.inss.org.il/publication/war-between-the-wars/
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/war-between-the-wars/
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A new Chief of Staff is therefore an 
opportunity for a strategic update in this 
campaign as well, in coordination with the 
political echelon, which must approve the 
campaign and its targets. The following 
questions must be asked once again: What 
are Israel’s interests? What achievement do we 
seek? What resources are necessary to achieve 
it? After formulation of a strategy, or more 
precisely, a collection of strategies regarding 
each of our principal enemies, the format of 
the CBW should be redefined, including its 
methods, responsibility for the campaign, and 
its boundaries. Renewed consideration of the 
campaign will allow enhancing and deepening 
it by expanding its tools, enlarging its areas of 
activity, and acting in a more sophisticated 
manner.

Strategy vis-à-vis the Iranian Nuclear Program
In light of the substantial uncertainty that exists 
regarding the Iranian issue, and especially the 
uncertainty about the potential formulation 
of a new agreement, the Chief of Staff must 
consolidate—in cooperation with the political 
echelon—a multidimensional strategy 
encompassing the entire security establishment, 
based on cooperation and tight coordination 
with the United States. First, Chief of Staff Halevi 
will need to continue adaptations in force buildup 
begun by Kochavi, while diverting additional 
resources toward strengthening IDF capabilities. 
These force buildup adaptations are necessary 
for the formulation and implementation of 
appropriate strategy.

This strategy must include diplomatic, 
operational, and deterrent elements. Continued 

use of diplomatic tools that can further 
economic pressure on Iran and harm its key 
centers as much as possible is recommended. 
We believe the best solution for preventing Iran 
from acquiring nuclear weapons uses diplomatic 
tools to reach an international agreement 
restricting Iranian nuclear development. While 
such an agreement would be temporary and not 
provide a long-term solution, the same is true 
of a military operation. Assuming that there is 
no plan to conquer a country, an agreement is 
another means to buy time. The Chief of Staff 
should therefore, in cooperation with the US, 
promote paths to formulate a renewed nuclear 
agreement.

At the same time, the IDF must prepare 
to eliminate the Iranian nuclear project in 
a military operation, using three principal 
methods—cyberattack, covert operation, and 
overt attack operation. The IDF must prepare all 
three methods simultaneously, and in real time 
choose the action with the greatest chances of 
success and fewest risks, while understanding 
that this is a temporary solution that aims to 
delay, but also has a deterrent element.

There is a disagreement whether a state 
determined to achieve nuclear capabilities 
can be dissuaded from doing so via nuclear 
deterrence; we believe that it is impossible to do 
so. Some claim that the only way to manage the 
nuclear project is to overturn the Iranian regime, 
with the hope that the regime that would be 
established in its wake would have different 
priorities than the regime of the ayatollahs. A 
certain strategic level must tackle this question 
and examine this as a possible alternative.

Conclusion
Outgoing Chief of Staff Kochavi led a 
revolutionary process in the IDF during his term. 
The Tnufa multiyear plan was characterized by 
innovations in force buildup and application. It 
is already possible to point to unprecedented 
operational achievements made possible by 
these capabilities, but it is best for complex 
force buildup processes to continue and be 

In light of the substantial uncertainty that exists 
regarding the Iranian issue, the Chief of Staff 
must consolidate—in cooperation with the 
political echelon—a multidimensional strategy 
encompassing the entire security establishment, 
based on cooperation and tight coordination with 
the United States. 
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evaluated over time. Chief of Staff Lt. Gen. Herzi 
Halevi begins his term with several important 
challenges ahead. The new era of warfare will 
continue to be the most significant challenge, 
and it is recommended that the new Chief of 
Staff continue discussions on the framework 
of essential conditions for victory. Among 
the challenges noted in the paper is the most 
important and essential basis for the strength 
of the IDF, namely, its cohesion and legitimacy. 
For this reason, we began by stating that the 
IDF is the people’s army, and we will conclude 
that the new Chief of Staff will be judged first 
and foremost on his success in maintaining 
consensus regarding conscription and retaining 
the best people to serve in the army.
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Notes
1	 The idea of the multidimensional strike developed 

as part of the development of the decisive approach 
in the IDF; it is intended to harness, develop, and 
pinpoint all IDF capabilities such that that the enemy 
will feel their influence powerfully and rapidly during 
combat.
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Introduction
Following the events and aftermath of 
September 11, 2001, programs were developed 
throughout the world to fight processes of 
radicalization that lead to violence, and they 
have been widely implemented. Complete 
information about these programs is still 

lacking, but a comprehensive report by a 
research network funded by the European 
Union describes 445 programs in the period 
2004-2014 that were designed to reduce violence 
by extremist groups. Programs of this kind 
were implemented in dozens of countries, 
from Norway to Malaysia, and from Saudi 
Arabia to the United States. While most of the 
programs focus on the struggle against Islamic 
radicalization, there are also programs aimed 
at the extreme right wing, separatist groups, 
and more.

Israel, however, is significantly lagging 
compared to other countries when it comes 

Israel is significantly lagging compared to 
other countries when it comes to recognizing 
the importance and efficacy of anti-
radicalization programs.

The Struggle against Radicalization that Encourages Terror
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to recognizing the importance and efficacy of 
anti-radicalization programs. This is despite 
the fact that the country experiences the 
problem (i.e., terrorism) far more severely 
than other countries that have introduced 
anti-radicalization programs, and in spite of 
the broad public engagement and the extensive 
resources directed at the prevention of terror 
and political violence. This paper shows how 
these programs have proven to be effective, to 
some degree at least, in a variety of national and 
social contexts, and it is therefore proper that 
Israel consider the development of a strategy 
to combat radicalization as an additional tool 
in the security toolbox, alongside the efforts 
to foil attacks, policing, and warfare. A highly 
successful war on radicalization would also 
reduce the burden on the security and counter-
terror services.

Programs to combat radicalization have 
another benefit: an examination of the practical 
content of the programs shows that they can 
improve not only the security situation but 
also human rights, and ultimately even open 
a channel for reconciliation and peace, in a 
number of ways. First, the security improvement 
in itself means less physical and mental harm 
to non-combatants. Second, reducing the need 
for military or police actions also reduces the 
expectancy of damage to property and harm to 
the fabric of life of noncombatants, which often 
accompanies actions of this kind. Finally, many 
of the policy recommendations for combating 
radicalization are linked to improvements in 
human rights: anti-discrimination struggles, 
greater transparency, improved mental 
health facilities, more employment among 
marginalized groups, and encouragement rather 
than suppression of local identities. All these 
affect national security and help to strengthen it. 

Typology and Features of Anti-
Radicalization Programs
The definition of radicalization is controversial 
and a subject of ongoing research and empirical 
discussion. This paper adopts Clutterbuck’s 

definition, whereby radicalization is understood 
as a complex, dynamic, and non-linear process 
of changes in an individual’s modes of thinking, 
leading over time to a significant alteration in his 
perception of the world and external events, and 
in his internal understanding of himself. These 
changes may be expressed in behaviors that in 
certain cases ultimately lead the individual to 
become involved in violence, violent extremism, 
or terror. Therefore the accepted terminology 
in the literature, based on the concept of 
radicalization, is confusing and even misleading: 
in the context of this paper, radicalization is 
not simply growing closer to radical attitudes 
(such as the desire to see profound changes 
in the economy or in society, for ecological, 
socialist, libertarian, or other reasons), but a 
tendency to approve of violence to achieve 
political goals, and a growing potential to 
commit such violence. In other words, it is a 
tendency toward political violence and not a 
matter of ideas that seek to bring about some 
fundamental change in the social order. It would 
perhaps be more correct to call this a struggle 
against fanaticism, but deradicalization is the 
term adopted in literature. 

While anyone involved in violence deriving 
from extreme ideology has gone through a 
process of radicalization, only a minority of 
those who have been radicalized will ultimately 
engage in actual violence. This distinction is 
important for the development of programs 
against radicalization for people who have 
been through the process but have not 
become actively involved in violence or violent 
organizations.

Deradicalization
The term deradicalization is widely used to 
describe various kinds of programs designed 
to combat processes of radicalization that can 
lead to violence. However, experts propose 
distinguishing between three types of programs, 
based on the stage in the radicalization process 
at which intervention is attempted. Only one 
of the three is called deradicalization:

https://academic.oup.com/ia/article/89/4/873/2417160
https://www.mei.edu/publications/deradicalization-programs-and-counterterrorism-perspective-challenges-and-benefits
https://www.mei.edu/publications/deradicalization-programs-and-counterterrorism-perspective-challenges-and-benefits
https://www.mei.edu/publications/deradicalization-programs-and-counterterrorism-perspective-challenges-and-benefits
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a.	 Deradicalization: programs and responses 
whose goal is to reverse completed 
radicalization processes that have reached 
the level of involvement in violent action. 
They seek to stop the violence, rehabilitate 
those involved, and reintegrate them into 
society. They are mainly aimed at people 
who have been arrested, imprisoned, or 
taken captive. Recently a new category of 
foreign fighters has been added: citizens of 
various countries who traveled to fight in 
civil wars in other countries, such as Syria, 
and have returned to their native countries.

b.	 Counter-radicalization: programs and 
responses intended to delay or stop the 
radicalization processes as they occur. 
They are relevant for transitional situations 
headed toward extremism or violence. Their 
goals include removing individuals from the 
extreme environment and re-integrating 
them into society. They are aimed at 
people identified as involved in extreme 
environments but who have not yet been 
arrested, imprisoned, or taken captive.

c.	 Anti-radicalization: preventive programs 
and responses that intervene before the 
radicalization process begins, or in its 
early stages. These programs are intended 
for individuals or groups that have been 
identified as vulnerable or at risk of 
radicalization.
This division helps the understanding of not 

only the types of existing programs but also the 
target audiences that could be relevant for each 
type, and the different aims they may have. The 
literature includes another relevant distinction, 
between programs with a micro approach and 
programs with a macro approach:
a.	 Micro: programs dealing with the struggle 

against radicalization at the individual 
level. They might include an emphasis on 
education, higher education, employment, 
and mental health care. Although they may 
be offered by local authorities, civil society 
organizations, or private organizations, the 

emphasis is always on the prevention of 
specific cases at various stages.

b.	 Macro: programs aimed at structural 
factors in radicalization processes, such 
as improvements of macro-economic 
conditions and strengthening governance. 
Among the aims of such programs are 
reduced poverty and unemployment, 
reinforcement of local government and 
government transparency, improved 
governance, and strengthened communal 
leadership.
A combination of the two distinctions 

described above creates a typology that helps 
to position the various programs according to 
the level at which they seek to intervene (micro/
macro) and the stage of radicalization at which 
they seek to intervene (de/counter/anti)(Table 
1). An important distinction in this typology 
is that macro programs will always be about 
preventing radicalization, since they are aimed 
at a society or community in general, and not 
at individuals who are defined as at risk or are 
actively involved in the radicalization process.

For our purposes, the preventive programs 
are of particular importance, as is the need 
for rigorous Israeli research into the factors 
that accelerate radicalization processes in the 
particular local context. The findings could lead 
to insights about the potential of preventive 
programs to halt radicalization factors and even 
seek to establish elements that might drive 
processes of deradicalization. To the best of 
our knowledge (and after contacting a number 
of security authorities and the Prime Minister’s 
Office with a request for information), there is 
a considerable lack of preventive strategy in 
Israel, apart from some sporadic programs of 
limited scope. The result is a surprising and 
very problematic lacuna in Israel’s policy for 
dealing with political violence and terror. While 
this paper does not explore the reasons for 
this lacuna, it is possible to raise a number of 
assumptions: lack of awareness in the security 
establishment, or the habit of thinking about 

https://www.mei.edu/sites/default/files/Janette Uhlmann.pdf
https://www.mei.edu/sites/default/files/Janette Uhlmann.pdf
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the struggle against terrorism solely in the 
framework of foiling and combat terms; fear 
of the possible interpretation of this approach in 
the political field (left wing elements might see 
this as “re-education,” while right wing elements 
would see it as an attempt to understand 
terrorists, treat their problems, and so on); or 
short-term thinking, while the struggle against 
radicalization usually achieves results in the 
medium to long term.

The Efficacy of Anti-Radicalization 
Programs
There is a wide range of programs to combat 
radicalization, aimed at different targets and 
with differing goals and methods. The activities 
promoted by the various programs include 
education and dialogue, study and vocational 
training, special training for professionals, 
communal involvement and empowerment, 
individual or family-based treatment, and 
tighter collaboration between authorities, as 
well as macro efforts to limit unemployment 
and improve living conditions. The question of 
efficacy is at the center of the debate among 
those engaged in the work. Since this is a new 
and developing field that has grown over the 
past two decades, approaches to the definition 

and measurement of program outcomes are 
constantly examined and refined. 

Nevertheless, researchers who have looked 
at the question of effectiveness agree that most 
of the programs manage to achieve their goals, 
at least partially, and many of them achieve a 
high level of success. For example, the 2014 
study funded by the EU that assessed the results 
of 126 programs found that 26 percent had great 
impact, 55 percent had moderate impact, and 
19 percent had little impact (Figure 1). None 
of the programs were assessed as having no 
impact whatsoever.

Figure 1: Efficacy of Programs to Combat 
Radicalization

Source: Impact Europe report, p. 62

Table 1: Typology of Programs against Radicalization

Micro Macro

 Deradicalization Counter-
radicalization

Anti-radicalization

Intervention 
level

Individual Individual Individual Socioeconomic 
structure

Stage of 
intervention

Radicalization is 
complete

Radicalization is 
ongoing

Before radicalization Before radicalization

Goals Reverse the process Stop the process Prevent the process Prevent the process

Examples Prisoner 
rehabilitation 
programs, 
reintegration of 
former fighters into 
society

Hotline for cases 
of extremism, 
community policing 
programs, training 
for mental health 
professionals and 
social workers

Programs to 
reinforce identity 
and self-confidence, 
multicultural 
dialogue, education, 
and employment 
programs for young 
people

Reduce poverty, 
strengthen 
governance and 
transparency, 
build communal 
leadership

http://impacteurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/D2.2-Synthesis-Report.pdf
http://impacteurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/D2.2-Synthesis-Report.pdf
http://impacteurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/D2.2-Synthesis-Report.pdf
http://impacteurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/D2.2-Synthesis-Report.pdf
http://impacteurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/D2.2-Synthesis-Report.pdf
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Another study that was commissioned by 
the US administration in 2020 examined 30 
programs from all over the world, aimed at 
a wide range of population groups. Of them, 
15 were assessed as successful, five as having 
mixed results, and three as unsuccessful. 
According to the authors of the report, the 
features of successful programs included an 
element of reinforcing feelings of hope and 
meaning, a strengthened sense of community, 
personal attention, emphasis on relationships, 
and formulation of an individual list of priorities, 
as well as commitment and long term work 
with the target population.

Case Study I: The Danish Model
The Danish approach to countering 
radicalization is rooted in the idea that the state 
has two parallel functions: protecting society 
from terror attacks, and ensuring individual 
welfare. The approach is therefore based on 
three principles:
a.	 Collaboration between the relevant 

authorities, including welfare, education, 
and health systems, the police, and 
intelligence and security mechanisms to 
provide an optimum response.

b.	 Inclusion, defined as “meaningful 
participation in common cultural, social, 
and societal life”; the program focuses on 
rechanneling the personal and cultural 
motivations that lead to radicalization 
toward civil participation in a lawful way. 

c.	 A scientific and psychological basis; 
the program is run in collaboration with 
behavioral science departments, with 
ongoing research and evaluation.
The program draws its scientific basis 

from a crime prevention model known as the 
pyramid of prevention, based on many years 

of experience and development. At the base of 
the pyramid is the general level of prevention 
(anti-radicalization in the typology presented 
above). It is aimed at a wide population, 
particularly youth, and includes activities 
designed to strengthen their communal ties, 
build capabilities, and increase immunity. In this 
framework, representatives of the authorities 
initiate contacts and involvement with groups 
and communities that are not currently involved 
in any kind of extremism, but are at risk of 
such involvement in the future. Communal 
involvement includes raising awareness and 
special training to improve their general 
conditions at the communal and individual level.

At the center of the pyramid is the specific 
level of preventing escalation (counter-
radicalization in the typology presented 
above). It is aimed at individuals and groups 
that are already identified with radical groups 
or undergoing processes of radicalization, but 
are not actively involved in violence. At this 
level, activities include strategies of removal 
from the radical environment, as well as work 
with families and the immediate social circle.

At the top of the pyramid is the level of 
objective—prevention of violent actions and 
events (de-radicalization in the typology 
presented above). It is aimed at individuals 
who have been identified as violent extremists, 
including, for example, those who are planning 
to travel to Syria or have returned from there. 
It includes programs for leaving organizations, 
rehabilitation, and re-integration into society.

In organizational terms, Denmark has created 
and dedicated an entity within a government 
ministry to handle all aspects of the counter-
radicalization programs. It also implements 
an organizational model called infohouse: 
a specific address for every police district, 
which connects and coordinates between the 
police and local welfare agencies. This entity 
is responsible for assessing and handling 
information coming from the community, the 
authorities, or the police, coordinating between 
all the relevant services, finding preventive 

The Danish approach to countering radicalization 
is rooted in the idea that the state has two parallel 
functions: protecting society from terror attacks, 
and ensuring individual welfare.

https://nsiteam.com/social/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/NSI-Reachback_B2_Common-Characteristics-of-Successful-Deradicalization-Programs-of-the-Past_Feb2020_Final.pdf
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20151/almdel/reu/bilag/248/1617692.pdf
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20151/almdel/reu/bilag/248/1617692.pdf
https://psy.au.dk/fileadmin/Psykologi/Forskning/Preben_Bertelsen/Avisartikler_radikalisering/Panorama.pdf
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20151/almdel/reu/bilag/248/1617692.pdf
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20151/almdel/reu/bilag/248/1617692.pdf
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responses, and acting as a knowledge and 
training center. A school in the Danish town 
of Fredericia has also implemented a program 
to prevent extremism and segregation among 
children from different ethnic groups as a tool 
for preventing radicalization—a model that is 
fairly remote from the reality in Israeli education, 
apart from a few isolated enclaves and cases. 

One of the most famous Danish programs 
was set up in Aarhus, and therefore named 
the Aarhus model. This model establishes 
infohouses, provides advice and training for 
professional entities, disseminates knowledge 
among the public, provides mentoring for 
individuals, offers counseling and rehabilitation 
for individuals who leave organizations, 
strengthens ties with communities and other 
elements who are in contact with individuals 
undergoing radicalization processes, offers 
guidance to parents, and sponsors workshops 
and dialogues for elementary and high school 
pupils.

The Aarhus program has seen impressive 
results: the number of local residents traveling 
to fight in Syria fell from 31 in 2013 to only one 
in 2014, after the program’s launch. Moreover, 
journalists collected testimony from individuals 
who participated in the program and said that 
it stopped them from sinking into violent jihad. 
An NSI study for the US administration found 
that the program achieved mixed results.

Case Study II: Response to Youth at Risk 
in Antwerp
Belgium is the West European country with 
the largest number of Islamist radicals who 
fought in Syria. In the field of approaches to 
prevention of violence and involvement in 
terror and crime, there is extensive literature 
on the importance of creating responses for 
young people at critical transitional stages in 
their lives. Consequently, Belgian authorities 
have given top priority to programs designed 
to combat Islamist radicalization. In Antwerp, 
efforts focused on the integration of young 
people at risk of dropping out of school.

As with the Danish model, the Antwerp 
program is also based on close cooperation 
between the authorities. One of its pillars is 
the introduction of a network including local 
educational initiatives, schools, guidance 
centers for pupils, welfare and health services, 
the police and the Ministry of Justice, and the 
employment service. The program has an 
organizational structure called the central 
help desk, which is responsible for locating, 
monitoring, and developing responses for 
specific cases of youth at risk of dropping out 
or after dropout. The help desk is committed 
to provide a response for every case within a 
week of first receiving the information.

Another program, designed to prevent 
absence from school, has two components. 
The first consists of collecting comprehensive 
information from pupils, school principals, 
and staff about the sense of security in the 
school and its surroundings, using online 
questionnaires. The information is kept and 
analyzed anonymously by professionals in 
the municipality. The second component is 
a process of reflection and learning with the 
professionals about levels of absence from the 
school. Each year, the professional elements 
lead this process of reflection and learning in ten 
schools where the absence rate was low and the 
sense of security high, and in ten schools where 
the rate of absence had risen. In addition, any 
school can request such a process of reflection 
and learning during the year.

According to the Antwerp municipality, the 
programs have led to a significant decline in 
dropout and absence from schools in the city.

The Potential for Radicalization in 
Israel, and the Ability to Struggle 
Against It
The potential for recruiting Palestinian citizens 
of Israel to violent activity is relatively small, but 
still significant: according to a March 2022 survey 
conducted by the Accord Center at Hebrew 
University), 87 percent of Arab respondents 
said that Arab terrorists who were citizens 

https://www.ft.dk/samling/20151/almdel/reu/bilag/248/1617692.pdf
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20151/almdel/reu/bilag/248/1617692.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2021-05/ran_collection-approaches_and_practices_en.pdf
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20151/almdel/reu/bilag/248/1617692.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/isis-terror/denmark-de-radicalization-n355346
https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/isis-terror/denmark-de-radicalization-n355346
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-33344898
https://nsiteam.com/social/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/NSI-Reachback_B2_Common-Characteristics-of-Successful-Deradicalization-Programs-of-the-Past_Feb2020_Final.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/isis-terror/denmark-de-radicalization-n355346
https://www.mei.edu/sites/default/files/Janette Uhlmann.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2021-05/ran_collection-approaches_and_practices_en.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2021-05/ran_collection-approaches_and_practices_en.pdf
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/isis-israel/
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/isis-israel/
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of Israel did not represent them, 8 percent 
said that they represented them to a small 
degree, and 5 percent—to a large degree; this 
represents potential recruitment of tens of 
thousands. Over the years, studies have shown 
fluctuation between moderation and extremism 
among Arab citizens. For example, according 
to Prof. Sammy Smooha: “The proportion of 
Arabs who deny the right of the State of Israel 
to exist as a state was 20.5 percent in 1976, 
6.8 percent in 1995 (during the second Rabin 
government, which is considered a golden age 
for Arab-Jewish relations), 11.2 percent in 2003, 
and 24.5 percent in 2012.” Although the fact of 
denying Israel’s right to exist is not evidence of a 
tendency to use political violence, these figures 
can be seen as a proxy indicator of rising and 
falling tendencies toward radicalization, so that 
it is not a static, unchanging picture. Former 
Knesset Member and diplomat Ruth Wasserman 
Lande contends that segregation, barriers to 
academic education, and lack of sufficient 
knowledge of Hebrew drive Arab citizens of 
Israel to study in Jordan and absorb culture and 
news mainly from foreign Arab channels, which 
can lead to radicalization. She contends how 
radicalization of Arabs in Israel could derive from 
social problems that must be addressed with 
more than only military tools. On the extreme 
Jewish right wing, a field study exposed the 
recruiting mechanisms of the Lehava Jewish 
supremacist organization, which focuses on 
youths from the margins of society and weak 
population groups, including formerly ultra-
Orthodox and traditional Jews, and encourages 
hatred of Arabs. Dr. Asaf Malchi claims that the 
potential for recruitment to Lehava is increasing 
due an increased number of dropouts from 
ultra-Orthodox education. Extremist tendencies 
feed off each other, leading to further potential 
dangers among both Arabs and Jews.

The potential for radicalization in Israel, in 
the sense of a tendency to political violence, is 
bound up with structural aspects: the bloody 
and ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict; 
discrimination against the Arab minority in Israel 

and its exclusion from the political arena; the 
rule over Palestinians in the West Bank; and the 
intensity and deadliness of Palestinian terror, 
which often leads to extremism and sometimes 
violent responses from the Jewish side. These 
elements inevitably feed off each other. First, 
the ongoing conflict is based on the conflicting 
national narratives of two peoples and makes 
them more extreme: the dispossessed natives 
versus the people returning to its homeland 
and facing continuous unjustified violence. To 
this can be added many years of discrimination 
against the Arab minority in Israel, which can 
certainly contribute to radicalization, since, 
according to a study of political violence, 
discrimination is deemed a possible catalyst 
for violence. The discrimination penetrating 
socioeconomic aspects also leaves a mark: a 
relatively large percentage of young Arabs in 
Israel are poor, uneducated, unemployed, or 
working in menial labor with no employment 
stability, and this is potential for radicalization. 
It is therefore no surprise that according to 
documents exposed by Wikileaks in 2008, it 
appears that the GSS encouraged the Israeli 
government to improve Arab integration into 
the economy and make higher education and 
professional training more available to them, as 
a way of combating radicalization tendencies. 
There are also researchers such as Dr. Ephraim 
Lavie who see the relative exclusion of Arab 
citizens of Israel from the circles of political 
decision making—the non-inclusion of Arab 
parties in government for most of Israel’s 
existence—as a factor that contributes to a sense 
of marginality and exclusion, and therefore 
reinforces the tendency to choose force as a 
way of exerting influence.

In general, even outside the Israeli Arab 
context, narrowing the scope for political 
influence tends to raise the rate of political 
violence, particularly when it is not extreme 
(apparently because this leaves room for 
organization and unionizing, as well as creating 
narratives of resistance and incitement to 
violence). Of course the broad Israeli-Palestinian 

https://www.globes.co.il/news/article.aspx?did=1000450812
https://www.idi.org.il/parliaments/4351/6547
https://www.maariv.co.il/journalists/Article-740352
https://www.ariel.ac.il/wp/social-issues/2021/04/20/%D7%9E%D7%96%D7%A8%D7%97%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%95%D7%93%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%9E%D7%90%D7%91%D7%A7-%D7%A9%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%A8%D7%92%D7%95%D7%9F-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%9C%D7%A9%D7%9E/
https://www.idi.org.il/articles/34446
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/integrating-arab-palestinian-minority-israeli-society-time-strategic-change/
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conflict, friction with the Palestinians in the 
Gaza Strip and the West Bank, and patterns of 
control or conduct toward them also affect Arab 
citizens of Israel and their attitudes to the state.

Radicalization in Israel and the 
Implications for National Security
Nonetheless, the fight against radicalization in 
Israel appears deficient: on the internet there 
is no open information about a comprehensive 
policy or significant programs of counter-
radicalization, and an inquiry from the Initiative 
for National Security and Human Rights to 
the authorities for information about the 
implementation of such programs in Israel 
received no response. Nor does Israel appear in 
international surveys and comparative studies 
dealing with counter-radicalization programs 
in various countries worldwide. There are 
a few specific programs in Israel, such as a 
deradicalization program for security prisoners, 
i.e., those who have already participated in, 
assisted, or carried out violent actions. There is 
also a program in East Jerusalem that focuses 
on the transition to evidence-based policing, 
changes in the nature of police personnel, and 
rehabilitation of relations between the police 
and the population in the area. Improving the 
integration of Arabs in the economy and higher 
education as a way of countering radicalization 
is already a broader trend, although it presents 
as a limited reaction to a wave of polarization 
rather than part of an overall, orderly, and 
ongoing policy of de-radicalization; it remains 
to be seen to what extent this vision will be 
implemented. Apart from these specific 
programs, it appears there is no overall 
policy, and some of the tools deployed are 
regressive and problematic, both for combating 
radicalization and in terms of human rights 
principles. Due to the confidential nature of 
some of the entities responsible for security, 
it is difficult to obtain a complete picture and 
understand what attempts, if any, have been 
made to establish an inclusive strategy and 
programs to counter radicalization in Israel, 

what considerations underlie these attempts, 
and whether there was any intelligent debate 
on the subject. 

From the viewpoint of national security, 
establishing a comprehensive strategy for 
combating radicalization will make it possible 
to relate to terrorism as a social phenomenon 
rather than only a security or military problem, 
so that the social factors that promote political 
violence can be thoroughly defined and a more 
comprehensive response provided. To illustrate, 
in many cases young people are exposed to 
propaganda that encourages radicalization 
that does not necessarily reach the criminal 
threshold of incitement or that is not necessarily 
spotted by counter-terror agencies. The struggle 
against radicalization proposes a response 
to these processes in the ideational sphere 
and in the realm of the social deprivation 
that fuels ideas that promote violence. In this 
context radicalization must be understood as 
a blow to national resilience, with terror and 
violence only the tip of the iceberg; there are 
also problems such as alienation from the state 
and hostility toward it, which may not reach 
the level of participation in violence, but are 
far broader than the narrow section of those 
who do participate, and are expressions of a 
situation that undermines social unity. This 
situation is naturally volatile, and at times of 
violent civilian eruption—during Operation 
Guardian of the Walls, for example—these 
alienated sections are liable to cross the line 
and join in spontaneous violence. “Classical” 
counter-terrorism efforts pay little attention 
to this despairing, angry, and alienated social 

Establishing a comprehensive strategy for 
combating radicalization will make it possible to 
relate to terrorism as a social phenomenon rather 
than only a security or military problem, so that the 
social factors that promote political violence can 
be thoroughly defined and a more comprehensive 
response provided. 
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faction with its explosive potential, in both the 
Jewish and the Arab populations.

Policy Recommendations
We propose establishing a government body 
to study radicalization in the Israeli context 
among various population groups, covering 
Jewish and Arab citizens of Israel. This body will 
also be responsible for developing programs 
and recommendations for policy in the field 
of combating radicalization. However, in view 
of criticisms from human rights organizations 
over the improper use of deradicalization 
programs—for example, the tracking and 
monitoring based on crude profiling of young 
Muslims in the British Prevent program—we 
recommend caution against practices that raise 
ethical problems and could also undermine the 
efficacy of deradicalization processes.

It is important to try to understand the 
dynamic and causes of radicalization, at the 
macro level (such as policies that elicit anger 
and radicalization), at the micro level (such 
as childhood trauma), and also at the local-
communal (meso) level (such as interactive 
networks of incitement, inter-communal 
violence, and so on). In the framework of 
developing responses, policy changes at the 
macro level should be recommended and be 
transparently accessible to the public (providing 

they do not expose classified material), as well 
as programs for intervention at the local (meso) 
or individual (micro) level. The various programs 
should be based on models that have succeeded 
elsewhere, with an effort to adapt them to the 
local context, for example through a limited 
pilot program that is expanded based on results. 
Finally, distinct and tailored responses should 
be developed for different groups in Israel—
Jewish and Arab.

A government body of this kind would 
provide a response to a significant lacuna 
in Israel’s security policy and would impact 
positively on national security. Such a response 
could also have a positive influence in the 
field of human rights, and thus, in turn, affect 
security and the horizons for reconciliation 
and strengthening social cohesion among the 
several ethno-national groups in the country.
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Introduction
As of early 2023, Israel and Pakistan do not 
have diplomatic relations. While it appears that 
Israel is willing to establish diplomatic relations, 
Pakistan, alongside other Muslim countries such 
as Kuwait, Tunisia, and Yemen, insists on not 
recognizing the Jewish state as long as there 
is no resolution to the Palestinian issue. Nor 
ostensibly has the signing of the normalization 
agreements between Israel and Muslim 
countries such as the United Arab Emirates 
and Bahrain in 2020 (the Abraham Accords) 
influenced Pakistani policy, which remains as 
it was regarding Israel. Then-Pakistani Prime 
Minister Imran Khan left no room for doubt 

when he responded to a controversial report 
on a visit by a Pakistani citizen to Tel Aviv in 
November 2020: “Why would someone from 
Pakistan go [to Israel], when our policy is not 
to recognize Israel?”

Behind Khan’s sharp statement are several 
core issues in Pakistani foreign and domestic 
policy that have prevented it from normalizing 
relations with Israel so far. What are the chances 
that Pakistan and Israel will establish official 
diplomatic relations? This article addresses the 
question by analyzing the primary elements 
influencing the two countries, as well as the 
salient geopolitical events since the signing 
of the Abraham Accords. 

Pakistan-Israel Relations:  
A Chance of Normalization?

Ido Gadi Raz
Bar Ilan University

Pakistan has declared that it will not recognize Israel as long as the Palestinian issue 
is not resolved, but the normalization agreements between Israel and the Muslim 
countries that began in September 2020 with the Abraham Accords revived the 
question of relations between the countries. The connection between Pakistan’s 
struggle with India over Jammu and Kashmir and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
Pakistan’s relations with Iran, and the Sunni radicals in Pakistan are central barriers 
to the establishment of diplomatic relations. On the other hand, private initiatives 
for advancing relations between Israel and Pakistan that developed after the 
Abraham Accords renewed the Pakistani discourse on the issue, and could serve as a 
lever for diplomatic relations in the long term. Pakistan’s proximity and dependence 
on the Sunni Gulf countries, which have warmed their relations with Israel since 
the Abraham Accords, create an opening for indirect partnerships between Israel 
and Pakistan. The US-Pakistani connection, which has grown closer in recent years, 
could also serve as a foundation for future diplomatic ties. 
Keywords: Pakistan, Abraham Accords, India, Afghanistan, Iran
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Historical Overview1

Between Kashmir and Palestine
Pakistan’s position on the issue of the Jewish 
state was expressed as early as 1947, in the 
struggle by Pakistan’s representative to the 
UN against the plan to partition Palestine. 
According to American reports, during Israel’s 
War of Independence, Pakistan attempted to 
provide the Arabs fighting against Israel with 
military support that included 250,000 rifles 
that it bought from Czechoslovakia and three 
aircraft that it bought from Italy. Pakistan’s 
policy toward Israel stemmed not only from its 
support for the Arab and Muslim population 
living in the Land of Israel but also from its 
perception of the Arab-Jewish territorial 
struggle as equivalent to its struggle with India 
over the state of Jammu and Kashmir in the 
Himalayas. The historic conflict over Jammu 
and Kashmir broke out following the British 
plan to partition India in 1947, which led to 
war between the countries until July 1949. 
In Pakistan’s view, both events represented 
Islam’s struggles for sovereignty.

Nevertheless, in 1949, after the end of the 
War of Independence, Israel believed it would 
be possible to open a diplomatic mission in 
Pakistan and trade openly with it. A year later, 
representatives of Jewish organizations met 
with Pakistan’s ambassador in London in order 
to issue transit permits through Pakistan to 
Jews who sought to leave Afghanistan. These 
attempts, alongside additional Israeli diplomatic 
efforts to develop relations with Pakistan in the 
first decade of their respective establishments, 
did not bear fruit. Pakistan repeatedly declared 
that it did not recognize Israel and will assist 
its Arab brethren in defending the holy places 
of Islam (i.e., al-Aqsa Mosque). And indeed, 

in the Six Day War, the Yom Kippur War, and 
the first intifada, Pakistan supported Israel’s 
enemies in a variety of ways—from providing 
humanitarian aid to flying fighter jets against 
the Israeli Air Force.

The Radical Barrier
Despite the belligerent Pakistani policy 
toward Israel, Jerusalem did not wage a direct 
diplomatic campaign against Pakistan, and 
in the 1990s there were signs suggesting a 
rapprochement. In March 1993, then-Prime 
Minister Yitzhak Rabin met with Pakistan’s 
ambassador to the UN, Jamsheed Marker, 
and discussed possible bilateral relations. 
In addition, many other meetings were held 
during this period between diplomats from 
the two countries and non-governmental 
organizations on behalf of the State of Israel 
in third countries, but these did not develop into 
an overt normalization agreement. The main 
reason, according to statements by Pakistani 
diplomat Akram Zaki, was fear of opposition 
from extremist groups and clerics in his country. 
In the late 1970s, Sunni Islamization processes 
began under the rule of military dictator General 
Zia-ul-Haq, and were influenced by the Cold 
War and events in neighboring countries—
the Islamic Revolution in Iran and the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan. Zia both Islamized the 
laws in Pakistan and approved and funded the 
establishment of madrasas (Islamic schools), 
which later became the main source of jihadists. 
Of the 3,906 madrasas that were registered in 
Pakistan in 1995, 2,010 were established after 
1979, and as of 2005, the estimated number of 
students in the madrasas was 1.7 million. One of 
the terrorist organizations that grew out of those 
madrasas is the Taliban, whose name means 
“the students” (at a madrasa). After the end of 
the Soviet-Afghan War in 1989, the radicalism 
that emerged in Pakistan was directed mainly 
toward the struggle with India over Kashmir, 
as part of Islam’s territorial struggle. Studies 
show that religious Sunni radicalism continues 
to influence policy in Pakistan to this day. 

Despite the belligerent Pakistani policy toward 
Israel, Jerusalem did not wage a direct diplomatic 
campaign against Pakistan, and in the 1990s there 
were signs suggesting a rapprochement.
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The Musharraf Era
In September 2005 a military coup in Pakistan 
brought President Pervez Musharraf to power 
and augured a positive new era in Pakistan-
Israel relations. Musharraf seriously considered 
relations with Israel, especially in light of 
strategic considerations that related to Israel’s 
involvement in the Pakistani-Indian conflict. 
Musharraf met with American Jewish leaders in 
the United States and noted that he is convinced 
that peace in Palestine would enable the 
restoration of good relations between Islam 
and Judaism. A few months earlier, a public 
meeting even took place in Turkey between the 
Israeli and Pakistani foreign ministers. However, 
in August 2008 Musharraf resigned and was 
exiled from the country for five years, and the 
leaders who subsequently rose to power in 
Pakistan did not embrace his line of thinking 
regarding Israel. 

Since the Abraham Accords: Public 
Debate and Political Status Quo
It is possible that public opinion leaders, 
journalists, and others in Pakistan believed that 
the Abraham Accords, signed in 2020 between 
Israel and countries from the pragmatic Sunni 
camp, gave new impetus to the drive to establish 
relations between Pakistan and Israel. “We 
today have the first, robust and rich nationwide 
debate in Pakistan on establishing diplomatic 
ties with Israel. This is huge,” said Pakistani 
journalist Ahmed Quraishi regarding a private 
delegation of Pakistani-Americans to Israel in 
May 2022, in which he participated. Although the 
delegation was not connected to the Pakistani 
government, it succeeded in making headlines 
in Israel and Pakistan, and even drew criticism 
from officials in Islamabad. 

In tandem, the possibility of establishing 
relations with Israel arose again in Pakistan, 
especially in light of Israeli President Isaac 
Herzog’s welcome of the delegation. Most of 
the responses to the delegation were critical, 
out of solidarity with the Palestinians, while 
others saw relations with Israel as an important 

strategic move, arguing that rapprochement 
with Israel would help Pakistan economically. 
The prevailing anti-Israel claim focused on 
the “suppression of the Palestinians,” “the 
construction of illegal settlements,” and 
Israel’s abuse of control over Jerusalem, and 
in particular what was seen as violating the 
status quo regarding al-Aqsa, the third-holiest 
site in Islam. The political and economic profit 
that could result from recognition of Israel was 
eclipsed by the moral damage of betraying the 
Palestinians and violating Islam and the political 
damage of further distancing Pakistan from 
Tehran and creating an opening for compromise 
on the issue of Jammu and Kashmir. 

Nonetheless, most of those supporting 
consideration of relations with Israel did so 
in indirect ways, by emphasizing the Jewish 
state’s socio-economic strength as a successful 
hi-tech nation—apparently in order to avoid 
criticism of support for Israel and to plant the 
seeds of a positive perspective toward Israel. 
For example, in July 2022 the publicist Javed 
Chaudhry devoted an entire column on his 
website to the need to survey developing 
Israeli technology. At the start he wrote: “Israeli 
scientists surprised the world this week when 
they brought to market an air conditioner 
that operates without electricity,” and ended 
by comparing the two countries: “You look 
at this country with 9.2 million people, and 
then you look at Pakistan, whose population 
in only one city—Lahore—is more than all of 
Israel, but we’re not even able to produce the 
food that we consume.” That same month, a 
Pakistani citizen published an op-ed on the 
Friday Times news site, which often criticizes 
Israel, in which he praised Israeli education 
and its focus on science and technology. While 
the writer emphasized that Israel is a country 
that was established on the occupied land of 
Palestine, he affirmed that today Israel is a fact 
that cannot be denied.

Moreover, there were also a few calls from 
local leaders, and even a cleric, who called 
for examining relations with Israel after the 
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Abraham Accords. The prime minister of the 
autonomous Pakistani region Azad Jammu and 
Kashmir, Sardar Tanveer Ilyas Khan, said during 
a memorial for the region’s previous prime 
minister, Imran Khan, that an open discussion 
should begin on the topic of relations with Israel 
(Sardar is identified with Khan’s party). At the 
same time, the cleric and leader of the JUI-F 
movement, Maulana Muhammad Khan, stated 
in an interview with a local television station in 
December 2020 that he supports normalization 
with Israel, reasoning that “educated Muslims 
need to understand that the Quran and history 
prove to us that the Land of Israel belongs only 
to the Jews.”

Journalist Arif Bahar analyzed this public 
debate in Pakistan following the Abraham 
Accords, and on June 4, 2022, wrote a column for 
the Pakistani news site Jasarat called “Echoes of 
Recognition of Israel.” Arif noted that the issue 
of “the (Pakistani) state’s recognition of Israel 
is again echoing with full force,” and that “the 
purpose of the discussion that started after a 
year or two is desensitization of the issue of 
recognizing Israel, more than the recognition 
of Israel itself. [That is,] to make it [Israel] easier 
to swallow and more acceptable to the public.”

In September 2022, another Pakistani 
delegation came to Israel, this time a smaller 
one. The delegation, led by a former Pakistani 
government minister, met with President 
Isaac Herzog and Foreign Ministry officials. 
Apparently the relative ambiguity surrounding 
the visit indicated concrete measures taking 
place under the surface. The organization 
Sharaka, which was established following the 
Abraham Accords in order to leverage them 
and encourage people-to-people peace, was 
behind the two delegations. Alongside the 
organization’s activity are private initiatives of 
Pakistanis, mainly ex-patriates, to bring about 
peace between the two countries. An example 
is the work of Noor Dahri, a Pakistani living in 
London who visited Israel in August 2022 and 
caused quite a stir on social media and in the 
Israeli, Palestinian, and Pakistani media. The 

activists who came to Israel emphasized, both 
in their visits and on social media, that they 
are Pakistanis who support normalization with 
Israel, and this advanced the internal Pakistani 
discourse on the topic. 

In addition, over the past decade, the 
academic discourse on Pakistan-Israel relations 
has also increased. As early as 2014, an article 
by Umbreen Javaid, Malik Tauqir, and Ahmad 
Khan published in South Asian Studies stated 
that many Pakistanis now believe in the idea 
of recognizing Israel. In 2021, Zahid Ahmed 
and Khurram Abbas argued in an article in 
Middle East Policy that Pakistan (under the 
Khan regime) is under the pressure of the GCC 
countries to recognize Israel on the one hand, 
and to support the struggle of the Palestinians 
on the other hand. In contrast, an article 
published that year in a Turkish journal stated 
that Pakistan would not be able to recognize 
Israel in the current circumstances, due to 
relations with Iran and the Palestinian issue, 
which corresponds with the issue of Jammu and 
Kashmir. Online articles written by Pakistanis 
have raised similar arguments for and against 
normalization with Israel, whereas those who 
support normalization highlight the economic 
and military benefits that collaboration with 
Israel could provide.

On the state level, it seems that Pakistan’s 
leaders are still maintaining the status quo of 
supporting the Palestinians and not recognizing 
Israel. During Operation Breaking Dawn (August 
2022), Pakistan was among the first to criticize 
the IDF’s actions in Gaza. Pakistani Prime 
Minister Shehbaz Sharif also resorted to his 
Twitter account: “Martyrdom of ten Palestinians, 
including a five-year-old girl, from Israel’s latest 
terrorist act.” During Operation Guardian of the 
Walls in 2021, before succeeding Imran Khan 
as prime minister, Sharif called Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu “the new Adolf Hitler.” 
Khan was ousted in a vote of no confidence 
after failing economically and diplomatically, 
and in November 2022 Khan was shot while 
leading a protest convoy towards Islamabad. 
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One of the speculations on the motive for 
the shooting was that Khan was pro-Israel 
and sought to normalize Pakistan’s relations 
with Israel during his term. Even though 
there is no concrete evidence for this claim, 
it demonstrates the complexity and even the 
expected consequences for a Pakistani leader 
who would make such a decision. Likewise after 
the Abraham Accords were signed, the Pakistani 
military, which plays an important role in the 
country’s politics, declared that it does not 
recognize Israel and that it only supports the 
establishment of a Palestinian state. The vast 
majority of the public discourse on news sites 
and social media about relations with Israel, 
which increased after the Abraham Accords, is 
still negative, but nonetheless there are some 
in Pakistan who claim that normalization with 
Israel could actually bring about a resolution of 
the Palestinian issue. It would grant Pakistan an 
important status as a mediator in the conflict 
and also help it cope with its economic crisis. 

Pakistan’s Strategic Importance
Pakistan first tested a nuclear weapon in 1998, 
and to this day it is the only Muslim country 
with nuclear capability. Pakistan’s ongoing 
hostility toward Israel constitutes a military 
threat due to its ability to transfer nuclear 
technologies and capabilities to countries that 
are enemies of Israel, or alternatively, to provide 
such capabilities to countries like Saudi Arabia, 
which would in turn lead to a nuclear arms race 
in the Middle East. 

Pakistan’s geographic location in the 
southern part of central Asia—between Iran 
to the west, Afghanistan to the north, India to 
the east, and the Arabian Sea to the south—
makes it a territory with strategic importance for 
Israel and for its most important ally, the United 
States, and all the more so for Israel’s enemies. 
First, the shared border with Iran, which has 
warm relations with Islamabad, makes Pakistan 
a convenient sphere of activity for Tehran, which 
poses a real threat to the State of Israel as it 
progresses toward nuclear military capability. 

Second, the withdrawal of the United States 
and NATO forces from Afghanistan in 2021 left 
Pakistan alone on the front lines against the 
Taliban government, the rising Islamic State, 
and other terrorist groups. Afghanistan under 
the rule of the Taliban can serve as fertile ground 
for Hamas, Iran, and others that threaten Israel, 
which makes Pakistan an important strategic 
and intelligence sphere for Israel. In this context, 
Pakistan has also become more valuable for 
the United States, which declared that it will 
continue to wage the global war on terror 
from afar. An example of this strategy was the 
assassination of former al-Qaeda leader Ayman 
al-Zawahiri on July 31, 2022, in which the United 
States reportedly used Pakistani intelligence. 
Third, China is investing billions of dollars in 
Pakistan as part of the Belt and Road Initiative. 
The plan includes the CPEC corridor, which 
creates an economic corridor to the Arabian 
Sea for China and reduces its dependence on 
Middle East countries. 

The India-Israel Connection
Alongside Pakistan’s strategic importance to 
Israel is Israel’s close economic and military 
relations with Pakistan’s historic enemy, India. 
Similar to Pakistan, India’s policy on the Middle 
East in general and on Israel and the Palestinian 
conflict in particular has been greatly influenced 
by its struggle over Jammu and Kashmir. India 
tried to receive Arab-Muslim support in its 
struggle with Pakistan, and therefore for years 
demonstrated a critical stance toward Israel. 
Only on January 29, 1992, after the end of the 
Cold War, India announced its normalization 
with Israel. Despite India’s concern that 

Pakistan’s ongoing hostility toward Israel 
constitutes a military threat due to its ability to 
transfer nuclear technologies and capabilities 
to countries that are enemies of Israel, or 
alternatively, to provide such capabilities to 
countries like Saudi Arabia, which would in turn 
lead to a nuclear arms race in the Middle East. 
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establishing diplomatic relations with Israel 
would incur negative effects, after over 25 years 
of relations between the countries, the positive 
outcomes are clear. 

In 2017 Israel signed a cyber partnership 
agreement with India. Israel, subject to recurring 
cyberattacks by Iran, forged a strong military 
partnership with India, which is targeted by 
cyberattacks by China and Pakistan, and 
this partnership troubles Islamabad, among 
others. Pakistan claims that thanks to the 
Israeli Pegasus technology, India succeeded 
in listening to private conversations of former 
Prime Minister Imran Khan, and carried out 
other acts of espionage and surveillance under 
the country’s auspices. In addition to being the 
biggest buyer of Israeli military equipment, 
India is engaged in the development of military 
technologies in cooperation with Israel and 
closes major deals with many Israeli companies 
such as Rafael and Elbit. Between 2015 and 
2019, Israel’s weapons exports to India grew 
by 175 percent. 

Meanwhile, in October 2021, Israel and 
India decided, with the United Arab Emirates 
and the United States, to establish the I2U2 
partnership, for the purpose of geo-economic 
cooperation in the Middle East and Asia. 
The partnership was established against 
the backdrop of China’s growing strength in 
the Middle East and Asia, evident in the Belt 
and Road Initiative in Pakistan, and it aims 
to strengthen the diplomatic, economic, and 
military relations among the I2U2 countries. 
The growing ties between Israel and India are of 
major concern to Pakistan, as noted by former 
President Musharraf. The closer the cooperation 
between the countries becomes, especially in 
the military sphere, the more pressure there 
will be on Pakistan to try to reduce it. 

Pakistan’s Relations with the Arab 
Gulf States and the United States
The Arab Gulf States
As a Sunni country, one of Pakistan’s closest 
allies is Saudi Arabia, which sees itself as the 

leader of the Sunni world and the guardian 
of Islam’s holy sites. Saudi Arabia leads the 
“pragmatic” Sunni camp, which includes first 
and foremost the Gulf countries of Bahrain, 
the United Arab Emirates, and Oman, along 
with Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco. Over the 
years, Saudi Arabia has provided Pakistan with 
economic support—whether through monetary 
aid, energy sources, or aid in attaining nuclear 
weapons, or through providing employment 
for Pakistani laborers. In October 2021 Saudi 
Arabia promised $4.2 billion to assist Pakistan 
in its economic crisis, and in August 2022 added 
another $3 billion. Together with the ongoing 
support, Saudi features have penetrated into 
Pakistani society, for example Islamization 
with Wahhabi characteristics in the 1980s, and 
stemming from this, the rise of local jihadist 
movements. Saudi Arabia sees Pakistan as a 
strategic partner that will help it via its nuclear 
capability in time of need, in particular, in the 
scenario of a nuclear Iran. On January 5, 2023, 
only six weeks after he was appointed Chief 
of Staff of the Pakistani Army (among the 
strongest figures in the country), Asim Munir 
flew to Riyadh to discuss the security and 
military cooperation between the countries. 
Asim’s round of meetings, which included Saudi 
Crown Prince and de facto ruler Mohammed 
bin Salman, indicates the reciprocity that 
exists between the countries, alongside the 
strategic importance that they see in one 
another. Pakistan seeks Saudi Arabia’s economic 
support, and in return it can offer it assistance 
in the security-military sphere, as well as the 
transfer of technology for the enrichment of 
uranium, the production of Chinese missiles, 
or the deployment of forces in Saudi Arabia.

Despite the close relations between the two 
countries, in 2015 friction arose after Pakistan 
refrained from joining the Arab coalition fighting 
against the Houthis in Yemen. In 2019 the 
friction escalated when Saudi Arabia decided 
to allow India to join the Organization of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) summit as a guest of honor. 
The summit was held in the United Arab Emirates 
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and included 57 countries. That same year India 
changed its constitution and made the regions 
in dispute—Jammu and Kashmir—an integral 
part of the country. This act, without any of 
the Gulf countries standing at Pakistan’s side, 
led to Pakistani anger and a sense of betrayal. 
In response, Pakistan decided to convene a 
diplomatic summit in Malaysia on the issue 
of Kashmir’s status. Only Turkey, Malaysia, 
and Iran supported the effort, but after heavy 
Saudi pressure Pakistan reversed course. The 
main reason, beyond Saudi Arabia’s religious 
influence, is Pakistan’s economic dependence 
on Saudi Arabia, which makes it difficult for 
Pakistan to take unprecedented steps without 
Riyadh’s approval. 

The signing of the Abraham Accords 
between Israel and Bahrain and the United 
Arab Emirates (with the “external support” 
of Saudi Arabia) increased the pressure on 
Pakistan by the pragmatic Sunni camp to act 
in a similar manner. In addition, the leader 
of the camp, Saudi Arabia, is slowly showing 
signs of warming its relations with Jerusalem, 
which it deems of strategic importance. In an 
interview in March 2022, bin Salman noted 
that he sees Israel as an optional ally and not 
an enemy, although he emphasized his hope 
that Israel’s conflict with the Palestinians will 
be resolved. Over the years, the Iranian threat 
has been the basis for the quiet rapprochement 
between Riyadh and Jerusalem, since Saudi 
Arabia sees Tehran as the most serious threat 
to it at the present time. Moreover, as part of 
Riyadh’s aspirations to diversify its oil-based 
economy, it sees the hi-tech nation as an 
important partner, similar to the United Arab 
Emirates and Bahrain. Already today there is 
business between Israel and Saudi Arabia, 
albeit through third country mediation. In 
addition, the fact that the United Arab Emirates, 
one of Pakistan’s most important allies, has 
joined the I2U2 along with India and Israel 
demonstrates how the Gulf countries from 
the pragmatic Sunni camp see Israel as an 
important economic and military partner. 

Pakistan is beset by a deep financial crisis 
that includes a debt of over $7 billion to the 
International Monetary Fund, soaring inflation, 
and more than $10 billion of damage from the 
flooding that struck the country in August 2022, 
and thus it cannot afford to lose the economic-
political support that it receives from the Sunni 
Gulf countries. Despite its disappointment 
sometimes at their policy, it must be flexible 
in its positions, including toward Israel. Evidence 
of this could already be seen on the coasts of 
the Black Sea between June and July 2021. The 
international Sea Breeze exercise led by the 
Sixth Fleet of the US Navy brought together a 
large number of armies from the Middle East and 
beyond, including the IDF, the Pakistani army, 
and the Saudi army. As part of the exercise, it 
was reported that a Pakistani ship anchored 
close to Israel’s territorial waters. Israel’s 
participation in the military exercise alongside 
Pakistan is no small matter, especially in light 
of the military partnership between Israel and 
India. The exercise apparently does not hint 
at upcoming normalization between Pakistan 
and Israel, but it demonstrates how Pakistan 
adapts itself to the Saudi interest, including 
when it comes to Israel. 

The United States
Pakistan and the United States have strengthened 
their relations in recent years, in light of several 
developments that have increased Islamabad’s 
dependence on Washington, and in parallel have 
increased Washington’s interests in Islamabad. 
Following its withdrawal from Afghanistan in 
August 2021, the United States lost its strategic 
foothold in the region, which opened the door 
for the rise of several terrorist organizations 
in Afghanistan that also operate in Pakistan 
and threaten to harm the West and the United 
States. Aside from ISIS, which made headlines 
with its showcase suicide attack at the Kabul 
Airport in August 2021, the Pakistani Taliban 
movement (TTP), the sister movement of the 
Afghan Taliban, is increasing its activity and 
harming state interests in Pakistan. Beyond the 
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one-time cooperation between the countries on 
the assassination of al-Zawahiri, it appears that 
the United States and Pakistan seek to expand 
the military cooperation between them, and in 
September 2022, Washington gave the green 
light to the sale of F-16 aircraft to Pakistan, in 
a deal valued at $450 million. 

Beyond its military interest, the United 
States sees Pakistan as a strategic element in 
the war against China over regional influence, 
and therefore is prepared to support Pakistan 
in both economic and humanitarian spheres. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, Washington 
donated almost $80 million and about 80 
million vaccinations to Pakistan. After the 
heavy floods that struck Pakistan last year, the 
United States sent a humanitarian airlift to 
Pakistan. Moreover, the economic cooperation 
is reflected in bilateral trade, which reached 
$8.89 billion in 2021, with exports from the 
US to Pakistan increasing by 24 percent and 
exports from Pakistan to the US increasing 
by 35 percent over 2020. To date there is no 
clear indication of a direct Israeli connection 
to Pakistan-United States relations, although 
the rapprochement between Islamabad and 
Jerusalem’s strongest ally creates a foundation 
for future economic and military cooperation 
between Israel and Pakistan, even if it only 
indirectly or confidentially. 

The Iranian-Shiite issue
Notwithstanding the Saudi and US influence 
in Pakistan, Islamabad also maintains close 
relations with Tehran. Iran provides Pakistan 
with uncompromising support in its struggle 
with India over Jammu and Kashmir, which 
is based on a shared pan-Islamic conception. 
Furthermore, since the Islamic Revolution of 

1979, Iran has seen it a mission to spread the 
Islamic revolution and defend all Shiites in the 
world, including the Shiites in Pakistan, who 
comprise 10-15 percent of Pakistan’s population. 
This is a central barrier to normalization with 
Israel, as Iran could use the Shiites in Pakistan 
to oppose such a decision with violence and 
even undermine public order in Pakistan.

The Iran-Pakistan connection is marked 
by considerable pragmatism, which creates 
economic opportunities for both countries. 
According to figures from the official website 
of the Pakistani government, the volume of 
annual trade between the countries in 2021 
was $392 million and comprises primarily 
rice, meat, paper and cardboard, chemicals, 
textiles, fruits, and vegetables. However, an 
additional $7.5 billion project to construct an oil 
pipeline between Iran and Pakistan was stopped 
in 2019 due to the US sanctions on Tehran. If 
circumstances change and conditions become 
ripe to renew the project, this would provide 
relief for the Pakistani economy and strengthen 
Islamabad-Tehran relations. Meanwhile, the 
military cooperation between Pakistan and 
Iran grew stronger with the US withdrawal from 
Afghanistan, given the rise of the Islamic State, 
which is a threat to both countries. 

Iran for its part seeks to weaken Pakistan’s 
relations with its enemies from the pragmatic 
Sunni camp, and it sees Pakistan as an important 
strategic ally. The tension between the two 
regional powers, Iran and Saudi Arabia, over 
Pakistan’s loyalty also influences Islamabad’s 
attitude toward Israel. The more Pakistan 
strengthens its ties with Iran, the less of a chance 
there will be warmer relations with Israel. In 
contrast, the more Saudi Arabia pressures 
Pakistan to oppose the Iranian nuclear program, 
the more the indirect strategic connection 
between Israel and Pakistan will grow. 

Conclusions and Policy 
Recommendations
Despite the signing of the Abraham Accords 
in 2020 between Israel and various Muslim 

Despite the signing of the Abraham Accords in 2020 
between Israel and various Muslim countries, there 
are several main barriers that prevent Israel and 
Pakistan from normalizing their relations. 

https://www.voanews.com/a/resetting-ties-pakistan-us-relations-after-afghan-war/6856557.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-state-dept-oks-possible-sale-f-16-equipment-pakistan-pentagon-2022-09-07/
https://tribune.com.pk/story/2366429/pak-us-relations
https://pk.usembassy.gov/our-relationship/policy-history/us-assistance-to-pakistan/
https://pk.usembassy.gov/u-s-state-department-counselor-derek-chollet-and-interagency-delegation-visit-pakistan-to-demonstrate-continued-support-for-u-s-pakistan-partnership/
https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/pakistan-market-overview
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/iran-issues-rare-criticism-of-india-over-kashmir/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/iran-issues-rare-criticism-of-india-over-kashmir/
https://www.hurstpublishers.com/book/the-shias-of-pakistan/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/01/07/iran-pakistan-shiism/
https://mofa.gov.pk/news-items/
https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/iran-begins-talks-to-export-gas-to-pakistan-2022-5-29-45/
https://profit.pakistantoday.com.pk/2022/10/19/iran-pakistan-gas-pipeline-project-is-back-on-the-table/
https://profit.pakistantoday.com.pk/2022/10/19/iran-pakistan-gas-pipeline-project-is-back-on-the-table/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/02/pakistan-boosts-iran-border-security-maintains-balance-riyadh


115Ido Gadi Raz  |  Pakistan-Israel Relations: A Chance of Normalization?

countries, there are several main barriers that 
prevent Israel and Pakistan from normalizing 
their relations. First, since its establishment 
Pakistan sees its core ideological issue, the 
struggle with India over the state of Jammu and 
Kashmir, as related to the Israeli-Palestinian 
struggle. Second, the current Sunni Islamic 
radicalism in Pakistan since the end of the 1970s, 
along with Pakistan’s Shiite minority and the ties 
with Iran, makes it hard for its leaders to take 
a firm decision to normalize its relations with 
Israel. Such a decision could harm Pakistan’s 
relations with Iran and even lead to a response 
from its Shiite citizens. 

On the other hand, the Abraham Accords 
have renewed the debate in Pakistan 
surrounding normalizing relations between 
the countries, although the opinions remain 
primarily negative. High profile delegations 
of Pakistani expatriates visited Israel, and 
there were initiatives by non-governmental 
organizations, along with statements by 
leaders, clerics, and the media. In addition, the 
tightening of official and unofficial economic 
and military relations since the signing of the 
Abraham Accords between Israel and the Gulf 
countries from the moderate Sunni camp, which 
Pakistan sees as strategic allies and on which it 
is economically dependent, sometimes prompts 
Islamabad to act in indirect partnership with 
Israel, especially in the military sphere and 
possibly in the future also in the economic 
sphere. Furthermore, Pakistan’s relations with 
the United States, which have grown stronger 
in recent years, could be a basis for creating 
economic, social, and diplomatic ties between 
Pakistan and Israel in the future. 

Consequently, in the near term it is unlikely 
that Pakistan will establish open diplomatic 
relations with Israel. Apparently, the harm 
to Pakistan’s interests could be greater than 
the benefit of normalizing relations at this 
time. Therefore, Pakistan-Israel relations will 
presumably continue in a covert format, while 
serving shared strategic interests. Nevertheless, 
the cultivation of people-to-people ties and the 

increasing internal Pakistani discourse on the 
topic, along with the expansion of unofficial 
bilateral ties, could lead the two countries 
toward diplomatic rapprochement in the long 
term. In addition, closer Israel-Saudi relations 
could pave the way for similar steps in Israel-
Pakistan relations and Islamabad’s alignment 
with the pragmatic Sunni camp in the long term, 
and normalization of relations between Saudi 
Arabia and Israel could be a catalyst toward 
normalization with Pakistan, perhaps even 
as widened Abraham Accords. Therefore, two 
policy recommendations are proposed for Israel 
that can advance normalization between the 
countries in the long term. 
a.	 Working behind the scenes: For a long 

time before the discourse surrounding the 
Abraham Accords began, Israel maintained 
various unofficial relations with countries 
with which it did not have open diplomatic 
relations. On the one hand, the covert 
relations enabled the countries to maintain 
their foreign policy while presenting anti-
Israel positions. On the other hand, those 
countries benefited from collaboration in 
various fields. From Israel’s perspective, 
covert relations were and are a basis for 
open diplomatic relations later.2 In other 
words, laying an economic, military, and 
diplomatic foundation without diplomatic 
commitment creates a basis and shared 
language between countries that do not 
have peace agreements. For example, in 
2009 it was reported in the Sunday Times 
that Saudi Arabia had implicitly agreed that 
Israeli aircraft would fly through its airspace 
as part of a mission that would serve shared 
interests, that is, attacking Iran. It was also 
reported that for the 25 years preceding the 
normalization agreement between Israel and 
the United Arab Emirates, in practice the 
latter did not restrict and did not supervise 
trade with Israel, held meetings with officials 
on military and economic issues, and 
even allowed the presence of an unofficial 
Israeli mission in its territory. With Pakistan 
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opening accounts in Urdu, the official 
language in Pakistan, would increase 
Pakistani curiosity about Israel and provide 
a platform for pro-Israel content. In parallel, 
Israel should support the initiatives of private 
organizations, such as Sharaka, and activists 
who are engaged in expanding the scope of 
the Abraham Accords. 
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currently in a difficult economic and military 
situation, Israel should increase its covert 
contacts while focusing on counterterrorism 
guidance and training and on humanitarian 
and economic aid, in an indirect and quiet 
manner, and via the emerging Saudi 
channels. 

b.	 Learning to tweet in Urdu: In 2021 Gadi 
Hitman and Moti Zwilling published a 
study that examined 150 Twitter accounts 
of leaders and public opinion influencers 
in the Gulf countries during the years 2017-
2018 in reference to normalization with 
Israel. The study found that only a quarter 
of the accounts expressed support for an 
agreement with Israel, and surprisingly the 
majority of these accounts were of users 
from Qatar and Saudi Arabia. The signing 
of the Abraham Accords two years later 
allows us to assume that the discourse on 
social media, even if it is mainly negative, 
ultimately increases the public debate, as 
we saw following the recent visits to Israel 
by Pakistani delegations. Israel would do 
well to increase the discourse on social 
and traditional media on a normalization 
agreement with Pakistan. Furthermore, 

Notes
1	 See the extensive article by Moshe Yegar (2007). 

Pakistan and Israel. Jewish Political Studies Review, 
19(3-4), 125-141.

2	 For more on the topic of Israel’s confidential relations 
with Muslim countries, see Elie Podeh (2002), From 
Mistress to Known Partner. Am Oved.
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This article, written by Lt. Gen. (ret.) Aviv Kochavi toward the end of his term as 
IDF Chief of Staff, calls for a comprehensive look at the role of the IDF in Israel, not 
only as a security asset but as a national, social, cultural, and economic engine. The 
IDF contributes to Israel’s being a thriving, advanced country. The article argues 
that the IDF is in effect a “personal gym” for conscripts, who in the course of their 
service develop many of the skills and capabilities required in the 21st century, 
while it is also a “national gym” that strengthens solidarity and the social fabric, 
and encourages economic growth. As a result, upon their discharge soldiers return 
to civilian society equipped with what they learned during their service, as well as 
a sense of confidence and competence. Indeed, the IDF gives the State of Israel, as 
discharged soldiers, citizens who are more aware of social differences, more united, 
and with a greater sense of belonging to the community, society, and the country. 
In addition, Israel’s industry and economy develop within a reciprocal military-
civilian system that impacts economic success. Thus, the article urges that the IDF 
be seen as an organization whose contribution to society considerably exceeds 
its security mandate; it is an organization that also makes a singular contribution 
to personal, social, and national development, and provides an opportunity that 
Israel must continue to provide and nurture. 
Keywords: IDF, civil-military relations, conscription, national security, economic security, societal security

Introduction
A few years ago, I received a letter from a soldier 
named Adir, who wrote as follows:

I am Adir from Tel Aviv. I enlisted in 
March 2014 and was discharged after 
full military service as a combat soldier 
and commander in the Golani Brigade, 
Battalion 13. During my service I was 
trained in combat, as a battalion 

fighter, and a commander, holding 
three command positions while 
training combat soldiers and in the 
battalion…Following my discharge 
(three years ago) I now understand 
the meaning of military service for 
my personal life. First, it expanded my 
options and capabilities. When starting 
a career as a combat soldier, the end 
seems almost impossible. But along 
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the way, as you mark successful efforts, 
you understand that it’s achievable, 
and we find that our physical and 
mental abilities are far beyond what 
we expected. Of course, one of the 
things that strengthens us is defending 
our land and our home and protecting 
our fellow soldiers. Later, awareness 
expanded as I became a commander, 
which entails a huge responsibility; to 
protect and lead soldiers from their 
first day until they complete their 
training is the most satisfying task. 
I felt enormous pride, for myself and 
for the new combat soldiers. During 
that period I learned the meaning of 
responsibility, fellowship, protecting 
others, authenticity, assertiveness, 
and a lot of daring. All these gave me 
a great deal after the army. I expanded 
my horizons, and I represented Israel 
on a mission for the Jewish Agency 
in the United States. I became an 
independent real estate agent and I 
have closed dozens of successful deals 
with key people from Israel’s leading 
hi-tech companies. My military service 
was a shortcut to acquisition of a 
sense of maturity and capability, both 
internally, and of course, externally. I 
began to volunteer for the Make-A-
Wish Foundation; I initiated a soccer 
tournament for hi-tech companies, 
which raised NIS 350,000 in donations; 
and today I am a member of the 
organization’s board of directors.

 Adir’s letter echoes the sentiments of many who 
serve in the IDF, and I feel it in meetings with 

discharged soldiers and their families. Almost 
all of them understand that their military service 
is an important asset in their lives.

The IDF is a developing, advancing, and self-
renewing army, drawing from the strengths of 
Israeli society and the best of the people who 
join its ranks each year. The steady influx of new 
people makes an invaluable contribution to the 
IDF’s internal learning processes, and in this 
vein, the IDF is required to note and consider the 
changing viewpoints of the tens of thousands 
of new recruits and their families. Conscription 
demands that the IDF engage in a process of 
ongoing learning and adaptation to changes 
and improvements.

The central purpose of the IDF is to protect 
the state, its people, and its sovereignty, and 
enable it to achieve its objectives. But in 
practice, the IDF contributes at two more levels, 
which I will call “the personal gym” and “the 
national gym.”

Skills and Abilities: “The Personal 
Gym”
In the course of their military service in general, 
and particularly during combat service, soldiers 
undergo a personal journey of development 
where they learn, experience, grow, and uncover 
new strengths and talents in themselves. In 
the military they develop adaptability, mission 
focus, self-discipline, the ability to operate 
under pressure, initiative and creativity, the 
ability to be part of a team, and above all—
acceptance of the other. They develop personal 
responsibility and responsibility for human lives, 
and many who become commanders develop 
leadership and management skills. They reach 
the end of their service with a respectable level 
of self-confidence and feelings of competence. 
These “muscles” were strengthened throughout 
their military service, and in that sense the IDF 
is a personal gym that develops professional 
abilities, as well as mental and social skills.

Consider adaptability: young men and women 
join the military, are accepted into a new unit, 
and meet new commanders. They are assigned 

In the course of their military service in general, 
and particularly during combat service, soldiers 
undergo a personal journey of development where 
they learn, experience, grow, and uncover new 
strengths and talents in themselves. 
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to companies or teams, undergo professional 
training, and are usually assigned once more to 
other units. Then they are expected to go through 
many other stages. These transitions develop the 
ability to adapt to new surroundings, to adjust 
to new commanders and new roles. Another 
example is general discipline and self-discipline. 
A soldier who every day must attend morning 
roll call, participate in physical training, and then 
carry out dozens of tasks within a defined time is 
a soldier who develops organizational discipline 
and self-discipline. A soldier who is navigating, 
and the time to complete the navigation exercise 
is approaching, must do everything possible to 
meet the deadline, or admit failure and report 
his position. The same applies to soldiers who 
are required to improve the personal times they 
achieve in their fitness tests as a condition for 
remaining in the team or group. These are daily 
examples of the way in which self-discipline is 
developed. 

Imagine how many times a day soldiers are 
required to use their initiative and show creative 
thinking, be it when plans go wrong or when 
opportunities arise. Soldiers are expected to 
use their specific skills and training in order to 
improvise solutions and obtain results.

Another important capability that the IDF 
cultivates is the ability to work in a team, 
including the ability to live and operate within a 
shared social fabric and to accept others. Most 
IDF soldiers encounter people with different 
opinions, lifestyles, and world views. They learn 
about new population groups; they learn to 
compromise, exercise give and take, cooperate 
on finding solutions, share resources, share the 
burden, and consider how to treat others. They 
must work together, because their own success 
depends on their partners. Soldiers in a combat 
regiment, a team of software developers, or an 
electronic combat team all depend on each 
other at all times throughout their service—
whether it’s cleaning their room or completing 
a shared mission.

There is no other institution that gives 
people so much personal responsibility at such 

a young age and enables them to enjoy full self-
expression. Moreover, in many positions soldiers 
are responsible for human lives. To manage a 
shooting range, to conduct a squad exercise with 
live fire, to equip weapons with explosives and 
install them correctly, or to properly identify the 
target that will soon be attacked are examples 
of life and death responsibility. I had a special 
opportunity to see this up close with my 
daughter, who served as a paratroop trainer, 
and for one unforgettable moment I saw her 
exercising her responsibility for human life. I 
saw her checking twenty paratroopers, one after 
the other, ensuring that the rope was properly 
placed and being careful to release it before the 
jump without it getting caught. I could not help 
but think: what a heavy responsibility to put 
on a young woman of twenty. Where else do 
they get such an experience at that age? And 
there are many more soldiers like her. In nearly 
every action there are professional instructions 
and safety considerations, such as missions 
involving driving, organizing firing areas, and 
ensuring the maintenance of vehicles, planes, 
or ships, and the soldiers develop a sense of 
professionalism and responsibility.

Moreover, often these tasks are done under 
conditions of pressure. The tasks are numerous, 
time is pressing, and each day’s challenges 
are unlike those of yesterday! All these create 
pressure that must be overcome. That’s true for 
operational work on the borders, for the work of 
a flight squadron, on a submarine, on training, 
collecting, and processing intelligence, and in 
every type of role, particularly in operational 
service. Soldiers experience professional, 
social, or mental pressures, and they develop 
the ability to handle them. Soldiers gathering 
intelligence in an attack cell identify enemy 
targets in real time, and must be fast and 
accurate. This responsibility is unlike anything 
they have previously experienced. 

For officers and commanders, the challenges 
are multiplied, and they go through experiences 
and a learning process unlike any other. The IDF 
is a practical school for dealing with pressure 
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and provides training for making decisions in 
demanding circumstances.

The skills that people develop during 
military service are part of “21st century skills.” 
Educators agree that students must acquire 
essential personal skills for good employability 
and integration in the society and working 
world of the 21st century. Many studies have 
examined the requirements for success in 
today’s society and job market, and divide 
them into three categories: abilities linked to 
critical thinking, abilities linked to orientation 
in new technologies, and most importantly, 
the life skills necessary to conduct oneself with 
others—group work, cooperation, independent 
learning, flexibility of thought, rapid adaptation 
and mental resilience, inclusiveness, and ethical 
and moral awareness.

For example, in the past the skills developed 
by tank crews were perceived as purely military, 
but today we understand that they also develop 
important “civilian” skills, such as teamwork. 
The members of a tank crew depend on each 
other and must be tolerant of differences, and 
develop interpersonal skills that are important 
in adult life. 

Eric Schmidt, former CEO of Google, worked 
with entrepreneurship and technology for many 
years. In the famous book Start-up Nation by 
Saul Singer and Dan Senor, he is quoted (p. 41) 
as saying: “The Israeli tank commander who 
has fought in one of the Syrian wars is the best 
engineering executive in the world. The tank 
commanders are operationally the best, and 
are extremely detail oriented. This is based 
on twenty years of experience—working with 
them and observing them.”

Another example is the field of collecting, 
processing, and studying intelligence. These 
jobs cultivate important skills such as the 
ability to grasp and process enormous amounts 
of information, draw rapid and accurate 
conclusions, separate the wheat from the chaff 
quickly, and move between different fields of 
knowledge and changing roles. Looking at 
military tasks through the prism of life skills 

shows that many use the same tools and 
illustrate how far the IDF is a personal gym 
that develops and intensifies personal abilities. 

It is no wonder, then, that soldiers reach 
the end of their military service equipped 
with greater self-confidence and feelings 
of competency. People are shaped by their 
experiences, the difficulties they overcome, 
the abilities they discover in themselves, the 
friends they make along the way, the ethical 
priorities they absorb, the heights they scale, 
and their achievements. Upon their discharge, 
soldiers take all these into the next chapter of 
their life’s journey, full of knowledge and ability, 
more experienced and more competent. 

Another “piece of equipment” in the 
personal gym is leadership—the opportunity 
to lead others in the performance of tasks. At any 
given moment the IDF has tens of thousands of 
commanders who earn leadership experience. 
They must motivate others to carry out tasks, 
both in routine time and during operations, 
and learn how to lead them through difficulties 
and challenges. The leadership experience they 
acquire is invaluable, and has no equivalent 
anywhere in the world. They learn how to pay 
attention, foster motivation, deal with people, 
and develop the ability to plan and execute, 
build trust and personal connection, explain and 
deal with challenges, face any group, manage 
and build a team, and handle crises. 

Elsewhere in the world, people learn 
leadership in theory or attend a two week 
workshop on practical leadership; in the IDF, 
tens of thousands of young men and women live 
in positions of command every day for one year, 
two years, or more. These young leaders acquire 
the tools to motivate their subordinates and 
experience being part of the unit’s command 
team, equivalent to a management team, and 
as partners in decision making they learn how 
to plan and implement processes. There are 
several cases where young commanders have 
to command their own age group. In these 
circumstances, they cannot rely only on their 
authority and must develop the best kind of 
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leadership—where they convince the others 
to follow their instructions.

The most powerful experience is always 
that of the operations and combat commander. 
This position demands the highest level of 
professionalism, the ability to make decisions, 
create trust and identification, function under 
pressure, and adjust to changing situations. 
These experiences shape and influence all 
combat commanders throughout their lives.

The opportunity that the IDF gives its soldiers 
to command and lead is a personal asset, which 
empowers people and gives them a sense of 
confidence and competency, with superior 
opening conditions for their civilian lives. 
Adir describes this very well in his letter, and 
thousands like him are discharged every year.

Another dimension of the personal gym is 
achieved through the second chance granted 
to teenage girls and boys after they complete 
their education. The IDF’s “societal take 2” gives 
everyone an equal opportunity. Some of the 
IDF’s new recruits are young men and women 
who experienced difficulties, disappointments, 
and dissatisfaction before their service. The 
IDF says to them: It doesn’t matter where you 
came from or what your background is; we’re 
giving you a range of options, and all we ask of 
you is to prove yourselves. We will teach you, 
educate you, instill in you norms of dedication 
to the mission and values, and provide you 
with the conditions to succeed and excel. A 
mediocre pupil or youth with a criminal past 
who dropped out of school can leave the past 
behind and become an outstanding leader.

Thousands of soldiers have seized the 
opportunities the IDF offers and paved a new 
path in life for themselves, even forming a new 
identity. There are extreme cases of soldiers 
who before their service were involved in 
crime and dropped out of every framework. 
At the President’s Independence Day ceremony 
for outstanding soldiers a few years ago, the 
commander of an IDF commando unit gave 
a speech. At age 14 his first criminal file was 
opened, and at 17 he was sent to prison. A 

decade later, thanks to the IDF, he was deemed 
worthy of the President’s award for excellence, 
but more importantly—he commands a 
commando unit.

There are many more like him. Thousands 
of soldiers come through the gates of the 
Havat Hashomer base, the IDF’s educational 
framework for second chances. Each one has 
his or her unique story, and all are given the 
tools to change their lives and complete full, 
empowering, and meaningful military service. 
Last year over a hundred soldiers had their 
criminal records expunged and could start 
their civilian lives anew, with knowledge, 
experience, and social contacts enabling them 
to take their place as equals in various study 
and employment frameworks.

But it’s not only the young man or woman 
with a criminal past who gets a second chance. 
Many soldiers discover themselves and reveal 
that they have character traits and abilities 
that so far did not find expression in traditional 
frameworks. The military framework enables 
them to achieve more and discover sides of 
themselves that do not always emerge in other 
educational settings: sociability, initiative, 
ingenuity, courage, and leadership. And thus 
the pupil with average grades is revealed to be 
a charismatic commander who inspires others 
to follow him, the young woman who thought 
she wasn’t good enough is now solving complex 
technological problems, and the young man 
who had no belief in himself completes a long 
and difficult basic training trek overcoming 
all obstacles. Even among the backbone of 
senior IDF commanders you will find those 
who were not outstanding pupils at school, 
but the military establishment discovered 

The opportunity that the IDF gives its soldiers 
to command and lead is a personal asset, which 
empowers people and gives them a sense of 
confidence and competency, with superior opening 
conditions for their civilian lives. 
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them, and they discovered themselves, their 
characteristics of courage, level headedness, 
personal resilience, and above all—leadership. 
These are the characteristics that were nurtured 
along the way and allowed them to become 
the commanders they are today. 

So the IDF is a personal gym that develops 
many skills and abilities: organizational and 
personal discipline, the ability to operate under 
pressure, pursuit of excellent personal relations 
and team work, initiative and ingenuity, decision 
making capability, particularly in conditions of 
pressure, adaptability, dedication to mission, 
and of course the ability to manage, command, 
and lead. The personal gym includes a second 
chance, and the opportunity to find and develop 
qualities an individual did not know he or 
she had, and that are important for both the 
individual and for society as a whole. This is a 
gym that empowers individuals and gives them 
a sense of competence and confidence. For 
these reasons, the tens of thousands of soldiers 
discharged from the IDF each year necessarily 
influence society as a whole.

The National Gym
The IDF makes a massive contribution to society 
and the state that includes many aspects: 
imparting personal skills and empowering the 
individual; strengthening societal solidarity; 
reinforcing national solidarity; and encouraging 
economic development.

Individual Skills
The personal development and empowerment 
experienced by men and women serving in the 
IDF has a broad and direct impact on Israeli 
society. Discharged soldiers join civilian society 
as graduates of “the national school for life 
skills.” The challenges they have overcome, 
their experience as soldiers and commanders, 
their achievements, and their abilities to 
lead missions and demonstrate leadership 
strengthen their sense of personal competence, 
make them stand tall, and are part of their 
nature when they leave the army. Israeli society 

receives people with self-confidence, ready to 
face difficulties, dare and initiate, and all these 
affect the culture of work, entrepreneurship, 
social links, and innovation in the country. 

Their experience of leadership in command 
positions also has a direct effect on society: after 
their discharge from the military they become 
part of civilian leadership in local authorities 
and public organizations, where they improve 
the quality of management in institutions. 
Moreover, the second chance granted by 
the IDF to those who were not outstanding 
in the education system, dropped out, or fell 
into antisocial behavior is very significant for 
narrowing the margins of Israeli society. 

It is impossible to exaggerate the impact of 
the personal gym and individual development 
on Israeli society, and it is impossible to imagine 
society as we know it today without these 
processes. A country whose young people 
become mature and acquire essential skills 
in the IDF is a country that is constantly injected 
with new energy thanks to these people with 
self-confidence, a sense of competence, and 
leadership abilities.

Strengthening Social Solidarity
The IDF does not have to be a melting pot. 
The IDF should be a center of unity, and it is. 
Military service brings together young people 
from a variety of backgrounds, and thus blurs 
the lines between different population groups. 
Soldiers often encounter others from different 
neighborhoods of their own home towns for 
the first time. The encounter dispels alienation, 
creates familiarity, and fosters comradeship. In 
this sense, the IDF is a mechanism for creating 
social unity without equal anywhere in the 
world. Today, when polarization and separation 
between groups are deepening everywhere, 
the IDF and Israel benefit from a unique asset.

Polarization and social alienation disappear 
in the Golani unit, on the ship, or in the 
intelligence war room. Every unit contains 
soldiers from a variety of backgrounds, who 
work together on a common mission. They must 
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learn to develop relationships with people who 
have different views, lifestyles, and outlooks. 
This variety teaches them to understand and 
accept diversity. There are no ethnic groups 
in the bowels of a ship or in a tank, no sectors 
in the regiment tent or logistical storeroom, 
and no tribes among a line of fighters stealing 
along to make an arrest. Anyone who has fought 
for three years alongside comrades from all 
parts of society, who has worked in a branch 
with soldiers from every sector, and who has 
commanded a variety of populations cannot 
avoid developing understanding, acceptance, 
tolerance, and affection for others. 

Moreover, military service creates many 
heterogeneous social networks in the physical 
space and the digital space, contrary to 
polarized reality. Friendships formed “under 
the stretcher” continue through reserve duty, 
and often throughout life. Many of these social 
networks are maintained, and even expanded. 
Soldiers go on trips together, study together, 
sometimes even work together, and gradually 
their families join and the circle grows wider. All 
this injects friendship, tolerance, moderation, 
and resilience into the fabric of Israeli society 
and reinforces social solidarity.

Strengthening National Solidarity
The IDF also bolsters the connection between 
the soldiers and the state. Soldiers who 
contribute to the IDF become better citizens, 
closer to their people and their country. 
Through their jobs in the military, they learn 
about their contribution to the state. They salute 
the flag endless times during their service, 
and they sing “Hatikva,” the national anthem, 
more than during the first eighteen years of 
their lives. They learn about IDF heritage and 
meet commanders, wounded veterans, and 
bereaved families whose loved ones fell serving 
the country. They move around the country 
and often serve in locations that are new to 
them. They learn about the country through 
their service and on trips. Every year tens of 
thousands of soldiers arrive in Jerusalem to visit 

the Western Wall and the Knesset; for some, it is 
the first time in their lives. From basic training 
onwards, the IDF connects its soldiers to their 
national heritage and country, and reinforces 
Israel’s shared story.

“I swear”: with this shout the IDF soldiers 
announce that the nation takes precedence 
over the individual. This is the moment that 
unites the soldiers with the state. It strengthens 
their sense of belonging to their regiment, their 
team, the unit, and the IDF as a whole, and of 
course, to the State of Israel. Moreover, the very 
fact of military service increases young people’s 
identification with the country: “I served in…, I 
served as…, I fought for…, I was there for… so 
I belong more to the country, and the country 
belongs more to me.”

Solidarity is also expressed in the role of the 
IDF in times of crisis and disaster. IDF units are 
there to clear roads and help civilians, or to put 
out wildfires. With the outbreak of COVID-19, 
IDF units reported to help authorities manage 
quarantine hotels and old age homes, distribute 
food, set up national information centers, 
perform medical testing, and organize specific 
command posts for this purpose, such as Alon. 
All the soldiers who participated in these efforts 
experienced a greater sense of belonging to the 
IDF and the country, and no less importantly, a 
greater sense that the country belongs to them.

Economic Growth Engine
In Israel, security, the economy, and society 
are closely interwoven. Therefore, the IDF is 
an important engine of economic growth: it is 
a national training enterprise, driving security 
industries, strengthening the periphery, and 
encouraging innovation. 

A national training enterprise: As well as 
strengthening individuals with a range of skills 
and capabilities, the IDF actually qualifies 
soldiers for multiple trades and professions, 
as the country’s largest development center. 
In short but high quality courses, suitable for 
the pace of modern life, the IDF trains soldiers 
for hundreds of important jobs. Each year it 
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produces thousands of engineers, technicians, 
cyber and digital operators, programmers, data 
analysts, drivers, armaments and maintenance 
personnel, and many more. They eventually 
leave the army and easily find work in the job 
market, bringing their experience as well as the 
norms and values instilled by the IDF. This is 
particularly the case with the highly qualified 
and experienced technology personnel, since 
hi-tech is the engine that pulls the economy 
(56 percent of Israel’s exports are attributed 
to hi-tech companies; 15 percent of Israeli 
GDP is generated by hi-tech companies; 40 
percent of the value of companies in the TA-
35 index is attributed to hi-tech companies). 
Time after time, Israeli hi-tech managers repeat 
what they told the General Staff Forum: “We 
couldn’t maintain our hi-tech without the IDF” 
(Adi Teeni, CEO of Facebook Israel). 

This was well expressed by Shlomo Dovrat, 
today a businessman, partner, and founder of a 
venture capital firm, and formerly chairman of 
the Dovrat Committee on Educational Reform 
in Israel, who said: 

The State of Israel is a world leader in 
hi-tech. Moreover, hi-tech has become 
a huge engine for growth of the Israeli 
economy. At the core of the process 
are the technological personnel with 
their ability for real innovation at any 
time. The decisive factor behind this 
qualitative advantage is the IDF, which 
is the main institution for training the 
Israeli workforce. Military service in 
general, and in the technological units 
in particular, produces workers who 
strive for technological innovation 
and excellence, who think outside the 
box, and who acquire extraordinary 
experience at a very young age.

Driver for security industries: The challenging 
security situation and the IDF’s self-imposed 
objective of changing, improving, and 
developing drive the development of security 

industries in Israel. For many years, the link 
between the IDF and the security industry 
has encouraged better processes of faster 
and quality development and manufacturing 
than in any other country. At the institutional 
level, the IDF is the ground on which these 
industries grow, and in many cases it generates 
the development and is a full partner in the 
process. Moreover, the IDF purchases weapons 
and other systems from the industries, thus 
granting a quality mark for global exports.

The security industries benefit from joint 
developments with the IDF and from its 
purchases, which are estimated at over 12 billion 
NIS annually, and which drive the export of high 
quality products to the world’s markets. Israeli 
security industry exports account for over 70 
percent of their total sales (one of the highest 
rates in the world). In addition, almost a third 
of the industries whose output is purchased by 
the IDF are located in peripheral areas, providing 
direct and indirect employment to over 80,000 
people. For example, the IDF’s development 
projects for tanks (the Merkava) and APCs 
(Namer and Eitan) are connected to some 200 
companies and factories, supporting tens of 
thousands of households all over the country.

Furthermore, IDF development and 
manufacturing projects are fertile ground for 
civilian technological developments (dual use). 
According to Aharon Aharon, formerly CEO of 
the Innovation Authority and the first Israeli 
CEO of Apple Israel:

The number of units engaged in 
technology in the IDF and the number 
of soldiers involved continue to 
increase. The result is expansion of the 
private market to the Israeli qualitative 
advantage in all areas: drones, artificial 
intelligence, autonomous vehicles, 
and cyber. It’s impossible to exaggerate 
the importance of the extent of 
civilianization of these technologies, 
the savings in national training costs, 
and the generous tax contributions 
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of the successful companies to the 
state treasury. 

This statement gains extra weight given that 25 
percent of income tax in Israel is paid by hi-tech 
personnel (data from 2020). In this way and 
through other interfaces, the IDF is the engine 
for industry in Israel, the country’s hi-tech sector, 
and the economy as a whole.

The IDF encourages and develops a culture 
of innovation: Among the main strengths of 
the Israeli economy are innovation, initiative, 
and the ability to evolve. The IDF is a dynamic, 
developing, and self-renewing organization, 
with a culture of change and rapid adoption 
of advanced technologies. That is the IDF and 
that is how it is perceived throughout the 
world—as an effective, relevant, and innovative 
organization.

Innovation is found in many parts of the IDF: 
in its various arms, branches, and commands, 
in the field, and in staff units. The rate of 
developing methods of warfare, capabilities, 
intelligence gathering, weaponry, and the ability 
to learn are among the highest in the world. 
The IDF culture and climate encourage change, 
adaptation at both the tactical level and the 
senior level, and flexibility on operational and 
administrative issues. This culture penetrates 
to all areas of the organization and has grown 
stronger in recent years.

The need to innovate and change in order 
to adapt to developments in the arena of war, 
in the nature of threats, and global advances, 
and to find a response to different challenges 
all become second nature to the soldiers during 
their IDF service, and when they return to 
civilian life they bring this mentality to their 
work environment, whether in the private or 
public sector.

The IDF strengthens the periphery: The IDF 
is undergoing a process of moving to the Negev. 
More than a third is already in the Negev, creating 
an economic, social, cultural, and employment 
ecosystem that strengthens the area. The move 
to the Negev has numerous benefits for the 

IDF and for Israeli society. It brings the spirit of 
renewal and change to the IDF, together with 
an opportunity to provide benefits to the local 
population. Air force bases and intelligence and 
communications and technology units have 
already moved, and a new training campus is 
being set up. The process will bring many new 
people to the south, driving the development of 
education, culture, and industry, and above all 
the development of hi-tech industry in the area. 
New needs in the field of advanced technology 
will lead to partnerships and collaborations, all 
contributing to the economy. Meanwhile the 
move away from army premises in the center of 
the country releases prime land for construction 
and national purposes in areas of high demand.

The defense budget is not a burden: The 
IDF’s contribution to the prosperity and growth 
of the Israeli economy is considerable. At the 
same time, in view of the threats from several 
directions, Israel’s defense costs are high for a 
developed country (although in the past two 
years other countries in the West and the Middle 
East have also faced rising defense costs). 
Nevertheless, over the years the proportion of 
the budget allocated to defense has decreased, 
relative to the state budget and relative to 
GDP, thanks to efficient use of resources and 
responsible direction from the General Staff. 

As proof, four decades ago the defense 
budget accounted for over 30 percent of the 
total state budget, three decades ago it was over 
20 percent, and today it is less than 12 percent. 
This means that funds can be channeled to 
civilian services, above all health, education, 
transportation, and welfare. Moreover, the IDF 
is constantly improving its internal efficiency in 
many areas, such as energy use, the move to 
training simulators that save costly resources, 
and more. Just in the last five years the IDF 
saved about 10 billion shekels, according to the 
State Comptroller’s Report published in 2022.

When the IDF provides security, the 
economy blooms: A stable and suitable level 
of security strengthens the economic status 
of Israel. The security provided by the IDF 
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contributes to Israel’s international economic 
standing. Credit rating companies attach 
great importance to stable security, and S&P 
determined that “positive ratings could be due 
to improvements in the Middle East security 
environment.” Companies and businesses 
thrive and investment flows into the country 
from all over the world. The economy benefits 
and Israeli citizens benefit. There is no lack 
of examples, but among the most prominent 
are the international corporations that locate 
their centers in the north and south of Israel, in 
spite of rocket and missile threats. They do this 
because they rely on the IDF to protect them. 
For example, the IDF’s ability to defend Israel’s 
exclusive economic zone encourages companies 
to invest and sign contracts, leading to profitable 
exports. The Iron Dome system, a technological 
achievement of historic significance, protects 
the residents of the country, but also provides 
an “insurance policy” that enables continued 
construction and economic development, 
including investment in Israeli and foreign 
enterprises. Moreover, although it was extremely 
expensive, the investment in the Iron Dome 
has been repaid many times over. The Bank of 
Israel confirmed this: “Given that many places 
apart from Ashdod suffered the threat of rocket 
attacks, we conclude that the benefit of the Iron 
Dome system is greater than its cost” (“Effective 
War on Terror: Rockets, the Iron Dome, and the 
Israeli Housing Market,” Bank of Israel study, 
March 2019).

During all operations in the Gaza Strip, the 
Iron Dome system intercepted hundreds of 
missiles aimed at Israel. Apart from protecting 
lives, Israel potentially saved hundreds of 
millions of shekels in compensation payments 
for damaged property, far outweighing the cost 
of the system. In Operation Guardian of the 
Walls, for instance, the savings were estimated 
at about half a billion shekels.

The price of security is high, and the amounts 
invested in the IDF are enormous, but apart 
from the protection that the IDF provides, it 
repays the state investment many times over. 

Nurturing People: “The Precious 
Individual”
The IDF receives the best people to its ranks, 
and thanks to them it succeeds in its tasks. That 
is why we are committed to making maximum 
use of the personnel at our disposal, assigning 
soldiers to the correct tasks, and treating them 
professionally and humanely.

We constantly work on the subject of 
leadership and personal development, and 
therefore we are constantly improving our 
methods of screening, assignment, and 
promotion of soldiers. We have assimilated the 
concept of “the precious individual” to guide 
us in our dealings with soldiers. We initiate 
moves to change and improve the processes 
of preparation for military service, the methods 
of sorting and assigning recruits to the various 
jobs (particularly jobs for women), and the 
expansion of technological frameworks. 

We improve access to information for 
the ISA, increase transparency and access to 
personal information, tighten the links with 
local authorities, and organize many activities 
that involve parents and the community in 
preparations for IDF service. Our screening 
processes are undergoing very significant 
changes—the development of more assessment 
tools to ensure we make full use of all the skills 
and abilities of recruits. The screening processes 
for women and men are equal, and use far more 
data and advanced tools. The IDF is cutting back 
or eliminating older trades and developing 
new ones. For example, 2000 (!) female clerical 
workers have been assigned to higher quality 
jobs, particularly in technology. Every recruit 
can retake all the exams to improve his/her 
results.

The IDF also works with the education 
system on special programs in the field of 
technology, such as the Atidim venture to 
promote technology studies in the periphery, 
which is currently being doubled in size; the 
Magshimim and the Mamriyot programs that 
give women greater choice in technology and 
cyber jobs; and many more ventures.
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Conclusion
The security situation that Israel confronts 
is complex and challenging. The IDF is the 
backbone of security, “and its fate lies in the 
hands of the security forces,” wrote David Ben-
Gurion in his diary on the day the state was 
established. The IDF must continue to develop, 
improve, and equip itself with the best means, 
but above all the IDF must ensure it has the best 
possible soldiers, whether in mandatory service, 
in the regular army, or in the reserves. That is the 
secret of its strength, and that is what has made 
it one of the world’s leading militaries. The IDF 
must remain a military based on conscription 
that continues to produce commanders and 
excellent qualified professionals.

But the impact of the IDF, as described in 
this article, far exceeds its military and security 
function. It is a driver of personal, social, 
cultural, economic, and national development—
the “personal gym” that gives individuals the 
relevant skills for the 21st century, and the 
“national gym” that supplies the nation with 
trained, experienced, and self-confident people 
who contribute to its economy. The IDF also 
serves as a means for reinforcing the social 
fabric and social and national solidarity, through 
active participation and experience. And apart 
from maintaining the country’s security, the IDF 
facilitates economic growth, since the military 
developments on which the army focuses 
encourage local industry and drive the local 
economy and exports.

In conclusion: the IDF provides protection 
and security; develops and empowers the 
individual; strengthens social solidarity; 
contributes to national solidarity; and 
encourages helps economic development. For 
all these reasons the IDF is a security, social, 
economic, and national asset. There are many 
reasons for preserving the principle of national 
conscription; the first one is the quality of the IDF 
and the security it provides, due to the quality 
of its soldiers, but there are many other reasons.

The IDF is a huge (not big, but huge) 
organization with numerous tasks, and there are 
many gaps and issues that require continuing 
improvement. The IDF learns lessons, pays 
attention to Israeli society—both praise and 
criticism—is usually aware of its failures when 
they occur and the problems that arise, and 
works systematically to deal with them and 
make amendments where required. One of the 
areas where the IDF must continue to improve 
is the subject of efficiency and full utilization of 
resources. However, the IDF is a unique asset 
to the State of Israel, and one of the country’s 
most important and fruitful products.

Those who talk of the defense burden must 
look at the whole picture. Not only is the IDF not 
a burden; it is, rather, an asset. The IDF makes 
it possible to live safely in Israel, a country that 
faces unprecedented and unmatched military 
challenges and threats, while also strengthening 
personal abilities, and promoting social unity, 
national solidarity, and economic development. 
The IDF provides national security as well as 
personal, social, and economic security, and 
as such, is a security and national asset.

Lt. Gen. (ret.) Aviv Kochavi was the IDF’s 22nd 
Chief of Staff. In previous positions he served as 
Deputy Chief of Staff, commander of the Northern 
Command, the head of the Military Intelligence 
Directorate, head of the Operations Brigade in 
the Operations Directorate, commander of the 
Gaza Division, commander of the 98th Paratroopers 
Division, and commander of the Paratroopers 
Brigade. 

There are many reasons for preserving the 
principle of national conscription; the first one is 
the quality of the IDF and the security it provides, 
due to the quality of its soldiers.
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On the morning of June 25, 1952, a group of Israeli Arab civilians from the Wadi 
Ara area walked toward the border with Jordan, to chat with family members on 
the other side of the border. Sometime after they set out, shots were fired in their 
direction; two people were killed and five were wounded. As could have been 
expected, the incident sparked public and political protest. 

In its defense, the IDF claimed that the Israeli Arab citizens had violated the 
explicit order not to approach the border, even if their declared purpose was to 
converse with their relatives on the other side. The Arab citizens and their political 
supporters dismissed these claims, arguing that since the end of the War of 
Independence, such encounters occurred several times a year and the IDF officers 
were informed about them. They claimed the civilians were targeted deliberately, 
with no prior warning. 

The incident put the IDF and then-Chief of Staff Yigael Yadin in an embarrassing 
position. Yadin decided to lend his complete support to the soldiers involved in this 
incident. It is difficult to understand what led Yadin, an experienced and decorated 
commander, to take such an extraordinary stance, completely contrary to the 
values of Israel and the IDF, in defense of the soldiers. Prime Minister and Defense 
Minister David Ben-Gurion harshly criticized the conduct of the IDF. However, in 
practice, he was inclined to limit the consequences of the incident and to avoid 
pressing charges against the soldiers involved.

Introduction
On the morning of June 25, 1952, a group of 
Arab citizens of Israel, among them old people, 
women, and children from Kafr Ara in the Wadi 
Ara area walked toward the border with Jordan. 
Their purpose was to spend time with family 
members on the Jordanian side of the border. 
This was a commonplace event since the end 
of the War of Independence, when hundreds of 
thousands of Arab refugees left the territory of 

the State of Israel, in the process breaking up 
families and clans that until then had lived in a 
single geographical area. The encounters mainly 
took place during holidays. On this particular 
date the Muslim community was celebrating 
Eid el-Fitr. Sometime after the Arab citizens set 
out, shots were fired in their direction, killing 
two people and wounding five others.

The shooting and killing of Arab citizens of 
Israel naturally sparked civil and political protest. 
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In its defense, the IDF contended that the Arab 
citizens had violated the explicit order—brought 
to their attention in every possible way—not 
to approach the border, even if their declared 
purpose was just to meet with their relatives 
on the other side. The IDF also claimed that 
before opening fire, the group was warned not to 
continue on its way. These statements implied 
that opening fire was therefore the last resort 
to enforce the IDF orders. The Arab citizens and 
their political supporters dismissed these claims 
altogether. They said that encounters of this sort 
occurred several times a year, even during the 
days of Eid el-Fitr, with the knowledge of IDF 
commanders. They further claimed they were 
targeted deliberately, with no prior warning. 

The debate surrounding the Kafr Ara incident 
focused largely on the orders to IDF soldiers to 
open fire. This issue has occupied Israel and the 
security forces for many years, up to the present. 
Similar debates were recorded over the years, 
including with the Kafr Kassem affair (October 
1956); the Land Day events (March 1976); and 
the events of October 2000. Other shooting 
incidents have aroused widespread public 
reactions, among them the killing of Egyptian 
prisoners of war (Operation Kadesh—Suez crisis, 
October 1956); shooting at demonstrators over 
the border (the Barel Hadaria Shmueli affair, 
September 2021); the killing of a wounded 
terrorist (the Elor Azaria affair, March 2016); 
and the killing of the journalist Shireen Abu 
Akleh (May 2022).

The State of Israel sees itself as a Western 
country that over the years has striven to 
balance the need to defend its citizens and its 
fundamental interests with the need to observe 
the accepted principles of international law and 
ethics of warfare. The international community 
has tried, and to a large extent has succeeded, 
in formulating a consensus around permissible 
warfare and the justification for opening fire. 
Nevertheless, many people in Israel believe that 
Israel operates in unique circumstances, since 
it is the only state whose very existence has 
always been under constant threat. Therefore, 

“it is allowed” to adopt more flexible criteria 
regarding open-fire orders. 

As Israel grew stronger politically and 
militarily, and its existence as a powerful 
state in the international arena was no longer 
in doubt, the existential threat abated, and 
Israel was expected to strictly uphold the rules 
of international law. However, in the period 
covered by this article, a few years after the 
Holocaust and the War of Independence, 
the sense of existential threat was real and 
imminent. It certainly had considerable 
influence on the decision making process, both 
among soldiers on the ground and at the senior 
political-military level.

Due to Israel’s involvement in numerous 
wars and armed clashes, the dilemmas around 
Israel’s natural desire to defeat its enemies on 
the one hand, while maintaining its humanity 
and unchallenged membership among Western 
countries on the other, have often appeared 
on the public agenda. The many incidents that 
deviate from the rules of “ethical fighting” and 
“purity of arms” have become the subject of a 
bitter controversy in Israeli society. 

The present study focuses on the incident in 
1952 in which Arab citizens of Israel were killed 
by the IDF. It examines the positions of Chief 
of Staff Yadin, Knesset Members, in particular 
members of the left wing party Mapam, and 
Prime Minister Ben-Gurion. It is important 
to shed light on this event and the ensuing 
discussions, as perhaps there are lessons for 
today’s political situation.

The Government’s Strategy: 
Postponing the Debate
In the background of the shooting at the 
residents of Kafr Ara were almost certainly 

The debate surrounding the Kafr Ara incident 
focused largely on the orders to IDF soldiers to 
open fire. This issue has occupied Israel and the 
security forces for many years, up to the present. 
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difficult “historical memories” of the struggle 
with the Arabs in the area in the period before 
and during the War of Independence. In an 
account of Wadi Ara, Yosef Nedava wrote:

The 25 Arab villages in the Wadi Ara 
area, with a population of about 30,000 
people, which were annexed to Israel 
following the armistice agreement with 
Jordan, are a world unto themselves, a 
kind of “unknown land.” Before the war 
almost no Jew had set foot there. This 
is all we knew: from here rioters would 
come down to commit murder and 
robbery in the Sharon Valley villages. 
(Nedava, 1950)

In addition, some residents of the area were 
engaged in extensive hostile activities that 
the security forces were unable to control. 
At a government meeting on May 24, 1953, 
Minister Israel Rokach described the security 
situation around Wadi Ara from his personal 
experience: “I always drive through Wadi Ara 
at night when I have to be in the north. I won’t 
stop doing so. I am amazed that no violent 
incident has happened there recently. There 
are no guards. There are thieves, robbers” 
(Government meeting, 1953a). “There’s no 
end to the smuggling,” wrote Nedava. “The 
Arab villages on the borders of the ‘Triangle’ 
are a security problem of the first order. All the 
villages here are effectively border areas.…If 
the hostilities are renewed, this place will be the 
source of a security threat for Israel” (Nedava, 
1950; Shahori, 1952).

These words could reinforce the assumption 
that the reason for opening fire on Arab citizens 
of Israel was not only that their approach toward 
the armistice borders created a sense of danger 
to the state. It is very probable, although there is 
no proof, that firing at the marchers was bound 
up with a desire “to settle historical accounts,” 
in view of hostile actions against Jews carried 
out by local residents before and during the 
War of Independence. In addition, it is possible 

that the shooting also arose from the desire of 
the security-military leadership to instill fear 
among the Arab citizens living in the area, in 
order to increase deterrence and strengthen 
the sense of security in the area.

The minutes of the declassified government 
meetings and the Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee debates clearly reveal the nature 
of the government response in face of the 
severe incident in the Ara area. This response 
was marked by great confusion, and to a large 
extent, helplessness, of the government, and 
in particular, its head, David Ben-Gurion. 

The most striking impulse in the early 
stages was to postpone the public debate of 
this embarrassing event as long as possible. 
It was likely assumed that over time there 
would be less public and political interest in 
the incident. As such, the government would 
not have to confront the awkward situation with 
immediate high-level intensity. Consequently, 
both the government and the IDF could avert 
excessive damage to the reputation of the state 
and its security forces, with no serious risk to 
the government’s political stability.

Chairman of the Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee Meir Argov sided resolutely with 
the government on this issue, trying to lower 
the profile of the incident and particularly the 
accusation that this action could be defined 
as “murder.” “First of all, we have to study the 
details of the event thoroughly,” he stated. 
Argov asked the Defense Minister, Ben-Gurion, 
to present his position; Ben-Gurion preferred 
to have the account given by the IDF Chief of 
Staff, Yigael Yadin. This seems to reflect Ben-
Gurion’s strong attempt to distance himself as 
much as possible from the affair, so that most 
of the blame would fall on the IDF (Foreign 
Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952a, p. 4).

Chief of Staff Yadin stated: “Over the past two 
years, at the end of Ramadan, the residents of 
Arab villages in Israel, against the orders of the 
military authorities, have followed a custom of 
crossing the border here and there in groups in 
order to meet with various relatives and non-
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relatives from the other side.” In the past year, 
the military authorities had warned the villages 
around Wadi Ara to stop this custom. The 
reason for this change was clear: the number 
of encounters rose and included illegal transfer 
of cash, an act considered harmful for the Israeli 
economy. With this in mind, the IDF decided 
to increase patrols in the area. “This year,” 
continued the Chief of Staff, “the IDF received 
concrete information of the intention of many 
Arabs in the Wadi Ara area to cross the border 
and meet with relatives. IDF officers warned 
the mukhtars [leaders of the Arab community] 
that they must prevent such meetings at, 
or beyond, the border” (Foreign Affairs and 
Defense Committee, 1952a, p. 4).

Yadin’s choice of words shows that he tended 
to see the Israeli Arabs as hostile to Israel, akin 
to the infiltrators who crossed into Israel from 
neighboring countries to commit violent acts 
against the state and its citizens. At the time, 
this feeling was fairly common among citizens 
belonging to the country’s political and security 
establishment, as well as in the media. Yadin 
did not bother to present significant evidence 
to justify such a serious accusation against the 
Israeli Arab citizens who simply wanted to meet 
relatives who were cut off from their families in 
the aftermath of the war. Nevertheless, none 
of the committee members demanded that 
the Chief of Staff show data that would allow 
them to form an independent position on this 
complex issue. Nor was it clear if anyone had 
considered the risk that preventing meetings 
with relatives near the border could foster an 
atmosphere of frustration and protest among 
Israeli Arabs and encourage hostile activity, 
which would constitute a threat far more serious 
than the economic threat mentioned by the 
Chief of Staff. 

The Arab citizens, the Chief of Staff stated, 
had refused to obey these instructions and 
refrain from meeting their family members 
across the border. He admitted that the security 
forces did not strictly enforce these instructions 
in the period prior to the fatal incident. In 

fact, the impression was that they generally 
turned a blind eye to repeated violations of the 
instructions. This improper tactic allowed the 
army to act arbitrarily and decide for itself, at 
a time that suited it, when and with how much 
determination it would enforce the instructions. 

On June 25, 1952, according to the Chief of 
Staff, at eight in the morning, the Border Police 
encountered a group of Arabs trying to cross the 
border to meet relatives. The group was warned 
directly that if they tried to cross the border, 
more extreme measures would be taken, and 
they turned back (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952a). The Chief of Staff thereby 
admitted that the natural, peaceful way of 
proceeding in these circumstances successfully 
implemented the IDF instructions without the 
need to open lethal fire. 

According to the Chief of Staff, the soldiers 
had received “clear orders…that anyone who 
tries to cross into Israel from Jordan or from 
Israel into Jordan must be warned. If they fail to 
stop, [the soldiers should] shoot them, unless 
there are women and children, in which case 
everything must be done to avoid opening 
fire on them” (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952a, p. 4). Furthermore, during 
that time, according to the Chief of Staff, the IDF 
set up ambushes along the border. This method 
is generally used in the war against infiltrators 
illegally entering the country from neighboring 
countries to attack citizens and soldiers. Yadin 
did not explain why it was necessary to have 
recourse to this method, when the goal was 
merely to stop citizens approaching the border. 

Yadin continued, saying that one IDF ambush 
unit encountered a group of Arab citizens that 
was about to cross the border. The soldier in 
charge of the ambush ordered the Arabs to stop, 
and when they failed to do so, his unit opened 
fire on them. As a result, two were killed and 
five were wounded. In this laconic way, with 
no expression of remorse or regret, the Chief of 
Staff reported fatal fire by soldiers at civilians. 

It is interesting that here Yadin did not bother 
to note that the soldiers first fired in the air and 
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then at the civilian group, as he claimed later. 
The Border Police commander, according to the 
Chief of Staff, reported the incident immediately 
to everyone concerned, and the IDF, which 
feared a violent response from relatives of the 
Arab citizens, called for reinforcements. The 
two dead were from Kafr Ara, and the wounded 
included two children. The Chief of Staff clarified 
that the area was quiet and there was no fear 
of additional incidents. He also claimed the 
incident occurred at the border. However, the 
Arabs claimed that the event took place some 
distance from the border (Foreign Affairs and 
Defense Committee, 1952a).

Overall, the central failure behind the serious 
incident in Wadi Ara, as shown by the Chief of 
Staff’s account, lay in the instructions given to 
the soldiers. They explicitly included permission 
to open live fire against citizens who were not 
endangering soldiers’ lives. The impression 
is that the Chief of Staff was not aware of the 
awkward position his support for this action by 
the security forces created. Perhaps the orders, 
as well as the actions of the soldiers, can only 
be understood by considering the intensive 
emotions that accompanied the fighting of a 
stubborn Arab enemy, which had led to many 
casualties on the Israeli side, before, during, and 
after the War of Independence. Another possible 
reason could be Yadin’s wish to consolidate his 
status as the sole authority on security issues, 
taking into account his severe disputes with 
Ben-Gurion over many years, including during 
the War of Independence.

The Opposing Views of Chief of Staff 
Yadin and MK Riftin
Later a fierce disagreement arose between 
Yadin and Mapam MK Yaakov Riftin. The Chief 
of Staff quickly realized that he had made a 
serious mistake by getting into a fight with the 
MK, which severely damaged Yadin’s status 
and prestige. Riftin knew how to fight for his 
positions with great determination and without 
fear. He had very impressive intellectual abilities 
and oratorical talents, with which he challenged 

not only the leaders of the state but also the 
heads of his own party.

At that time the IDF was essentially a 
sacred cow. The general tendency was to give 
it complete backing, particularly in connection 
with operations it undertook against Arabs, 
and even in cases of its poor performance. The 
criticism from Riftin and some of his colleagues 
of IDF actions in this affair was undoubtedly 
an exceptional event in the Israeli political 
landscape at that time.

MK Riftin was deemed by the Mapai 
leadership to be the leader of a radical left-
wing line that supported the Soviet Union under 
Stalin without reservation. In tandem, internally, 
he adopted a belligerent and defiant stance 
against the security bodies in Israel and their 
“discriminatory attitude” toward the local Arab 
population. Riftin’s unconditional support for 
Soviet communism in the dark years of the 
1950s subsequently led him to confrontations 
with Meir Ya’ari and Yaakov Hazan, leaders of 
his own party (Ben-Aharon, 1977; Halamish, 
2013, p. 53; Lamerhav correspondent, 1967).

From the start of his remarks, Riftin 
challenged the version of events presented 
by the Chief of Staff to the committee. He 
presented a version that he said was drawn up 
by Eliezer Be’eri, coordinator of Mapam’s Arab 
Action Department, intended for publication 
in the daily al-Hamishmar but barred by the 
censors. Be’eri arrived at the scene of the 
incident two hours after it began, together 
with Mapam MK Rustum Bastouni; they spoke 
with Arab witnesses and officers of the IDF. 
They had come to Kafr Ara to greet Mapam 
MK Ahmed al-Khaled, who lived there, on the 
occasion of Eid el-Fitr. On their arrival they 
learned that al-Khaled was one of the people 
killed in the incident. All the witness statements 
they obtained, from the many people in close 
proximity to where the event took place, 
were “completely different” from the version 
presented by the IDF spokesman, according to 
Riftin. Each witness was prepared to give his 
version of the event before a court or inquiry 
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(Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952a, 
p. 5).

At a certain stage, the Chief of Staff 
likely realized that he was pitted against an 
extraordinary political personality who was 
not prepared to toe the line, not even for such 
an authoritative and experienced Chief of Staff 
as Yadin. Under these circumstances, Yadin 
should have understood that continuing the 
dispute with Riftin would seriously damage 
his own image, along with the prestige and 
credibility of the IDF. He could have retreated 
slightly and proposed setting up a committee 
to investigate the event. He could assume that 
the deliberations within the committee would 
take a long time, thus in effect “burying” the 
affair. However, Yadin apparently believed that 
the glory surrounding his image after the victory 
he led in the War of Independence would enable 
him to impose his position on the political level. 
He chose—to his detriment—to dig his heels in 
and continue the quarrel with Riftin and his 
colleagues, which occasionally deteriorated 
to an exchange of personal insults (Foreign 
Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952a, p. 5).

Though present at the debate, Prime Minister 
and Defense Minister Ben-Gurion chose not to 
lend the Chief of Staff his support at this difficult 
juncture, thus leveling additional damage 
to the status of the Chief of Staff. Riftin took 
advantage of this: “I will continue to examine 
the incident, until all details related to it are 
exposed to the public,” in spite of Chief of Staff 
Yadin’s opposition (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952a, p. 5).

Riftin claimed that Arab residents had 
occasionally met with relatives and friends living 
in Jordan. This year such meetings were not 
approved, and the ban was strictly maintained 
until the start of the first holiday. The Arabs 
understood that the purpose of the ban was 
to prevent the smuggling of Israeli money. 
And indeed, after the first holiday the ban on 
meetings was effectively canceled. Government 
representatives present at the location did not 
try to prevent the meetings. On the last day of 

the holiday, a large group of celebrants went 
to meet their relatives by the border. There 
were sixty or seventy people, including women 
and children. Some were riding donkeys, and 
others were on foot (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952a, p. 5).

When they were about half a kilometer from 
the border, Riftin continued, without warning 
they found themselves under a barrage of 
gunfire that continued even when they lay on 
the ground, some wounded and some seeking 
cover. The group claimed they had no intention 
of crossing the armistice lines. This evidence is 
supported by other citizens nearby. This terrible 
event, said Riftin, deeply shocked both Jews 
and Arabs, and endangers the security of the 
State of Israel. Riftin expressed the hope that 
the Defense Minister would condemn the action 
and denounce whoever is guilty. He did not ask 
for a legal inquiry to investigate the incident, 
nor did he ask that the soldiers be punished by 
law (Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, 
1952a, p. 6).

In his response, Chief of Staff Yadin sought 
to downplay the dispute to a sort of technical 
issue of positioning the civilians at the time of 
shooting. He estimated correctly that on such an 
issue the testimony of the military personnel at 
the scene would be considered more valuable 
than that of the “political wheeler-dealer” some 
distance away. His arguments were clear: i. The 
Arabs were approaching the border to meet with 
residents of an enemy country. ii. They knew this 
was forbidden. iii. Their action was contrary to 
the law, and in defiance of warnings from the 
military authorities (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952a). The only disagreement 
was over the question of whether the incident 
occurred at the border, as the IDF claimed, or 
half a kilometer away, as Riftin charged. Yadin 
clung to his claim that the group members were 
at the border and trying to meet with residents of 
a hostile country, contrary to IDF orders (Foreign 
Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952a).

It was clear to all that the Chief of Staff 
presented a partial picture only. He chose to 
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focus on minor issues of a basically tactical 
nature, such as the civilians’ distance from the 
border when they were shot. These were not 
the issues in dispute, and the Chief of Staff 
knew that. Rather, the dispute centered on 
a broader issue of principles and ethics: can 
the IDF, even if the information given by the 
Chief of Staff is correct, shoot to kill at Israeli 
civilians, including old people and children, 
who obviously posed no danger to the soldiers? 
(Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952a). 
Furthermore, describing the Arab Israeli citizens 
as meeting with residents of a hostile country 
was a deliberate misstatement, given that that 
their goal was just to meet relatives for the 
celebration of Eid el-Fitr. 

At this stage, committee members 
were careful to preserve the Chief of Staff’s 
honor. None tried to put him in his place and 
underscore that in a properly-run democratic 
country, soldiers cannot shoot citizens, even if 
they are perceived as breaking the law, as long 
as their actions pose no risk to the soldiers’ 
lives. Moreover, it was highly probable that any 
violation of the law was committed in error and 
not intentional (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952a).

Nonetheless, the Chief of Staff decided to 
dig in, to impugn the credibility of Knesset 
members, and to complain, in a way that could 
be interpreted as self-pitying, about the severe 
criticism directed at the army: “I am very sorry,” 
said Yadin, “that the army is under attack from 
all sides.” The censorship in this case, according 
to Yadin, is not intended to hide the event from 
the public. “The censors,” he asserted, “banned 
publication of this item because it undermines 

the soldiers’ confidence in their actions at the 
border and tries to prove that the orders and 
information that they receive are contrary to the 
instructions from the competent institutions” 
(Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952a, 
p.6).

The Chief of Staff continued to complain:

The soldiers aren’t sitting here [relaxed 
and comfortable] or in Tel Aviv; they 
are sitting next to the border. They 
were instructed that if someone 
tries to cross the border after being 
warned, they must shoot him. If he is 
going to the border to meet people 
from an enemy country, whatever his 
explanation may be—and here there’s 
no issue of political parties [the army 
must prevent it].

In these circumstances, that is, if the elected 
politicians fail to give the IDF backing, Yadin 
threatened implicitly, then he may draw 
personal conclusions, namely, resign from 
office. “In a situation of infiltration, the army 
won’t be able to do what is required; we see 
this [criticism of the army] as encouragement 
for unlawful actions against the State of Israel. If 
they [MKs] want to give different orders on how 
to fight along the border, then please [replace 
me with someone else]” (Foreign Affairs and 
Defense Committee, 1952a, pp. 6-7).

A more flexible Chief of Staff could have 
ended the incident in a much better way. He 
could have expressed deep sorrow over the 
tragic event, calling for an investigation by 
people enjoying high public trust, such as 
retired IDF generals and senior members of 
the security or judicial establishment. The 
government could have given this committee 
a wider mandate beyond the events at Kafr 
Ara. The report could perhaps have focused 
on the broader issues of relations between 
the State of Israel and its Arab minority. The 
government could refrain from demanding that 
the committee submit an immediate report. The 

A more flexible Chief of Staff could have ended 
the incident in a much better way. He could have 
expressed deep sorrow over the tragic event, 
calling for an investigation by people enjoying high 
public trust, such as retired IDF generals and senior 
members of the security or judicial establishment. 
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MKs, including Mapam members who criticized 
the IDF conduct in the incident, would likely 
have accepted such an arrangement. In any 
case, the passage of time would have weakened 
interest in the issue. 

Ben-Gurion’s Reaction
In his remarks before the Foreign Affairs and 
Defense Committee, Prime Minister Ben-Gurion 
had to maneuver between the following main 
considerations: 
a.	 His clear opposition to the unacceptable 

behavior of the soldiers in Kafr Ara, and the 
obvious need to bring them to justice and 
punish them, if necessary.

b.	 His fear of confronting a very powerful Chief 
of Staff, Yadin, identified with the impressive 
victory in the War of Independence. His 
military abilities were highly appreciated 
within the Jewish community in Israel. 
Besides, Yadin was supported by powerful 
parties and statemen, who would no doubt 
oppose any attempt by Ben-Gurion to 
weaken Yadin’s position. This might lead 
to destabilization of Ben-Gurion’s coalition. 

c.	 Ben-Gurion certainly estimated that an 
attempt to bring the soldiers to justice would 
necessarily open a huge Pandora’s Box of 
the many improper acts carried out by the 
IDF during the War of Independence. This 
would be extremely harmful to the image 
of the Jewish state in world public opinion.
These considerations led Ben-Gurion to 

propose a full investigation of the event. Ben-
Gurion believed that the inquiry should be 
conducted by a military entity, whose members 
would in practice be “under his control” and 
said, “I ask the General Staff to clarify [the details 
of] this case…It should hear the witnesses and 
question them. I hope that within two weeks 
it will be possible to report its conclusions to 
this Committee” (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952a, p. 7). 

Ben-Gurion did not say who would appoint 
the members of the inquiry committee. Should 
it be done in coordination with the Defense 

Minister or the Ministry of Justice? And what 
exactly will be its mandate? Surprisingly enough, 
Ben-Gurion saw no problem in the fact that 
the body to be investigated would be the body 
investigating the events.

Ben-Gurion understood that handing the 
investigation to an external body removes 
the event from his control and could lead to a 
serious internal crisis. This is why he was quick 
to state that: “This will not be a legal inquiry but 
an investigation of the facts. The investigating 
institution will not be the court, only the facts 
will be investigated by the government…the 
government does not conduct trials” (Foreign 
Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952a, p.9). 
Ben-Gurion believed that there must first be 
a discussion of the facts, and only then they 
would decide whether it is necessary to take 
legal action. He obviously fully understood 
the explosive situation before him and did his 
utmost to ensure that the inquiry into the event 
would be largely under his control. At this stage 
he also wanted to buy time. He knew that as 
time passed, the demand for an independent 
inquiry would abate.

At that time, when the Arabs of Israel were 
still under martial law and many Israelis saw 
them as a danger to state security, Ben-Gurion 
could assume that Arab eyewitnesses would be 
very wary to testify before a committee steered, 
overtly and covertly, by the military. He could 
also assume that a committee whose members 
came from the security-military sector would not 
dare to disagree with the Chief of Staff, and its 
position would therefore be close to his position. 
In other words, it would give full backing to 
the IDF. Apparently, the fact that it might seem 
inappropriate in the eyes of the public did not 
bother him too much. He was determined “to 
close the matter” and contain the damage as 
much as possible. Chairman Meir Argov quickly 
adopted Ben-Gurion’s position and sped up 
the process of lowering the incident’s profile 
by postponing the discussion for two weeks 
after the end of the committee’s work (Foreign 
Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952c). 
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It is no surprise that in these circumstances 
the Chief of Staff also expressed support for an 
“inquiry,” and even tried to hint at the expected 
conclusions of the investigation: “I believe,” he 
said, “our soldiers were 100% right. I would 
like to know whether Knesset members think 
that a meeting between residents of the State 
of Israel, without the permission of the Israeli 
authorities, and residents of a hostile country 
is a legal action or something that should be 
opposed with force?” (Foreign Affairs and 
Defense Committee, 1952a, p. 7). 

Once again, the Chief of Staff displayed 
his rigid thinking. He well knew that nobody 
could argue that the Arabs’ procession from Kafr 
Ara could be deemed legal, even if it emerged 
that they were unaware of the ban. He also 
knew that if they had been given a warning 
nobody would object to the use of reasonable 
force to compel them to return to their homes. 
However, opening fire on innocent civilians was 
an excessively violent response, which could 
not be justified in any way. 

Additional Parliamentary Reactions
Among the Knesset members, Yitzhak Ben-
Aharon expressed the strongest criticism of 
the IDF behavior. He stressed that the Chief of 
Staff should be held accountable for this tragic 
event. He made it clear that the need to fight 
infiltration does not grant an authorization 
to kill unarmed civilians, even if they broke 
the law: “Is it reasonable,” he wondered, “to 
assume that our troops, at 8:00 in the morning 
in full daylight, facing a group of dozens of 
women and men, do not have other means 
available before opening fire?” (Foreign Affairs 
and Defense Committee, 1952a, pp. 7-8). 

Ben-Aharon asked that the inquiry not 
merely focus on the military aspects of the 
incident. if it emerged that this action was not 
appropriate, he stated, the state should pay 
compensations to the victims. Later, Ben-Aharon 
did not hesitate to call the incident “murder” 
and explicitly asked that the guilty be punished 
(Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952b).

Presumably Chief of Staff Yadin understood 
that the investigation could severely damage 
his status, and even bring an end to his military 
career. Against this background he asked 
that the deliberation on the event be part of 
a broader discussion of the issue of hostile 
infiltration. He most likely assessed that a 
presentation of the severity of the infiltration 
problem would create greater understanding 
for the soldiers’ aggressive actions toward the 
Arab-Israeli citizens and soften the criticism of 
the soldiers’ action. 

Within this framework he tried once again 
to delegitimize the demand for an inquiry, with 
an argument that he had raised earlier, namely 
that the people demanding an investigation 
live in the center of the country, with no sense 
of danger and unaware of the dangers that 
soldiers face. “I suggest,” said Yadin, “that when 
the final report of this event is submitted, there 
should be a discussion on the whole problem 
of infiltration” (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952a, p. 8).

Riftin understood the Chief of Staff’s 
intentions well and was determined to stop his 
dodging a painful investigation of the incident: 
“This [killing of Arab civilians] is not linked [to 
the problem of infiltration]” he shouted. “It 
certainly is linked,” replied Yadin. And again, 
in an effort to show the difficult and complex 
situation in which the security forces operate 
in the area, he tried to persuade the committee 
members to recognize that the soldiers had 
no alternative but to act in the way they did. 
Yadin reported to the committee on a skirmish 
that occurred a few days prior in which four 
soldiers were killed “just 200 meters from the 
border…There [near the border] soldiers cannot 
behave as if they are sitting in Tel Aviv.” Yet at 
the government meeting, Defense Minister Ben-
Gurion gave different details on this incident, 
saying that the four soldiers had crossed into 
Trans-Jordanian territory in error. “Three of 
our soldiers were killed by gunfire. The squad 
commander took a whole company and went to 
find the bodies…There was another exchange 
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of [fire] and another Jewish soldier was killed” 
(Government Meeting, 1952a, pp. 9-10).

The Committee Report
The following week (July 8, 1952), David Ben-
Gurion appointed a committee to investigate the 
incident at Kafr Ara. He said that he would bring 
the committee’s conclusions to the Foreign 
Affairs and Defense Committee for discussion. 
The committee was headed by Haim Tsadok 
(from the Ministry of Justice), who was at 
that time assistant to the State Attorney, and 
eventually became Minister of Justice. Other 
members of the committee were: representing 
the General Staff, Lt. Col. Yehoshafat Harkabi, a 
member of the Israeli delegation to the armistice 
talks in Rhodes; and representing the Ministry 
of Defense, Lt. Col. Yitzhak Shani, staff officer 
on the ceasefire committees (Foreign Affairs 
and Defense Committee, 1952b).

In the Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee 
meeting on July 29, 1952, Ben-Gurion explained 
that he had received the committee’s report, 
which was read at a meeting on August 5, 1952. 
The committee confirmed that there was a ban 
on crossing the ceasefire lines and on contact 
with Jordanian residents; this ban was well 
known to the villagers in the area. The order 
stated that “such meetings must be avoided 
in all cases” (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952c, p. 3). 

The committee determined that at 7:30 
in the morning, two Arab women passed by 
an ambush on the way to the border. The 
soldiers in the ambush did not stop them. At 
8:30 a group of about forty residents arrived, 
including women and children, some riding 
on horses and donkeys, and some on foot, 
headed for the border. When they were some 
200-250 meters from the ambush, they came 
under fire. According to all the Arab witnesses, 
there was no prior warning. This contradicts 
the testimony of the soldiers. The committee 
suggested a compromise between the two 
versions, whereby there was a lot of noise 
so the soldiers’ calls to halt were not heard. 

The bodies of the victims were taken to their 
families, and the wounded were taken to 
the hospital (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952c).

The impression is that the committee 
completely avoided determining who was 
responsible for the incident. At the end of the 
report, the committee submitted the following 
principal recommendations:
a.	 The meetings Arab citizens of Israel with 

relatives in Jordan is fundamentally a 
humanitarian issue. A full ban on these 
meetings is a regulation that most of the 
public cannot be expected to obey. 

b.	 People who openly approach the border 
and are known to be Israeli residents must 
not be treated as infiltrators. They should 
first be dealt with using policing methods. 
They must not be fired at unless there is 
no other way of preventing them from 
crossing the border (Foreign Affairs and 
Defense Committee, 1952c, p. 6; Committee 
Conclusions).

Ben-Gurion’s Conclusion
With these considerations in mind, Ben-Gurion 
formed his view of the Kafr Ara event. His main 
points were as follows:
a.	 The committee’s recommendations do not 

reflect the seriousness of the infiltration 
problem. The committee does not see the 
dangers of contacts between Arab residents 
of Israel and residents of Jordan. Hundreds 
of thousands of refugees are camped on 
Israel’s borders seeking to return to Israel. 
Arab countries exploit the refugees for 
their own military needs, mainly to carry 
out acts of sabotage, and for intelligence 
purposes. Among the Arabs citizens of Israel 
there are individuals who bring refugees 
into the country and arrange visas for them, 
which would permit them to stay in Israel 
and eventually become Israeli citizens (Ben-
Gurion, 1952e; Defense Minister’s comments, 
1952; Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, 
1952c, p. 5).
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b.	 All Israeli citizens, Jewish and Arab, must 
know that enforcing the law and maintaining 
state security mandates the use of all 
means necessary. Anyone who gives aid 
to infiltrators in any way, and anyone who 
maintains illegal contacts with enemy 
countries, will bear full responsibility. The 
law and security forces will use all means 
against breaches of the law and security 
(Ben-Gurion, 1952e; Defense Minister’s 
comments, 1952; Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952c, p. 7). 

c.	 There is no question that preventing border 
crossings requires the use of force. However, 
force must be used cautiously and only to 
the extent required by the particular case 
(Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, 
1952c). Elsewhere Ben-Gurion said: “I am 
not saying that [the soldiers] broke the law, 
but they acted irresponsibly…This is a very 
serious and very grave matter” (Ben-Gurion, 
1952e; Defense Minister’s comments, 1952; 
Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, 
1952b, p. 2).

d.	 There were operational failures in the 
handling of the incident: i. Management 
of the event was handed over to a unit in 
training: “They mixed training with a military 
operation…which should not be done,” said 
Ben-Gurion (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952b, p. 4). ii. There was no 
need to set up ambushes. This is a means 
usually implemented in warfare against 
infiltration (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952b). iii. These failures are 
the responsibility of junior IDF officer ranks 
and not of the top military ranks (Defense 
Minister’s comments, 1952; Foreign Affairs 
and Defense Committee, 1952c). iv. Families 
affected by the incident should receive 
compensation from the government (Foreign 
Affairs and Defense Committee, 1952c).
Thus, ultimately, David Ben-Gurion overall 

showed a clear inclination to accept the view 
of Chief of Staff Yadin: “There was no crime 
here” in the IDF action in Wada Ara, he stated 

decisively. “There was a mistake, an error of 
judgment. A mistake like that is very serious.” 
However, “there was no criminal act. There 
is no doubt that the soldiers called out and 
warned the Arabs, and when they heard nothing, 
they shot at their legs after shooting in the 
air.” There was no crime, and it’s a pity that 
[Knesset members] have used words like murder 
and murderer” (Foreign Affairs and Defense 
Committee, 1952d, p. 8). 

The words of Ben-Gurion necessarily aroused 
surprise. He himself sanctified the idea of the 
separation of branches as the basis for proper 
conduct by the State of Israel. Yet here he was 
pronouncing judgment on an issue that was 
the subject of dispute that could be determined 
only by judicial process (Foreign Affairs and 
Defense Committee, 1952d). 

Criticism of Ben Gurion’s Position 
MK Mordechai Bentov challenged Ben-Gurion, 
charging that he had “damaged the good name 
of the IDF and the laws of jurisdiction by making 
himself investigator, judge, and acquitter in the 
killing of Arab residents of Israel in Wadi Ara” 
(Knesset Proceedings, 1952b, p.129).

At the Knesset meeting of August 28, 1952, 
Pinhas Rosen, who was the leader of the 
Progressive Party and was later appointed as 
the Minister of Justice, likewise did not accept 
the Defense Minister’s position:

We are not happy with the determination 
that those who caused the deaths 
and injuries of residents of Israel are 
not [defined] as guilty in the criminal 
sense. We are not satisfied with the 
inquiry. Why is there an administrative 
inquiry into such matters? After all our 
law defines how to investigate these 
matters. If a citizen…is killed by 
gunfire, then this must be investigated 
by whoever is appointed by the law 
to conduct an inquiry, and not the 
government. (Knesset Proceedings, 
1952a, pp. 3205-3206)
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The sharpest criticism of Ben-Gurion came from 
Mapam MK Hanan Rubin. From the outset he 
stressed that he speaks for the entire party: 

The problem of infiltration is serious 
and also grave…but…there is no link 
between infiltration and the wounding 
and killing of Israeli citizens…The fact 
is that men, women, and children 
were proceeding in daylight on Israeli 
territory toward the border…These 
people were wounded and killed on 
Israeli territory, some distance from 
the border…The military authorities 
knew of the guilt of the commander 
in charge of the unit [Shmuel Goren], 
but they tried to cover up the matter 
by publishing an announcement 
that was completely contrary to the 
real situation…by the arbitrary use 
of censorship to prevent the press 
from publishing the truth. The shots 
were not aimed at their feet, as should 
have happened even with infiltrators. 
The instructions say not to shoot at 
children…However, children were 
among the wounded…Apparently…
the Arab citizen of our country is 
considered a second-class citizen…
This is premeditated killing [an action 
called] murder…We want people to 
face trial in order to remove this stain 
from the army. If the Defense Minister 
cannot accept this demand…then we 
must impose on him parliamentary 
responsibility…and propose a 
motion of no-confidence. (Knesset 
Proceedings, 1952a, pp. 3205-3206) 

The Knesset rejected the motion of no 
confidence by 52 votes from the coalition parties 
and the Herut faction; fourteen members of 
Mapam and Maki voted for the motion, and 27 
abstained. Chairman Argov stated that “Our 
guards move along the borders and cannot 
easily know what might happen. The Prime 

Minister and Defense Minister condemned their 
behavior and determined it was an error. He also 
said there would be compensation” (Motion of 
No Confidence, 1952).

Conclusion
The Wadi Ara affair put the IDF and then-Chief 
of Staff Yigael Yadin in an uncomfortable and 
unflattering position. It is hard to understand 
what led such an experienced commander, with 
a rich history of considerate strategic decisions, 
to adopt such an attitude completely opposed 
to the value system on which the State of Israel 
and the Israel Defense Forces were established. 

David Ben-Gurion’s reputation also emerged 
damaged from this incident. The man who was 
able to navigate far more serious and complex 
crises acted in a way that denied him control of 
the events. He strongly criticized the conduct of 
the army, but he also showed a clear inclination 
to contain the event and avoid prosecuting 
those accused of the killing.

This behavior is in clear opposition to 
his decisive position on other issues of the 
ethics of fighting, during and after the War of 
Independence—in the Qibya and Kafr Kassem 
affairs. Ben-Gurion probably believed that an 
exposure of the event in a high profile could 
undermine the political stability of Israel. It 
could also be very harmful to the status of 
Israel in the international arena in general, and 
particularly in Western public opinion—all while 
existential threats still loomed over the state.

* 

David Ben-Gurion’s reputation emerged damaged 
from this incident. The man who was able to 
navigate far more serious and complex crises acted 
in a way that denied him control of the events. He 
strongly criticized the conduct of the army, but he 
also showed a clear inclination to contain the event 
and avoid prosecuting those accused of the killing.
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From Mistress to Known Partner: Israel’s 
Secret Relations with States and Minorities 
in the Middle East, 2020-1948, by Elie Podeh, 
is perhaps the most comprehensive text on 
the secret relations between Israel and the 
Arab world, from the state’s establishment 
until the start of the present decade. The book 
has a broad scope, is written clearly, and is 
easy to read, and all the valuable information 
is documented with numerous and diverse 
references. Consequently, it is an essential 
text in the study of Israel’s unofficial shadow 
policy conducted by the Mossad, the Ministry of 

Defense, and of course, Israel’s prime ministers 
over the years. 

Why did the Ministry of Foreign Affairs not 
play a leading role in these relations? Podeh 
explains that since all policy regarding the 
Middle East was of military significance, as Israel 
was a country under siege, the intention was 
not to open the familiar civilian channels of 
diplomacy, as for example in Europe, North 
and South America, and Africa, but rather to 
find military solutions to military problems. 
Therefore, the security bodies took it upon 
themselves to develop these special relations 
in order to cope with the military challenges of 
a country with a military threat hovering over 
it, under siege conditions (p. 16).

The breakthrough in the Middle East came 
when Israel understood that not only were its 
enemies not all of the same cloth seeking to 
destroy it, but they were also concerned and 
suspicious about one another and interested 
in exploiting the Israeli card in struggles among 
them (p. 16). 

Nonetheless, the reality of basic hostility 
between Israel and the Arabs did not allow 
relations between Israel and Arab countries 
“to come out of the closet,” and everything 
was kept top secret. This is another reason 
why systems in charge of secrecy such as the 
security establishment were the ones suitable 
for developing relations in the Middle East, and 
not necessarily the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
Hence the book’s title: From Mistress to Known 
Partner, although since the Abraham Accords a 
new chapter can be added: from common-law 
partner to lawfully wedded wife. 

The book’s importance lies not only in its 
scope but also in its singularity: this is the first 
academic book that covers almost all areas of 
activity of Israel’s covert diplomacy (pp. 608-
625),1 except for Syria. That is a chapter that 
must be updated, because there were contacts 
that failed with the Sunni opposition to Assad, 
and unfortunately, it was Israel that was not 
interested in these connections. To understand 
what deterred Israel, one needs to understand 
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Israel’s bitter experience in Lebanon. Therefore, 
my focus here is on the chapter on Lebanon, 
because through this experience one can 
understand the entirety of Israel’s relationship 
with the Levant, and also because of Lebanon’s 
return to the center of Israel’s interest. 

The literature on Israel’s activity in the 
Middle East can be divided into three types: 
memoirs of security figures who operated in 
various sectors, such as Geizi Tsafrir’s books 
about Kurdistan, Iran, and Lebanon (Tsafrir, 
1999, 2002, 2006), or the book by Yair Ravid, 
the head of the Mossad’s branch in Jounieh, 
Beirut (Ravid-Ravitz, 2012). In this kind of book, 
the writers relate their personal experience 
based on their activity in Lebanon. Books of 
this nature can serve as a source for judicious 
academic research, but in themselves are not 
an academic text. Another type is journalistic 
books, such as Israel’s Lebanon War by Ze’ev 
Schiff and Ehud Ya’ari (Schiff & Ya’ari, 1984), and 
Shimon Shiffer’s book Snowball, from whose 
subtitle, Secrets of the Lebanon War, one can 
understand its shortcomings (Shiffer, 1984). 
That is, in their books, the journalists seek to 
highlight journalistic achievements and scoops 
from where they were posted, and academic 
accuracy is not necessarily their priority. The 
academic literature preceding Elie Podeh’s book 
focuses on certain areas such as Jordan (Susser, 
1983) and Iraq (Baram, 1991, 2014; Eppel, 1994, 
2004).

There are many more excellent books that I 
have not mentioned. Podeh’s book is singular 
in that it seeks to give an overview examining 
the entire Middle East.

I chose to focus on Podeh’s chapter on 
Lebanon in order to examine the foundations 
of Israel’s policy not regarding Arab states, 
but rather regarding the ethnic groups in the 
Levant. The goal is to examine a very current 
issue that receives insufficient attention, 
namely, the rising weight of ethnic communities 
as opposed to statehood. This has been a 
prominent issue recently, when the Shiite 
community represented by Hezbollah tried 

to torpedo the maritime border agreement 
(the “gas agreement”) with Israel, which is a top 
Lebanese state interest. The Shiite community 
opposed the state, but ultimately the agreement 
was signed on October 27, 2022.

Significantly, the answer to the question why 
Israel didn’t accept the outstretched hand by 
the Sunni opposition to Assad’s Shiite regime 
during the war in Syria2 can be found in the 
lessons from the ethnic quagmire that engulfed 
it in Lebanon. Indeed, the roots of Israeli policy 
regarding the ethnic groups in the Levant lie in 
disappointment with the close relations with the 
Maronites in Lebanon and with the unrealistic 
hopes that were placed in these relations. 

A very important source for understanding 
the Israeli failure in Lebanon is the book by 
Robert Hatem, known by the code name Cobra, 
whose main contribution lies in exposing the 
culture of murder, lies, and corruption of the 
Phalanges, Israel’s allies. This same “Cobra” 
put his finger exactly on the point where Bachir 
Gemayel, the leader of the Lebanese forces (the 
Phalanges), decided to open the channel of 
communication with Syria and abandon Israel. 

Israel’s first significant connection with the 
Maronites began in 1976, when a high-level 
delegation of Phalanges came to Israel to ask 
for help. The Phalanges came to the conclusion 
that their backs were against the wall (p. 242). It 
is not so clear from the book why they reached 
this conclusion—perhaps because of that year’s 
massacre by the PLO in the Christian village 
of Damour, and Catholic France, which was 
supposed to protect the Maronites, actually 
adopted a pro-Palestinian position. This is an 
issue that is not directly connected to the book, 
because it is tied more to France’s relations 
with the Christians. In any case, the more the 
Palestinians gained strength, the more the 
Christians in Lebanon needed an alliance with 
Israel, because Christian Europe preferred the 
Palestinians. 

The Shiites’ need for an alliance with Israel 
also grew at that time, because they too suffered 
from the Palestinians, and indeed the Shiites 

https://www.noor-book.com/%D9%83%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A8-%D9%83%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%B8%D9%84-%D8%AD%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%82%D9%87-%D9%85%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B1%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%B5%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A7-%D9%88%D8%B4%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7-%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%85-pdf
https://ar.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A9_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%88%D8%B1
https://ar.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A9_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%88%D8%B1
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showered rice upon the arrival of the IDF in the 
First Lebanon War. However, Israel neglected 
the Shiites. Why? Podeh explains that there 
were two main reasons: due to the friendly 
relations between Israeli leaders and Maronites, 
with Israel not enjoying the same acquaintance 
or familiarity with the Shiites; but primarily 
because Israel was aiming directly at Beirut, 
and did not place a priority on relations with an 
ethnic group whose main power was in southern 
Lebanon and the Beqaa, while in Beirut Israel 
needed the Maronites (pp. 284-285). Had the aim 
of the war indeed been to establish a security 
zone to a range of 40 km from the border, as 
Israel officially declared, Israel would have 
placed an emphasis on cultivating its relations 
with the Shiites. However, because southern 
Lebanon was important only to reach Beirut, 
Israel did not pay attention to the importance 
of the connection with the Shiites.

Here Podeh intervenes in the internal Israeli 
debate: did Minister of Defense Ariel Sharon 
and Chief of Staff Rafael Eitan (Raful) deceive 
Prime Minister Menachem Begin into a “futile 
war” and not relay their intention to reach 
Beirut, while Begin believed that they would 
stop at the 40-kilometer mark, as he reported 
to the United States? Podeh states—rightly, in 
my opinion—that the members of the Begin-
Sharon-Raful triangle thought from the outset 
of the “great plan” of eliminating the PLO, 
transferring the Palestinians from Lebanon via 
Syria to Jordan, and establishing a Palestinian 
state in Jordan, so that Israel would be able 
to annex the West Bank (p. 278). This was a 
delusional plan that was tailored with Sharon’s 
phenomenal dimensions, and it is no wonder 
that it collapsed. But even without this plan, 
the very belief that the Phalanges could be 

relied on to “do the work” in western Beirut and 
relieve the IDF of entering that hornet’s nest was 
naive, and Podeh explains why, while exposing 
disagreements within the Israeli establishment. 

According to his description, at the head 
of those who believed in the alliance with the 
Maronites was Prime Minister Begin, with his 
romantic approach (pp. 276-279). As someone 
who came from the diaspora, the very fact that 
the Jews would save Christians captivated 
Begin, and he saw historic meaning in it. 
Sharon and Raful, who wanted to topple the 
PLO because of their plans in the West Bank 
(p. 250),3 did not try to open Begin’s eyes, but 
the professional echelons did not believe this. 
For example, Eliyahu Sasson had argued in the 
past that the minorities in the Middle East must 
take into account the positions of the Sunni 
Muslim majority (pp. 244-245, 276),4 and in 
the moment of truth the Maronites would not 
be able to keep their word, no matter how far 
they went in their promises to Israel, if they 
promised at all, or that the Israelis understood 
from their hearts’ desires what the Maronites did 
not say. The moment the Christians in Lebanon 
supported Lebanon joining the Arab League, 
they defined themselves first of all as Arabs 
and only afterwards as Christians, and this 
was how their future steps should have been 
assessed (p. 288, on Begin’s rude awakening). 
The young intelligence officer Amos Gilad met 
with the Phalanges and his conclusion was 
unequivocal: they could not be trusted. 

And here we return to Cobra. He stated 
that the turning point for Gemayel was the 
conversation with Begin in Nahariya, in which 
Begin demanded that Gemayel make a peace 
agreement with Israel in return for all the help 
that Israel had provided to the Christians. 
Gemayel could not guarantee this, because 
the Maronites needed to take the opinion of 
the Arab majority into account. Begin did not 
accept this and the conversation ended badly. 
Perhaps here Begin understood for the first 
time that his romantic view of the Christians 

It is hard to assess “what would have happened 
if”; it didn’t happen and apparently will not 
happen, and we can understand why from Podeh’s 
excellent book. 
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was mistaken (pp. 255, 278), and maybe at this 
point his mental collapse began. 

Cobra relates that immediately after this 
conversation, Gemayel ordered Elie Hobeika to 
open a line of communication with Syria. The 
massacre at Sabra and Shatila was committed 
by Elie Hobeika, and it is possible that he did so 
in full agreement with Syria, in order to destroy 
Israel’s influence in Lebanon. The fiasco in Beirut 
and the massacre at Sabra and Shatila led the 
Israeli establishment to the basic conclusion 
that “the alliance of minorities has collapsed” 
(pp. 220, 279).

And this brings us to the present day and an 
examination of Israel’s unwillingness to connect 
with the Syrian opposition that fought against 
Assad. The irony is that those who turned to 
Israel in the Syrian war were not the religious 
and ethnic minorities but the Sunni Arab 
majority. Indeed, this may be an example where 
a paradigm that was correct in one situation 
might not be correct in another, for if we say that 
Israel should connect with the Sunni majority 
and not with the minorities, in Syria the Sunni 
majority rose up against the Alawite minority 
and wanted Israel’s help. 

It is hard to assess “what would have 
happened if”; it didn’t happen and apparently 
will not happen, and we can understand 
why from Podeh’s excellent book. And 
notwithstanding my focus here on Lebanon, 
the book covers the entire Middle East, and 
from the specific example of the Lebanese part, 
we can learn about the whole. 
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entirety of Israel’s quiet diplomatic activity in the 
Arab world.

2	 Personal knowledge that cannot yet be published.
3	 After the cautious Dayan resigned from Begin’s 

government, Sharon and Raful moved to center stage 
in order to institute a proactive policy in Lebanon.
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In his first book, Ohad Hemo, a Palestinian 
affairs television correspondent for more than 
20 years, seeks to present to Israeli readers 
different layers of Palestinian society and 
the way it has been shaped in relation to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Hemo, who “lives” 
the Palestinian territories as part of his work, 

brings together his journalistic experiences in 
order to tell the story of the deep social and 
political crisis besetting Palestinian society. In 
turn, this portrait prompts the question: what 
does the future hold for the Palestinian national 
movement? The author draws on his experiences 
as a journalist who speaks the local language 
and his Israeli identity in a hostile region. Unlike 
with a foreign journalist, Hemo’s Israeliness 
reminds readers of the danger he is in and of the 
Gordian knot connecting what happens “there,” 
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, with daily life 
in Israel and Israel’s national security interests. 
With his job as a journalist inextricably linked to 
his Israeli identity, Hemo tries to create bridges 
between the contradicting narratives and bring 
the processes underway on the other side to 
the attention of the Israeli public. 

The book comprises an introduction and nine 
chapters, each of which focuses on a significant 
phenomenon or movement (for example the 
refugee camps, suicide attacks) and examines 
its development and its influence today. The 
chapters include the writer’s discussions with 
people he has interviewed, as well as historical 
background and informative contexts. In each 
chapter there are several conversation partners, 
and each adds to the reader’s understanding of 
the phenomenon described. Hemo makes clear 
in the introduction that this is not an attempt 
to write an academic paper, but rather, “my 
purpose is to tell about the Palestinians from 
a completely personal perspective that rests 
on meetings, conversations, and sometimes 
on unusual connections and friendships that 
have been formed over the course of almost two 
decades” (pp. 15-16, emphasis in the original). 
The book does not include female conversation 
partners and focuses almost entirely on male 
speakers, and thus does not represent the 
worldviews of Palestinian women, though they 
are clearly an integral part of Palestinian society 
and of the conflict. 

The introduction opens with a frightening 
scene, which apparently reflects the feelings of 
the average Israeli when he finds himself entering 

In his first book, Ohad Hemo, a Palestinian affairs 
television correspondent for more than 20 years, 
seeks to present to Israeli readers different layers 
of Palestinian society and the way it has been 
shaped in relation to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
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the Palestinian territories unintentionally, and 
on the metaphorical level reflects the tense 
relations with our Palestinian neighbors. Hemo 
does not claim to be an objective writer or 
observer, as his Israeliness is a central part 
of how he approaches his interlocutors and 
poses questions that interest the Israeli public. 
Nevertheless, some of his conversation partners 
choose to speak with him precisely because of 
his Israeliness and also thanks to his ability to 
convey their messages outward, and he makes 
sure to quote people verbatim, with context 
and background and (almost) without being 
judgmental. 

One of the chapters that stands out the most 
is “The Security Prisoners—From the Inside,” 
which focuses on the role of the prisoners in 
Palestinian society and on the processes they 
experience in Israeli prisons, as they gain an 
in-depth familiarity with Israel, its history, and 
the Hebrew language. An interesting angle 
that arises is the issue of the education and 
conditions that the security prisoners receive. 
According to those interviewed, some currently 
in prison and some released prisoners, the 
educational process in prison has a moderating 
effect that exposes the prisoners to aspects of 
Israel that were unfamiliar to them. In Israeli 
prisons, the security prisoners read canonical 
Zionist texts and the Israeli narrative, learn 
Hebrew, see Israeli news channels, and even 
study to earn degrees according to the curricula 
of the Israeli Council for Higher Education. 
The prisoners, most of whom enter prison 
at a young age and with knowledge of Israeli 
society centered on the conflict, are exposed 
to worlds of content and ideas that bring them 
into contact with a previously foreign world. 
When they are released from prison, they receive 
great honor in Palestinian society and later even 
integrate in the establishment. Their sacrifice 
also gives them an additional “right” above 
others in Palestinian society, namely, the right 
to express an incisive and critical opinion about 
the leadership. According to Hemo, it is actually 
the released prisoners, those who in the past 

acted to harm Israel and Israelis, who are the 
potential Palestinian leadership that can bring 
about an end to the conflict. 

Another important chapter is about 
collaborators and the torn identity they 
experience. Intelligence gathering plays an 
important role in maintaining Israeli security 
and to this end collaborators are needed, whose 
reasons for “crossing the lines” are divided 
into personal motivations (such as personal 
advancement, money, work permits, or 
assistance to family members) and ideological 
motivations, including identification with Israel. 
Whatever their motivation, once they are 
exposed, Palestinian society at best denounces 
them and they move to Israel; at worst they are 
murdered. It is very difficult for collaborators 
to integrate socially, and they find themselves 
often on the margins of society, hard pressed 
to make a living and bearing a mark of Cain. 
One example that Hemo provides in the book 
is of F., who lives in a dilapidated house in an 
industrial zone in Israel together with other 
illegal residents. Despite his collaboration, he 
did not receive legal status in Israel and has 
a temporary residency permit that is about 
to expire, and at the same time he receives 
threatening phone calls from the Palestinian 
Mukhabarat (intelligence) (pp. 237-239). 
Hemo also recounts the story of K., a Gaza 
businessman who worked with Israel and ended 
up assisting the assassination of Yahya Ayyash. 
The Israeli establishment kept its promises and 
he received an opportunity for a new life in 
the United States, but his previous life and his 
property were essentially erased and he was 
sentenced to death in Gaza. Today he lives in 
Israel and feels abandoned, transparent, and 
afraid (pp. 239-244). 

The most important part of the book, which 
also connects all the different stories and 
phenomena described, is the final chapter, 
which discusses the idea of “the return to ‘87.” 
In 1988 Yasir Arafat declared the establishment 
of a Palestinian state within the 1967 borders 
at a meeting of the PLO’s Legislative Council in 
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Algiers. This meant recognizing the existence 
of the State of Israel alongside the Palestinian 
state. This declaration was the basis for 
agreements between Israel and the Palestinians, 
as it reflected a vision of two states side by 
side. But as Hemo describes, the validity of 
the Palestinian declaration of independence 
is waning. The Palestinian state does not exist 
and the chances of its existing in the future 
decrease the more Jewish settlements expand 
in the West Bank, and the more the Palestinians 
find themselves increasingly dependent on 
Israel for their livelihood. 

Hemo concludes the book with a conversation 
with Dr. Said Zidani, a Palestinian intellectual 
living in Ramallah, on the topic of the Palestinian 
national aspiration. Zidani admits that the idea 
of two states was a historical compromise born 
out of the understanding that Israel is a fait 
accompli, but the aspiration was always to 
return to all parts of the homeland. According 
to Zidani, now this compromise is no longer 
relevant and therefore there is a return to the 
idea of one state, but in a different format. If 
in the 1960s the aspiration was a Palestinian 
state, now the Palestinians want it to be a state 
of all its citizens with equal rights for Jews and 
Palestinians. Later, he makes clear that the 
return to the one-state idea is a reflection of the 
disappointment in the agreement-based reality 
after the Oslo Accords, but also disappointment 
in the Palestinian Authority (pp. 278-281). To 
Zidani, “If in the past historic justice was meant 
to be realized at the expense of the State of 
Israel, today the hope of many is that it will be 
realized with it and within it” (p. 276). Palestinian 
public opinion polls do not match Zidani’s 
words, and they reflect tension in Palestinian 
support between resolving the conflict with 
one state (that is, a binational state for Israelis 

and Palestinians) or two (that is, separation 
into two states for the two peoples, Israeli and 
Palestinian). On the one hand there is indeed a 
dramatic decline in support for the idea of two 
states,1 but this is not translated directly into 
support for an alternative vision of one state.2

In conclusion, Hemo’s book is a window for 
Israeli readers into processes that have marked 
and continue to unfold in Palestinian society. He 
raises complicated issues such as suicide attacks 
and refugee camps that are familiar to the Israeli 
public on a superficial level, but Hemo strives 
to infuse these difficult subjects with more 
content, depth, and understanding. The book 
is written in clear and straightforward language 
and is enjoyable to read, although troubling, as 
it demands looking at a complicated reality—at 
Palestinian society and the internal processes 
occurring in it. It portrays how Palestinians see 
Israel and are influenced by it, and warns of 
the greatest danger according to Hemo: the 
erasure of the borders and the unification of the 
Palestinian territories with Israel. The inability 
to advance geographical Palestinian-Israeli 
separation or to provide a feasible political 
horizon influences the conceptions and desires 
of the Palestinian public, which is gradually 
abandoning the aspiration to establish a 
separate state. This does not mean surrender 
or abandonment of the Palestinian national 
idea, but rather a conception that Israel won’t 
have a choice but to give the Palestinians equal 
rights. It is actually the released prisoners, those 
who were willing to sacrifice for the sake of the 
Palestinian cause and paid a price for it, but 
were also able to look at Israeli society, that 
express a sober position in the book and warn 
of the dangers inherent in a one-state solution.

Noa Shusterman is a researcher and the coordinator 
of the INSS Israel-Palestinian Research Program. 
She holds a B.A. in PPE (Philosophy, Political 
Science, and Economics) from the Hebrew 
University and an M. A. in International Relations 
with a concentration in the Middle East from New 
York University, which she earned as a Fulbright 
scholar. Prior to joining INSS in 2019, she was a 

Hemo’s book is a window for Israeli readers into 
processes that continue to unfold in Palestinian 
society. 
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Notes
1	 A public opinion poll by Dr. Khalil Shikaki (PCPSR) on 

December 13, 2022 found that 32 percent supported 
the idea of two states and 66 percent opposed it; on 
another question, 69 percent noted that they do not 
believe that the two-state solution is feasible, due to 
the expansion of the settlements in the West Bank.

2	 A public opinion poll by Dr. Khalil Shikaki (PCPSR) on 
December 13, 2022 found that 26 percent supported 
a one-state solution and 71 percent opposed it; on 
the question of the preferred Palestinian policy for 
overcoming the political stalemate, only 27 percent 
supported abandoning the two-state solution and 
replacing it with a one-state solution.

Research and Communications Fellow at the Israel 
Policy Forum (IPF), a New-York based policy think 
tank.
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The Economic Bridges was published after the 
Abraham Accords were signed in September 
2020, and the author’s main thesis refers directly 
to these agreements:

The Abraham Accords are a small part 
of a deeper trend in the Middle East 
in recent years, one that will remain 
relevant in the coming decades. In the 
current reality, economic forces are 
overcoming the traditional hostility 
toward Israel, gradually building new 
bridges and heralding the potential to 
shape a new language. Israel can use 
these forces to improve its political 

and security situation in the Middle 
East. (pp. 12-13)

The desire of Israel’s current government to 
normalize relations with Saudi Arabia gives this 
thesis additional validity. The discussion below 
examines the book from the perspective of the 
upheavals of time and from the viewpoint of 
an economist.

The book opens with two chapters that 
present the main argument: economic 
development and economic ties between 
countries contribute to political and security 
stability. The first chapter presents the lack 
of economic cooperation and socio-political 
instability in Europe in the 20th century 
between the World Wars, compared with 
the development of economic relations and 
cooperation and political stability in Western 
Europe after World War II. This perspective 
seems somewhat optimistic in 2023, more than 
a year after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the 
European support for Ukraine, despite Europe’s 
dependence on Russian oil and gas and Russia’s 
extensive imports from European countries.

The opening chapters also include a brief 
discussion of empirical articles that explore 
the reciprocal effects between economic 
development and economic ties and political 
and security stability (pp. 29-32), including in 
the context of the Middle East. This discussion 
applies both to academic studies that have 
found a negative relationship between economic 
development and security stability—in line with 
the main thesis of the book—and to studies that 
have found a positive statistical relationship 
between growth in the wealth of companies 
or individuals and terrorist activity or security 
instability. Hashkes dismisses studies that do 
not support the main thesis of the book as the 
results of a handful of studies and evidence 
related to purely economic development. This 
is in contrast to the effect of economic ties 
between competing countries or companies, 
which, according to the book’s thesis, create a 
direct incentive to improve relations.
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Since the impact of economic relations on political 
stability and security is the focus of this book, one 
would expect that the discussion of these relations 
would be broader. 

Since the impact of economic relations on 
political stability and security is the focus of this 
book, one would expect that the discussion of 
these relations would be broader and would 
touch on possible differences in the impact 
of trade, employment, tourism, or energy 
relations, or on the influence of the beneficiaries 
of economic relations on political stability and 
security. This discussion likewise does not refer 
to the effect of economic development and 
economic ties on the attitudes and actions 
of Israel and Israeli citizens in relation to 
companies and countries in the region. Relevant 
in this context is the controlled experiment of 
Sumitra Jha and Moshe Shayo (Jha & Shayo, 
2019), which illustrated that trading financial 
assets on the Israeli and Palestinian stock 
exchanges, which are adversely affected by 
security incidents, led Israelis who participated 
in the experiment to vote for parties supporting 
a political compromise in the 2015 elections.

The rest of the book is organized in a two-
pronged format, with thematic chapters (trade, 
innovation, tourism, energy, and more) and 
chapters on specific economies (the Palestinian 
economy, the economies of the Arab Gulf, Egypt, 
and more). This successful structure highlights 
issues in a regional context and then creates 
a holistic picture of neighboring economies 
and the potential of their connections with 
Israel. These chapters are mainly based on 
information published in the media, reports 
from international bodies, and interviews 
conducted by the author. On the other hand, 
these chapters contain little independent 
quantitative or qualitative analysis by the 
author, or independent judgment regarding 
the reliability and importance of the diverse 
information presented in these chapters.

In particular, these chapters do not provide 
an orderly presentation and comparison of 
available economic data on the structure of the 
Israeli economy and neighboring economies. 
This shortcoming is notable because economics 
is a quantitative discipline that uses statistics 
to support arguments. It is clear that the book 

is intended not only for economists and does 
not pretend to be an original professional 
analysis. However, presenting key data and 
measurements in a way that is accessible to 
an educated reader can either strengthen or 
refute the arguments presented in the book.

The chapter on trade illustrates how simple 
quantitative analysis can confirm or disprove 
the claims made in the book. Hashkes describes 
the limited volume of trade between Israel 
and Egypt and Jordan, which signed peace 
agreements with Israel several decades ago, 
and argues that the low volume of trade is not 
absolutely necessary. In particular, he argues 
that “trade with Jordan can and should be 
expanded” (p. 57), but does not make a simple 
comparison between the goods Israel imports 
with those Jordan exports, and vice versa, to 
map out the potential for trade in different 
goods. 

In addition, when Hashkes gives estimates 
of the trade potential between Israel and the 
countries of the region, they are not put into 
context, that is, they do not estimate the GDP 
or trade that will be created as a result of 
tightening trade ties in relation to the respective 
economies. For example, Palestinian exports 
to Israel in 2022 were about $1.2 billion—about 
90 percent of Palestinian exports. In contrast, 
UAE exports to Israel amounted to $1.7 billion, 
which is expected to be less than half a percent 
of Emirati exports. Even if the volume of trade 
between Israel and the United Arab Emirates 
reaches about $6.5 billion—similar to UAE 
exports to Iran—it will be less than 2 percent of 
the total Emirati exports, and it is doubtful that 
this will affect UAE’s political considerations. 
An analysis of the importance of trade for the 
Emirates and their political decisions should 
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also take into account the characteristics of 
trade. Most of the UAE exports to the world in 
general, and about 80 percent of exports to Israel 
in particular, are transit trade in goods produced 
in other countries. This trade creates limited 
local added value in terms of transportation, 
warehousing, insurance, and financial services 
for international trade.

In comparison, exports from Turkey to 
Israel (about $5.7 billion in 2022) mainly 
include Turkish goods, which are produced 
by local workers using Turkish capital. From an 
integrative point of view, it is plausible that the 
added value of Turkish exports to Israel, which 
is the ninth largest Turkish export destination in 
the world, is added to the jobs and added value 
created by the visits of approximately 840,000 
Israeli tourists to Turkey in 2022, as well as 
Turkish proposals to connect Israeli gas fields 
with pipelines that bring gas through Turkey 
to Europe: all this was taken into account in 
the decision of the Turkish leadership to warm 
relations with Israel last year. These economic 
incentives are gaining new momentum amid an 
acute economic crisis in Turkey and an increase 
in European demand for energy alternatives 
to Russian gas.

The chapter on energy is a good example 
of an analysis of the main factors that have 
endured the vicissitudes of the last year 
and a half, including the consequences of 
an unexpected war in Ukraine. The growing 
importance for Jordan of using gas from Israel 
as its main source of electricity production is 
reflected in the IMF report: “Costs of natural gas 

imports also increased considerably, although…
long-term contracts still offer some protection 
from the surge in global gas prices” (IMF, p. 
45). An analysis of tensions between Lebanon 
and Israel over ownership of a gas field in an 
exclusive economic zone also stands the test 
of events since the publication of the book, 
and Israeli decision makers appear to have 
accepted the book’s advice: Lebanese gas can 
serve Israel’s interests if gas revenues do not 
reach Hezbollah.

Three technical remarks: first, the book does 
not use charts and maps to clarify its contents. 
The only exception is the chart showing the 
number of terrorist attacks in the West Bank 
(p. 204), but there is no chart of economic data, 
which are at the center of the book’s thesis. 
Similarly, a map could help in the chapter on 
energy, for example, illustrating the location 
of gas fields, the possibility of exporting gas to 
the countries of the region through pipelines, 
and a gas field that was the subject of a dispute 
between Israel and Lebanon.

Second, the book is aimed at the general 
public, but is based on a large number of 
sources. Therefore, the decision was made 
to use footnotes, as is customary in scientific 
literature, but to make the footnotes available on 
the publisher’s website, and not at the end of the 
book. However, access to the footnotes file is not 
convenient, and therefore it is recommended 
that in future editions a reference is added 
using a printed QR code.

In addition, the book ignores Israel’s 
economic ties, sometimes limited in scope, 
with countries in the region in previous decades 
prior to the Abraham Accords. For example, in 
contrast to the description of the discharge of 
the first registered cargo from the UAE at the Port 
of Haifa, the Israel Central Bureau of Statistics 
reported trade with the United Arab Emirates 
in 2004-2013, when total exports in these years 
were more than $200 million, and imports, 
about $100 million. Similarly, the employment 
in Israel of thousands of Lebanese workers from 
the South Lebanon region from the 1980s until 

The book, published shortly after the Abraham 
Accords were signed, points to the potential of 
using the economic ties between Israel and the 
countries of the region in several markets, such as 
trade in goods, innovation, tourism, energy, and 
employment, to strengthen Israel’s political and 
security stature and maintain political and security 
stability. 
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leaving Lebanon in 2000 is not mentioned in 
analyses of labor relations or the Lebanese 
economy.

In conclusion, the book, published shortly 
after the Abraham Accords were signed, points 
to the potential of using the economic ties 
between Israel and the countries of the region 
in several markets, such as trade in goods, 
innovation, tourism, energy, and employment, 
to strengthen Israel’s political and security 
stature and maintain political and security 
stability. The book draws on a wide variety of 
sources, but does not critically evaluate them. 
Moreover, the degree of economic benefit for 
the countries of the region from strengthening 
ties with Israel is not considered in the economic 
context of the country in question. Therefore, it 
is difficult to determine whether the economic 
benefits from relations with Israel are large 
enough to be taken into account in determining 

the political or macroeconomic strategies of 
neighboring countries. However, it seems that 
some of the book’s analyses, and in particular 
the analysis of energy relationships, have stood 
the test of the ups and downs of the last year 
and a half.

Dr. Haggay Etkes is a visiting senior researcher at 
INSS. He studies the economies of the Middle East 
and their connections with the Israeli economy. 
haggaye@inss.org.il

References
IMF. (2022, December 12). Jordan fifth review under the 

extended arrangement under the extended fund facility 
and request for modification of performance criteria; 
staff report; and statement by the Executive Director 
for Jordan. IMF Country Report 23/049. DOI: https://
doi.org/10.5089/9798400231957.002

Jha, S., & Shayo, M. (2019). Valuing peace: The effects 
of financial market exposure on votes and political 
attitudes. Econometrica, 87(5), 1561-1588. https://
doi.org/10.3982/ECTA16385 

mailto:haggaye@inss.org.il
https://doi.org/10.5089/9798400231957.002
https://doi.org/10.5089/9798400231957.002
https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA16385
https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA16385


Call for Papers for Strategic Assessment

The editorial board of the INSS journal Strategic 
Assessment invites authors to submit articles to be 
published in the journal’s updated format. Proposals 
for special themed issues are also welcome.

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

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

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

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

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

Strategic Assessment publishes articles in five 
categories:

Research Forum—academic articles of 
a theoretical and research nature on a wide 
range of topics related to national security, of 
up to 8000 words in Hebrew or 10,000 words in 
English, including source material (with APA-style 
documentation). Articles should be researched-
based and include a theoretical perspective, and 
address a range of subjects related to national 
security. All articles are submitted for double blind 
peer review. Submissions must include an abstract 
of 100-120 words; keywords (no more than ten); 
and a short author biography.

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

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

Academic Survey—a survey of 1800-3000 words 
(up to 4000 words in English) including references 
and recommended reading (APA-style) of the latest 
professional literature on a specific topic relating 
to national security. Submissions must include a 
short author biography.

Book Reviews—book reviews of 800-1500 words 
(up to 2000 words in English) including source 
material (APA-style) on a wide range of books 
relating to national security. Submissions must 
include a short author biography.

Articles should be submitted electronically to 
editors-sa@inss.org.il and indicate the category 
of the attached article. You may also use this e-mail 
address for questions or additional information 
about the journal.
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