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Opening remarks: "We Never Had It So Good"
Brig. Gen. (res.) Asaf Agmon, CEO, Fisher Institute for Air and Space
Strategic Studies

The ninth annual national security conference we hold at the Fisher Institute will 
be devoted this year to the Yom Kippur War, the lessons and insights regarding 
airpower.
The Yom Kippur War formally ended on Oct. 24, 1973 took a heavy toll; we lost 
2222 of our sons, 7251 were wounded, 294 Israeli soldiers were prisoners of war. 
This war has had a resounding, reverberating effect in the history of the state of 
Israel. In fact it is the last conict in which the IDF fought in a general war, unlike 
the limited campaigns we had since “Peace of Galilee” up to Operation Defense 
Column.
We are experiencing a most complex strategic reality. In the words of General 
Gantz, IDF chief of staff, “the currently uncertain security situation we are in 
could develop any moment into a widespread, uncontrollable conict.” Since 
December 2010 the Middle East has been in tumult; various sorts of conicts that 
had apparently vanished from the scene seem to be coming back. Not even one of 
the limited campaigns we operated following the Yom Kippur War was as difcult 
or had as many fronts, holding as many potential surprises in the tactical level, the 
operational level and even the strategic level.
Therefore, as we mark forty years since the Yom Kippur War we feel it is our 
duty to check if we have drawn all of that war’s lessons and if we have fully 
implemented them, after having adapted them to the changed reality. Several books 
about the war were published lately, most of them were written by major gures 
with much experience and understanding of our national security issues as well as 
the IDF operational doctrine. All of them raise with varying degrees of sharpness 
the argument that we have not drawn all that war’s lessons and moreover, an 
important part of the lessons drawn has not been fully implemented yet. 
General (res.) Zvi Zamir wrote: “The lessons of this war are not the military’s 
alone, they are the whole country’s lessons; sometimes I have the impression those 
lessons were not drawn due to some hope and wish to let bygones be bygones, 
as though all that has become ancient history, all talk about which has been long 
exhausted; as if any dwelling on those lessons is nothing more than prying into 



old wounds which does not contribute in any way to the present or future. A 
possible explanation for it may be found in a claim, hitherto undenied, made by 
some publications, that the IDF history department was banned from circulating its 
researches on the Yom Kippur War.”
Not one of the people who are in uniform today, who are responsible for our 
security, participated in that war; it is seen as a chapter of ancient history whose 
relevance to these days is very limited. Since we at the Fisher Institute think that the 
relevance of that war’s lessons is more important than ever, especially against the 
background of the current situation in the Middle East and the way it may unfold 
in the near future, we have chosen to look at the strategic and operational level, 
where the story is more complex, it demands awareness, knowledge, teamwork 
and a great deal of sagacity. Because of the constraints of time we shall not address 
the tactical level and the combat echelon in which, in my opinion, many lessons 
were learned and implemented. 
We have naturally honored the combatants’ heroism and sacrice, as we painfully 
mourned them; yet I have that acute sense of an opportunity missed: even though 
40 years have already passed an important part of the lessons drawn from that war, 
pertinent for us and our future even today has not been learnt, nor has it been fully 
implemented.

The air branch is now recognized as a central part of the foundation stones of Israel’s 
doctrine of national security: the air branch has a principal role in deterrence. The 
air branch with its mighty repower is a principal component of decision and the 
IAF has a major role in defense too, with the intensication of threats by rocket, 
missile and high-trajectory weapons.
The IAF has an important part in the warning component, though not as central as 
the three previous ones. Consequently, the importance of strategic and operational 
discussion becomes more acute when debating lessons and insights of the Yom 
Kippur War pertaining to airpower. 
I believe that the air force must be an integral part of the strategic discourse even 
with the political echelon in a much greater measure than it was in the past.
We chose four subjects we deemed highly signicant in the context of airpower and 
we had to omit other important issues such as the combined campaign, strategic 
bombing, etc. The rationale of this conference is use of the events of the war in 



order to start a contemporary discussion referring to the question whether we have 
drawn and adopted the right lessons for this-day.
We consider the rst subject very important: the process of shaping strategy, the 
process in which there is supreme importance to the discourse of the political and 
the military level.
It is a central and most important dialogue which must be held with the openness 
needed for voicing various alternative opinions, since a like-minded discourse leads 
to xating on conceptions and conclusions whose validity might be doubtful.
The headline of an article in Yediot Aharonot daily in 1973 claiming “We Have 
Never Had it So Good” was not a mere invention of the media; it was supported by 
statements and estimations by the political echelon and the military echelon. One 
can hear it in a scene from a video lm in which minister of defense Moshe Dayan 
says “the deep frustration existing now in Egypt emanates from their recognition 
of their inability to cross the canal and defeat the IDF in Sinai, thanks to the IDF 
ghting capability, thanks to the American planes, the Phantoms, thanks to the 
armor corps and not least thanks to the stationary system of fortications, ways, 
water, communications and airelds. This is not just a sand desert but an area set 
for war. The Egyptians did not understand it by themselves until the Russians told 



them that it is not simple – there is no chance [for them] to try and cross the canal 
and take Sinai from the IDF. This is the deep frustration now existing in Egypt”.
The interviews given by IDF most senior commanders to the press in the months 
preceding the war include the passage quoted as well as the following words 
from the then commander of the south command, Ariel Sharon: “We have one of 
the most powerful militaries in the world. I don’t believe there is any military or 
civilian objective in the area between Baghdad and Khartoum including all the 
Libyan territory that the IDF cannot capture. In the next war, the Egyptians’ line 
of retreat will be Cairo, they have no other line and it will entail a terrible ruin of 
Egypt, a total devastation.”
The slogan that became an insight before 1973, that “we’ve never had it so 
good” has come back 40-odd years after the heavy toll paid for this conception in 
expressions such as “Time is on our side.”

The late Maj. Gen. Mordechai Hod, the air force commander up till ve months 
before the war, stated that if war were to start at that time, it would end even more 
quickly than the Six Day War. Not only the heads of the political and military 
echelons were privy to such afrmations; they permeated to the public, especially 
to the eld echelons, those who were ultimately required to ght the enemy and 
win while risking their lives.
Aviram Barkai’s recently published book describes the 188 armor brigade in the 
Yom Kippur War [Aviram Barkai, Al Blimah , Tel Aviv, 2008]. 
I highly recommend it especially to airmen in order to learn of the chaos of the war. 
The following is a passage from the book about one platoon commanders: 
“The day before yesterday suddenly landed with no prior notice the brigade 
commander Ben-Shoham with Prof. Zvi Yavetz, head of the history department in 
Tel Aviv University. It turned out that Ben-Shoham was a student and admirer of 
Prof. Yavetz so he asked him to come up to the Golan Heights, lecture to the soldiers 
and also prepare for him a survey of how well were the tank corpsmen mentally 
prepared – how deeply ingrained were values such as Zionism, the motherland 
and sacrice. Before leaving, the professor walked through the platoon tanks and 
I heard him ask Ben-Shoham how many tanks the Syrians had in front of us; Ben-
Shoham said that in the whole section they had about 700 and 500 of them were 
here, facing south, then added with half a smile, all the Syrians have to do is refuel 



and drive. The professor turned to Yoav Yakir, the platoon commander and asked 
if the three tanks he had were capable of standing against that mass. Yoav did not 
blink and replied with full condence, we shall withstand until the reserves get here. 
Yavetz did not let up and turned to Andrei Sakal, a new immigrant from Hungary, 
the loader in Yakir’s tank, who answered his question what was the platoon’s task 
exactly. “We are here on the line to stop enemy forces until the reserves show up”. 
“And when will the reserves show up?” – asked Yavetz, “within 24 hours”, Sakal 
told him.
Still Yavetz persisted: but how will you do it? “We know the battalion commander 
on the other side,” Andrei soothed him, “We know what they know and we have 
orderly ranges on every target, but the main thing is we are better than them.” It 
turned out that Yavetz was not pacied, he was a professor of history but it seemed 
that the mathematics of understanding the ratio of forces on the axis of time and 
a distance of two-three kilometers was not beyond him. Then he threw his bomb, 
something no one ever asked us until that day, “But you are only three tanks and 
in front of you there are ve hundred Syrian tanks, even if we assume that you 
succeed to hit and destroy every target with your rst shell, the simple arithmetic 
of seventy two shells per tank for three tanks proves that something in the data 
does not work right.” Sakal would not be confused, “Don’t worry”, he told him, 
“we shall withstand until the reserves are here.” He then noticed the professor’s 
apprehension and added, to calm him, “It won’t be easy, professor, but we are good 
enough, and we shall withstand it.”

Many of the decisions made in the last few days before the war and in the two 
days after its start emanated from these conceptions. Francis Bacon (1561-1626) 
an English philosopher and statesman said: “The human understanding when it has 
once adopted an opinion (either as being the received opinion or as being agreeable 
to itself) draws all things else to support and agree with it. And though there be a 
greater number and weight of instances to be found on the other side, yet these it 
either neglects and despises, or else by some distinction sets aside and rejects, in 
order that by this great and pernicious predetermination the authority of its former 
conclusions may remain inviolate.”
Just as we say nowadays ’don’t let the facts confuse us’. Almost all those we talked 
to or read their memories indicated that they did not lack any information and 



emphasized that they were not surprised by the enemy but by us.
Henry Kissinger, the American secretary of state pointed out after the war “we 
knew a lot but understood very little” – he referred to himself as well.
At the conference we held at the Fisher Institute about the lessons of Operation 
Cast Lead, former chief of staff Lt. Gen. Ashkenazi said that he understood well 
the criticality of this discourse and devoted most of his time (he put it at sixty 
percent) before and during the operation in discourse and discussion with the 
political echelon in order to make sure that he (the chief of staff) understood what 
the political echelon wanted and that he managed to communicate to the political 
echelon what could be done, with what alternatives and at what risks.

The second theme we address is the phenomenon of surprise and subsequent 
recovery. We are all aware of the fact that surprise and surprises of various 
magnitudes are an integral part of war. The Yom Kippur War emphasized how 
our best and brightest, both knowledgeable and experienced did not make the best 
decisions when surprised. It was not a personal problem of those people, those 
commanders. Coping with surprise and recovering from it is a human test we can 
familiarize ourselves with –you build mechanisms for that coping and train for it. 
Do we in the air force understand it? Are we – an organization based on rigorous 
planning and preparation, in which the best advance to key functions – are we 
resilient or more exposed to the risks that surprise holds?
Do the best among us, those at the head of our pyramid, who moved forward thanks 
to their successes along the years, who repeatedly made successful decisions, 
mostly at very short periods of time, know how to cope with systemic failure, with 
the chaos of war?
What mechanisms do we have at our disposal to support the decision maker and 
how are the people around him disposed to cope with such crisis?

The third issue raises the question of the preemptive strike. We know that the 
political echelon did not approve the IDF preemptive strike which was planned by 
the air force in Yom Kippur.
Nowadays, owing to the air force growing centrality the IAF’s involvement and 
its preparedness regarding this issue should be much more signicant; it should 
include preparation and planning its future actions in case a planned preemptive 



strike would not be approved by the political echelon. Obviously, the political 
echelon can and is empowered to change our operational plans even if they had 
previously been approved; therefore we must be ready for such eventualities with 
optimal plans on hand. 
As to discussing the growing importance of preemptive strike, it does not stand 
by itself; we have to see how it should be leveraged in order to achieve the war’s 
principal gain, which was almost totally absent from our latest limited campaigns.
The last issue we shall address refers to the challenge of power in an era of rapid 
changes and uncertainty. We have always had the challenge of developing weapon 
systems and ghting units. These processes need a long time to develop and have to 
prove their worth when reality is transformed, sometimes even making the efforts 
invested irrelevant.
Nowadays, owing to the quick pace of change and the ever-widening uncertainty, 
this problem has become even more difcult. One of the senior commanders in 
the air force has indicated to us that in his opinion the air force has drawn the 
right lessons from the Six Day War and the War of Attrition. The only problem 
the air force encountered in the Yom Kippur War – by his lights – was that the 
war broke out three years too early; otherwise, we would have been ready with 
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the technologies and means capable of overpowering the enemy’s surface-to-air 
missiles. 
Since it seems that in future too we shall not be able to make sure that wars break 
out exactly when we want them to and when we are ready for them, we are faced 
with the challenge of constructing and developing our technologies and power so 
that we can modify them to the changing reality and challenges and operate them 
when they are needed. 
I wish to thank all the lecturers who came from near and far and have volunteered 
to share with us their knowledge, insights and experience. My thanks to Rand 
institute that as part of the cooperation between our two institutes has sent one of 
their researchers. 
Thanks go to Ephraim Segoli, head of the asymmetric conict research in the air 
branch in the Fisher Institute who organized the academic work of the conference 
and all those who have participated in the preparation and production of the 
conference. I wish us all a riveting, instructive conference.

Maj. Gen. (ret.) Rafael Vardi (left) with Brig. Gen. (res.) Ephraim Segoli, head of the asymmetric 
conict research in the air branch in the Fisher Institute



The Israeli Political-Military Discourse Prior to the 
Yom Kippur War
Dr. Yigal Kipnis, Haifa University

During the decades which have passed since the war we have had conferences 
about the political-military discourse and one can assume there will be additional 
conferences in future. I need not indicate that this conference is special for me, 
not necessarily because of the podium but because of those who are in front of the 
podium. 
I shall make use of my right as a historian and try to analyze how we conducted 
ourselves until the war and not throughout it, with emphasis on the Israeli political-
military discourse. The main dilemma of that discourse in the context of the 
Yom Kippur War is whether we knew or not. There is no argument that it is the 
political echelon’s prerogative to decide which information it shares with any other 
element.
Political history can be written only from a distance spanning decades after the 
events. We are at a disadvantage here because documentation and sources are 
problematic until 40 years after the event; they are partial, incomplete, mistaken 
and erroneous. At times the narrative takes over memory and in the case of 1973 
it is mainly the military-intelligence narrative. Obviously, when the whole picture 
unfolds, things change. 
I shall give now a short survey of the main points on the way to war. The rst one 
is 1967 – the Six Day War. The big question was how those rare gains achieved in 
the war are to be exploited so as to grant the Israeli government political gain. The 
Israeli government adopted in those days an unvarying position following a series 
of serious discussions; it now maintained that Israel should offer Syria and Egypt 
signing a peace treaty based on the international border. I assume these facts are 
more or less familiar: there is no doubt that a far-reaching political target was thus 
pronounced. The security aspect of this resolution was undoubtedly far-reaching. 
If you like, this is in a large measure the basis for Israel’s policy even today – 
that is, referring to the international borders. Not a single member of the military 
establishment participated in the discussions or knew of the decision, including 
Itzhak Rabin who became aware of its contents when briefed by American sources 



when he arrived in Washington as Israel’s ambassador.
History does not enable us to answer the question what could have happened if – 
but there certainly is reason to raise this thought-provoking question.
Later, in October 1968, the Israeli government decided to inform the US that it 
would insist on signicant changes in the international borderline between Israel 
and Egypt. The meaning was clear to all: there would be another round of war before 
a peace treaty. The objectives of that war were dened as well as the deportment 
towards it. The military objective was clear: conquest of additional territory as 
a pressure stimulus designed to make Egypt accept signicant changes of the 
international border. The military conduct was clear too: preparations for war were 
outlined, crossing the Suez Canal was a political need too, defense of the canal line 
and the violet line in the Golan. Until the war there was a complete standstill in the 
political activity. On December 21 Golda Meir arrived in Washington to discuss 
the possibility that Sadat might choose not to renew what was dened at the time 
as ceasere agreement. 
Together with Kissinger, then the national security advisor and the principal gure 
in policy making, a complete agreement was reached about political freeze and 
thwarting all initiatives to promote negotiations. The Rogers plan ceased to exist, 
and the supply of planes to Israel would continue as a deterrent. Ambassador Rabin 
later met with Kissinger to sum up those understandings. There is no American 
document about it but there is an Israeli document which has only recently been 
released to the public and the researchers.
That document, addressed to Simcha Dinitz, then director general of the prime 
minister’s ofce, discussed what would happen if Sadat makes good his threats 
and attacks Israel. Rabin replied that “We shall undoubtedly hit hard if attacked. 
We shall not permit the Egyptians to choose the rules and the shape of war”. 
Kissinger ended the discussion saying that “In that case, which he did not believe 
would happen, it would help if we waited more than two hours before going on 
counteroffensive”.
This wait for more than two hours – this is the price Israel paid for the understandings, 
the political inactivity and the supply of weapons. It was not only a last-minute 
consideration, it was commitment. 
The military establishment did not know of this commitment, but it was fully aware 
of its consequences. On October 5, a day before the war, Dado [Lt. Gen. David 



Elazar, then chief of staff] spoke to Dayan and referring to the war as a certainty 
and asked that “If something happens we should like to concentrate forces, that 
is, concentrate the reserves or give warnings”, whereupon Dayan told him “Don’t 
move forces unless it is really beginning”. On the day war broke out, when Dado 
asked for the okay for the strike the air force was already deployed to execute , 
Dayan told him - so I assess – “even if the Americans are one hundred percent sure 
that Egypt attacks they will not let us attack rst.”
Dayan knew it, he was absolutely sure. Why was the discussion of that issue not 
held earlier? Because if there was such certainty – and there was – there was still 
the illusion that it would be possible to obtain approval for preemptive strike. As 
to the reserve call-up, Dayan brought up arguments he passed on to Dado against a 
large scale call-up of reserves “because reserve call-up is an act of war.” 
During four days in February 1973 a “marathon” of political talks about the Middle 
East took place. The rst meeting was on February 25, between Kissinger and 
Hafez Ismail, Sadat’s advisor who had waited eight months in order to come 
and present his peace initiative to Kissinger was nally granted a hearing. This 
initiative included a timetable aiming to reach agreement no later than September 
1973. Right after the meeting Kissinger rushed to Nixon, reported what he had 
heard and told him what he thought of it; he said it would be possible to sign an 
agreement between Israel and Egypt by September 1, 1973 and that it would be a 
tremendous achievement. Kissinger received the president’s approval and that very 
day met with Rabin in order to prepare the meeting with Prime Minister Golda 
Meir, scheduled for the next day.
On February 28, Kissinger met with Golda for an informal meeting. There is no 
American protocol for this conversation either. There is only an Israeli protocol 
which is why only recently it has become possible to understand what transpired 
there. Kissinger explained to the prime minister that they indeed agreed on a 2-year 
freeze but reality had changed and a political process should be engaged. Golda 
told him explicitly – and this is the exact quote – “we won’t go for it”. 
Golda met with Nixon the next day; we are familiar with the meeting and the 
protocol but everything had been staged. Kissinger prepared in advance – in 
separate sessions with Golda and with Nixon – what they would say and what 
would be agreed upon in the meeting.
On March 9 Rabin and Kissinger met, just one day before Rabin concluded his 



term of ofce in Washington, and was due to go back to Israel the next day. 
There is a document summarizing the meeting and its follow-up in a phone 
conversation Kissinger had with Rabin. The American protocol does not describe 
what was said condentially between the two. According to the American protocol 
Kissinger present Rabin with a timetable by which to get to September 1973 and 
an agreement based on the Sadat initiative.
We have the Israeli document describing Rabin’s report to the PM about the 
meeting; it includes what was condentially said [as edited for print – Ed.] “The 
conversation started with Kissinger’s assistant present, but about ten minutes later 
Kissinger asked him to leave, and when we were alone Kissinger presented me 
also with the outline for the agreement, not written, but denitely an oral outline 
for an agreement. Kissinger asked me again if we were ready to deect from our 
policy demanding considerable alterations of the borders in comparison with the 
international border” (as in Israeli government resolution of October 1968).
Rabin called Golda. It was a long, hard conversation. Rabin unsuccessfully tried to 
persuade her to accept the Kissinger outline to reach an agreement by September. 
I don’t have any protocol of conversation between Rabin and Golda, but there is 
the text of Rabin’s conversation with Kissinger the next day. It reveals that Rabin 
was really apologetic for not having managed to bring the PM around even after 
yet another talk.
Sadat operated in 1973 in two parallel channels, both designed to start a political 
process; one covert political alternative with Kissinger bypassing secretary of state 
Rogers. The second alternative was in a condential military channel, preparations 
for war with a limited military objective in order to set off a political process – not 
in order to take Sinai.
The political channel existed in scores of communiques, meetings and phone 
conversation. Heads of the military and the intelligence community, Dado, Zeira 
and Zamir, knew that negotiations were taking place but ignored the details passing 
through that channel. The Israeli military and intelligence focused on the military 
aspects, on war and not on any political intentions. The intelligence organs were 
not asked to supply any political information, nor did they. 
When I presented the political issue to Zvi Zamir [head of Mossad in 1973] he was 
indignant: ‘Why didn’t they tell me? I could have tried to obtain information on 
this too; I had my ways of doing it.’



The fth and last event I shall describe is that of September 30, 1973. We are 
all familiar with the picture of the military situation at that time. It was the 
rst Saturday following Rosh Hashana. Kissinger was secretary of state and 
ambassador Dinitz came to Israel for consultations because Kissinger made clear, 
towards his nomination [as secretary of state] that there would be an accelerated 
political process immediately following the elections to the eighth Knesset are held 
in October 1973. Dinitz came back when tension started intensifying and went 
back to the US with the background of the events, all the intelligence information 
and eyewitness accounts of what happened in the Suez Canal and in the Golan. 
He reported of a meeting with Kissinger at his ofce; the conversation lasted an 
hour and a half. Israeli archive documents indicate that Dinitz received a text in 
which Kissinger expresses his opinion that the Americans think that tension is not 
an ideal situation but election time is not conducive for serious discussions. The 
report further tells how Kissinger mentioned that when he had worked with us on 
a common strategy, two years earlier, in December 1971, he stuck to it to the letter 
– to the benet of all concerned.
Golda did not manage to reply to this message – in my opinion she did not hear it 
because she had gone to Strasbourg and then to Vienna and returned to Israel for 
the events of the two-three days preceding the war.
The war was the peak of the failure of political analysis. This is a phrase coined 
by Kissinger who knew something of what happened at the time. One should pay 
attention to its wording: it is not a narrow failure, it is its very peak; that is, we 
deal here with a process that went on for a year at least, of failure and of political 
analysis.
I shall try to explain how I see this failure. The prime minister treated the negotiations 
with Egypt as a threat and bother that ought to be removed. This is apparent from 
every expression, including media reports in January 1973. There were misgivings 
about an American initiative. Golda preferred war rather than negotiations in an 
election year in Israel, and favored war rather than the political agreement that 
required full withdrawal. Dayan and Galili were the only ones privy to the secret 
goings-on about this issue. Golda was dominant and Dayan was quite procient in 
matters of security, of course.
Following false alerts about an impending war in May 1973, the IDF was deployed 
accordingly but Galili said the point of origin of the whole system, that is, the 



preparations for war in Egypt and the alerts stems from the fact that they are 
ready for peace and a structure of agreements and international guarantees, on the 
condition that we completely withdraw to the former border.
Even though Dayan, Zeira and Dado were present at all the discussions they were 
not the only ones who were not made aware of the whole information about what 
was behind those goings-on: other members of the government were kept in the 
dark about these dilemmas.
In the days just before the war Dayan’s political conception that Sadat would not 
start a war because of political considerations, collapsed – I am using this word 
advisedly.
Until the very last moment Dayan held to the opinion that war was in low probability 
because of political – not military – considerations. Dayan was the only one who 
had all the information, military, and intelligence as well political. He had the 
qualications and experience to analyze it and excelled at it; he was just as good – 
in my opinion even better – than the chief of staff and the head of the intelligence 
branch. On May 21, against the background of preparations for the approaching 
war he knew enough to tell the general staff “gentlemen, prepare for war.” 
Dayan gives historians a hard time because of his character. A few months later he 
said in the General Staff Forum “There is reason to think that the Arab countries 
will prefer another political round than a military round.” On September 24 the 
tension was felt in the air and on the ground. A week later, in the General Staff 
Forum he said again, “The Arabs talk and talk but they don’t shoot much. On the 
way to peace or at least to non-renewal of the war I expect there will be some 
fading out of hostilities or non-inaming into an active situation.”
Dayan prepared to lead a political move after the elections in accordance with the 
Sadat initiative, behind Golda’s back. Archive documents show that Gad Ya’acobi 
[Israeli politician, close to Dayan] came and presented the Dayan plan, which was 
in complete accordance with the Sadat initiative. Dayan also knew that Kissinger 
was preparing to initiate political moves immediately after the elections. He 
was supposed to go to the US in December in connection with this topic. Dayan 
also referred to intelligence sources; the information received from Marwan [an 
intelligence source] from the beginning of September was that Sadat would not 
start a war in 1973; that was the updated information given to the people who 
met with Marwan in the beginning of September following the missile shooting 



incident in Rome. Both Hussein who gave a warning and Marwan on the last day 
before the war distinguished the military move from a political development. 
Therefore the failure of the intelligence branch when assessing there was low 
probability for war – none can absolve it of this failure – had very little inuence 
on decision making. Golda and Dayan’s conduct in the days preceding the war was 
based on political considerations and internal political considerations. Sadat’s aim 
was policy, hence there was low probability that he would attack. It was done for 
propaganda purposes, with the aim of soothing and avoiding reserve mobilization 
and escalation on the eve of upcoming elections.
These were entirely internal considerations, the proximity of the elections to 
the Knesset, the market paralyzed; all the armed forces on the borders, people 
were thinking of the 1967 events. It was an unacceptable state of affairs when the 
campaign slogan claimed “We never had it so good”. The purpose was to calm 
things down because if tension persisted, Kissinger would be only too glad to 
home-in on it and promote a political move. There was naturally a commitment to 
Kissinger (the December 1971 understandings, ‘wait more than two hours’). Israeli 
leaders were certain of the results of the war should it break, but Golda, Dayan and 
Galili did not want war in October. That is why the messages to the US, the chief 
of staff and the media were thus formulated.
Another factor unmentioned here also had his explicit orders to relax. Even in the 
very last moments Golda, Dayan and Galili preferred a quiet diplomatic path. The 
last moments I have referred to are the very last minutes before the war. Even if 
an appropriate alert would have been received, as they had wished to receive, the 
political echelon would not have approved mobilizing the reserves and sending 
them to the front, and would not have approved a preemptive air strike: it was 
unequivocally stated after the war too.
Therefore the military-political discourse cultivated illusions and wishful thinking 
like “the regular army will hold”. 
I shall elaborate a little more about the limitations of intelligence. It should be 
understood that even if intelligence is of high quality it will not necessarily provide 
an alert, a precise appraisal or understanding of intentions. So if the enemy plans a 
surprise it will probably be successful.
There was much talk of the “special measures”, maybe unnecessarily; but people 
had an interest to mobilize those tales of folklore. In the circumstances, all other 



listening sources signaled war; but just those special measures that functioned – 
contrary to the tales of folklore, the information intercepted had not been unknown. 
The important lesson at this point is the fact that the decision-makers took to the 
illusion that they had an insurance policy that there would be a prior warning. The 
same goes for the sources of the information. The news Marwan supplied about the 
timing of the war was that Egypt would not attack that year. In that September 24 
discussion Zvi Zamir said when tension was already in the air “if we deal with the 
framework of assessment for a year then their tendency does not necessarily point 
to war.” In spite of many signs pointing to war, deployment of enemy forces and 
the expectation to receive warning, nothing of the sort came from Marwan until 
Thursday night on the eve of the war. The very same person that could just a month 
and a half before give the precise date – I shall not go into the discussion if it was 
intentional or not – it is possible he did not try to deceive but this is the information 
he passed. Even then, the alert given was not focused enough and when it became 
focused just 11 hours before the attack, the time given was mistaken. 
The mistaken time was a central factor in the mayhem that descended on the air 
force. A 48 hour warning was wishful thinking; one needed some 48 hours to call 
up the reserves, therefore it was said “we shall have a 48 hours warning.”
I go back to my opening – we did not know. The military establishment was not 
privy to the details of diplomatic information; in fact it was not only the military 
establishment, Israel Galili found only after the war that Golda had been committed 
to the Americans.
To sum up, 1973 brought about the collapse of the confrontational political and 
military thinking, the failure was that of consciousness, mainly that of consciousness 
and merely systemic. It resulted from that period of euphoria: basic assumptions, 
outlines for political action and military planning, all these had been espoused with 
exaggerated condence and in response to wishful thinking, as if what is desired 
is sure to follow.
1973 saw the collapse of the approach that military deterrence and the political 
support of the US would avert an unwanted political move. In 1973 the approach 
that time was in our favor [“working for us”] collapsed.



Shaping the Egyptian Strategy – how to do it right
Ron Tira, editorial advisory panel, Innity Journal

The six year period from 1967 to 1973 when considered in light of Egyptian 
thought about the theory of war, is divided to two distinctly different periods: the 
Nasser period and that of Sadat. 
The Nasser approach to war can styled as classic, simple or simplistic, conveyed 
by his famous dictum that what was taken by force will be restored by force. The 
perception underlying it afrmed that war is decided by conquering territory and 
defeating the enemy in the big battle. The war referred to is that in which two 
militaries assault each other, one center of gravity vis-à-vis another center of 
gravity, until the adversary is defeated. The adversary’s mass in the main big battle 
is that which enables the conquest of territory – victory in that war. 

This notion was known in Israel and well known to the Intelligence Branch, and it is 
in effect at the roots of the ‘conception’ then prevalent in the Israeli establishment. 
If this notion bears out, if war is won by defeating the IDF in the main big ght and 
by seizing territory, then the ‘conception’ is right; but without air supremacy that 
victory could not be achieved. This is how a conception appeared, which was in 
accordance with Nasser’s understanding – a notion held by the IDF too since it saw 
things this way; war indeed is an occurrence whose nal test is the political test: 
who wins, who achieves his political goal, but the way to the political goal is a long 
one; that is, one has to accumulate a great many tactical achievements supported 
by the techno-tactical rivalry. Thus, for example, my plane against his plane, my 
tank versus his tank, that way we shall accumulate tactical victories which will 
gradually become a systemic achievement which in turn will accumulate to a 
strategic achievement, an achievement in the level of grand strategy, and at the end 
everything will add up to a political achievement. Reaching the required political 
achievement starts with techno-tactical and tactical gains and proceeds all the way 
up.
But Egypt went through a process of learning, to a large extent as a result of the 
Attrition War and the different thinking as well as the people Sadat brought with 
him. That way of thinking turned into a much more advanced and sophisticated 
thinking mode. I don’t know if Sadat ever read Mao Tse Tung’s writings but Maoist 



thought is quite apparent in Sadat’s moves. The important Maoist expression is the 
situation in its entirety. The person who is at the head of the war should regard the 
situation in its entirety; our situation in its entirety, the opponent’s situation in its 
entirety, at all levels, all the variables and the time factor. It is a mistake to look at 
war as an accumulation of tactical achievements. 
Sadat maintains that rst there is an almost autonomous contest between us and the 
opponent, no matter who ‘we’ are and who is the ‘rival’ in this context. In various 
levels of the war we want to obtain a certain political objective but there is an almost 
autonomous match at the level of grand strategy that comprises statesmanship, the 
economy and other aspects at the level of military strategy, the systemic level, the 
tactical level and the techno-tactical one.
In certain conditions a disconnection can be actively produced between the result 
at a certain level and the result at another level. There was a visible main effort by 
Sadat to try and reach good results in the high levels of war despite deciency in 
its lower levels.
Another aspect in Sadat’s thinking was the attempt to regard Israel as a system 
of rationales: the strategic rationale, the systemic one, the tactical rationale, the 
techno-tactical rationale and plan an effort to defeat the Israeli rationale, not 
necessarily beat the IDF.
Not a bayonet ght in which one tries to pierce the other but a system looking at 
the work rationale of the adversary and tries to come up with another rationale that 
defeats the work rationale of the adversary.
I shall present several examples [slides shown] of the insulation between various 
levels; one can discern how at a certain level Sadat defeats the rationale Israel 
employs by another Egyptian rationale. Defeating the Israeli rationale at the 
strategic level or the political level is done almost in insulation from the result in 
the tactical level.
At the military level, Egypt’s purpose in the war was to restore Sinai to its territory 
and restore Egyptian prestige which was seriously affected in 1967. One can hardly 
claim that Israel had any outstanding political goal except for preventing Egypt and 
the Arabs in general acquiring any gains in this war.
At the level of grand strategy Israel talked of deterrence. Grand strategy dealt with 
deterrence, not deterrence focused on a certain issue but grand deterrence.
Sadat said: I will simply not be deterred. There was no need here of a sophisticated 



rationale since deterrence is something that happens in the adversary’s mind, it is 
not some physical reality. Sadat made up his mind that Israeli attempts at deterrence 
will not affect him – this fact is born out by his correspondences..
Another element in Israeli grand strategy was the pact with the US. Sadat was the 
cause of a system which effectively undermined détente and the policies adopted 
by the US and the USSR in the 1970s, designed to reduce tensions between them.
What happened in the Yom Kippur War was in fact the undermining of détente – 
the US actually went on a state of nuclear alert, a state of readiness which is close 
to nuclear warfare and the powers were pushed to the threshold of crisis. At this 
point, in the American calculations of prot and loss, defense of Israeli interests 
was not worth undermining the detente. There was no justication for slipping into 
a crisis with the Soviets in order to stick to the Israeli strategy. At the end the US 
acted the way it did and supplied Israel with the goods at the end of the war.
One of the foundations of the Israeli grand strategy was to stick to the status quo 
and argue it was a stable situation and that Egypt would ultimately compromise 
with the status quo one way or another.
Sadat initiated a war whose principal idea was to upset the cohesion of government, 
military and civil society in the Israeli system and undermine mutual trust between 
the military, the government and civilians. This is no invention after the fact; all 



this appeared in Sadat’s writings before the war. Sadat argued that a very limited 
military achievement is the one to supply the political goods and at the end a full 
political accomplishment.
At the level of military strategy Israel had a strategy that until this very day is a 
dominant strategy of deterrence, warning and decision.
To cope with the element of deterrence Sadat developed another military strategy 
asserting that in fact the offensive opens from the usual points of deployment 
therefore there is no window of opportunity which exists in the classic perception 
in order to create deterrence. There is no need to move forces from far and mobilize 
the entire system. If the offensive is executed from permanent or semi-permanent 
dispositions, the idea of deterrence is undermined. Israel talked of defense based 
on the regular disposition. To counter it, Sadat presented a concept of an enormous 
number of tanks and armor against the regular layout. Israel reacted with a call-up 
of the reserves and the execution of a counteroffensive so as to reach decision in 
the war with a force mainly made of reserve soldiers. 
Sadat developed a concept by which he would already reach the stages of holding 
defense and consolidating the line of defense – a situation that is easier to maintain 
– even before the IDF reserves arrive at the front zone. This was the situation he 
hoped to preserve until the end of the war.
Israel talked of decision in stages: not on two fronts simultaneously; thus reaching 
operational decision against Egypt rst since Egypt is the more dangerous 
adversary.
But Egypt came up with a sophisticated idea – to make the attack together with 
Syria when it was clear that the Syrian move is more threatening to Israel than the 
Egyptian threat, which is 200 km away from our border.
Therefore, the more interesting Egyptian deception perhaps was the deception it 
carried out towards Syria rather than in deceiving Israel; Sadat adopted a relatively 
restrained pattern of behavior, advanced his troops, penetrated no more than 7 km 
inside Sinai and did not create a real threat like the immediate one created by 
Syria. This move compelled Israel to operate against its own strategy and turn the 
majority of its forces towards Syria rst, instead of against Egypt and commit the 
IDF strategic reserve northwards.
The deception was in fact the push that Sadat pushed Syria to a course of action 
threatening Israel lessened the IDF resistance on the Egyptian front and helped 



Egypt achieve its objectives.
Israel talked of short, decisive wars; Sadat understood that and attempted to deny 
Israel the opportunity to hold the big main battle and he succeeded in creating a 
long war with no clear outcome, which was nally decided by endurance instead 
of power of decision. 
Sadat thought that in the long run, at the end of that conict, when that situation 
of stalemate would be concluded, the move he had initiated in crossing the canal 
would give him the desired political achievement.
At the systemic planning level Israel believed that bridgeheads over the canal were 
the indispensable passage to Sinai and saw them as centers of gravity that the IAF 
and others would operate against in a signicant way. In this instance too Egypt 
came up with a systemic response, it refrained during the rst and second days 
of the war from creating those centers of gravity of heavy bridges and unwieldy 
crossing points and instead executed an easy infantry crossing with hundreds and 
maybe thousands of light crossing vehicles along the whole canal without a major 
effort.
The IDF assessment was that the Egyptian army would penetrate deep into Sinai 
to conduct the main battle there. The IDF assumed it had an advantage vis-à-vis 
Egypt in that main joint battle to be held in the heart of Sinai, but Egypt planned 
a systemic strategy of Bite & Hold: merely get its teeth into a few kilometers 
inside Sinai and an immediate disposition for a holding defense in our territory, 
on the eastern bank of the canal under the protection of missiles. Artillery and 
other defensive arrays stayed on the other bank and did not cross the canal in the 
beginning of the war. Egypt had planned a contiguous front without anks (to 
withhold from the IDF the opportunity of exploiting the ank as it likes to) and 
to cause the IDF numerous casualties while surviving as a functioning defensive 
disposition without breaching into counterattack. 

After October 14 there was a change and Egypt made several mistakes. Sadat 
mistakenly threw into battle the mobile reserve at the back of his stationary defensive 
disposition into a big battle that took place east of the defense disposition and out 
of the cover provided by the artillery and missile defense. This was a mistake in his 
systemic concept and the IDF used it for holding a big main battle during which a 
signicant part of the mobile Egyptian reserve was obliterated.



Since this battle took place partly outside the Egyptian gun-defended zone, our air 
force could signicantly join in. The Egyptian defense array consequently lost its 
systemic advantage as mobile reserve in the rear. The IDF took advantage of it in 
order to cross the canal and operate on the western bank of the canal, to encircle 
the Egyptian 3rd Army and to commence the threat on Cairo. 

Sadat was very much aware of both advantages and shortcomings of the two sides 
and he shaped a war taking place largely in the part where he had relative advantage. 
In fact, Sadat executed an offensive in the strategic level but with a defensive in 
the systemic and tactical level; a strategic offensive but a tactical and operational 
defensive. He managed to create a campaign that isolates the outcome on the lower 
levels from that in the higher levels.
Sadat nally achieved the political objective of the war and in this sense he won the 
war, in spite of different outcomes in different levels. The Egyptian grand strategy 
undoubtedly succeeded. The US and Israel did not agree about the developments 
in the war and Syria was used for Sadat’s purposes.
On the systemic level, after October 14 the picture changed and one cannot claim 
that the Egyptian front functioned as a front after it had been breached and the 
mobile reserve at its rear considerably thinned.
On the tactical level, after October 14 there was a certain Israeli advantage and the 
same goes for the techno-tactical level. Before October 14 the picture was different 
so there are differences between the outcomes in different levels.
If one looks at the rational struggle between the two sides, one can state that the 
outcome of the war was determined to a large extent on the rst day when the 
two sides reported for war with their rationales, their preconceptions – and the 
Egyptian concepts were more compatible for achieving the political objectives 
than the Israeli concepts.
The Israeli successes on the operational and tactical level were not converted into 
successes on higher levels. One can state largely that Israel did not understand 
the central idea of the Egyptians on the political level, on that of grand strategy 
and strategy. In effect, [Israel] did not initiate during the war any counter idea to 
contradict the political ideas of Egypt. Israel looked at the war from the physical 
perspective mainly, mostly at developments in the techno-tactical, tactical level 
and maybe the low operational one without understanding what happens at a higher 



level in the war and initiating a counter-move.
The centers of gravity attacked by the IDF were physical centers of gravity: the 
canal, the mobile Egyptian reserve, the gap between the army groups, the air defense 
disposition, all these are challenges of the physical world whereas Egypt looked at 
war in its conceptual aspect and the gravity centers attacked were conceptual ones: 
the Israeli rationale, the pact with the US and the trust and cohesion in the Israeli 
system.
As mentioned above, after October 14 the mobile Egyptian reserve was thrown 
into battle east of the stationary defense disposition, it was very nearly destroyed 
in battle and the Egyptian defense disposition lost its depth, it was breached, it lost 
its rationale as a stationary forward line with mobile reserve at its rear.

If we were to try to produce now the prequel to the Yom Kippur war, a movie of 
three-four minutes epitomizing all of the main idea, it would be one conversation 
between chief-of-staff Shazli and Sadat. 
General Shazli comes to Sadat and says ‘I am looking at the system with military 
logic and I tell you we have to change something: we have lost our posture, we 
have to bring back our troops from Sinai to the western bank of the canal. We must 
reconstruct a second defense line; we have to reconstruct a mobile reserve system 
to consolidate once again a front that has some action rationale with depth and a 
mobile reserve’. Sadat tells him: No way, you don’t understand the war; this war 
isn’t a military event, it’s a political event. The logic that dictates our activity is 
political logic. Our campaign is vis-à-vis the American position towards Israel and 
the Soviets. It is vis-à-vis Israeli society and the Israeli defense concept and in 
order to ensure these achievements we must not take forces out of Sinai. We must 
go on and hold on steadily and solidly until the end of the war in Sinai. Only this 
way can we attain our political rationale and the strategic rationale. It won’t be two 
divisions in the depth that will protect Cairo but a crisis between the Americans and 
the Soviets, threatening détente. Therefore not even a single Egyptian soldier will 
cross back to the western bank and we shall not change our strategic posture.’ 
The political logic, the strategic logic of Sadat is the one that prevailed – not 
Shazli’s operational logic.

In conclusion, Sadat taught us a rather obvious thing: war is in essence a political 



event, not an event with operational logic. For war a central political idea is needed, 
not a central military idea. I shall dare moreover to say that there was a political 
idea in Israel’s war only twice, and it failed twice, in 1956 and in 1982. In most of 
Israel’s war we fought without having a clear political idea and we did not know 
what the required political achievement was. 
The supreme director of the war is the politician and he cannot outsource for 
generals neither can he wait for the military to supply the goods in an inactive 
way. Only the politician can supply the rationale for military action; explosions 
and conquest of the hills have any logic only when the politician imbues them with 
political logic. The war rationale is a process starting as a political idea, moving to 
grand strategy, strategy, a systemic idea and a tactical idea.
The approach to the elements of war should not be physical or tactical. There is 
no need to talk of our personal experience in war or of the aggregated collective 
heritage of our campaigns as this might miss the main story. The main story is a 
conceptual one: how you look at the idea in its entirety, how do I obtain a political 
idea through a political move, that the movement of forces and the conquest of the 
hills will provide the war rationale.



The Strategic discourse from the Practitioner’s 
Point of View
Lt. Gen. (ret.) Dan Halutz, former IDF chief of staff

I shall try to shed some light on a very important subject, the strategic discourse 
between the political echelon and the military echelon through my experience. Is 
there such discourse? If it does exist, how it is being managed - this is a subjective 
point of view emanating from my experiences in my various roles in the IDF.
When I try to dene the essence of this strategy I can say it consists in exhausting 
the capacity of not doing anything under a collection of complex sentences that do 
not lead anywhere.
My experience has shown that the echelon one talks to will usually attempt not to 
dene things openly and clearly and not take clear-cut positions for many reasons 
I shall try to elaborate later.
What is the signicance of strategy – how does military strategy combine with 
political strategy? In the process of work in a framework of clear political strategy 
– which is as it should be since military strategy is derived from it, not the other 
way around as it usually happens in these parts, that is, around here the military 
is the better organized organ when it comes to thinking processes and building 
knowledge and know-how.
That is how in the dialogue between political and military echelon, the military 
usually encounters a certain situation and is invariably the actor suggesting to the 
political echelon the political strategy out of which the military strategy will be 
derived.
I am saying this in a very general way; I shall try to give examples pertaining to 
three levels, not all of them have to do with war. The rst example has to do with 
the second Intifada, the second with the cut-off [PM Sharon’s decision to withdraw 
from the Gaza Strip] and the third with the Second Lebanon War.
In my opinion one of the things we did not do in an orderly fashion, the way it 
should be done, was to spell out for ourselves what was the conceptual world 
relevant to the reality we live. The conceptual world of 2013 is unlike that of 1967 
or that of 1973.
The conceptual world comprises the world of military concepts which in my 
opinion are stagnating as discussions of their signicance and understanding of the 



depth behind the words have deteriorated. What is victory, what is decision, what 
is defense and what is attack these days? Things have changed. We frequently try 
to emulate our founding fathers. Ben Gurion was the rst that dened and coined 
concepts. But since Ben Gurion we had several other prime ministers; we have had 
ministers of defense and chiefs of staff and other very wise men who probably did 
not dedicate any time to these questions in the highest level of the state or that level 
of the military as far as I know. 
When talking of discourse of the political echelon and the military echelon we 
refer to the encounter of people, each of whom brought with him some experience, 
knowledge and ego; these four ingredients are brought to the discussion and every 
person tries in his own way to inuence all the others. There naturally is an in-
built hierarchy which to my mind went slightly awry in some phases; the political 
echelon is in the nal analysis the alpha and omega, it is the one whose decisions 
and utterances overrule every utterance made by the military. I am saying this 
against the background of what has transpired in the last few years in the relations 
of the political echelon and the military.
Another fact that should be taken into account before referring to the quality of the 
dialogue and its contents: people sitting around a table have come with different 
interests, combining elements not directly connected to the issue at hand in the 
positions they express. There is a great deal of politics, that is, not referral to 
the issue itself but to the derivatives of the issues. For example, who will win a 
certain political gain or how it will inuence the composition of the coalition, what 
compromises will have to be made, what positions will need to be altered in in 
order to produce a wider coalition in order to support this position or another.
I have seen many of these interests in action and heard of others. I would say that in 
a considerable part of the cases, in the many discussions I attended, the derivatives 
were the essential point instead of the other way round. That is, the discussion did 
not always focus on the point of the matter but took up other, lesser issues – or 
interests – or to thinking of the next step, mainly in the political arena.
As commander of the air force and as chief of staff I was partner – I have to 
give credit where it is due – wherever the air force and the other services had a 
central role and my opinion was heard with no interruption; it was not necessarily 
embraced, but it was heard and I was granted every right to fully express my 
thoughts and opinions.



I worked with three prime ministers: Ehud Barak, Ariel Sharon and Ehud Olmert, 
and with three ministers of defense: Binyamin (Fuad) Ben Eliezer, Shaul Mofaz and 
Amir Peretz. As I see it, the chief of staff has a role that is beyond his technocratic 
function as the number one military professional. I think that the interface between 
a chief of staff and the political echelon is a more complex one than a professional 
interface; it obliges the commander of the air force but also the chief of staff to look 
beyond the technical recommendations he can – indeed, must – make.

I think these matters have become more acute over the last few years, against the 
background of developments vis-à-vis Iran and the nuclear threat. Therefore the 
chief of staff should put these issues starkly, to come out with the most precise 
pronouncements and render them into clear military afrmations, so that they 
can be translated to planning and commands, since the military cannot live with 
general, unfocused phrases.
The discourse between the political echelon and the military echelon exists on 
several levels, some formal and others informal. Even though the hierarchy is clear, 
there should be a guideline or denition of Israeli political strategy or national 
strategy. Political strategy is a derivative of the complete national strategy. Military 
strategy derives from political strategy.

Lt. Gen. (ret.) Dan Halutz



I do not know of cases where the process worked in this way. In general there is a 
dialogue produced vis-à-vis a situation.
There was no clear denition in the second intifada or in the Lebanon war or the 
cutoff before events started to unfold: it was not clear what Israel’s policy was, 
what they wanted to politically achieve; 
consequently, military activity was then derived, whereas policy was shaped and 
consolidated while in movement and changed with events.
Understanding the national policy is most important and it enables planning ahead 
if it has a time denition. To my great regret – even though I’m not sure it could 
be any other way – I did not see nor do I see now any clear political statement in 
Israel which decrees action in all possible levels. I shall use as example something 
which is not connected to the issue I am talking about: the statement that decrees 
‘two countries for two people. What it says not only in the military derivative – 
there are another thousand derivatives in national strategy - is how do you divide 
resources? Where do you build? etc. When things are not clearly dened it is 
difcult to plan and difcult to suitably use resources which include those of the 
military. There is difculty in force design, because national strategy denes force 
design too.
Several very essential decisions of national strategy were made on the go and 
not all of them were the result of long-range thinking. Some were made during 
[military] activity. As a rule, the political echelon is not keen on setting grand 
political strategy and political-strategic policy from which military strategy can 
be derived because of the reasons I counted. But there are more: unwillingness to 
commit us to a long-range policy – is that unwillingness legitimate? In some cases 
it is and in others it is not. The Middle East system is most dynamic, consequently, 
in my opinion, experience led to the tendency to abstain from making long-range, 
binding denitions.
Another reason is the need to compromise on ideologies and creeds. When one 
is about to dene a long-range policy, national policy or national strategy, one 
compromises because of the government structure in Israel. People with different 
outlooks sit around the same table wishing to arrive at some national denitions. 
They are committed to make compromises on their conceptions, though they may 
not always be willing to make those compromises in the rst stages; they are 
inclined to keep their cards close to their chests until an event that needs to be 



resolved actually occurs.
There is also the need to make declarations with long-range signicance, the need 
to cope with local public opinion as well as with world public opinion, I therefore 
found that these issues are called resolved or dened strategies when need arises 
for response. The only case that is an exception in this context has to do with our 
relationship with the US and the relationship with the two Arab countries we have 
peace agreements with. In these relationships it has been dened that it is in the 
national interest of Israel to preserve these agreements come what may (with a 
somewhat reserved ‘may’ naturally) but there denitely is such doctrine and even 
if it is not written in bold letters it is well absorbed within the hierarchy that plans 
and executes.
I proceed to the cases demonstrating my statements. During the events of September 
2000 which developed into a second intifada we did not take this move with a 
clear denition of what we wanted to achieve. Before the incidents broke out, 
there was no clear denition of where we wished to get to; once they broke out 
there was no denition, at least to my understanding - even though I was partner 
to a considerable part of, if not all the signicant discussions of this issue – not 
even once was an indubitable denition brought and put on the table. There was a 
permanent dilemma that gradually developed as events unfolded, of an approach 
and strategy of preserving the Palestinian Authority and a strategy of dismantling 
the Palestinian Authority. We continued operating in this tension until events died 
down on their own as the result of operational incidents that took place and not 
because of a discussion that ruled that was to be the objective.
The question ‘preserve or dismantle’ [Israeli settlements in the Gaza strip – Ed.] 
frequently came up in intense discussions and in all levels up to the defense minister 
and the political echelon as well, prime minister Ehud Barak who started the move 
and later prime minister Ariel Sharon. The result projected on the manner we used 
force and created the sense we were wasting energies without having a specic 
purpose, at least at the beginning. 
It is no secret that in all the assaults the air force executed in urban areas none 
knew the reason why we advised the Palestinians before the assault to evacuate 
the locations to be attacked and nally assaulted empty buildings – an insignicant 
assault which did not amount to any sort of operational achievement. There was no 
clear position or at least not a declared one.



Ariel Sharon believed in the power of restraint and this was the way he espoused in 
the beginning: restraint as power, as the factor restraining our operation of power. 
In the opinion of some of the people present at the discussions of this issue, the said 
approach lengthened moves and events instead of shortening them. It is difcult to 
determine now if another approach might have shortened the operation but one can 
establish that there was no clear denition where we wanted to get to: everything 
was incepted with the unfolding of events.
What dictated our seemingly strategic proceeding was the force of the explosions 
and the number of casualties Israel sustained: there was no thinking ahead where 
we wished to get to.
At the end, in the second intifada we had to take the Judea and Samaria hills from 
the Palestinians only as the consequence of the terrorist bombing of Park Hotel in 
Netanya in which 31 people were killed. Until that terror attack our losses came to 
120 that month, and only when the number jumped to 150, mass decided strategy, 
not the other way around.
I think this way of operation was a mistake; positions were not unequivocal. The 
decision was indeed made by the echelon authorized to decide but the way was not 
indisputable, it was not accepted by all. There were other voices at high volume, 
which were just not the deciding voices.
Inside this process an ongoing dialogue was taking place between the political echelon 
and the military one. The formal process was clear: presenting, discussing, hearing, 
everyone has a say. Usually it was the military that came in an organized fashion 
and presented things according to military logic also adding recommendations, 
some of which related naturally to the level of strategic objectives.
In some cases private conversations were held between some people – personal 
ones, almost too personal I’d say, but at the end this getting- personal shapes 
understandings in the bilateral discussion. There were condential meetings of 
the chief of staff with the prime minister and with the defense minister in which 
understandings were discussed and elaborated, which subsequently developed into 
guidelines and discussion of strategic issues as well. Some discussions were by 
proxy. I found myself more than once discussing with envoys of the prime minister 
who came to give a message and listen to the chief of staff’s response, or that of 
the air force commander. This was done in order to prepare for the formal meeting 
and the discussion which decisions will be made. Take for example issues not 



necessarily strategic – the matter of Ron Arad (IAF navigator missing since the 
rst Lebanon War – ed.), presumably captured by Hezbollah returning the three 
dead soldiers and the delinquent ofcer Elhanan Tanenbaum: as the commander of 
the air force I opposed this deal and I wrote the PM a personal letter on this issue. 
In the rst stage the PM sent me someone to try and explain why this was the right 
action to take. At the time I thought that question was a strategic one at the national 
level – not the military level but at other levels. Only after a back-and-forth by 
proxy there was also a meeting in order to personally talk about this issue. There 
were similar instances over Palestinian and Lebanese issues as well.
During the cut-off period political strategy was a unilateral move – one could argue 
if it was right or wrong – political strategy decreed a unilateral move to change 
reality, as the PM perceived it at the time.
There was an intention to realize this unilateral move in such a way that would also 
yield us a bonus or international gain, an international recognition that we were 
going forward and meaning it, and also a move to be executed while preserving 
internal cohesion – or minimizing the internal split within Israel itself. This was 
permeated in a series of weekly discussions. Discussion at the political echelon 
requires a preceding series of discussions by the military echelon. The long duration 
of the dialogue enabled the consolidation of a strategy of force operation designed 
on the one hand to serve the determination to carry out this move and on the other 
hand serve the sensitivity needed for its execution. Two domains had to be seen 
to: the rst was that of breakup of the internal cohesion and the second was the 
unilateral move vis-à-vis the world and Israeli public as well. 
We came to several conclusions; rst, we had to drastically shorten the timetable, 
from four months as rst planned to four weeks because we thought – rightly – that 
four months would entail an intolerable lengthening of the processes and aggravate 
the inner-social split.
The second conclusion was that it had to be done quickly, in a short time because 
of political constraints.
Third conclusion: it had to be given a broad and profound media coverage so that 
the whole nation was involved, in order to connect them all to the event, prevent 
the possibility that someone would stay cut off from this environment. The political 
echelon which was in a very awkward situation – these are specic people in the 
political echelon – used the military also as a mediator and negotiator vis-à-vis 



the relevant target audience. It was the military that continuously communicated 
with representatives of the settlers in Judea, Samaria and the Gaza strip in order 
to soften their reaction. It was the military – not the government, since the settlers 
refused to meet with the prime minister, who had no choice but employ senior 
ofcers of the military in order to talk with the settlers at large, with the aim of 
lessening the re about to erupt.

During the Lebanon war the government of Israel aspired to make possible the 
application of UN resolution 1559 which was eventually substituted by resolution 
no.1701. That resolution called in principle upon the government of Lebanon to take 
up its sovereignty over Lebanese territory in its entirety and become responsible 
for it. This did not happen before the Lebanon War, this resolution was passed a 
long time prior to the war. 
The cardinal strategic question facing decision makers before the Second Lebanon 
War was whether the containment policy should be changed for another policy. 
The containment policy was that policy implemented at the evacuation of Lebanon 
in May 2000 and stated that we contain events and do not initiate any reaction. 
The real discussion was the change of policy. This process continued for eight 
months.
Right after the end of the cut-off in September 2005, this issue began to ll the 
agenda. The truth of the matter is that PM Ariel Sharon was scheduled to hold 
the discussion on the change of policy a week after being felled by a stroke. The 
discussion continued under Ehud Olmert, acting PM, in March 2006, with the 
approach that should Hezbollah continue with its provocations, following a series 
of events in which the organization attempted to abduct soldiers, Israel would 
reconsider its policy with the intention of moving from containment to reaction.
At the basis of military strategy was the idea of disproportionate reaction. That is, 
not in keeping with the script the other side would expect to see when planning to 
abduct soldiers. In March 2009 a prime minister approved this concept in principle 
for the rst time and it began to consolidate into guidelines and commands - all the 
rest is history. 
In the Second Lebanon War the question of dialogue between the military echelon 
and the political echelon was summarized in meetings between the incoming prime 
minister – in fact, in the rst stage he was acting prime minister for three months 



– and an incoming minister of defense who was new, only two months in ofce 
and had not yet been exposed to all the issues at the required depth. The talks did 
not deal at any stage with a clear political denition of what we wanted to achieve, 
except – as I said before – an agreement. 
The rst controversy between the military echelon and the political one actually 
occurred on the rst day of the war. The essential point of the dispute was between 
the military’s recommendation of a chosen course of action and the approval of 
the political echelon of that course of action. I represented the military with the 
approach maintaining that Lebanon was a target-state. The members of government 
with the PM at their head thought that Lebanon as a state was out of bounds and 
that it was necessary to take care of Hezbollah directly with marginal derivatives 
to Lebanon.
I think that was the essence of the dispute at the beginning and it went on throughout 
the whole campaign because I did not let up and continued raising the issue of 
Lebanon as target: it was clear that the state of Lebanon must assume responsibility 
for what it produces on its soil and exported over to us. This was not understood.
We should look at the world of concepts in the strategic discourse from 2006 to 2013 
and perceive the change that took place within seven years. One change affected 
the perception of defense in the comprehensive conception; second – the kind of 
warfare and the capability of achieving decision in the style of the Six Day War. 
I think that there is understanding on these two issues and they were claried. It 
did not happen thanks to a dialogue but as a result of the development of reality as 
we see it.
To my great regret, I do not see in the present structure that the political system is 
capable of being a focus of knowledge for current discussion of strategic issues. I 
think that the power of the military and defense system, in general, is too big for 
the political system to contain if there is no counterforce – a balancing power that 
can conduct discussions adequately.
In the present format, this would suit the National Security Council, but they would 
not be able to be a proper counterbalance for the three diadochos, the chief of staff, 
head of Shabak (the security services), and the head of Mossad, two of whom 
whisper directly in the prime minister’s ear (Mossad and Shabak) and one whispers 
into more ears but with a volume which is too high to be contained by this very 
wobbly organ called National Security Council.



Knowledge as an instrument to examine the 
relationship of statesmen and soldiers in Israel
Dr.  Dov Tamari, Brig. Gen. (res.), Head, Security and Defense of the Hinterland 
Program, the Academic College of Beit Berl

Reciprocal Relationship and the regulating concepts
It is a given in modern states around the world that armies are subordinate to elected 
governments. The governments are responsible for fundamental legislation, the 
buildup of armed forces, operation of military power and its guidance according 
to an agreed strategy. The question I wish to address is not the authority and 
subordination between governments and militaries but the specic gravity of the 
military in the state, in society, in interior and foreign policy, until the military’s 
weight determines the relationship between statesmen and soldiers. For example, in 
many countries the supreme responsibility for national intelligence is at the hands 
of civil agencies. In Israel the supreme responsibility for intelligence, the supposed 
to basis for thinking in the government and its subsequent resolutions, is given to 
the IDF, to the Intelligence Branch in the General Staff, which attests to the weight 
the IDF carries in the government, defense and political system.
Clausewitz argued that there is a constituent entity – he called it a political entity – 
whether elected or not. He granted this entity the essence of a sovereign that is above 
the militaries; being both sensitive and uneasy about the soldiers’ reaction, he said 
this entity will police society, the state, through the idea of dening the objective 
for the militaries. The political entity held and operated two channels of action: the 
political and the military; that is the inception of the hierarchy that organized the 
world for the militaries: the elected political entity will tell the military what to do 
and it will be the executing contractor. This ideal pattern has not worked and cannot 
work unless there is a discourse in which the commanders, the generals, are the 
interpreters of the ruler’s s logic, ideas and initiatives and they generate the thinking 
process of the politician in power. The politician in power cannot create knowledge 
in the context of operating military power because the knowledge connected to the 
practice and those who generate knowledge come from the practical domain. We 
have to liberate ourselves from the Clausewitz dictum that war is the continuation 
of policy. The role of the statesman, the strategist, is the reverse; it is to constantly 



aspire to create alternatives which will not make wars a matter of course because 
war signies the failure of policy. 
In Israel ever since the War of Independence, the IDF has acquired a special, unique 
status. Military power established and founded Israel in a reasonable territory. 
The IDF hardly ever infringed [its obligation] to keeping to the decision and the 
approval [the political echelon] of military operation of any kind. This was not 
the case concerning strategic thinking and laying down the strategy and initiatives 
for the operation of military power up to the point of war. Thus for example the 
retaliation policy from 1954-56 was led and escalated to a considerable extent by 
the IDF, not necessarily with the knowledge of the government of the day, which 
did not necessarily understand what the chief of staff and the general staff sought 
to achieve. The war initiated in Sinai in 1956 was cultivated and led by the IDF for 
a year and a half. Ben Gurion was led to it by the then chief of staff, Dayan, even 
though his eyes were wide open, albeit with considerable hesitation.
An examination of two generations of the documents dealing with the discourse 
of Israeli governments and the IDF points at the military’s dominance, not in 
keeping with its constitutional status, but by the military and political knowledge it 
processed and handed over to the statesmen.
In the Six Day War, the government directed the IDF “To take military action 
that will free Israel from the military stranglehold constantly tightening around 



it…” The government did not instruct the IDF how it should do away with that 
stranglehold or which territories it should take. Dayan, the new minister of defense 
instructed the general staff not to reach the Suez Canal, merely annihilate the 
Egyptian army in eastern Sinai and stop halfway to the canal. Southern command, 
the generals, division commanders and armor corpsmen at all levels did not stop 
and went all the way to Suez. 
Similarly, there was no need to occupy the West Bank in order to remove the 
stranglehold. The commanders of the Central and Northern commands exploited 
exchanges of re – extensive ones indeed – for a full invasion of the West Bank. 
The Syrian army did not hurry to attack Israel but observed the results of the Sinai 
Campaign. The commander of the Northern Command orchestrated a pressure 
campaign directed at the prime minister so that he would allow the IDF to take 
the Golan Heights for fear that he and his subordinates might have nothing to do 
in a war already won. It could be argued that each and every decisive move by the 
military was brought to the attention of the government so that it would approve 
it. These were formal procedures. The military was leading and it had a very clear 
purpose, fostered by the IDF high command ever since the war of Independence 
– to change Israel’s territorial conguration once and for all through the conquest 
and annexation of new territories.
In the six years separating the Six Day War and the Yom Kippur War, the IDF shaped 
the key concepts and their meaning. The term “strategic depth” accompanied by 
“not one step” determined as the duty to defend from the furthest corner of that 
strategic depth onwards until no operational depth, not even tactical one, was left 
– came from the IDF. Reliance on the offensive as a panacea and absolute neglect 
of the elementary strategic form of defense also developed in the IDF, not in the 
political environment. Avoidance of the need to elucidate and update the concept 
of strategic alert in the new territorial conditions; avoidance of the basic structure 
of the IDF which became fragile in the new conditions, when required to defend 
territory nearly three times that of before June 1967, based on a small regular 
army and large reserves (“the regulars will stop them”). Finally, there was the 
irresponsible assertion of the general staff to Israeli governments time and time 
again that the IDF will be able to respond to any situation and every government 
decision – all these signaled a turn in the IDF’s capability to defend the state of 
Israel, its citizens and its essential interests. It was a very severe regression in IDF 



thinking that brought about the wide Yom Kippur War in which the IDF tactical 
excellence compensated for its operational incompetence.

Does military and defense knowledge develop in governments?
Israeli governments are marked by an unhealthy phenomenon: they don’t bother to 
investigate, develop and implement knowledge which is being formed in security 
and military issues and dene their policies in accordance. This assertion may 
seem odd in view of the fact that Israeli governments have always had ministers 
and prime ministers with military background and enormous experience. In 1986 
a security and foreign affairs subcommittee of the Knesset headed by M.K. Dan 
Meridor, examining the defense concept criticized this phenomenon stating that 
“In view of the constantly changing internal and external circumstances, against 
the background of signicant developments in technology and in the components 
of manpower of the population in Israel and seeing that the severe budgetary 
constraints in Israel, the foreign affairs and security committee has come to the 
realization that there is urgent necessity to reconsider the national security concept 
and its implementation in defense strategy and force design.”
“The committee believes that discussions of this issue should be conducted at 
the national level not just inside the military or the defense establishment. The 
responsibility and duty for it lie primarily with the government. If a revision of the 
defense concept is not effected and implemented, this omission will have serious 
consequences, the price of silence, on Israel’s wars in future.”… “The committee 
has formed the impression that the government in Israel – which is in charge of 
comprehensive national security - has not held for many years a full and thorough 
discussion of the issue of a national security concept and the ways it is being 
implemented, while examining the threats from without and the limitations from 
within, marking the objectives and the ways to achieve them and analyzing the 
effect and the signicance of the defense policy on the domain of security and 
other aspects of life. We did not nd any thinking, discussion and resolution based 
on integrative and long-range outlook.”
“There is no doubt that in this state of affairs there is dire need for a security 
and force design concept to give an adequate response, at a reasonable price to 
the problems emanating from the current and the projected battleeld.” Meridor 
expressed identical statements both orally and in writing in the 1990s as M.K. and 



minister and in 2006 as minister he presented the government with a document, 
prepared by a team of experts, “A Security Concept for Israel”. To this day it has 
never come to be discussed in the government.
The ongoing phenomenon described by Meridor derived from several causes:  
Israel’s large-coalition governments are made of parties whose positions on defense 
and social issues are polarized. The wider and the more stable a government, the 
worse will be the discord among its members, causing paralysis in thinking of 
problems of the rst order as well as in practice. Dilemmas such as the borders of 
the state of Israel, the fate of the Palestinians and their state are still disputed and 
the gap in positions has not been bridged. Moreover, when knowledge of defense 
and military affairs develops in governments, as soon as it is extant and known 
– it places a heavy responsibility on the government as a whole as well as on 
its premier. Governments are not always keen to take responsibility or bear the 
budgetary expenditure. Reform of any kind requires legislation. An examination of 
the legislation shows that its realization entails costs that the government cannot or 
will not commit to. The result is that in the defense domain the IDF is left as the lone 
player or almost the sole player. Even though its subordination to governments is 
not in doubt, it is still dominant thanks to the information it conceived, developed, 
adopted, diffused and sometimes even imposed.
I maintain that the military is the only entity in Israel that is permanently involved 
in the systematic development of knowledge dealing with possible wars and violent 
conicts. No relevant knowledge of conicts and wars develops in governments. 
Therefore governments will always be surprised; not for lack of intelligence 
warning but because the government would be missing all basis of understanding 
founded on knowledge, which is the sine qua non for learning that elucidates and 
conceptualizes reality coming into being. In such a protracted situation there will 
always be a gap between the explanation of reality as it is done in the military 
and the interpretation of reality by statesmen. The gap in itself is no failing. The 
question is on what knowledge that gap is based. The historical result and that which 
is probably to be expected in future too is acceptance of the military’s opinion and 
suggestion without any appropriate political interpretation.
In general, up till today, the IDF has lacked clear political direction by the 
governments because the governments did not concretely instruct the IDF in the 
matter of anticipated crises. The result is that Israeli governments often found 



themselves in wars and campaigns, initiated and reactive, without having rst 
elucidated what they are for and for which purpose. Things have gotten to the point 
that in most wars the IDF was the one to dene the objectives, both immediate and 
long-range and took care to persuade the government of the day to conrm the 
objectives it had shaped. This year especially, marking the 40th anniversary of the 
Yom Kippur War we should remember a striking example of the aforementioned 
phenomenon – the war objectives produced by the chief of staff and the general 
staff in April and May 1973. They were far from the IDF capabilities in those days, 
from the political and military reality in that period and the international reality. 
These were presented to the defense minister and the prime minister and were 
conrmed in both letter and spirit.

The decline of knowledge in the IDF following the Six Day War
In the aftermath of the Six Days War there was an enormous change in Israel’s 
geo-strategy; not only geographic but also in the essence of bilateral relations of 
Israel and other states in the region. One could have expected that there would be 
innovative thinking about all concepts of national security and their military and 
political applications; but it did not happen. Those who will examine basic concepts 
such as early warning, decision, the relationship of regular forces and those of the 
reserves, strategic depth and the like, will nd that these have not changed one iota. 
The pre-Six Day War security paradigm was unchanged. The result was regression 
from a victorious military to one with a fragile structure although weapons and 
weapons systems only improved: this paradox deserves to be researched again 
even now.
According to the IDF the objectives of the war as well as the conception of their 
realization were identical to the phenomenon of the Six Day War. As to strategic 
depth it seems a-posteriori that it was easier to defend Israel’s borders in their pre-
67 conguration than in the subsequent one.

The Yom Kippur War: objectives for a possible war
In discussions on the objectives of the war in April-May 1973, the then chief of staff 
said: “If nevertheless there is war, we have to dene for ourselves the objectives of 
the war: I think that if war breaks in 1973 we have to do everything so that it is a 
crushing blow and will have a long-term effect on all developments in the Middle 



East. I do not wish to be too pretentious and say this is the war that will determine 
peace with the Arabs. I am not sure there is war that determines peace but I am 
sure that a serious and signicant defeat for Egypt can change the situation in this 
region for some years and all the talking we heard today – an arrangement of this 
or another sort will be postponed to the next ve years. Therefore I think we have 
to dene for ourselves the objective of war as an objective of deciding the war, not 
deciding the conict: reaching decision in the war in the short term while causing 
maximal casualties to the other side while gaining long-term military and political 
advantages.” The seemingly unclear sentence “all the talking we heard today – an 
arrangement of this sort or another will be postponed to the next ve years” means 
rejection of the chance for a political settlement with Egypt!
The chief of staff went on to explain: “I do not want any war. But if there is war I 
think we have to get the most of out of it in the historical process. So a war that will 
end with some feeling that each one will talk about it differently – I would see it, 
by itself, a defeat for us. Because by the way I take seriously Sadat’s saying that he 
is talking not only of victory and I can envisage an insignicant defeat which is an 
achievement by itself: the fact he opened re, the fact there were shootings here and 
there and we sustained losses and then some sort of a ceasere was restored, this, 
in my opinion is an achievement for Sadat. This prolongs his personal existence 
for another few years, it gives Egypt a breather, and it unites the Arab world which 
is an achievement in itself. That is, if this is not defeat that cannot be described 
[differently], we cannot explain it, because there is no need to explain a devastated 
military. If there is no such defeat – it is Sadat’s achievement.”
The chief of staff outlined the objectives of the war to the minister of defense and 
discussed them with him just before they were to be put to the government. The 
defense minister approved but understood from what the chief of staff said that 
the latter saw “the improvement of Israel‘s political situation” as the objective 
of war, on which the minister vigorously dissented. Even a signicant military 
achievement holds no certainty of a political gain, maybe even the opposite, which 
is why he rejected such an objective. As to “improving the ceasere lines”, as 
written in GHQ orders, this was obvious, since defeating Arab militaries - so it 
was assumed – could be realized only by conquering the territories in which they 
would be found.  
After the issue of dening the war’s objectives was agreed between the minister 



of defense and the chief of staff, the chief of staff put to the prime minister the 
following dened objectives:

Denying the enemy any military achievement.
Dealing a military defeat to Egypt and Syria, based on the obliteration of forces 
and destruction of military infrastructure. Achieving that objective should give 
Israel signicant advantages, that is, signicant for the military capability of Syria 
and Egypt for a few years, as well as the relative strength and on the ceasere 
lines.”

As to the improvement of the ceasere lines, the chief of staff and the minister of 
defense saw the following geographic improvements:

Taking over all the northern east bank of the Suez Canal as well as Port Fuad and 
Port Said.

Taking a wide bridgehead west of the Suez Canal, on the way to Cairo, that will 
enable the annihilation of Egyptian SA arrays by the ground forces, aiming to 
provide the air force with ‘clean skies’ thus preventing attacks and bombardments 
on the fort line.
Sitting in the area east of the Litany River, until the Beirut-Damascus road in order 
to create a buffer between Syria and Lebanon and hit terrorists.
Taking over the Hermon up to the altitude which will afford a good radar control 
of the area to its north and north-west and assist in creating a buffer between Syria 
and Lebanon.
Taking over territories where petrol is produced in the western bank of the Suez 
Gulf as a response to the possibility of embargo on the ships carrying petrol to 
Israel from the Persian Gulf.
Looking at the objectives the IDF shaped and presented to the government which 
conrmed them without any modication shows that they are very similar to the 
campaign model of 1967: a short war, operational decision over the Egyptian and 
Syrian armies, immediate offensive so as not to be pushed to a defensive situation. 
In order to realize the aforementioned objectives, the general staff, regional 
commands and functional commands had to shape their concepts of operating 
military power and these have been bewildering to this day. The most striking 
phenomenon was denial of the elementary strategic state of defensive when Israel 
in fact held territories which were much more widespread that anyone had dreamed 
of prior to the Six Days War.



Under the section called “Principles of the IDF Defensive Plan, 1973” it is afrmed 
that “The defensive must stop the enemy offensive, bring down and demolish 
considerable parts of his military in order to enable rapid passage to counter-
offensive, mainly armored, beyond Israel’s borders” (IDF History Department).
In discussions held during April and May 1973 by the general staff, whose aim 
was to prepare for a possible war which was to occur in the short run, it was said 
that “The Sela defensive plan should give us an alert for going on the offensive 
very quickly. In case war breaks out, our problem is to attack fast and immediately 
gain big, signicant achievements. This is deployment for defense with a very 
immediate alert for offensive, and almost simultaneously for opening re” (Lt. 
Gen. David Elazar, chief of staff). It was also said “The [regular] Sinai division is 
the one that should prevent the enemy achieving any gain already in the opening 
stage and it is the one to bring us to a situation in which we can open an offensive in 
the very rst moment.” Presenting plans to the government in May 1973 the chief 
of staff said: “Air supremacy is to deal with these forces (Egyptians and Syrians) 
and then I see a chase and exploiting success”. This is the Six Day War at its best, 
but in a completely different reality.
The air force, having been a major partner to the conceptions of power employment 
absolutely supported those of the chief of staff and of the general staff. This 
transpires from the words of IAF commander Hod, who was to complete his service 
in the IDF on May 15 that year. In an estimation of the situation held on April 19, 
looking at the intelligence about the Egyptians’ intention to go to war, the chief of 
staff asked which measures of alert should be adopted in order to deter the enemy 
from starting a war. Maj. Gen. Hod replied that the best response was “to exploit 
the air force capability, that of enlarging the alert for any situation.” He said, “This 
provides deterrence as much as we wish” adding “this way it is possible to give 
an umbrella cover for the shortage of tanks in Sinai… the air force can engage for 
24 or even 36 hours with every beachhead that might cross and all our preparation 
won’t cost any money” [unlike reserve call-up that would be costly]. In another 
general staff discussion that day, with fewer participants, Gen. Hod repeated his 
stand saying “I recommend drawing a dividend from the expensive investments in 
the air force; in the air force you can get the same deterrence effect by an air force 
alert. This is an adequate response. I prefer that our forces [meaning the ground 
forces’ reserves] will not be called up. The air force will weaken them rst and then 



our forces will come.”
Another testimony for opposing the defensive as a fundamental strategic situation 
is in the chief of staff comment to Prime Minister Meir while presenting plans 
in April 1973: “…We do not wish to perform any brilliant military maneuvers 
to allow the enemy to get into traps of any sort and then annihilate it,” said the 
chief of staff, “in the Syrian and the Egyptian fronts we plan an absolute stop, not 
what is called in our ling containment of forces so as to annihilate them later by 
maneuver but not to let them in from the outset. We think this is the right solution 
both militarily as well as politically, we don’t want them to have even a small gain 
in the beginning, so as not to encourage the Jordanians or the Syrians if there is a 
partial Egyptian gain or that some facts are created and stay that way”.
So this is the essence of the military knowhow in the strategic and operational 
environment that developed from 1967-73. The government, on the other hand, did 
not bother to develop any knowhow of its own for the possibility of crisis and war; 
all it did was try and resolve problems when these came up, more often than not 
it was too late. This is what Yigal Allon, one of the most intelligent ministers who 
served in the governments of Eshkol and Meir said about this issue:
“From a security standpoint Israel enjoys a robust military disposition that no Arab 
force in the present or the future, separately or jointly, will not be able to break 
through. Israel truly aspires to peace by peace treaties with the Arab countries, 
accompanied by effective security arrangements with each one of the Arab 
countries or all of them together. Israel does not seek another military victory. 
Coming to terms with the readiness for peace is the strengthening of military power 
and security alertness, as though war is inevitable. Israeli society is cohesive, 
stable and rational. Therefore it allows a government policy that is both visionary 
and realistic; there is very little fear that Israel might miss a real opportunity for 
dialogue with Arab elements that seek peace on the one hand, or nd that it is being 
surprised on the battleeld, on the other hand.” (Alon, “Three Wars and a Single 
Peace”, Mibifnim, vol. xxxi).

In view of the Yom Kippur War a few questions should be raised even 40 years 
later. Could a similar phenomenon of decline of military knowhow recur? Were 
governments who have served since then any different as to learning and developing 
knowledge? Have politicians-soldiers relations in Israel changed since then? 



Should we try to re-examine the term “military know-how” (or knowledge), what it 
encompasses and what it lacks and to what extent can it serve governments? Are there 
any practical possibilities for manufacturing know-how for war in governments – if 
not, how can a political-military balance between governments and the military be 
created based not only on the constitution but also on knowhow? The phenomenon 
of unproductive relationship, sometimes even downright dysfunctional between 
governments and the general staffs was underlined in all the conclusions of all the 
inquiry boards set up following wars that did not come up to expectations.

Optimal vs. Realistic Relationships
In the discourse about the relationship of politicians and soldiers over the years 
there were numerous voices from the academe, the media, members of Knesset and 
the public claiming that the relationship between the IDF and Israeli governments 
was “not healthy”. What direction one can point to so as to correct aws and 
difculties existing for long years? One approach advocates far-reaching corrections 
in the government methods of work, creating foci for security know-how by the 
government, such as a national security council, ofce for national intelligence, 
etc.; correct procedures are obligatory by legislation. From 1999, when the law 
establishing the national Security Council or national security staff, and for 14 
years, until 2013, it was headed by no less than 8 people, an average of just one 
year and 10 months. It is no coincidence.
Another approach has it that the chance to signicantly improve the work 
procedures of the government is negligible so long as the political system in its 
entirety is unchanged. The military dominance will stay in place. Therefore we 
should nd out if the IDF and the know-how it conceives, develops and applies to 
security matters, crises and wars are sufcient to compensate for the weakness of 
governments in the domain of security and war.

On Military Know-how
In the context of the IDF there are two meta-concepts worthy of reection and 
scrutiny; “knowledge” or “know-how” and “learning”. Knowledge in this context 
is an almost endless and unlimited complex of information that has been explained 
and turned into critical understanding based on theorization explaining the 
information and the knowledge that has been created, that can be realized into 



action through conscious processes. Learning in this instance is moving from the 
known to the unknown, the consciousness that one needs to investigate and inquire 
that which is unknown, the indistinct, that which is not understood; the meaning of 
a term even if it is narrow, deals with what we know, what we do not know and to 
which extent we are equipped with the rational tools to distinguish the ones from 
the others. Do we understand what we know, what we do not know and whether 
we have the rational tools to change when reality has changed or even anticipate 
the change? I nd it very doubtful that a “learning organization” in its IDF sense 
is also a creative organization. I fear it is a preserving organization more than a 
creative one.
Let us agree on the existence of three environments of military knowledge and 
military action: the strategic environment, the systemic (operative) one and the 
tactical environment. The emphasis is on “environment” whose purpose is to 
indicate a domain of knowledge with unique characteristics, not at a ‘level’ which 
is an organizational, hierarchical and legislative term. 
A critical scrutiny of the characteristics of know-how in the IDF – which is just over 
65 years old – renders a disturbing picture. In contrast to the tactical capabilities 
that only get better all the time, the characteristics of know-how or its absence 
point to three institutional deciencies:
The organizational culture idealizes the tactical operation thus repressing every 
expression of intellect that strays from the combat domain. The IDF has mostly 
succeeded – and still succeeds - in the tactical. The result has been an uncritical 
addiction to the tactical operation; this has become blindness that is hard to shake 
off.
The senior ofcer corps did not render the adequate appreciation of essential quality 
to relevant theories. Theory is the foundation of references to the construction of 
modes and ways of thinking in a given domain of knowledge. Without a theoretical 
foundation thinking will be casual and incidental. No domain of knowledge in 
the world can develop and serve as a practical compass for doing, behaving and 
operating without a theoretical foundation. The IDF never developed a relevant 
theory of its own. When there appeared the buds of relevant military theory the 
senior ofcer corps did not see its indispensability – most times they rejected it.
The dominance of naïve military traditions that rejected the theorization and practice 
which had been accepted in foreign militaries, which explains the IDF abstinence 



from understanding the Operational Art that has been seen for decades as the 
precursor of military thought in advanced militaries. The Winograd Commission, 
the latest in a line of investigating commissions referred to these questions:
“Due to the outpouring of criticism of the new operational conception there were 
those who forgot that the development of that concept was a real experiment, 
important and needed in order to bridge a deep conceptual gap in the IDF. The 
military is to be praised for having dealt with this issue for so long and having 
devoted so much attention to it. It was the duty of the IDF to update its operational 
concept or consolidate operational concepts for varied scenarios that would be 
suitable for the challenges it is faced with. They also did well to identify the fact 
that the IDF had a very negative tendency to anti-intellectualism and that it was 
essential to openly express criticism about it and to train the senior ofcers in a 
wider, abstract thought too.” (Final report of the Winograd Commission, p. 323 
section 192 [Heb])
The IDF did not manage to set up established bodies capable of selecting and 
educating ofcers and commanders who are to carry out the function of military 
commander while they research, by themselves too, the domain of operational 
know-how without skipping it as they go up the ranks. The problems got worse 
with the advent of the asymmetric wars. The IDF reached a new era of asymmetric 
conicts and new warfare, without any physical or conscious frontiers, having 
been weakened in the domains of political and social qualications and depleted 
too in military know-how in comparison with the formerly accepted level. The 
signicance of advanced learning as a practical application is a basic state that 
enables the military establishment to critically examine during every single 
minute of its lifespan or its routine two systems of tension: the tension between 
the widespread paradigm and the strategy being formed, and the tensions between 
existing forms of warfare and future directions in warfare. The French philosopher 
Francois Jullien aptly described this phenomenon: “Why do we need the practice 
of shaping (theory and practice) in the environment of the operational command? 
The dened characteristics of war are precisely the inevitable distance separating 
the reality of war and the model of war (which we created). In short, to think 
systematically and operationally about war is thinking of the enormous lesson 
involved in the ideal concept of devotion to a model that may be very far from 
reality.” (Francois Jullien, A Treatise on Efcacy).



Strategy as abstract, unorganized knowledge cannot linkup to a tactical environment 
which is physical and mechanical in essence without mediation of knowledge by 
means with extraordinary capabilities of elucidation and arbitration. A considerable 
part of the failures and disasters of war in the past 200 years is the consequence of 
a lack of understanding that strategy as an abstract entity cannot directly combine 
with tactics which is physical in nature. As a metaphor, the relationship between 
a politician and a soldier, the most senior ofcer, are similar to those between 
an entrepreneur and an architect, and between the latter and the contractor. The 
entrepreneur has two essential capabilities: he can have a vision, a will to innovate, 
to create change or something entirely new and he has the needed resources. Beyond 
it he lacks the vital understanding of the signicance of his vision and initiatives, 
of the results emanating from them, the time and cost involved in his initiative. 
Let us describe the government as an entrepreneur. One cannot charge a contractor 
to come up with a vision and create change: nothing will come of it. One needs a 
multi-dimensional architect who is capable of interpreting the entrepreneur’s will 
to a cluster of understandings so as to clarify to the entrepreneur himself what his 
wishes and aspirations are. This is a circular elucidation in which the architect 
studies the entrepreneur and the latter studies himself through the architect. Let us 
assume that the architect is the general staff or the upper echelons of the ofcer 
corps. Only when the entrepreneur and the architect have come to a thorough 
understanding of each other and the project at hand, will the architect fashion an 
operational concept in the form of detailed logic that can be processed into plans 
for the contractors – commanders of ghting entities. For this reason the chief 
of staff, commanders of regional and functional commands in the IDF should be 
seen as architects and the required term needed is generalship and not necessarily 
leadership, because the former indicates learning and creating and the second is 
leading, though this is never superuous.
The problem lies with the weakness of the know-how available in the relationship 
of politicians and soldiers. Change is needed in the denition of the term ‘general’: 
he has to be a producer of know-how, not merely a successful performer. Change 
is needed in the belief that the politician is indeed the precursor of practitioners’ 
thinking movement. One should break the image of ideal world in which light 
comes from above, from the politician, whereas the military man will nd his way 
to the light shining from his superior.



The IDF, from its high perch in state and government establishment is constantly 
and even methodically developing military knowledge. Most of the governments 
have relied on this knowledge, sometimes blindly. The question is what the quality 
of this knowledge is, what its relevance is and to what extent it permeates to the 
politicians, governments, legislators and government ministries. The knowledge 
existing in the IDF has achieved very good results in the tactical-combat domains, 
in technology, in equipping and even had some essential social achievements. The 
IDF is weak in those relevant knowledge domains above the operational tactical 
know-how, which are the basis of its thinking and actions.

What direction can Israeli governments and the IDF take in order to found security 
on relevant changing, modernizing military and defense knowledge? One possibility 
is for government to assume responsibility and application of systematic learning 
inside them. The chance for it is small, as long as they are based on highly charged 
coalitions and as long as Israel’s political system is not fundamentally altered.
The second is that the IDF would wake up, understand its position in the political 
system as rst and foremost in the knowledge shaping national security and train 
the senior ofcer corps to function as agents of knowledge in the operational and 
strategic environments and look for ways to absorb its knowledge with governments, 
government ministries and legislators as an available tool for interpreting reality.
The third is that the government should direct and oblige the IDF to execute a 
fundamental revision in the training of the senior ofcer corps so that they progress 
and develop the domains of strategic and operational knowledge.
The two latter directions are possible.



Striking First – Weighing Risks and Rewards of 
Preemptive and Preventive War
Dr. Karl P. Muller, RAND

I have been asked to give a talk about preventive and preemptive war, which 
you will nd to be somewhat different from some of the presentations we've had 
before.  
It is focused on the subject in general rather than focused specically on the Yom 
Kippur war. Although, that conict will get a mention in the course of the talk, but 
I hope that it will be useful in terms of setting the broad strategic context for the 
discussions of this subject.  
Having seen the fascinating presentations up to this point I feel that I ought to have 
come up here with my own vivid recollections of the Yom Kippur war. In fact, I 
turned ten years old when the war was going on, and I actually vividly remember 
watching the American television news broadcast with Walter Cronkite describing 
the war and showing the maps with the front lines moving around and the Israeli 
counterattack towards the end of the war made a big impression on me as the news 
video came in. I think this was perhaps sort of one of the rst steps on my road 
ending up as being someone who studied this for the rest of his career because I 



found the subject to be so interesting.  
The subject of striking rst and a lot of the research that I will be talking about here 
is work that we did a few years ago after the United States came up with the new 
national security strategy following the September 11 attacks when, as you will 
recall, the Bush administration began to talk very explicitly about striking rst at 
enemies, something the United States had thought about doing before in the past, 
but generally did not talk very much about. It became part of the public discourse 
in a way that it hadn't been before.  
The air force asked us [RAND corporation] as a research center that works for 
them to basically look at the subject, talk about how it works, what happened in the 
past, and whether this new emphasis on rst strikes is something that was going to 
change how they did business, and I'll have a few conclusions that we gave them 
at the end of the presentation. I shall talk a little now about the conceptual side 
of the subject, and then add something about the historical experience, in order 
to understand why cases of preemption have and have not occurred; nally I will 
offer a few thoughts about the future prospects for anticipatory attack, which is a 
term I will introduce as we go along.  
After September 11 the United States began talking about striking rst. It was a 
relatively brief period during which it was a large part of US national security 
discourse largely because the invasion of Iraq in 2003 was the one opportunity 
when we really put this into practice and then it turned out that it was really a 
bad idea by almost any measure. So it sort of took the wind out of the sails in the 
concept.  
The reason for thinking about it and the reason that it remains a live concept is 
that if you're in a situation in which you have a sense that deterrence and defense 
don't provide good protection for you against the sort of threats you currently face, 
because your adversaries are very hard to deter or because the ways in which you 
might be attacked are ones that are intrinsically difcult to defend against because 
they're covert or because they involve attacks on you using a system that you can't 
protect against. It makes thinking about alternatives much more attractive.  
For the United States, there are also other factors at work in the sense under 
Bush and Rumsfeld that the United States had to have the preponderant military 
power and could really wield it quite readily. There were a lot of things that it 
could have accomplished. Some of this enthusiasm was dampened down by the 



Iraqi experience. In addition, there was a sense, I think, in that administration in 
particular that although people worried a lot about the political consequences of 
launching rst strikes against adversaries, in the end people tended to forgive you, 
and it wasn't that big a deal that you should worry that much about.  
Political scientists became somewhat frustrated when these discussions of 
preemption began to be widespread because of two reasons, they said. One was 
that they had been talking about that for a while. For them, it wasn't really that big a 
deal. But also because people started using the words in ways that they didn't -- that 
sort of words we in academe thought were somewhat fast and loose, and one of the 
things that we end up emphasizing a lot is that the idea referred to as preemption in 
popular discourse actually covers several different categories that would often be 
useful to distinguish between.  
A preemptive attack is ordinarily dened as an attack that you launch because you 
think that a war is about to happen and it is important to you that you be the one 
that launches the offensive on the rst day of the war, that there is a rst strike 
advantage. You picture the sort of classical example of this which for many years 
was the beginning of World War I where there was a real sense that whoever went 
on the offensive would sweep the defensive armies before them. It turned out to 
be greatly incorrect because they misunderstood the technology of the day, but the 
idea was that it's about who gets in the rst blow.  
In contrast, a lot of discussions of preemption are really what is properly referred 
to as preventative attack, which is an attack where you choose to ght a war now 
because you expect that sooner or later you will have to ght it, and you would 
rather do it now than do it later, since something is going to change that will make 
conditions in future less favorable. Or maybe you have an ally now that you don't 
think will be on your side later. Or the enemy is working on developing nuclear 
weapons and you want to ght him before he has them. Another reason might be 
that your country is declining while the adversary is getting strong; all these sorts 
of things can overlap.  
In 1914, they did overlap. The Germans were afraid of having Russians’ military 
power surpass theirs. So they were thinking about preventive concerns, just like 
everybody was thinking about preemptive concerns because they thought that 
whoever struck rst would have a big advantage.  
There is an important distinction between preemption and prevention and it's 



particularly important if you are interested in international law because international 
law holds basically that preemptive attacks are legal and preventive attacks aren't.  
If war is imminent, if there is no chance of heading it off, it's legitimate self-defense 
to strike the rst blow; but if the war isn't coming for a few years, you are really in 
no position to say ‘well it's bound to happen inevitably and there is nothing else we 
can do and we have to use force’.  
Having said that, from policymakers’ perspectives, there are many reasons why it 
is often useful to talk about these two things together. In the research we did, we 
like to refer to them as anticipatory attack as the broad category, but you can just 
refer to it as striking-rst in a more generic way.  
Basically, these are offensive strategies that occur for defensive reasons. They are 
about starting wars because you want to protect yourself rather than starting a 
war because you have something to gain by it or because you think you want to 
attack and you would rather attack them sooner than later. It is important to keep in 
mind here that when we are talking about this as in the case of 1973, we're really 
specically talking about preemptive attack or about anticipatory attack or rst 
strikes that are about starting a war, making some act that may cross the line from 
peace to war.  
Many times at some sort of operational military level you do something that is 
preemptive. The enemy is preparing for an offensive and you launch a spoiling 
attack to interfere with it. You might call that kind of actions operational preemption.  
That is really different because the political considerations are very different. You 
are not making the difcult choice about whether to begin a war that might not 
otherwise happen.  
There are a number of reasons why under certain circumstances the theorists will tell 
you that striking rst ought to be an attractive option. Suppose that there is a large 
advantage to striking rst because of military technology or if offensive actions 
have a big advantage over defensive actions, or if your adversary is congured in 
a way that makes it very vulnerable to a rst strike. There is also the balance of 
power, enemies who are very hard to deter for one reason or another. There can be 
other political considerations that go into it.  
Think about the Cuban missile crisis, for example, which I will talk more about in a 
minute. President Kennedy was wrestling with several non-military considerations 
and thinking about whether to launch a rst strike against the Soviet missiles that 



had been deployed in Cuba. On the one hand, he had domestic political factors, an 
upcoming election, that made him think that doing nothing was going to be very 
difcult to sell to the American people, but he had to act in some way. On the other 
hand, Robert Kennedy's accounts of the deliberations during the crisis point out 
that the administration was very concerned about the judgment of history and the 
feeling that if they launched the rst strike, Kennedy would be compared to Tojo 
and this would be seen as a horrible international action and these things can weigh 
very heavily on decision-makers.  
Having said that, the theorists say that states should do this fairly often – well, 
perhaps. But what does historical experience tell us? First of all, states have 
considered rst strikes on and off for a long time. Even the United States which 
talked about this being new ten years ago has on a number of occasions thought 
about striking rst at enemies in a desire to prevent future security threats from 
emerging.  
This has come up for the United States in the context of worrying about countries 
developing nuclear weapons, so in the case of the Soviets, the Chinese, and the 
North Koreans. In each case the government spent several years wrestling with 
the idea of whether it might be better to ght a war against that adversary, before 
they acquired nuclear weapons. Each time they decided not to do it for a variety 
of reasons.  
Israel is something of an outsider in this case. Israel has decided on a number 
of occasions to launch rst strikes and this is fairly unusual. The United States 
has only done it basically twice in the post-World War II years. In the relatively 
small invasion of Grenada in 1983 when there was an attack launched because it 
looked like the situation was deteriorating and then most famously in 2003 when 
we invaded Iraq.  
There are many reasons why although when you look around you see states 
considering striking rst with some regularity, but you don't see them actually 
doing it more often. They're fairly straightforward ones. You are making a choice 
between having peace that you may be uncomfortable with and irrevocably 
committing yourself to war in a case like the invasion of Iraq and something like 
the strike of a nuclear power plant that may or may not represent the rst step to 
war, but it's still a big step, and if you think you still have other alternatives, the 
other alternatives are likely to loom large.  



When we looked at a bunch of historical pieces in the course of doing the research 
for the project that I'm talking about here, we know that sort of the leadership 
considerations overlap. I don't want to pretend they are separate from each other.  
Basically, you’re certain that the enemy is really going to attack you if you don't 
attack him. The idea is that the enemy attack would be highly destructive, so that it is 
something that might be worth going to war over, and at the same time that striking 
rst really would give you a substantial military advantage because sometimes 
you see the attack coming. You know it's going to be bad, but striking rst doesn't 
really help you, so you don't do it. Fighting out the defensive is not really worse 
than ghting from the offensive. Concerns about escalation are important and 
considerations of political cause are very important as well.  
One way to present this is to think about this in terms of what we refer to as 
a stoplight chart where little green dots mean that the premise look good for 
preemption. A red dot means that this is not a favorable policy option.  
In recent years, the classical case of preemption is the Osirak attack in 1981: a 
classic example. Iraq is trying to develop nuclear weapons. The Israeli government 
after wrestling with the issue for a good long while decides striking rst is worth 
the trouble. The Israeli air force executes a superbly operationally effective attack 
on the plant, destroys it. From the perspective of the Israeli cabinet at the time the 
decision was made, there were a lot of green lights for this threat.  
The government became convinced that the Iraqis would use a nuclear weapon 
against Israel quite readily once they acquired it. There was a lot of very scary 
rhetoric. The attack would certainly be destructive, striking rst offered the 
opportunity - if not prevent Iraq from going nuclear, at least delay the process. The 
risk of escalation didn't appear very high.  
The main thing that people were worried about as in the case of 1973 was whether 
there would be a lot of fallout political consequences from launching the attack.  
1973 as a contrast where again from the Israeli perspective you have many signs 
that point towards striking rst as being a relatively attractive option. It offered 
signicant military advantages. It looked in the broad sense like an enemy attack 
was coming even though the moment of the attack of course came as a surprise. 
As we know, the long pole in the tent here was concern about political reaction.  
The government was not willing to strike rst again after having done it six years 
earlier and we will talk more about that as the conference progresses. It's also worth 



thinking about the extent to which perceptions at the time of the crisis sometimes 
don't line up with the realities that get revealed afterwards. This I think is one of the 
fundamental reasons why states tend to be so wary of launching rst strikes.  
The thing about the Cuban missile crisis case was a fairly mixed bag when President 
Kennedy decided not to launch the attack against Cuba, although he came very 
close to doing it, if you read the accounts of the crisis from Robert McNamara and 
others. Had McNamara not offered the option of the naval quarantine of Cuba, 
the blockade that was ultimately imposed, the United States was on the path to 
actually launching the attack because doing nothing just looked unacceptable and 
there weren't that many other options. There were a number of factors that were 
discouraging, though. There was a real threat of escalation. The idea that an attack 
on Cuba might lead to a broader war, might lead to the Soviets attacking West 
Berlin, or striking missile bases in Turkey, or a variety of other possibilities and 
ultimately the fact that there was a naval blockade option meant that striking was 
not the only possibility.  
It turned out later that in fact the arguments against attacking were much stronger 
than we realized at the time. In fact, the Soviet Union was not hell-bent on using 
its nuclear missiles to attack the United States. The Cold War was basically more 
stable and less war prone than people at the time thought, and very signicantly, 
the risk of escalation was much higher than we had realized because we didn't 
know at the time that the Soviets had deployed tactical nuclear weapons to Cuba 
and that the people on the ground there had the ability and the authority to use them 
if Cuba was invaded. So it was a more narrow escape than had been appreciated for 
many years after 1962.  
The invasion of Iraq is again another case where what you expect when you're 
making the decision of whether the attack would be different. In this case, we did 
launch the rst strike calculating that Iraq was a dangerous actor because of their 
efforts to develop weapons of mass destruction. This offered a good opportunity to 
disarm the regime and that the risks and the costs in general could be managed and 
of course it turned out to be an extremely unsatisfying experience for the United 
States. It turned out that Iraq was not developing the weapons of mass destruction 
that we assumed that they were, as we all know. Therefore, the risk of an enemy 
attack was not very great.  
Many Americans at the time, a majority of Americans at the time we invaded Iraq 



believed that Saddam Hussein had been involved in the 9/11 attacks because of a 
variety of reasons including some disingenuous rhetoric by political leaders. Of 
course, this was not actually true. The risk of escalation turned out to be higher than 
we thought because of the extent to which the Iraqi resistance to the occupation 
became an unpleasant and long running sore.  
So, here are a few takeaways about the general subject of striking rst as we move 
forward into the coming years. These were some of our top conclusions for the 
United States at the time we did this work a little while ago, so they are somewhat 
US-centric. Basically, the argument we made to them was that as the air force, 
you shouldn't take this emphasis on striking rst as being a big deal that is going 
to change your lives. First of all, the operational requirements for launching rst 
strikes against adversaries don't look that different from what the sort of capabilities 
you need to ght them under other circumstances. In fact, rst strikes are easier 
because when you launch your rst strike, you are launching it at a time and a place 
of your choosing. You don't have to stand by and be ready for any given moment.  
You can make the choice, and so therefore, if you had a policy of striking rst, and 
you were going to not strike rst, that would actually be more of a challenge for 
your armed forces, and in a sense, that's what happened in 1973.  
The other part of it is that the opportunity for rst strikes just tends to be fairly 
limited and it's not every day that you wake up and nd somebody on the verge 
of attacking you and you need to do something about it. And so the sort of small 
scale preemptive operations are much more likely to be the sorts of things that you 
are interested in doing even in a post-2001 world in which you are worried about 
terrorists and proliferating weapons of mass destruction.  
In more general terms, the traditional obstacles that we have seen over the years 
to launching rst strikes still generally largely apply. True preemptive attacks in 
which you strike now because you think the enemy is going to strike tomorrow do 
tend to be opportunities that are few and far between. Partly because of intelligence 
requirements for them and if you are really going to wait until the last minute to 
strike because you're going to try everything else, you can't head off the attack and 
then only strike at the last minute, that tends to be a fairly narrow window that's 
often difcult to jump through.  
Anticipating threats can be difcult. We know in the case of the run up to the Yom 
Kippur war the difculties that even Israel staring very hard at the neighbors for 



many years and knowing them well, had the difculties that we are experiencing 
and assessing exactly what Sadat's intentions were, exactly what signals about 
Egyptian military readiness indicated or did not indicate. There were periods before 
October of 1973 when it looked like an attack might be coming and it turned out 
it wasn't.  
It's often the case that striking rst is unattractive because the results wouldn't really 
be decisive. Even a case like Osirak, the 1981 reactor, when we look back on it, 
operationally it was a brilliant attack, but it was based on the strategic assumption 
by the Israeli leadership that we know this isn't going to make Iraq stop wanting 
nuclear weapons. What we're going to do is we're going to derail the program. 
A few years from now they will start rebuilding. We'll have to bomb it again. 
They will rebuild. We will bomb it again. This will go on as long as it has to in 
order to keep Israel safe. But it turned out that when Iraq rebuilt the program, they 
did it in a much bigger, much more covert way that wasn't susceptible to being 
attacked and so the results didn't end up being decisive in the way that they had 
been anticipating.  
Tied into that, adversaries know that being struck rst is a risk generally, unless 
they are very naive. And so therefore it is reasonable to expect that in most cases 
they will not do things that invite rst strikes by you. They will tend to nd 
workarounds, top military strategies, develop force postures that are not readily 
susceptible to a rst strike being launched. This is particularly true in the realm 
of nuclear proliferation, which is of course a principal concern for both of our 
countries although for the United States this is above all other threats as the one 
that it has to worry about. There is only a small amount of nuclear proliferation in 
the world.  
Thankfully, the number of countries at any given time that are trying to develop 
nuclear weapons is quite small. States that are developing nuclear weapons in most 
cases - if they are smart enough to build the bomb - in most cases they will be fairly 
intelligent, so one would expect, about protecting their programs in a way that 
limits their vulnerability, if it doesn't make them completely invulnerable.  
We look back at the Osirak attack and it simultaneously proves that if you build one 
reactor sitting out in the middle of the desert, people will nd it easy to blow it up 
and that if you are smarter about it, there are ways that you can build your program 
in a way that's much less vulnerable. It's worth keeping in mind that the rst country 



to try to launch a preventive strike against the Osirak attack was not Israel. It was 
Iran who bombed it the previous year with force, but did so unsuccessfully, so the 
Iranians certainly had some experience of this from the other side. 
Intelligence requirements of course are very severe. I don't need to tell you that.  
Ultimately, if what you really do want to do is get a nuclear expert in the country.  
They don't really want nuclear weapons. It's likely to take something in the order of 
a regime change or an occupation or something to really change their motivations, 
rather than just take away their facilities.  
One nal note: this may seem painfully obvious actually sitting in Israel, but for 
Americans it's important to emphasize. The United States tends to think of striking 
rst as something we have the option of doing. We are very powerful, so therefore 
it's a tool in our bag and we can strike people rst if we want to, but from the 
American military's perspective it is actually maybe more important to think about 
people striking us rst because there are a number of situations, not just in terms of 
certain nuclear armed terrorists, but there are a number of situations which states 
like North Korea, or China, or other possible adversaries can look at a situation and 
see the prospect of going to war with the United States looking very unattractive, 
but it can be that the only thing that looks worse than starting a war against the 
United States is having the United States start a war against you when it feels like 
doing so.  
That is why preemption concerns for example loom large and explicitly so in 
Chinese military doctrine now. There are other situations in which relatively weak 
states can still nd it attractive to strike rst against their enemies and in fact where 
they may feel that striking rst really is their best option, even though it may be an 
extremely desperate measure. And so therefore, for many categories of states, not 
only for the states that face the possibility of rst strikes, for Israel and the United 
States. Thinking about these kinds of threats is something to secure your forces 
against, it ends up being an important thing to take into account. 
     



Lecture of IAF Commander
Maj. Gen. Amir Eshel

Before I start should like to commend the activity that the Fisher Institute engages 
in the whole year through, promoting discourse, thinking and understanding in 
matters of space and air; it is most signicant in my opinion.
I shall now try to relate the period of the Yom Kippur War to these very days and talk 
of issues that I deem relevant; lessons we learnt from that war in forward looking to 
the future. I shall try to associate the similar and the different: one should see what 
is similar and relevant and what is different and irrelevant in order to be practical 
about developing and promoting airpower capabilities vis-à-vis the challenges the 
IAF is now facing. I shall not venture deep into strategic worlds, but the factors I 
mention are signicant in the context of the air force now and in future. 
One could say about the strategic reality that in 1973 we lived in a bi-polar world; 
in 2013 we are in a multi-polar world. It has regional connotations; when talking 
of countries which are regional powers such as Turkey and others, the game is no 
longer the big ones’ alone: it is a more complex game with some direct and tangible 
implications on the operation of airpower.



In 1973 the situation was rather clear: we were being threatened by a state whereas 
today we talk of movements, organizations, entities, ethnicity, tribes and other 
suchlike bodies. In 1973 we were threatened by regular militaries and today this 
threat still exists although it has weakened somewhat, at least in the north, and 
we are challenged by the military capabilities of states which are in the hands of 
organizations. The threat does not necessarily exist in the air, the way a state sees it 
the principal threat is invasion, ground maneuver. The re capability of the enemy 
has changed; the enemy’s missile and rocket capability is the main physical threat 
on Israel. 
One can compare the defense concept and its four foundations in 1973 with that 
of 2013.
Deterrence: the deterrence factor in 1973 was pointing to a military threat: what is 
deterrence in 2013? It is deterrence by WMD, deterrence of organizations, all sorts 
of amorphous entities.
Warning – clearly, in 1973 we needed warning from a military invasion and war 
on all its familiar dimensions. In 2013 warning is needed to the point of a single 
individual that can execute a terrorist act with results of [concurrent with those of] 
a power. This is an altogether different area.
The factor of decision in the security concept – I do not wish to get into the 
philosophy of this term and start discussing whether we ever really decided the 
campaign. Maybe in the Six Day War this term matched the crushing victory over 
militaries which towards the end of the war were utterly defeated. Fire did indeed 
resume after a few weeks but the military victory was big and crushing, and yet it 
was not total.
In 2013 we have a clear understanding: one can achieve a signicant victory; this 
has not changed but victory is tested not necessarily at the end of the shooting 
but mainly in its aftermath. It is quite obvious now that there is no knock-out any 
more, no white ag ying on a hill. In my opinion we should bid farewell to these 
expectation; it does not mean we cannot win and exercise strategic inuence for 
many years following a specic military move. There are several examples which 
we lately rushed to declare null and void, perhaps prematurely.
The enemy has adopted a new practice: they will shoot the last volleys and 
afterwards they argue who won. Clearly, the term decision has become much more 
elusive.



Defense is one of the components of the concept of security. It emanates from a 
deep understanding of the scope of threats towards Israel especially with emphasis 
on the hinterland.
Looking at airpower, in 1973 surface to air missiles, anti-aircraft guns and enemy 
planes were the principal threat, yet in 2013 the main threat in the context of 
airpower is rst and foremost advanced SAM of all kinds and sorts and then the 
SSA, the re operated towards our bases. We deal with cruise missiles, unmanned 
air vehicles and cyber warfare; this is a concrete threat for us because we are a 
technological organization. The old components are in existence, some of them 
have been reinforced and new elements were added to them with capabilities which 
were not yet in existence in 1973. 
On the military plane, in 1973 airpower was required to operate (apart from the air 
combat and gaining air superiority, which was a most complex undertaking) vis-
à-vis militaries, large military formations and everything deriving from it. Most of 
the targets had a static stationary character but in fact we started seeing there in a 
signicant manner the beginning of mobility, I refer mainly to the SA issue, and the 
SA-6 is the most tangible example.
The variety of targets which the air force has to operate against in 2013 is big and 
different, and has many characteristics, starting from high signature targets to those 
with low signatures, targets which are absorbed and integrated in civilian areas, 
mobile and exposed for very short periods of time; at times one needs to get to a 
resolution of a single person – this is a qualitative, essential change. All these in 
addition to the “classical” targets we are all familiar with.
There is much more to say about the similar and dissimilar: when attempting to 
link between the two one should elucidate matters because it is too easy to make 
a mistake and it will be very sad if we come to irrelevant or mistaken conclusions 
projecting from the current situation to some future situation.
There is much to learn from that war, perhaps the most signicant point one bears 
in memory is the surprise in getting into war. This is even more relevant now; 
only its face has changed. I think that a surprise war could break out in many 
congurations. I predict low probability for a surprise attack, at least in the short 
term, but it could emanate from single occurrences that quickly escalate and oblige 
the air force to operate to the very edge its capability.  
The air force is required to be prepared and capable for operation in short periods of 



time; this does not refer to a single plane or helicopter, or one specic operational 
capability, but to the operation of all the air force, all its units and capabilities. This 
is the most exible, most immediate force, though it does not necessarily solve all 
issues, but looking the scenarios I described we may nd ourselves in war on all its 
levels in a very short period of time. 
I refer to a series of present issues, for example, should Syria collapse anytime we 
might nd ourselves in this cauldron on a very big scope because the enormous 
trove of arms stationed there is waiting to be looted and could y off any which 
way or be directed against us. In this situation we might be coerced to act in a 
large range at a very short period of time: it is not obligatory for us to take action 
but we have to be absolutely ready. The air force has an order of battle of planes 
and defensive gun batteries and all the components in a high state of readiness 
and availability. The combatants’ prociency and that of the organization as a 
whole cannot be achieved in a short period of time – it has to be sharp, alert and 
experienced in all those domains which are currently growing steadily.
It is not enough that the order of battle is competent and the organization is 
competent – operational plans are needed on the basis of which power will be 
operated, in case it is to be operated. These plans are in fact the skeleton on which 
all the adjustments and corrections will be made, and in current reality it is much 
more complex.
In the years preceding the Yom Kippur War ghting zones we were informed of 
the enemy’s alert in different ghting zones.  But when looking at the air force 
now and comparing it to the air force fteen years ago – I intentionally choose this 
length of time – the spaces in which we have to operate only grow and broaden and 
the complexity of missions is steadily growing. We cannot afford to choose just 
one zone and deal with it: we have to be ready for conicts in Gaza, a conict in 
Lebanon, the situation in Syria is changing daily, and there are the long-distance 
operations. In fact, there are three air forces here that have to be ready to execute 
everything in a period of a few hours.
In view of the lessons of surprise war in the Yom Kippur War we must not rule out 
the possibility of simultaneous operation in all domains.
It should be remembered that there are no pre-planned wars. Indeed, there are 
plans but one should be wary of the latest examples (“Cast Lead” and “Column of 
Defense”) since they are not wars. There is no recipe for a successful war although 



in my opinion we operated very successfully – relatively speaking – in the last few 
years. We should not think we have found the recipe for success. The Yom Kippur 
War ought to teach us that the recipe will be spoiled; the enemy will do everything 
to that end. We have to be very exible with a very robust toolkit, with exible 
capabilities in planning, action and operation. We have to be able to cope with 
surprises and failures.
This obliges us to buttress many of our components: the political, economic and 
security situation in Gaza is unlike that in Lebanon and it could change tomorrow 
and be completely different. The dynamics of change is rapid. We must not rest 
on our laurels with the understanding that our plans are the ones to be executed, 
and we should not hold to the belief that since it worked well seven years ago or 
six months ago, it will work well tomorrow too. The basis is there but the toolkit 
should be varied and ne-tune itself to the changing situation.
There is a considerable risk that we become addicted to technologies. I do not 
oppose technologies but the combatants make the infrastructure. Therefore the 
issue of ghting spirit, daring and maintenance of the aim are terms that have not 
been outmoded in the context of airpower.
It is rather true that part of the experience of ghting in the air in the last few years 
was seemingly a ‘sterile’ experience. Well, it was not so sterile; true enough, it was 
a far cry from the actuality of Yom Kippur. We searched and found technological 
solutions but men are the real power: they should not be neglected. 
The Yom Kippur War is an excellent example of multi-theatre exibility which is 
essential and the air force was its tangible expression and so it will continue to be; 
so it has been and will be in future. I don’t know how the next conict will start 
but I do know we have to prepare for simultaneous operational capability on three 
theatres at least. That multi-theatre exibility was right then and it is right now too 
and even wider: it spreads over more theatres and there is a chance that operation 
of one hundred percent of the air force’ capabilities - not partially as in Lebanon or 
Gaza - will be required in order to win and to do it quickly too. The order of battle 
of ghter planes is the most exible, most robust and most deadly capability, and 
it is not the only capability.
Our situation is no longer one in which one military ghts against another, far 
from the Israeli hinterland which is relatively protected and is not impacted. This 
requires completely different capabilities, such as the intensity of operating re in 



very short periods of time. In the coming wars the hinterland will be hit however 
much we defend it with all the excellent air defense systems developed here 
notwithstanding; the hinterland will be hit and we don’t delude ourselves. But in 
order to minimize the damage inicted on the hinterland - to my mind it is possible 
to win in a relatively short period of time - it requires the operation of massive re, 
a different concept and different management of ghting.
As to air supremacy I think the main problem of the air force in the Yom Kippur 
War was the inability to gain air dominance to freely operate the force as we could 
from the Six Day War to the end of the Attrition War. The enemy drew lessons on 
the basis of the activity at the end of the Attrition War and implemented them so 
that they appropriately re-equipped themselves to the point of becoming capable 
of limiting our operation of airpower. This was one of the factors that strengthened 
the enemy’s self-condence and enabled them to go on a limited offensive. In 
my opinion, that war would have been different if we had been able to gain air 
supremacy and I am rather sure that if they did not have that capability they would 
not have made that war in that timing.
As I see it, gaining air supremacy is the sine-qua-non for winning, winning quickly. 
It is of utmost importance. It has not changed and the IAF has written some glorious 
chapters in 1982 and on other occasions. We have no established claim on it: the 
other side understands this matter just as we do. Assad invested billions in the last 
few years to buy the best systems the Russians offered, SA-22, SA-17, SA-24 and 
the S-300 on the way. He understood the enormous advantage of those weapons. 
He is not the only one; Hezbollah try to be equipped with it and in the south they 
get equipped with similar capabilities, for the moment with small quantities of it.
Evidently, as the commander of the air force, I examine these developments in an 
operational mode – what are the challenges it produces to the operation of airpower. 
Judging from the strategic angle it seems that equipping with such capabilities 
suppresses the IAF activity and imbues our enemies with self-condence, makes 
them behave more aggressively thanks to the understanding that they have a 
protective umbrella that may immunize/protect them in some way. 
But the enemy’s equipment with these systems is not the sole problem of the IAF. 
Any country in possession of a magic system, no matter what its name is, would 
feel protected and permit itself to initiate actions it would not have engaged in were 
it not for that very system.



Therefore it has strategic importance beyond the operational importance. There are 
numerous solutions for it, which I do not wish to discuss.
Please remember there is no system nor operational challenge that does not have a 
solution, the question is at what price – not necessarily in currency. Therefore the 
issue of air supremacy is as relevant and poignant today as it was in Yom Kippur. In 
order to operate the intensive re of the air force in large scope one has to achieve 
air supremacy, and if you wish to make this war a very short one it has to be done 
very quickly which is all the more challenging.
As to the matter of intelligence, we did see the signs and beginning of mobility 
of targets in the Yom Kippur. Over the years it grew and reinforced our need 
of collection capability, holding ground and locating targets by many sensors 
throughout at very short periods of time 24-hours a day running. This need became 
signicantly more acute and it will grow even more so because targets are elusive 
and for each blink or miss we shall have to pay. 
Jointness – the air force should and could be a central component in the ground 
maneuver and in participating in land warfare. Nowadays, instead of the expanses 
of Sinai I see the north urban spaces, subterranean infrastructures, houses of 
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various kinds; these are areas which are difcult for ground warfare. Airpower has 
an enormous signicance in this context. We give the matter much thought: how 
we can be much more relevant and effective; the air force can open the way to 
the ground force. It can be done by the operation of intensive re in heavy bombs 
which will penetrate the ground, hit houses and alleviate the difcult advance on 
the ground. We are giving this issue much attention, unlike the outlines of 40 years 
ago. One of the major lessons of the Yom Kippur War that I think Benny Peled 
[referring to Maj. Gen. Binyamin Peled, commander of the IAF during the Yom 
Kippur War and its aftermath] applied resolutely is that the air force must have at 
its disposal all the tools in order to operate independently. It became much more 
complex. In the intelligence worlds dealing with the SS array of Hezbollah it is 
impossible to duplicate capabilities existing in the air force, the intelligence branch 
and other organs. This duplication is impossible. Therefore, even though this lesson 
is quite correct, jointness is needed here, linkup, undertaking to work together.
The air force is required to be ready and capable for a very wide range of conicts, 
wars, theatres, all in a very short time. This is relevant nowadays no less than a 
generation ago. The issue of air supremacy is critical: today’s challenges are more 
complex because we cope with advanced weaponry, unlike that of the past.
The number of theatres and the exibility required of the IDF make the IAF and 
its capabilities as well as its order of battle the cornerstone of competence and 
readiness of the defense disposition. We are working on contents, solutions as well 
as capabilities which have been proven successful time and again.



Concluding lecture
Minister of Defense, Lt. Gen. (ret.) Moshe Ya’alon

The Yom Kippur War has been a formative event, historically speaking, for the state 
of Israel. There are those who claim it was the greatest victory – greater than the Six 
Day War. In spite of the surprise, the casualties, the difcult opening conditions, 
our forces ultimately managed to turn the tide. In other words, the combat echelon, 
be it the pilots, the armor, the infantry or others managed to minimize the inuence 
of the errors committed by the senior political and military echelon and transform 
the difcult situation in the tactical echelon to a war of movement and breaching.
There are those who claim that the Yom Kippur War is a socially seminal event; 
that this war brought about the loss of our self-condence as a society. Many 
commentaries and theories were written about it. The war is a political event too, 
because it undoubtedly held a component of loss of trust in the leadership that 
brought about some four years later, in 1977, a political reversal for a certain party 
after many years of hegemony since the inception of the state. 
In historical perspective the Yom Kippur War was undoubtedly the last high-
intensity conventional war the Arabs initiated against us.
It is forty years now since the war and in the past forty years no Arab leader put 
his military to the test vis-à-vis the IDF on the conventional battleeld. It follows 
that they understand they cannot overpower us in a conventional war – the result 
of victories in all the wars preceding the Yom Kippur War and throughout the 
war. It may be the result of the fact that since the Yom Kippur War the IDF has 
raced forward and opened much more signicant gaps in comparison to the Arab 
militaries, especially in adopting technologies in the air and on the ground, at sea, 
in intelligence and other domains.
Some Arab leaders opted for the political process [a settlement with Israel] 
understanding that the only way to obtain territory is through a political process. 
Sadat understood that the Egyptian military would not be able to re-take Sinai. 
Naturally we know after the fact that the Egyptian military move to recapture the 
territory Egypt lost in Sinai in the Six Day War was meant from the beginning to 
be limited so as to start a political process and at this he succeeded.
Others preferred to use threats; from non-conventional ones among which I count 
unconventional missiles and unconventional weapons, chemical, biological and the 



Iranian aspiration for nuclear arms. There were also sub-conventional threats, these 
are the gist of the challenges we face in the last few years: terror, guerrilla, various 
rockets at the hands of armed militias such as Hezbollah, Hamas and others.
From the military perspective, the threat, there is no doubt that in this aspect the 
Yom Kippur War is a landmark. From my personal point of view as a young reserve 
soldier of 23 – two years after my release from compulsory service, the war had a 
great inuence on me. I was released at the end of 1971 as a paratrooper and did 
not think of a life in the military. This war made me change my personal priorities. 
I went to ofcer’s school and all the rest is history. As I saw it, this decision largely 
emanated from a momentary feeling of ‘hey, maybe we can’t depend on those up 
there and instead of complaining I should be doing something. Many know exactly 
what I am talking about and acted in the same way, in the IAF too there were those 
who returned to the service.
This war is undoubtedly scalded in every one of those who fought at the time as 
a pivotal event accompanied by a sensation which was perhaps expressed in an 
exaggerated manner as the talk of the destruction of the third temple. This feeling 
has accompanied us in a considerable part of our thoughts and our deeds [which 
were] inuenced by that war.
When I was informed that I was to become chief of the Intelligence Branch, some 
three months before taking up the responsibility, I decided to thoroughly study the 
subject. I got to the bottom of the Agranat Commission report including the secret 
clauses and met the people who were in the intelligence business. The issue of the 
intelligence conception has perturbed me and still does to this very day because 
I came to the conclusion that it happened to our very best people. Had I reached 
the conclusion that the reason for it was that those people were inadequate, not up 
to the task, not intelligent, inexperienced, I may have taken it with equanimity – 
but the moment I understood these were excellent people I became more worried. 
This matter of conception made me even more concerned, not only as chief of 
Intelligence but as the chief of staff and it is worries me still today in my current 
position.
Humans apparently need conception – we have to conduct policy, conduct a military 
campaign or prepare for war and conduct operational plans. Everything has to be 
conducted around a conception that creates a common language, making it possible 
for the political echelon to talk with the military echelon, and enabling the military 



echelon to communicate 
with the separate levels, the 
strategic, the military, the 
operational and the tactical. 
But we must preserve the 
conception as a living entity, 
attached to the constantly 
changing reality, for better 
or for worse. If we miss 
the opportunity to identify 
those changes then the 
conception itself becomes 
counterproductive.
I found that in the Yom 
Kippur War there was an 
intelligence conception with 
certain assumptions which 
after the event were found to 
be incorrect. The conception 

was political-strategic and stemmed from misunderstanding of the enemy’s 
objectives, what Sadat strove to achieve. Consequently the basic assumptions of 
the political-strategic echelon were erroneous.
Concurrently there was an operational conception, that of “Not One Yard” etc. 
which was relevant in the Six Day War. In the professional lingo we called it “frontal 
defense” meaning we cannot afford to give up even one meter in the Tul-Karem-
Qalqiliya axis because of their proximity to Kfar Saba or Netanya so defense has to 
be at the line of contact, there is no room for retreats or holding defense. 
But the situation in Sinai was, naturally, completely different, yet even so we held 
on to the operational concept - from the highest level to that of conducting the 
ghting on the ground - that determined no concession would be made, we do not 
concede even one pace. Obviously, this was an erroneous operational concept.
How does it happen that excellent people become captives of the conception they 
developed? This matter raises questions of force design and force employment too. 
Quite a few books were written about the preparation for the last war. One reads of 
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it again and again but it happens yet again. There are some profound explanations 
and as I see it they are obvious, so the question is how can you prevent it? How do 
we educate a generation of commanders, a generation of politicians to be aware, to 
forestall being transxed by a conception they had developed.
These questions affect force design and operational plans. One must look beyond 
the horizon, not only try to foresee it but affect it. This logic is being subverted by 
the forces of habit, the old and familiar habit: it is convenient to deal with what we 
know.
Sometimes people in the military system nd it difcult to rise from the tactical 
echelon to the operational and above it. Because the tactical is familiar; we learned 
how to employ force, we know the drill, and we know combat techniques. Suddenly 
a new thing appears. It is a serious problem, and then there is the problem of 
weaponry. It is absolutely clear that we had to build the means, even armored, to 
cope with the terror and guerrilla threats of the last few years. It will not be a 74-
ton tank nor as wide as a Merkava tank, because such vehicle cannot easily move 
in the alleys of Nablus; it needs wheels, not tracks; it does not need a 5-km cannon, 
etc. But our old weapons are at our disposal, they are not easy to get rid of, so one 
tries to maneuver under limitations and constraints. There is enormous difculty 
since the military is already organized and built in a certain way: we get used to the 
organization, we have commands, brigades, divisions, all sorts of forces. Maybe 
we need fewer tanks, or maybe more mobile forces? In the rst Lebanon war for 
example there were incidents of armored warfare – tanks fought tanks, those who 
succeeded to move fast on the mountain axis were those who procceeded on foot, 
not those who drove in tanks. It is true of warfare in a built-up area. The most 
difcult problems, to my mind, are the conceptual, thinking problems. On the one 
hand, you only have to change the mindset a little; on the other hand it is denitely 
not simple. We found ourselves – not only throughout the Yom Kippur War – in 
happenings in which the old and familiar became counterproductive. Let us take 
for example the logistics incident during the rst Lebanon War, when divisions got 
into the mountainous axis dragging behind them a logistics tail compatible with the 
Sinai or Golan Heights grounds, a division support command designed to support 
the ghting force to a range of 250 km, to refuel, supply food and make repairs 
on the way. But the mountain axis in Lebanon is 40 km only so maybe there is no 
need at all of a division support command? When it moves behind the division in 



a mountain axis it naturally blocks the axes and turns into an operational problem. 
It was not only in the Yom Kippur War that we had conceptual errors and I asked 
myself how I can avoid it.
 In my capacity as chief of the intelligence branch I was asked in the Knesset 
security and foreign relations committee if the intelligence error of the Yom Kippur 
War could recur. I said yes, it could. It depends on the people, the organizational 
culture, and the kind of leadership at the head of the organization and the sort of 
atmosphere it creates.
In order to cope with these challenges and habits, break loose from them and 
look beyond the horizon, one needs the atmosphere and organizational culture 
encouraging freedom of thought, doubt and critique. It is easy to talk and it is not 
simple to do, especially in a hierarchic system or the political echelon. Who dares 
to say he does not know and has to check? We have a very high rank, we know 
everything.
Only in an atmosphere I call cooperative leadership one nds the only way – to my 
mind -  to avoid conceptions and errors whose ultimate signicance is preparation 
for the previous war, or errors that do not make it possible to voice objections to 
those premises that have turned to be irrelevant.
It takes more than a little daring, as well as giving up many comfortable things 
on the populist level, but modesty does not hurt at all, even in these cases. No 
one is a know-it-all and it is important to encourage our subordinates to think. I 
maintain that there must be an ongoing discourse, from the political echelon to 
the tactical echelon, in a way that encourages creative thinking and motivates the 
creation of knowledge. That is, the political echelon should be listening to the level 
subordinate to it and the GS echelon should be listening to the operational and 
tactical echelons so that there is a ow not just from above with commands but 
also as a ow of knowledge from beneath to the echelons above, nurturing those 
supposed to make decisions.
The decision makers should be open and attentive all the time and understand they 
have to accept this knowledge.
What characterizes our epoch, as I see it, is that the permanent factor in our lives 
is change. Change can come in the rapidly changing technology offering a variety 
of weapon systems for contemporary war. After thousands of years of swords, 
bayonets and shields, bows and arrows and chariots, suddenly motorized forces 



come to the fore in the air, sea and on the ground. Explosives are developed. 
The communications era dawns, the pace is amazing. Technology affords many 
opportunities but also creates risks, such as cyber warfare, for intelligence or 
aggressive purposes, also endangers us. One cannot stay in the place we used to be 
ten years ago, not even a year ago. The pace of change is enormous.
An organization that does not encourage or apply changes becomes irrelevant. On 
this count I hope we are operating correctly. It is not sufcient to create mechanisms 
such as those set up following the Yom Kippur War – the control department in 
the intelligence branch and research plurality. After the Second Lebanon War the 
Winograd Commission indicated the need to improve the decision-making process 
between the political and the military echelons and the need of certain processes in 
order to make correct decisions.
Throughout my years in the military I also saw how the political echelon made 
the right decisions without a national security staff [or national security council 
as it was named at the time - Ed] and without the processes recommended by the 
Winograd Commission.
I am persuaded that even with the national security council and the right processes 
one could make the wrong decisions – it has already happened to us; it all depends 
on the people. Processes are important indeed, the structure and the organization 
are important but the most important is that the best and most suitable people are 
placed in the right places.
The politico-military interface is more complex than the communication of different 
levels in the military: the military system is hierarchical and once a decision is 
handed down from a high level it is carried out.
As to the interface between the military and the political echelon, it is a meeting 
of two different worlds. My experience in my many functions in the military 
echelon and in recent years in the political echelon too taught me that a continuous 
discourse is needed, as it enables the political echelons to provide the military 
echelon with its thoughts, intentions, goals and constraints. This two-way discourse 
enables the military echelon to elaborate its capabilities to the political echelon: 
convey whether it is capable of putting into effect the plans outlined by the political 
echelon. The military echelon too has constraints and limitations of its own, such 
as the question of preemptive strike in the Yom Kippur War which came up in the 
discussion today.



There was some grumbling in the military echelon that the preemptive strike had 
not been given the go-ahead by the political echelon. I wonder if that discourse 
took place before the war or if the military echelon thought they were going to war 
such as the Six Day War. If such discourse did not take place at all, herein lies the 
problem.
One does not start a discourse of this kind on the eve of a war but should hold 
it continuously during the whole of the government’s tenure. Nowadays there is 
a small inner cabinet whose members meet more than once a week and do not 
deal with concrete decisions only but include the military echelon in an ongoing 
discourse. Each side understands the limitations, constraints and capabilities of the 
other; the political echelon directs the military to change operational plans, to try 
and achieve such and such gains or be prepared for a certain activity.
This discourse must take place continuously for a long time. Some call this process 
‘complementing contradiction’. The ones pull in this direction and the others 
in that. It is fruitful friction. It is creative dimness; usually the political echelon 
does not disclose its decision and tries to check if the targets it had indicated are 
attainable. 
It is a discourse that takes place in accordance with rules others than those in the 
military reality. At times it is much more abstract and hazy. When one goes to 
discharge a military operation whether it is in between wars, in the regular security 
keeping activities or in a slightly longer campaign such as Operation Pillar of 
Defense, and certainly when war is in the ofng, knowledge mutual to the military 
and the political echelons must be produced, out of which realistic goals for war 
will be initiated.
In the last few years we had campaigns lasting three weeks to a month (the Second 
Lebanon War and Operation Cast Lead). If you conducted a serious discourse for 
a considerable period of time, you understand rather quickly and can dene the 
achievement or objective of the military operation. One does not venture into an 
open “we shall see how it goes” as was said in the very rst discussion of the 
Second Lebanon War. You should dene at the beginning where you wish to get to, 
what is the signicance of operational decision over the enemy – decision exists in 
the asymmetric age too.
I know there are those who long for the operational decision like that of the Six Day 
War; it was a very clear military decision. But we should remember that following 



that clear military decision of the Six Day War, the War of Attrition broke out, just 
several months later. So what did that operational decision amount to?
Conversely, during Operation Pillar of Defense we did not crush nor did we 
annihilate Hamas but we have seen for a long period that Hamas has an interest in 
keeping the peace. All the more so Hezbollah: for all the criticism levelled at the 
conduct of the Second Lebanon War, one should note that from 2006 Hezbollah 
has not dared to perpetrate even one provocation.
That is to say that if we succeeded at the end of the campaign to dictate a cease-
re to the other side on our terms, it is the essence of decision in conicts of this 
sort. Subsequently, there is a long period of calm, subject to deterrence – which 
did not occur after the Six Day War, in spite of the brilliant victory and the brilliant 
military decision.
Every so often we hear that once we decided wars and now it is no longer possible 
to have decision because the enemy is indistinct, asymmetric and similar reasons. 
No, this lies exactly with the matter of conception: the tendency to think that 
decision is to conquer, destroy and annihilate, go into Beirut or defeat Gaza. No, 
perhaps it is possible to have decision in another way.
There is no doubt that the capabilities we have accumulated in the last few years 
are technology-rich. Intelligence produces targets at a quick rate, the capability to 
move this info, have it translated by the pilots or any other precise re from the 
ground as well into a very precise location and nally send very precise munitions 
to a target. It is not done without taking into consideration the need to prevent 
collateral damage or hit innocent bystanders.
An impressive defense industry has developed in Israel and we are capable of 
translating these technological achievements into operational capability, at times 
even managing decision from the air alone, without any movement of ground 
troops. In Operation Pillar of Defense we did not operate ground forces and we got 
Hamas to ask for ceasere after three days only. We stretched the operation until 
the eighth day (we had to wait for the approval of the US secretary of state) in order 
to reach an understanding with the Egyptians too.
In this instance we knew right from the beginning what was the objective of the 
ghting. There was constant discourse between the political echelon and the military 
for a long time; it did not start on the eve of Pillar of Defense. We knew what the 
military was capable of; the military knew what the political echelon wanted. We 



dened the essence of decision, the nal situation we wanted to achieve and we 
accordingly operated the force that was well designed to put the intention into 
effect. 
For all these reasons there is no doubt that when looking to the future, be it the next 
occurrence in Gaza, Lebanon or Syria or in the third circle, we cannot embrace 
what we knew, learned and exercised in the past.
As mentioned before, change is the only permanence in our lives, and the 
instability in our region is the most stable factor. The Middle East has been in 
chronic instability for a long time – I shall not go into details. It is a historical event 
that in my opinion will radiate for more than a generation on Mideast realities. 
When asked if I am pessimistic or optimistic I say I am a realist. There are not only 
risks but opportunities and chances. When looking around there is no doubt that 
conventional threat to Israel has been signicantly reduced, whether it is the peace 
treaty with Egypt – as long as it is holding – the border with Jordan is secure; the 
Syrian military which tried in the 1980s to reach strategic parity with us is busy 
now with the survival war of the regime against the oppositions. Nevertheless, tens 
of thousands of rockets and missiles are threatening us from Iran through Syria, 
Lebanon and the Gaza strip.
This unstable situation now turning its energies inwards might turn them outward 
for many reasons, toward us. It could come without any warning and we have to 
be prepared for that.
Most of these countries are no longer sovereign states – terror organizations and 
various militias are active in their territory and we have to cope with a new reality; 
we should be ready and prepared, let alone cope with attempts to introduce into 
the area precise weapons and systems which can reach strategic targets in Israel or 
harm our air or naval superiority.
How will it be prevented? In a wise, responsible manner, with proper consideration, 
still it has to be prevented – resolutely. One must of course develop a new concept 
because this is a new reality and we should consistently check if the conception 
is relevant and if the premises are relevant. One does that in a constant discourse 
of the political echelon up to the tactical level in order to be prepared in the best 
possible way for the next challenge. 
As I look at today’s Syria it is completely different than what we knew in the 
past – the regime and all its challenges, and one should look at the changes of its 



considerations at any given moment. This is survival rst and foremost, but they 
also have internal opposition.
This opposition is mainly Sunni, it includes the so-called moderate Sunnis and 
also the Sala, Muslim Brotherhood and al-Qaeda elements with their very own 
agenda (they are called there Jubat-al-Musra, which is al-Qaeda’s name in Syria) 
those who evacuated from Iraq and came to wage anarchy in Syria. This is not 
an opposition but different factors ghting each other. Today’s Syria has turned 
into a boxing ring – it is some form of an ongoing power struggle mainly between 
Russia and the US, but European states also take part. A Shiite-Sunni struggle is 
going on in Syria. Assad is naturally on the Shiite side because he is close to Iran 
and enjoys its support. There are also Hezbollah, the Shiite axis against the Sunni 
sect, the Muslim Brotherhood are supported by Turkey and Qatar, the Salas and 
the moderate Sunni have the support of Saudi and other Gulf states, and al-Qaeda 
is there too with its agenda: mayhem. 
How do you operate in such arena when required to operate? We do not wish to 
interfere nor get involved but we have to protect our interests without arousing 
all these or some of them. The situation in Syria is complex, even if Assad has 
been acting lately with a measure of self-condence, this condence has no real 
anchorage in real-life, and he is gradually losing Syria. Assad is no longer in 
possession of greater Syria; he rules the Alawite sector, Damascus and is ghting 
over the corridor between Damascus and the Alawite sector, the coastal area.
Assad has been unable to overpower the rebels with the help of the military and 
has been mobilizing Hezbollah to his assistance. Syrian Kurdistan is already 
autonomous. The feeling that he is rallying derives from political Russian support 
in the global arena vis-à-vis what may seem as the West’s weakness. 
The story there is not over. It might end all of a sudden or continue as a bloody civil 
war for years. We have to be ready for various scenarios as to Syria.
We have dened some clear rules in this chaotic reality: we do not interfere in 
the civil war, but we have rules for when our interests are at risk, whether by 
transferring quality weapons to hostile elements with emphasis on Hezbollah or 
chemical weapons. At this time we do not see any organization eager to seize 
chemical weapons, but we have already warned that if those weapons are transferred 
to hostile irresponsible hands it will be a red line as far as we are concerned. Our 
goal is keep the peace in the Golan Heights, keep our sovereignty. These rules are 



pretty clear. One has to be ready for any development but I don’t see on the other 
side anyone keen to ght us, knowing what heavy toll they will pay if they open a 
front against us.  
When talking of all this we should not be confused; on appraising the Middle 
East there is no doubt that the Iranian threat is the principal one even if it does 
not appear daily on the news. This is the number one threat, rstly on the region’s 
stability and certainly a concrete threat against us.
It is just as much a threat to the interests of the free world. When considering the 
conicts in the Middle East it is difcult to nd even one conict that the Iranian 
regime is not involved in, from Afghanistan through Iraq, Bahrain, Yemen, Sudan, 
Eritrea, Syria, Lebanon, the Palestinian arena, South America. Let me just remind 
you that there are two states in the world that have divided the world into territorial 
expanses and they are the US and Iran.
We know of the American Central command, the European command, the Pacic 
command, Southcom in the South, each one is in charge of territory. The Iranians 
have done the same – the Lebanon Corps, Syria Corps, Africa Corps, South 
America Corps and Asia Corps. These are terror mongers and when they wanted to 
challenge us they tried to make a terrorist hit on Georgia and succeeded in making 
one in Bombay and injured a woman. They also tried to operate in Azerbaijan and 
other places. 
This regime is ceaselessly trying to export its revolution, planning to acquire 
regional and global hegemony – imaginary as it may look – this is its ambition, 
diffuse the political-religious ideology of exporting their brand of Islam and its 
inuence. 
This is being done by undermining pro-western regimes in the region and attempting 
to inuence the victory of the Shia in every arena, turn Lebanon Shiite, support the 
extremists in Yemen and help Assad in Syria and by spreading terror.
Therefore it is completely clear that the possibility that Iran may have a military 
nuclear capability is a global nightmare. This issue should get on the global agenda 
and stay there.  
In the game between powers we are considered as small actors in reference to 
this matter, maybe even as dependent on some power. We should not be confused 
since the Iranian regime is the one producing the entities we ght; Hezbollah is 
the strategic arm of Iran, preparing for the day it would be called to act as Iran’s 



response if attacked. Hamas and the Islamic Jihad and other organizations are being 
supported by Iran with money, munitions, other weapons, training etc. 
All this is taking place now without a nuclear umbrella. It is terrifying to imagine 
what could happen when Iran – God forbid – we shall do everything so that it does 
not come to pass – has a nuclear umbrella.
True, it is not just our problem, it is a threat for western interests, the Gulf states, 
their hegemony, inuence, energy resources etc. It is really preferable that the work 
of the just be done by others, but one must get prepared in the spirit of “if not I for 
myself, who am I”. 
Reality is complex, there are lights, shadows, there are considerable opportunities; 
whoever surveys the region and sees that the Shiite-Sunni conict is overpowering 
many conicts can picture imaginary pacts in this reality. But at the end, this 
instability and a chronic instability for generations to come might produce new – 
even surprising – threats, so he who desires peace should prepare for war. 

 



Closing Remarks
Maj. Gen. (ret.) Herzle Bodinger, Chairman,Fisher Institute

To conclude this riveting day I choose to refer to the issue of surprise alone. For 
many years I lived with a big question mark as to this surprise; I argued this was no 
surprise at all – I at least was not surprised.
If the political echelon and the military echelon knew what they did know and even 
decided to absorb the rst blow, it is beyond me why a soldier next to the canal has 
to sunbathe on the roof of an outpost in his T-shirt and be surprised when he is shot 
at. When deciding to absorb the rst blow you have to take your gun and helmet 
and get back into the outpost.
In 1971 I was a pilot in the Mirage squadron in Ramat David and the then minister 
of defense Moshe Dayan came to visit the base and talk to the pilots. I remember 
well he said that “the assumption of the political echelon is that the Egyptians will 
try to initiate some operational event, cross the canal and take hold on our side and 
then roll it to gain an achievement.” This information was always on my mind. I 
knew as everyone knew that one day they would probably do it.

Maj. Gen. (ret.) Herzle Bodinger



On the eve of Rosh Hashsna [the Jewish New Year] that year there was a meeting 
of squadron commanders at the Lod Base with the commander of the air force. 
Among other operational issues discussed, one was participation in ground warfare. 
We thought it was a subject that required close attention. All of us were dissatised 
with its mode of operation and many spoke of it and of what should be done about 
it.
In the midst of the discussions Benny Peled [Maj. Gen. Binyamin Peled, then 
commander of the air force] was called to a meeting at GSHQ because of intelligence 
that Syria and Egypt were holding military exercises. When he came back from that 
discussion he updated us that logistic and medical units which had never joined 
any exercise in the past were taking part in those exercises. He assessed that war 
was imminent. Benny decided not to shut down bases but suggested that we should 
all stay next to our homes in the family quarters on the base, and that those who 
were going somewhere for the holiday leave their address and phone. 
On the eve of Yom Kippur 1973 I was a squadron commander at the Hatzerim ight 
school. There was a special alert. The Hercules planes landed in Hatzerim in radio 
silence in order to take soldiers to the south. That is, there was no surprise. At ve 
o’clock in the morning the siren sounded. I hurried to the light planes ight. I got 
a Piper to y to Ramat David, and immediately afterward the ight was cancelled 
and we were told that there was no need to hurry because at 10 AM a Dakota would 
take us to Ramat David. I was not surprised for a single moment. I went home to 
take my things and on the way back met the base commander Shmuely who had 
come back from a discussion at HQ and he said it had been decided that we take 
the rst blow. Is this the surprise which is being talked of here?
Still, it has been an excellent discussion and I should like to thank all the speakers 
who enlightened us all – and thank the organizations who have contributed and 
helped us to produce this conference. Our conferences only get better and I am 
very happy with the perfect organization and operation of the conference by the 
excellent team of the Fisher Institute with Asaf Agmon at its head. 





דברי סיום
ר מכון פישר אלוף (מיל.) הרצל בודינגר, יו

Maj Gen res Herzle Bodinger le! with Maj Gen ret Dan Tolkowsky
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בניין הכוח - ההיבט התפיסתי
אלוף גרשון הכהן, מפקד הגיס הצפוני 



Gentlemen we are out of money now we must think

Four former IAF commanders: Generals David Ivry, Dan Halutz, Herzle Bodinger, Eytan Ben Eliahu
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בניין הכוח - ההיבט הטכנולוגי / ארגוני
אלוף (מיל.) עידו נחושתן, מפקד חיל האוויר לשעבר 
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האם ניגן חיל האוויר את המנגינה הנכונה
ד"ר אביאם סלע
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בניין הכוח בעידן של שינויים מהירים וחוסר ודאות
אלוף (מיל.) גיורא רום, מנהל רשות התעופה האזרחית 
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הרצאת מפקד חיל האוויר 
האלוף אמיר אשל

 Maj. Gen. Amir Eshel



Former IAF commanders Maj. Gen. (res) Herzle Bodinger (left) with Maj. Gen. (res) Eytan Ben Eliahu
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הקשר בין מתקפה מקדימה לתכנון המערכה וניהולה
אל"מ (מיל.) גור ליש, המטה לבטחון לאומי 
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השפעתה של הפתעה על קבלת החלטות
ד"ר מנחם גלברד, אוניברסיטת ת"א, המכללה האקדמית עמק יזרעאל
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ההפתעה המערכתית במלחמת יום הכיפורים
תא"ל (מיל.) עמוס עמיר
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ההפתעה המערכתית במלחמת יום כיפור
ד"ר תא"ל (מיל.) גיורא רם (פורמן)
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Lt Col M Havakuk head of information and history branch IAF



התמודדות חיל האוויר עם ההפתעה והישגיה
סא"ל מוטי חבקוק, ראש תחום היסטוריה ומידע חיל האוויר



Scenes of the Yom Kippur War
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יחסי גומלין אופטימאליים מול יחסים מציאותיים
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שקיעת הידע בצה"ל בעקבות מלחמת ששת הימים

מלחמת יוה"כ, מטרות לקראת מלחמה אפשרית 





האם בממשלות מתפתח ידע ביטחוני וצבאי? 



הידע ככלי לבחינת יחסי מדינאים-חיילים בישראל
ד"ר תא"ל (מיל.) דב תמרי, ראש התכנית לביטחון והגנת העורף, המכללה האקדמית בית ברל

יחסי הגומלין והמושגים המסדירים 













השיח האסטרטגי מנקודת מבטו של איש המעשה
רא"ל (מיל.) דן חלוץ, רמטכ"ל לשעבר







BITE &  HOLD





עיצוב האסטרטגיה המצרית - כך עושים את זה נכון
In!nity Journal ,רון טירה, חבר המועצה המייעצת



Combatants Discourse the movie screened shows battles of the Yom Kippur War in the picture
Lt Gen David Elazar then chief of sta!





#e movie screened shows Prime Minister Golda Meir during the Yom Kippur War







השיח המדיני-צבאי הישראלי לפני מלחמת יום הכיפורים
ד"ר יגאל קיפניס, אוניברסיטת חיפה



Brig Gen res Asaf Agmon le$ with Maj Gen ret Dan Tolkowsky IAF commander 









דברי פתיחה: "מעולם לא היה מצבנו טוב יותר" 
תא"ל (מיל) אסף אגמון, ראש מכון פישר למחקר אסטרטגי אויר וחלל

Brig. Gen. (res.) Asaf Agmon, CEO, Fisher Institute 
for Air and Space Strategic Studies
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