


Israel’s Foreign Policy Beyond the 
Arab World

For over 60 years, Israel’s foreign policy establishment has looked at its regional 
policy through the lens of a geopolitical concept named “the periphery doctrine.” 
The idea posited that due to the fundamental hostility of neighboring Arab coun-
tries, Israel ought to counterbalance this threat by engaging with the “periphery” 
of the Arab world through clandestine diplomacy.
 Based on original research in the Israeli diplomatic archives and interviews 
with key past and present decision- makers, this book shows that this concept of 
a periphery was, and remains, a core driver of Israel’s foreign policy. The peri-
phery was borne out of the debates among Zionist circles concerning the geopol-
itics of the nascent Israeli State. The evidence from Israel’s contemporary 
policies shows that these principles survived the historical relationships with 
some countries (Iran, Turkey, Ethiopia) and were emulated in other cases: 
Azerbaijan, Greece, South Sudan, and even to a certain extent in the attempted 
exchanges by Israel with Gulf Arab kingdoms. The book enables readers to 
understand Israel’s pessimistic – or realist, in the traditional sense – philosophy 
when it comes to the conduct of foreign policy. The history of the periphery doc-
trine sheds light on fundamental issues, such as Israel’s role in the regional 
security system, its overreliance on military and intelligence cooperation as tools 
of diplomacy, and finally its enduring perception of inextricable isolation.
 Through a detailed appraisal of Israel’s periphery doctrine from its birth in 
the fifties until its contemporary renaissance, this book offers a new perspective 
on Israel’s foreign policy, and will appeal to students and scholars of Middle 
East Politics and History, and International Relations.

Jean- Loup Samaan is an associate professor in strategic studies with the Near 
East South Asia Center. Prior to that, he served for five years as a lecturer and 
deputy director of the Middle East Faculty at the NATO Defense College.
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Introduction

On August 23, 2012, an article from the Israeli newspaper, the Jerusalem Post, 
offered an assessment of the diplomatic achievements of the rather controversial 
Foreign Minister Avigdor Liberman.1 The Russian- born Israeli politician, West 
Bank settler, Liberman had been perceived by Western audiences as a bellicose 
foreign minister who did not hesitate in antagonizing Egyptians or Palestinians 
in his public statements. But on that day, the Jerusalem Post piece was offering 
a different narrative, actually making the case for a positive assessment of the 
policies conducted by Israel’s Foreign Minister. Despite “anti- Israel bias” from 
UN agencies and the European Union, the newspaper argued that Liberman suc-
ceeded in his mandate by reaching out to countries in Africa and Asia: “Simply 
put, Liberman has revived Israel’s ‘periphery doctrine’ of the 1950s, adjusting it 
to modern strategic realities.”2 The claims of the article regarding Liberman’s 
achievements may have been debatable but the piece did reflect a significant 
trend in the rhetoric of the Israeli foreign policy debate at that time. Specifically, 
it identified with Liberman’s agenda, the renaissance of the so- called “periphery 
doctrine,” a concept that had been at the forefront of Israel’s diplomatic agenda 
from the fifties to the seventies but had afterward completely disappeared.
 By the end of 2012, numerous publications from newspapers and defense- 
related think tanks in Israel were reviving this idea. Like the Jerusalem Post, a 
research paper from the Tel Aviv- based Institute for National Security Studies 
stated that “one of Israel’s most notable political moves of recent years has been 
its reaching out to states on the Middle Eastern periphery in order to strengthen 
ties with them.”3 For the Israeli foreign policy community, the root cause identi-
fied for this renaissance was almost always the same: the degradation of Israel’s 
regional environment. For Yoel Guzansky and Gallia Lindenstrauss, it was 
“Israel’s ongoing rift with the Arab world and its relative isolation in various 
arenas” that triggered the new periphery doctrine.4 In a blog post for Times of 
Israel, David Turner went further. He argued that Israel’s return to the periphery 
doctrine was not only triggered by the crisis with Turkey and the Arab Spring 
but it also constituted “a long- term strategic response to shifting American 
policy priorities.”5

 Therefore, if the periphery doctrine resurfaced and looked for many pundits 
as a relevant answer to Israeli contemporary predicaments, we may wonder why 
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there was a need to unearth a political concept from the fifties. Interestingly, 
Yossi Alpher, a retired Mossad agent, wrote that this revival was due to the fact 
that the security challenges faced by Israel were “reminiscent of those it faced in 
the early decades of its existence.”6 For Alpher, Israel faced a “new ring of hos-
tility” that caused decision- makers to look for options based on past experiences. 
In other words, the periphery approach returned because political circles used 
analogical reasoning: they perceived a similar environment that called for a 
similar answer.7 This is where my research investigation started.

The research question
The starting point of my inquiry was a question with both academic and policy 
ramifications: how and why could an old political concept resurface in decision- 
making circles to address new security challenges? A follow- up question to this 
initial one was to evaluate the enduring relevance of the idea and assess if this 
renaissance was not a misleading fad. My initial discussions with diplomats and 
journalists revealed a surprising reality: the origins and content of this foreign 
policy concept were barely known for most of the observers.8 In my interviews 
in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, it was common knowledge that the very expression 
“periphery doctrine” dated back to the early years of the establishment of Israel 
as a modern State when its policymakers – among them its prime minister, 
David Ben- Gurion – designed this concept that aimed to drive the national 
foreign policy agenda.
 Officials knew that the concept posited that due to the fundamental hostility 
of neighboring Arab countries (Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan) Israel ought to 
counterbalance this threat by engaging with the “periphery” of the Arab world. 
This was deemed a classic Israeli foreign policy principle. But often neglected is 
the fact that this “periphery” was not a clearly circumscribed space. As it soon 
appeared to me through the preliminary phases of the research, it was not a geo-
political concept that would identify specific territories to conquer, but rather a 
political metaphor loosely based on geography. Although it was evoked as the 
“periphery doctrine,” it had no doctrinal ramifications in the military sense. 
Therefore, I argue in the following pages, that it should better be understood as 
an intellectual matrix.
 If we base our understanding of the periphery on diplomatic cables and offi-
cial speeches, it usually includes non- Arab States – mostly Turkey, Ethiopia, and 
Iran but also African countries in general and sometimes emerging Asian powers 
such as China or India. Some officials in the government also include ethnic 
minorities – primarily Christians and Kurds – in the region as parts of the peri-
phery. This additional layer made the map of the periphery more confused as 
these ethnic groups would be located in countries like Syria and Lebanon, which 
logically could not be perceived as peripheral. But despite this hazy background, 
the periphery addressed a challenge that Israeli governments faced: regional 
isolation and the search for normalization. This is why starting in the late fifties 
and in the following decades, the concept gained traction and political ties were 
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developed by the Israeli decision- makers. But because all these peripheral part-
ners aimed to maintain good, or at least stable, relations with Arab regimes, 
these exchanges with the newly established State of Israel would be discreet, if 
not secret, and mainly focused on the military and intelligence sectors.
 Eventually, these relations would go through numerous crises, sometimes 
leading to the collapse of bilateral relations (Iran) or their suspension (Turkey, 
Ethiopia). Although the initial ambition was a regional policy, Israel applied the 
periphery principles only at the bilateral level. If one looks carefully at the endur-
ance of the periphery concept in Israel’s foreign policy debates, one would clearly 
identify its decline in the early eighties, following the dismantlement of Israel–Iran 
relations. But what we witness today with the recent renaissance of the concept is 
that although the idea was no longer used explicitly, its logic – or its underlying 
philosophy – remained significant. As a matter of fact, when the initial partnerships 
(with Iran, and Turkey) stumbled, they were progressively replaced by new ones 
with countries such as Azerbaijan and Greece. The selection of these countries 
obeyed the same logic of the periphery: balancing the threat or competition consti-
tuted by a State by siding with one of its competitors. But this time, the periphery 
doctrine was to be even more vaguely defined at the geographical level. It was to 
become a catch- all concept: sometimes Israel’s outreach to countries as diverse as 
India, South Sudan and South Africa was characterized as illustrations of the “peri-
phery doctrine,” putting into question the analytical utility of the idea.

The argument
Officials and journalists tend to call “ideas” or “paradigms” terms and expres-
sions that in reality serve only a symbolical and temporary value with neither 
real substance nor influence on policy matters. For scholars of international rela-
tions, overestimating the relevance of a policy concept is a frequent danger.9 
Therefore, it could be easily argued that if this “periphery” doctrine was loosely 
defined, it might be because it had only loose relevance and should be dismissed 
as a cyclical fad without interest for serious research. In the first phase of my 
investigation, this was in fact a frequent reaction I experienced from the people 
interviewed. To date, no official document has specified the purpose of the “peri-
phery doctrine,” its content was only made explicit through scattered declara-
tions or publications from Israeli politicians, military officials or strategic 
thinkers. Furthermore, the use of “doctrine” implies a clearly stated military plan 
with allocated resources and personnel to achieve a specific goal. This does not 
exist either. This is why one diplomat in Jerusalem even argued that it was “no 
more than folklore and should not be considered too seriously.”10

 However, based on my findings, I argue differently. This book explains that 
this concept of a periphery was and remains a core driver of Israel’s foreign 
policy. Practitioners may call the periphery a “doctrine” but it rather qualifies as 
a general paradigm of foreign policy that encompasses common perceptions and 
intended goals. To focus solely on evaluating the official character of the 
periphery concept would be misleading. While it may be mere “folklore,” it not 
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only reflects the Israeli perception of its regional environment, but also sheds 
light on its conduct of diplomacy. In other words, the periphery captures the 
mindset of the national security establishment.
 To support this argument, I demonstrate in the following pages how the 
periphery was borne out of the debates among Zionist circles concerning 
the geopolitics of the nascent Israeli State. Not only was this idea shaped by the 
foundation of Israel, it also derived from classic balancing behaviors identified 
elsewhere by International Relations scholarship and commonly associated with 
the realpolitik approach of the nineteenth century.11 The record shows that the 
basic principles of the periphery concept – the balancing logic and its military 
and secretive dimension – provided guidance for the implementation of ties with 
the three historical peripheral allies: Turkey, Iran, and Ethiopia. Moreover, the 
evidence from Israel’s contemporary policies shows that these principles sur-
vived the historical relationships and were emulated in other cases: Azerbaijan, 
Greece, South Sudan, and even to a certain extent in the attempted exchanges by 
Israel with Gulf Arab kingdoms.
 Taken altogether, these findings help us to understand Israel’s pessimistic – 
or realist, in the traditional sense – philosophy when it comes to the conduct of 
foreign policy.12 The history of the periphery doctrine, its genesis and later 
development, sheds light on fundamental issues such as Israel’s role in the 
regional security system, its overreliance on military and intelligence cooperation 
as tools of diplomacy, and finally its enduring perception of inextricable 
isolation.

Contribution to the literature on Israel’s foreign policy
Although the “periphery” doctrine is a well- known topic of Israel’s history, it 
has not yet brought about authoritative research or substantial academic discus-
sion. The reason is that scholarship dedicated to Israel’s foreign policy is prim-
arily focused on the history of Israel’s conflict with Arab countries.13 Both 
political scientists and historians devoted their time to investigating what 
appeared to be – rightfully so – the core issue of Israel’s foundations: its rela-
tions with its direct neighbors. Only a few studies have analyzed Israel’s rela-
tions with Turkey, Iran, and Ethiopia. There has been no in- depth appraisal of 
these diplomatic efforts in relation with the periphery concept.14

 In general, three views tend to shape the analysis of Israel’s foreign policy. 
The first explains Israel’s international behavior as primarily, if not uniquely, a 
reaction to its regional environment.15 For instance, Efraim Inbar, a political sci-
entist from Bar- Ilan University, writes “Israel is a small state whose fortunes are 
largely determined by external factors.”16 In other words, the geographical isola-
tion of the country is identified as the primary key to understand the evolution of 
its diplomacy.
 Another approach puts emphasis on Israel’s foreign policy as a reflection of 
its social fabric and political system. Actors involved in domestic politics such 
as the settlers or the armed forces become, in that view, determinants of the 
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diplomacy- making.17 For instance, Yoram Peri from Tel Aviv University argues, 
the military does shape the strategic orientations of Israel. Based on a study of 
the military’s role during the second Intifada, Peri analyzes the central role of the 
armed forces “in setting Israeli foreign and defense policy, wielding influence at 
the supra- political level, the strategic level, and the operational level, no less 
than at the tactical military level.”18

 Finally, the third approach underlines the role of ideology, namely Zionism, 
as the overarching driver of Israel’s political orientations. In the last two 
decades, scholarship has highlighted Israel’s identity as an explanation for its 
foreign policy.19 For such authors, Israel’s diplomatic tradecraft had to be put 
into perspective with Zionist debates that preceded the establishment of the 
modern State. It was crucial to understand the founding myths and the national 
narratives that shaped Israeli identity. This is why for instance, in his book, The 
Iron Wall, historian Avi Shlaim sees Vladimir Jabotinsky’s theory of building an 
Israeli State along an “iron wall” against Arab foes as the revealing paradigm of 
Israel’s foreign policy over the last decades.20

 From that perspective, this book aims to fill a gap in the literature in two 
ways. First, I show in the following chapters that the “periphery doctrine” is not 
a secondary topic of Israel’s foreign policy history that shall remain in the back-
ground of Israel’s troubled relations with the Arab world. I show how the devel-
opments in both issues mutually affected one another. In fact, one cannot grasp 
the intricacies of Israel’s peripheral partnerships without looking at the simulta-
neous evolution of its relations with Arab neighbors. Second, this manuscript 
endeavors to follow the path of that political idea, the periphery, from its intel-
lectual build- up to its policy application. Throughout that effort, I aim to under-
line that the three drivers identified earlier – geographical constraints, domestic 
politics, and ideology – played a role in the endurance of the periphery approach. 
In that sense, my research evidenced that the periphery idea was not simply a 
natural reaction because of Arab hostility. Zionist thinking, in particular the 
works of Jabotinsky, also brought about the doctrine. But ideology was only one 
dimension: bureaucratic battles and the dominance of the military and intelli-
gence services within the national security apparatus forged the implementation 
of the doctrine.
 All in all, my study carefully underlines the importance to be mindful of these 
three dimensions – geopolitical, bureaucratic, and ideological – to comprehend 
the evolution of the periphery doctrine. Beyond this case study, this multidimen-
sional analysis should enrich scholarship on other areas of Israeli contemporary 
foreign policy.

Research method
To support my argument, I combine an analysis of the first period of the periphery 
doctrine during the Cold War era and the contemporary developments. The investi-
gation looked at five selected cases of bilateral relations: Israel–Iran, Israel–Turkey, 
Israel–Ethiopia, Israel–Greece, and Israel–Azerbaijan. Additionally, I collected 
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information on cases of lesser importance but that still offered insights: Israel–
South Sudan, Israel–India, Israel–China, and Israel’s relations with Arab minor-
ities (Christians, Kurds). If the periphery doctrine forged in the fifties called for 
a regional alliance, its implementation remained for the most part at the bilateral 
level, between Israel and each of its partners. Despite some limited multilateral 
initiatives in the military- intelligence domain, bilateralism remained the rule. 
Therefore I chose to reflect this reality by looking at each relation separately.
 Case studies were not meant as mere descriptions of diplomatic relations that 
would have turned the book into a compilation of separate monographs. Instead, 
I designed the cases by looking at each of them for the drivers of the relation – 
the ideological component, the geopolitical context, and the bureaucratic vari-
able. In that sense, I kept the cases connected to the overall discussion of the 
periphery concept.21

 Given the scope of my research, the investigation is based on a survey of 
Israel’s diplomatic history from its foundation to nowadays. With this aim, I 
used various types of sources. First, I researched institutional and private 
archives. The Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs gave me access to declassified 
diplomatic cables for the early years of the periphery doctrine. In particular, I 
explored Israel State Archives for the years 1957, 1958, and 1959, which consti-
tute the key moment for the formation of the alliance. I crossed these official 
sources with US official documents declassified by the US Department of State 
and the Central Intelligence Agency (diplomatic cables, memoranda, intelligence 
briefings) or revealed by the organization WikiLeaks. Dozens of relevant cables 
were found in the WikiLeaks/Cablegate archive, including documents to and 
from the State Department and the US embassies in Tel Aviv, Ankara, and else-
where. In Tehran, parts of the diplomatic materials from the US Embassy during 
the reign of the Shah have been released following the takeover by the Islamic 
revolutionaries. Private archives of major Israeli policymakers were also used to 
better evaluate the individual dimension of the decisions being taken and the 
importance of the personal ties developed through the process. That included 
essays, memoirs, speeches, and sometimes correspondence from key actors 
(David Ben- Gurion, Shimon Peres, Golda Meir, and Abba Eban, among others). 
These sources usually confirmed, occasionally amended or complemented the 
official archives. Sometimes, the intimacy described by Israeli statesmen of their 
relations with foreign leaders underlined the importance of the human factor, 
something that could not have been measured through diplomatic cables and 
official reports.
 For the third part of the book, which deals with contemporary events, access 
to official material was obviously more difficult because of the classification 
obstacle. So I relied both on documents accessed through international and local 
media outlets (primarily the New York Times, Washington Post, Haaretz, and 
Jerusalem Post). More importantly, I conducted interviews through a series of 
four field trips to Israel. Each field trip lasted one to several weeks and included 
meetings with officers, diplomats, politicians, journalists, as well as scholars. In 
total, about 60 interviews were conducted. Given the sensitivity of the topics and 
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the official responsibilities of the interviewees, interviews were not recorded and 
I decided to maintain general anonymity and to refer only to the exchanges by 
mentioning the professional affiliation of the person.
 Finally, the analysis exposed in this book also benefited from participant 
observation. As a NATO official, working as an advisor for the Middle East 
Faculty of the NATO Defense College, from 2011 to 2016, I had the privilege of 
meeting and working on a regular basis with Israeli representatives of the minis-
tries of foreign affairs and defense. This enabled me to discuss this research in 
an informal way and to refine, and sometimes revise, some of the early findings 
of my research by putting it to test with practitioners.

The plan of the book
Based on the findings of the research, the following is divided into three parts 
and seven chapters that support the main argument about the enduring salience 
of the periphery doctrine in Israel’s security apparatus. Part I looks at the genesis of 
the periphery doctrine. In Chapter 1, the historical and theoretical foundations 
of the concept are our starting point. We explore how the intellectual environ-
ment of the early twentieth century influenced the design of the periphery. Euro-
pean diplomatic practices of covert counterbalancing alliances during the 
nineteenth century played a role that is evidenced here. Indeed, the intrinsically 
pessimistic belief with regards to Israel’s regional environment and the practice 
of clandestine foreign policy as a means, reveal commonalities with the past 
European security complex. We then look at the early strategic debates within 
Zionist circles in the thirties. In particular, we observe the political ideas of 
Vladimir Jabotinsky, whose pessimistic philosophy greatly inspired Israel’s 
diplomatic posture. This leads us to the first concrete mention of a “periphery 
doctrine” by politician Baruch Uziel in the early fifties and, approximately at the 
same time, Reuven Shiloah, an adviser in the inner circle of Prime Minister Ben- 
Gurion and founder of the Mossad.
 Chapter 2 shows how the “periphery doctrine” as an intellectual matrix for 
the conduct of foreign policy impacted Israel’s security establishment, with con-
sequences that go far beyond the mere ideological debate. The periphery strategy 
did enforce political actors over others – the military and the intelligence ser-
vices against the diplomats – and did consolidate a mainstream view in the 
Israeli national security sphere – the zero- sum game mindset and the reliance on 
clandestine relations.
 Part II explores the first period, or first age, of the periphery strategy. In the 
following chapters (3, 4 and 5) I show how the grand strategy designed earlier 
led to close but discreet ties with Ethiopia, Turkey, and Iran. I also detail the 
attempts – which eventually failed – to build bridges with Christian and Kurdish 
communities in the Arab world. For each case, we highlight the conditions that 
paved the way to the development of bilateral relations. I also look at the key 
actors behind the partnerships: the politicians and the armed forces but also 
external players such as the US, whose support to the Israeli initiative definitely 
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ensured its acceptance by Turkish, Iranian, and Ethiopian regimes. Finally, the 
historical perspective allows us to look also at the causes behind the decline of 
these ties.
 This leads us to Part III with two chapters (6 and 7) that deal with the current 
environment, and more specifically look at the changes and continuities in the 
periphery strategy. Chapter 6 explains how the periphery remained a powerful 
intellectual matrix that drove Israeli efforts to replace former allies such as 
Turkey and Iran by new ones. In other words, Israel’s diplomatic and military 
apparatus adapted to these challenges by using the same intellectual framework 
to engage with other countries such as Greece and Azerbaijan to replace, respec-
tively, Turkey and Iran. To a certain extent, these latter can be seen as part of the 
periphery of the periphery. Nevertheless, it is made clear in the analysis that 
these new partners are of lesser importance to Israel than Turkey and Iran used 
to be during the first decades of the periphery strategy.
 Finally, Chapter 7 looks at the increasing use of the periphery concept in 
remote places such as in Asia – with Israel’s India and China policies – and the 
Persian Gulf – through the much- speculated, and so far largely overblown, 
exchanges between Israel and Arab kingdoms. These latest occurrences of the 
periphery tend to turn the idea into a catch- all concept that is less and less 
grounded into a geographical frame. At the same time, however, it still reflects 
the long- term importance of the concept at the level of political imagination.
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