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Abstract: The central question addressed in this paper is whether it is possible to char-
acterize the interaction between Jews, whether in a Jewish state or in exile, and other 
national groups in terms of international politics and foreign policy. This question is 
not limited to a particular time or place. It begins with the Bible, continues through 
the period of the First and Second Temples, through generations when the Jewish peo-
ple was stateless, and concludes with the era of a sovereign Jewish state. The point of 
departure is the school of thought that sees the political regime in Israel as the outcome 
of a Jewish political tradition of thousands of years, one that existed even when there 
was no Jewish polity in the land of Israel, a perspective that stands in contrast to the 
accepted approach in Israeli political science. This paper examines the main theories and 
concepts accepted in international relations today and then applies the analytic frame-
work of international relations theory to the Jewish case. The conclusion is that after 
at least three thousand years of Jewish presence on the world scene, a coherent “Jewish 
foreign policy”—or international policy—can be discerned, defined, and studied as the 
subject of scholarly inquiry. 

1. Introduction 

The central question I address in this paper is whether it is possible to 
characterize the interaction between Jews and other national groups (both 
when a Jewish state existed and while the people were in exile) in terms 
of international politics and foreign policy. The assumptions underly-
ing this inquiry challenge two prevalent paradigms through which the 
issues at hand have traditionally been viewed: first, the classical Zionist 
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approach, which refers to ancient Jewish history; second, an approach 
accepted in Israeli academia, which does not refer to Jewish history prior 
to the establishment of the State of Israel when considering the history 
of Israeli politics.

The classical Zionist approach considers the establishment of the State 
of Israel to mark the return of the Jewish people to world history, from 
which it had been absent since the destruction of the Second Temple and 
the collapse of the kingdom of Judaea.1 In contrast, this essay will demon-
strate a continuous Jewish presence on the world scene and will further 
show that even during the present period, when a Jewish state does exist, 
Jewish communities in the diaspora have their own international poli-
tics. My point of departure in contradicting the classical Zionist approach 
is the “world politics” approach to international relations, which presup-
poses that even peoples without nation-states interact, as peoples, with 
the international environment in which they live.2 

The school of thought prevalent at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
considers the political regime in the State of Israel to be the direct prod-
uct of the Yishuv (the pre-state Jewish community in Palestine) period, 
considering the earlier, non-territorial period of Jewish peoplehood to 
be irrelevant.3 Emanating from this approach is a Palestine-centered per-
spective on Jewish-cum-Israeli foreign policy. To refute the assumptions 
of this school, I will rely upon the school of thought (presented below) 
that considers the political regime in Israel as the outcome of a Jewish 
political tradition spanning thousands of years, beginning long before 
there was a Jewish polity in the land of Israel. Accordingly, I will argue 
that Israeli foreign policy is influenced, inter alia, by a Jewish political 
tradition which preceded the mass settlement of the land of Israel during 
the first half of the twentieth century and the subsequent establishment 
of Israeli political institutions. 

This discussion, which defies the traditional categories, is aimed both 
at producing a theory of Jewish foreign policy and at pointing out its dis-
tinctive features. Theory is fundamentally comparative and general, and 
yet in order to justify the study of Jewish world policy and its influence 

 1 See, for example, the thinking of one of the founders of the study of international 
relations in Israel, Israel Prize recipient Yehoshafat Harkabi: “Jewish Ethos and Political 
Positions in Israel,” Forum 56 (Summer 1985), p. 44.
 2 robert Keohane and Joseph Nye Jr., Power and Interdependence: World Politics 
in Transition (Boston: little, Brown, 1977); Keohane and Nye Jr., eds., Transnational 
Relations and World Politics (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1970), in-
troduction and conclusions.
 3 dan Horowitz and Moshe lissak, The Origins of the Israeli Polity (Tel Aviv: Am 
oved, 1977) [Hebrew]. 
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on Israeli foreign policy, this paper will also need to trace the unique 
patterns of the case in point. Still, this problem is not limited to Jewish 
foreign policy, and so alongside the search for unique features and char-
acteristics, we must resist the temptation to turn the study of the foreign 
policy of the Jewish state—and in its wake the policy of the Jewish peo-
ple—into a unique case (sui generis). 

Before we set out on this study, the debate in Israel surrounding the 
very concept of “the Jewish state” should be noted. Many argue that it is 
possible to speak of a state of the Jews but not of a Jewish state.4 Underlying 
this approach is the logic that sees the state as an instrument rather than 
an ideal, and this is further applied to the realm of Jewish foreign policy. 
In this paper I will not distinguish between a Jewish foreign policy and 
the foreign policy of the Jews, and I will use the former concept. 

The working hypothesis in what follows is that the interaction of the 
Jews with their external setting, throughout their history, was in accord-
ance with certain international rules and norms of behavior. I intend here 
not to propose an ideal foreign policy, which can perhaps be identified in 
various sources from biblical or halachic literature, but rather to derive 
its main parameters from the empirical Jewish world. 

 The question presented here is, as stated, whether it is possible to iden-
tify patterns of international behavior in the foreign policy of the Jews. This 
question is not limited to a particular time or place. It begins with the Bible 
and continues through the period of the First and Second Temples, and 
beyond that through the generations when the Jewish people was stateless, 
concluding with the era of a sovereign Jewish state. My basic assumption is 
that a grasp of these characteristics will help us understand Jewish policy 
as regards both the State of Israel, on the one hand, and world Jewry, on 
the other. Therefore, at the end of this paper, I will examine divergences 
between Jewish interests, on the one hand, and the foreign policy of the 
State of Israel, on the other, highlighting the notion of a Jewish foreign 
policy. While not the direct purpose of this paper, the study at hand may 
have implications for the study of international relations, wherein a debate 
has long raged over the question of the exclusivity of the nation-state in the 
conduct of foreign policy and its mode of functioning in world politics.5

 4  on the tension between state and Jewish state, see Yeshayahu leibowitz, Judaism, 
the Jewish People, and the State of Israel (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1975) [Hebrew]. 
See also Ella Belfer, “The Jewish People and the Kingdom of Heaven,” in d. Elazar, ed., 
Kinship and Consent: The Jewish Political Tradition and Its Contemporary Uses (New 
Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 1997), pp. 405–439. 
 5 on this debate, see Jessica T. Mathews, “Power Shift,” Foreign Affairs 76:1 (1997), 
pp. 50–66; and Anne-Marie Slaughter, “The real New World order,” Foreign Affairs 76:5 
(1997), pp. 183–197.
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2. Theoretical Background 

The discipline against which I shall test the argument of the existence of a 
theory of Jewish foreign policy and politics is international relations. This 
discipline is multi-faceted. The realist paradigm, which has predominated 
international politics since the Second World War, is still viable, though 
it has recently become less hegemonic.6 The neo-realist approach, which 
attempts to overcome certain structural weaknesses in realism, considers 
the anarchy that characterizes the international system to be the essential 
motivation underlying the constant quest for power on the part of those 
states which seek to survive. In what follows, we shall not distinguish be-
tween these two approaches, but we will include both within the general 
rubric of political realism. Alongside realism, non-realist approaches have 
developed in international-relations theory. These approaches assume 
an international order based on norms and values, as well as national 
interests and internal politics. despite the divergence between these ap-
proaches, the theoretical bases for testing the foreign policy of the Jewish 
people will come from both schools of thought, which are central in 
today’s study of international relations.7 other concepts relevant to our 
study are ethno-nationalist theories8 and diaspora studies.9

 6 John Vasquez, The Power of Power Politics: From Classical Realism to 
Neotraditionalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Thomas Walker 
and Jeffrey Morton, “reassessing the ‘Power of Power Politics’ Thesis: Is realism Still 
dominant?” International Studies Review 7:2 (June 2005), pp. 341–356. 
 7 The most striking representatives of these approaches are: Kenneth N. Waltz, 
Theory of International Politics (reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979) (neo-realism); 
Michael doyle, “liberalism and World Politics,” American Political Science Review 80 
(1986), pp. 1151–1170 (liberalism); Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International 
Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). For a comprehensive discus-
sion based upon the distinction between neo-realism and institutionalism, see John 
Mearsheimer, “The False Promise of International Institutions,” International Security 
19:3 (1995), pp. 5–49. See also Jack Snyder, “one World, rival Theories,” Foreign Policy 
(November/december 2004), pp. 53–62. 
 8  Walker Connor, “Nation Building or Nation destroying?” World Politics 24:4 (April 
1972), pp. 319–355; Connor, “The Politics of Ethnonationalism,” Journal of International 
Affairs 271 (1973), pp. 1–21; Connor, “Ethnonationalism,” in M. Weiner and S. Huntington, 
eds., Understanding Political Development (Boston: little, Brown, 1987), pp. 196–220; 
Anthony d. Smith, The Ethnic Revival (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 
 9 John Armstrong attempted to develop the study of diasporas, with the Jewish mod-
el serving as a paradigm for others. Among the most prominent scholars who followed in 
his wake, one may identify Gabriel Sheffer and Yossi Shain. They addressed the case of the 
Jewish diaspora, among others. See Armstrong, “Mobilized and Proletarian diasporas,” 
American Political Science Review 70:2 (January 1976), pp. 393–408; cf. Sheffer, At Home 
Abroad: Diaspora Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Shain and 
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In establishing a tradition of recognizably Jewish concepts that char-
acterize Jewish foreign policy, we will appeal to the work of daniel J. 
Elazar and (to a certain extent) Charles S. liebman, who created an area 
of study that came to be known as “the Jewish political tradition.” The 
idea developed by these thinkers, that the Jewish community is a po-
litical player, departs significantly from the state-centered school in the 
field of international relations. Even more against the grain, these think-
ers contributed to the evolution of a school of thought that, in contrast 
to the approach prevalent among Israeli political scientists, considers the 
ideological and institutional sources of the modern State of Israel as long 
predating the Yishuv.10

Elazar also developed the concept of the “Jewish polity” (adat b’nei yis-
rael), both in his work as the founder of the academic study of the Jewish 
political tradition as well as in his studies of the behavior of the world 
Jewish community. This concept was meant to expand the Jewish political 
structure beyond the limitations of space (such as the land of Israel) and 
time (the twentieth century, say). This was part of Elazar’s work in arriving 
at a constellation of political concepts that included both state and diaspora 
and both the modern nation-state and tribal frameworks. Notwithstanding 
this significant contribution to political science, Elazar did not develop a 
structure for analyzing foreign policy—a discernible lacuna in the book 
he wrote together with Stuart Cohen, The Jewish Polity.11 

Charles liebman attempted to develop this field in a bibliographi-
cal collection, which he wrote with Mala Tabory on international Jewish 
activity, but this initiative remained in its infancy and did not develop 
in any direction.12 Two other scholars endeavored to advance the sub-
ject in new directions. The first of these was Ben Mollov, who set out 
to explore the Jewish dimensions of the writing and public activity of 

Ahron Barth, “diaspora and International relations Theory,” International Organization 
57 (Summer 2003), pp. 449–479.
 10  daniel J. Elazar, “Israel as a Jewish State,” Jewish Political Studies Review 2:3–4 
(Fall 1990), pp. 3–54; Alan dowty, “Jewish Political Traditions and Contemporary Israeli 
Politics,” Jewish Political Studies Review 2:3–4 (Fall 1990), pp. 55–84. A continuation 
of this work, albeit from the direction of political thought, may be found today in the 
Shalem Center. See, for example, Yoram Hazony, “Judaism and the Modern State,” Azure 
21 (Summer 2005), pp. 33–51. Similarly, see the papers presented at Shalem’s conference 
on “Political Hebraism: Early Sources for Modern Political Thought,” August 23–26, 
2004.
 11 See daniel Elazar and Stuart A. Cohen, The Jewish Polity: Jewish Political 
Organization from Biblical Times to the Present (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1984).
 12 Mala Tabory and Charles liebman, Jewish International Activity: An Annotated 
Bibliography (ramat Gan, 1985).
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Hans Morgenthau, the father of the school of realism in international 
relations.13 The second is Yitzhak Mualem, who studied the Jewish di-
mensions of Israel’s foreign policy.14 

despite these beginnings, however, there is still no conceptual frame-
work for this area, though that being developed here will draw on 
previous work, combining principles of international politics (theory) 
and analysis of organized Jewry, both as a state and beyond the dimen-
sion of place), and in both past and present (transcending the dimension 
of time). The fusion of the historical study of Jewish foreign relations with 
the theoretical parameters of foreign policy and international politics 
may uncover an additional dimension of the Jewish political tradition, 
which extends over thousands of years—the area of foreign policy. We 
start with concepts borrowed from realism, the more established para-
digm in international relations theory. 

3. Political realism

3.1 Survival

The first principle in understanding the relations of the Jewish people 
with its environment throughout the generations is survival. This element 
is prominent in the literature of political realism and is introduced in 
Jewish tradition with the appearance of the father of the nation, Abraham. 
After the formation of a system of nations is described in Genesis 11 with 
the story of the Tower of Babel, we reach the journeys of Abraham (then 
Abram) in Genesis 12 and find him in his first encounter with Pharaoh, 
the ruler of the hegemonic empire of those days, Egypt. It is a matter 
of survival: having left his birthplace for Canaan, Abraham leaves the 
Promised land as well, this time to escape famine. The experience he un-
dergoes in Egypt is not particularly heroic. In order to survive, Abraham 
asks Sarah to conceal the fact that she is his wife.15 From the reader’s point 

 13 M. Benjamin Mollov, Power and Transcendence: Hans J. Morgenthau and the 
Jewish Experience (lanham, Md.: lexington Books, 2002).
 14 See Yitzhak Mualem, The Jewish Dimension in Israeli Foreign Policy: Between 
Political Realism and the Goals of the Jewish People (Ph.d. diss., Bar-Ilan University, 
1999) [Hebrew]; Mualem, “Between Israeli Foreign Policy and Jewish Foreign Policy: 
The Exodus of Algerian Jewry in 1958–1962,” in M. orfali and E. Hazan, eds., Renewal 
and Tradition: Creativity, Leadership, and Processes of Culturization of North African 
Jewry (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, pp. 229–241) [Hebrew].
 15 Nahmanides interprets the incident of Abraham and Sarah in Egypt as a sin, be-
cause of which the Jews were punished with enslavement in Egypt. See his commentary 

Hebraic Political Studies     331



of view, it is significant that this story is even told, especially considering 
that it repeats itself in various forms, both in Abraham’s subsequent en-
counter with Abimelech, king of Gerar, and again with Isaac. 

Jacob’s splitting his company into two camps prior to his meeting with 
Esau, after his return from laban the Aramean, is also a survival strat-
egy.16 So too was Jacob’s reaction to hearing that his sons had slaughtered 
the people of Shechem to avenge his daughter’s rape that of a person 
troubled by fear of revenge and the survival of his family.17 later we find 
that Jacob and his sons follow Joseph to Egypt in order to survive the 
famine in and around Canaan. Joseph himself says to his brothers that 
all the preceding events, including his sale as a slave, have been in order 
to ensure their physical survival.18 In accordance with the exegetical ap-
proach which presumes that “the acts of the fathers are omens to their 
sons,” these incidents do not seem to be mere anecdotes of human weak-
nesses; rather, they may form the beginnings of a paradigm.19

The story of Esther is another example of survival. There is no doubt 
that the marriage of a Jewish woman to a non-Jewish king (Ahashverosh) 
is not normative to the Jewish approach to family life. The only justifica-
tion for this event, post factum, from a normative viewpoint, is the fact 
that the Jewish people survived a threat posed to its physical existence. 
The elevation of Queen Esther to the status she enjoyed in the history of 
the Jewish people supports our thesis of the central value of survival in 
the relations of Jews with their threatening external environment.20

An additional indication, this time post-biblical, of the importance 
of the principle of survival may be seen in the strategy of r. Johanan 
ben Zakai during the roman siege of Jerusalem (66–70 C.E.). The fact 
that the rabbi was not considered a traitor by Jewish historiography, not-
withstanding the fact that his reason for cooperating with the roman 
emperor was to receive “Yavneh and its sages,” may be explained only 
by the ultimate rationale of national survival. True, there is a certain im-
plied criticism of his not asking Vespasian for Jerusalem. Nevertheless, 

on Genesis 12:10. The fact that Nahmanides’ voice is not the dominant one strengthens 
the argument that Abraham’s actions are indeed normative.
 16 Genesis 30:4–10.
 17 Ibid. 35:30–31.
 18 Ibid. 45:5–7.
 19 on Nahmanides’ approach, which sees every event in the life of the patriarchs as 
a sign for their children, see his commentary on Genesis 12:5.
 20 Yoram Hazony, The Dawn: Political Teachings of the Book of Esther (Jerusalem: 
Shalem Press, 1995), pp. 28–36.
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the story appears in a number of places and never with negative 
connotations.21 

opposing the principle of survival is that of kiddush Hashem, the 
“Sanctification of God’s name,” which was a driving force especially in 
the Middle Ages. However, when applying this ideal of kiddush Hashem, 
one must draw a distinction between the public and the private, or the 
individual. The principle of survival discussed thus far has pertained to 
abnormal behavior in situations where an existential threat looms over 
the entire Jewish people, or at least the public. The principle that “one 
should violate the law and not be killed,” that is, the law may be violated 
in order to save one’s life, is more complicated when applied on the indi-
vidual level. The mere fact that this principle does not allow one to act in 
a way that harms others (such as murder or rape) in order to save one’s 
own life emphasizes the tension involved in non-normative behavior on 
the individual level. one may relate in the same manner to a demand by 
Gentiles to turn over a particular individual in order to save an entire 
community. Though it is forbidden to turn over a Jew if one is requested 
as a scapegoat and no particular individual is named, if a particular name 
is mentioned, in principle it is permitted to turn that individual over. Still, 
even in the latter case, this may be done only if it is clear that the only 
alternative involves the extinction of both the individual and the commu-
nity. Historically this has not been characteristic in the behavior of Jewish 
communities.22 In the Middle Ages, we find cases of survival alongside 
cases of kiddush Hashem, on both individual and communal levels. There 
were similar deliberations during the Holocaust.23 The very fact that we 
encounter discussions in halacha regarding the surrender of a Jew who 
has been demanded by non-Jews, in order to save the community, indi-
cates the importance of the survival of the Jewish collective. 

As we have said, one basic question with which we are concerned here 
is whether the behavior of the State of Israel, as a collective, is rooted 
in the Jewish political tradition. Even the appearance of Zionism, in its 
various forms, can be explained first and foremost by the need to en-
sure survival. To be sure, the forebears of Zionism, as they are called by 
Jacob Katz,24 were greatly influenced by the ascendance of nationalism 

 21 Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 56 a–b; Avot de rabbi Natan 4:5.
 22 See Shmuel Shilo, “Giving over one Individual in order to Save Many,” in 
Yehezkel Cohen, ed., Society and History: The Ninth Conference on Jewish Thought 
(Jerusalem: Ministry of Education and Culture, 1988), pp. 57–62 [Hebrew].
 23 Ibid., pp. 56–57.
 24 Jacob Katz, Jewish Nationalism (Jerusalem: Zionist library, 1983), pp. 263–285 
[Hebrew].
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in nineteenth-century Europe and the “spring of nations” surrounding 
them, but political Zionism was motivated primarily by the physical 
threat to the Jews.25 Perhaps the most significant figure in terms of the 
thesis of this article was rabbi Jacob reines, the founder of the Mizrahi 
movement, who was prepared even to go to East Africa in order to es-
tablish a Jewish colony as a “night refuge.”26 For rabbi reines, who was 
devoted to the land of Israel,27 the establishment of a colony in Africa 
was necessary for saving lives, or, in our parlance, survival (see on this 
point below).

It is interesting to note that, each in his own way, the two thinkers 
who are considered to be the fathers of political realism, Thucydides and 
Machiavelli, justify the need to periodically adopt a policy of surrender 
and concession for the sake of survival, which, in their view, is preferable 
to sacrifice and suicide.28

However, one may distinguish between a policy of survival that entails 
submission, as was the case throughout many parts of Jewish history, and 
one that seeks power in order to assure survival. Hence we turn now to 
power.

3.2 Jewish Power

The second element taken from realpolitik is power.29 The pursuit of pow-
er can result from basic instinct and the nature of man and of states, from 
the aspirations of individuals or states (which realists tend to emphasize), 
or from insecurity and mistrust (as the neo-realists interpret the strug-
gle for power).30 The question we raise here is whether the Jews, over the 
generations, developed ambitions for power in world politics that reached 
beyond the needs of survival. 

 25 Even the great opponent of political Zionism and founder of spiritual Zionism, 
Ahad Ha’am, was motivated by what he called “the trouble of Judaism.” See pp. 352–353 
below and his essay “The Jewish State and the Jewish Problem,” in Arthur Hertzberg, 
ed., The Zionist Idea (New York: Atheneum, 1975), pp. 263–269.
 26 david Vital, The Zionist Revolution, vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1978), chs. 7, 10; 
vol. 2 (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1982), p. 223 [Hebrew].
 27 See dov Schwartz, The Land of Israel in Religious Zionist Thought (Tel Aviv: Am 
oved, 1997), pp. 24–35 [Hebrew]. 
 28 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1959), 
pp. 279–281; Niccolò Machiavelli, Political Writings (Jerusalem: Schocken, 1985),  
pp. 162–163. 
 29 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations (New York: Knopf, 1956).
 30 See, for instance, Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1959), pp. 21–24, 35–37. 
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david Biale, in his book Power and Powerlessness in Jewish History, 
argues that both Jews and anti-Semites misconstrued Jewish power. 
Whereas the former minimized Jewish aspirations to power, the latter ex-
aggerated it. The truth, according to Biale, is somewhere in the middle.31 
His analysis, which is also supported by Ben Ginsberg, turns our atten-
tion to the political sensitivity of Jews themselves to power.32 The intense 
embrace with which, according to Ginsberg, the Jews greeted the modern 
state in general and the democratic and pluralist nation-state in particu-
lar resulted from sensitivity to the need for power and a continuation of 
the Jewish political tradition built on survival. My basic assumption ac-
cords with Biale’s argument that in order to understand Jewish history, 
we cannot make a total distinction between Jewish political behavior dur-
ing sovereign and non-sovereign periods. Hence, in order to understand 
Jewish attitudes toward power, I start with the Jewish attitude toward 
state power, and in analyzing state power, I begin with the strength of the 
state and then turn to its territorial aspect.

There is a well-known dispute between Maimonides, who sees the cor-
onation of a king as an obligation, and his opponents, such as Abravanel, 
who take an anti-monarchist stand. This dispute has implications for 
the normative approach to the state in the Jewish political tradition33 
and for understanding the Jewish approach to statehood. Some argue 
that Judaism attaches little importance to the state, while others view 
Judaism as granting great significance and value to political independ-
ence.34 Another question would be how the temporal dimension—the 
period, or Zeitgeist—influences Jewish attitudes toward the state. The ex-
isting political or security situation in any given period is another related 
variable influencing such attitudes.35

 31 david Biale, Power and Powerlessness in Jewish History (New York: Schocken, 
1987), pp. 206–207.
 32 Benjamin Ginsberg, The Fatal Embrace (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1993).
 33 on Maimonides’ approach, and that of his opponents, see Yaakov Blidstein, 
Political Principles in Maimonides’ Thought (ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University, 1983),  
pp. 20–23 [Hebrew].
 34 For instance, Eliezer don-Yehiya and Baruch Zisser see these schools as in-
fluenced by scholars’ approach to Zionism and to the State of Israel. Susser and 
don-Yehiya, “Prolegomena to Jewish Political Theory,” in Elazar, Kinship and Consent,  
pp. 130–131. To the first school they connect such scholars as Salo W. Baron, George 
Foot Moore, and Simon dubnov, while to the Zionist school they attribute such histo-
rians as Yehezkel Kaufmann and Gedalya Alon. The authors bring the sources of these 
scholars in their footnotes.
 35 Elazar, Kinship and Consent, p. 131.
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The institution of the monarchy is directly connected to external af-
fairs. According to Yaakov Blidstein, Maimonides also considered the 
monarchy to be of instrumental value.36 Indeed, no one disagrees that 
at least part of the Jewish people’s rationale in asking for a king is con-
nected with the needs of warfare and foreign relations. The request made 
by “the people of Israel” to Gideon that he rule over them as king comes 
against the background of a successful external war. Interestingly, this 
request was rejected. The request is repeated, and more firmly, once ex-
ternal threats accentuate a need for change. The demand that Samuel 
anoint a king is made “so that we also may be like all the nations and that 
our king may judge us and go out before us and fight our battles.”37 That 
Maimonides entitled the section of his Mishneh Torah relating to the king 
“laws of Kings and Their Wars,” as noted by Blidstein, indicates that “War 
has always been among the main functions, if not the main one, of the 
monarchy.”38 In other words, it is necessary to build a state with central 
institutions in order to amass strength against external threats. Moreover, 
the unique status of david, the founder of the monarchy, and the one to 
whom eternal kingship is promised, highlights his role as state builder 
and the king who defeated the enemies who had threatened the Jewish 
people since it entered the land.39 

In political science, a distinction is drawn between “strong” states, in 
the political sense, and “weak” states.40 At times, external realities create 
the need to impose a strong state upon a society, even if doing so goes 
against its founding philosophy and political tradition. For example, the 

 36 Blidstein, Political Principles, p. 226.
 37 I Samuel 8:20. regarding Gideon, see Judges 8:10.
 38 Blidstein, Political Principles, p. 214. Moshe Sokoloff of Yeshiva University drew 
my attention to this point. The responsibility for its incorporation and interpretation is, 
of course, my own.
 39 Yehezkel Kaufmann, A History of the Israelite Faith, from Ancient Times till the End 
of the Second Temple (Tel Aviv: Mosad Bialik and dvir, 1937), vol. 2, book 1, pp. 166–171 
[Hebrew]. Cf. Moshe Weinfeld, “The Transition from Tribal republic to Monarchy in 
Ancient Israel and Its Impression on Jewish Political History,” in daniel J. Elazar, ed., 
Kinship and Consent: The Jewish Political Tradition and Its Contemporary Uses (lanham, 
Md.: Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs and University Press of America, 1983),  
pp. 151–156.
 40 on the controversy regarding strong and weak states, see the collection of arti-
cles in P. Evans, d. rueschemeyer, and Theda Scocpol, eds., Bringing the State Back In 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); and cf. Stephan Krasner, “Approaches 
to the State,” Comparative Politics 16 (January 1984), esp. p. 227; cf. the papers by Gabriel 
Almond, Eric Nordlinger, Theodor lowi, and Sergio Fabrini in American Political 
Science Review 82:3 (September 1988), pp. 853–901; Joel S. Migdal, Strong Societies and 
Weak States: State-Society Relations and State Capabilities in the Third World (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1988).
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American presidency became an increasingly strong institution over time 
in light of the international needs of the United States.41 In Jewish history, 
beyond the case of the demand by Samuel, we don’t find many instances 
in which building a strong state is required to serve external needs. The 
tribal confederation of the period of the Judges, which constituted a weak 
state, was perhaps ideal from an internal point of view and fit the revolu-
tionary idea of rejecting the centralized model of the “Egyptian house of 
bondage.”42 National security and foreign relations stipulated a powerful 
monarchy, and yet, with the exception of the era of King Solomon, dur-
ing the First Commonwealth, and that of Alexander Yannai, during the 
Second, we do not encounter a strong state in the étatist sense. The split 
following the death of Solomon is described, in fact, in the context of his 
son’s attempt to preserve a powerful monarchy.43 Neither of the two re-
sulting kingdoms, for most of their duration, could be marked as strong 
states, either in the sense of having strong institutions and bureaucracy 
or in that of external power. Attempts to build strong monarchies as in 
the days of Ahab or Jehu did not leave positive sentiments in the collec-
tive memory. 

It would seem that a non-centralized tribal structure was also pre-
served in the Israelite kingdom. Moreover, the instability of the monarchy 
and the frequent transformation of power do not reflect a potent cen-
tralized state. Indeed, the kingdom of Israel was defeated and sent into 
exile by the Assyrian empire. Furthermore, the kingdom of Judah was 
also not noted for strong ruling institutions, though its rulers enjoyed 
the legitimacy of belonging to the davidic dynasty. In fact, following the 
golden age of the kingdoms of david (who also suffered from incessant 
rebellions) and Solomon, throughout most of the period of the monar-
chy, the kingdom of Judah was a weak entity that could not stand up to 
the empires on the Nile or the Euphrates. In the final analysis, it too was 
defeated 140 years after its northern sister, in this case by Babylonia. 

likewise, during the period of the Second Commonwealth we do not 
see processes of building a strong state with external power. Judaea af-
ter the return to Zion was a province of the Persian empire and, after 
that, part of Alexander’s empire. The Hasmonean ascendance to power 
was primarily the result of a religious rebellion and expressed itself in 
the exploitation of patriotic sentiments but did not lead to the building 

 41 See Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., The Imperial Presidency (New York: Popular 
library, 1974).
 42 Michael Walzer, Exodus and Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1985), pp. 17–45. 
 43 Binyamin Mazar, “Israel’s Wars with Aram,” in J. liver, ed., The Military History 
of the Land of Israel in Biblical Times (Tel Aviv: Ma’arachot, 1965), p. 207 [Hebrew]. 

Hebraic Political Studies     337



of a strong state. Even those Hasmonean kings—particularly Alexander 
Yannai, who had ambitions of building a strong state—gave up on these 
plans, in the final analysis, for internal reasons. The Pharisees struggled 
with Alexander Yannai for religious reasons, as they were not impressed 
by his state-building efforts and aggrandizement of his external rule. It 
would seem, though, that the school of thought that maintains that the 
Pharisees strove for a purer religiosity, and sought to undermine the 
Hasmonean kingdom, was based upon anti-Jewish or anti-theocratic an-
imus.44 The scholar of the Hasmonean period Joshua Ephron, following 
Gedalya Alon’s work, proves that there is no basis for the claim that the 
Pharisees were opposed to independent political rule and to the spirit of 
nationalism represented by the Hasmoneans. Even he admits, though, 
that in the Babylonian Talmud, at least, the Sages were critical of the 
Hasmonean rulers.45 This is expressed by the fact that the Talmud refrains 
from citing the military victory as the basis for the holiday of Hanuka, 
emphasizing instead the miracle of the cruse of oil. Moreover, it seems 
that the building of a state in order to crystallize political power for ex-
ternal reasons was not overly valued by the rabbis, particularly if this 
state was not instituted by the davidic dynasty.46 The message conveyed 
to future generations was that, in the confrontation between religious le-
gitimacy and political power, the former carried greater weight. Similarly, 
King Herod, the most successful monarch in terms of state power, was a 
total outcast in Jewish history. 

The territorial dimension of augmenting national power is likewise 
restricted in the Jewish political tradition. While the tradition is aware 
of the importance of power in a world in which the strongest prevails, 
the impulse for territorial expansion per se is rare in Jewish national his-
tory. Expansion beyond the boundaries of the land of Israel occurred, in 
practice, during the reigns of two kings in the period of the First Temple: 
david and Jeroboam II. Expansion brought in its wake contact with for-
eign cultures, which during the time of Solomon meant the importation 
of pagan worship. Jeroboam II’s territorial expansion, on the other hand, 
is mentioned only briefly and is not glorified in the sources. The reason 

 44 The modern spokesman for this school is Gershon Weiler. See Weiler, Jewish 
Theocracy (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1976), esp. chs. 6–8 [Hebrew].
 45 Joshua Ephron, Studies in the Hasmonean Period (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hame’uhad, 
1980), esp. pp. 27–34, 62, 172–173 [Hebrew]. In practice, all these papers emphasize the 
Pharisees’ support of the Hasmonean kingdom, as opposed to Wellhausen. regarding 
the latter, see Ephron, Studies, p. 20 nn. 28–29. 
 46 Yehezkel Kaufmann, “The revealed Son of david and the Hidden Son of david,” 
Molad 56 (1958), p. 202 [Hebrew]. 
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for the brief reference to Jeroboam II evidently relates to his ideolog-
ical incompatibility with the Bible’s approach. We encounter a similar 
attitude on the part of the Sages toward the Hasmonean kings, whom 
they viewed as being Sadducees. The Pharisees’ struggles against Yannai 
were also linked to the territorial conquests they feared would lead to the 
Hellenization of the Jewish collective, as they would emulate the hegem-
onic Greek ways of administrative rule and culture.

one might say that the political commitment to the land of Israel spe-
cifically, understood today in terms of the longing for “Greater Israel” 
(eretz yisrael hashelema), actually inhibited ambitions regarding terri-
torial expansion beyond the historical boundaries of the land of Israel. 
Moses’ suspicions of the request by the tribes of reuben, Gad, and half 
the tribe of Manasseh to settle beyond the Jordan river are an early ex-
pression of this attitude. Similarly, the restriction of the concept of the 
obligatory war (milhemet mitzva) to the territory of the land of Israel, to 
satisfy the needs of self-defense, does not make much of a claim for ter-
ritorial expansion.47 The application of the agricultural commandments 
(“which depend upon the land”) to certain specific, clearly delimited 
areas—which, while subject to some dispute, do not cross beyond the 
Jordan river—also fails to provide religious incentive for expansion. The 
lack of an imperative to expand, and the restrictions on settlement be-
yond the land of Israel, produced a striking phenomenon in comparison 
with other monotheistic religions, such as Islam, which has been impe-
rialistic from its inception,48 or Christianity, following its domination of 
the roman Empire.

Paralleling this, the Jewish attitude toward the spread of Judaism 
through conversion, and the age-old suspicion of proselytes, also did not 
reflect aspirations to gain power through expansion. The only period dur-
ing which we encounter imposed conversion accompanied by territorial 
expansion is at the end of the second century B.C.E., during the reigns of 
Johanan Hyrcanus and his son Judah Aristobulus. That period, though, 
is an exception to the rule. repugnance toward forced conversion took 
root after the harsh experience involving Herod’s kingship, as a result 
of the conversions performed by Hyrcanus. In the Middle Ages and the 
beginning of the modern period, according to Jacob Katz, “the general 
tendency was not to encourage conversion, and one could almost say 

 47 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, laws of Kings and Their Wars 5:1; Blidstein, 
Political Principles, pp. 221–225.
 48 For a comparison between the approaches of Maimonides and Islam, see Blidstein, 
Political Principles, pp. 224–227.
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that there was a tendency to be opposed to it.”49 orthodox circles in the 
United States today do not diverge from the classic approach to conver-
sion that took shape in medieval Europe. Even the secular Jewish State 
of Israel, and certainly the religious circles therein, have not shown any 
interest in converting Israeli Arabs following 1948, notwithstanding the 
tremendous political potential.50 

3.3 Alliances

An additional way to amass power in international politics, besides build-
ing a strong state and territorial or ethnic expansion, is by entering into 
international alliances. Was the Jewish approach more aggressive in this 
area?

In discussing the idea of contracts in international relations, one needs 
to distinguish between the concept of covenant and the less obligatory 
concept of alliance. We refer here to the latter. Since I consider Jewish 
relations with non-Jews as non-sovereign coexistence, we can distinguish 
three types of alliances:

i. between equal, independent polities;
ii. between unequal partners or vassal alliances;
iii. between a minority and the local ruler of a polity. 

In general, the Jewish approach toward alliances is negative.51 This aver-
sion reflects a general fear of alien cultural influences as well as the 
perception that alliances imply a lack of trust in God. Thus, due to 
the demands of international reality, there is a certain antagonism ex-
pressed between God’s covenant with Israel and international alliances.52 
The prophets Hosea and Jeremiah warned primarily against the dangers 
involved in regional alliances with Egypt and Assyria, together with re-
liance upon them.53 In reality, however, we do encounter such alliances 
being established, beginning with King Solomon’s pact with Hiram, king 

 49 Jacob Katz, Between Jews and Gentiles: Relations of Jews to Their Neighbors in the 
Middle Ages and in the Early Modern Period (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1977), p. 146 
[Hebrew]. 
 50 Charles (Yeshayahu) liebman, “The Inclusion of Members of other Nations 
in Judaism: A Sociopolitical Examination,” Hagut 4: Between Israel and the Nations 
(Jerusalem: Ministry of Education and Culture, 1985), pp. 67–73 [Hebrew]. 
 51 Ibid., p. 236.
 52 Moshe Greenberg, On the Bible and Judaism (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1984), p. 187 
n. 11 [Hebrew].
 53 Isaiah 30:1–7; 31:1–3; Hosea 7:11; 8:9; 13; Jeremiah 16–19.
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of Tyre, which the Bible evidently sees in a positive light,54 and conclud-
ing with the treaty the Pharisees signed with demetrius against their 
own King Yannai, whom they detested. during the course of the war that 
ensued, they came to regret the entrance of the Syrians into the land of 
Israel.55 Another illustrious alliance was that between Judah Maccabee 
and rome, which, over time, turned into the subjugation of Judaea by 
its erstwhile ally.56 

This policy of alliances needs to be examined against the backdrop of 
international politics in biblical times. Early Jewish history was deeply in-
fluenced by the geopolitical location of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah 
between the Egyptian empire and the empires that lay to the north. The 
land of Israel also became a battlefield during power struggles between 
the Persians and the Greeks, between the latter and the romans, and fi-
nally between the romans and the Parthians.

But despite these realities, the rejection of alliances on the level of 
norms also exerted an influence on the level of operation. For example, 
the kingdoms of both Israel and Judah did not know how to exploit the 
struggle for hegemony between the great powers for their own benefit. 
Indeed, Salo Baron argues that the establishment of the Israelite king-
doms without the espousal of the regional powers, or in alliance with 
them, was made possible only due to a three-hundred-year hiatus in the 
above-noted inter-imperial struggles, at the end of the second millenni-
um B.C.E. Nor do we find an aggressive policy of alliance-making among 
the early kings of Israel. Even Ahab’s policy of alliances was primarily 
defensive, aimed, as it was, at halting Assyria’s imperial ambitions.57 The 
kingdoms of Israel and Judah actually cooperated at times against the 
empires from the north (for example, during the reigns of Uzziah and 
Jeroboam II, kings of Judah and Israel respectively) and from the south-
west. other times, they did not (as in the days of Ahaz and Pekah, son of 
remaliah). Ultimately, non-cooperation led to the extinction of the two 
kingdoms through their gradual conquest by the northern empires.

The same holds true for the Second Temple period. during this pe-
riod as well, the Jews did not adopt a policy of belligerent alliances, and 
insofar as they did contract alliances, they were for defensive purposes, 

 54 I Kings 5:26.
 55 Simon dubnov, A History of the Eternal People, vol. 2 (Tel Aviv: dvir, 1961),  
pp. 85–86 [Hebrew].
 56 Ibid., p. 39.
 57 Abraham Malamat, “The Wars of Israel and Assyria,” in liver, Military History, 
pp. 241–260, esp. n. 29 [Hebrew]; Mazar, “Israel’s Wars,” pp. 209–210.
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that is, for survival. Judah Maccabee made a defensive alliance with rome 
against the Assyrian Seleucids. later on, attempts were made to make 
defensive alliances with the Parthians against the romans. A similar at-
tempt at a defensive alliance was made in the mid-first century with the 
royal house of Munbaz in Adiabene, who had converted to Judaism. In 
general, we encounter a policy of alliances only infrequently.58 In other 
words, insofar as there was a realpolitik approach in alliance formations, 
it was defensive, not offensive. relations with larger powers were more 
akin to those of our second type of alliances, namely vassal or protected 
states, as was the case with relations with the Parthians. 

Indeed, the policy of establishing vassal alliances, a policy that already 
appears at the end of the First Temple period59 and is certainly in force by 
the beginning of the Second Temple period, became a widespread politi-
cal strategy during the age of Jewish exile following the destruction of the 
Second Temple. The model of the book of Esther, in which the Jews, with 
the help of the rulers of the empire, succeed in preventing their destruc-
tion and even in overcoming their enemies, was one that came to guide 
Jews in the diaspora.60 An example of this is the Jewish center established 
in Alexandria during the Second Commonwealth. Even Yannai exerted 
Jewish influence at the court of the Egyptian queen, Cleopatra III, follow-
ing his defeat by her son Ptolemy, the ruler of Cyprus. The queen sent an 
army headed by two Jewish generals to save the Hasmonean king.61

A third pattern of alliances that applies to the Jews involves the rela-
tions within the polity where they reside. Biale and Ginzberg discerned a 
strategy of relying upon state or local rulers, a pattern repeated in modern 
times. Because of the inequality in power relations between a minority 
and the rulers of the state, it is plausible to see this relationship as guided 
by a rationale similar to that of vassal treaties. According to Baron, dur-
ing certain periods the Jews integrated themselves within the corporative 
structure of medieval Europe and created a special status for themselves 
in the eyes of the local rulers, who needed their services. The Jews in this 
structure enjoyed autonomy which other groups did not receive.62

 58 dubnov, Eternal People, pp. 265–267.
 59 Amihai Nahshon, “God’s demands upon the Non-Jews in the Historiographic 
and Prophetic literature of the Bible” (Ph.d. diss., Bar-Ilan University, 2003), p. 89 
[Hebrew].
 60 Biale, Power and Powerlessness, p. 58.
 61 Beyond that, they also preserved the independence of Judaea when they were 
warned against a Jewish rebellion in Egypt. See dubnov, Eternal People, pp. 83, 115. 
 62 Salo W. Baron, The World Dimensions of Jewish History (Jerusalem: Zalman 
Shazar Center, 1996), pp. 54–55, 85–89 [Hebrew]. 
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In the Middle Ages, during periods of conflicts between empires, the 
Jews once again confronted the dilemma of political identity. At times 
they found themselves in the middle of power struggles between empires, 
the most striking of which was the religio-civilizational conflict between 
Islam and Christianity. Baron draws an analogy between this medieval 
problem and the dilemmas that confronted the nascent State of Israel, 
which from its beginning was forced to identify with one of the two sides 
of the global struggle between East and West.63 It is arguable that even 
in our own times, the Jewish state finds itself in the midst of a clash of 
civilizations between Islam and Christianity. 

Zionism, from the onset of its diplomatic career, saw its success as de-
pending on setting up relationships with superpowers. The importance 
Herzl attached to international support for the Zionist program can be 
found in his insistence that major powers become the cornerstone of the 
Yishuv’s foreign policy and later that of the State of Israel. It is signifi-
cant that the orientation of international non-identification adopted by 
Israel with its founding in 1948 was not sustained for long. According to 
Michael Brecher, Israel’s vote at the United Nations in July 1950 implied 
abandonment of the policy of non-identification.64 With time, Israel iden-
tified with the West and especially with the United States to the extent 
that some analysts consider the principle of relying upon at least one ma-
jor power to have guided Israel’s foreign and defense policy throughout 
the years to this day.65 

Finally, the Jewish policy of alliances was related to a certain form of 
separatism, which was derived from the religio-ethnic sense of unique-
ness that lies at the core of Jewish self-definition. The concept of “a people 
that dwells alone”—originally coined, according to Jewish tradition, by an 
enemy (Balaam) who was forced to bless that people—has been a part of 
Jewish national consciousness throughout history. Israeli prime ministers 
such as david Ben-Gurion, Golda Meir, and Menachem Begin expressed 
this sentiment when in office.66

one may summarize this section by affirming that the Jewish policy of 
alliances, like the overall approach to power in Judaism, was derived from 

 63 Baron, World Dimensions, pp. 39–42.
 64 Michael Brecher, Decisions in Israel’s Foreign Policy (london: oxford University 
Press, 1974), p. 111.
 65 Aaron Klieman, Israel at Forty (Washington: Pergamon-Brassey’s, 1990), pp. 91–93.
 66 See, for example, david Ben-Gurion, “Uniqueness and destiny,” in Ben Gurion, 
Vision and Path, vol. 2 (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1962), p. 13 [Hebrew]. regarding the oth-
ers, see Yehuda Avner, “The Case for dwelling Alone,” The Jerusalem Post: Up Front, 
october 13, 2006, pp. 4, 29.
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the exigencies of weakness. Its central goal was defensive, intended, as it 
was, for purposes of survival. This policy found expression both during 
periods of political independence and during eras of political subjugation 
and even of exile. This pattern of international behavior concludes our 
discussion of realpolitik mentioned above but will serve as a bridge for 
our discussion of the institutional approach to international relations.

4. Institutionalism in International relations

The defensive character of Jewish foreign policy also nears certain elements 
of international institutionalism, an approach to international relations 
which is currently the major rival to realist approaches. Institutionalism 
emphasizes elements that support international order—such as interna-
tional norms, interstate cooperation, and values—in guiding international 
behavior in the extra-state realm.67 

Michael Walzer, in a lecture entitled “Universalism and Jewish Values” 68 
(dedicated to the memory of Hans Morgenthau), identified four examples 
of Jewish universalism. The first two originate in the Bible and were ar-
ticulated by the prophets, while the latter two are derived from rabbinic 
literature. The first example is the prophet Amos’ rebuke of the neigh-
boring nations for their failure to uphold international agreements and 
their responsibility for what would today be termed “war crimes.” Walzer 
argues that the prophet is actually calling for the adoption of what we 
might today define as international law. The second example is found 
in the parallel prophecies of Isaiah and Micah concerning the End of 
days, which may be best described as reflecting a vision of world peace 
based upon a pluralistic, international system. The third example is the 
talmudic statement that “the law of the kingdom is law.”69 This statement 
refers to the relations of Jews to their host state and therefore belongs 
to the area of Jewish foreign policy. According to Walzer, this recogni-
tion of the law of the state by the Jewish legal system is an example of 
international law being adapted to diaspora needs. The fourth example 
is provided by the code of the seven Noahide laws: the acceptance by the 
non-Jewish nations of the normative system that was given to the world 

 67 See note 6 above.
 68 Michael Walzer, “Universalism and Jewish Values,” delivered as the twentieth an-
nual Morgenthau Memorial lecture on Ethics and Foreign Policy, New York City, May 
15, 2001; a transcript can be found at http://www.cceia.org/resources/transcripts/114.
html; published as Michael Walzer, Univeralism and Jewish Values (New York: Carnegie 
Council on Ethics and International law, 2001).
 69 Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 10b.
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(in the sense of the cosmos) even prior to the giving of the Torah to the 
Jews, facilitates coexistence between Jews and non-Jews. This provides 
a modus vivendi for non-Jews living in a Jewish state as well as for Jews 
living in a non-Jewish state.70 

The common denominator of all four examples is that they reflect the 
support of the normative Jewish approach for international order. Support 
for international order is usually the lot of imperial powers, which wish 
to establish their rule within their own sphere or that of small nations, 
which are the first to be harmed by imperial struggles. The Jews, as we 
have seen, fit more into the second category than the first. This conclu-
sion integrates well within the survivalist theme, which dominates the 
Jewish political tradition.

The almost consistent Jewish support for international order stands, to 
a certain extent, in opposition to the revolutionary approach symbolized, 
according to Walzer, by the exodus from Egypt. The Children of Israel are 
rebels who reject the model of the Egyptian house of bondage and are on 
their way to the Promised land.71 There is certainly an anti-establishment 
dimension to be found in Jewish political thought and behavior, but re-
ligion as such is based upon the acceptance of authority and obedience, 
and Judaism is no different in this respect from other religions and may 
even exemplify it more. The theological answer to this paradox, accord-
ing to Walzer, lies in the distinction between compulsion and covenant. 
Judaism is revolutionary only when the political order is based upon re-
pression, not when it is based upon mutual obligation.72 Jews will support 
the existing order, so long as it does not threaten the core of Judaism.73

The striving for international order, which is for the most part the lot 
of the weak, brings us to the theory of interdependence, which can also 
be grouped with non-realist approaches. 

 70 Walzer, Univeralism and Jewish Values, pp. 13–29.
 71 Walzer, Exodus and Revolution. 
 72 Ibid., pp. 73–91.
 73 An example of the tension between order and disobedience may be found in 
the acceptance of local law, so long as it does not contradict the laws of Judaism. Thus, 
for example, the legitimation given in the Middle Ages by the rule that “the law of the 
kingdom is law” was limited to cases in which the law of the country did not contra-
dict the laws of the Torah. Another distinction is that between religious prohibitions 
and monetary matters, whereby the core issues are included in the former, while such 
subjects as state taxes or real estate belong in the category of money. See M. Walzer, 
M. lorberbaum, and N. Zohar, eds., The Jewish Political Tradition, Volume 1: Authority 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), pp. 431–434. See also Shmuel Shilo, The Law 
of the Land Is the Law (Jerusalem, 1975) [Hebrew]. The principle also does not obtain 
when the outside law is arbitrary or was not enacted according to the established legis-
lative procedures of the given country.
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5. Interdependence and the Politics of the diaspora 

Interdependence belongs to the family of neo-liberal theories. Although 
it claims to complement realism rather than replace it, it is distinct from 
the realist approach in its emphasis on elements such as the influence of 
internal politics on foreign policy. Moreover, power relations between 
players of unequal strength are not always one-sided but rather reflect 
interdependence, thereby granting the weaker side a certain standing. 
The approach also recognizes non-state players as influencing the inter-
national system and as players in world politics.74 I will claim here that 
in every sense, the paradigm of interdependence is most appropriate for 
the Jewish case. This approach would consider that the Jews made skillful 
use of internal politics for purposes of survival and lived in structures of 
non-symmetrical power relationships. It allows for the Jewish diaspora, 
both past and present, to function as an international player despite not 
being a nation-state. The model of interdependence is therefore a struc-
tural model appropriate to relationships between Jewish communities in 
general and to Israel-diaspora relations in particular.75 

The relations between Jews and the state actors among whom they 
lived were transformed at times from symmetrical power relationships 
into vassal relationships. According to the theory of interdependence, 
even power relations of this type are not entirely dependent but are based 
upon shared interests. Biale goes beyond this point to argue that Jews 
were aware of their political power in the varied diasporas and advanced 
their collective interests through the royal courts or the nobility with 
whom they had connections, or even to whom they were subjugated.76 
Against this background, and perhaps out of fear of national and religious 
disappointment, they developed the contention that the diaspora was not 
disastrous and even assured Jewish survival.77 

The Jews learned to make use of the diaspora structure as a means of 
advancing their own interests. In the Middle Ages, the diaspora allowed 

 74 Keohane and Nye Jr., Power and Interdependence. Cf. Shain and Barth, “diaspora 
and International relations Theory.”
 75 daniel J. Elazar, People and Polity (detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1989), 
esp. ch. 6. For the use of concepts of international relations in the Jewish context, see, 
for example, Etta Bick, The Failure of the Johnson Plan in Solving the Palestinian Refugee 
Problem: An Expression of the Mutual Relations Between Foreign Policy and Internal 
Consideration (Ariel: The research Authority of the Academic College of Judaea and 
Samaria, 2003) [Hebrew].
 76 Biale, Power and Powerlessness, pp. 69–71.
 77 Ibid., pp. 35–39; Baron, World Dimensions, p. 42.
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Jewish connections to break into the hierarchical-cooperative structure 
of the feudal world in which, as we said, they had become integrated. The 
diaspora also gave Jews an instrument that crossed the boundaries of a 
world divided between Islam and Christianity. Even during the period 
of the flourishing of the modern state, the Jews’ transnational connec-
tions conferred on them an instrument that was not available to other 
groups.78 The rothschild and lopez banks were feasible due to the struc-
ture of the diaspora.79 Jewish leaders like rothschild, Montefiore, and 
Cremieux made use of their political connections to assist Jews in those 
places where they were persecuted. on the other hand, there was also a 
negative dimension to these links; they promoted images of the cosmo-
politan and capitalist Jew as well as spurious works such as the Protocols 
of the Elders of Zion. The emergence of a nation-state–centered interna-
tional system presented the Jews with the need to free themselves of this 
image. Paradoxically, during the period of the Emancipation, which ac-
companied the appearance of the nation-state, the unique status of the 
Jews diminished. The modern nation-state demanded absolute loyalty, a 
stipulation which had been less heard in the Middle Ages. one Jewish 
response was Zionism.80 

 “All of Israel are responsible for each other,” a traditional Jewish no-
tion analogous to the logic of interdependence, was passed down as a 
legacy to the Zionist era. In the modern structure, Jews again succeeded 
in turning the diaspora into an international player but, again, primarily 
for purposes of survival. Herzl sought the support of rabbis and other key 
figures in various Jewish communities in European capitals in order to 
use their influence to obtain a charter for the Jewish state. Although the 
1917 Balfour declaration was fashioned by the British government for its 
own interests, the impression that it had been induced by Jewish lobby-
ing helped create the myth of Jewish diaspora power.81 later on, Jewish 
influence, primarily in london and thereafter in Washington, assisted in 
the birth of the State of Israel. over the years, the Jewish state succeeded 
in building a Jewish lobby in the capital of the United States, which is to-
day considered the strongest of all foreign lobbies. Indeed, many lobbyists 
perceive this effort as a struggle for the survival of the Jewish people. 

 78 Baron, World Dimensions, pp. 75–78.
 79 Ibid., p. 58.
 80 Howard M. Sacher, A History of Israel from the Rise of Zionism to Our Time 
(Jerusalem: Steimatzky, 1976), p. 3; Baron, World Dimensions, p. 59.
 81 Stuart Cohen, English Zionists and British Jews: The Communal Politics of Anglo-
Jewry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982).
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Jerusalem succeeds, with the help of its status in Washington, in 
strengthening its international standing. Many foreign nations court 
Jerusalem because of its alleged influence in Washington. The special 
relationship the Jewish state created with the United States is certainly a 
central element in its national power. 

In the above discussion of alliances, the relationship between Israel 
and the United States was presented according to the vassal model that 
appears numerous times in Jewish political history. However, “complex 
interdependence” would be the contemporary description of the structure 
of these relations. Influence via internal politics beyond state boundaries, 
the power of a non-state player (the American Jewish community), and 
power relations between two states—which are certainly not symmetrical, 
but in which the United States does not necessarily enjoy a superior posi-
tion in every disagreement with Israel—would seem a more appropriate 
description of this model of interdependence. 

The phenomenon of world Jewish power in our days is a unique one. 
The norm in international relationships is that the power of an inter-
national player is restricted to the territorial boundaries of its state. We 
find exceptional players such as the Soviet Union’s Comintern and the 
Catholic Church–controlled power sources that went beyond the bound-
aries of the territorial state. Israel belongs in this category. In addition, it 
manages the Jewish diaspora better than other states with large diaspo-
ras, such as China or India or even Greece. American Jewry also enjoys 
this relationship.82 The lobbying for Israel affects the status of the Jewish 
elite, since involvement in foreign policy affairs strengthens the standing 
of ethnic groups.83

relations between Israel and world Jewry may also be analyzed ac-
cording to the model of interdependence. It is generally accepted in 
international relations that the stronger player more often than not wins 
in a clash between unequal sides. This rule does not always apply in our 
case. For example, regarding the subject of “Who is a Jew?” in which 
there was a conflict of interest between internal Israeli politics (which 

 82 on this subject, see Etta Zablocki Bick, “Ethnic linkages and Foreign Policy: A 
Study of the linkages Between the American Jewish Community and the Government 
of Israel and Their role in the Conduct of United States–Israel relations, 1956–1968” 
(Ph.d. diss., microfilm, Graduate Center of the City University of New York, 1983); 
Bick, “Transnational Actors in a Time of Crisis: The Involvement of American Jews 
in Israel–United States relations, 1956–1957,” Middle Eastern Studies 39:3 (July 2003),  
pp. 144–168.
 83 For an analysis of Jewish power in the Israeli context, see J.J. Goldberg, Jewish 
Power: Inside the American Jewish Establishment (reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 
1996), esp. chs. 8, 13.
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prescribes that Judaism be defined by orthodox conversion) and that of 
American Jewry (the majority of which was opposed to this position), 
the American position prevailed.84 Indeed, according to the definition 
of interdependence and transnational politics, interaction involving do-
mestic politics in two different entities is included in the definition of 
world politics. 

Interdependence theory, whose purpose is to explain phenomena that 
cannot be explained by realpolitik, belongs to what is referred to in the 
theoretical literature of international relations as the neo-liberal school.85 
Yet both approaches—realism and neo-liberalism—ignored the politics of 
identity that began to be more and more predominant in contemporary 
international relations. As we shall see, identity has been an essential el-
ement in Jewish international behavior. 

6. The Politics of Identity 

Toward the end of the twentieth century, issues of national identity as-
cended in their prominence in world politics. Contrary to the expectations 
of students of political science, and particularly of comparative politics, 
the modern state did not overcome or even minimize the attractiveness 
of such “archaic” variables as ethnicity and nationhood. The power of 
particularistic identities led to the disintegration of such countries as 
Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia, surfaced in states that emerged after the 
breakup of the Soviet Union, and threatened stability in the Middle East 
and on the Indian subcontinent. This situation suited the above-men-
tioned theories of the school of ethnic nationalism. Based on historical 
aspirations, ethnic nationalism challenged realism, which places the state 
and its security in the center.86 liberal theory likewise found it difficult to 
explain the renewed appearance of particularistic nationalism. 

A parallel theory which began to enjoy an important status in the 
explanation of international reality was that of constructivism, which 
challenged realism and other related schools, which were seen to rep-
resent the classical paradigm of international relations.87 According to 
this approach, the view that the structure of the international system 

 84 Charles liebman, Pressure Without Sanctions: The Influence of World Jewry on 
Israeli Policy (london: Fairleigh dickinson University Press, 1977), ch. 2.
 85 Shain and Barth, “diaspora and International relations Theory,” pp. 449–450.
 86 Shmuel Sandler, “The Ethno-National dimension of the Foreign Policy of Nation 
States,” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 1:2 (Spring 1995), pp. 250–269.
 87 For the paradigmatic debate in international relations, see Vasquez, Power 
Politics. 
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of division of power and national interests constitute the central factors 
influencing world order was not necessarily correct. It was, rather, the 
result of political thinking and norms which had taken root and could 
be changed—thereby changing processes that had been seen to be unas-
sailable truths, such as the struggle for power. What creates and dictates 
interests are the identities of the states and the other international players 
rather than the anarchic structure of the international system. Thus, two 
elements were added to the understanding of world politics: ethnic iden-
tity, on the one hand, and the importance of identity interests and norms 
in the shaping of international processes, on the other. Both schools—the 
ethno-national and the constructivist—notwithstanding the differences 
and even contradictions between them, I would submit, make up what 
might be referred to as the politics of identity. 

The Jewish people is not lacking in ethnic characteristics. The modern 
innovation lies in the existence of a national dimension. Indeed, Anthony 
d. Smith, in attempting to concretize the idea of ethno-nationalism, cites 
the Jews and the Zionist renascence.88 Smith’s contribution, in the wake 
of the writings of Walker Connor, lies in focusing attention upon the 
connection between ethnicity and nationalism. As opposed to the ap-
proach that had taken root in political studies, which argued that the 
modern state would weaken nationalism, Smith et al. argued that nation-
alism is an authentic force, deriving its strength from sources that are 
not connected to the modern state. In their opinion, a connection exists 
between ethnicity, which preceded modernity in Europe, and national-
ism, which gained legitimacy in the wake of the spread of the doctrine 
of self-determination. According to their arguments, national identity ex-
isted among many peoples for centuries before it became the legitimate 
definition of states by the international community. But then it was seen 
as ethnic. The change introduced by modernity lay in the desire for an 
overlap between national identity and the sovereign state. once ethnic 
identity acquired a territorial dimension and became national, it linked 
with the modern state. While ethnicity exists wherever there is a cultural 
dimension, nationalism and a state require territory.89

The territorial component was always central to Jewish ethnic iden-
tity, and therefore the appearance of the national dimension does not 
seem revolutionary. Its novelty lies in its being transformed into an ac-
tive factor in Jewish foreign policy. The narrative of the father of the 

 88 Anthony d. Smith, “States and Homelands: The Social and Geopolitical Implications 
of National Territory,” Journal of International Studies 10:3 (1981), p. 187. 
 89 Walker Connor, “Nation Building or Nation destroying?”; Connor, “Politics of 
Ethnonationalism”; Connor, “Ethnonationalism,” pp. 196–220. Cf. Smith, Ethnic Revival. 
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nation, Abraham, begins with his migration to the land which he would 
inherit and wherein he would become “a great nation.”90 The biblical sto-
ry, to a large extent, revolves around the struggle for the land of Israel. 
Chronicles II concludes with Cyrus’ declaration and the return to Zion. 
The very use of the concept of exile as descriptive of existence on foreign 
soil preset the place of land of Israel in Jewish identity. The land also 
occupied a central place in the religious ritual of the diaspora, both in 
explaining the past and present and in articulating hopes for the future 
redemption.91 However, in exile the centrality of territory did not have 
any operative significance.92 In the land of Israel, the wars of the Jews, 
for example, were connected to territory. Against this, the teaching of 
the “three oaths” was associated with Jewish submission and forgoing a 
violent struggle over territory.93 The Jews’ passive identity derived from 
the belief that remaining in exile accorded with the divine will. only the 
Almighty could decide when the time had indeed come for the end of 
the rule of other nations. Territorial identity during the period of exile 
was therefore primarily passive.

one of the explanations for the appearance of modern nationalism 
relates to the connection between modernity and activism. Modern man 
differs from traditional man in his belief that he is able to influence his 
destiny and shape the society in which he operates. This idea includes the 
right of the group to which he belongs to self-determination. Thus, the 
awakening of nationalism in Europe and the infiltration of modernism 
into Jewish communities brought about a change from Jewish passivity 
to activism. This development may be seen in the writings of forerun-
ners of Zionism, such as rabbis Judah Alkalai and Zvi Hirsh Kalischer, 
as well as in the thought of Moses Hess.94 These thinkers all demanded an 
active nationalist approach. That is to say, while the subject of territory 
was always an integral part of Jewish identity, the change in the modern 
period lay in its transformation from passive to active.

 90 Genesis 12:1–2.
 91 Vital, The Zionist Revolution, vol. 1, pp. 16–17. 
 92 For a comprehensive analysis of this subject, see Arnold M. Eisen, Galut: Modern 
Jewish Reflection on Homelessness and Homecoming (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1986), ch. 3. 
 93 Biale, Power and Powerlessness, p. 39; Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot 111a. For 
a broad analysis of the “three oaths,” see Aviezer ravitzky, Messianism, Zionism, and 
Jewish Religious Radicalism (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1994), pp. 277–305. 
 94 on the harbingers of Zionism, see Katz, Jewish Nationalism, pp. 263–284. Cf. 
r. Zvi Hirsh Kalischer, Derishat Tzion (Jerusalem, 1954), p. 179; Moses Hess, Rome 
and Jerusalem and Other Jewish Writings, trans. Y. Keshet (Jerusalem, 1983), pp. 30–42 
[Hebrew]. 
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An additional change took place toward the end of the nineteenth 
century with the appearance of racial anti-Semitism. The modern nation-
state was unable to tolerate a separate Jewish identity within itself. The 
consequence of anti-Semitism on the part of the Jews was the political 
Zionism of the schools of leo Pinsker and Theodor Herzl, who focused 
the Jewish demand for a state. When they discussed survival, the impulse 
for a state was more a matter of saving the life of the nation than merely 
a matter of identity. 

Paradoxically, it is precisely in this confluence that we encounter the 
power of the component of territorial identity in Jewish foreign policy. 
Although political Zionism turned its attention to the land of Israel, some 
of its leaders—Herzl and Israel Zangwill, for example—saw the establish-
ment of a Jewish state as the central goal of Jews in their day, whether 
or not this could be realized in the land of Israel. As against them, other 
leaders saw the setting up of a national entity specifically in Palestine as 
the primary goal. Ahad Ha’am was prepared to settle for less than full 
sovereignty but insisted that the spiritual center be built in the histori-
cal homeland. Menahem Ussishkin demanded that the primary effort be 
directed toward setting up colonies in the land of Israel.95

The power of the identity component may be seen in the debate around 
the proposal to settle in East Africa, known as the “Uganda Affair.” The 
opponents of the African option saw going to Uganda, even temporar-
ily, as an act of divorce from the land of Israel and therefore as a kind 
of Jewish “apostasy.” 96 For the supporters of the African option, physi-
cal danger to the Jews constituted the central threat. We already noted 
that rabbi Jacob reines supported the temporary settlement (a “night 
refuge”) of Jews in East Africa as a solution to what he considered to be 
a pressing existential threat. Those for whom Zionism arose in order to 
preserve Jewish identity (“the trouble of Judaism more than the trouble 
of the Jews,” in the words of the leader of spiritual Zionism, Ahad Ha’am) 
considered settlement in the land of Israel to be the only viable option. 

 95 Shmuel Sandler, “land and State in Zionist Foreign Policy,” in Eliezer don-
Yehiya, ed., Between Tradition and Renewal (ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 
2005), pp. 88–97 [Hebrew]. 
 96 See, for example, Ussishkin’s letter in Hatzofeh, Warsaw, october 20, 1903; and 
the speech of Shemaryahu levin in Michael Heyman, The Minutes of the Zionist General 
Council: The Uganda Controversy 2 (Jerusalem: Zionist library, 1977), p. 12. Another 
important work on this subject is david Vital, “The Afflictions of the Jews and the 
Afflictions of Zionism (The Meaning and Consequences of the Uganda Controversy),” in 
Shmuel Cohen and Eliezer don-Yehiya, eds., Conflict and Consensus in Jewish Political 
Life (ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 1985), esp. p. 83.
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The conflict between the territorial identity and the political elements 
of Zionist aspirations reemerged in the debate over the partition of Eretz 
Yisrael in the wake of the recommendations of the Peel Commission of 
1937. For many of the participants in this debate, the dilemma was seen in 
terms of a choice between giving up parts of the homeland and achieving 
the political goal. The transaction offered was full sovereignty over 20 per-
cent of the land (the Galilee and the coastal strip) in exchange for forgoing 
portions of the historical land of Israel (not to mention the Transjordanian 
part of the land, demanded by the revisionists). Full sovereignty would 
have meant free immigration during a critical period for the Jews. 
Moreover, the territory built into the proposal included the most fertile 
areas along with the possibility of international maritime trade, thereby as-
suring the economic life of the future state. In return, though, a conscious 
forgoing of the other parts of the land of Israel—including Jerusalem—was 
required. While statesmen including Ben-Gurion and Chaim Weizmann 
eventually won the debate, it is important to mention a number of their 
opponents. These included, aside from the revisionists, Berl Katznelson, 
Ussishkin, Henrietta Szold, many members of Mapai, the General Zionists, 
and most of the members of Mizrahi. While the British government finally 
rejected the Peel proposal, the passionate debate over the issue was indica-
tive of the power of the territorial element in Zionist identity. This debate 
was renewed during the period surrounding the Partition Plan accepted 
by the United Nations General Assembly on November 29, 1947. In the 
final analysis, however, it was the War of Independence imposed upon the 
Yishuv, and the cease-fire agreements, that determined the boundaries of 
the state for a considerable period of time.97

The vigor of national identity and its relation to territory reemerged 
after the Six day War, when Israel conquered Judaea, Samaria, and the 
Gaza Strip and reunified Jerusalem. on the one hand, a position devel-
oped which supported forgoing portions of the historical land of Israel in 
exchange for an Arab-Israel peace. This position was based upon political 
considerations, such as the possibility of recognition of the State of Israel 
by the Arab world in exchange for withdrawal; the position of the interna-
tional community (particularly the United States); and the demographic 
threat involved in the annexation of Judaea, Samaria, and the Gaza Strip. 
Against these arguments, supporters of “Greater Israel” were opposed, 
for ethno-national reasons, to any concessions over any portion of the 
ancestral homeland. The power of the identity element became clearer 
when at the head of the national camp stood Gush Emunim, which made 

 97 See Sandler, “Zionist Foreign Policy,” pp. 106–113.
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clear that its stance was motivated primarily by national-religious consid-
erations. The political “turnabout” of 1977 that brought the likud headed 
by Menachem Begin to power underscored its support of “Greater Israel.” 
The growth of such nationalist parties as Tehiya, Tzomet, Moledet, and 
the National Union, in addition to the ideological transformation of the 
National religious Party from a politically moderate party to a right-wing 
ally of the likud, reflected the power of the nationalist motif in Israeli 
politics. The extensive settlement in the historical portions of the land 
of Israel is likewise indicative of the power of ethno-national elements 
among portions of Israeli society. 

The rise of the ethno-national approach was opposed to the post-
modernist approach, which gained power in the West and began to 
penetrate political elites in Israel. The emphasis on the self-realization 
of the individual, and the expression of his identity and welfare, at times 
rivaled the wish to place collective identity at the head of the national 
agenda. Nevertheless, the State of Israel remains the most ethno-national 
country in the Western world, of which it considers itself a member. The 
nation’s power in defining the state in Israel is closest to the pure archetype 
of the classical nation-state, which is today exceptional in the Western 
world.98 This definition has an impact upon both the internal and exter-
nal realms. The transnational realm—namely, the relationship between 
Israel and the Jewish people discussed above—is also affected by this defi-
nition of identity power. Without minimizing the importance of identity, 
however, Israeli policy toward the occupied territories is and continues 
to be influenced by the power of the existential motif in two senses: the 
physical-political and the historical-identity. Thus, governments headed 
by Menachem Begin or by Yitzhak Shamir did not annex the territories 
of Judaea, Samaria, and the Gaza Strip to Israel. The demographic threat, 
combined with the reactions of the international community, lay at the 
basis of this ideological non-realization. on the other hand, neither did 
those governments headed by Shimon Peres or Ehud Barak cross certain 
boundaries in their negotiations over territory. The question of national 
existence in both of its dimensions, the national and the political, was 
still stronger in the Jewish state than simple survival as a state without a 
clear identity, which could be attained more easily. 

The territorial dimension may also be defined as representing a possi-
ble conflict between the state-existential interest and the Jewish interest. 

 98 Baruch Zisser and Eliezer don-Yehiya, “democracy Against Nationalism: Israel 
as an Exceptional Case,” Tarbut Demokratit 1 (1999), pp. 9–22 [Hebrew]. Cf. Alexander 
Jacobson and Amnon rubinstein, Israel and the Family of Nations: A Jewish Nation-State 
and Human Rights (Jerusalem and Tel Aviv: Schocken, 2003), esp. ch. 6 [Hebrew].
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In concluding this essay, we shall concentrate on the contemporary period 
and discuss a number of issues in which the conflict between the Jewish 
dimension of Israeli foreign policy and the interests of the state came to 
the fore. This discussion is important for the central thesis of this paper in 
two respects: First, it proves that even after the return of the Jewish peo-
ple to the realm of history, according to the argument of many figures in 
classical Zionism, a dimension of foreign policy exists that transcends the 
foreign policy of an ordinary state. Second, we find that even the “statist” 
foreign policy of the Jewish state contains a Jewish historical motif.

7. Israeli Foreign Policy and World Jewish Politics

Michael Brecher’s monumental work on Israeli foreign policy empha-
sized the Jewish dimension of this foreign policy. The Jewish dimension 
is analyzed in his book primarily on the level of the prism through which 
Israeli decision makers considered matters. Examples of the influence of 
the Jewish dimension, which he identifies in light of his interviews with 
decision makers, include (1) the complexities surrounding the vote re-
garding South Africa in the United Nations, (2) Soviet Jewry, (3) the 1959 
epidemic of swastikas, and (4) the kidnapping of Adolf Eichmann.99 In 
some of these cases, there was a conflict between the interests of the State 
of Israel and those of the Jewish people or of the local Jewish commu-
nity. For example, Israel’s interest in international recognition involved 
diplomatic recognition by the new states of black Africa. However, such 
recognition was also related to Israel’s vote in the United Nations and to 
its position regarding the economic boycott of South Africa. The gov-
ernment of Pretoria exerted pressure on the local Jewish community to 
lobby Jerusalem to refrain from such steps. Similarly, the kidnapping of 
Eichmann, which strengthened the status of Israel as the historical heir 
of the Jewish people, harmed the interests of the Jewish community in 
Argentina, which saw its sovereignty impaired by the operations of a for-
eign government within its territory. 

Yehuda Blum, who considered Israel’s protest to various governments 
in the world following what might be described as an outbreak of swasti-
ka painting in Jewish sacred places as legitimate and even an appropriate 
foreign policy for a Jewish state to adopt, explicitly noted the conflict 
between the Jewish dimension of Israel’s foreign policy and the political 
interests of the state. In the case of Soviet Jewry, he argued that the gov-
ernment of Israel did not protest the persecution of the “Jews of silence” 

 99 Michael Brecher, The Foreign Policy System of Israel (london: oxford University 
Press, 1972), pp. 229–244.
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due to its own political interest. Another case where the conflict of in-
terests came to light, according to Blum, was Israel’s refusal to conduct 
diplomatic relations with Franco’s Spain in the 1950s due to the leader’s 
fascist past.100 

other examples of conflict between these two interests were studied 
by Yitzhak Mualem, namely, the handling of the exodus of Algerian 
Jewry and the struggle between the Israeli government and Jewish or-
ganizations such as HIAS concerning the subject of immigration of 
russian Jews. The interests of Israeli-Franco relations did not always 
correspond to those of Algerian Jewry. In the 1970s the government 
of Israel wished to limit the struggle for immigration from the Soviet 
Union to those Jews who intended to come to Israel, while American 
Jewry demanded an overall struggle unrelated to the destination of 
russian emigration. In the final analysis, American Jewry prevailed.101 
This victory corresponds to the approach of interdependence, which 
sees world politics beyond the relations between governments and 
maintains that victory is not always on the side of the state which is 
the strongest player in the international arena. The outbreak of the 
Intifada in 2000, and the increase of anti-Semitism in a number of com-
munities throughout the world, again raised the question of whether 
Israel needs to take into account the interests of world Jewry in its 
confrontation with the Palestinians, or specifically to use accusations 
of anti-Semitism, whether real or imagined, to undermine public sup-
port for the Palestinians.

In all those cases posing no actual existential threat to the State of 
Israel, the Jewish state took world Jewish interests into account. When 
the issue concerned national survival, however, there was never any 
doubt as to which interest was decisive.102 Israel did not dare challenge 
the Soviets regarding their treatment of Soviet Jewry without American 
backing. Israel put this subject on the world agenda only in the 1970s, 
when Washington stood behind it. on the issues of Algerian Jewry, 
the Israeli interest in receiving a supply of Mirage fighter planes from 
France—and completing construction of the atomic reactor in dimona—
outweighed the needs of the local Jewish community.103 In the case of 
the Intifada, where the question of survival was not existential but more 

 100 Yehuda Blum, “A Jewish State Among the States,” Hagut 4: Between Israel and 
the Nations, pp. 131–139.
 101 Mualem, Jewish Dimension.
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on the tactical level, Israel does not seem to have taken the threat to 
the Jewish diaspora into consideration. The dilemma was not whether 
Israel needed to consider its reaction in order to reduce anti-Jewish re-
sponses, but rather if it needed to change the shape or magnitude of its 
reaction. The very fact that the Jewish interest in Israel’s foreign policy 
was at least considered supports the thesis of a Jewish foreign policy on 
the normative level. 

When we set out to examine the foreign and defense policy of the re-
stored State of Israel, the priority assumed by considerations of survival 
for the Jewish state, above others, may be connected to values found in 
the Jewish tradition. True, survival is the impulse of every state within 
the international system. However, in the case of Israel, for both objec-
tive and subjective reasons, its policy of national defense has always been 
fashioned on the basis of broad margins of security. one cannot under-
stand such strategic decisions as the development of the nuclear option, 
the Six day War, or even the acceptance of reparations from Germany, 
and the establishment of diplomatic relations therewith, without consid-
ering their dimensions.104 It would seem that the decision-making elite, at 
least when Michael Brecher was conducting his comprehensive study of 
Israeli foreign policy, acted according to the same Jewish instincts which 
had been deeply rooted in Jewish consciousness over the generations. 

Moreover, in Israeli foreign policy, we find a conception of security 
that is based upon a combination of the use of force together with goals 
of survival. In operational terms, Israel’s deterrence policy was intend-
ed to promote an effect of punishment rather than denial and, in the 
words of Yitzhak rabin, was “so that they may know and fear”105—in 
other words, deterrence which is defensive in nature and aggressive when 
carried out. At the same time, when military power was exercised beyond 
goals of survival or existence per se, it tended to fail. Striking examples 
of this are Ben-Gurion’s famous declaration of the establishment of the 
Third Commonwealth in the wake of the 1956 Sinai Campaign and the 
rapid withdrawal thereafter; the failure of the first lebanon War when 
it went beyond defensive goals; and the withdrawal from the Gaza Strip 
during the term of Sharon, when, after two decades of peace with Egypt, 
its strategic importance was winding down. In Israel there has been no 

 104 Michael Brecher, Decisions, chs. 3, 7; Shlomo Ahronson with oded Brosh, The 
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public legitimacy for the use of force for non-defensive goals. The argu-
ment with which we opened this paper, and which has accompanied us 
throughout, is that the element of survival is so central in Jewish foreign 
policy that it goes beyond the degree ordinarily accepted in other cases 
of foreign policy. This point will be clarified in the summary below.

8. Summary 

After three thousand years or more of Jewish presence on the world 
scene, there seems to be an academic basis for defining a “Jewish foreign 
policy,” or international policy, and conducting research into it. Indeed, 
as I have attempted to demonstrate, even before the rebirth of the State 
of Israel, and certainly since 1948, one may apply a significant number of 
parameters derived from theories of international relations to the Jewish 
case. Jews maintained both a foreign policy and an international policy, 
both when they enjoyed sovereignty and while in exile, and even when 
the two frameworks existed side by side. This thesis was tested against the 
main approaches accepted today in the study of international relations. 

A second claim advanced here is that after such a long and intensive 
period of Jewish existence and necessity for constant interaction with 
neighbors and host countries, mostly in hostile environments, a Jewish 
political tradition must have developed and influenced not only the gov-
ernment within the State of Israel but also its foreign policy and the 
international policy of the Jewish people. 

What is the uniqueness of this tradition of Jewish foreign policy? I 
have argued that, just as one can identify a greater sensitivity to main-
taining the balance of power in Europe in British foreign policy or to 
French culture in France’s foreign policy, one can also identify certain 
unique aspects in the Jewish case. The main unique feature I succeeded 
in identifying was that the motif of survival among the Jews is stronger 
than its quest for power. Its realpolitik is primarily existential and not 
expansive. The fact that I demonstrated the persistence of this tendency 
throughout three thousand years indicates that the search for survival 
goes beyond the natural tendency toward survival characteristic of small 
states such as Finland and Czechoslovakia.106 our study claims that Jews 
were not noted for their desire to amass power for its own sake, for the 
sake of rule. With the exception of certain brief periods during the First 
and Second Commonwealths, one cannot identify attempts to create a 

 106 See, for instance, david Vital, The Survival of Small States: Studies in Small 
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strong state. Territorial expansion for its own sake, beyond that which 
was considered the boundaries of the land of Israel, was relatively rare. 
likewise, the Jewish policy of alliances was primarily defensive. on the 
level of international institutionalism, which Walzer identified among the 
prophets, there is an attempt to advance international norms. This ap-
proach meets the needs of a small nation that can be served by law and 
order, and it is suitable for a national or religious minority that constantly 
feels itself threatened.

In the foreign policy of the State of Israel, viewed through the para-
digm presented here as most appropriate, it is impossible to identify an 
expansionist motif beyond the needs of security and survival in a hos-
tile world in which the Jewish state finds itself. The desire to preserve 
the boundaries of the whole land of Israel following the Six day War of 
1967 may be seen as the natural outcome of the ethno-national motif 
in Zionism and not as imperialism.107 This motif was predominant only 
within a certain part of Israeli society and weakened over the years. Even 
the historical claim within Gush Emunim has diminished to a basic se-
curity-existential rationale.108 True, the state and world Jewry succeeded 
in exploiting the diaspora structure, in the past and in the present, to in-
crease its power beyond the accepted boundaries of international politics. 
This structure, despite its power point of reference, may still be defined as 
matching the models of “interdependence” and “transnationalism,” which 
by definition belong more to the approaches of cooperation in interna-
tional relations.

The desire and ability of the Jews to survive is doubtless outstanding 
in the international arena. Indeed, the desire to survive also explains the 
foreign policy of the State of Israel in those situations wherein there was 
a conflict between its Jewish and state dimensions. The interests of the 
Jewish people or of Jewish communities were taken into consideration 
so long as they were not in conflict with the basic security or existential 
needs of the state. This preference cannot be seen as merely a neces-
sity for a state which has defined itself as the heir of the Jewish people. 
According to the above survey, the motif of survival, particularly when it 
is defined with broad margins, is an integral part of the Jewish political 
tradition within the area of foreign policy. 
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To conclude, the thesis presented at the beginning of this paper, that 
Jews fit accepted parameters of foreign relations, has been demonstrated 
and developed. The most striking characteristic, the desire for survival, 
overshadows all other characteristics and is of particular significance 
in light of the gap between this tremendous drive and the inherent 
limitations in seeking and increasing power. But this theme requires 
additional analysis, as the dividing line between power and survival is 
not always easily discernible in either the theory or practice of interna-
tional relations. 
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