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Review by David Tal, University of Sussex 

“Is there a direction to Israel’s foreign policy?” 

s strange as it may sound, no comprehensive book has been written on Israel’s foreign policy. No 
scholar took upon himself the mission of writing a broad and comprehensive study of Israel’s foreign 
policy. There is a pretty significant number of studies dedicated to various chapters and issues in the 

history of Israel’s foreign policy and diplomacy, but no one book that will offer a general analysis of Israel’s 
foreign policy. Thus, we have to look at the various studies published on Israel’s diplomatic history and try to 
offer generalities.  

This can be done through the interpretive lenses of the ‘new diplomatic history.’ The ‘old diplomatic history’ 
is actually the international history of the relations between states and nations. The heroes of the old 
diplomatic history were heads of states, high official diplomats and generals; the sources from which the old 
diplomatic historians drew their knowledge were national archives. The new diplomatic history challenges this 
common approach in several ways. It argues that diplomatic history is more than the exchange of diplomatic 
messages between heads of states and diplomats, it borrows from other disciplines, and it embraces new 
approaches and fields of knowledge. And thus, the leading journals dedicated to the study of diplomatic 
history published in their recent volumes articles dealing with topics such as “The Politics of the Shinto 
Shrine Rites Controversy in Colonial Korea” (Diplomatic History, 40:4); “Sport and Diplomacy: a Global 
Diplomacy Framework” (Diplomacy & Statecraft, 27:2) and “the UN World Food Programme and the 
Evolution of the International Food-Aid System during the Post-War Decades” (International History Review, 
38:4). These examples of studies that cross disciplines and expand the horizon of diplomatic history 

 

2017 
 

H-Diplo 
@HDiplo 

Article Review  
No. 684 
2 March 2017 

 

A 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09592296.2015.1096685
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09592296.2015.1096691
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09592296.2015.1096697
http://tiny.cc/AR684
https://www.twitter.com/HDiplo


H-Diplo Article Review 
 

demonstrate the changes that took and are taking place in the field. However, there is a place in the new 
diplomatic history also for the old diplomatic history, at least when it comes to, well, diplomacy. After all, an 
integral part of diplomatic history is the act of diplomacy and the relations between countries and nation. 
What the new diplomatic history adds to the old diplomatic history is breadth and depth, and here too, 
historians have suggested new paths. Most conspicuous among them was the call to change the relations 
between periphery and centre in two ways: first, to abandon the assumption that relations between countries 
were determined only by the one which is a ‘centre’, as against the other which is a ‘periphery.’ Instead, 
Elizabeth C. Hoffman and Tony Smith (his example is the Cold War) suggested that we give more space and 
weight to the story of those who were “far from Moscow and Washington, in Bonn and Berlin, Pyongyang 
and Havana, Guatemala City and Teheran, Cairo and Tel Aviv […] – a history where these people are seen 
more as effective subjects and less as manipulated objects or the course of events.”1 The second path suggested 
under the influence of the new diplomatic history was to go beyond the dichotomy suggested by IR scholars 
in the study of diplomatic history, between realistic and idealistic approaches to the making of foreign 
relations. “Even the most ‘realist’ – minded Cold War historians have come to see the intersection of 
ideology,” suggested Thomas Zeiler.2 And indeed, it is through these lenses that I would like to discuss the 
three articles that deal with specific chapters in Israel’s diplomatic history. 

These three articles were published in one volume of Diplomacy & Statecraft, a journal that, together with 
Diplomatic History, contributed significantly to the development of the new diplomatic history. The inclusion 
of these three articles in the same volume seems to have been coincidental, as the volume is not dedicated to 
the study of Israel’s diplomatic history, nor do the three articles hold anything in common with the other 
articles published in this volume, or even among themselves, other than the sheer fact that they discuss 
diplomatic history. But I would like to show how these three article do have something in common, beyond 
the obvious. The articles belong to the old diplomatic history, but they expand its boundaries in approach and 
methodology. All the three concentrate on country-to-country relations, but each of the three suggests an 
angle that exceed the limits of the diplomatic documents-based historiography. In “Is an Embassy Really 
Necessary? Israeli–Spanish Relations in the 1960s,” Guy Setton and Raanan Rein suggest a model of relations 
between countries that goes beyond the structural norm of diplomatic relations that are based on embassies 
and the presence of ambassadors, and turn instead to what the literature defines as second-track diplomacy – 
or track-two diplomacy.  While it is pity that the authors did not place their study within the wider 
theoretical framework of track-two diplomacy, their work is nonetheless an important addition to the 
literature on the subject. What is also worth mentioning is the fact that the authors apply a multi-archival, 
multi-linguistic approach in their work. Using Israeli and Spanish primary sources, Setton and Raanan tell the 
story of the development of diplomatic relations, even without states having diplomatic relations, from both 
sides of the Mediterranean. They show how states can serve their mutual interests not only through official 
and traditional channels, but also through the use of innovative and non-traditional means of 

                                                      
1 Elizabeth Cobbs Hoffman, “Diplomatic History and the Meaning of Life: Toward a Global American 

History,” Diplomatic History 21:4 (Fall 1997), 550; Tony Smith, “New Bottles for New Wine: A Pericentric Framework 
for the Study of the Cold War,” Diplomatic History 24:4 (Fall 2000), 569. 

2 Thomas W. Zeiler, “The Diplomatic History Bandwagon: A State of the Field,” The Journal of American 
History 95:4 (March 2009), 1056. 
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communications, and they show that as a process of mutuality, in which each country contributes to these 
relations it share.  

Elad Ben Dror and Asaf Ziedler, in “Israel, Jordan, and their Efforts to Frustrate the United Nations 
Resolutions to Internationalise Jerusalem,” turn to a different place, using diplomatic history to study the 
somewhat surprising collaboration between two states that officially were enemies. Ben Dror and Zieldler 
show, once again, through the application of a multi-archival approach using documents deposited in Israeli, 
British, and American archives, how Israel and Jordan acted in tandem to intercept a United Nations decision 
that would establish Jerusalem as an international city, as was decided in the United Nations General 
Assembly’s Resolution 181 that called for the establishment of Jewish and Arab states in Palestine, with 
Jerusalem coming under international rule, as corpus separatum. Both the Israeli and the Jordanian 
governments opposed such a decision, and despite the fact that officially they were belligerents, they 
cooperated, successfully to prevent a decision that would reassert Jerusalem’s status as corpus separatum.  

The third article, Asher Orkaby’s “The 1964 Israeli Airlift to Yemen and the Expansion of Weapons 
Diplomacy,” is the exception. It takes a very clear Israeli-centric approach, both in the use of sources, which 
are exclusively Israeli, and the subject matter, which is exclusively Israeli – Israel’s weapons diplomacy. The 
author does, however, suggest quite a surprising factor in the making of Israel’s weapons diplomacy: technical 
capability. The major factor that allowed the creation and development of Israel’s military aid to countries in 
Africa was the founding of an air squadron with capabilities to execute long-range travel that would allow the 
transfer of arms from Israel to distance places. The case in hand is an arms shipment to Yemen. With all its 
limits – the strong Israel-centric approach and the reliance on oral history that is not substantiated by 
documents – the importance of this article is twofold: first, it expands the boundaries of diplomatic history to 
include aspects that are not studied frequently. In this case it is the material limits that set Israel’s diplomacy 
on one course, and with the removal of that material limit, the spanning of the extent of Israel’s diplomacy. 
The second is the light it sheds on the nature of Israel’s diplomacy. Orkaby argues that the drive behind 
Israel’s military aid to “military elites and often-brutal dictators such as Idi Amin in Uganda and Mobutu Sese 
Seko in Congo” was “aggressive ‘messianic’ and idealistic Israeli foreign policy” (660). That, of course, is 
almost contradiction in terms. What this article shows us is how Israel’s foreign policy was realistic, devoid of 
idealism.  

Speaking to Israelis diplomats in July 1950, Israeli Prime Minister David Ben Gurion stated: “the 
establishment of the state comes before anything else […]. Our foreign policy is secondary to [security 
policy], unlike the case in [an] established and static country.”3 With that, David Ben Gurion set not only the 
course of Israel’s foreign policy, but to great extent its historiographical direction. And so, when historians 
discuss issues pertinent to Israel’s foreign policy, the findings support, time and again, this course of Israel’s 
foreign policy. What is still missing is a thorough historiographical discussion over this issue, and the 
placement of each study in the context of that discussion. Setton and Rein and Ben-Dror and Ziedler explore 
new grounds not only in their research questions and findings, but also in methodology and historiography, 
when they apply multi-archival and multi-linguistic approaches. However, they share with Orkaby a 
historiographical approach that substantiates the claim that Israel’s foreign policy was motivated by realistic 
considerations, and that interests, rather than ideals, were the driving force behind Israel’s foreign policy. 
What is missing in these articles is their placement within this historiographical school of thought. Thus, the 

                                                      
3 David Ben Gurion Diary, entry for July 22, 1950, David Ben Gurion Archives, Sde Boker, Israel. 
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next stage should be further exploration of the course of Israel’s foreign policy, this time discussing its nature, 
whether idealistic or realistic. The argument in this essay is, quite obvious: that it is realistic. However, it 
would be worthwhile expanding this argument further, and in explicit manner. And second, it will be 
interesting to read a study that will challenge what seems to be the dominant line of argument on this subject, 
as it appears in publications discussing Israel’s foreign policy. 
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