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Democracy and National Security
in a Protracted Conflict

Dan Horowitz and Moshe Lissak

The Salience ofthe Security Factor

Yitzhak Rabin, one of Israel's leading political and military

figures, once described Israel's security situation since its estab-
lishement as 'dormant war' erupting every few years into active

conflict.1 Indeed, Israel has fought more wars than any other
country since the Second World War; and the periods in between

have been marked by persistent limited conflicts including bor
der clashes, terrorist strikes and reprisal raids. This situation has

resulted in the issue of national security becoming central to

Israeli society and having a major impact on values and institu

tions as well as on the everyday life of the people. Basic societal

contours such as Israel's territorial and demographic boundaries

have beenshaped by two Arab-Israeli wars. The first overall mili
taryconfrontation between Israel and the Arab states inl948/49

concluded with the partition of Mandatory Palestine along lines
determined mainly by the fighting. No less crucial was the demo

graphic shift brought about by this war due to the exodus of the

vast majority of the Arahs living within the boundaries of what

became Israel, thus moving it closer to the ideal-type of the na

tion-state. The second war to have a crucial impact on Israel was

the Six-Day War ofJune 1967 in which Israel conquered the rest
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raises the question of when and under what conditions should
Israel'sdeterrent powerbe viewed as havingdeterioratedto the
extent thatit isdeemed necessary tolaunch anattack topreempt
ananticipated enemyaction. Apartialanswertothisquestion is
provided bydefining a number ofvitalinterests which, if threa
tened, wouldconstitute a casusbelli.Suchinterests were defined
in the early 1960sasthe blockingoftheStraits ofTiran, the mass
ingofenemyforces alongIsrael's borders, theunderminingofthe
status quo inJordan, etc.'6 The assumptionofthisdoctrine isthat,
given itsvulnerablebordersclose toitspopulation centers,Israel
can hardly afford to absorb a full-scale enemy attack before
moving totheoffensive. After theSix-Day War, thedoctrine was
replaced by the notion of 'defensible borders' to enable Israel
to absorb an enemy attack without theneed for a preemptive
strike.17

Thisshift inconcepts resulted indebates overstrategybecoming
enmeshed in the ideological controversy over the future of the
territories, with proponentsofvariouspositionsdrawingmapsof
defensible borders' tosuittheirideological predilections.18 Each
area conqueredby Israel in the Six-Day War - the Sinai Penin
sula, the Golan Heights and the West Bank- wasviewed froma
iifferent perspective inthis debate. Inrespectofthe Sinai Penin
sula, the approach eventually adopted in the peace agreement
vith Egypt was that demilitarized buffer zones would provide
:srael with adequate early warning incase ofenemy attack. For
heWest Bank, however, where ideological, political and strate
gic concerns were closely intermingled, such an arrangement
vas notconsidered appropriateorapplicable and three different
pproaches emerged.

The first was embodied in the 'Allon Plan' that guided the gov-
rnments led by the Labor Alignment until 1977, even though it
/as never adopted as official policy.19 The strategic concept was
aat Israel should seek border changes, mainly inthe sparsely-
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populated Jordan Rift Valley, that would allow it to control
the axeslinkingthe WestBanktothe EastBank. Thepresence of
Israeli forces in these parts of the West Bank would ensure that
heavyweapons suchastanks,artilleryand,above all,surface-to-
air missiles that can cover Israel's airfields would be kept out of

the remainder of the territory. The secondapproach is based on
Israeli control of the mountain ridge running north-south
throughthe heavily-populated heart of the West Bank, with all
the socialand politicalconsequences impliedin continuedIsraeli
rule there.20 The third approach, favored by only a small minor
ity,callsforareturn tothe 1967 borders along withdemilitariza
tion of the West Bank, thus accepting the need to revert to the
preemptivestrikeasameansofcounteringattempts toviolate the
area's demilitarized status. The controversy over the three
approaches reflected the incursion of political and ideological
considerations into the sphere ofnational security: no longer was
it possible toachieve a consensus based solely onexpertmilitary
judgementsaccepted bytheentiredefense establishment. Astrik
ing indication of this quandary wasprovided by the opposing
report of the Chief-of-Staff and oneofhis predecessors in a case
before the Supreme Courton whether the Gush Emunim settle
ment of Elon Moreh near Nablus was essential on security
grounds. Chief-of-StaffRafael Eitan testified thatthesettlement,
built on land appropriated from Arabsonsecuritygrounds,was
essential for national defense, while former Chief-of StaffHaim
Bar-Lev maintained that it had no security value. The Defense
Minister at the time, Ezer Weizman, was also known to be

opposed tothesettlement.21
The third national security challenge faced by Israel has been

adaptingits civil-military relations to theconditions ofthe pro
tracted conflict. There are two facets to this challenge: ensuring
the optimal useof manpower and other resources for national
security while maintaining a democratic regime and creatinga
systemofcontrolforthemilitaryappropriate toaprolongedstate
ofemergency marked byoccasional limitedclashes in periodsof
'dormancy' and periodiceruptionoffull-scale war foughtunder
international politicalconstraints. The twofacetsofnational se
curityare intertwined.Israel'sunique patternsofcivil-military
relations have largely determined both the extent of national
consensus on the allocation of resources to security needs, and the
typesofciviliancontrolofthedefense establishment. Thesechar
acteristics - broad civilian participation in national security
tasks, vague boundaries between military and political institu
tions, socialnetworks includingmembersof both military and

" See Y.Erez and A. Khr,Talks with MosheDayan.Tel Aviv (Massadal 1981,
p. 27.

11 See Z. Schiff, 'Whose Professional Opinion Prevails?', Haaretz, June 24,
1979.

11

mHPHil ni i J i ." *i.'W^KI!^Frl"»"WW



of speech and cultural expression, civil rights, and the right of
labor to organize and strike. To the extent that proposals to re
strict these rights have arisen, it has been from radical groups
on the fringe of the political map and not from the ranks of the
military.

The trends of militarization of the civilian sector and the 'civi-
hanization' of the military can be examined also from the per
spective of the concept of the 'military mind'.45 The characteris
tics of the 'military mind' fall into two categories. The first
concerns the utilityordesirabilityofviolenceasameans to attain
goals in international relations. The second concerns authoritar
ian valuesand thesymbolicimportanceattached to theheirarchi
cal structure ofthe military. These categories are not necessarily
found together to the same degree in all cases. Israel provides a
case where, as we have noted, there is aconsensus between the
military and the civilian elites on the legitimacy of employing
violence in international conflicts on the one hand, and on the
need to restrict the authoritarian dimensions ofmilitary life and
to prevent them from spilling over into the civilian sector, on the
other. Theshareddominantapproachisthus 'civilian' wherepol
itics is concerned and 'military' where national security is at
stake. There is, however, evidence indicatingthatthe tendency to
'civilianize' the military has declined over the years, and there
are indications that authoritarian influences are gaining
strength, at least as far as the organization ofthe military itself is
concerned.46

Theconceptofme'imhtarymind'applies tosub-cultureswithin
the military as well as the civiliansectors, and is more concerned
with 'mentality' than with institutional arrangements. Amore
comprehensive approach for examining the institutional impli
cationsofthe interpretationofthecivilianandmilitaryspheresis
based on the concept of 'role-expansion' of the military which is
applicable also to the defense establishment as awhole.
Inthewakeofthel973war,therehasbeenamajorexpansionof

the economic role ofthe defense establishment. These trends are
expressed intheportion ofthe GNP devoted to defense which has
nsenfrom22-24percentto28-29percent.Especiallyimportant
in this context is the expansion of Israel's military-industrial
complex, which includes the IDF, mecivilianarms ofthe Defense
Ministry and public and private firms inthe civilian sector. All
sectorsoftheeconomyare thus representedin the military-indus-

" ™S'PK,H™ti°gton' ""• Soldier and «* State, op. cit. (above, footnote No.
23), p. 61; P. Abrahmsson, Military Professionalization and Political Power
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f?mTo Y3nd 0ther S°Cial AttiWdeS' J°Urnal ofConflict Resolution. Vol'13 (1969), pp. 210-219; W. Eckhardt, 'The Factor of Militarism', Journal of
PeaceResearch,Vo\.2n969),pp. 123-132.
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trial complex, and there are no clear rules about the respectiv
responsibility of each sector in the development and productio
of weapons and supplies. Thus, military aircraft and the Gabru
sea-to-sea missile are produced by Israel Aircraft Industries,
government corporation. Several types of weapons and ammi
nition are produced by the Military Industries and auxiliar
bodies of the Ministry of the Defense. Another ministry uni:
Rafael (theWeaponsDevelopment Authority), is responsiblefo
the development and production ofsophisticated weapons sys
terns.The IDF ArmoredCorps, however, has overall responsibi
lity for the production of Israel's first domestically-producei
tank, the Merkava,althoughsomeofits systemsare producedb1
public and private firms. Privateand non-governmental publii
firms, suchas those owned by the Histadrut are also involvedii
arms production. Thus, mortarsare producedby Soltarn, asubsid
iary of the Histadrut holding company Hevrat Ha'ovdim, whil
someelectronicequipmentis manufacturedby firmswithjoin
public and private ownership.47

The growing demand of the military has made the defens>
industries into Israel's largest industrial branch. This branch in
eludes 43 per cent ofall government corporation employees, 5C
per cent of those in the Histadrut sector, and 10 per cent of tht
private sector - altogether 25 per cent of those employed in in
dustry. Defenseproduction plays an especiallyprominent role ir
large corporations. Seven of the 20 large corporations in Israe
are dependent, to a large extent, on defense orders.48In addition
the army purchases vast quantities ofnon-military productssuch
as food, clothing and construction materials in the civilian mar
ket,makingit the largestsingle consumerin the entire economy.
The very existence ofa military-industrial complex influences

the compositionof the elites. Civilianfirms in both the private
and the public sector that conduct extensive defense business em

ploya largenumber ofretired senior officers whoare responsible
for maintaining their firm's connections with the defense estab
lishment. Retired senior officers are also heavily involved in the
export of Israeli-made weapons and security services, an area
which comprises about 25 per cent of Israel's total exports.49
Israel's military industries have passed through several stages

of development. At the outset, their job was to supply rather ele
mentary types of weapons and ammunition to the IDF. Neverthe

less, even then, in the 1950s, the military industry was develop
ing unique types of arms, most of them light weapons, some of
which, - e.g., the Uzi submachine gun and later the Galilassault

" See A. Mintz, 'The Military-Industrial Complex', in M. Lissak (ed.), Israeli
Society and its defense Establishment, op. cit. (above, footnote No. 3), pp.
114-119.

" See ibid.,p. 14.
" Seei6id.,p. 112.
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lery unit to open fire on the ship, which caused it to burn andsink.
This demonstration of fierce determination to prevent, at all
costs, any expression of political autonomy within the IDF

secured the integrity of the IDF as a unified army. The Altalena
affair reflected the concern of Ben-Gurion and his government
with politicization of the IDF by incorporating formerly inde
pendent bodies into its ranks. This was perceived as particularly

threatening where the bodies concerned - the IZL and the LHI -

had a long tradition of rejecting the authority of the Organized
Yishuv.

The second crisis involving partisan influences in the IDF dif
fered considerably from the Altalena affair, and focused on Ben-
Gurion's decision to disband the Palmach, a prestigious military

unit that was an integral part of the Hagganah, the organization
from which the IDF itself sprang. In that respect, the Palmach
had been subject to the authority of the Organized Yishuv, and
continued to accept without question the authority of the Israeli

government and the IDF command. Nevertheless, the Palmach

enjoyed organizational autonomy within the IDF that was mani

fested in a separate command and staff structure that handled
training, supply and manpower.60 Moreover, many Palmach
members were close to the kibbutz movements, especially to the

Kibbutz Hameuhad organization, which was led by a left-wing
faction of the Labor Movement known as Ahdut Ha'avodah.

These informal ties were especially evident in the Palmach com

mand, which comprised mainly kibbutz members identified
with Ahdut Ha'avodah. The latter had once been a faction in Ben-

Gurion's party Mapai, but later broke away and merged with
another left-wing group. Hashomer Hatzair to form a new party,

Mapam. The Palmach, thus, appeared to be providing Mapam -

Mapai's main rival in the Labor Movement - with a channel of

influence on the younger generation.
Politically, then, the Palmach was a thorn in the side of Ben-

Gurion and his party. In addition, the ideological arguments ad

vanced by those who sought to retain the Palmach's partial auton

omy clashed with Ben-Gurion's concepts ofstatehood (mamlach-
tiut) that adamantly upheld the need for a depoliticized army.

While Ben-Gurionjustified the disbanding of the Palmach separ
ate command in terms of the need to depoliticize the army, his

left-wingopponents sought to preventor, at least, to delay this step

by pointing to the unique character ofthe Palmach as a volunteer

force inspired by Labor Zionist values.61 The decision to disband
the Palmach was, at least on the ideological plane, a crucial step

towards a unitary army cleansed of particularistic political affi-

" SeeM.Pail, TheEmergence ofZahal,op.cit. (above,footnote No. 10),Chap.11.
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liations. The controversy surrounding Ben-Gurion's action was
conducted within theboundsofdemocratic rules ofthe game, and
the Palmach accepted the inevitable once the decision ofthe cabi
nethadbeen ratified bytheProvisional Council ofState.
The elimination of military units with particularistic alle

giances to politicalmovements did not mean the end ofpoliticiza
tion inthe IDF. Ben-Gurion himself applied political criteria in
the promotion of senior officers. For example, the advancement
ofofficers with IZL orLHI backgrounds was severely restricted,
aswas the advancement ofPalmach veterans (especially those
identified with Mapam), albeit toalesser extent. Inany case, the
disbanding of the Palmach and the surroundingcontroversy had
ledtoa wave ofresignations ofofficers identified with Mapam
including some of the most outstanding commanders of the Wai
ofIndependence. Ben-Gurion himselfcontributed to this process
when heremoved several senior officers from their posts, includ
ing the former commander of the Palmach himself, Yigal Allon
who was replaced by Moshe Dayan as commander of the South
ern Command.62
Another expression ofpolitics inthe army was the participatioi

of officers on active duty inparty activities. An extreme manif«
tation ofthis was the appearance ofseveral senior officers as car
didates inthe elections tothe first Knesset in1949.63 Yigal Allon
Moshe Carmel andShimon Avidan appeared onMapam's listc
candidates for the Knesset, and Moshe Dayan had aplace inth
Mapai list. Thiswasseen to bejustified because the electionswer
held before the major demobilization took place, and the senic
officers who stood as candidateswere regarded as onlyservingfc
the duration of the war and not as military professionals. Th.
phemomenon did not, however, recur, and was indeed proh
bited by the Basic Law: Knesset. Nevertheless, General Staffrult
still permit officers to be inactive members ofpolitical parties.
Most parties, especially those of Labor Movement parties ar

the kibbutz movements, actively seek to cultivate ties with the
members serving ascareer officers. The settlement movemen
have set up special offices to handle this task, and the parties pel
odically organize what are described as 'informational' meetin
for their members in the officers corps.64 These consideratio
wereseenasunavoidablegiventhecloseinvolvementofthearn
in shaping foreign and defense policy. In this context, party ti
could still play a role inpromotions, but often more importa;
was the social or ideological background shared bysenior office
and decision-makers thatpredisposed them to similar views c
matters of national security.

" See Y. Peri, Between Battles and Ballots: Israeli Military in Politics, op. i
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