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Initiative and Victory | Roi Tamir

Chapter 2

Initiative and Victory: Traditional Principles 

for a Renewed Security Doctrine

Roi Tamir1

1	 This chapter represents a joint product of the project’s research fellows and was written by Roi Tamir.

Executive Summary
Over the past three decades, the foundational assumptions of Israel’s 
security doctrine have shifted. A weakening of the idea of decisive victory 
through military action in favor of defensive actions; increased investment 
in stand-off fire capabilities, precision weaponry, and intelligence—all 
while reducing the ground forces and weakening maneuver capability 
and reserve readiness; a significant expansion of active defense systems 
(such as Iron Dome) and technological barriers along the borders; three 
withdrawals—from Lebanon, Gaza, and Judea and Samaria—on the one 
hand, and, on the other, a long-term avoidance of establishing security-
oriented settlements in the periphery. This shift also entailed a focus on 
the “campaign between wars,” conducted below the threshold of full-scale 
war, and a prolonged avoidance of implementing the Begin Doctrine with 
regard to Iran’s nuclear program, until the execution of Operation Rising 
Lion in June 2025.

The ultimate result of this shift in doctrine was, among other things, 
the development of Iran’s “ring of fire” threat surrounding Israel, as 
manifested in the Iron Swords War. This war must serve as a new turning 
point for Israel’s security doctrine. To this end, Israel must adopt alternative 
strategic principles that will enable it to defeat its enemies and shape the 
strategic environment in which it operates, shifting toward an offensive 
and initiative-driven approach, rather than a reactive one.
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Adopting such an alternative requires a return to the core principles 
embedded in the Iron Wall of the Zionist enterprise: viewing the struggle 
against the State of Israel as an ongoing conflict of varying intensity; 
understanding the ideological roots of the enemies’ aspiration to destroy 
the State of Israel; placing initiative and decisive victory as top priorities; 
striving for security independence and self-reliance in the use of force; 
recognizing the military and psychological significance of territorial control 
and the creation of defensible borders; avoiding territorial concessions; 
preventing the emergence of threats at their earliest stages; and building 
force capabilities capable of winning a multi-front war through the execution 
of ground maneuver at long distances.
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Implications of the 
Transformation
The changes in the security doctrine over 
the past three decades have manifested 
in the restructuring of the IDF’s manner of 
operating and its force build-up:

Erosion of the decisive victory compo-
nent—The “decisive victory” element in 
the security doctrine has been significantly 
eroded. As former Defense Minister Ya’alon 
stated in 2017: “When conducting a war 
against Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in 
Gaza, or suicide terrorism, it is impossible to 
achieve a clear picture of victory. The concept 
of decisiveness and victory in the types of 
threats we face today is different.”   2

Changes in force structure - With no 
emphasis on decisive victory, ground 
maneuver operations deep into enemy 
territory have been largely abandoned in 
favor of stand-off fire and minimal ground 
maneuver. This in turn led to the idea of the 
“small and smart” military, meaning the 
reduction of ground forces in favor of 
intelligence and air power capabilities. 
Defensive measures were also emphasized, 
in the form of “smart” barriers along the 
borders and interception systems such as 
Iron Dome, David’s Sling, and Arrow. 
Strengthening defensive capabilities further 
weakened the desire to strive for decisive 
victory and reduced operational readiness 

2	 Moshe Ya’alon, 50th Anniversary of the Six-Day War Conference at Yad Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, June 5, 2017. [in 
Hebrew]

3	 Herzi Halevi, “Multidimensional Defense,” Between the Poles, 28-30 (October 2020), [in Hebrew]

within the military system. In 2020, Herzi 
Halevi, serving as commander of Southern 
Command, described the rise in the 
importance of defensive measures in the 
current era:

The importance of defensive combat has 
increased because the enemy’s offensive 
achievements on our soil, effectively 
amplified psychologically, are offset only 
by the successes of our own attacks. While 
the critical factor in defining victory in a 
classical war between states used to be 
who prevailed, in a war against terrorist 
armies the size of the offset plays a crucial 
role due to the asymmetry in capabilities 
and perception.3

Diminished importance of territory – 
Proponents of the change claimed that it 
was possible to weaken the enemy through 
targeted killings and the destruction of 
infrastructure without territorial conquest. 
Once enemy casualties reached a certain 
critical mass and its fighting infrastructure 
had been destroyed through stand-off 

The ground maneuver in the Iron 
Swords War in Gaza and Lebanon 

unequivocally demonstrated its 
importance and effectiveness in 

destroying the enemy, uncovering 
weapons, and dismantling enemy 

infrastructure
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means, the enemy would become deterred 
and cease aggressive actions against us. The 
Second Lebanon War serves as the primary 
example of this approach, in which the air 
force led, while ground action remained 
limited. It was also implemented in Gaza 
operations prior to the Iron Swords War, 
using precision strikes and technologically 
based defense. This was reflected in the 
security doctrine document, written by the 
Meridor Committee, which states:

“The offensive military doctrine remains in 
force, but its center of gravity has shifted 
from large-scale ground maneuver deep 
inside enemy territory to the employment 
of precise stand-off fire (from our own 
territory whenever possible) and to limited 
ground operations. This shift has proven 
essential primarily due to the need to 
reduce the attrition of our forces and to 
take political considerations into account 
before undertaking a ground maneuver into 
enemy territory—if such a complementary 
move proves necessary. This change has 
become possible to a large extent as a 
result of technological developments on 
the battlefield.4”

The ground maneuver in the Iron Swords 
War in Gaza and Lebanon unequivocally 
demonstrated its importance and 
effectiveness in destroying the enemy, 
uncovering weapons, and dismantling 
enemy infrastructure.

4	 Dan Meridor and Ron Eldadi, “Israel’s Security Concept: The Report of the Committee for Formulating the 
Security Concept (Meridor Committee) and Its Review After a Decade,” INSS, 2018, p. 21. [in Hebrew]

War against the enemy’s force buildup — 
Out of the desire to avoid being drawn 
into an undesirable confrontation, 
Israel refrained from pursuing a decisive 
campaign against the enemy’s force 
buildup. Instead, the “Campaign Between 
the Wars” was adopted, meaning efforts 
undertaken to reduce, delay, and prevent 
the enemy’s acquisition of capabilities that 
would upset the balance vis‑à‑vis the IDF, 
through actions conducted below the 
threshold of war. This campaign enabled 
the IDF to demonstrate its high capabilities, 
ingenuity, and creativity, as well as its 
achievements in providing real‑time 
intelligence. However, it also absorbed 
most of the organization’s attention and led 
to a reduction in engagement with some 
of the essential functions required for the 
organization to withstand the ultimate 
test—an actual war. A campaign between 
wars, and an actual war are two different 
conceptual frameworks and transitioning 
between them is not simple. The influence 
of this mindset on the branches involved 
in it has been described in the following 
terms:

These same bodies also experienced 
an erosion of capabilities, a diversion of 
attention, and even distortions of reality 
that aligned with “campaign between 
the wars” activity. Phenomena such as 
prioritizing the urgent over the important, 
and using intelligence intended for war 
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for its purposes, blurred the distinctions 
between the campaign and actual war 
and created distorted perceptions of the 
adversary.5

The campaign ultimately proved detrimental 
to the security establishment, which—
despite being aware that it did not halt 
the enemy’s broad force buildup—clung 
to this form of activity as proof that it was 
addressing the problem. Thus, vis‑à‑vis both 
Hamas and Hezbollah, a policy of restraint 
developed: Hamas and Hezbollah continued 
to build up their forces, yet Israel did not 
act against them directly. The justification 
was that Israel was “deterring” the enemy, 
which would not dare initiate a full‑scale 
war against it due to Israel’s technological 
superiority. Israel also believed it was 
preventing the closure of the qualitative gap 
by proactively striking weapons shipments 
and infrastructure, whether in Syria or in 
Gaza.

Avoidance of implementing the begin 
doctrine6 – Unlike previous actions in 
Syria and Iraq, in the case of Iran’s nuclear 
program, for decades Israel refrained 
from maintaining and executing a military 
strike option. Despite the progress of Iran’s 
nuclear program and its defiant behavior 
toward the International Atomic Energy 

5	 Dana Freizler-Swiri, “The Transition from the CBW to the Iron Swords War,” Between the Poles, 41, pp. 
13–28. [in Hebrew]

6	 This refers to Israel’s long-standing yet unofficial policy of using force to prevent clearly identified enemy 
actors from acquiring nuclear weapons.

7	 Raphael BenLevi, Cultures of Counterproliferation: The Making of US and Israeli Policy on Iran's Nuclear 
Program. (Routledge, 2024).

Agency and Western countries, most Israeli 
governments during this period chose to 
rely on international efforts to prevent 
Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. 
In light of the early discoveries of secret 
enrichment facilities in Natanz and Arak in 
the early 2000s, the Israeli leadership at the 
time, under Ariel Sharon, concluded that, 
unlike the Iraqi reactor Israel struck in 1981, 
the Iranian challenge would be difficult 
to address unilaterally. The government 
believed that this issue should concern 
the entire international community, and 
Israel’s only hope lay in mobilizing the 
world powers against Iran’s ambitions. 
The Olmert government maintained the 
same approach. In 2009, Netanyahu began 
to shift policy and instructed the security 
establishment to build an operational 
military option. However, once negotiations 
on the Iranian nuclear agreement began in 
2013, Israel stopped maintaining a credible 
and immediate threat against Iran’s nuclear 
facilities, effectively allowing the world 
powers to take the lead in addressing the 
issue.7

Cessation of settlement efforts in the 
Negev, Galilee, and border areas – Since 
the 1990s, settlement activity has ceased to 
be considered a security component in the 
perspective of Israel’s political and security 
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leadership. The policy shift regarding the 
establishment of new settlements occurred 
in the early 1990s and was reflected in the 
National Outline Plan for Construction, 
Development, and Immigration Absorption 
(TAMA 35) as well as in the 2004 Attorney 
General directive (1-1800). Since then, 
only a very small number of settlements 
have been established, serving specific 
purposes such as absorbing evacuees from 
Gush Katif or creating permanent Bedouin 
communities.

The Result: The Creation of a “Ring 
of Fire” Threatening the Existence 
of the State of Israel
The result of these changes was the 
development of threats directed by Iran 
against the State of Israel in both near and 
distant arenas. Hezbollah, Hamas, Shiite 
militias in Iraq and Syria, and the Houthis 
in Yemen—all of these actors grew stronger 
to varying degrees and together formed, 
on Iran’s behalf, a “ring of fire” threatening 
the existence of the State of Israel, under 
the umbrella of Iran’s direct missile and 
nuclear threat.

The clearest example of this process is 
Hezbollah. Despite thirty years of Israeli 
efforts to erode its capabilities and achieve 
deterrence, the organization, driven by a 
deep ideological and religious worldview 
of a “long‑distance race,” steadily built 
its power toward its ultimate objective: 
the destruction of the State of Israel. 
Against Israel’s formidable firepower, the 
organization established a broad and 

diverse fire array, in terms of both range 
and warhead size, capable of inflicting 
significant damage on the Israeli home 
front. Against Israel’s intelligence and 
precision‑strike capabilities, it developed 
an intelligence‑based precision‑guided 
weapons launch capability. Against Israel’s 
ability to strike strategic targets in Lebanon, 
the organization cultivated the ability to 
strike Israel’s own strategic assets (gas 
platforms, for example). Against an Israeli 
naval blockade of Lebanon, it enhanced 
its capacity to impose a naval blockade 
on Israeli ports through the acquisition of 
long‑range anti‑ship missiles. And against 
the IDF’s maneuvering capability into 
Lebanese territory, the organization built 
up its ability to conduct ground operations 
inside northern Israel. The consequences 
of this force‑build‑up became partially 
evident beginning on October 8, 2023, 
and for more than a year thereafter. As of 
the time of writing this document, the IDF 
has succeeded in degrading a significant 
portion of the organization’s capabilities 
to an unprecedented extent, eliminating 
its political and military leadership, and 
weakening it substantially.

The Path to Reform: Key 
Changes Required in the 
Security Doctrine
From the above analysis it becomes possible 
to establish the conceptual and practical 
foundations for renewed security doctrine 
more suited to Israel’s future challenges. 
In this section, we will summarize the 
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fundamental assumptions and the key 
elements of the required change:

Return to the foundations of Zionism – 
The foundation of the vision held by Israel’s 
founding generation lies in Zionism. Zionism 
did not begin in 1948; it builds on a long-
standing tradition of Zionist pioneers across 
generations. Israel’s security doctrine 
initially developed around the Zionist 
endeavor, which included three central 
practical pillars: security, settlement, and 
immigration. Implementing these pillars 
carries the potential to signal to our enemies 
that we have no intention of abandoning 
the realization of the Zionist vision. In the 
1990s, Israel experienced a large wave of 
immigration from the Former Soviet Union, 
which sharply increased the country’s 
Jewish population. Preparing for absorption 
and encouraging immigration from Jews 
around the world has become increasingly 
relevant in recent years, especially in light 
of the war, the spread of antisemitism, and 
the growth of Muslim populations in Europe 
and the United States and their increasing 
anti-Israel influence.

Israel must return to treating settlement of 
the land as a security-enhancing measure. 
The abandonment of this policy stemmed 
from various factors: some related to 
post-Zionist motives, others to “green” 
or environmental considerations, and 
still others to global trends of population 
densification in defined urban areas. Israel 
must renew a smart settlement policy that 
serves security needs in the Galilee, the 

Negev, the Arava, the Jordan Valley, and 
Judea and Samaria, thereby strengthening 
these areas.

Viewing the struggle as a prolonged 
conflict of variable intensity – Contrary 
to hopes for the end of the era of wars, 
unfortunately, conflicts continue to erupt 
around the globe. A clear example of this 
appears in the Russia–Ukraine war. Across 
the world, military confrontations occur 
continuously at every possible intensity 
level, and large-scale wars have never truly 
ceased. Israel has faced a prolonged struggle 
with its neighbors for over a century. The 
actors opposing the State of Israel change 
every few years, as do their style and intensity 
of warfare; yet at the core, those who reject 
Israel’s existence in the Middle East have 
not altered their intentions. Only their 
methods evolve according to the strengths 
and weaknesses they perceive in us. They 
continue to aim to grow stronger, and the 
moment they perceive any weakness on 
our part, they will strike with full force—
potentially igniting a war that demands the 
complete strength of the IDF, across land, 
air, and sea.

A corollary of the enemy’s perception of 
the conflict as a prolonged struggle is that 
the outcomes of any particular battle 
register in long-term effects. For Israel’s 
enemies, the killing of its fighters, the 
destruction of its infrastructure, and similar 
losses are not evaluated solely within the 
context of the immediate confrontation, 
but rather as part of a long-term struggle. 
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From this perspective, even paying a heavy 
price in a specific battle may be considered 
worthwhile if it contributes to the long‑term 
weakening of the State of Israel.

The roots of the conflict — Israel must 
act with the understanding that our 
enemies seek our destruction for deep-
seated cultural and religious reasons. If we 
assume that the enemy attacks us due to 
economic or social distress, we may believe 
that economic assistance will eliminate 
its desire or need to fight us. However, if 
the working assumption recognizes that 
the enemy attacks the State of Israel for 
religious or cultural reasons and seeks its 
destruction, then it becomes clear that 
economic assistance will not remove the 
motivation to fight, but rather enable the 
enemy to build the capabilities required 
to destroy it. A clear-eyed view is therefore 
required: there is an enemy, and it seeks 
our destruction. Only from such a premise 
can Israel find the resolve and resources 
necessary to wage a sustained struggle 
against its enemies.

Initiative and decisive victory as top 
priorities — In contrast to the prevailing 
conception, which rests on the pillars of 
defense, standoff operations, influence, and 

prevention, an updated security doctrine 
must assign the greatest strategic weight 
to the concept of decisive victory in direct 
confrontation with the enemy. Warfare 
should conclude with decisive defeat, not 
with the creation of an ongoing sequence 
of limited rounds. Israel must adopt an 
offensive, initiative-driven posture rather 
than a defensive one. Initiative should be 
seized as early as possible, in direct contrast 
to a policy of containment.

Security self-reliance — Our security 
must rest in our own hands to the greatest 
extent possible. We must defend ourselves 
independently. Israel should strive to 
build autonomous resilience in weapons 
production and in emergency stockpiles. 
Such resilience cannot rely solely on 
domestic production (which is almost 
impossible in today’s decentralized global 
economy). However, Israel can expand 
critical stockpiles, increase production lines 
for essential systems, and diversify supply 
sources to avoid dependence on a single 
international actor that could sever supply 
lines in a crisis. As a result, Israel should 
advance independent strategic stability and 
a robust economy, while reducing reliance 
on the United States on the one hand and 
preserving the strategic relationship with 
it on the other.

Territorial control and defensible 
borders — The ability to seize territory 
and hold it must remain part of Israel’s 
military and political toolkit. This is a 
practical military issue: holding key areas or 

Across the world, military 
confrontations occur continuously 
at every possible intensity level, 
and large-scale wars have never 

truly ceased
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dominating terrain in order to push threats 
away from civilian population or to create 
buffer zones that keep threats away from 
the civilian population. In this context, the 
size of the territory that must be held (a few 
kilometers or dozens of kilometers) and the 
duration of control (a few months or many 
decades) derive directly from the nature of 
the threat posed by the adversary.

There are several reasons for the military 
necessity of seizing and holding territory, but 
this need acquires particular importance in 
the type of conflict Israel has faced in recent 
years. The primary threat to Israel today 
around its borders comes from an adversary 
operating with guerrilla and terrorist 
characteristics, one that hides among the 
civilian population and shows little restraint 
in endangering its own civilians. As a result, 
once it feels threatened, it can simply choose 
not to fight. It does not even need to go into 
hiding; it can merely remove its uniform and 
conceal its weapons. Because the adversary 
understands that holding territory does not 
form part of the IDF’s operational toolkit, it 
does not fear territorial loss. Consequently, 
it faces virtually no time pressure, is never 
compelled to fight, and therefore can never 
truly lose. This has a direct impact for the 
future shape of borders and the nature of 
IDF presence in Gaza, Syria, and Lebanon.

Prevention of growing threats – As 
opposed to the Campaign Between Wars 
approach, which sought to prevent the 
growth of enemy capabilities below the 
threshold of war, Israel must adopt a 

proactive policy in confronting threats at 
their earliest stages of development. In this 
context, actions should be oriented toward 
improving the strategic reality, rather than 
adhering to the principle of “buying time 
and postponing decisions.” Israel must not 
be deterred by the enemies’ threat of 
escalation.

Diversification of strategic capabilities 
and reduction of General Staff central-
ization — The challenges of modern, 
technology-saturated warfare, together 
with the capabilities of Israel’s adversaries, 
require an honest reassessment aimed at 
expanding and diversifying alternatives 
to the Air Force’s firepower. This includes 
capabilities such as surface-to-surface 
missiles, UAVs, and loitering munitions, as 
well as reducing overreliance on SIGINT- and 
cyber-based intelligence sensors. In parallel, 
it is necessary to establish a comprehensive 
and as independent-as-possible operational 
capability for the ground forces, with partic-
ular emphasis on ground maneuver units.

Military force capable of concurrent 
multi-front warfare, including the need 
for deep and broad maneuver— Based 

Not only must the deterred party 
believe that the threat is real and 

that the deterrer may carry it 
out; the deterrer itself must also 
be convinced that it possesses 
the determination and resolve 
to execute the threat when the 

moment arrives
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on the understanding that Israel does 
not fight isolated terrorists who can be 
neutralized with limited means, but rather 
state-like organizations or actors backed 
by states—and at times even by regional 
or global powers—it becomes clear that 
a “small and smart” military cannot meet 
the full spectrum of conflicts the state may 
face. Defeating an enemy that has built up 
across the border and threatens Israel with 
missiles, rockets, and maneuvering forces 
may require extensive ground maneuver. 
Beyond this, the military must enable 
effective confrontation on multiple fronts 
simultaneously, likely across different 
strategic circles at the same time: the home 
front, the first circle (several neighboring 
states), and the second and third circles 
(states at greater distances).

8	 Yehoshafat Harkabi, War and Strategy, Ma’arachot Publishing, Ministry of Defense, 1992, p. 222. [in Hebrew]
9	 Donald Kagan, The Origins of War and the Ways to Preserve Peace, Sela Meir Publishing, 2021, p. 19. [in 

Hebrew]

Credible deterrence — The concept of 
deterrence remains elusive and difficult to 
assess. The success of deterrence lies in its 
credibility. Accordingly, policy must proceed 
in light of two fundamental insights. The 
first: “Not only must the deterred party 
believe that the threat is real and that the 
deterrer may carry it out; the deterrer itself 
must also be convinced that it possesses 
the determination and resolve to execute 
the threat when the moment arrives.”8 The 
second: “As a state’s power grows, so does 
its deterrence vis-à-vis other states… but 
the reverse also holds true. Even when a 
state’s military power appears unchanged, 
it effectively declines if fear of it and respect 
for it diminish. This situation becomes 
especially prevalent when a state is 
perceived as unwilling to employ its military 
power.”9


