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Abstract

Strategic culture is a recent approach in international relations studies that examines
the impact of soft components and cultural factors on the strategic actions of states.
Israel is among the political regimes in West Asia that focuses on the challenge of
survival in matters of national security. This research aims to identify and understand
Israel's security strategies through the lens and theoretical framework of strategic
culture, seeking to answer how Israel's strategic culture has influenced the creation of
its security policymaking challenges in West Asia? Given the exploratory nature of the
research, no hypothesis has been designed for it; therefore, the application of the
results in the security policymaking processes of West Asian countries, including the
Islamic Republic of Iran, doubles the importance of this research in the current
inflamed and tense security conditions of Southwest Asia. As for methodology, a
documentary-library study and in-depth interviews were used for data collection, while
the rational interpretation and qualitative content analysis methods were employed for
analysis. The research findings emphasize that the elements constituting Israel's
strategic culture, upon which its security strategies in West Asia rely, can be divided
into two categories: objective-tangible propositions and subjective-narrative
propositions. These components generate strategic realities across various domains in
Israel's policymaking, leading to failures and strategic security challenges for its
security apparatus, including military forces and the intelligence community. It is
evident that predicting behaviors and policies resulting from security errors provides
West Asian countries with the upper hand in the realms of foreign policy, covert
diplomacy, and security warfare.
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Strategic Culture.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Mainstream international relations theories often explain state behavior through
material power and rational calculations. However, they fall short in explaining
why states with similar structural positions adopt different security strategies.
The theory of strategic culture addresses this gap by emphasizing the role of
historical experiences, geography, religious beliefs, and national identity in
shaping state behavior.

Israel presents a compelling case for such analysis. Since its establishment,
the regime has been defined by a constant preoccupation with survival. Its
security  doctrine—characterized by preemption, deterrence, and pursuit of
absolute qualitative military superiority—cannot be fully understood through a
purely realist lens. This research argues that these strategies are products of a
deeply ingrained strategic culture shaped by the Holocaust, Zionist ideology,
religious beliefs, lack of strategic depth, and a persistent sense of being
surrounded by hostile forces.

The central research question is: How does Israel's strategic culture
influence the creation of its security policymaking challenges in West Asia?
Understanding this provides valuable insights for regional actors, including Iran,
to better anticipate Israeli actions and formulate effective counter-strategies.

2. Theoretical Framework

Strategic culture emerged from constructivist critiques of neorealism. It posits
that states operate within a historically transmitted context of symbols, beliefs,
and norms that influence threat perception and appropriate responses.

This study draws on Snyder (1977), who defined strategic culture as "the
sum total of ideas, conditioned emotional responses, and patterns of habitual
behavior" acquired by a strategic community. Gray (1999) described it as an
"umbrella encompassing all aspects of strategic behavior." Johnston (1995)
focused on three layers: assumptions about conflict and enemies, preferred
strategic options, and institutional transmission mechanisms.

For this research, strategic culture is conceptualized through two categories:
subjective-narrative propositions (religious narratives, collective trauma, siege
mentality) and  objective-tangible  propositions  (geography, demography,
geopolitical environment). These intertwined elements form a cultural lens
through which Israeli decision-makers perceive their security environment.
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3. Methodology
This research employs a qualitative approach with a descriptive-analytical
design, based on an in-depth case study of Israel.

Data collection used two methods: documentary-library study of specialized
books, journal articles, strategic documents, and analytical reports; and semi-
structured interviews with 12 experts, including retired senior officers and
academic specialists, selected through purposive and snowball sampling until
theoretical saturation.

Data analysis combined rational interpretation and qualitative content
analysis to identify themes related to Israel's strategic culture. Findings were
validated through triangulation between documentary sources and interview
data. Ethical considerations, including informed consent and confidentiality,
were strictly observed.

4. Discussion
The findings confirm that Israel's security behavior is shaped by a distinct
strategic culture with the following components:

4.1. Subjective-Narrative Components:

Religious and national narratives—particularly the "Chosen People" and
"Promised Land" concepts—are deeply embedded in national identity, framing
conflicts in existential terms. The Holocaust has created a pervasive "siege
mentality," mandating self-reliance, a low threshold for threat perception, and
predisposition toward preemptive action. A deep-seated perception of being a
Western outpost surrounded by a hostile Arab world reinforces militaristic
approaches.

4.2. Objective-Tangible Components:

The critical factor is lack of strategic depth. With its narrow waist
(approximately 15 km), Israel is highly vulnerable to surprise attack, dictating
an offensive, preemptive doctrine that transfers war quickly to enemy territory.
As an immigrant society ("Aliyah") with small population, it focuses on
"quality over quantity,” driving investment in technological innovation and
intelligence capabilities. Scarce natural resources like water have historically
been strategic vulnerabilities.

These components manifest in doctrines including preemptive strike,
deterrence through punishment, and reliance on the U.S. strategic alliance.
However, this culture generates inherent challenges: existential threat
perception can lead to strategic overreach; emphasis on unilateral military
action can cause diplomatic isolation; and deep-seated isolation can blind
policymakers to opportunities for regional integration.
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5. Conclusion

This study concludes that Israel's strategic culture is a powerful, multi-layered,
and historically rooted system that profoundly influences its national security
policymaking in West Asia. It is a unique synthesis of traumatic historical
memory (the Holocaust), potent ideological and religious narratives (Zionism),
and immutable geographical constraints (lack of strategic depth). This culture
manifests in a security doctrine characterized by a constant state of alert, a
predisposition for preemptive and offensive action, an obsessive pursuit of
absolute technological and military superiority, and a deep-seated distrust of the
external environment.

The very elements that have ensured the state's survival have also become
sources of significant strategic challenges. The "siege mentality" can create self-
fulfilling prophecies, reinforcing conflict. The doctrine of preemption can lead
to wars based on worst-case assumptions. The focus on unilateral military
power can undermine long-term diplomatic efforts for regional peace and
stability. The culture’s internal coherence can create cognitive blind spots,
making it difficult to adapt to rapidly changing regional dynamics, such as the
shifting balance of power or the rise of new, non-state actors.

Therefore, a comprehensive understanding of Israel's strategic culture is
essential for any actor seeking to engage with, deter, or counter it. For West
Asian countries, particularly the Islamic Republic of Iran, this analysis provides
a crucial tool for anticipating Israel's strategic logic and potential responses. It
highlights that effectively countering Israel's "absolute security superiority"
strategy requires not only military preparedness but also a sophisticated, long-
term approach that engages with the cultural and ideational roots of its security
paradigm. This could involve employing soft power and information warfare to
challenge the internal coherence of its security narratives, deepening its internal
social and identity fault lines, and offering alternative visions of regional
security that undermine its existential threat perception. Ultimately, recognizing
that Israel's security behavior is not purely rational or reactive, but deeply
cultural, is the first step towards a more nuanced and effective regional policy.
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