csiw

Crisis Studies of the Islamic World
Vol.12, No.2, Summer 2025

States’ Strategic Behaviors with Cultural Underpinnings; a Case Study of
Israel’s Foreign Policy Behavior during the Russia-Ukraine War

Mahdie Bigonah | Yousof Qorashi?

Reseived Date: 2024/10/31 Accept Date: 2025/02/11

Cite: Bigonah, M. and Qorashi, Y. (2025). States’ Strategic Behaviors with Cultural Underpinnings; a Case
Study of Israel’s Foreign Policy Behavior during the Russia-Ukraine War. Crisis Studies of the Islamic
World, 12(2), 160-183.

DOI: 10.27834/CSIW.2410.1469.2.37 .4

Abstract

T/Iieoretica[ approaches to war typically characterize states as rational and economical actors

that maximize benefits while minimizing costs. This materialistic perspective has frequently been
employed to analyze the conduct of states, particularly those with assertive military postures, such as
Israel. However, this theoretical framework has proven inadequate in specific contexts, notably
regarding Israel’s stances during the ongoing conflict between Russia and Ukraine, where it fails to
elucidate Israel’s seemingly contradictory actions aptly. On the one hand, Israel has refrained from
condemning Russia’s actions in the Ukraine conflict. Conversely, it has provided military assistance to
Ukraine and embraced Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky’s address in the Knesset. Such
actions reflect Israel’s intricate strategic behavior. This article addresses the principal inquiry; What
factors have contributed to the duality observed in Israel’s foreign policy concerning the Russia-
Ukraine war? The response is articulated through a hypothesis positing that applying the theoretical
framework of strategic culture, various factors, including historical, cultural, social, geographical,
mythological, and Israeli political system, have significantly influenced Israel’s strategic behavior
during the Russia-Ukraine war. Findings emphasize the impact of both fundamental and super
structural elements. The article is characterized by a descriptive and explanatory approach, employing
secondary data to support its findings.
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1. Introduction

Israeli foreign policy is one of the most challenging fields of study,
requiring specific analysis and processing. The events of recent decades
attest to this claim. Since its declaration of statehood, this regime was
immediately involved in internal and external conflicts with Arabs;
internally, it faced bloody clashes with Palestinians, and externally, it
confronted coalition-building by Arab countries against it. The existence of
such threats led Israel, as a small state with a Jewish identity surrounded by
Arabs, to adopt unique policy-making patterns in both domestic and foreign
spheres. This policy-making has been directed, on one hand, towards its
Arab neighbors and, on the other, towards major powers. Among the major
powers, Russia has always held a special and unique position. This special
status is rooted in factors such as its strategic and ideological competition
with the United States, its control over areas peripheral to Israel including
Central Asia and the Caucasus, its close relations with the Islamic Republic
of Iran, as well as Russia's historical commitments to the Arab world. The
existence of such complex and multi-dimensional characteristics makes
analyzing issues involving Russia difficult. The Russia-Ukraine war and
Israel's position regarding it are an example of such topics. With the start of
this war, Israel found itself in a difficult position and a complex dilemma,
and consequently exhibited behaviors that seemed paradoxical to experts and
researchers. At first glance, refraining from explicitly condemning the
Russian invasion and, later, sending military aid to Ukraine to counter
Russian advances were among the manifestations of this dual behavior.
Beyond identifying these seemingly contradictory actions, explaining the
reasons behind the formation of such positions by Israel is far more
important. Accordingly, the authors of this article seek to answer this main
guestion: Why has Israel's foreign policy behavior towards the Russia-
Ukraine war been dual?

2. Method and Theoretical Framework

This study adopts a descriptive-explanatory methodology, relying on
secondary data from academic, governmental, and media sources. Existing
literature on Israeli foreign policy tends to bifurcate into materialist theories
(e.g., realism) and ideational approaches (e.g., constructivism). In contrast,
this article employs the concept of strategic culture, which integrates both
dimensions to provide a more holistic explanation.

Strategic culture is important because it emphasizes that a state’s foreign
policy is shaped by its unique historical experiences, cultural narratives,
geographical constraints, and symbolic repertoires. In this view, domestic
elements exert greater influence on foreign policy than external ones, and
states cannot be analyzed through a single, uniform model. Therefore, since
Israel’s foreign policy requires a tailored framework, strategic culture offers
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the most suitable approach for analyzing its behavior in the context of the
Russia-Ukraine war.

3. Analysis

This article analyzes Israel’s behavior in the Russia—Ukraine war through
the lens of its strategic culture. To this end, the constituent elements of
Israel’s strategic culture are first identified and then applied to explain its
conduct during the conflict. Israel’s strategic culture consists of both
Infrastructure and superstructural components. The infrastructure elements
include the ideology of Zionism and Jewish atheism, while the
superstructural components encompass existential threat perceptions, narrow
geopolitics, force-based deterrence, confrontation with Iran, and distinct
strategic subcultures. Together, these factors provide explanatory power for
Israel’s responses to the Russia—Ukraine war.

One of Israel’s earliest reactions was its refusal to condemn Russia’s
resort to war against Ukraine—an approach at odds with the position of its
Western allies. This response was shaped by several considerations: socio-
cultural affinities with Russia, fears of losing Russian support at the United
Nations, the Syrian question, and a shared understanding with Moscow of
the regional security environment. These considerations can be explained as
follows:

e First, a significant share of Israel’s Jewish population is Russian-

speaking, which elevates Russia’s importance in Israeli calculations.

e Second, concerns about losing Russian support at the UN reflect
Israel’s long-standing strategy of cultivating ties with great powers in
order to mitigate threats and bolster its security.

e Third, regarding Syria—a theater deeply tied to Israel’s confrontation
with the Islamic Republic of Iran—Russia’s position has been
pivotal. In practice, Moscow has largely granted Israel freedom of
action in Syria and has repeatedly curbed threats from lIran and
Hezbollah operating through Syrian territory, a matter of critical
importance to Israel.

e Fourth, following the October 7 Israel-Hamas war, Israel’s and
Russia’s threat perceptions grew increasingly aligned; as a result,
Israel remained silent on Russia’s continuation of the war in Ukraine.

At the same time, Israel also provided military assistance to Ukraine. This

strategic decision was informed by cultural affinity with Ukraine, alliance
with the United States, opportunities linked to Mediterranean liquefied
natural gas exports, and Russia’s close ties with Hamas. These drivers can be
detailed as follows:
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e First, Ukraine has historically hosted Europe’s largest Jewish
community and produced many prominent Jewish artists, religious
figures, and political leaders.

e Second, Israel views the United States as the dominant global power
whose alliance shields it from both regional and international threats.

e Third, aligning with the international community in sanctioning
Russia serves Israel’s energy interests by enhancing the
competitiveness of its Mediterranean gas exports.

e Fourth, Russia’s warm relations with Hamas have heightened Israel’s
security concerns, incentivizing stronger support for Ukraine.

4. Conclusion and Suggestions

Israel's dual and contradictory foreign policy during the Russia-Ukraine
war stems from its strategic proximity to both sides of the conflict: Russia on
one hand, and Ukraine and the United States on the other. This compelled
Israel to adopt an inherently ambiguous and paradoxical stance, reflecting a
two-tiered approach. The roots of this behavior are evident in elements of
Israel’s strategic culture, which is shaped by unique cultural, social, and
ethnic characteristics. An end to the war would likely benefit Israel, as it
shares common interests with both belligerents, and the costs of a prolonged
conflict now outweigh its benefits for Tel Aviv. This dynamic presents a
compelling avenue for future research.
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