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			Prologue

			The Day the Masks Came Off

			After more than forty years of public service, I am no longer required to put on a uniform, grab a rifle, and report for duty with the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) when war breaks out. But the eruption of October 7, 2023, was a call to arms louder than anything I have ever experienced.

			Like hundreds of thousands of other Israelis, from reservists and ambulance volunteers to countless others who would give their time, money, and energies to support the families of hostages, the devastated business, and the evacuees—I, too, woke up that Saturday morning, on the Jewish festival of Simchat Torah, to find my life overturned. Not just by the unfathomable brutality of Hamas’s invasion of Israel’s southern communities. But also by the instantaneous, collective mobilization of Israelis, as well as Jews and other allies around the world, all of whom were driven by a sense of immediate and almost infinite responsibility for the fate of our nation.

			I am an Israeli diplomat. Over the past four decades, I have filled some of my country’s most important diplomatic and foreign-policy roles, including as ambassador to the United Kingdom, director-general of the Foreign Ministry, and ambassador to the United Nations. October 7 found me in Berlin in my latest role, as ambassador to Israel’s most important ally in Europe, the Federal Republic of Germany.

			In some respects, what happened on October 7, and the intense efforts that many hundreds of Israeli diplomats like me have undertaken every day since, have been unprecedented in my career. In others, however, they have relied heavily on decades of experience fighting for Israel’s good name and its national interests abroad. This experience has, in turn, been deeply informed by a unique diplomatic tradition more than a century in the making, beginning with the origins of the Zionist movement in the 1890s and carrying through to the founding of Israel in 1948 and until our day.

			This fascinating tradition of Zionist diplomacy is the subject of this book.

			It is, of necessity, also a book about the Jews—and the tireless efforts, spanning a century and a half, of an ancient people trying to find a place among the nations as a sovereign state after thousands of years of exile. Zionist diplomacy is, if nothing else, a major front in the legitimate and just struggle of the Jewish people to live a sovereign life in the face of what appears to be an infinite wellspring of hatred, violence, mendacity, and depravity aimed at preventing such a sovereign life from existing in our world.

			The new period in our history, which began on October 7 and continues today, is therefore but another, especially brutal, chapter in a long story that will only come to an end when our enemies have gone silent, and our people may live alongside others in the peace, prosperity, and richness of life that every Jew is both entitled to and has held up as a central communal aspiration since time immemorial.

			***

			Hamas’s assault began at 5:29 a.m. Berlin time, and within hours, the entire embassy staff was working. Our information was incomplete—it would take days before the magnitude of the assault was understood—but nonetheless we began an intense diplomatic operation, one that was repeated in Israel’s embassies and consulates across Europe and around the world.

			We did not wait for detailed instructions from Jerusalem. We knew that the first interpretive lens to reach the public is often the one that sticks, and that we therefore had to get out there immediately with the obvious truths: Israel had been the victim of an unprecedented genocidal assault by a known terror organization, aimed primarily at civilians, in violation of every accepted norm of conflict. The coming Israeli response, consequently, would be both inevitable and entirely justified—as just as any war that had ever been waged.

			Our first order of business was to map out an immediate diplomatic initiative across Germany’s sixteen states as well as its federal government. We began by building a list of people who could be relied on for help—sympathetic politicians, journalists and commentators, pro-Israel Christians, the German-Israeli Friendship League, and more. Each would need to be approached by the right contact, with clear messaging and a clear request for specific assistance.

			Second, we crafted a strategy for what is known as public diplomacy—turning directly to broader audiences. But which ones? In addition to sending our messages to the general public through traditional and social media, we set specific audience goals for our messaging, including journalists both international and domestic, influencers, decision-makers and politicians at both the state and federal level, and Jewish communities in Germany and abroad. Here, too, audiences were assigned to different members of our staff depending on their contacts and expertise.

			Finally, what exactly were the messages we needed to get out? Again, there was no time to wait for specific guidance—though there would be intensive coordination with Jerusalem as the days and weeks went by. (Indeed, I would end up making no fewer than twelve trips home for consultations in the ensuing three months.) We needed to be exceptionally clear about what had happened, who was to blame, and why we had every right to defend ourselves militarily.

			Beyond this, however, there were deeper messages that had to get out. We needed people to understand not just what happened on October 7, but what had been happening for years and decades that led up to it, both in Gaza and around the world.

			No less important, we had to channel all of this into messaging that would hold not just for the first week or two, when the atrocities were fresh in everyone’s minds and dominated the headlines, but also in the weeks and months to follow, when Israel would mount a long, grueling effort to eradicate the military and political presence of Hamas in Gaza and to secure the release of Israeli hostages.

			***

			Our biggest challenge would concern what Israeli policymakers and diplomats refer to as the “hourglass.”

			For decades, Israel’s wars and major military operations were always undertaken with an acute awareness of limited time: Regardless of the justice or necessity of the battle, regardless of our operational needs to achieve legitimate goals, international powers and especially the United States would, eventually, insist that we stop—and would even threaten sanctions, whether through the United Nations Security Council, the withholding of arms shipments, or the International Criminal Court (ICC), if we did not. Whenever Israel fights to defend itself, its most powerful allies in the world stand with an hourglass of unclear size, and the sand keeps pouring.

			This creates immense pressure on Israel to get as much done on the battlefield as quickly as possible. Yet at the same time, there is counterpressure that pushes the other way. Not just because war is complicated, and achieving objectives takes time; but also because Israel is held, by these same international actors, to an unbearable, unique standard when it comes to the conduct of war. The extreme efforts to avoid civilian casualties require that Israel operate slowly, carefully, with a constant eye towards potential legal and public-opinion exposure, in every battlefield. Over time, its freedom to maneuver effectively becomes increasingly constrained—as seen since the October 7 war began, in which every major operation or shipment of advanced weaponry becomes a matter of international concern.

			As diplomats, one of our main objectives during every military conflict is to put more sand into that hourglass, so that our nation’s forces can have the time they need to create effective deterrence and prevent or delay future rounds of conflict. And so, one of my central messages, which I passed to our team that morning, was to remind our German interlocutors that their sympathy and support were absolutely needed, not just now, but also in the coming weeks and months. “You stand by us today,” I told German political leaders. “But as images of destruction in Gaza begin to be appear on television, will you still be there for us?”

			Another crucial message concerned the background that had led to this moment. In 2005, I was director-general of Israel’s foreign ministry when our government, under the leadership of Ariel Sharon, decided to withdraw all military bases and civilian towns from the Gaza Strip in a policy known as Disengagement. For generations, we had been told that settlements were the principal obstacle to peace. I, too, was among those who had believed that by ending our occupation of the Gaza Strip, we could build our international legitimacy and possibly set the stage for a new order in the Strip. If we gave residents of Gaza full control over their destiny, we believed, they could create a prosperous and peaceable alternative to the complex reality they faced in the West Bank. We were strong, we believed, and that strength gave us the flexibility to take risks.

			We were indeed strong—but also wrong.

			Hamas, it turned out, viewed Disengagement through an entirely different lens. The Zionists, they said, had tucked tail and run, and now was the time to go on the offensive. Less than a year after the last Israeli citizen was removed and the last IDF base dismantled, Hamas violently overthrew the Palestinian Authority’s government in Gaza. For the next seventeen years, this internationally recognized terror organization ruled with an iron fist, controlling everything that happened in the Strip. It commandeered all the agencies of government, including health and education—through the aegis of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA)—and created a vast system of underground tunnels that extended both into Israel, for conducting assaults, and also into Egypt, from which it smuggled arms and cash. Hamas confiscated all humanitarian aid, whether it was in the form of money or healthcare supplies, food or building materials. No less important: As has been well documented, all reporting by journalists took place, as in North Korea or the Soviet Union in its day, under strict censorship of Hamas authorities.1

			Worst of all, Hamas built a vast arsenal including tens of thousands of rockets, many of which were homemade, which its members periodically launched at Israeli civilian centers, or allowed other terror organizations, such as the Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ), another Iran-backed group in Gaza, to do so.

			After several rounds of limited war between Israel and Hamas—in 2009, 2012, 2014, 2018, and 2021—a new narrative began to take hold: Hamas, we told ourselves, had no interest in direct conflict. It much preferred to invest its resources in eliminating internal opponents and cementing its rule over the Gaza Strip. The last round of fighting, in 2021, was almost entirely conducted between the IDF and the PIJ. Hamas sat on the sidelines for this one, and Israelis saw it as proof that deterrence was working. Many Israelis convinced themselves that despite Hamas’s founding as an Islamist organization with the aim of wiping out Israel and spreading Islamic rule far beyond, its true goals could be influenced through a series of carrots and sticks—and that we had successfully limited not only its capabilities but also its intentions.

			I, too, was among the believers.

			So were the Germans—a fact of which I reminded them at this crucial moment. “We are all responsible,” I told them, “for trivializing Hamas’s intentions and their absolutist ideology. We all believed Hamas had been ‘contained,’ and that their stated belief in global conquest was irrelevant in light of their weakness. Today, however, we must all understand: If we do not stand up to them now, this war will not end at Israel’s borders. It will expand into Europe as well.”

			History, and specifically the history of Germany in World War II, teaches that radical ideology can never be altered. It can only be destroyed, as the Nazi regime was. Only a thorough a process akin to German denazification can one hope to bring fundamental change and, ultimately, peace.

			***

			It was also important for the world to understand what exactly had made it possible for Jews and Israelis to be dehumanized, even demonized, to the point at which there could actually be a public debate about whether rape, kidnapping, and murder of civilians was somehow a legitimate form of “resistance.” This was not just the rhetoric of Hamas or other terror organizations. It was reflected in spontaneous demonstrations around the world beginning that same day—a protest movement that has only gotten stronger as Israel has effectively defeated Hamas on the battlefield. This movement is based on a widespread ideology, generations in the making, according to which Israel’s very existence, and the very lives of every Israeli, were illegitimate. This expressed itself, in the months that followed, in activist organizations across the West which called for “globalizing the intifada”; in scholars and books that had captured the imagination of young students in elite institutions; in university administrators who considered Jews to be part of the “oppressor” class and therefore not entitled to protections against violence, hatred, or exclusion; in structures at the UN that had been created for the purpose of turning Israel into a pariah; in NGOs that viewed any act of Israeli self-defense as a form of “apartheid”; and on and on.

			Jews are familiar with being dehumanized. It was a frequent part of life in the pre-Israel era. Not just in Russia, Nazi Germany, and the Arab world, where institutionalized discrimination made it impossible for us to live as equals even when we were not being actively persecuted; but even in France in the late nineteenth century and the United States in the pre-civil rights era. Our past experience has hardened us—but also sensitized us, so that there could be no doubt in our own minds about what we were facing. As diplomats, our obligation was to share that experience and sensitivity with the world. We understood that while Israel’s armed forces and intelligence services could fight against enemies like Iran, Hamas, and Hezbollah, the burden of fighting this international battle of ideas would fall mainly on the shoulders of Israeli diplomats, as well as the broader community of pro-Israel advocates and Jewish communal leaders around the world.

			Another messaging line involved changing the way people talked about the broader conflict, and its potential resolution, in the wake of October 7. The mantra of the “two-state solution,” which continues to be the central paradigm held by many foreign ministries for eventually resolving the conflict, would not help them now. While we Israelis had for decades been pushing for two states for two peoples, nobody in Israel was interested right then in hearing about a Palestinian state—and, given the overwhelming support among Palestinians for the Hamas assaults of October 7, neither, did it seem, was anyone on the other side. I made it clear that addressing a brutal invasion of our country with parroted calls for giving the aggressors a sovereign nation-state would be utterly unhelpful. Now was not the time for anything other than unequivocal condemnation of Hamas and unequivocal support for Israel to respond in full.

			What we witnessed in the coming days and weeks was a strange combination of unprecedented international affronts and equally unprecedented diplomatic successes.

			In some quarters—specifically officials of UN agencies like UNICEF, UN Women, and the UN Human Rights Council, as well as human rights NGOs like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch—Hamas’s actions were deemed understandable, even justifiable, even after the scope and barbarity of the atrocities became evident. Hamas members had filmed themselves butchering civilians, kidnapping, raping, and violating every law of war ever imagined. They even used the victims’ cell phones to post the videos of their atrocities on the victims’ own social media accounts. Yet none other than the secretary-general of the UN, António Guterres, had the gall to say, just days later, that the assault “did not happen in a vacuum.” Volker Türk, UN High Commissioner for human rights, declared that while Hamas had committed war crimes, so had Israel—concluding that “the solution to this situation is the end of the occupation, and full respect for the right to self-determination for Palestinians.” The NGOs meant to advocate for human rights were far swifter in justifying Hamas. Amnesty’s press release on October 7 claimed that “the root causes of these repeated cycles of violence must be addressed”—the root causes, of course, being Israel’s alleged “occupation” of Gaza.

			At this point in my career, very little genuinely surprises me. What shocked me now, however, was not the words themselves so much as the timing. These so-called leaders, these institutions created to represent the hope of humanity, did not wait weeks or months to justify the unjustifiable crimes of Hamas. They did not spend the requisite few weeks condemning the horrors that looked far too much like the actions of Nazis and other genocidal actors in history. Instead, the apologetics began almost immediately. It was almost instinctive.

			The masks had come off. The moral bankruptcy of entire swaths of the “international community” was revealed for all to see.

			As an Israeli official, it became clear to me that October 7 was a turning point not just in Israeli history, but specifically in the history of Zionist diplomacy. From that moment on, I would draw a clear line between us and them, between those leaders, dignitaries, organizations, and others who accepted our existence and recognized the evil of our enemies—with whom I would warmly continue to work—and those who, through word or deed, sought to normalize the terror, those who rationalized or contextualized their brutality. With the latter, I felt a red line had been crossed, and I wanted nothing to do with them.

			So revelatory a moment in history, in which the two sides—that of peace and that of endless, fruitless conflict—reveal themselves so starkly, is an unusual thing. The willingness to support, condone, and enable the most heinous crimes was not only a shock, but also a clarifying moment: Nations and other global powers were choosing sides, and the public was watching it all in real time. This, for me, became a litmus test of whether we could have a common future together. The die had been cast.

			And yet, ultimately it was not Guterres or Türk or the NGOs whose opinions mattered most to the fate of Israel. The people who really count are the political leaders of countries. They are the ones who control budgets, militaries, and votes in the UN Security Council, which far more directly affect the fate of our people. When a nation’s top leaders clear their schedules, get on a plane, and come to Israel in the middle of a crisis to show support, it means something much more powerful. US President Joe Biden, whose immediate reaction was to dispatch a carrier group to the eastern Mediterranean to deter Hezbollah from opening a second front of the war, came to Tel Aviv on October 17, as did the secretaries of state and defense as well as the national security advisor. So, too, did the leaders of the United Kingdom, France, Italy, and many other countries—all of whom expressed profound sympathy and support for Israel.

			But of all the nations that sent top-level delegations, none perhaps was as robust, repeated, and supportive as Germany. This was, to a large extent, the fruit of our immediate and intensive diplomatic campaign. Within weeks of the attacks, Israeli received visits from Chancellor Olaf Scholz, Defense Minister Boris Pistorius, and Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock. The German parliament passed a rare unanimous resolution condemning Hamas and supporting Israel’s right to defend itself. In early November, Interior Minister Nancy Faeser banned all activity of Hamas, as well as the international pro-Palestinian NGO Samidoun. Germany even went so far as to demand of all new immigrants, as a condition for their naturalization, that they recognize Israel’s right to exist.

			Nowhere was Germany’s support more evident than in its handling of the hundreds of Israeli hostages taken by Hamas on October 7. Germany took a leading role in applying international pressure to secure their release and in offering support for families of the hostages, using diplomatic, financial, and other leverage far beyond what any other European country did.

			For the most powerful nation in Europe, support for Israel at this moment was a matter of Staatsräson, the fundamental national interest often referred to also as raison d’état—a term I directed our diplomats to use regularly, reminding Germans of the core moral norms on which their nation was founded after World War II.

			Because of its foundation on the ashes of the Holocaust, Germany has always seen the protection of the Jewish people as a central element of its Staatsräson—whereas the raison d’être, the very reason for existing, of Hamas is, explicitly, the destruction of the Jews. Germany is founded on rejection of Nazism, and Hamas is the closest thing to Nazism. This was a message every German official needed to hear.

			***

			I tell this story because it is, in effect, symbolic of not only my entire career, but also of more than 130 years of Zionist diplomacy. It has been a long tale of constant motion, of vigilance and resilience, and of patient behind-the-scenes investment and maneuvering, leading up, at the most decisive moments, to aggressive, creative, collective action on a global scale.

			As of this writing, more than a year has gone by since that horrible day. And while the memories remain raw and the trauma stifling—perhaps they will always be—we can now take stock of the central role that diplomacy has played, and continues to play, in Israel’s survival and success in the world.

			Despite everything that Israelis have experienced over the past year, despite the hit we took and all the trauma and feelings of helplessness that accompanied it, a few important facts must be recalled.

			Israel is a much stronger nation today than it was the last time it was the victim of a major surprise attack, fifty years ago with the 1973 Yom Kippur War.

			When the combined forces of Egypt and Syria launched a surprise attack on the holiest day in the Jewish calendar on October 6, 1973, Israel was not only much weaker militarily and economically, but also far more isolated diplomatically than it is today, lacking even minimal recognition not only from the entire Arab world but also from the entire Soviet bloc of nations. Nor was Europe anywhere near as supportive as it is today: In 1973, Israel had so little leverage there that, at the crucial moment in which our nation’s fate hung in the balance, European states refused to allow American planes to refuel on their way to delivering existentially crucial military resupplies for Israel—a story discussed later in depth.

			The difference between then and now could not be greater. Over the past half century, Israel built productive and at times even flourishing relations with Russia and the rest of the former Soviet states, as well as the broader Soviet bloc. It made peace with the two Arab nations sharing its longest borders, Egypt and Jordan, and more recently with two key Gulf states, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain, through the Abraham Accords which offered a far warmer, people-to-people kind of peace. Decisively, Israel reached agreement with the most powerful nation on Earth to ensure that it always enjoyed a qualitative military edge (QME) over its adversaries.

			Even after a year of war, after the accusations of “war crimes” and “genocide” echoed throughout the halls of elite institutions from human rights NGOs to elite American campuses to the World Court to mass demonstrations across Europe with hundreds of thousands of protestors—after all of it, Israel continues to enjoy major political support from Germany, France, and the United Kingdom, while the United States continues to offer powerful military support as well as financial and diplomatic cover, reflecting the overwhelming popular support our country still enjoys. Nor has Israel suffered significant sanctions, or the severing of diplomatic relations with any country other than South Africa, Bolivia, and Colombia. Even the UAE, Bahrain, Egypt, and Jordan have maintained relations; even Russia, which supports Iran and is furious at Israel’s support of Ukraine, has not broken off ties.

			To top it off—and this is almost impossible to have imagined only recently—even Saudi Arabia, which has a keen interest in normalizing ties with Israel, joined an informal military coalition along with the U.S., the United Kingdom, and Jordan to defend Israel against the hundreds of Iranian missiles and drones that were launched at our country in the early morning hours of April 14, 2024.

			And so, while many Israelis may believe we are once again “surrounded by enemies” as we once were, an objective take yields a different picture: It seems that Israel will continue, despite all the harsh reactions to the Gaza war, to enjoy fruitful relations—not just diplomatic, but also economic, cultural, tourism, and more—with nearly the entire globe. It is far from perfect, but when compared with the state of affairs of decades past, we may observe that Israel has, in fact, become an integral member of the family of nations.

			How did this happen? Certainly there are many contributing factors. Israel’s economy opened up beginning in the 1980s, unleashing its entrepreneurial and technological abilities, and expanding its economic power immeasurably, making it worthwhile for other countries to deepen their ties with Israel. More wealth also meant more military power, and Israel grew stronger, while its enemies either made their peace with it or, as in the case of Syria, Iraq, Yemen, and Lebanon, more or less collapsed.

			There is another component. Israel’s success can also be traced, in large part, to some impressive acts of diplomacy—without which the Jewish state would likely have never reached the global position it has today.

			***

			It is widely believed, particularly among the country’s supporters around the world, that the State of Israel has generally been either unwittingly incompetent or willfully negligent in the art of diplomacy. This is most often expressed in the context of public diplomacy. As Yaakov Katz, former editor-in-chief of The Jerusalem Post, recently put it: “Israel is failing miserably in its public diplomacy, we’re just really bad at it.… There’s no discipline and there’s no unified message.”2 We hear constantly from critics and friends alike, about “Israel’s PR problem,” a commonplace phrase appearing in op-eds and blog posts almost daily. It assumes that the success or failure of a country depends on its ability to market itself as a kind of product.

			Part of this presumptive criticism stems from a carefully crafted image projected by many of its leaders over generations. Gruff, socialism-inspired prime ministers like David Ben-Gurion, Golda Meir, and Yitzhak Rabin often behaved as if they had no interest in diplomacy’s bourgeois affects, its cocktail parties and the compulsive equivocation of diplomats.

			Another part of this belief flows from what looks, at first glance, like the repeated failure of Israel on the diplomatic playing field over a period of decades. After all, it is only Israel that is routinely singled out for censure by UN bodies that choose to ignore the evils of the world’s worst regimes. Only Israel has global conferences hosted about it whose central aim is to delegitimize the country and plot its destruction. That Israel came into being and has survived for more than seven decades at all seems to be despite, not because of, its diplomacy.

			In recent years, Israel has further added to this anti-diplomatic image through the systemic downgrading—reflected first of all in its budgetary allocations—of old-fashioned diplomacy. Its foreign ministry, its embassies, its training programs have all suffered from regular cutbacks, as modern technology has enabled political leaders to run global messaging campaigns and communicate with foreign leaders without the input of Israeli diplomats.

			And then, of course, there is the simple fact that Israelis like to criticize their government’s performance even when it is successful, and they do so not only in Hebrew, but in every language at their disposal.

			Yet despite all this, much of this image is false. The belief that Israel is either endemically inept or constitutionally ill-disposed to diplomacy, including public diplomacy, is simply wrong. And the refutation of this belief constitutes the central aim of this book.

			***

			Beyond the vindication of more than a century of Zionist diplomacy, however, there are a few crucial stories that will be told along the way. These stories tell a great deal about the aims and methods of Zionist diplomacy from its earliest days until our own time, as well as the successes and failures of Israeli diplomacy surrounding the major wars and conflicts of its history. I also delve deeply into the major arenas in which diplomacy has its most decisive impact on Israeli security and prosperity today: the United Nations, Europe, and the Arab states.

			But the most important story, perhaps, concerns the single most determinative relationship Israel has with any other country—namely, the United States of America.

			Indeed, my aim is to make the case that a great many of the beliefs voiced by commentators, politicians, and policymakers in both Israel and the United States are grounded in fundamental misconceptions about why, exactly, that relationship exists and has taken the form that it does: as a strong, multilayered, bedrock alliance that includes a veto in the UN Security Council against harmful resolutions against the Jewish state, as well as the allocation of more foreign aid to Israel than to any other country. The misconceptions result in wildly incorrect assessments about what threatens that relationship and which benefits the two sides derive from it, and also in countless policies, statements, and actions that are at best a waste of breath, and at times do more harm than good.

			To be clear: America has supported Israel over the past five decades, whether under Democratic or Republican administrations, chiefly as a matter of its own national security interests, and only secondarily as a matter of principle, politics, or public sentiment.

			Throughout this book, I contend that this remains the case today—and that there is absolutely nothing wrong with it. Why is this important? Because a great deal of confusion has arisen from the contrary belief, according to which America supports Israel mainly because of Jewish or Evangelical support, and is therefore extremely vulnerable to the fluctuations of support that may arise at moments of disagreement. Today, at a time when the United States constantly advances its strategic interests through innumerable channels in its relationship with Israel, including through its financial support, the belief that this engagement is mainly due to sentiment has distorted the conversation of both the pro-Israel and anti-Israel camps.

			This does not mean that public support for Israel is unimportant or that the growth of opposition to Israel among younger Americans is not a cause for concern. It is not impossible that the day will come when American public support for Israel wanes to a point where the United States will find reason to become far less friendly to the Jewish state. But to tell the difference between real and perceived threats, and between real and perceived achievements in this long battle, one must first understand what truly undergirds the kinds of support that are of greatest importance to the future of Israel. And that begins with understanding how it began—a story that this book tells in detail.

			***

			I write this book not as a professional historian, but as a practitioner. Over the past three decades, I have participated directly in every major arena of Israeli diplomacy: first, as first secretary in Israel’s embassy in Bonn as the Cold War came to an end; then as spokesperson for Israel’s embassy in London in the mid-1990s, just after the Oslo Accords; then, from 1998 to 2002, as political counsel in our embassy to the United States in Washington, D.C., during the 1998 Wye River talks, the 2000 Camp David talks, the transition from the Clinton to Bush administrations in 2001, and the horrific terror attacks of 9/11; then, in the mid-2000s, as director-general of Israel’s Foreign Ministry in Jerusalem; later on as Israel’s ambassador to the United Kingdom from 2007 to 2011; and then as ambassador to the United Nations during the tumultuous period of 2011 to 2015. In 2022, as the first draft of this book was being completed, I took up my most recent posting, as Israel’s ambassador to Germany.

			Along the way, I have had occasion to study, to draw inspiration from, and in some cases even to work directly with, the greatest diplomats and foreign ministers in Israel’s history.

			To be clear, I will not argue that Zionist diplomacy has been an unmitigated success on every front. No country with a shred of honesty can make such a claim—certainly not one as embattled as Israel. Rather, my main claim is twofold. First, once the central aims of Israel’s diplomacy are fully understood, it will emerge that the Israelis have developed a style that is uniquely suited for the interests and raison d’état of the Jewish state. And second, that this style has served Israel exceptionally well in its most critical moments in history—especially in the wake of October 7.

			Just like Israel’s military and economic enterprises, Israeli diplomacy has a method of its own, and a surprisingly impressive record of success. If the political and economic walls around Israel have been coming down, it is due in no small part to its diplomatic efforts.

			In what follows, I retell the story of Zionist diplomacy as I have understood and experienced it. It requires both a retrospective view—not a full-blown history, but more of a focus on key moments and figures since the dawn of the Zionist revolution—as well as my own personal account of the past three decades of Israel’s history. From a literary perspective, it therefore requires telling two distinct stories: first, that of Zionist and Israeli diplomacy dating back to Theodor Herzl and up to the 1990s; and second, the story that I have witnessed personally as one of Israel’s most senior diplomats. Such a hybrid approach—part history, part memoir—provides the necessary perspective to discover that Zionist diplomacy has not simply been adequate to the task of creating and building a thriving Jewish state. It has, in fact, been one of Zionism’s most important achievements.

			Along the way, we will encounter many of the central luminaries and key historical events of our history: from Theodor Herzl, who not only wrote several of the founding texts of the Zionist movement but also laid the institutional and diplomatic foundation on which the entire enterprise would be ultimately built; to Chaim Weizmann, who successfully negotiated the Balfour declaration in 1917 and contributed decisively to the passage of the UN Partition plan three decades later; to Abba Eban, the greatest of Israel’s diplomats in the country’s first decades of statehood; to Menachem Begin, who led Israel in its first-ever peace treaty with the Arab world; to the many leaders that I’ve had the profound honor to work with directly—including Shimon Peres, Ariel Sharon, and Benjamin Netanyahu. As a whole, these historical giants were a resourceful, determined, articulate, and exceptionally creative group, and each of these individuals, at his own special moment in time, played an irreplaceable role that helped lead to the establishment and success of the Jewish state.

			As a first step, then, I trace the threads that connect them all, the unique approaches to diplomacy that have served the Jewish homeland so well in the nearly century and a half since the Zionist movement launched.

			

			
				
					1	See, for example, Matti Friedman, “An Insider’s Guide to the Most Important Story on Earth,” Tablet, August 26, 2014, https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/israel-middle-east/articles/israel-insider-guide (accessed October 8, 2024); and Mark Lavie, “Why Everything Reported from Gaza Is Crazy Twisted,” The Tower, No. 17 (August 2014), https://www.thetower.org/article/why-everything-reported-from-gaza-is-crazy-twisted/ (accessed October 8, 2024).

					2	Quoted in Ruth Marks Eglash, “Israel losing the hasbara battle because of a broken public relations playbook, experts say,” Jewish Insider, March 21, 2024, https://jewishinsider.com/2024/03/israel-hasbara-public-diplomacy-war-gaza-hamas/ (accessed October 8, 2024).

				
			

		

	
		
			Part I

			The Legacy

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Herzl, Weizmann, and the Founding of Zionist Diplomacy

			Dreams mean little without actions that convert them into reality. For decades and centuries before the late 1800s, Jews dreamed of a return to the biblical land of their forefathers, and even made repeated small-scale attempts to realize that dream.3

			The story of modern Zionism begins, of course, with the feverish, creative work of its founding visionary Theodor Herzl, the black-bearded Viennese journalist and playwright who somehow, in the span of just one epoch-changing decade, from his first epiphany in the wake of the Dreyfus Affair in 1894 until his sudden death at age forty-two in 1904, managed to give birth to the movement that realized the dream.

			In those few years, Herzl laid the groundwork for what eventually became the State of Israel. He did this both in the realm of ideas, through writings both futuristic and programmatic; and also through the creation of key institutions, including the Zionist Congresses as well as the Zionist Organization which contained almost all of the movement’s practical organs in embryonic form—parliamentary governance, land acquisition, banking, immigrant absorption, and more.

			But Herzl’s most intensive energies were reserved for diplomacy. He managed to meet personally with leaders around the world, from Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany to the Russian interior minister to the king of Italy and the Pope. To each he described his outlandish-sounding dream of bringing the Jews back to the Promised Land. To each, he coupled that dream with proposals that attempted to win over both the hearts and the calculating minds of his interlocutors. In 1901, for example, he offered the Ottoman Sultan Abdulrahim II the proposition that the Jews would consolidate the empire’s unbearable international debt in exchange for permission to create a national homeland in Palestine. As in almost every other case, he came away more or less empty-handed.

			Herzl was not the first to dream or agitate for a modern-day Return to Zion. Across the nineteenth century, books were written—such as Moses Hess’s Rome and Jerusalem—and movements were started, like Hibbat Zion, to prepare the Jews for the physical labor and self-defense that a Jewish homeland would require. Herzl, however, understood a few things that they did not about the nature of geopolitics in the age of emerging nation-states and competing colonial empires. As a journalist, he understood that without the official, public support of world powers, the Jews would have little hope of ever coming home.

			When Herzl published his 1896 manifesto The Jewish State, it sent shock waves across the Jewish world. Here are the words of Chaim Weizmann, who would later lead the Zionist movement and eventually become Israel’s first president. Weizmann had come from the shtetl, spoke Yiddish and Russian, had come to Germany to study chemistry, and by the time Herzl appeared on the scene, had been involved in Zionist activism for many years:

			I was in my second year in Berlin when, in 1896, Theodor Herzl published his tract, now a classic of Zionism, Der Judenstaat—The Jewish State. It was an utterance which came like a bolt from the blue.… Not the ideas, but the personality which stood behind them appealed to us. Here was daring, clarity, and energy. The very fact that this Westerner came to us unencumbered by our own preconceptions…what had emerged from the Judenstaat was less a concept than a historic personality.4

			Herzl’s principal operational goal as a statesman was to convince the world powers to grant the Jews a “charter” to create such a homeland—and to organize the Jewish people in such a way that those powers would take the idea seriously.

			To achieve this goal, Herzl used diplomacy as perhaps no Jew since King Solomon had done. He effectively created something out of nothing. Riding the wave of his manifesto’s success, in 1897 he organized the first Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, pulling together leaders from around the Jewish world and establishing bodies that would become the core organs of the movement. Herzl was a master of theater, converting a casino into an august assembly hall, designing a flag for the Jewish nation, and making everyone dress up as if for royalty.

			The success of the Congress, in turn, opened doors for Herzl to meet with global leaders, thus creating a virtuous circle that allowed the movement to take off: World leaders took him seriously because the Jews took him seriously, and vice versa. Zionist Congresses would be held almost every year after that, and the word “Zionism” became known around the world, not just among Jews but also in the loftiest halls of statecraft. Herzl’s boundless energy, his ability to dream and articulate, his pragmatic side, all of it together constituted one of the most remarkable feats of bootstrapping that the political world has ever seen, anywhere on Earth.

			But despite all these efforts, Herzl did not actually get very far with his diplomacy. It is no coincidence that, having failed to win over the world powers to the idea of Zionism, the movement he launched stalled out and very nearly expired when he himself suddenly passed away in 1904.

			Part of his failure was due to his own limitations. As an assimilated Western European Jew, he spoke little Yiddish and had a hard time resonating with the larger masses of Eastern European Ostjuden, who saw the return of the Jews to the Promised Land in ancient, often religious categories. Even the more secular Jews in the East were suspicious of his top-down solution of a charter granted by the great powers as a result of diplomatic efforts. Many of them had long believed that the first steps needed to be practical—large numbers of Jews needed to learn Hebrew, to learn agriculture, to move there, to build a new civilization. Even as they attended the Congresses and called themselves Zionists, many saw Herzl as alien to the spirit that animated much of Jewish life, and did not hesitate to say so. These divisions were not lost on the world leaders he met with, undermining his credibility.

			Herzl, however, was nothing if not the embodiment of Zionist urgency. And from the Jews’ perspective, the urgency was entirely warranted. Cruel winds were swirling across Europe that were seen by many as small horrors that could lead to far bigger ones. Beginning with the Russian pogroms of 1881 and the rise of antisemitic political parties in Central Europe, culminating during Herzl’s life with the Kishinev pogrom in 1903, in which dozens of Jews were murdered, hundreds of Jewish homes and shops destroyed, and a wave of shock rippled across the global Jewish community, it was becoming increasingly clear that Jews needed a way out. Zionism under Herzl offered immense hope. A messianic figure had appeared, and he had a plan.

			But Herzl’s biggest blunder flowed from the impatience that such urgency engendered. At the Sixth Zionist Congress in 1903, just months after Kishinev, he delivered what he believed to be wonderful news: the “Uganda plan.” Miraculously, it seemed, Great Britain had offered him thirteen thousand square kilometers of mostly undeveloped land, about the size of Connecticut, east of Nairobi in modern-day Kenya. This could serve as temporary refuge for the Jews, as they awaited the possibility of finding their permanent home in Palestine. In the wake of Kishinev, and given the prevailing sense that antisemitism had been rising all over Europe for two decades, the prospect of an immediate refuge seemed too good to pass up.

			Herzl’s formidable powers of persuasion convinced a majority of the participants in the Congress to support this proposal, as bizarre as it may seem today. But for many others, the Uganda plan was nothing less than blasphemy. Men like the Ahad Ha’am (a pen name for the author Asher Ginsberg) and Chaim Weizmann, who had spent their lives, well before Herzl appeared on the scene, organizing and agitating for a return of the Jewish people to Zion, suddenly found Zion betrayed by a Congress that called itself Zionist.

			The Uganda plan was, it turned out, a disastrous move for a political movement that had up to that point been fueled by a supreme clarity of purpose. The idea of Palestine as both a refuge and the subject of ancient longing, as a permanent home—that was Herzl’s original dream on which the whole movement had been based, and for most Jews it was far more enticing than relocating to eastern Africa. The magic of Zionism had been fueled principally by Herzl’s unique ability to take the ancient longing and make it seem plausible in the modern world. Uganda offered a shelter, not a home. For a large minority it was a non-starter. (Another part of the movement, led by the British-Jewish leader Israel Zangwill, was so enamored with the idea of a temporary refuge that, for years after Herzl’s death, it continued to scour the Earth for suitable territory that frankly only a tiny number of Jews would have ever agreed to relocate to.)

			The 1903 Congress ultimately voted in favor of the Uganda plan—but nearly half the delegates either voted against it or abstained. Herzl himself understood the danger that such a plan had of dividing, even destroying, the movement. The opposition was so harsh, and the minority against it so important to the movement’s future, that Herzl withdrew his support for the plan. The Seventh Zionist Congress, held in 1905, put the issue to bed once and for all.

			But as bad a political move as Uganda may have been, there’s one thing that should be pointed out to Herzl’s credit. Amid all his failures gallivanting about the courts of the world, Herzl successfully cultivated the one potential great power ally that would prove to be all the Zionists really needed—indeed, the only political force that could, one day in the future, realistically have both the desire and the power to facilitate the creation of a Jewish national home in Palestine.

			He inspired an important group of men within the United Kingdom’s political leadership of both the Liberal and Conservative parties.

			Men like Arthur Balfour, who was prime minister when the Uganda offer was made to Herzl, and who would ultimately issue the famous Balfour Declaration as foreign secretary in 1917; David Lloyd George, who would become prime minister during World War I and shepherd the Balfour Declaration; and Joseph Chamberlain, the colonial secretary who personally made the African offer to Herzl. (Chamberlain’s son Neville would, as prime minister in the late 1930s, prove far less helpful to the Zionist cause and to the Allied efforts against Nazism more broadly.)

			These were pragmatic men with a soft spot for biblical romanticism and a grand vision of British expansion. They understood, through their own Protestant lens, the historical meaning of potentially being the ones who had saved the Jews and brought them, like the Persian King Cyrus in the sixth century BCE, back to the Promised Land.

			Herzl understood, as early as 1898, the central role that Britain would one day play in the future of world affairs and, by extension, in fulfilling the Zionist dream. “From the first moment I entered the movement,” he wrote, “my eyes were directed towards England because I saw that it was the Archimedean point where the lever could be applied.”5

			The trouble was, of course, that for all the vast land holdings of the British empire, stretching across Africa, India, and Southeast Asia, Great Britain did not actually control the Land of Israel. Palestine was still under the rule of the slowly decaying Ottoman Empire.

			If politics is the art of the possible, as Bismarck said, then a Jewish homeland in Palestine was simply not possible in Herzl’s time. Indeed, the biggest reason why Herzl didn’t get what he wanted from the world leaders he met with was that the world, seen as a geostrategic map of great power calculations, was not ready for a Jewish national home in Palestine. And for all his prophetic consumption towards this one goal, Herzl seemed to understand this was the case, as well.

			For their part, the Ottomans, who controlled Palestine, had no intention of fanning the flames of Arab nationalism by giving the Zionists the rights to immigration and land ownership that they desired. Their allies the Germans had no desire to upset the Ottomans, who were seeing their own empire gradually slipping away. The Western powers—Great Britain, France, and the United States—were perhaps more sympathetic in principle but powerless to deliver. And Czarist Russia had too many revolutionary movements threatening its regime to encourage any of them, including Zionism.

			Herzl had managed, through remarkable self-propelled diplomatic legerdemain, to get in the door. He built connections, he cajoled and begged, he got the meetings with the most important men on Earth. He was infectiously impassioned and capable of getting down to business. These successes, such as they were, went a long way to convincing Jewish communities across Europe and beyond that something was changing, that the hope of salvation for millions of dispersed Jews was not a vain one, a hope that lingered even after the devastating news of his death.

			Herzl’s diplomacy lit a torch that would be carried by generations of Zionist diplomats. He taught the Jews that not only could they be full-fledged players in the geopolitical Great Game, but that they could do so on behalf of the Jewish people. He may not have delivered, but he made the fantastical seem suddenly plausible. Deliverance would come later.

			From the perspective of world leaders, as well, there can be no doubt that Herzl left a powerful impression everywhere he went. But his direct influence on their policy was minimal. His dream of a charter for the Jews in Palestine was, for the time being, left flapping in the wind. He may have laid the foundation, conceiving the baby as it were. But the baby was quite nearly stillborn.

			It is only in retrospect that we see how the institutions Herzl established, like the Zionist Congresses, the Zionist Organization, the Jewish Colonial Trust, and the tens of thousands of Jews who founded farms and defensive militia, kibbutzim, towns, and even small cities in Palestine in the first decade of the twentieth century—how all of these became the beginning of something much larger, and eventually the modern State of Israel.

			***

			Another decade would pass after Herzl’s death before the global restructuring that accompanied World War I would lend his dream any semblance of real-world plausibility in the eyes of the great powers. And in fact, by the time the Allies were dissecting the remains of the Ottoman Empire, the establishment of a Jewish national home in the Land of Israel had somehow, almost miraculously, become a central feature of discussions among the victors at the highest levels. How did this happen?

			The best-known moment in this part of the story is, of course, the Balfour Declaration, issued on November 2, 1917. In it, Lord Arthur Balfour, now foreign secretary, declared that “Her majesty’s government view with favor the establishment in Palestine of a Jewish national home, and will use their best endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this object.…” For the first time, a major world power had declared its official support for a Jewish homeland in Palestine.

			Nor were the British acting alone. The United States, France, and other Allies had all expressed their support behind closed doors prior to the British declaration. Even Germany, the principal enemy of the Allied forces, was suddenly forced to take Zionism seriously, not least because of the country’s large Jewish population and organized Zionist movement. As Weizmann writes:

			Perhaps the most interesting evidence of the seriousness with which the Zionist movement was being taken was the effort of imperial Germany to make use of it for her own ends. The German Zionist leaders were approached with the request to offer their services as intermediaries for peace negotiations.6

			These talks didn’t lead anywhere, and within just a few months, British troops would sweep through the Holy Land, the Great War would be over, and the commitments of the Balfour Declaration would become enshrined in the establishment of the British Mandate across the southern half of the Middle East. The San Remo conference of 1920, which formally carved up the conquered lands among the Allies, explicitly confirmed that the goal of the British administration in Palestine would be no less than the “establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.”

			The Balfour Declaration and the San Remo conference were the first great diplomatic achievements of Zionism. But Herzl had been dead for thirteen years by the time Balfour signed his letter, and this miraculous moment in Jewish history did not happen on its own. The Balfour Declaration was, in fact, the product of an intensive diplomatic effort undertaken by Herzl’s heirs.

			And the chief diplomat of them all, the man who became Zionism’s greatest guiding light of that period, was Chaim Weizmann, the founding father of Zionist diplomacy.

			***

			If Herzl’s background made him an unlikely candidate to lead a long-exiled nation to freedom, Chaim Weizmann was, on paper at least, a preposterous choice as his successor. Skinny, bald, with a goatee and a heavy Eastern European accent, more comfortable in a chemist’s laboratory than at a diplomatic dinner, it was much easier imagining him in a lab coat shouting “Eureka!” than as the leader of the movement to bring the Israelites out of two thousand years of bondage. He was in many ways the opposite of Herzl, who had traipsed around with his top hat and colossal beard. By contrast, the only time in his life that Weizmann ever wore a top hat was for his sole audience with the king of England.

			But what made Weizmann even more unlikely is that until Herzl’s death, he had staunchly opposed Herzl’s focus on diplomacy. He had been one of the more vocal adherents to the camp of “practical” Zionism, led by Herzl’s nemesis Ahad Ha’am. As opposed to Herzl’s “political” Zionism, Weizmann and Ahad Ha’am believed that Herzl was wasting his time running around to world capitals peddling a vision of a Jewish state and seeking some kind of “charter” before any significant Jewish population had moved to Palestine and built the homeland’s infrastructure. They viewed Jewish settlement, rather than a Jewish charter, as the necessary precursor to everything else, a proof of concept without which any charter or other international declaration would scarcely be worth the paper it was written on.

			Weizmann came to England in 1904, the same year Herzl died, and took up a research position in chemistry at Manchester University. He spoke barely any English, and was in no position to justify his later achievements.

			Weizmann found himself quite alone in England at first. While he could take counsel with Ahad Ha’am whenever he went to London, the great majority of the leadership of British Jewry were either anti-Zionist or followed Zangwill’s increasingly tenuous version of the political approach. Despondent yet willing to bide his time, he spent most of his time in Manchester focused on his chemistry, while building his contacts and influence among Zionist sympathizers across the country.

			With Herzl’s sudden death in 1904, the Zionist organization found itself rudderless. Even the horrors of Kishinev were not enough to open the gates to Ottoman-ruled Palestine, and while a few tens of thousands of Jews were able to arrive and found new communities in what was known as the Second Aliyah, their ability to purchase land or immigrate freely was extremely limited.

			Without Herzl around to offer a compelling case for diplomatic activity, Weizmann began to feel less of a need to focus solely on practical Zionism and started thinking about an approach that combined the practical with the political.

			It is easy in hindsight to take for granted what the early Zionists had to learn for themselves: that without more than half a million Jews in Palestine, without the functioning cities and school systems and universities and the military force and economy they had built, there would never have been a UN Partition vote in 1947; and even if there were, there would not have been any chance of victory in the War of Independence. In this sense, the practical Zionists were right. But at the same time, without the diplomatic achievements of the Balfour Declaration and San Remo Conference, and then later the Partition vote in the UN, the Jewish state would have remained an empty dream.

			Weizmann understood this, and without Herzl leading the charge among the leaders of nations, he slowly fit himself into the role. He sold this amalgam to the movement as “synthetic Zionism,” a synthesis of the practical and the political. But within a few years, he proved himself to be a master diplomat, a worthy successor to Herzl.

			There is nothing like a world war to bring a man’s hidden abilities to light.

			For the world, too, was changing, in ways that required hard choices for the Zionist movement. To survive, Zionism had to include the major Jewish communities across Europe comprising the bulk of global Jewry. From England and France to Czarist Russia and the United States, Jews organized Zionist groups that all were part of the movement Herzl built and took part in the Zionist Congresses.

			But Europe was lurching towards war, and the question of loyalty would become a portentous one. As the alliances became clearer, with the British, French, and Russians on one side, and the Germans, Austro-Hungarians, and Ottomans on the other, the Zionists relocated their headquarters to Copenhagen in neutral Denmark. Zionist groups existed on both sides, and the movement, they believed, had to stay neutral.

			Weizmann disagreed. He was convinced that not only would war soon engulf the nations and change the composition of the world—which was widely understood—but that it would end with an Allied victory, which not many people believed at the time. And the greatest of the Allies, Great Britain, would soon have immense influence over the vast territories that made up the Ottoman Empire, including the Land of Israel. If the Zionists wanted the nations to take the Jews into account when dividing up the Middle East, they would have to bet on the right horse as early as possible.

			Weizmann had gotten to know England during his years shuttling between Manchester and London. He knew that unlike the Catholic French, the British were Protestants with an innate sense of nostalgia for ancient Israel who could be inspired by the story of the return of Jews to their homeland. They also had a far greater strategic interest in Palestine than the French did: Having a highly developed Jewish protectorate there would provide a crucial buffer to their interests in Egypt, especially the Suez Canal. Wooing the British would also be helpful in bringing aboard the United States, which had the largest and most influential Jewish community in the world outside Europe.

			So determined was Weizmann to sell the idea of a Jewish national home to the British that he quietly cut his ties with the Zionist headquarters in Copenhagen, telling them not to send him any more correspondence. He understood that only by going all in for Britain would he gain the trust of its political leaders. He thereby laid the groundwork for a century of Zionist and Israeli diplomacy.

			***

			One of the most important insights I have gained in my career as a diplomat is that there is a world of difference between access and influence. Many people have, for various reasons, the ability to gain the attention of those who wield power. But it is one thing to get in the door, and entirely another to change people’s minds once inside the room.

			Weizmann had this ability—and in this, he succeeded precisely where Herzl did not. One may imagine that whenever Herzl left the room, there was a stunned silence followed by furtive glances and perhaps even some nervous laughter. Herzl was a biblical prophet, a glorious kingly type who had, through force of his own fiery will, crafted a dream and rallied representatives of Jewish communities around the world behind it. He was a charismatic wonder who beamed into the room from another planet and, having departed, left the impression of a hurricane that had passed through, leaving people scrambling for a return to normalcy. The impression was immense—but not always effective.

			Weizmann, on the other hand, brought with him a sense of clarity, integrity, and gravity. As a scientist, he believed deeply not just in the rigorous logic that undergirds reality, but also in the necessity for practical confirmations of theoretical imaginings. He was thus able to convey not just the plausibility, but the inevitability, of Zionist success in a way that moved people to change their minds and to keep their word. One simply did not want to fail Weizmann’s implicit test of character. Nobody wanted to be on the wrong side of history, or to disappoint this noble force. Weizmann, Abba Eban wrote in his autobiography, “had a special capacity to believe and to convince others that the needs of Jewish history must ultimately prevail against all obstacles of rationality.”7

			How did he do this? Part of it was theater. Like Herzl, he presented himself as nothing less than the embodiment of thousands of years of history dating back to the time of the Bible. Like Herzl, Weizmann attended to the details, acting as though he were already a head of state of an important nation. As Eban recalls:

			One of his devices for promoting a Jewish state was to behave as though it already existed. His appearance—tall, and with a goatee and a prodigious bald pate—like a well-nourished Lenin, all his mannerisms, his air of tranquil superiority and of social ease, as well as his material habits such as riding around London in a chauffeured Rolls-Royce, were those of a chief of state engaged in a permanent summit conference. He addressed foreign statesmen as though his status were already equal to their own. They and he knew that it was not strictly true, but something in his bearing and in their own historic imagination forbade them to break the spell.8

			Herzl rarely received this kind of praise, much as he might have wished for it. “His manner,” the historian Howard M. Sachar put it, “transcended the regal and approached the dictatorial.”9 As a scientist of the first order, by contrast, Weizmann naturally occupied a more respected place in the cultural hierarchy of any Western country than did Herzl the journalist, and acted as though he had far less to prove.

			In some respects, he really did have less to prove. Unlike Herzl, Weizmann had the credentials of being a true Ostjud, an Eastern European Jew raised on the rafts of Ukrainian rivers, who could, precisely because of his foreignness, more plausibly play the role of “King of the Jews” than Herzl ever could. When Weizmann told you, in his Russian-Yiddish accent, that in spite of all the obstacles, masses of Jews would come to Palestine and build a beautiful, powerful civilization there, you believed him in a way you didn’t necessarily believe Herzl, because you believed that Weizmann knew the hearts of the Jewish masses and the real-world challenges that such a vision entailed.

			Weizmann also proved to be a consummate networker. Through his chemical research, he got to know the Jewish industrialist Charles Dreyfus, who was so moved by Weizmann’s Zionism that he introduced him to then-former Prime Minister Arthur Balfour. (A key lesson I have learned as a diplomat is the value of cultivating relationships not just with those in power, but also with those among the opposition. They generally have more time on their hands, and eventually they return to power, at which point the investment pays off handsomely. I would apply this lesson to great effect in Washington in the late 1990s, as we shall see.)

			Weizmann also struck up a friendship with C.P. Scott, editor of the Manchester Guardian, a major conservative paper. Scott found Weizmann’s case for Zionism highly compelling and introduced him to other leading figures of the British establishment, including the Conservative Party politician Sir Mark Sykes, the Jewish rising star of the Liberal Party Herbert Samuel, and David Lloyd George.

			No less important were the steps that Weizmann took to prove his value to the British as a chemist. By the time he was actively pitching them for a Jewish national home during World War I, many in the government already felt a debt to him for his crucial contribution to the war effort.

			Lloyd George was minister of munitions and then minister of war before he became prime minister in December 1916, and it was Weizmann the chemist who, at his encouragement, had resolved one of most vexing problems of the war. The production of cordite, the smokeless gunpowder used by the Allied forces, required large amounts of acetone, which was difficult to come by. Weizmann discovered a process through which acetone could be extracted from corn and mass-produced—which Winston Churchill would refer to as the “Weizmann process.”

			In his memoir, Lloyd George describes the fateful exchange that set into motion a process that would result, the following year, in the Balfour Declaration:

			I said to him: “You have rendered great service to the State, and I should like to ask the Prime Minister to recommend you to His Majesty for some honour.”

			He said: “There is nothing I want for myself.”

			“But is there nothing we can do as a recognition of your valuable assistance to the country?” I asked.

			He replied: “Yes, I would like you to do something for my people.” He then explained his aspirations as to the repatriation of the Jews to the sacred land they had made famous. That was the fount and origin of the famous declaration about the National Home for Jews in Palestine.10

			In this, too, Weizmann was a superior diplomat to Herzl. For Herzl, every meeting was a cold call. At best, he was a bedazzling stranger offering his interlocutor a possible win-win by artificially inflating the global power of the Jews and his own role among them, leaving behind lingering doubts about whether he could actually deliver. At worst, he was being entertained only as a favor to someone else and was quickly sent packing, along with his top hat and his preposterous dreams.

			Weizmann, by contrast, entered meetings with British officials carrying an unspoken assumption that it was they who owed him their attention, not the other way around.

			The most important development from the perspective of the Zionists of that time was the resignation of Prime Minister H.H. Asquith and the rise of Lloyd George to replace him in December 1916. Now it could be said that a genuine Zionist ally—who had personally represented Herzl in talks about the Uganda plan—had moved into Number 10 Downing Street, just as the Allies were about to gain the upper hand in the war and conquer Palestine. Shortly after he took office, Weizmann, along with allies like Herbert Samuel, began actively lobbying the government on behalf of the Zionist dream.

			***

			The task, however, was far from simple, in part because the British had no interest in imposing the establishment of a Jewish homeland on their allies. The Balfour Declaration, issued on November 2, 1917, stands out as the first time a major power publicly announced support for a Jewish national home. But it came only in the wake of significant diplomatic efforts by the Zionists around the world. The preceding April, the government of France sent what became known as the Cambon Letter to Nahum Sokolow, one of the Zionist leaders, declaring that “it would be a deed of justice and of reparation to assist, by the protection of the Allied Powers, in the renaissance of the Jewish nationality in that Land from which the people of Israel were exiled so many centuries ago.”

			The French commitment, which was not publicized, was crucial for several reasons. First, because unbeknownst to the Zionist leadership, France and Britain had reached a secret agreement, known as the Sykes-Picot agreement, to rule jointly over Palestine once it was conquered from the Ottomans. (Later, once the British marched through, that agreement was quietly dropped.) Thus the French endorsement of the Jewish national home potentially would be no less important than that of Britain.

			The following month, in May 1917, Sokolow traveled to France and Italy together with Mark Sykes and secured the blessing of Pope Benedict XV, who described the return of the Jews to Palestine as “providential.” Meanwhile, Sokolow and Weizmann benefited from the support of the American Zionist Louis Brandeis, who the previous year had become the first Jew on the United States Supreme Court, to bring President Woodrow Wilson around to supporting the idea as well.

			Indeed, it would turn out that by the time the fall of 1917 came about, the principle of creating a Jewish national home in the historic Land of Israel had been largely accepted by the Allied Powers. (Only Russia, overcome by two revolutions that year, had little to contribute.)

			Meanwhile, a rumor had spread—which proved unfounded and, for all one knows, may have been the result of disinformation—that the Germans were considering a declaration of their own in support of the Jewish national home, beating Britain to the punch, in order to win over the support of global Jewry for the cause of the Central Powers. Balfour would use this rumor, along with the professed support from France and the United States, in his arguments before the British War Cabinet favoring the declaration.

			One can tease out from all these efforts the outlines of a robust diplomatic strategy—one that would repeat itself in later years. Herzl had demonstrated the possibilities inherent in international diplomacy, and the advantage that having a broad network of well-connected Jews in different countries could give the Zionist movement. His success as a diplomat may have been limited, but Weizmann, Sokolow, and others understood the potential inherent in his diplomacy, and pressed it to much greater success.

			They did so, first of all, by understanding the limitations of what they had already achieved: Even having the prime minister and foreign secretary of the United Kingdom on their side was no guarantee that a plan so bold and controversial as the establishment of a Jewish homeland would actually be implemented. They never knew where opposition could come from, especially in time of war, to disrupt their efforts. They pressed every lever they had in every country that could be seen as helpful. Whether an emerging great power like the United States, a centuries-long competitor like France, or an enemy in war like Germany—each would bring a different kind of pressure in the minds of different members of the British government.

			And indeed, the biggest obstacle, it would quickly turn out, would be within the War Cabinet itself, embodied in the person of a Jew by the name of Edwin Montagu, who joined the government as secretary of state for India in August 1917. Like many prominent British and American Jews of the time, Montagu opposed Zionism, seeing it as fanning the flames of suspicion of disloyalty, even violence, against Jews around the world. Around the time of his appointment, he issued a memo arguing that the idea of endorsing a Jewish national home would be “anti-Semitic in result [and] will prove a rallying ground for anti-Semites in every country in the world.”

			The virulent opposition of a Jewish member of cabinet, however, did not prevent the Balfour Declaration from being issued. In part, this owed to the fact that in addition to the Protestant sympathizers like Lloyd George and Balfour, the idea was also supported by Montagu’s cousin Herbert Samuel, who until recently had served as home secretary and was close to Lloyd George.

			But such was Montagu’s impassioned opposition, combined with Lloyd George’s desire to avoid dividing the government and to provide a unified statement from the cabinet, that the resulting declaration was significantly watered down. Whereas the well-known, final version of the Balfour Declaration announces that the government “view with favor the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people,” the earlier version was far more full-throated, calling for nothing less than the “reconstitution of Palestine as the National Home of the Jewish People.”

			Weizmann was furious at the last-minute changes. “There cannot be the slightest doubt,” he later wrote, “that without outside interference—entirely from Jews!—the draft would have been accepted early in August, substantially as we submitted it.”11

			Yet at this juncture, the Zionists made the crucial decision to accept the final text—a tactic that the Zionists would exercise again and again, and which would Arab leaders would repeatedly fail to embrace: When the negotiation has reached its end, take what you can get. Half of something is better than nothing. Weizmann understood that a weaker first-ever world power declaration favoring the Jewish national home was still a thousand times better than none at all. The Zionists accepted it and declared victory.

			Three decades later, a similar question would arise, in 1947, when the United Nations voted on Resolution 181 to divide the land west of the Jordan River between Jewish and Arab states. David Ben-Gurion and other Zionist leaders balked at a UN Partition plan that divided the proposed Jewish state into three barely connected regions and excluded Jerusalem. Despite this, Ben-Gurion decided—at the elderly Weizmann’s urging—to accept the plan and to declare independence on May 14, 1948, understanding that war would anyway redraw the lines, and the flat-out rejection of the plan by the Arab countries would effectively render them irrelevant. Because an internationally recognized Jewish state in any part of the land, no matter how small, was infinitely better than none at all.

			***

			Weizmann’s achievements came from a wide range of innate diplomatic skills he cultivated over many years. It wasn’t just his networking or the sense of debt he created by the development of industrial acetone. A crucial part of his success was his uncanny ability to cast the Zionist cause differently for every interlocutor, without betraying the core of his truth. To find the terms that would speak to each person’s sense of both personal and ideological interest.

			All political actors live in a permanent state of weighing and re-weighing consequences. To change their decisions, one must not just inspire them, but also alter their calculus. The costs of actively helping the Zionists needed to be seen as less than the benefits. And while those costs were often clear—the need to override the wishes of one’s own diplomats, to avoid upsetting allies, to trigger a harsh response from the Arab world, and so on—the benefits were not so easily measurable. An appeal to potential public support of the cause did not come with sophisticated modern polling. An appeal to the biblical resonance of Zionism required tapping into the listener’s hidden sentiments and childhood religious yearnings.

			Indeed, Weizmann had a remarkable ability to tailor his arguments to the specific interests of the person he spoke with. Here is Sir Charles Webster, who met Weizmann in 1917:

			With unerring skill, he adapted his arguments to the special circumstances of each statesman. To the British and Americans he could use biblical language and awake a deep emotional undertone; to other nationalities he more often talked in terms of interest. Mr. Lloyd George was told that Palestine was a little mountainous country not unlike Wales; with Lord Balfour the philosophical background of Zionism could be surveyed; for Lord Cecil the problem was placed in the setting of a new world organization; while to Lord Milner the extension of imperial power could be vividly portrayed.12

			In 1918, as British forces advanced, Weizmann traveled into modern-day Jordan north of Aqaba to meet with Emir Faisal, the Hashemite leader of the British-backed Arab revolt and future king of Iraq. Weizmann convinced Faisal that there was nothing to fear from Jewish settlement in Palestine, that indeed it would be crucial for the development of a successful independent Arab kingdom. Faisal even lent his support to the Balfour Declaration in an agreement he and Weizmann reached, though that support was short-lived, as the Arabs came to utterly reject any kind of Jewish national home in Palestine.

			Similarly, when trying to win the cooperation of the Soviet Union, Weizmann knew how to pivot straight into the rhetoric of Soviet Communism. In a letter he sent to Ivan Mikhailovich Maisky, Stalin’s ambassador to Great Britain, in 1943, Weizmann wrote:

			Three of the most fundamental aspects of Soviet social philosophy are embodied in the national system being built in Palestine by the Zionist movement: collective welfare and not individual gain is the guiding principle and goal of the economic structure; equality of standing is established in the community between manual and intellectual workers; and consequently the fullest scope is provided for intellectual life and the development of labor. There are no fundamental psychological barriers to mutual understanding, and the Zionist movement has never felt antagonistic to Soviet social philosophy.13

			But despite Weizmann’s chameleon-like ability to modify the language of his arguments, he never budged from their essence. Indeed, perhaps Weizmann’s most important diplomatic skill was not his flexibility and adaptability, so much as his ability to combine these with a tendency to be, for lack of a better word, “undiplomatic.”

			Intuitively, Weizmann understood that a diplomat’s greatest asset is not his personal likeability or the changing light he casts his arguments in, but rather the respect he earns in the eyes of others. And that respect comes less from how friendly or accommodating he is than from his absolute dedication to the principles and interests of the people he represents.

			There is no question that Weizmann had a certain powerful magic about him—more subtle than Herzl’s yet more serious because of it—when he met with people privately. In his first meeting with Balfour, in 1906, he presented himself not as some activist from a tiny, dispersed, and beleaguered people seeking acts of charity, but as the leader of an ancient, proud nation that had come to reclaim its role in history.

			For his part, Balfour had been surprised at the opposition Weizmann and others had shown to the Uganda plan, which Balfour had proudly offered Herzl, and the former prime minister was hoping to convince Weizmann of its benefits. The conversation, however, ended up going the other way, with Weizmann convincing Balfour of the centrality of the Land of Israel to any Jewish national home. Here is part of Weizmann’s account of the meeting:
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