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This is the second edition of a book published in 2000, one reviewed favorably at the time by this reviewer for the UK-based Institute of Historical Research’s online Reviews in History. Avi Shlaim’s thesis, set out in the first edition, is that Israeli foreign policy after 1948 followed the ‘iron wall’ thinking of the Zionist thinker Ze’ev Jabotinsky from the 1920s, where an iron wall of absolute security and force was the prerequisite for any Jewish State before it embarked on negotiations with the Arabs. Crucially, for Jabotinsky, this was a two-stage process: first security and strength, and then political dialogue and settlement. For Shlaim, the first part of the iron wall determined the course of the Arab-Israeli conflict, with an aggressive Israel led by David Ben-Gurion provoking a succession of wars, preferring fighting to dialogue, torpedoing peace negotiations, and blind to the final political settlement stage of the iron wall. This changed in the early 1990s with the ascent of Yitzhak Rabin as Israel’s Labor Prime Minister, a former soldier and proponent of the iron wall but now someone who had made the mental leap to political dialogue, taking for the first time the road to peace with the Palestinians – positive-sum rather than zero-sum relations – and someone who was willing to trade land for a durable two-state peace. Shlaim’s original edition of the book ended just after Rabin’s assassination in 1995 by a Jewish extremist furious at the peace process, and the subsequent election of the Rightist hard-liner Binyamin Netanyahu in 1996. Shlaim’s final chapter was entitled ‘back to the iron wall,’ the window to peace having closed with Rabin’s death and with Israel back on the track of maximal security, (p. 595) ‘destined to live by the sword.’
The text of the second edition up to Netanyahu taking power in 1996 varies from the first edition only in parts of chapter six on the effects of the Six Day War (pp. 271, 279-80, 283-84) that absorb Avi Raz’s 2012 book The Bride and the Dowry: Israel, Jordan and the Palestinians in the Aftermath of the June 1967 War. Shlaim has also included some of the information from his 2007 biography of Kung Hussein for the new edition of Iron Wall. So why spend money on a second edition, especially when the original text is almost entirely the same as that in the first issue of the book? Readers will buy the updated edition for the substantial extra text – over 200 pages in five lengthy, discrete chapters plus an epilogue – covering the period after 1996 that takes the book (in the epilogue) up to 2013 and which reworks the Iron Wall from a political history to a book that is grounded in history while also being contemporary. More than this, the extra text sharpens and completes Shlaim’s original iron wall thesis. The new edition is tougher on Israel than the first version, more passionate in tone, pulls fewer punches, supercharging the original text, giving it added life and vigor (p.627): ‘Jabotinsky believed in peace through strength; Netanyahu was addicted to military domination…Jabotinsky saw Jewish military power as a means to an end; Netanyahu saw it sometimes as a means to achieving security and sometimes as an end in itself.’  The second edition also closes off the unfinished business of the effects of Rabin’s murder, making it a more satisfying read, the reader able to chart Israel’s course after his death (sadly, back to the iron wall). Having seen the hope of Rabin’s political moves up to 1995, Shlaim is angry and saddened by the leaders who followed – Netanyahu, Ehud Barak, Ariel Sharon, Ehud Olmert and back to Netanyahu in 2009 who formed (p. 805) one of ‘the most aggressively right-wing, chauvinistic, and racist  governments in Israel’s history….led by a man whose ambition was to go down in history not as a peacemaker but as the leader who secured Greater Israel.’ 

This is not a book for supporters of Israel, or those who are convinced that the barrier to peace lies with Palestinian religious extremism, violent terror, venal corruption and political intransigence. The extra detail on the Six Day War – significant as the land seized would be the root cause of much of what was to follow – is telling and sets the tone as it strengthens Shlaim’s suspicion that Israel did not want peace as far back as 1967, preferring to hold on to the land seized in war, and to blame the Arabs for the deadlock. In fact, the Arabs after 1967 offered (p. 279) ‘total peace for total withdrawal’ but the Israelis had no intention of withdrawing. This recasting of Israel is significant, presenting Israeli diplomacy as duplicitous and baseless, underpinning the timeline after 1995. In the five substantive new chapters on the period after 1995, the Palestinians are subsidiary players to internal Israeli politics as successive Israeli leaders sought decision through trickery, prevarication, terror, and unilateral action, such as the withdrawal of settlements from Gaza in 2005, a move designed to strengthen Israel’s hold on the West Bank. Thus, where some observers would see Palestinian suicide bombers as, say, the cause of the failure of the peace talks after Rabin’s death, ones that brought Netanyahu to power in 1996, Shlaim (p. 577) puts the emphasis on Israel’s decision to assassinate the Palestinian bomb-maker Yahya Ayyash (the ‘Engineer’) as the driver for the escalation in violence that helped to bring down the peace moves started by Rabin. 
The election of Labor’s Ehud Barak in 1999 and the departure of Netanyahu – likened here to a pneumatic drill that finally falls silent in a neighborhood, allowing peace and quiet to reign – did not change Israeli policy. While Barak pushed for peace, initially with Syria, rather than Syrian intransigence and unreasonableness in insisting on re-establishing the 4 June 1967 border that would have given Syria access to Lake Tiberias, it was Barak’s military mindset (he was a former Special Forces officer) and arrogance that combined to stymie the return of the Golan Heights. The leitmotif here is of Israel’s fundamental unwillingness to give up any land for peace, and willingness to use settlement building on the West Bank as a means to scupper the waves of peace talks after 1995, all of which Shlaim summarizes with incisive erudition. The aim (p. 808) was to play for time to extend Israel’s reach into the West Bank to the point where a viable Palestinian State was impossible. Shlaim reimagines supposed extremists, presenting Hamas, for instance, as honest interlocutors willing to hold meaningful talks and to abide by ceasefires, but targeted by Israel as it (pp. 799-800) ‘would stand firm in defense of the national rights of the Palestinian people and refuse to settle for an emasculated Palestinian state on Israel’s terms.’ Successive Israeli invasions of Gaza (and Lebanon) were unnecessary, deliberate decisions by Israel to use military force.
This is a readable, greatly expanded, strongly argued, interesting and informed new edition, one that will appeal to the general reader, as a textbook for students, and to the specialist reader focused on Israel as the deadlock in the peace process. It also sheds light on the international politics surrounding America’s tergiversations as it pretended to act as honest broker while all the while supporting Israeli demands. Shlaim has also teased out remarkable primary source material that gives radically new insights into key moments in the peace talks – letters and interviews that suggest Israeli perfidiousness. Shlaim brings to life the Israeli military-political decision-making elite that emerges as far from monolithic in terms of what it hoped to get from talks with the Palestinians. That being the case, the argument that Israelis combined as one to scupper peace moves can seem stretched; at times, rather than Machiavellian plotters, the Israelis seem confused as to what to do. Certainly, the centrality of Shlaim’s iron wall argument creates tensions, ones that Shlaim shapes to push forward his book. In the polarized, Manichean world of the Arab-Israeli conflict, Shlaim’s study will excite those who see the Zionist colonial project as the root cause for the conflict in the region, it will stimulate those who see both sides at fault in some measure for the impasse, and it will perplex and confound those who blame the Arabs and the Palestinians. This is a hopeful book but it does not end hopefully. Shlaim’s view is that if Israel acts as honest broker, the key issues are resolvable, and the Palestinians will fall into line: the status of Jerusalem, the right of return of dispossessed Palestinians from 1948 and the percentage of land to be forged into a Palestinian State. This will also ensure Israel’s survival as a democracy for, as Shlaim says about the land and peoples taken in 1967, after Karl Marx, a people that oppresses another cannot itself remain free.
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