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As Israel heads towards elections 
later this month, the dominant 
question is whether Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
can survive yet another political 
reckoning. But this focus on the 
man may obscure the more im-
portant issue. Even if Netanyahu 
leaves office, will Israel leave Ne-
tanyahuism behind?
Netanyahuism is about more 
than loyalty to Israel’s lon-
gest-serving prime minister. It is 
a strategic doctrine built on a sin-
gle proposition: Israel can enjoy 
security without resolving the 
Palestinian question. It can con-
tain the Palestinians, deter Iran 
and its allies, normalise relations 
with Arab governments, and in-
tegrate itself into the region, all 
without making the territorial 
and political compromises that 
a genuine peace would require.
For years, the strategy seemed 
remarkably successful. The Pal-
estinian movement was divid-
ed between a weak Palestinian 
Authority (PA) in the West Bank 
and Hamas in Gaza. Israeli set-
tlements expanded without 
provoking decisive international 
pressure. Arab governments in-
creasingly focused on economic 
modernisation, technological 
cooperation, and the threat 
from Iran. The Palestinian issue 
appeared to be losing its tradi-
tional centrality.
The Abraham Accords then be-
came the crowning achievement 
of this approach. They suggested 
that Israel could normalise rela-
tions with the Arab states with-
out first reaching peace with the 
Palestinians. In effect, regional 
integration would replace terri-
torial compromise.
Then came the Hamas attack on 
October 7, 2023. This did not 
simply expose an intelligence 
and military failure, but it also 
shattered the central assump-
tion of Netanyahuism: that the 
Palestinian question could be 
managed indefinitely at an ac-
ceptable cost. The conflict had 
not disappeared. It had been 
compressed, and when it re-
turned, it did so with extraordi-
nary violence.
In most political systems, a stra-
tegic failure of this magnitude 
would trigger a fundamental 
reassessment. In Israel, howev-
er, it produced a paradox. Net-
anyahu’s security doctrine was 
discredited, but the politics sus-

taining it became even stronger. 
War allowed the Israeli cabinet 
to postpone accountability, pres-
ent criticism as disunity, and 
transform every debate over re-
sponsibility into a debate over 
national survival.
This is one reason peace re-
mains so difficult. Netanyahu 
does not necessarily oppose 
every agreement with the Pal-
estinians. He has accepted 
cease-fires, prisoner exchanges, 
and limited diplomatic arrange-
ments. He has also pursued nor-
malisation with the Arab states. 
But these are instruments for 
managing Israel’s external en-
vironment, not steps towards 
ending the conflict.
A genuine settlement would re-
quire choices Netanyahuism was 
designed to avoid such as re-
stricting settlement expansion, 
accepting meaningful Palestinian 
sovereignty, and acknowledging 
that military dominance cannot 
substitute for political legitimacy. 
Each of these steps would threat-
en the coalition of nationalist and 
religious forces on which Net-
anyahu’s power depends.
The contradiction is therefore 
structural. Israel may need 
peace, but Netanyahuism needs 

an unresolved conflict. Per-
sistent danger reinforces its 
message, binds its political coa-
lition, and allows its leaders to 
argue that this is no time for ex-
periments or concessions.
The upcoming elections in Isra-
el could thus remove Netanyahu 
while leaving the Netanyahu 
system intact.
Many of Netanyahu’s opponents 
in Israel object to his attacks on 
the country’s institutions, his al-
liance with the far right, and his 
refusal to accept responsibility 
for the October 7 attack. But the 
opposition to Netanyahu is not 
necessarily opposition to Net-
anyahuism. Several rival Israeli 
leaders remain reluctant to en-
dorse Palestinian statehood or 
explain what political future they 
envisage for millions of Palestin-
ians living under Israeli control.
Israel could therefore replace its 
prime minister without replac-
ing his policies. The tone might 
soften. Relations with Washing-
ton might improve. The pressure 
on the judiciary might ease. But 
the occupation, settlement ex-
pansion, and the preference for 
indefinite conflict management 
could continue.
This matters for the entire 
Middle East at a time when the 
region is undergoing a major 
transformation, with the Arab 
states pursuing economic di-
versification, technological de-
velopment, and more flexible 
relations with the great powers. 

Israel could play an important 
role in this emerging order. Sau-
di-Israeli normalisation, in par-
ticular, might reshape the region 
more profoundly than the earli-
er Abraham Accords.
But Netanyahuism seeks the 
prize without paying the price. It 
wants normalisation with Saudi 
Arabia while resisting a credi-
ble pathway towards Palestin-
ian statehood. It wants Israel to 
be fully accepted by the region 
without Israel accepting that the 
Palestinians possess legitimate 
national rights.
Before October 7, some believed 
that this contradiction could be 
ignored. That is no longer plau-
sible today. Arab governments 
might maintain discreet security 
cooperation or limited econom-
ic ties with Israel, but a durable 
regional order cannot rest on 
the permanent exclusion of the 
Palestinians. Gaza has returned 
their cause to the centre of Arab 
public consciousness and inter-
national diplomacy.
None of this means that Netanya-
hu’s departure after the next 
elections in Israel would auto-
matically bring peace. Palestinian 
politics is fractured, Israeli society 
has moved to the right, and trust 
between the two peoples has 
collapsed, while the geography 
required for a viable Palestinian 
state is being steadily eroded. The 
obstacles are not merely person-
al; they are political, institutional, 
and psychological.
But moving beyond Netanya-
huism is necessary because its 
deepest flaw is strategic, not 

simply moral. It confuses mili-
tary superiority with lasting se-
curity, deterrence with political 
order, and temporary quiet with 
peace. But power can suppress a 
conflict; it cannot resolve one. It 
can destroy capabilities; it can-
not erase national aspirations.
Next month’s elections will 
formally determine who rules 
Israel. Their real significance 
lies in whether Israelis are pre-
pared to reconsider a doctrine 
that promised security through 
permanent control but instead 
delivered recurring war and 
deepening isolation.
Netanyahu may lose while Net-
anyahuism itself survives. That 
is the more consequential pos-
sibility in next month’s Israeli 
elections since political leaders 
eventually leave the stage, but 
the assumptions they implant 
can endure for decades.
Until Israel abandons the belief 
that normalisation can replace 
peace, that force can substitute 
for politics, and that Palestin-
ian aspirations can be managed 
forever, the region will remain 
trapped in the very conflict Net-
anyahuism promised to contain.
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The illustration depicts Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu (L) shaking 
hands with an American official.
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Israeli opposition leader Yair Lapid uses his 
phone in a shelter after retaliatory missiles 
were launched towards Israel from Iran 
following strikes by Israel and the US on 
Iran on February 28, 2026.
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International Atomic Energy 
Agency inspections on an en-
hanced basis. “No nukes” is a 
great mantra, but it requires vig-
orous and intrusive inspections 
to work. Capping enrichment at 
3.67% of U235 is an absolutely 
vital necessity.
Moreover, any agreement must 
entail full IAEA access to all Irani-
an nuclear sites, as well as to un-
declared sites if credible evidence 
emerges that they are being used 
for nuclear purposes. This is not 
easy or simple, but it is necessary 
to assure the world that Iran is ful-

ly adhering to its obligations under 
the NPT.
China can also play a key role in 
resolving the dispute over Iran’s 
stockpile of 60% enriched urani-
um. The US wants all of it shipped 
out; the Iranians had earlier agreed 
to ship out 98% of it, but neither 
side could agree on which country 
it should be shipped to. Though 
Washington was earlier cool to the 
idea of China holding Iran’s stock-
pile, it may be more open to it if it 
is embedded in a larger agreement 
with Beijing.
An additional step regarding nu-

clear power should be given the 
most careful consideration: the 
creation of a regional consortium, 
including Iran and Saudi Arabia, 
that will jointly plan and carry out 
all production of nuclear reactor 
fuel and other sensitive activities. 
The presence of multiple players 
with respect to each of these ac-
tivities would provide a further 
reassurance to the international 
community, to which the consor-
tium will regularly report, that the 
agreement is doing its job well.
The IAEA and the new UN agency 
on the Straits would issue quar-

terly reports to the UN Security 
Council and General Assembly. All 
the agreements negotiated in con-
nection with this problem would 
also be approved by the UN Secu-
rity Council. The resolution of ap-
proval would specifically authorize 
the UN inspections and control ar-
rangements as finally negotiated.

Why China should step 
forward
In truth, what we are proposing 
goes against some current in-
stincts in both Beijing and Wash-
ington. China prefers to stay out 

of conflicts which do not involve it 
directly, and the US does not want 
to offer Beijing a diplomatic role, 
even less to be saved by the PRC.
But absent Chinese diplomatic in-
tervention, the war is more than 
likely to escalate and intensify be-
yond what any side can currently 
anticipate. The escalation thus far 
has been controlled and calibrat-
ed. But a third round of war risks 
going beyond what either side can 
control. Both the US and China 
share an interest in avoiding such 
a scenario. If Washington refuses 
cooperation because Beijing would 

benefit from it, and Beijing refuses 
engagement because the conflict 
is not its creation, both states risk 
allowing a regional war to become 
a global crisis of unmanageable 
dimensions. The choice before 
them is therefore not between 
American leadership and Chinese 
involvement. It is between cooper-
ation that neither side particularly 
wants and consequences that nei-
ther side will be able to control or 
afford.
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The opposition 
to Netanyahu is 
not necessarily 
opposition to 
Netanyahuism. 
Several rival Israeli 
leaders remain 
reluctant to endorse 
Palestinian statehood 
or explain what 
political future they 
envisage for millions 
of Palestinians living 
under Israeli control. 
Israel could therefore 
replace its prime 
minister without 
replacing his policies. 
The tone might 
soften. Relations 
with Washington 
might improve. The 
pressure on the 
judiciary might ease. 
But the occupation, 
settlement expansion, 
and the preference 
for indefinite conflict 
management could 
continue.


