
A really short history of the Israel Defense 
Force 

 

The Undergrounds   

The IDF emerged from an amalgamation of three ragtag undergrounds, Haganah - 

The Defense, Etzel - The National Military Organization in the Land of Israel, and 

Lehi - Fighters for the Freedom of Israel, who fought the Arab irregulars and the 

British mandatory forces during the pre-State days.  

When Israel, a fledgling state of immigrants, declared independence in May 1948, 

a war among these groups was narrowly avoided. The turning point was the 

‘Altalena Affair’ of June 1948, after which the undergrounds were fully integrated 

into the IDF.  Units connected with political movements were dissolved, creating a 

unified national army, the Israel Defense Force (IDF). 

A poorly armed militia, the Haganah Palmach ‘strike companies’ defined the 

warrior ethos of tenacity, seeking the enemy, and sacrifice.  Newly formed IDF 

brigades pushed elements of several standing Arab armies and the Arab Liberation 

Army out of British Mandatory Palestine.  The Jordanians managed to hold onto 

the West Bank which they subsequently annexed.  Much-needed arms came from 

the Soviet Union via Czechoslovakia.   

Israel suffered a loss of 1% of its population in the war but prevented the 

annihilation of the Jewish community in British Mandatory Palestine three years 

after the Shoah. 



 Raids and Reprisal 

The fighting ethos of the special forces shaped the developing army. Their spirit 

was cemented by combating Palestinian terror groups known as Fedayeen, which 

infiltrated across armistice lines into Israel. Ben Gurion declared “If we don’t make 

it clear that there is a price for Jewish lives, we won’t be able to exist here.”.  Cross 

border night raids, ambushes, and covert operations built the confidence of the 

combatants. Commanding officers led the troops into battle with a ‘Follow 

me’ rallying cry.   

Building the Armored Corps and Air Force 

French light tanks, American WWII surplus tanks, and artillery, together with 

French-made planes were all acquired before the 1956 Sinai-Suez Canal campaign.  

While the British and French forces seized the Canal Zone, October 1956, the IDF 

captured the rest of the Sinai Peninsula, thus demonstrating its ability to conduct 

large-scale combined land, air, and sea operations.   

The Gaza Strip Fedayeen bases of operation were eliminated, shipping lanes via 

the Red Sea Straits of Tiran were re-opened, and the presence of UN Peacekeepers 

in Sinai was secured. As the US forced the IDF withdrawal from the peninsula, it 

became apparent that the threat from the Soviet-equipped and trained Arab armies 

was a real and growing danger.  Later on, British and US-made tanks and 

helicopters were added to the IDF battle order. 

 Airpower and mobility 

The 1967 Six-Day war brought about the use of rapid armored assault warfare 

integrated with close air support. Ordered to move and keep moving, the tank units 

at the vanguard lead the charge. Tank commanders became legendary for standing 

‘exposed in the turret’ in battle.   The reserve units earned the respect of the 

standing army and were given credit for outstanding performance.  

The Israel Air Force (IAF) French-made fighter planes sealed the fate of the Arab 

Air Forces in the first few hours of the war, establishing regional Air Superiority 



which remains in effect to this day.  The IAF pilots become the ‘knights of the 

sky’, enabling long-range strikes on distant targets deep in enemy territory. 

The army had to learn in a hurry how to administer the newly acquired 

territories.  New units were formed, and the Army found itself reluctantly engaged 

in police duty, patrolling the beat, yet clueless as to how to deal with a hostile 

civilian population. 

The War of Attrition – the forgotten war of misery. 

In early 1969 Egypt commenced a massive shelling campaign along the Suez 

Canal. Artillery duels ensued. Egypt had far more heavy artillery pieces at its 

disposal and easily overwhelmed the IDF.  With heavy losses mounting, the IDF 

built fortifications along the Canal,  uncharacteristically, dug into defense lines, 

known as the Bar-Lev line. 

Commando raids behind enemy lines took place, but the IDF ground forces failed 

to stop the bleeding, deter the Egyptians, or force a ceasefire.   

When the Israeli Air Force (IAF) with its newly equipped US fighter planes (F4 

Phantoms and A4 Skyhawks) launched extensive air sorties deep into Egypt land, 

the Egyptians panicked and the Russians came to the rescue.  Soviet-made MIG 

planes, surface-to-air missile (SAM) batteries, Soviet advisers, and Soviet combat 

pilots joined the war.  IAF bombing raids and US pressure managed to end the war 

by the summer of 1970.  The Egyptians violated the ceasefire agreement by 

advancing SAM batteries along the Canal Zone, hampering the IAF's aerial 

freedom of operation.  

The debacle – a shock treatment, the clash of armor, and the day the 

Navy was ‘counted’. 

The 1973 war shook the military to its core. Both the mighty intelligence 

directorate and GHQ Operations were exposed in all their incompetence.  The front 

lines collapsed as the Egyptians in the South and the Syrians in the North launched 

a coordinated massive armored assault on the Israeli defense lines.   



The IAF suffered terrible losses on both fronts where Soviet-made SAM batteries 

wreaked havoc on the planes who flew into their ‘Missile Defense Zone’ like 

ducks lured by decoys.  Egyptian and Syrian air defense systems were so effective 

that air support became almost impossible in the first critical few days. 

As if following a B-rated Hollywood Western script, the ‘cavalry’ came to the 

rescue.  Reserve tank battalions rushed to engage the Arab tank divisions and 

destroying them, turning the tide as fresh units took over. The US forced the IDF 

armored steel divisions to halt their counterattack 60 miles from Cairo and within 

Damascus artillery range.  It was the last of the massive tank battles reminiscent of 

WWII.  

The Navy’s newly French-built long-range missile patrol boats (Saar class) 

equipped with Israeli-made ship-to-ship missiles (Gabriel) sailed into Egyptian and 

Syrian territorial waters and destroyed their fleets.  

The reserves saved the country, and by doing so proved that a small standing army 

with the aid of a large reserve force mobilized and operational within 72 hours, can 

and did win the war.  

The Intifadas and the Lebanese wars   

Asymmetric warfare or the ‘war on terror’ became the IDF's main challenge for 

years to come.  The first Lebanon War (1982), first and second, Intifadas (1987-

1991; 2000-2005), and the Second Lebanon War (2006), were the major 

milestones in this ongoing war.   

Military units specialized in urban warfare and counterterrorism were 

deployed.  The para-military Border Patrol became the main counter-insurgency 

force and saw its status rise with many women combatants joining the 

force.   Canine units on the ground and reconnaissance drones in the air joined the 

fight. Precision-guided weapons, loitering munitions, and armed drones became 

widely used.  Targeted assassinations were conducted to eliminate imminent terror 

threats (the ticking bomb doctrine). 



On the Northern front, infantry backed by tanks made the charge into Lebanon 

twice (1982 and 2006) to conduct counterterrorism operations first against the 

PLO, and later against the Iranian-sponsored terror group, Hezbollah.  

On the day the missiles rained down a new type of warfare 

commenced. 

In response to the American-led coalition invasion of Iraq in 1991 (Desert Storm), 

Iraqi Scud ballistic missiles fell on Israeli cities, forever changing the threat faced 

by the Israeli population centers.   

Israel faces a “high trajectory threat” that involves short-, medium-, and long-range 

ballistic missiles, putting the country in jeopardy of facing an unprecedented 

barrage, of thousands of missiles fired a day at Israel, 

The IAF has limited capacity to deal with a heavy barrage of artillery rockets, 

shells, and guided missiles launched from Gaza, Lebanon, Syria, or from Iraq, 

Yamen or Iran.  A new three-tier missile and rocket defense system was developed 

(Iron Dome, David Shield, Arrow 2 and Arrow 3).  Iron Beam (ְרֶזל  a (ֶקֶרן בַּ

directed-energy weapon air defense system designed to destroy short-range 

rockets, artillery, mortar bombs, and drones, will become operational in the near 

future. 

A ‘Special Forces’ Command was created to combat this ‘campaign between wars. 

The reconnaissance (commando) units became the campaign spearhead backed by 

regular infantry units conducting daily counter-terrorism activities, operating 

behind enemy lines, and in the territories.  

The battlefield of the future as envisioned by the IDF will incorporate artificial 

intelligence and automatic target recognition capabilities.   Augmented with 

unmanned surveillance and weapon systems.  An interconnected battle field from 

the foot soldier to the stealth fighter to the strategic submarine fleet will operate on 

a seamless and technologically enhanced platform.  Data collected from the air, 

ground or sea can be brought together and fused with AI, creating a common 

operating picture for the armed forces. 



IDF Nuclear ‘Samson Option’  

The ambiguity surrounding Israel's nuclear weapon program was adopted back in 

1969 when Israel gave assurances to the US that it would “not be the first to 

introduce nuclear weapons to the Middle East” but that it would also “not be the 

second to introduce this weapon.”   

Israel interpreted “introduce” to mean that it could possess nuclear weapons if it 

did not test, deploy, or make them public.  Israel's official position emanating 

from this understanding is best described as Amimut, Hebrew for dimness, 

fogginess.  Israel declined to sign the nuclear weapons Non-Proliferation Treaty 

(NPT). 

Israel began its secret nuclear program almost the day it declared independence 

in 1948, and with French co-operation, began building a Nuclear Reactor and 

reprocessing plant in the late 1950s.  A decade later it became the world's sixth 

nation to acquire nuclear weapons. 

On two occasions Israel readied its nuclear arsenal for deployment: In 1967 (Six-

Day War) 2 aircraft bombs, and in 1973 (Yom Kippur War) 13 aircraft bombs, and 

20 nuclear warhead missiles. 

The IDF currently possesses a nuclear triad of delivery systems comprised of 

tactical aircrafts, mobile Jericho series of intermediate to intercontinental-range 

ballistic missiles (ICBM), and diesel-electric submarines carrying submarine-

launched cruise missiles. 

Israel's ‘Begin Doctrine’ of counter-proliferation preventive strikes---denying 

other regional players of acquiring nuclear capability---was carried out 

successfully by the Israeli Air Force when they destroyed the Iraqi nuclear reactor 

in 1981 and the Syrian one in 2007. 

In short, the Zionist epic struggle ‘From Shoah to Tkumah (resurrection)’ with the 

promise of ‘Never Again’ has led Israel to prepare a doomsday arsenal as an 

‘insurance policy of last resort’.   

“Israelis still face existential threats despite all the remarkable achievements as a 

state and society, yet the Israeli identity is still infused with the collective 

experience of being under siege…this mentality stems from the Israeli condition 



of having to grapple with the very legitimacy of Israel as a state…” Professor 

Avner Cohen, Middlebury Institute of International Studies, Monterey, California. 

The aim of Israel’s second-strike capability is to ensure that ‘wiping Israel off the 

map of the earth’ is simply unthinkable.    

“The Jews understand what passive and powerless acceptance of doom has 

meant for them in the past, and they have ensured against it… For the first time in 

history, a people facing extermination while the world either cackles or looks 

away——have the power to destroy the world. The ultimate justice?” Louisiana 

State University Professor David Perlmutter. 

“We have the capability to take the world down with us. And I can assure you that 

that will happen before Israel goes under.” military historian, Professor Martin 

van Creveld, Hebrew University, Jerusalem. 

"If you force us yet again to descend from the face of the Earth to the depths of 

the Earth — let the Earth roll toward the Nothingness." Israeli poet and Holocaust 

survivor Itamar Yaoz-Kest, in "The Right to Exist: A Poem-Letter to the German 

Author Gunter Grass”.   

Just as the biblical Israelite judge Samson pushed apart the pillars of the Philistine 

Dagon temple, bringing down the roof and killing himself together with the 

Philistines who had captured, tormented, and about to kill him, so is Israel’s 

nuclear program empowers the nation, when faced with certain extinction, to 

bring down the enemy house with them. 

Known as Mutual Assured Destruction MAD), a principle of deterrence founded 

on the notion that a nuclear attack by one power would be met with an 

overwhelming nuclear counterattack such that both the attacker and the 

defender would be annihilated. 

".. Let me die with the Philistines. And he bowed himself with all his might; and the 

house fell upon the lords, and upon all the people that were therein.  So, the dead 

that he slew at his death were more than they that he slew in his life."(Judges 

16:30) American Standard Version. 

 



Trust and distrust in Israeli government institutions. 

The IDF and the civilian security institutions are the most trusted of the 

government agencies and held in the highest regard by the Israeli public.  

 

 Israeli Defense Industry 

The Israeli defense industry has developed an array of land, air, space, and ship-

based systems.  Israel is a major player in the global arms market and is the 6th 

largest arms exporter in the world.  

Circling high above are reconnaissance and ferret ‘spy’ satellites, and deep 

underground might be buried a nuclear arsenal (Israel is not a signatory to Non-

Proliferation Nuclear Weapons Treaty (NPT)).  Advanced missile defense, an array 

of drones, some armed, cruise and ballistic missiles, air-to-air, and ship-to-ship 

missiles are some of the Israeli-made weapons.   

Merkava Main Battle Tank (MBT), Namer Armored Personnel Carrier (APC), 

Trophy, an antitank missile active defense system, Small Arms and Light Weapons 

(SALW), and many advanced electronic systems from avionics to Command, 

Control, Communication and Intelligence (C4i) systems are all homegrown. The 

latest being ‘Iron Sting’ a laser-guided 120mm mortar shell. 



 

Kobi Menahemy, Feb 2022 mkobi@yahoo.com  

This summary is based on my personal knowledge and represents a very personal 

and an Israeli summation of a subject that has been written about extensively.   

It is in no way a substitute for a broader reading.  Nor was it endorsed by the 

Israel Education Committee (IEC) at Temple Sinai.   

 

https://www.idf.il/en/ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israel_Defense_Forces 

https://www.facebook.com/idfonline/ 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Israel-Defense-Forces 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/history-and-overview-of-the-israel-defense-forces 

https://twitter.com/IDF?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samson_Option 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_Beam 

https://www.amazon.com/Worst-Kept-Secret-Israels-Bargain-Bomb/dp/0231136994 

https://www.globalfirepower.com/country-military-strength-detail.asp?country_id=israel 

Search on Amazon books "Israel defense forces” brings up 274 results   
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