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Bibi: My Story, Benjamin Netanyahu (2022)

 Yoni, Bibi’s older brother, wrote to a friend, “Death 
does not frighten me. I don’t fear it because I attribute little 
value to a life without a purpose. And if I should have to sacri-
fice my life to attain its goal, I will do so willingly.” A legend 
is what the raid on Entebbe would become. Yoni died there.  

Benzoin Netanyahu (Yoni, Iddo, and Bibi’s father), a 
historian by profession, was the editor of the Encyclopedia 
Hebraica, which he modeled on the Encyclopedia Britannica. 
Yoni wrote, “The more I talk with Father, the more I value 
him as a thinker and an educator. He is a great man with enor-
mous capacities in many, many areas.” Guided by Father, I 
(Bibi) gradually became aware of the unprecedented historical 
time my generation was living through. It dawned on me that 
Israel was unlike any other country. It had to constantly de-
fend itself against the repeated attempts of its Arab neighbors 
to destroy it. The Jewish people had an utterly unique history. 
Time and again we had come back from the dead, most re-
cently from the worst horror ever inflicted on any person. I 
was part of a new generation of Jewish children coming into 
its own in the Jewish state a mere few years after the slaughter 
of 1½ million Jewish children in the  Holocaust. This was any-
thing but normal. It was miraculous. My father would periodi-
cally go to the great libraries of Spain as part of his research 
into the history of the Jews in medieval Spain. Don Isaac 
Abravanel was the leader of Spanish Jewry during the expul-
sion of the Jews from Spain in 1492.  

In 1956 the Suez Crisis broke out. Egypt’s dictator 
Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, built and 
owned by the French and British, and closed the Strait of Ti-
ran, choking Israel’s essential maritime gateway to Asia. Israel 
secretly colluded with France and Britain to break the stran-
glehold. Britain and France would send paratroopers to seize 
the Suez Canal Zone, while Israeli paratroopers would seize 
the strategic Mitla Pass, 32 kilometers east of the canal. Other 
IDF forces would destroy the Egyptian army and terrorist ba-
ses in the Sinai. In exchange for its withdrawal, the US gave 
Israel a guarantee that the Strait of Tiran would always remain 
open.  

4 of my father’s 8 siblings made their fortune in the 
steel business in America. Being business oriented, they found 
it hard to thrive in the socialist economy of early Israel. Com-
ing to the US, they found a niche in the global steel trade and 
prospered. My maternal grandfather Benjamin “Simon” Segal 
was born in Kovno, Lithuania, in 1867. He escaped conscrip-
tion at the age of 16 to the tsarist army where multitudes of 
young Jews often faced forced conversion, illness and death. 
Arriving penniless at Ellis Island in New York  He ended up 
in Minneapolis and ran a successful scrap iron and real estate 

business. A devout Jew like his father-in-law and an active Zi-
onist, Benjamin was influenced by Abraham’s example to mi-
grate to the Holy Land. Some of my friends had parents with 
concentration camp numbers tattooed on their forearms. The 
Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann was seized by Mossad 
agents in Argentina in 1960 and brought to Israel to stand trial. 
Sentenced to death, he was the only person in Israel’s history 
to be executed.  

Learning is important above all else. The desire to 
study and acquire knowledge, to solve problems, to read and 
understand—these are the things that make a man great. A 
Jewish English teacher who taught Yoni said, “Here in Amer-
ica your classmates don’t know what they are living for, but in 
Israel, we know.’” As I went back to school in Philadelphia at 
the end of each summer in Israel, a clear dichotomy developed 
in my life. America became the province of the mind, Israel 
the province of the heart. Each summer I joined Miki and my 
friends for a few weeks’ work on kibbutzim. It was summer 
camp without counselors, awash in adolescent camaraderie 
and infatuation. Returning to the US for my final year of high 
school, I applied to all the Ivy League colleges. I explained 
that I could only begin my studies after 3 years of service in 
the Israeli military. Though I graduated in the top 1% of my 
high school class, all the colleges refused to consider this ir-
regular request except Yale, which took the unusual step of ac-
cepting me 3 years in advance. Yet after 5 years in the mili-
tary, where I was exposed to cutting-edge technology, I real-
ized that I wanted to attend a university with a clear techno-
logical orientation. With much trepidation I wrote Yale a 
deeply apologetic letter explaining that I had decided to attend 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, MIT. I remain 
grateful to Yale.  

“We’ll win; we have no other choice.” The 6-Day 
War had broken out. In a surprise preemptive air strike on the 
1st morning of the war, the Israeli Air Force (IAF) destroyed 
the air forces of Egypt, Syria and Jordan. The IDF burst 
through Egyptian defenses in the Sinai and swept all the way 
to the Suez Canal. Amid the Jordanian shelling of Jerusalem, 
Israel defeated the Jordanian army and captured the territories 
all the way to the Jordan River in the east. In 6 days the IDF 
conquered the Sinai, Judea and Samaria, Gaza and the Golan. 
Most enthralling, it liberated the Old City of Jerusalem.  

The real foundation of peace in our area is hope that 
derives from strength, and the consequent realization by our 
neighbors that Israel is here to stay. Every day I write down 
tomorrow’s tasks and cross off what got done from yester-
day’s list. Following through on details is not a pedantic com-
pulsion. I know of no other way to get things done. Most of 
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the people I have known who achieve big goals follow up on 
small details. A soldier who doesn’t know how to orient him-
self in the field has to rely on others. He’s not independent! 
Much of the power of my arguments was due to the influence 
of Father’s ideas. 

We are a people of hope. But you can’t build peace 
on hope alone and you certainly can’t build it on false hope. 
After Yoni’s death, I learned to put aside the “what-ifs.” Ob-
sessing over hypothetical courses of action that would have 
avoided tragedy is too painful and gets you nowhere. Life has 
no replays. A good commander achieves the mission with 
minimal or no sacrifice. Don’t risk anyone on unnecessary 
missions or wars. As Israel’s prime minister, I always remem-
bered this. The rebirth of Israel requires generations of fighters 
who will unreservedly defend our state and are willing to sac-
rifice themselves if necessary. “Don’t come back if you don’t 
complete the mission,” a commander once told me.  

Cramming 4 years of undergraduate courses into 2 at 
MIT, I dispensed with attending class in some courses and 
merely took the semester’s final exam. This required focus. I 
set a goal, slept little and studied a lot. My girlfriend Miki had 
completed her undergraduate studies in chemistry at Hebrew 
University and was accepted as a doctoral student in chemistry 
at Brandeis University. We were soon married. Iddo, by then 
released after his 3 years of service in the Unit, was at Cornell.  

3 things were seared in my mind. The 1st was the ac-
celerating pace of technological change. MIT spawned compa-
nies in the ring roads that surrounded the city, a model similar 
to Stanford’s Silicon Valley and one that I thought could be 
replicated in Israel. What I was seeing in the Boston area was 
a winning combination that could launch a thousand techno-
logical ships: military intelligence, academia and businesses 
clustered together and working in tandem. There was one criti-
cal component necessary for this model to work: free markets. 
That, too, began to crystallize in my mind. Technology and 
free markets were both prerequisites for economic growth. 
This became one of the fundamental principles that guided my 
thinking decades later when I set out to reform Israel’s econ-
omy.  

One lecture was devoted to the mathematics of epi-
demics. Exponential growth is counterintuitive. Until the 
curve takes off, most think that an epidemic will continue to 
grow incrementally. This understanding enabled Israel to get 
out of the Covid crisis in early 2021 faster than any other 
country. The 3rd insight I learned at MIT came from that same 
statistics course. The lecturer asked us a baffling question: 
“How many Ping-Pong balls could fit in MIT’s entrance hall? 
You have 2 minutes to reply. Give me your best assessment 
now.” Who knows how much money and time were saved for 
the state of Israel by an MIT lecturer’s hypothetical question 
about Ping Pong balls?  

On October 6, 1973, Egypt and Syria carried out a 
surprise attack on Israel on the holiest day of the Jewish year, 
aimed at reversing the humiliating defeat of 1967 six years 
earlier. There was a great scramble as Israelis from all over 
North America tried to get onto the 1st planes bound for Is-
rael. The plane to Israel was packed with returning reservists. 
A good many of them would not be alive by the end of the 
month. It later emerged that a day before the war an Egyptian 
Mossad agent had warned Israel that a surprise attack was im-
minent. Prime Minister Golda Meir and Defense Minister Da-
yan failed to act on this and other alarming intelligence warn-
ings. Not heeding Chief of Staff Elazar’s urging, they refused 
to approve a preemptive strike even after it was fully under-
stood that an attack on Israel was coming. Golda Meir should 
have known better but she is not fully appreciated for her var-
ied contributions to Israel, including her warm embrace of So-
viet Jews when she served as Israel’s first ambassador to Mos-
cow in the darkest days of the Cold War.  

Preemptive action is always a difficult decision for 
political leaders because they can never prove what would 
have happened if they hadn’t preempted. Faced with a life-
threatening challenge, Israel should always put its security 
first and when necessary—strike 1st. It usually gives you a big 
advantage. Without such assertive policies and actions, Iran 
would have had a nuclear arsenal long ago. After the initial 
gains by the Arab armies along the Suez Canal and the Golan, 
it was left to Israel’s enlisted and reserve soldiers to turn the 
tide of battle. Within 3 weeks the UN Security Council de-
manded a cease-fire. At war’s end the Israeli army was at the 
gates of Damascus and Cairo. Israel lost 2,656 of its finest 
youth, with thousands more injured, some carrying their 
wounds for life. “In war,” Yoni said to me, “reputations evap-
orate, only character holds.” He noted that he knew that he 
was among the few who kept their wits, who knew what to do 
in the face of mortal danger and who said it in a tone of sad-
ness tinged with a genuine concern for Israel’s future. This 
was the last time I saw him.  

The Yom Kippur War had a deep impact on all Israe-
lis. The tragedy of losing friends as well as the understanding 
that Israel must never again allow itself to be vulnerable 
weighed on me, as it did on many others. The trauma of losing 
so many soldiers and the mismanagement by the government 
of the war’s early stages also shattered what had been until 
now the political invincibility of the Labor Party. The after-
shock of the war heralded its defeat in the polls by the Likud 
Party in 1977, under Menachem Begin’s leadership.  

At MIT was a doctoral student in engineering named 
Uzi Landau. He would later become a Knesset member for 
Likud and serve as transportation minister in one of my gov-
ernments. Uzi ushered me into the trenches of the Hasbara 
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war, Israel’s never-ending public relations battle against slan-
der and defamation. The Israeli Student Organization worked 
in close cooperation with Israel’s deputy consul general in 
Boston, Colette Avital. A future member of Knesset for Labor, 
Colette often says she is responsible for launching my public 
career. I was sent by the student organization to give lectures 
defending Israel to anyone who would listen. It took me a 
while to learn a simple rule: You have to start with bagels. The 
more I studied the Middle East, the better I got at presenting 
my ideas. The Arab radicals didn’t hate the West because of 
Israel, they hated Israel because of the West. Speaking invita-
tions poured in. This culminated 3 years later in a televised de-
bate in Boston’s Faneuil Hall organized by WGBH, Boston’s 
PBS television channel. After the trauma of the Yom Kippur 
War, Israel was being pressed by Secretary of State Henry 
Kissinger to withdraw from the Suez Canal without receiving 
any significant concessions from Egypt.  

Father was teaching at Cornell University. Earlier, 
while teaching at the University of Denver, he and Mother had 
invited their next-door neighbors, the Reverend John Wesley 
Rice and his wife Angelena over for dinner. They were ac-
companied by their young teenage daughter, Condoleezza.  

My conversations with Father were eye-opening. He 
put forward a stark proposition: in today’s world, you can’t 
defend a military victory without a political victory; you can’t 
defend a political victory without a victory in public opinion; 
and you can’t win public opinion without an appeal to justice. 
It didn’t matter if your cause was a moral one if you didn’t 
present it as such. Israel kept winning on military battlefields 
and losing on political ones. Israel’s clearly just war of self-
defense in 1967 was portrayed by Arab propaganda as an ag-
gressive war of conquest. Arab propaganda systematically 
covered up the true root cause of the Israeli-Arab conflict—the 
persistent Arab refusal to recognize a Jewish state, whatever 
its borders. It covered up the fact that the PLO, the Palestine 
Liberation Organization, was established in 1964, 3 years be-
fore Israel’s victory in the Six-Day War, during which Israel 
seized control of Judea, Samaria and Gaza. 

The PLO was established with the goal to annihilate 
Israel. A tremendous victory for Arab propaganda was the re-
versal of causality, turning the results of Arab aggression 
against Israel in 1967 into its cause. This echoed a similar ploy 
used after Israel’s War of Independence in 1948, when the 
Arab states turned one of the war’s results, Arab refugees, into 
its cause. But there wasn’t a single Arab refugee when 6 Arab 
armies set out to destroy fledgling Israel at its birth. These and 
other fictions were used by the Arab world to mobilize inter-
national pressure on Israel to withdraw from the territories of 
Judea, Samaria, the Golan and the Sinai, which it took in legit-
imate wars of self-defense. Arab propaganda was not limited 

to falsifying modern history. It sought to falsify ancient his-
tory as well.  

The Philistines disappeared as a people under the 
Babylonian conquest in the 6th century BCE. It was the Ro-
man Empire, bent on destroying every vestige of Jewish at-
tachment to their land after 2 successive Jewish rebellions, 
which invented the name Palestina to replace Judea, the origi-
nal name of the country, with the intention of obliterating its 
historic Jewish identity. Christian cartographers kept it alive in 
their own lands and bequeathed it to the Allied negotiators at 
the 1917 Versailles Peace Conference and then to its inhabit-
ants, who adopted it once the British took control following 
World War I. Until the 20th century, the name Palestine re-
ferred exclusively to the ancient land of the Jews, as did the 
names Judea, Judah, Zion and Israel. The Arabs who lived 
there were called Arabs, under the British Mandate between 
the 2 world wars. It was the Jews who often referred to them-
selves as Palestinians. Before the term Palestine was politi-
cized, it was simply a synonym for the geographic area en-
compassing the Land of Israel, or Eretz Israel, and was used as 
such between the 2 world wars.  

Father stressed that the campaign for public opinion 
and the fight against Arab propaganda had to be coupled with 
a systemic and direct appeal to leaders. Whereas a public cam-
paign should center mainly on questions of justice, the appeal 
to leaders should center mainly on interests: Why is the posi-
tion we are advocating in the interest of your country? What 
will be the benefit to the US for supporting our position and 
what will be the costs of opposing it? “Bring the argument to 
leaders,” my father said. He argued that current US policy was 
weakening America’s only reliable ally in the Middle East and 
therefore weakening America in the face of Soviet attempts to 
dominate the region. Rostow arranged meetings for us with 
Paul Nitze and Admiral Elmo “Bud” Zumwalt, 2 highly re-
spected figures in the American defense establishment. Fa-
ther’s presentation was cogent. He combined civility and firm-
ness. He listened patiently to questions and opposing views, 
answering them honestly and to the point. It was then that I re-
alized I was in the company of a master. Only then did I learn 
what my father had done in the US during the 1940s, activities 
he never publicized.  

Theodor Herzl, founder of political Zionism, wrote 
about the impending destruction of European Jewry 40 years 
before it happened. It was clear to Herzl that what awaited the 
Jewish People was extinction. Father’s analysis was written 3 
years before the advent of World War II and the Holocaust. 
Even as a 23-year-old in 1933, my father was one of those per-
ceptive people who sensed what was coming. Racial antisemi-
tism is inciting a global war against the existence of the Jews 
as a race. That poisons human society--if racial antisemitism 
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spreads, it will not only endanger Jewish rights but the exist-
ence of Jewish people everywhere. “Our role is to repeatedly 
remind the entire world what Germany is inculcating to its 
own sons. We can only crush racial antisemitism if we prove 
that German racism is not directed at Jews alone. We must 
convince others that Hitlerism’s attack on the Jews of Ger-
many is an attack on human society.” The Russian Jewish ac-
tivist and founder of Revisionist Zionism, Ze’ev Jabotinsky, 
said to Poland’s 3 million Jews, almost none of whom were to 
survive the war: I see a horrible vision. Time is growing short 
for you to be spared.  

Jabotinsky, like Herzl, also saw a glimmer of light in 
the darkness: the establishment of a Jewish state. Today more 
streets in Israel are named after Jabotinsky than any other per-
son. Max Nordau’s seminal book Degeneration foresaw the 
coming decline of Europe. In 1895 Herzl’s advocacy for the 
immediate establishment of a Jewish state and the exodus of 
Jews to it, was perceived by most as utter folly. Together they 
gave birth to political Zionism, the movement that revolution-
ized modern Jewish history. The name Zion itself symbolized 
the reestablishment of a Jewish state in which the scattered 
Jewish people would reassemble and begin their national life 
anew. Father was greatly influenced by Jabotinsky’s essay 
“The Iron Wall,” which argued that Arab reconciliation with 
Zionism would occur only when the Jewish state became so 
strong that the Arabs would abandon any hope of destroying 
it.  

Father deeply valued the efforts of the Jewish com-
mander Joseph Trumpeldor and the non-Jewish British officer 
John Henry Patterson, who joined Jabotinsky in forming the 
Jewish Legion in World War I. Father also greatly admired 
Aaron Aaronsohn, a brilliant scientist who in 1906, as a young 
man of 33, discovered “the mother of wheat,” emmer, be-
lieved to be the ancestor of all modern wheat plants. 
Aaronsohn pioneered Israel’s agricultural innovation that 
would later make it famous throughout the world. He created 
the 1st Jewish intelligence network in modern times, harking 
back to Joshua’s spies 3,500 years earlier. It would serve as an 
inspiration to the Mossad and Israeli military intelligence.  

Prior to the war, the Ottoman Empire had ruled the 
Holy Land for 4 centuries. They would have to be driven out. 
Aaronsohn began operating a spy ring on the shores of the 
Mediterranean under the code name NILI, an abbreviation of a 
Biblical phrase referring to the eternity of Israel’s destiny. He 
and his 30 brave colleagues provided invaluable intelligence 
to the British, including the secret communication code used 
between the Germans and the Turks. After the war, British in-
telligence official Baron William Ormsby-Gore said that NILI 
was “admittedly the most valuable nucleus of our intelligence 
in Palestine during the war.” Aaronsohn also had a decisive 
impact on the British officer and diplomat Sir Mark Sykes, 

one of the influential officials who helped draft the Balfour 
Declaration in 1917. The declaration proclaimed support for 
“the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jew-
ish people.” Sykes was to die in the Spanish flu epidemic in 
1919. That same year, Aaronsohn tragically died in a plane 
crash over the English Channel. Some people are irreplacea-
ble.  

Jabotinsky had developed the “Theory of Public Pres-
sure” in an article he wrote in the spring of 1929. He posited 
that the most potent influence on democratic governments is 
the pressure of public opinion. Jabotinsky wanted to appeal di-
rectly to British public opinion in order to press the British 
government to change its policies toward Zionism. Because of 
Arab pressure and a desire to adhere to its colonialist policies, 
Britain had become resolutely opposed to unrestricted Jewish 
immigration to Eretz Israel and the creation of a Jewish state. 
Pro-Zionist counterpressure was needed. In 1929 Father went 
to London to see Jabotinsky. “The US is a rising power in the 
world and its policy on Zionism will be critical. It has a large 
Jewish community. Convince America, and it will force Brit-
ain to change its policies.” 

In the face of the stagnant response to their efforts, 
Father suggested to Jabotinsky that they shift their initial focus 
toward the creation of a Jewish army to help the Allies fight 
the Nazis. Then, on August 3, 1940, at a Beitar Movement 
summer camp near New York, Jabotinsky died of a heart at-
tack at the age of 60. The New Zionist Organization of Amer-
ica asked Father to succeed Jabotinsky as its head. The public 
campaign Father led included ads in leading newspapers at-
tacking British anti-Zionism. In the pre-television age this 
form of political advertising helped galvanize American public 
opinion for Zionism. My father coupled this campaign with 
numerous meetings, many rallies and public meetings. Some 
of these public gatherings were attended by Colonel John 
Henry Patterson, the British commander of the Jewish Legion 
in World War I, the 1st Jewish fighting force in close to 2 mil-
lennia. After his advance in the British army was blocked by 
his pro-Zionist sentiment. Patterson ended up in the US, where 
he befriended my parents. Father and Patterson had great ad-
miration for each other.  

Roosevelt remained adamantly opposed to the crea-
tion of a Jewish state. Patterson went to the Republicans be-
cause he believed that influencing Republican policy was the 
best way to influence Democratic policy. Then, nearly all 
American Jews were Democrats and shunned Republicans, an 
attitude reciprocated by the Republicans.  

In June 1944, the Republican Party in its national 
convention adopted a platform calling for unrestricted Jewish 
emigration to the Land of Israel and for the establishment of a 
Jewish state there. Within a few months the Democratic 
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Party’s national convention adopted the same resolution sup-
porting the creation of a Jewish state. The main engine for this 
bipartisan support for a Jewish state was Father and his group 
at the New Zionist Organization of America by appealing to 
the pro-Zionist sentiments cultivated earlier by American 
evangelicals. Father was a true idealist, content with the re-
sults of his efforts and didn’t publicize his own role in achiev-
ing them. The result was that until recent years, the historical 
record of Zionism omitted Father’s many contributions.  

On questions I believed crucial for Israel’s security 
and future, I tried to recruit the support of leaders from both 
parties, and I contested presidents of both parties equally when 
I believed their policies endangered Israel. Eisenhower keenly 
listened to Father when he explained how a Jewish state would 
serve as an American bulwark against Soviet attempts to take 
over the Middle East. Father argued that a Jewish state would 
have the most powerful army in the region. Eisenhower was 
incredulous. “How’s that possible?” he asked. “You have only 
600,000 people.” “General,” Father responded, “you’ve seen 
in 2 world wars how we Jews fight for others. Imagine what 
will happen when we fight for ourselves.” Eisenhower was 
sufficiently impressed to have Father repeat his entire presen-
tation to a full assembly of the army’s general staff. He was 
the quintessential practitioner of Jabotinsky’s formula: Influ-
ence governments through public opinion, influence public 
opinion by appealing to justice, influence leaders by appealing 
to interests.  

In 1948 Father’s work for Zionism was done. The 
Jewish state was established. Somehow during his Zionist ac-
tivities in America he had managed to write a doctoral thesis 
on the philosophy of Don Isaac Abravanel, the great medieval 
leader of the Jews of Spain, later expanded into a book Don 
Isaac Abravanel which was warmly reviewed by Commentary.  

Ben Gurion was a decisive leader who had a historic 
role in the founding of the state and in steering it in its early 
years. He boldly passed the decision to form an independent 
state in 1948 in a narrow executive committee vote of 6 to 4. 
The “no” votes came from those who feared both an Arab on-
slaught and opposition in the US. After the advent of the state, 
dealing with an American administration required the personal 
involvement of the prime minister and his senior representa-
tives. And if they weren’t willing and able to communicate di-
rectly and effectively with the American people, they could 
face intolerable pressure from any American administration. 
These insights would later guide me in my relations with suc-
cessive US administrations. During meetings with Father and 
my Hasbara activities on behalf of Israel, I had been exposed 
to some basic truths. Israel could win wars on the military bat-
tlefield but lose them on the political one. Even at the peak of 
my military service, when I was totally immersed in leading 

men in challenging missions, I never saw myself pursuing a 
military career.  

We lobbied the Sloan School (at MIT) for 2 courses 
designed especially for us, one in philosophy and one in entre-
preneurship. The information revolution was taking place be-
fore our eyes, and a good portion of it was being rapidly de-
veloped by the technology companies around Boston. I de-
cided to apply to the prestigious Boston Consulting Group. 
BCG assembled graduates from Harvard, MIT, Stanford and 
other elite schools. (One of them was Mitt Romney, though 
since I was a fresh recruit and he was already a manager and a 
rising star, our paths crossed only years later when I became 
prime minister and he was the governor of Massachusetts). A 
typical case would involve systematically studying a firm’s 
position in the 3 C’s (cost, competitors, customers), then tak-
ing a month to analyze the data and put them into relevant 
graphs, and another month to frame recommendations and pre-
sent them concisely in a series of coherent slides. In later 
years, recalling the brevity and conciseness of these presenta-
tions, I railed in vain against the plethora of irrelevant data and 
fuzzy recommendations piled into government slide presenta-
tions. It was a valuable habit I learned at BCG. Ensuring clar-
ity and simplicity is a tough intellectual challenge, which I sel-
dom delegated to others. With rare exceptions, I followed a 
simple rule: say something clearly or say nothing at all. At 
BCG I got a preliminary understanding of how firms achieve 
competitive advantage. This would prove instrumental to me 
in steering Israel’s economic policies toward free markets that 
would enable not only Israeli companies to do so, but also 
give our nation a competitive advantage against others. My 
work at BCG was cut short by an event that forever changed 
my life--Entebbe.  

On June 27, 1976, an Air France plane flying from 
Israel to Paris with 248 passengers on board was hijacked by 
Arab terrorists after a stopover in Athens. They landed at En-
tebbe Airport in Uganda on Monday, June 28. The 4 hijackers, 
2 Germans and 2 Arabs, were met there by several Palestinian 
terrorists. The hostages were taken to the airport’s Old Termi-
nal building which had been decommissioned. There they 
were held captive by the terrorists, aided by the Ugandan 
army. At that time, Uganda was ruled by the brutal dictator Idi 
Amin, who was conspiring with the terrorists. From the safety 
of Entebbe the hijackers demanded the release of more than 50 
terrorists, most of whom were imprisoned in Israel, along with 
a few in other countries. They separated the Israeli passport 
holders and non-Israelis they believed to be Jews from those 
they believed to be non-Jews. On Wednesday they began re-
leasing the non-Jewish hostages, who were flown to Paris, 
keeping all the Israeli and other Jewish passengers at Entebbe. 
The plane’s brave non-Jewish pilot, Michel Bacos, and his 
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crew refused to leave and stayed with their passengers, leaving 
a total of 106 passengers and crew remaining hostage.  

This selection of Jews to be murdered at Entebbe 
evoked horrible memories of the selection of Jews to be mur-
dered in the Nazi death camps only 30 years earlier. Thursday 
morning, with the deadline fast approaching, Israel officially 
agreed to meet the demands of the terrorists. In response, the 
terrorists extended the deadline to Sunday, July 4, at noon. 
The Unit under Yoni’s direct command was tasked with the 
heart of the mission: storming the Old Terminal, killing the 
terrorists and the Ugandan soldiers aiding them, liberating the 
hostages and destroying the nearby MiG aircraft so that they 
could not give chase during the force’s return flight.  

Shimon Peres, the defense minister, gave an unfor-
gettable eulogy for Yoni: Jonathan was an exemplary com-
mander. With his boldness of spirit, he overcame his enemies. 
With his wisdom, he won the hearts of his comrades. Danger 
did not deter him and triumphs did not swell his heart. Of him-
self he demanded much, while to the army he gave the sharp-
ness of his intellect, his competence in action and his skill in 
combat. In the university he studied philosophy. In the army 
he taught self-sacrifice. To his soldiers he gave his human 
warmth. In battle he imbued them with coolness of judgment. 
This young man was among those who commanded an opera-
tion that was flawless. But to our deep sorrow, this operation 
entailed a sacrifice of incomparable pain—the 1st among the 
storming party, the 1st to fall. By virtue of the few the many 
were saved. Father sent Peres a letter: You captured the feel-
ings of the entire nation and of freedom-loving people every-
where. You summoned words to express the unsurpassed 
courage of our army, and you captured in bold and powerful 
strokes the unforgettable and wondrous character of our be-
loved Yoni, who is now beloved by our entire people. In your 
speech, you erected his memorial.  

Over several months Mother, Father, and Iddo, with 
help from me, collected hundreds of Yoni’s letters. They 
formed a record of his life from the age of 17, when he was a 
homesick Israeli youth in America, to a few days before his 
fall in Entebbe. When Yoni’s Letters appeared in Hebrew, the 
1st edition sold out in days. For more than 40 years it has 
never been out of print. The famous writer Herman Wouk 
wrote a foreword to the English edition. “The reader holds in 
his hands a remarkable work of literature, possibly one of the 
great documents of our time. Yoni inspires and ennobles us, 
and he gives us hope. That is the best art can do.” Many of 
these letters were written by candlelight in pup tents or in the 
field after a grueling day. The book was published in English 
under the title Self-Portrait of a Hero: The Letters of Jonathan 
Netanyahu. Military Review said it was “a magnificent testa-
ment to the hero of Entebbe, containing a leadership credo of 

unmatchable quality.” Iddo proceeded to write the definitive 
work on the Unit’s role in Entebbe, called Yoni’s Last Battle. 

Yoni never thought this battle was merely a military 
conflict. He saw it also as a political and moral struggle be-
tween civilization and barbarism. The terrorists bombed inno-
cent bystanders in Western capitals, hijacked aircraft, com-
mandeered ships and even tried to assassinate the pope. They 
massacred Israeli schoolchildren in the town of Maalot in the 
Upper Galilee and murdered 11 members of Israel’s Olympic 
team in Munich in 1972. Busloads of children could be blown 
up—and were. Entire planes could be blown out of the sky—
and were, as in the downing of a Pan Am flight over Locker-
bie, Scotland. The response of Western democracies to the 
growing international terrorist threat was weak and confused. 
As a result, terrorism continued to grow.  

The 1st place to effect a change was in the most deci-
sive battleground, that of ideas. Entebbe was a turning point in 
the battle against international terrorism. Israel overcame Ger-
man and Palestinian terrorists sheltered by the ruthless dictator 
of an African country. It did so with the help of another Afri-
can country, Kenya, which let Israel’s Hercules planes refuel 
on its territory on the way back from Entebbe to Israel. We 
needed to form an organization to disseminate a new approach 
to fighting terrorism in Western public opinion and among the 
key leaders of democracies. What we set out to do had never 
been done—to harness the will and resolve of the free world to 
unite politically against international terrorism. Consulting my 
family, we established the Jonathan Institute in 1977 to advo-
cate for a new Western policy toward international terrorism.  

Yoni’s story had gained worldwide fame, and fame 
opened doors. Opening pockets was another matter. But if I 
were patient enough to discuss the issues seriously, many 
would open not only their wallets but their hearts and minds as 
well. Railroads and fast highways, I believed, would help cre-
ate a social and economic revolution by finally turning hith-
erto dormant and backward “development towns” into thriving 
communities. That’s exactly what happened. My government 
revolutionized Israel’s transportation infrastructure in the 
years between 2010 and 2020. The terrorists assaulted the 
basic foundations of the laws of war, obliterating the distinc-
tion between combatants and noncombatants. By habituating 
people to the idea that their supposedly just causes justified 
mass murder, the terrorists neutered man’s sense of sin. The 
choice of means reveals what the true aims are. This funda-
mental truth is revealed over and over again, from the Khmer 
Rouge in Cambodia to the Taliban in Afghanistan to Hamas in 
Gaza. Peter Lubin said, “Before you go to the politicians, go 
to the intellectuals.” 

A Jonathan Institute conference of intellectuals in Je-
rusalem on International Terrorism advanced 3 fundamental 
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insights. The 1st was to define terrorism as “the deliberate as-
sault on the innocent to inspire fear in order to gain political 
ends.”--deliberate, systematic and politically motivated attacks 
on civilians. Terrorism was a form of warfare but constituted a 
clear war crime. The 2nd insight was that international terror-
ism was not carried out by frustrated individuals or ragtag 
groups but rather by organized states. In hindsight it is obvious 
that Arab states like Libya and Syria were sponsoring Arab 
terrorism and Soviet Bloc countries were sponsoring European 
terror groups. But it wasn’t obvious then. We had to fight long 
and hard to seed this pivotal idea of state-sponsored terrorism, 
and for it to gain acceptance. Our argument was simple: with-
out the support of sovereign states, the whole structure of in-
ternational terrorism would collapse. Terrorism was thus a 
conveniently deniable and criminal proxy war used by Arab 
and Soviet state sponsors to wage war against their enemies. 
The 3rd insight of the conference: Democracies should unite 
in applying military, political and economic sanctions against 
those states, and not just against the terrorist organizations that 
serve them.  

The effect of the conference was profound. The ideas 
we put forward began to percolate in the policies and public 
discourse of many nations. But perhaps the most potent effect 
was the way it coherently assaulted the moral pretensions of 
the terrorists and their supporters. I edited and published the 
proceedings in a book titled International Terrorism: Chal-
lenge and Response. With the conference, a global antiterror 
campaign had been launched and the conceptual seeds of both 
defining and fighting international terrorism had been planted. 
It would take another Jonathan Institute conference and an-
other 5 years for the full force of our ideas to reach Reagan. 

We blanketed the key opinion markets of the US with 
a steady stream of pro-Israeli op-eds debunking the vilifica-
tions leveled against us. Nothing on this scale had been done 
in America since my father published his ads during World 
War II. We started hearing the arguments and ideas we were 
seeding in print and on television. Koppel invited me to many 
nightly matchups. As happens to anyone appearing frequently 
on television, people began to recognize me on the street in 
shops and in restaurants. I had pivoted the discussion to one of 
much greater interest to the American public: how America 
should fight the terrorism that was now threatening and killing 
Americans. I was asked by others to brief their friends and ac-
quaintances. It must have been hard on Rosenne, Israel’s UN 
ambassador. Having assumed the top spot in Israel’s foreign 
service, he now found as his deputy someone who was pub-
licly overshadowing him.  

The 8th anniversary of Entebbe was to convene the 
Jonathan Institute’s 2nd Conference on International Terror-
ism on July 4, 1984. It would be in Washington, instead of Je-
rusalem. It was now possible, I thought, not only to amplify 

these ideas but to focus on the question of how to win the war 
against terror. The October 23, 1983, suicide bombings of the 
US Marine barracks in Beirut killed 241 marines. This attack 
spurred me to shift the focus of the public debate on terrorism 
to threats faced not only by Israelis, but by Americans. It also 
shifted American sympathy from Lebanon to Israel, lessening 
the political pressure on the IDF to curtail its activities in Leb-
anon. Secretary of State Shultz agreed to speak at the 2nd Jon-
athan Institute conference. He said, “Many countries have 
joined the ranks of what we might call the ‘League of Terror’ 
as full-fledged sponsors and supporters of indiscriminate ter-
rorism. Terrorists and those who support them have definite 
goals. Terrorist violence is the means of attaining those goals.” 
From a practical standpoint, a purely passive defense does not 
provide enough of a deterrent to terrorism and the states that 
sponsor it. It was time to think long, hard, and seriously about 
defense through appropriate preventive or preemptive actions 
against terrorist groups before they strike.  

The Washington Conference had immense conse-
quences. It was designed to directly influence American policy 
on fighting terror in concrete ways. As before, I edited the pro-
ceedings in a book, titled Terrorism: How the West Can Win. 
Terrorism is a phenomenon that tries to evoke one feeling: 
fear. The virtue most necessary to defeat terrorism is the an-
tithesis of fear—courage. Confusion and vacillation facilitated 
the rise of terrorism. Clarity and courage will ensure its defeat. 
It spread the ideas of the conference everywhere thanks in part 
to a long feature in Time magazine, at the time perhaps the 
most influential weekly in the world. The 2nd consequence 
was the direct impact it had on a key decision maker: Ronald 
Reagan.  

What began as my father’s idea after Yoni’s fall at 
Entebbe culminated less than a decade later in a new and far 
more aggressive American-led approach to combating global 
terrorism. Under Reagan and Shultz’s leadership, the US im-
posed diplomatic and economic sanctions against terrorist 
states including Libya, Syria and Iran. Above all, Reagan and 
Shultz sent a powerful message to terrorists the world over 
when, in April 1986, together with Margaret Thatcher’s Brit-
ain, they bombed Libya in a raid in which dictator Mu’ammar 
Qaddafi himself nearly lost his life. On May 7, 1986, the US 
called a summit of Western leaders in Tokyo, in which sweep-
ing resolutions were adopted calling for an aggressive Western 
defense against international terrorism. In 1987, Congress 
passed the firmest antiterrorist legislation yet, ordering the clo-
sure of all PLO offices in the US. The Reagan-Shultz antiter-
ror policy of the 1980s was an overall success. International 
terrorism was dealt a stunning blow. Its state backers were laid 
bare, its perpetrators unmasked. It caused them to rescind their 
support and rein the terrorists in. The West’s airlines, cities 
and citizens seemed to be safe once again. I believed then, as I 
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do now, that the greatest danger terrorism posed was the emer-
gence of Islamic terrorist states that could dispatch fanatics to 
the West. Worse, they could acquire nuclear weapons and the 
means to deliver them. With such weapons of mass death, they 
could graduate from terrorizing their own citizens and neigh-
bors to terrorizing the entire world. Under the threat of Ameri-
can military intervention, Libya gave it up. After an Israeli air 
strike on its nuclear reactor in Deir Ezzor with US political 
support, Syria stopped. Iran continued. 

My appointment as UN ambassador was something 
new. I had wanted this position. Kissinger had said to me, “In 
public life you draw on the intellectual capital you accumulate 
before you enter it.” I did my best to continually replenish my 
capital. While in office I continued to read—a lot. I have now 
read so many books about Churchill, whom I much admire, 
that I immediately discard any books that aren’t written in a 
novel and gripping way. Good works on history illuminate the 
present as much as the past--what I tried to do in many of my 
other speeches in the UN. Be concise, avoid jargon, forget dip-
lomatic niceties, refer to broader interests, make one main 
point: The attempt we have just witnessed to deny Israel its 
credentials was not merely one more attack on Israel. It was an 
attempt on the very life of this body. The principle of univer-
sality guided the ancestor and model of all modern parlia-
ments, the ancient democracy of Athens. But the first seeds of 
its subsequent downfall were sown when one faction of Athe-
nians, determined to expel a blameless adversary, introduced 
the ostracon, the ballot of expulsion. The widespread adoption 
of the ostracon so undercut the prestige and popular support of 
the Athenian assembly that it was to vitiate fatally its moral, 
and thus its political, authority. Remove the pillar of universal-
ity and the UN may come crashing down. We can say to them: 
Gentlemen, check your fanaticism at the door! Those who en-
ter this house must be prepared to live by its rules and above 
all by the fundamental principle of universality.  

From that point on many usually stony-faced dele-
gates would often come to listen to my speeches. But it was 
my media appearances that reverberated most. In the media 
capital of the world, I regularly met with the editorial boards 
of the major newspapers and television networks, on whose 
programs I appeared many times. I wrote op-eds for the New 
York Times, the Wall Street Journal and the Washington Post. 
In every possible contact with American leaders and opinion 
makers, I sought to link Soviet-American strategic talks to So-
viet goodwill gestures toward Soviet Jews. I then started to 
seed the number 400,000 at every opportunity, making it 
known this should be the minimum number of Jews released, 
in short order. Soviet Jews would be released because the So-
viet empire was in tatters.  

It wasn’t the only time that I commented on what 
happens to people manipulated by state media as they become 

steadily exposed to information provided by free media. In 
1988, the impending collapse of the Soviet Union accelerated 
the historic release of Soviet Jewry. Starting in 1989–90, the 
Soviets released hundreds of thousands and ultimately more 
than a million Soviet Jews whose arrival in Israel changed the 
course of Israel’s history. Sharansky later described how in his 
captivity he drew inspiration from the Entebbe rescue. The 
many Soviet Jews who chose to stay in Israel soon partici-
pated in every realm of Israeli life, becoming leading academ-
ics, scientists, technologists, athletes, musicians, writers and 
artists, and helped secure Israel’s demographic and economic 
future. Ariel Sharon led to build housing for hundreds of thou-
sands of immigrants, a huge number relative to the population 
at the time. Several books and articles have been written about 
my “secrets” of effective communication. I was interviewed 
for none of them. Your strength comes from speaking with 
conviction. Lilyan Wilder said, “Make your point succinctly 
and early on, and stick to it. Everything else is less important.” 
After 4 years in the UN, I had to decide what to do next. En-
tering political life was now clearly a viable option.  

In Israel’s 1st decades, the country’s press was fairly 
balanced. This began to change with the introduction of the 
single-channel state television in 1966. Television gradually 
overtook the newspapers as the main source of information 
and entertainment for the public. State TV was largely a 
closed shop dominated by the left. Legislation made it excep-
tionally difficult to introduce any additional broadcasters and 
effectively impossible to launch competing news channels. 
Most Western democracies have alternative media. Israel has 
none. This monopolistic stranglehold on information and opin-
ion has only recently begun to loosen with the spread of social 
media. Many in the leftist media elite flatly reject the demo-
cratic choice of Israeli voters. Nearly half a century after 
Likud’s 1st victory, they still viewed it as a usurpation of their 
natural and privileged monopoly on power. Winning elections 
time and again, I would become the object of an obsessive 
campaign that escalated as the press failed to block my many 
victories in democratic elections and successive tenures as 
prime minister. The media monopoly’s antipathy would ulti-
mately become my most potent opponent, acting effectively as 
the main opposition party.  

I may have been the 1st and only person in history to 
give up his American citizenship twice--the 1st time when I 
had enlisted in the IDF in 1967. The Israeli press echoed the 
spin hatched by my political foes that I was not “Israeli 
enough.” All politics is cruel; Israeli politics is crueler than 
most. But what gradually was leveled against me was a sys-
tematic campaign of lies. The theme of the attack constantly 
changed. “Shallow” gave way to “American,” which gave way 
to “CIA agent,” which gave way to “liar.” Running for the 
Knesset at the age of 38, I remembered the winning principle I 
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discovered when I ran for class president at the age of 12: be 
nice to everyone. 

Likud won the most seats of any party in the Knes-
set general elections in 1988, enabling Shamir to form a 
government with other right-wing parties. Arens was ap-
pointed minister of foreign affairs. He asked me to join him 
as his deputy minister. I gladly agreed to work with my old 
boss from Washington. My time as deputy minister of for-
eign affairs was unremarkable, a “must do” rite of passage 
for a future ministerial position. With Saddam beaten, and 
the US feeling empowered by what they thought was their 
newfound prestige and power in the Middle East, the 
American diplomatic corps became set on bringing Israel, 
Syria, Jordan and the Palestinians to the peace table. The 
US sought to fashion a New Middle East by resolving the Is-
rael Palestinian conflict and settling our conflict with Syria 
as well. I arranged an Israeli press conference for all the 
Arab journalists. I was shocked to discover a simple truth: 
They didn’t know even the most rudimentary facts about 
the history of our conflict or of our historic attachment to 
the contested land. For decades they had absorbed the lies 
of Arab propaganda and believed them to be true. The fact 
that this propaganda was taken for truth was typically ex-
plained away by American diplomats as deriving from dif-
ferent narratives, Competing “narratives” have been very 
much present in the Knesset, too. The Arab member of the 
Knesset summed up one speech with a sharp, double-
edged barb: “We were here before you, and we will be here 
after you.” I replied, “To the Knesset member who just 
spoke, I say this: The 1st thing you said didn’t happen, and 
the 2nd never will.”  

The history of the Jewish people spans almost 4 
millennia. The 1st thousand years or so are covered in the 
Bible and are attested to by archaeology and the historical 
records of other, contemporaneous peoples. In 537 BCE 
the Jews are reinstated in their homeland by Cyrus of Per-
sia, who lets them rebuild their destroyed Temple. The 
Persian rulers are replaced by Alexander the Great, one of 
whose heirs seeks to eradicate the Jewish religion. This 
sparks a rebellion led by the brave Maccabees, and the in-
dependent Jewish state they establish lasts for 80 years. It 
is overtaken by the rising power Rome which initially rules 
through proxies, the most notable of whom is Herod the Great. 
Herod refurbished the Jerusalem Temple as one of the great 
wonders of the ancient world. When the Jews rebel against 
Roman rule, Rome destroys Jerusalem and Herod’s Temple in 
70 CE. Masada, the last rebel stronghold, fell 3 years later. 
Despite the devastation, 62 years later the Jews rebel again un-
der the fearless Bar Kokhba, only to be crushed even more 

brutally. The Roman emperor Hadrian bars the Jews from Je-
rusalem and renames the country Palestina, after the Grecian 
Philistines, who have long disappeared. Unlike them, the Jews 
do not disappear. Under Roman rule they flourish in the 
coastal plain and in the Galilee. Denied a central temple, they 
build hundreds of smaller temples, called synagogues. They 
communicate with the great Jewish centers of learning in Bab-
ylon, Yemen and others that soon spread in the eastern Medi-
terranean and other parts of the world. In 212, the Roman em-
peror Caracalla bestows Roman citizenship on the Jews be-
cause they are considered “a people with their own country.” 
The Jews of Palestine are granted considerable autonomy by 
Rome and later by its successor, Byzantium.  

Over the next 3 centuries in the Land of Israel, great 
rabbis compile the Mishna, Gemara and the Jerusalem Tal-
mud, interpretations of the Torah that guide social conduct and 
religious worship. Despite centuries of Roman and Byzantine 
domination, the Jews continue to yearn for independence, re-
belling unsuccessfully against Rome once again in 351. In 636 
the Arabs burst into the land from the Arabian Peninsula, hav-
ing earlier destroyed the Jewish communities there. The rule 
of the Byzantines had been harsh for the Jews, but it is under 
the Arabs that they are finally reduced to an insignificant mi-
nority. It is during the 1st 2 centuries of Arab rule that the 
Jewish people cease to be a national force of any consequence 
in their own land.  

Jewish emigration from the Land of Israel is 
prompted by several factors, including the economic allure of 
Jewish communities in the eastern Mediterranean. To Arabize 
the land, expropriating Jewish property, houses and labor, the 
Arabs succeed over the next 2 centuries to achieve what the 
might of Rome had not: the final uprooting of the Jewish 
farmer from his soil. Thus it is not the Jews who usurp the 
land from the Arabs, but the Arabs who usurp the land from 
the Jews. Arab colonial rule leaves the country in ruin.  

For the next 1000 years, Arab rulers are replaced by 
the Crusaders, who are in turn ousted by the Muslims led by 
Saladin. They are supplanted by the Mamluks, who are booted 
out by the Ottomans, until they too are evicted 4 centuries 
later by the British in World War I. Throughout these long 
centuries, no people claim the land as their distinct homeland 
except the Jews. Alone they cherish Jerusalem as their eternal 
capital, proclaiming on each Jewish New Year “next year in 
Jerusalem.” The land is barren, sparsely populated and unde-
veloped. In the 2nd half of the 19th century, Jewish immigra-
tion brings the fallow land back to life. The Jews build farms, 
plant orange groves, erect factories. This induces immigration 
of Arabs from neighboring countries who join the Indigenous 
Arab population.  

From 1860 on, the majority of Jerusalem’s inhabit-
ants are Jewish. Even so, by the turn of the 20th century the 
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total population in the Holy Land doesn’t exceed 400,000, less 
than 4% of the present population. With the advent of Zion-
ism, the Jewish national movement, the call goes out to estab-
lish a full-fledged modern Jewish state in the Jewish ancestral 
homeland. This call receives added moral weight after the 
Jews help the British oust the Ottomans in 1917, as reflected 
in the Balfour Declaration.  

Under Arab pressure between the 2 world wars, the 
British renege on this promise and block the Promised Land to 
Jewish emigration, trapping millions of Jews in Europe who 
are doomed to perish in the Holocaust. In 1947, the UN re-
solves to partition the land into a Jewish state and an Arab 
state. The Jews agree, the Arabs refuse. Five Arab armies set 
out to destroy the newly declared Jewish state. Outnumbered, 
outgunned and with enormous sacrifice, the Jews win. The 
Jewish state of Israel is reestablished in the Jewish ancestral 
homeland. Failing to destroy it time and again, Israel’s ene-
mies now seek to delegitimize its existence with an outrageous 
attempt to wipe out history. In an inversion of reality, the Jews 
were blamed for attacking the Arabs, whereas the opposite 
transpired. 

 My real goal was to win the respect of Arab journal-
ists and to seed doubt about their demonic characterization of 
Israel. I engaged each of their questions personally and as re-
spectfully as I could. And I occasionally surprised them with 
new information. In a UN conference in Geneva, Switzerland, 
I took the measure of Yasser Arafat and debunked his conspir-
atorial lies. He led the battle against Israel from adjacent states 
and was expelled 1st from Jordan in 1970 and then from Leba-
non in 1982.  

My paternal grandfather, Rabbi Nathan Mileikowsky,  
changed his name to Netanyahu after arriving in the Holy 
Land. Nathan’s influence was so great that he became one of 
the most sought-after speakers in the Jewish world, spreading 
the message of Zionism in hundreds of Jewish communities in 
Poland, Eastern Europe, Britain and the US. He even reached 
Siberia. Up to the late 1960s, I was still approached by people 
who, learning that I was Nathan’s grandson, told me that they 
immigrated to Israel after hearing my grandfather speak. Na-
than’s passion for Zionism was aroused by the modern Moses 
of our people, Theodor Herzl. At home in Warsaw, Nathan 
and Sarah made a point of only speaking a renascent Hebrew 
with their children, brought back to everyday usage only a few 
decades earlier after being used almost exclusively for liturgi-
cal purposes for centuries on end. This linguistic revival has 
no parallel in the annals of nations. But what the Jewish peo-
ple lacked and needed most was a state of their own, and this 
was blocked by the Ottoman refusal at the start of the 20th 
century to even grant free Jewish immigration to what is now 
Israel. Herzl’s clairvoyance about the Holocaust almost 40 
years before its occurrence was nothing short of prophetic. He 

was the 1st to offer a concrete plan for such a state, one that 
included political and financial institutions such as Bank 
Leumi, which serves the Jewish people to this day. In his book 
Altneuland (Old New Land), he presented a detailed vision of 
a modern technological and scientific Jewish nation. “The 
Maccabees will rise again,” he wrote in 1896, at the start of 
his campaign for Zionism.” Whatever we accomplish there for 
our own welfare will powerfully benefit all of humanity.” He 
was the 1st Jewish statesman in modern times who worked 
solely for the Jewish people. Unlike the Jews of Russia and 
Eastern Europe, most of the great Jewish financiers in the 
West did not embrace Zionism. They subscribed to the assimi-
lationist worldview and believed in the prominence of Euro-
pean liberalism.  

Almost a century later, Israel’s rescue of Ethiopian 
Jews showed Zionism to be the only movement in history to 
transport Blacks out of Africa not to enslave them but to liber-
ate them. 4 years after Herzl’s death, 29-year-old Nathan was 
one of the 50 delegates to the 8th Zionist Congress meeting in 
The Hague, Netherlands. an event that is as close as one can 
get to the Israeli equivalent of the Mayflower.  

Drawing on the values I received from my grandpar-
ents, my parents and my brother and from their absolute com-
mitment to the ideal of the Jewish state, I saw my entry into 
public leadership as a continuation of my family’s legacy. I set 
out to challenge Rabin’s government. I asked Father what he 
thought was the prerequisite quality for somebody taking on 
that job. “What do you think?” he said. “A clear vision of 
where you want to lead the country, a strong commitment to 
that vision, and sufficient flexibility in navigating toward 
achieving it,” I answered confidently. “You need that for any 
leadership position. A university president, a head of a com-
pany or a military commander would all give the same an-
swer.” “So, Abba, what do you think is uniquely required to 
be PM?” I pressed. “Education,” he said. “A broad and deep 
education. Otherwise you’ll be at the mercy of your clerks.” 
He was right, of course. Without a basic understanding of eco-
nomics, military affairs, technology and science, a prime min-
ister is rendered helpless before the “experts.” To this day, de-
vouring works of history gives me both a pleasurable escape 
and a necessary map and compass to chart the course of Israel 
among the nations.  

How could I direct meaningful change after a re-
sounding defeat for my party in the 1992 elections? Our defeat 
left Likud in shambles. My 1st task was to win the Likud lead-
ership. To do that I would have to break the deadly competi-
tion between the various camps and, I believed, enact country-
wide primaries open to all Likud registered voters. The party 
seniors—Levy, Sharon and Katzav—opposed primaries. So 
did many in the Central Committee who knew their power 
would be diluted if primaries were enacted. How do you get 
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the cat to give up the cream? By the pressure of public opin-
ion, of course. Primaries in which hundreds of thousands of 
registered Likud members voted were the only way to open up 
the Likud to new blood supported by the grass roots. With an 
expanding group of dedicated Likud supporters whom I em-
braced and admired, I recruited volunteers throughout the 
country and asked them to man hundreds of stands in which 
people could register to become voting members of Likud. 
Within a few months, the number of Likud’s registered voters 
swelled by 100%, to a quarter of a million, just as I had hoped. 
My direct connection to Likud voters became the enduring ba-
sis of my political power.  

While I was engaged in politics, I did not neglect pol-
icy. During my campaign for the Likud leadership, I began 
writing the book A Place Among the Nations, an exposition of 
the rise of Zionism, with detailed rebuttals of the various at-
tacks against Israel. Writing the book consumed me. Writing 
forces you to distill ideas, to order them logically and to 
breathe life into them with unexpected language. For me there 
is no more satisfying intellectual exercise. Not a single fact 
was challenged. The Israeli press ignored it, seldom challeng-
ing my arguments which debunked their positions head-on. It 
never occurred to those advocating their position that, if Israel 
went down from the Golan Heights, it would become so vul-
nerable that it would invite a Syrian attack and the peace 
would collapse. Locat was supportive of Peres, the press in 
both Israel and the US. He and many Jordanian officials I met 
over the years were concerned that an armed Palestinian state 
could destroy the Hashemite regime and take over Jordan. The 
debate began. I obeyed the 11th commandment, “Thou shalt 
stay on message.” At 46, almost 20 years after Yoni’s fall at 
Entebbe, I became prime minister of Israel. 

Clinton, the president of the US, admitted without 
batting an eyelash to brazen intervention in another country’s 
elections. I would honor the peace agreements under 2 condi-
tions: Palestinian reciprocity and Israeli security. My political 
and security demands of the Palestinian side were in the spirit 
of the Oslo Accords but not what my American hosts wanted 
to hear. White House officials simply refused to believe that 
Palestinian violations of Oslo were rooted in a refusal to rec-
ognize Israel. But all this flew in the face of the facts. Palestin-
ian and Syrian grievances against Israel were not rooted in Is-
rael’s holding on to this or that territory. That’s why they at-
tacked us from the Golan, Judea and Samaria, and Gaza when 
those areas were in their hands. They would have to chuck the 
sacred “territory for peace” equation. That formula could work 
with Egypt because President Anwar Sadat didn’t seek our de-
struction, but it couldn’t work with the Palestinians because 
they did. A succession of Israeli leaders who came after me—
Ehud Barak, Ariel Sharon and Ehud Olmert—offered the Pal-
estinians and Syria unimaginable and dangerous concessions, 

even more than Rabin and Peres had offered before me. They 
all failed to get peace. Even then, the messianic diplomats in 
Washington still didn’t get it. They didn’t understand that the 
PLO, the so-called moderate faction in the Palestinian camp, 
would not abandon its goal of destroying Israel led by Hamas. 
In the years after the Oslo Accords were signed, the PLO con-
cluded that terrorism paid off. The American negotiators’ most 
fundamental misperception of the region was that Israel was 
the problem. It was the solution. Its advanced technological 
society could help modernize the entire Arab world. The rejec-
tionist Palestinian tail wagged the Arab world into political pa-
ralysis. When the 1947 UN Partition Resolution offered to cre-
ate a Jewish state and a Palestinian state, the Palestinians re-
jected the state offered to them—while we accepted the one 
offered to us. 

In successive wars, as Israel defeated one Arab state 
after another, some of the Arab governments began to make 
separate peace agreements with Israel. 1st Egypt in 1979 and 
then Jordan in 1994 while other Arab countries developed in-
formal ties with it. I understood that if we wanted a broader 
peace, we would have to go directly to the Arab capitals. Pal-
estinian politics are hopelessly mired in their extremist fantasy 
of annihilation. Incredibly, this view persisted in some quar-
ters even after  my government, working with the Trump ad-
ministration, achieved 4 historic peace agreements with 4  
Arab countries—the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Morocco 
and Sudan. They persisted in refusing to recognize that the 
real cause of the “Palestinian Problem” was the Palestinians 
themselves! The combined effort of successive American ad-
ministrations and my opponents on the Israeli left branded me 
as the sworn enemy of peace.  

I would have to chart a course with an American ad-
ministration that was at loggerheads with my beliefs, agreeing 
with American proposals that did not jeopardize Israel’s secu-
rity and resisting them when they would. All the while, I 
would emphasize that it was our historical right and not only 
our might that justified our claim to the Land of Israel. I would 
seek to build Israel’s economic, military and diplomatic power 
to ensure its future and to achieve a genuine peace with those 
in the Arab world who actually wanted it. Of the Jewish peo-
ple it was our great fortune that in the 2nd half of the 20th cen-
tury the US emerged as the greatest power on earth, marked 
by American strength in defense of freedom, including the tri-
umphant rise of the Jewish state. America was the guardian of 
liberty worldwide. Israel was seen by most Americans as a 
plucky and valiant democracy in the heart of the Middle East, 
sharing the same values with Americans and willing to fight 
for them. America showered Israel with vital military assis-
tance and gave it political backing in international forums. In 
response, Israelis across the board were unabashedly grateful 
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and pro-American. As Israel’s power grew, it increasingly be-
came an invaluable ally of the US. “The 3 Pillars of Peace,” 
stressed 1) the importance of security and reciprocity in 
strengthening peace and countering terrorism, 2) the need to 
foster democratic values to counter the spread of Middle East-
ern radicalism, and 3) the urgency of stopping Iran from de-
veloping nuclear weapons.  

“The most dangerous regime is Iran that has wed a 
cruel despotism to a fanatic militancy for all mankind. The interna-
tional community,” I said to the UN, “must isolate such regimes and 
prevent them from acquiring weapons of mass destruction.” Israel 
could not build its military power without becoming economically in-
dependent. That would also require gradually freeing Israel depend-
ence on American economic aid, which in my eyes had become a 
form of welfare. I committed in my speech before US Congress to 
eliminate over a 10-year period the annual $1.2 billion of American 
civilian financial assistance to Israel. Israel would retain the $2.2 bil-
lion annual military assistance that served Israeli and American stra-
tegic interests in the Middle East. Since 76% of the funds given to Is-
rael were earmarked to purchase American-made products, the US 
investment in Israel’s security was an indirect investment in 
American industry. My public commitment to end this assis-
tance sealed the matter. By 2007, a phased 10-year drawdown 
of US financial aid was completed with no damage to the Is-
raeli economy. On the contrary, many economists later saw 
that this move contributed to the country’s economic develop-
ment.  

When I assumed office, Israel’s economy was still 
largely semi-socialist and state controlled, dominated by a 
small number of powerful monopolies. Foreign currency was 
regulated and Israel trailed nearly all Western European coun-
tries in gross domestic product (GDP) per capita. I was com-
mitted to changing this. I saw a need to give cabinet seats to as 
many Knesset members as possible in order to ensure the coa-
lition’s stability in Israel’s political system. Government com-
panies are ripe plums ready for plunder. Prying these compa-
nies loose from government control would require a great deal 
of persistence, which I had in abundance. “How come,” I said, 
“we have amazingly successful Jews outside the country and 
very few inside? It’s not the people, it’s the system we have 
here, and we’ve got to change it.”  

By far the most important reform I enacted in my 
first term as prime minister was to liberate Israel’s rigid for-
eign currency controls. Money then began to move in massive 
amounts. Except that it moved into the country, not out of it. 
As foreign markets appreciated the liberalizing policy we initi-
ated, the shekel’s value stabilized. It was now a free-floating 
currency and could be traded anywhere in the world. For the 
1st time since the founding of the state, Israelis were able to 
take their money out of the country as they pleased. Many Is-
raeli companies now branched out to foreign markets, thereby 
building sufficient market and financial muscle to withstand 

downturns, such as the Intifada from 2000 to 2003 and the 
NASDAQ tumble in 2002. I followed a simple rule: Whenever 
possible, remove barriers to trade. Money, trade and invest-
ments generally flow to freer economies and away from more 
controlled ones. So do customers, as competition drives down 
costs. We introduced competition in fixed-line international 
telephone calls soon after I got into office. In one week the 
cost of calling abroad went down by 80% and stayed down. 
We achieved similar results by introducing competition in 
public transportation. Passengers paid considerably less on the 
private lines and enjoyed better service. We initiated a pro-
gram that increased the number of science and mathematics 
graduates by 50% in 6 years, including graduates from private 
colleges whose accreditation my government expedited. Many 
of these graduates had served in the intelligence and techno-
logical units of the IDF. They were used to solving problems 
quickly, often encouraged to cut red tape by improvising and 
innovating. Israeli entrepreneurs were able to carve special-
ized niches in the global technological market. All this meant 
that Israel could potentially create great economic wealth. The 
crème de la crème of this technological corps was the mili-
tary’s Talpiot (hilltop) program, which culled a few dozen of 
the best and brightest recruits of each year’s intake, trained 
them, and sent them on “think missions” in military intelli-
gence, the Mossad, and other branches of Israel’s security and 
scientific agencies.  

The dramatic liberation of Israel from a controlled 
economy to a free market economy was 1 of 2 profound 
changes in Israel’s global standing that I initiated in my first 
term. The 2nd was to expand our international contacts be-
yond the traditional sphere of the US and Western Europe, a 
revolution that would be completed in my subsequent terms as 
prime minister. I sensed a widespread feeling of humiliation in 
Moscow. The opening up of Russia from Mikhail Gorbachev 
to Yeltsin revealed that Russia had fallen hopelessly behind 
the West. This was a sentiment the next leader of Russia, Vla-
dimir Putin, would be determined to change. 

2000 years ago the Jews constituted 10% of the popu-
lation of the Roman Empire. Today there should have been 
200 million Jews. I said to Xi, “You, the Chinese, kept China; 
the Indians kept India; but we the Jews lost our land and were 
dispersed to the 4 corners of the earth. From this sprang all our 
calamities, This is why for the last 2000 years we have been 
trying to retrieve our homeland and re-create our independent 
state there.” Tiny Israel was now ranked among the dozen 
most powerful countries in the world. The formula was sim-
ple. Power attracts, weakness repels. How we achieved this 
transformation is not always understood. It was part of a delib-
erate strategy that from day one was central to my agenda. 
During my 1st term 2 great issues competed for my attention: 
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American pressures for dangerous Israeli concessions and the 
rise of Iran.  

Though Sara and I were a young couple with 2 beau-
tiful little boys, I was the 1st prime minister to have such a 
hard time with the press, and it began to rip us to pieces. Sara 
sustained an endless campaign of character assassination. The 
vilifications and falsehoods would not abate even years later, 
when Sara took a day job as an expert child psychologist for 
the Jerusalem municipality. My young wife who was merci-
lessly attacked early on later evolved into a figure many Israe-
lis admired, respected, and loved. Each new attack boomer-
anged and reaffirmed the view that Sara was the victim of an 
unending witch hunt intended to get at me. This line of attack 
was directed not only at my wife but also at our eldest son 
Yair.  

Targeting terrorist leaders was one of the most effec-
tive means of deterring and preventing future attacks. This 
method of fighting terrorism had been adopted by successive 
governments before mine. The Economist, like so many others 
in the British intelligentsia, had bought the Palestinian Cen-
trality Theory hook, line, and sinker.  

I decided to open the Western Wall tunnel built by 
the Maccabees 2,200 years ago. It ran along the rampart later 
built by King Herod to buttress the Temple Mount. I stressed 
my clear demand that the Palestinian side do whatever was 
necessary to prevent terrorist attacks against Israel. If it did 
not, I would consider using not only military force but eco-
nomic measures as well that could cripple the PLO regime. 
Arafat apparently got the message, because the number of Pal-
estinian suicide bombers dropped precipitously. 

The democratically elected leader of the staunchest 
ally of the US and the leader of a terrorist organization that 
had murdered hundreds of Americans were put on equal foot-
ing by the West. I was being lectured about courage from peo-
ple who had neither risked their own lives in war nor their po-
litical lives. Evangelical support for the restoration of the Jews 
in the Holy Land has deep roots, stretching back to the Chris-
tian pilgrims who visited it over the last 2 millennia.  

My policy of reciprocity almost completely stopped 
the waves of Palestinian suicide bombings. It paradoxically 
enabled the Clinton team to renew their efforts to resume the 
negotiations begun at Oslo. Once again the US president put 
his thumb on the scale of an Israeli election. The irony was 
that I was falsely accused of interfering in the US elections by 
the very people who intervened in mine. He put all his chips 
on Barak and helped him defeat me. Soon after Obama’s vic-
tory, Clinton invited him to a gala dinner at the White House. 
A guest heard them say, “We did it.” 

Barak offered sweeping concessions, including 92% 
of Judea, Samaria and a Palestinian state with part of Jerusa-

lem as its capital. Arafat turned him down. The entire Palestin-
ian national movement, which he had led for decades, was 
premised on having Israel disappear. How this obvious fact 
could have eluded both Clinton and Barak is nothing short of 
incredible. Clinton was well meaning without being mean. 
The signature foreign policy achievement he sought was be-
yond his reach and he never truly grasped the real cause of his 
failure.  

The press and their collaborators in the legal bureau-
cracy were committed to ensuring that my exit from politics 
was permanent. Going into my 1st police interrogation, I re-
membered the POW training rule: Stay alive! If tortured, hold 
out for as long as possible to let your fellow soldiers escape 
back to Israeli lines. But don’t sacrifice your life. After nearly 
20 years in public life, I received an after-tax monthly pension 
of $800. I needed to find a way to earn money.  

My first speaking engagement was at a speaking mar-
athon held in a Tampa, Florida ice hockey rink. In this pre-
smartphone era people lined up to shake my hand and get au-
tographs. Most of my speaking engagements were in the US. 
In these and other sorties I learned firsthand about the emerg-
ing digital economy. With Barak in office, Arafat ratcheted up 
his terror campaign. Barak’s response was to offer more con-
cessions, which in turn merely resulted in more terror. Calls 
for my return were getting stronger. I dodged their requests, 
saying I couldn’t do it. Israeli law required the prime minister 
to be a Knesset member, and I had resigned from the Knesset. 
“We’ll enact a special Bibi Law, enabling a nonmember of the 
Knesset to be prime minister.” Despite my protests, they 
passed the bill. Pressed into a corner, I said that I would con-
sider reentry into political life only if the Knesset dissolved it-
self. In the odd chance they would acquiesce to my demand, I 
would have no choice but to go back into office, but then at 
least I could get things done. I didn’t actually want to go back.  

Having failed to get a deal with Arafat after offering 
unbelievable Israeli concessions, having failed similarly with 
Syria, and having brought the country to a standstill in the face 
of multiple terror attacks, Barak lost his majority and his 
premiership came crashing down in a resounding resignation 
on December 9, 2000. When I finally did decide to go back 
into politics less than 2 years later it would take me another 8 
years to regain the premiership.  

2001. Sara and I visited the Moscow branch of Cha-
bad, the international organization of the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s 
followers. The new president of Russia, Vladimir Putin, who 
had been elected in 2000, attended the event. He and I went to 
a side room and spoke for 4 hours. I couldn’t know it at the 
time, but this meeting in a Moscow synagogue would later 
prove important for Israel’s security in its battle against Iran’s 
attempts to implant itself militarily in Syria. 
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 2002. That year more than 135 Israelis were mur-
dered by Palestinian terrorists. I said, “I’ll go to Washington 
and speak to Congress and the press.” I took Ron Dermer with 
me. A recent immigrant to Israel from America, he had been 
the strategist for several years for Natan Sharansky’s Russian 
immigrant party. Motivated by undiluted Zionism, Ron is a 
Jewish patriot. I said to the US Congress that, “Incredibly, Is-
rael was asked to stop fighting terror and return to the negoti-
ating table with a regime that is committed to the destruction 
of the Jewish state and openly embraces terror.” The next day 
the Bush administration was already briefing reporters that Is-
rael had a right to defend itself and to complete the sweeping 
up of terrorist strongholds in Palestinian-controlled areas.  

On April 15, 2002, more than 150,000 people turned 
out to the largest pro-Israel rally in the history of the US. The 
root cause of terrorism is totalitarianism, a tyranny that sys-
tematically brainwashes the minds of its subjects to suspend 
all moral constraints for the sake of a twisted cause. Those 
who fight as terrorists rule as terrorists, setting up the darkest 
dictatorships whether in Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan or Arafatistan. 
On May 6, three weeks after the rally in Washington, some 
50,000 members of Anglo-Jewry gathered together in Lon-
don’s Trafalgar Square to express their solidarity with Israel. 
In hundreds of actions by the Jewish underground movements 
before Israel’s War of Independence, only a handful involved 
civilian casualties. In thousands of actions by Palestinian or-
ganizations, a handful didn’t involve civilians. Unlike the Jew-
ish underground, the Palestinian terror organizations systemat-
ically targeted noncombatants and gloried in the civilian 
deaths they caused.  

Yasser Arafat was, is, and will always be a terrorist. 
His regime must be dismantled if there is to be any genuine 
peace. 3 months after calling for Israel to withdraw immedi-
ately from Palestinian cities, President Bush was calling on the 
Palestinian people to elect new leaders, leaders not compro-
mised by terror. The Theory of Public Pressure proved itself 
once again. Through government back channels I was getting 
reports on how Iran was moving forward with its nuclear pro-
gram, yet here was a government completely preoccupied with 
the Palestinians. They used two 150-ton fully fueled jetliners 
to wipe out the twin towers. But does anyone doubt that given 
the chance, they will throw atom bombs at America and its al-
lies? Today the terrorists have the will to destroy us, but they 
do not have the power. Once any part of the terror network ac-
quires nuclear weapons, this equation will fundamentally 
change, and with it the course of human affairs. In the last 
30years, the only time that Iran completely halted its nuclear 
program was in the 1 year following the Gulf War when the 
regime was concerned that the US would act against it militar-
ily. Absent a credible threat of military action, Iran continued 
its nuclear program.  

My entry into public life and service in the corridors 
of power were always directed to clearly defined goals: to mo-
bilize the free world to do battle against international terror-
ism, to defend Israel against political and military threats, to 
begin reforming its economy, and to bolster understanding of 
the justice of our cause and our rights in our ancestral home-
land. There is no longevity guarantee in the life of nations. 
The Jewish people had overcome incredible odds in reestab-
lishing the Jewish state, but it was still beleaguered by forces 
that sought its destruction. The chief force seeking our annihi-
lation was no longer the Arab world but the Islamic Republic 
of Iran. How could a small nation withstand such an assault 
and continue to thrive? It would need to become stronger, I 
believed, much stronger. Strength would enable us to forge al-
liances, which in turn would be force multipliers. The key to 
ensuring Israel’s future in the 21st century was to make a 
quantum leap in Israel’s power. We can’t build military power 
without 1st building economic power, and the key to that is 
free markets and advanced technology. The combination of 
military and economic power will give us diplomatic power. If 
we combine all this with our ability to influence US policy 
through public opinion, we’ll quickly climb the ladder of na-
tions. We will walk among the giants. This vision had one 
clear foundation—economic power. I believed that peace 
would come from power. I also knew it would necessitate my 
return to politics to lead this change. Success was far from cer-
tain. I now had a coherent purpose that could justify the end-
less struggles and sacrifices that political life demands. Was I 
really built for a life of leisure at the age of 52? Probably not, 
and certainly not after I had developed my vision for Israel. 
On November 6, 2002, Sharon appointed me as foreign minis-
ter. 

Ariel Sharon easily won the elections. Then he of-
fered me the position of finance minister. In 2003 Israel was in 
its deepest fiscal crisis in decades. The terror attacks of the 
2nd Palestinian Intifada and the dot-com collapse had taken 
their toll. As a result of high budget deficits, Israel’s central 
bank raised the prime interest rate to above 11%, thereby 
choking small and middle-sized businesses, which were col-
lapsing in droves. In June 2002 the state of Israel faced bank-
ruptcy. The public didn’t know this because it was a secret. 
Sharon’s surprising offer to me to take the Finance Ministry 
was immediately judged by all as a political masterstroke. “If I 
was harebrained enough to take the job,” the pundits said, “I 
would most likely fail, thereby removing from the scene Sha-
ron’s main rival for the future leadership of the country. And 
if by some twist of fate I succeeded, I would save Sharon’s 
government and allow him to take the credit.” Long ostracized 
by the left, he would later relish his political rehabilitation in 
fashionable circles after his 2005 decision to withdraw from 
Gaza. Likely assuming that I would either save the economy 
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or hang myself politically, he would let me implement the 
most anti-populist economic measures in Israel’s history if I 
chose to do so. Politically this could be suicidal for me. Many 
fateful decisions in my life were resolved in short bursts of 
self-examination. This was no different. Why did I want to re-
turn to the office of prime minister in the first place? To trans-
form and modernize the Israeli economy and fight Iran’s ef-
forts to develop nuclear weapons. Why not seize this oppor-
tunity to refashion the economy, an opportunity made possible 
precisely because of the depth of the crisis we were in? I de-
cided to accept Sharon’s offer. 

In 2005, the Nobel laureate Milton Friedman wrote, 
“Israel can be the Hong Kong of the Middle East but that po-
tential has been blocked for decades. What held it back? Far 
reaching and rigid government intervention in the economy, 
socialist policies embraced by the government and unneces-
sary state ownership of critical means of production. Israel can 
change all this by adopting broad free market policies. Fortu-
nately, Finance Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who special-
ized in economic issues, understands the problem and is will-
ing to use his political capital to bring a solution.“ The Sultan 
of Brunei sits on a small sea of oil. 20 years ago he was the 
perennial number one on the list of the world’s richest per-
sons. Bill Gates overtook him because conceptual products are 
more valuable than raw materials. Products of the mind can 
make you a lot richer than oil.  

“Israel. if we’re so smart, how come we ain’t rich!?” 
Israel had become rich, but in the wrong ways: rich in bureau-
cracy, rich in welfare, rich in taxes, rich in unions and rich in 
monopolies. Yet it was poor in the most precious of commodi-
ties: freedom, the freedom to initiate and profit from economic 
enterprise and the fruits of one’s labor. Most of the Israeli 
economy was hopelessly mired in this antiquated semi-social-
ist bog, arresting the flow of market forces and blocking enter-
prise. Israel’s technological prowess was no cure for these ills.  

Free markets are the indispensable component for 
wealth creation. Technology and free markets are an unbeata-
ble combination. In democracies, significant economic re-
forms never reach fruition without leaders willing to spill their 
own political blood. This is so because economic reforms 
nearly always involve taking on powerful opponents: unions, 
welfare lobbies, big business, resistant bureaucrats and rival 
politicians. Achieving a free market revolution in Israel’s 
economy would require enormous inputs of vision, power and 
will. Absent any one of these components, no significant re-
forms can take place. But in Israel in 2003, all 3 essential con-
ditions for change were present. 1st, I had a clear economic vi-
sion of where I wanted to steer the country. 2nd, I had suffi-
cient political power to carry out my vision. There was an ab-
solute majority of 61 seats in the Knesset supporting my pol-
icy and my tacit pact with Sharon. He would run foreign and 

defense policy on Likud principles; I would run the economy 
on market principles. 3rd, I had abundant political will. I was 
willing to risk my political future for it.  

The Soviet Union had lost its preeminence as a global 
superpower because it failed to adjust to market principles. 
China was fast taking its place because it did. The same dy-
namic was evident in Singapore and Ireland. Lee Kuan Yew, 
the father of modern Singapore, put it best when he explained 
why his country had chosen the path to a market economy: 
“Communism collapsed and the mixed economy failed. What 
else is left?” Within 15 years, I believed, Israel could join the 
list of the 20 countries with the highest per capita income and 
living standards. Ultimately, during my subsequent tenure as 
prime minister this goal would be achieved. But as Israel’s 
new finance minister in 2003, I knew I had to move with great 
speed to start the revolution.  

I needed at least 2 uninterrupted years to carry out 
several bursts of concentrated market reforms. I therefore de-
cided to build my team as I went along. I made sure that key 
open positions were filled by people who shared my reformist 
zeal. Nearly all had one common feature in their resumes: they 
had worked in the private sector and knew what running a 
business entailed. Within 3 weeks we presented an economic 
plan to the government. 3 months later we passed it in the 
Knesset, the most revolutionary free market program in Is-
rael’s history. It included dramatic government budget cuts; 
unprecedented wage, welfare, and tax reductions; investments 
in infrastructure; raising of the retirement age and privatiza-
tion of government companies. We sought US loan guarantees 
to Israel. Granting the loan guarantees depended on Israel’s 
reaching economic milestones, to which I was only too happy 
to agree. I believed we wouldn’t really need those loans if we 
implemented my program, but in this I was virtually alone. 
Cheap credit is never something to sneer at. They placed a 
constraint on the Knesset’s spendthrift ways while providing 
extra oxygen for the Israeli economy in the form of cheaper 
and readily available American credit. Getting something 
quickly enacted was therefore vital.  

One shared experience of Israelis men’s culture was 
service in the army where we all learned the principle that a 
thin man can’t carry a fat man. The private sector creates most 
of the added value in economies and is the engine of job crea-
tion and economic growth. It carries the public sector on its 
back and pays for it. If the public sector gets too big, the pri-
vate sector will slow down or collapse under its excess weight. 
Over time the public rolls had expanded beyond Israel’s capa-
bilities. Government expansion punished the better workers, 
who could not get the pay they deserved because of the need 
to pay a bloated workforce. My solution to this problem was 
annual attrition. I also passed a law capping government ex-
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penses, effectively ensuring that the rolls of the annually de-
parting retirees would not be refilled. I also passed the govern-
ment decision to cut the pay of ministers and Knesset mem-
bers by 17%.  

We would maximize the number of reforms per 
strike! Yogev was tireless in arguing for a strategy of simulta-
neous rather than sequential market reforms. If you carry out 
several market reforms simultaneously, the cumulative growth 
effect is bigger than the sum of their individual parts. Each re-
form supports the others by removing barriers to competition, 
increasing productivity and sending a powerful message to the 
markets to increase investments. Israel’s pension system, like 
that of all developed nations, was gradually losing its financial 
base because of the surge in life expectancy. All governments 
know about this time bomb waiting to explode. But few have 
the guts to do anything about it, preferring to push the problem 
into the future. This crisis was a long way off and did not re-
quire urgent action. Which is precisely why I decided to tackle 
it. By taking on pension reform, a long-term problem, I would 
signal to savvy markets that I was committed to making fun-
damental structural changes in Israel’s economy.  

I focused on 2 efforts: gradually raising the retire-
ment age from 65 to 67 for men and from 60 to 64 for women 
and rescuing and rehabilitating the massive unions’ pension 
funds. I told the unions they would no longer manage their 
failing pension funds. The Finance Ministry would appoint 
professional managers to run these older funds and privatize 
the management of newer funds in open bids in the market-
place. They would now have to invest in infrastructure pro-
jects such as roads, railways and waterworks as well as the 
stock market and corporate bonds. In one fell swoop this re-
form would save future pensions, create a bond market and 
strengthen the stock market. Immediately after I submitted the 
pension legislation to the Knesset, the unions announced a 
general strike on April 29, 2003. Facing a brick wall of gov-
ernment resolve, the reform bill was passed and the unions 
ended the strike on May 18.  

The pension reform produced 3 huge benefits: 1st, 
deprived of their guaranteed-income government bonds, they  
began investing in Israel’s infrastructure, providing a much-
needed source of capital for the physical development of the 
country. 2nd, the emergence of a private corporate bond mar-
ket, hitherto unheard-of in Israel, created additional capital. 
3rd, seeking to take advantage of pre-reform pension benefits 
that were about to disappear, many government workers chose 
early retirement. My goal was ambitious—to limit the annual 
growth of government spending to 1%. since Israel’s popula-
tion grew annually at about 2%. 

The other escalator of uncontrollable spending was 
runaway legislation by Knesset members. We put a stop to 

that by legislating a limit to the cost of private bills. The previ-
ous government had passed a tax reform program that was to 
be implemented gradually until 2009. I compressed the time 
for the completion of the program by 3 years, to 2006, sending 
a clear message to the market that taxes would come down, 
and fast. We also eliminated the excessive marginal personal 
tax rate of 65%, enacted by the previous government. The big-
gest drivers of growth were increases in competition, produc-
tivity, and investments brought about by market reforms. 
Countries with lower tax rates experience more rapid growth. 
In my 1st year as finance minister we slashed the top personal 
income tax rate from a whopping 60% to 49% and cut the cor-
porate tax from 36% to 30%, and later to 24%. We reduced 
the VAT (value-added tax) and eliminated custom and sales 
taxes. We introduced lower and simplified investment taxes to 
attract Israeli and foreign investors. With lower tax rates, Is-
rael’s economy began growing rapidly, and much of the criti-
cism over lowering taxes subsided. 

Budgets divide the pie; they don’t enlarge it. Properly 
managed, they ensure that a government’s spending is in line 
with its revenues. In Israel, when companies tried to run for-
ward, they hit a ditch of overregulation. When they crossed 
the ditch, they hit a fence. When they crossed the fence, they 
hit a wall. These were bureaucratic barriers to competition, 
and we needed to remove many of them to enable Israeli com-
panies to race forward and compete effectively. Israel re-
mained one of the few countries whose seaports were closed 
to competition, governed and mismanaged by powerful labor 
unions. The results were endless strikes during the 1990s, The 
obsolete Ports Authority was dissolved and separate compet-
ing government port companies were established. These were 
to be gradually privatized. This ended a stagnation of nearly 
60 years, launching thousands of ships and millions of con-
tainers.  

The unions’ Achilles’ heel was their exorbitant pay. I 
was unrelenting in targeting it. Information about union ex-
cesses soon started to flow into my office from irate citizens. 
One laborer drove a Jaguar and a BMW on a dockworker’s 
salary. I dubbed the battle to reform the ports the “Battle of the 
Jaguar.” This image stuck, shifting public opinion further into 
our corner. Union members encountered criticism from family 
members, neighbors and everyone else, and their morale be-
gan to erode. Still, it took a full year from the time it was pre-
sented to the government to pass port reform in the Knesset. 
As part of the agreement on port reform, the unions promised 
not to strike for the next 5 years. The creation of competing 
companies created new incentives for each port to compete for 
more work, rather than join forces to strangle the economy for 
more pay. The number of workers actually rose to handle the 
increased traffic through the ports. Reforms have a ratchet-like 



17 
 

quality. Once a reform kicks in, as in liberalizing foreign cur-
rency and the ports, people quickly forget what life was like 
before. Once people get used to freedom they seldom want to 
go back. Government may not always go forward with new re-
forms, but they seldom go backward and undo reforms that 
have been passed.  

Before the tenure of the “Iron Lady,” it was believed 
that democratic governments in the postwar era could not take 
on the most powerful unions. Thatcher’s willingness to con-
front Britain’s coal miners and their fiery leader Arthur Scar-
gill broke this mold. She proved to many governments and to 
me that powerful unions were not invincible. My willingness 
to risk my career for what I thought was right and the backing 
I received from Sharon sent a powerful message of resistance 
to the unions. I viewed the lack of competition in the Israeli 
economy not merely as a chronic problem but as an oppor-
tunity for growth. Privatizing government companies and 
breaking up monopolies are some of the reforms that create 
unstoppable growth. With a few exceptions, state-controlled 
companies were a drain on the economy, requiring regular in-
jections of taxpayer money to keep them afloat. Typically they 
had an inflated workforce, inflated management and inflated 
salaries. Union leaders gradually understood that Israel had 
entered a new era of a market economy and that this required a 
more responsible and cooperative attitude on their part. The 
bitter enmity was gone and was often replaced with friendship.  

Perhaps the most significant government assets to be 
sold off were the 3 banks that dominated nearly all banking 
activities in Israel. This sell-off was a crucial component in re-
forming Israel’s capital markets. These banks controlled over 
2/3 of all savings, offering low interest rates for savers and de-
priving many Israelis of a solid financial future. Savings were 
channeled by these banks to finance spending by the govern-
ment, the labor unions, and cronies, preventing productive in-
vestments that could generate growth. Without it, Israel will 
have no functioning capital markets and no significant growth. 
With it, we’ll be winners. The capital market reform quickly 
produced 3 benefits. 1st it forced the funds to provide much-
needed capital to private businesses, creating competition for 
the 2 large banks that hitherto cornered the market. 2nd, the 
reform removed from the banks the provident and mutual 
funds that dominated private saving, giving households 
cheaper financing and better returns on their savings. 3rd, for-
eign banks could also issue government bonds, further break-
ing the bank monopoly. Goods can’t move without open ports, 
cars can’t travel without fast roads, and most businesses can’t 
grow without affordable credit. We now paved a credit super-
highway for growth.  

All my market reforms were anathema to the self-de-
scribed “social justice” lobby. I argued the opposite: it was 

free market reforms that had lifted a billion people out of pov-
erty in Asia. The Hebrew prophets Isaiah and Amos said so-
cial justice meant charitably helping the weakest members of 
society: the poor, the aged, the sick, the handicapped, the or-
phaned, the widowed. Maimonides (in ancient Greece) had a 
somewhat more complicated approach. Social justice, he be-
lieved, was a series of activities to help others. He ranked 
these on the rungs of a ladder, reserving the lowest rung for 
giving handouts, the middle rung for providing loans, and the 
top rung for helping people get jobs. He believed that the 
greatest help one could render others is to help them stand on 
their own feet.. Those who can work should work. Those who 
can’t should be helped. The 1st big welfare issue I tackled was 
child allowances. By growing allowance for each additional 
child, it became a built-in incentive for large families, espe-
cially among Israel’s ultra-Orthodox and Muslim citizens. The 
reform I introduced in 2003 lowered child allowances and 
gave families a few years to adjust and enter the job market. 
After the reforms were enacted, overall participation rates in 
the job market grew dramatically, from 54% in 2003 to 64% 
in 2018. 

By 2018, Jewish birth rates exceeded Arab birth rates 
for the 1st time. There was in fact no conflict between free 
markets and social justice. The 1st made the 2nd possible. The 
economic plan we introduced in 2003 and would later expand 
greatly developed the nation’s infrastructure, 1st in transporta-
tion but also in fields such as energy and water. We launched 
2 new desalination plants on the Mediterranean coast, giving  
Israel water independence for the 1st time in its history. 
Within one year we nearly completed a sea pipeline for natural 
gas and began work on a land pipeline. It was all about the 
long term. These projects would change the face of the coun-
try physically, economically and socially.  

With the exception of 4 years between 2005 and 
2009, I steered the economy for 2 decades, 1st as finance min-
ister and later as prime minister, enabling me to ensure the 
continuity of my free market policies. In 2003 there were 56 
multinational corporations with R&D centers in Israel. Less 
than 20 years later that reached 400. Israel was one of the fast-
est-growing countries in the industrialized world. Over the 
next 2 decades. GDP per capita made an equally extraordinary 
leap, from 34th place in 2009 to 19th in the world in 2019, 
outstripping Britain, France, Japan, Italy, and Spain. Inequal-
ity was dramatically reduced, principally because of the mas-
sive entry into the job market of previously unemployed peo-
ple. A powerful economy gave us the means to develop and 
acquire the most sophisticated weapons on earth, compensat-
ing for our small size. By 2020 the GDP of Israel, with fewer 
than 10 million people, exceeded that of Iran, with 80 million. 
Today all these results are taken for granted. Various attacks 
on the plan appeared every few weeks, only to vanish almost 
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as quickly when data released by Israel’s central bank and the 
Central Bureau of Statistics refuted them. Tel Aviv’s forest of 
high-rise office and apartment buildings is visual proof of the 
force of the free market revolution we put in place.  

Sharon surprised the nation by announcing his plan to 
unilaterally withdraw from the Gaza Strip in 2005, even 
though it contradicted his campaign pledge a few months ear-
lier never to uproot any of the Jewish communities built in the 
Gaza Strip during the previous 4 decades. He was under crimi-
nal investigations for receiving illegal contributions from 
friendly benefactors in what would prove to be a pattern: 
prime minister is investigated for some alleged wrongdoings, 
real or fabricated, prime minister veers to the left and offers 
territorial withdrawals, prime minister receives protection 
from the leftist press and the bureaucratic elites. This had hap-
pened with Ehud Barak. The pattern would hold with Prime 
Minister Ehud Olmert as well.  

Once you establish the principle that you withdraw to 
escape terrorism, terrorism will chase you. I decided to adopt a 
strategy of staying on as finance minister for as long as I 
could, delaying my resignation to the last possible moment. I 
spelled out 3 minimal conditions for withdrawal: 1st, Israel 
must control the borders of Gaza, including all land, air and 
sea passes, to prevent terrorists from elsewhere in the world 
flooding the place. 2nd, the security fence around Judea and 
Samaria needed to be completed before any withdrawal. 3rd, 
Israel must receive international and American backing for un-
restricted action against terror from Gaza. I then added a 4th 
condition: “Formal and public American opposition to the so-
called Palestinian Right of Return, which is tantamount to the 
destruction of Israel.”  

Israeli acceptance of the Palestinian demand that Is-
rael be flooded with 2nd- and 3rd-generation descendants of 
Palestinian refugees was widely understood by most Israelis as 
suicidal. The Arab attack on the embryonic Jewish state cre-
ated 2 refugee problems. The Arab states expelled roughly 
800,000 Jewish refugees who had lived in Arab lands. With 
less than 1% of Arab territory, Israel successfully absorbed 
most of these Jewish refugees from Arab lands and integrated 
them as full and equal citizens, even though they nearly dou-
bled Israel’s Jewish population at the time. By contrast, de-
spite their vast territories and cornucopia of oil riches, the 
Arab states absorbed few of their Palestinian brothers, and 
thus for decades leaving them in perpetual refugee status, to be 
used as political battering rams against Israel. The Israeli pub-
lic didn’t want us to emerge from the disengagement receiving 
terror in exchange for withdrawals. President Bush sent a for-
mal letter opposing the Palestinian demand for the right of re-
turn and any resettlement of refugees in Israel. 

Time had run out. After voting against disengage-
ment, I handed Sharon a letter of resignation. I had stayed in 

the government despite my growing concerns over the disen-
gagement in order to complete Israel’s economic revolution. I 
said, “Once you form an Islamist base in Gaza, the rockets 
from Gaza will reach Ashkelon and Ashdod.” 8 days after my 
resignation, on August 15, the eviction of 8000 Israelis in the 
Gush Katif communities and Northern Samaria began. Sharon 
was flying high. Lauded by the Israeli press, he decided to 
capitalize on his popularity. Splitting from the Likud on No-
vember 21, he formed his own party. Sharon was still beset by 
legal problems involving questionable campaign contribu-
tions. As these problems mounted, leading TV commentators 
stepped in to defend him. “He should be protected. He is the 
only one who can do this withdrawal.” On January 4, 2006, 6 
weeks into the election campaign, he suffered a stroke that left 
him comatose, a state in which he remained until his death 8 
years later. Ehud Olmert, then minister of industry, trade and 
labor, immediately took his place as acting prime minister.  

Sara advised, “Bibi, this is your life. The country 
needs you. And if you think of leaving, the last thing you 
should do is leave in such a humiliating defeat. Start amassing 
small victories. As you get stronger, you can decide what to 
do.” I followed her advice. I began parliamentary guerrilla 
warfare. The governing coalition was diverse with many ex-
ploitable cracks in it. We won a substantial number of votes 
on bills we submitted. The other thing I did was listen. It com-
municates respect, which is something all politicians crave. 
Olmert and his team kept upping the territorial price they were 
willing to pay. Seeing this, the Palestinian Authority kept ask-
ing for more. Here, finally, was a prime minister who would 
lead us into the Promised Land by boldly giving up pieces of 
the Promised Land.  

I believed that we could start a divestment campaign 
against Iran. Within a few months, 20 state funds had disin-
vested from Iran. This was the beginning of the economic 
sanctions that would ultimately gather force and cripple Iran’s 
economy.  

Absent a political directive, the Israeli military had 
run in circles in Lebanon, accruing unnecessary casualties in 
the process. The war was clearly mismanaged and civilian de-
fense was in shambles. Olmert’s numbers collapsed. His pub-
lic support fell to 6%. His legal problems began to resurface. 
The election results gave Likud 27 seats to Kadima’s 28. But 
the Likud-led “bloc” garnered 65 seats, a clear and decisive 
win. Within a few weeks I formed a government. 9 years after 
I left the Prime Minister’s Office, I retook the reins of power. 
These 9 years weren’t wasted. During the 1st 3, I ensured my 
family’s livelihood. During the next 3, I led a free market rev-
olution of the Israeli economy. In the final 3, I began a disin-
vestment campaign against Iran.  
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With the passing of years I spent more “think time” 
with key staff members and others who could challenge con-
ventional thinking. I also spent more time with my family on 
weekends. I was also less focused on the media. My focus 
shifted from taking personal offense to a utilitarian approach. I 
felt neither intimidation nor subservience in dealing with their 
criticism. The thick skin I acquired was no different from the 
calloused hands I developed from climbing ropes in the Unit. 

Obama believed in the primacy of soft power. I be-
lieved in the primacy of hard power, especially in the Middle 
East. All this was secondary in my mind to Obama’s willing-
ness to increase pressure on Iran, the most important issue for 
me. Palestinian suicide bombers claimed the lives of more 
than 1000 Israeli civilians  between 2000 and 2005. Construc-
tion of the security fence and saving innocent lives was the 
highest priority. The security fence and accompanying secu-
rity measures worked—dramatically bringing down the num-
ber of terrorist attacks. 95% of it is a fence that could be easily 
removed once the threat of terror ceases. Some 50 fence pas-
sages enable more than 150,000 Palestinian workers to cross 
daily into Israel’s cities to earn a living and help the Palestin-
ian economy.  

Those falsely accusing Israel of apartheid ignore the 
fact that it is the Palestinian Authority that openly and una-
bashedly practices it. Palestinian Authority makes it a crime 
punishable by death to sell property to Jews. By contrast, Is-
rael’s Arab citizens can go and live anywhere they want. The 
one right that is afforded only to Jews is that of automatic im-
migration. The attempt to smear color-blind Israel as racist is 
ludicrous. Israelis comprise people who came from a 100 
lands, including Black Jews from Ethiopia and Black Hebrews 
from America. All enjoy equal rights. Arab leaders increas-
ingly understood that they faced an all-encompassing Iranian 
threat. I believed that the Palestinians should have all the pow-
ers required to govern themselves but no power to threaten Is-
rael. Live anywhere they want, buy whatever properties they 
want and live their lives with the same freedoms enjoyed by 
the rest of the population. Israel is the only country in the Mid-
dle East where all citizens have equal rights. 

It was the public in Israel and America that I wanted 
to reach. I would focus my vision of peace on a simple de-
mand: that the Palestinians recognize the Jewish state. This 
was the core of the conflict and I intended to drill down on it. I 
realized that a credible military threat against Iran’s nuclear 
program would not come from the US. It would have to come 
from us. The Saudis did ultimately go 1st in allowing flights to 
and from Israel over their territory. This was achieved in 2018, 
well before the Abraham Accords peace agreements with 
other Arab nations were signed and involved a great deal of 
secret diplomacy that I personally led. I was willing to sustain 

a conventional war with Iran in order to avoid a war with a nu-
clear-armed Iran. The annual Holocaust denial festival contin-
ues in Iran to this day.  

We passed a 2-year budget, the 1st developed econ-
omy ever to do so. I set up a Bible study group that met in the 
prime minister residence every few months. “Bibi, your father 
wrote history. You are making history.”  

Many in the upper echelons of Israel’s security appa-
ratus opposed an offensive strike on Hamas. They later op-
posed me on the Sinai border fence that completely stopped 
infiltration from Africa. They would also oppose me on the 
underground barrier that completely stopped the terror tunnels 
from Gaza. It was thus exceedingly tough to conduct any dra-
matic military operation when the heads of the IDF, the Mos-
sad and Shin Bet united to oppose it.  

Iran says Israel is a one-bomb country. Passion and 
conviction are the foundation of strength, which is what most 
people look for in a leader. Obama had these in abundance, 
“The US will not be complicit in any Israeli action.” “The 
world tells Israel, ‘Wait, there’s still time,’ ” I said. ‘Wait for 
what? Wait until when?’ The international community doesn’t 
have a moral right to place a red light before Israel.  

In hindsight, it was clear that the real “no daylight” 
policy advertised under Obama was not between the US and 
Israel but between the US and the Palestinians. Being utterly 
powerless, we were led to the slaughter repeatedly. The rise of 
Zionism was meant to correct this flaw by giving the Jewish 
people the power to defend themselves. Enhancing this capac-
ity was the central mission of my years in office. Obama be-
lieved that the projection of American power had caused more 
harm than good. He truly viewed himself as “a citizen of the 
world.” This was interpreted as weakness by Iran and other 
powers that didn’t share his view. In Obama’s eyes Turkey 
was an example of a modern, successful and democratic Is-
lamic state.  

US officials repeatedly underestimated the power of 
the Islamists and overestimated the power of their non-Islam-
ist allies (Iraq, Afghanistan). Unless you have forces with an 
equal commitment to fight and die to defend their country, the 
Islamists eventually win. Israel was the 1st Western country to 
effectively seal its borders. The greatest danger facing our 
world is the marriage of militant Islam with nuclear weapons. 
Iran could get to the nuclear bomb by keeping the deal. It 
paves Iran’s path to the bomb. Iran is gobbling up 4 countries 
now while it’s under sanctions. The days when the Jewish 
people remained passive in the face of genocidal enemies, 
those days are over. If Israel has to stand alone, Israel will 
stand.  

My speech to US Congress helped turn Iran into the 
number one foreign policy issue of the 2016 American presi-
dential election--tying a potential nuclear deal to a change in 
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Iran’s behavior. America’s favorability toward Israel went up 
from 63% to a robust 75% during the 12 years I served in of-
fice from 2009 to 2021.  

A million Russian speakers had migrated to Israel, 
forming the largest community of Russian speakers outside 
the former Soviet Union. These Russian-speaking Jews, whose 
release had been at the heart of our conflict with the former 
Soviet Union, now formed a cultural bridge between Israel 
and Russia.  

It was time to establish Israel as a rising power in the 
world. I began in Africa. Opening up Africa as a market for Is-
raeli was more important in my eyes than opening it up politi-
cally. African countries comprised some 50 of the UN’s 192 
members. Israeli condensation technology enabled Africans to 
produce water in their villages instead of walking miles each 
day to distant water sources; Israeli agricultural knowledge 
multiplied the productivity of their crops; Israeli diagnostic 
methods helped them arrest the spread of HIV/AIDS. Israel’s 
international standing was boosted by the fact that I was re-
peatedly ranked by Forbes magazine among the most powerful 
people in the world. Hundreds of water technology start-ups 
sprang up in Israel, many piggybacking on the massive invest-
ments we had made in desalination. Israel was always an en-
ergy importer, highly dependent on foreign supply. Shortly af-
ter we enabled private companies to join the search, they 
found significant gas reserves off our Mediterranean coast. In 
2020 we started selling gas to Europe through Egypt’s lique-
fied natural gas facility. For the 1st time in its history, Israel 
would become energy independent and an energy exporter.  

The introduction of cyber warfare was akin to that of 
airpower in World War I. It required setting up an entirely 
new force with an entirely new doctrine. Sometimes move-
ment in a clear direction, even though not perfectly organized, 
is better than stagnation. Things sort themselves out and cor-
rections are made as you go along. This is what we now did. 
What began as a security challenge evolved into a great eco-
nomic opportunity. Regulation was in foreign sales by a spe-
cial arm of the defense department. By 2017, Israel accounted 
for the 2nd-largest number of cybersecurity deals globally.  

Cell phones were banished from my office, as were 
computers, television screens and other gadgets that could 
give adversaries audio and visual access to Israel’s most sensi-
tive discussions. The Visegrad Group countries—Poland, the 
Czech Republic, and Slovakia—and others were now coming 
to Israel for things they wanted from us, from groundbreaking 
civilian technology to security assistance and counterterrorism 
intelligence. Except for the last 3 centuries, China had the 
largest GDP on earth going back 2 millennia. Israel’s unique 
health care system had computerized medical records for 98% 
of the population. The influence of geographic factors dimin-
ishes as technology grows. Man, not earth, makes civilization. 

We’re in the midst of a great revolution in Israel’s standing 
among the nations. This is happening because so many coun-
tries have finally woken up to what Israel can do for them. 
They now recognize that Israel is the innovation nation—the 
place for innovative technology in agriculture, water, cyberse-
curity, medicine, and autonomous vehicles. 

The large security assistance to Israel was a solid in-
vestment in an American ally that never asked for American 
troops, rolled back militant Islam in the heart of the Middle 
East, gave the US incomparable intelligence and jointly devel-
oped with America the most advanced weapons. Obama was 
one of the most gifted political leaders I had met. We had a 
policy clash. He disregarded our history and elected leader, 
who dared to disagree with him. Appealing to “better angels” 
can only work in a world governed by well-meaning liberal 
democracies. Even Lincoln’s appeal to our “better angels” had 
to wait a few years for the crushing defeat of the Confederacy 
in America’s bloodiest war. With or without that agreement, 
Iran could get to a breakout within a few years. The real dif-
ference is the de facto immunity that the deal gave Iran.  

On March 21, President Trump’s office tweeted: “At 
a time when Iran seeks to use Syria as a platform to destroy Is-
rael, President Trump boldly recognizes Israel’s sovereignty 
over the Golan Heights.”  

In Israel’s parliamentary system political survival 
may be challenged every week. The hostility toward me as a 
political leader resulted from the convergence of several fac-
tors. Other strong leaders from the right had received similar 
treatment. Begin had been the leader of the Opposition during 
Rabin’s tragic assassination, earning me the false charge of fo-
menting his murder and breaking the dream of an imminent 
peace that was anything but imminent, that had in fact col-
lapsed under a deluge of Palestinian acts of terror well before 
the assassination. My long stay in office undermined the left 
elite’s hopes that they could maintain their hegemony over 
leading institutions in the country indefinitely. Israeli society 
itself had become more politically polarized with the rise of 
internet and social media, Even more potent, to many in the 
ruling elites I had betrayed my social class. Educated and po-
litically influential, I led the “plebeians” to power. As time 
went on, all these factors resulted in me becoming the subject 
of an unrelenting campaign of character defamation—a com-
bination of press calumny and legal harassment.  

There were many investigations by the left against 
me: “CIA Affair.” “Movers Affair.”  Gifts Affair.” By 2009 
when I returned to office, all these preposterous charges had 
collapsed. In 2011 I was accused of double-billing travel ex-
penditures; 6 years later, the case was closed. “Pistachio Af-
fair” in 2013. “Laundry Affair.” This charge too was quashed 
and the appellants  fined for court expenses. “Garden Furni-
ture Affair” took a full 3 years to collapse. A candidate for the 
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Labor Party’s Knesset list, was caught on camera saying, 
“Let’s protest against the Attorney General in front of his 
home to force him to investigate Bibi, to kick him out.” This 
plan was implemented. The attorney general of Israel opened a 
criminal investigation against the prime minister of Israel 
based on claims he himself characterized as “bordering on 
gossip.” In the “Meal Tray Affair” the court threw out the pe-
tition and fined the NGO, with court expenses to be paid to the 
state and to Sara. In the “Submarine Affair” the debunking of 
the claims didn’t prevent Benny Gintz’s Blue and White party 
from implying in the 2019 elections that I was guilty of no less 
than treason. The “Submarine Affair” resulted in the delay of 
the Israeli Navy’s purchase of the subs by several years. By 
then the price of the vessels had nearly doubled, costing Israel 
an additional one billion euros. The State Prosecutor Shai 
Nitzan actually invented a new crime tailored for me. Nitzan 
not only pushed for an indictment; his colleagues rushed to do 
so against a sitting prime minister 40 days before the election 
of April 2019, an act that tilted the results. Polls showed that 
these announcements had a significantly adverse impact on 
voters, and Likud lost several opportunities to create winning 
coalitions as a result. Later, my trial exposed revelations that 
shook the foundations of the bribery charge. But the missing 
votes prevented me from forming a government. 30 acting 
Knesset members have been indicted, 24 of whom belonged to 
Likud and affiliated rightist parties;, 

Almost no left-wing Knesset members have been in-
dicted. One by one, many members of my closest staff and 
confidants were hauled into investigations and asked to give 
something, anything, on me. In 2022 a newspaper investiga-
tive report exposed illegal police phone hacking of witnesses 
and others in my case with innovative spyware. At 1st the po-
lice denied the story. Faced with incontrovertible evidence, 
they later admitted that they illicitly hacked into the phone of a 
person who became a state witness. This witness revealed in 
court being effectively told, “bring us Bibi’s head.” In the pe-
riod spanning the police investigations, between June 2016 
and December 2019, there were 561 news stories on prime-
time television covering the investigations against me, 98% of 
them negative. This means one negative news story every 
other day for 3 1/2 years! From my earliest days, Father told 
me never to touch money if I ever entered public life. This re-
mained sacrosanct to me. The attempted character assassina-
tion was excruciatingly difficult when it was leveled against 
my family, who endured continuous suffering.  

President Trump’s groundbreaking recognition of Is-
rael’s claims in Jerusalem and the Golan, as well as his with-
drawal from the dangerous Iran nuclear deal, did not quench 
his thirst for the “Deal of the Century,” a final peace settle-
ment between Israel and the Palestinians. Early in his term he 

appointed his son-in-law Jared Kushner, aided by the able Ja-
son Greenblatt, to accomplish this task. I tried to steer both to 
the path of regional peace treaties with the Gulf states. I de-
cided that the best strategy was not to fight him over it but to 
work with his administration in a way that would still enable 
us to reach a breakthrough with the Arab states. 

The pursuit of a wider peace was aided by the fact 
that the Arab leaders witnessed our continued efforts to roll 
back Iran’s nuclear program and Iran’s attempts to embed it-
self in Syria. In the Middle East people respect strength and 
make peace with the strong. My unique position of having 
strong ties with both the American and the Russian presidents 
was buttressed when I flew directly from a visit with Trump in 
Washington to one with Putin in Moscow on January 29, 
2020. On May 29, 2019, I convened an unprecedented meet-
ing in Jerusalem of the national security advisors of the US, 
Russia and Israel—John Bolton, Nikolai Patrushev and Meir 
Ben Shabbat. I wanted the Russian security bureaucracy to 
witness firsthand the level of intimate relations Israel had with 
the US. On August 9, 2018, Israel received its highest-ever 
credit rating from the S&P rating agency, AA. Palestinian 
GDP per capita, rose by a whopping 70% during my tenure 
from 2009 to 2019.  

Discussions with Trump’s team went on for more 
than 2 years. I upheld my end of the bargain. Unfortunately, 
the Americans did not. Making history often requires beating 
electoral deadlines. The signing ceremony of the agreements 
with the UAE and Bahrain, which were named the Abraham 
Accords, took place in September. The president spoke: These 
agreements will serve as the foundation for a comprehensive 
peace across the entire region. Today’s signing sets history on 
a new course. My policy reversed the order of achieving peace 
with the Arab world by bypassing the Palestinian veto.  

The signing of the Abraham Accords released enor-
mous positive energies. They served as a platform to have 2 
other Muslim countries join the circle of peace—Sudan, con-
cluded on January 6, 2021. The US agreed to remove Sudan 
from the list of terror-supporting states. Then on December 10, 
2020, we announced the normalization agreement between Is-
rael and Morocco. A short time before the US election, Ko-
sovo, was also added. 

To achieve peace between Israel and Arab states we 
had overcome many obstacles, none more enduring than the 
obsessive belief in the centrality of the Palestinian issue and 
the need to achieve a Palestinian-Israeli peace before any other 
peace could be made. It was only by breaking out of this 
flawed way of thinking that true progress was made. In its 1st 
72 years, Israel made peace with 2 Arab countries, Egypt and 
Jordan. In the span of 4 months, Israel made peace with 4 
more. By building Israel’s power and challenging Iran, we 
made Israel an attractive ally to our Arab neighbors. Trump 
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would approach an issue by asking, “Why do we need this?” 
invariably followed by, “What do we get for this?” This access 
had its uses internationally by putting America’s adversaries 
off balance and instilling fear in its enemies. We concluded 
that if you pursue peace through strength, you get both.  

Well before the World Health Organization said so, I 
told the Israeli public that we were in the midst of a global 
pandemic. Israel was among the 1st countries in the world to 
restrict flights from China and place restrictions on incoming 
flights from other countries, while setting up a system of med-
ical tests and isolation for Israelis returning from abroad, di-
lute the presence of workers, and implement masks and court-
approved digital means to track the sources of infections. In 
times of uncertainty, people need to see and hear their leaders. 
I spoke clearly and straightforwardly without minimizing the 
dangers ahead.  

I faced 3 global economic crises. Each one required 
its own diagnosis and treatment. Following the dot-com crisis 
of 2001–2002, I led Israel’s free-market revolution. Following 
the subprime mortgage crisis of 2008, I pursued a policy of 
conservative restraint. And now in the economic crisis brought 
on by Covid in 2020 I instituted a policy of infusing the econ-
omy with cheaply available credit to stimulate economic activ-
ity, believing that we would recover rapidly once the pan-
demic was brought under control. In all 3 cases Israel’s econ-
omy was among the 1st in the world to emerge from the crises. 

Between 2019 and 2020, Israel went to the polls 3 
times before I was able to form a government. In war, setbacks 
often divide; successes usually unite. Most Arab citizens now 
wanted the police to intervene against the lawless gangs that 
were making their life hell. The year out of office was a time 
for reflection and recuperation. The hiatus also gave me the 
time to write this book.  

When my parents were born, the tsars ruled Russia, 
the British Empire spanned the globe and the Ottomans ruled 
the Middle East. During their lifetime, all these empires col-
lapsed, others rose and fell, and the destiny of the Jewish peo-
ple swung from despair to triumph. My parents’ generation 
was tasked with founding the state; my generation was tasked 
with securing its future. The founding of Israel did not stop at-
tacks on the Jews. It merely gave them the power to defend 
themselves.  

As a soldier, I fought to defend Israel on battlefields, 
as a diplomat I fended off attacks against its legitimacy in 
world forums, as finance minister and prime minister I sought 
to multiply its economic and political power among the na-
tions. A people who doesn’t know its past will put its future in 
doubt. 

 

[Bibi’s amazing personal story illuminates the amaz-
ing history of Israel and its likely future]. Learning is im-
portant above all else. The real foundation of peace in our area 
is hope derived from strength, and the consequent realization 
by our neighbors that Israel is here to stay. Arab propaganda 
systematically covered up the root cause of the Israeli-Arab 
conflict—the persistent Arab refusal to recognize a Jewish 
state. Whereas a public campaign should center on questions 
of justice, the appeal to leaders should center on interests. Say 
something clearly or nothing at all. It is not the Jews who 
usurp the land from the Arabs, but the Arabs who usurp the 
land from the Jews. My direct connection to Likud voters be-
came the enduring basis of my political power. Without a 
basic understanding of economics, military affairs, technology 
and science, a prime minister is rendered helpless before the 
“experts.” The combination of military and economic power 
will give us diplomatic power. I would emphasize that it was 
our historical right and not only our might that justified our 
claim to the Land of Israel. I would seek to build Israel’s eco-
nomic, military and diplomatic power to ensure its future and 
to achieve a genuine peace with those in the Arab world who 
wanted it. Free markets are indispensable for wealth creation. 
In democracies, significant economic reforms never reach fru-
ition without leaders willing to spill their own political blood. 
We passed in the Knesset the most revolutionary free market 
program in Israel’s history. Once people get used to freedom 
they seldom want to go back. Government may not always go 
forward with new reforms, but they seldom go backward and 
undo reforms that have been passed. Money, trade and invest-
ments flow to freer economies and away from more controlled 
ones. Power attracts, weakness repels. Israel is the only coun-
try in the Middle East where all citizens have equal rights. The 
influence of geographic factors diminishes as technology 
grows. I set up a Bible study group that met in the prime min-
ister residence. 
 

 

 


