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	« The greatest obstacle to discovery is not ignorance — it is the illusion of knowledge. »
 

	– Daniel J. Boorstin

	 

	 

	 

	



	
Not One Border

	It happened on a delayed flight out of a mid-sized airport of Georgia, somewhere past the third hour of a two-hour trip, the specific kind of forced proximity that turns a stranger in 14C into a temporary confidant. I had my notebook open, working through a piece on Iran, Israel, and the wars sitting behind the war everyone was watching1. She was a pharmacist, and a churchgoing Christian by her own description — precise, well-read, the kind of person who does the crossword in pen and has an opinion on interest rates, on the school board, on whatever the airport TV had been arguing about before boarding. She glanced at the notebook, asked what I was writing about, and there wasn't much of a transition needed — the piece was already about Israel. I remember what came after.

	At one point she asked whether Iran and Israel actually shared a border — they don't; Iraq and a few hundred miles of nothing sit between them — and when I named the four countries that do, only about half of them landed as places she'd have put anywhere near Israel beforehand. A country she'd heard about in the news for thirty years, whose shape and neighbors she'd never quite had reason to fix in her mind. Then October 7th and Hamas came up, its founding charter, and the plain fact that the document calls for Israel's destruction. She hadn't known that either. Not because she'd read it and formed her own view, but because no one had ever put it in front of her.

	Here's the part that stayed with me: she wasn't indifferent, nor was she dismissive. She cared, the way decent people care about a war they see on the news — real concern, sitting on top of very little. And once you notice that gap, you start seeing it everywhere. People with strong opinions about a decades-old conflict who couldn't find the country on a map. People who can recite a slogan about "occupation" or "self-defense" but have never heard of the Balfour Declaration, never heard of Deir Yassin, never heard that Jewish communities were expelled from Arab countries by the hundreds of thousands in the very same years Palestinians were displaced. They aren’t incurious, it’s just that the information simply never reached them — buried under a lifetime of headlines that assume you already know the story before it starts.

	The pharmacist wasn't a one-off. She was the latest entry in a pattern I'd been half-tracking for quite some time — the same gaps showing up in comments, in messages after a piece ran, at dinners where someone repeated a claim from nowhere reliable at all. At some point, keeping that informal tally stopped being interesting and started feeling like an obligation.

	This book exists to close that gap. Not to relitigate the news, and not to hand you a verdict dressed up as history. Every serious question in this conflict — who has a claim to the land, why the negotiations keep collapsing, what October 7th changed and what it didn't — deserves an answer built on something sturdier than a headline or a slogan. That's what's missing for most people, and it's what these chapters try to rebuild: who the Jewish people actually are, where the connection to this land comes from and how old it is, how a religious minority scattered across Europe and the Middle East became a nation-state, and why, three-quarters of a century later, the argument over that same small strip of land still hasn't ended.

	None of this will make the conflict simple. If anything, it should make it harder to reach for the easy version — the one where one side is purely righteous and the other purely villainous, the one that fits in a tweet. But it will make the conflict make sense. And that, more than any conclusion this book might reach, is the actual goal: not to tell you what to think about Israel, but to finally give you enough to think about it at all.

	That's where we start — not with 1948, and not with this morning's headline, but three thousand years earlier, with a question most people have never actually stopped to ask: who are the Jews, and how comes a religion also happen to be a nation?

	 

	



	




	 

	1.

	People or Religion? The Mix-Up
That Blocks Everything Else

	Ask an American what makes someone Jewish, and you'll usually get one answer: a religion, like any other. Someone who goes to synagogue, keeps kosher, believes in God. It's a reasonable guess, and it's also incomplete enough to cause real confusion later — because a huge number of people who call themselves Jewish don't do any of those things, and still call themselves Jewish without contradiction.

	Start with a fact that trips up almost everyone encountering it for the first time: you can be an atheist and be fully, uncontestedly Jewish. Not "Jewish by upbringing" in some loose cultural sense — Jewish according to Jewish law itself. That's because Jewishness, in its own tradition, runs on two tracks at once. One is religious: a set of beliefs, texts, and practices. The other is closer to nationality or ethnicity: membership in a people, transmitted by descent, the way citizenship or ancestry works, not the way a religious conversion works. The two tracks usually overlap. However, they don't have to.

	Jewish law reflects this directly. Under halakha (Jewish religious law), a person is Jewish if born to a Jewish mother, regardless of what that person believes or practices — or if they convert, which is a formal religious process, not a change of ethnicity. Belief has nothing to do with the first path; a Jewish atheist raised by a Jewish mother is Jewish by birth, full stop. In 1983, the American Reform movement's rabbinic body, the Central Conference of American Rabbis, extended this further, recognizing children of a Jewish father and non-Jewish mother as Jewish as well, provided they were raised with a Jewish identity — a change Orthodox authorities still reject, which is itself a preview of how divided "the Jewish community" actually is on questions of who belongs.

	This isn't an abstract distinction. It's written into the law of an actual country. Israel's Law of Return, passed by the Knesset in 1950, grants any Jew the right to immigrate and receive citizenship — a right extended in 1970 to children, grandchildren, and spouses of Jews as well, whether or not they are Jewish by religious law. The statute isn't asking whether you believe in God. It's treating Jewishness as membership in a people with a claim to a homeland, the same logic behind any other nation's citizenship-by-descent laws. Religion is beside the point.

	So what does the religion itself actually consist of, for the people who do practice it? Judaism is built around the Tanakh — the Hebrew Bible, composed of the Torah (the five books of Moses), the Nevi'im (Prophets), and the Ketuvim (Psalms) — alongside the Talmud, a vast body of rabbinic legal and ethical commentary compiled over centuries. It is strictly monotheistic, organized around a covenant between God and the Jewish people first established with Abraham. Within that religious framework, several distinct movements coexist: Orthodox Judaism, which holds most closely to traditional law; Conservative (Masorti) Judaism, which developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century as a middle path; Reform Judaism, which emerged in early nineteenth-century Germany and reinterprets tradition more liberally; and smaller movements like Reconstructionist Judaism. These aren't cosmetic differences — they disagree on everything from the authority of Jewish law to who counts as a rabbi, and that disagreement matters later, when we get to how differently each movement understands Israel itself.

	Then there's the ethnic layer, shaped by two thousand years of dispersal. Ashkenazi Jews trace their more recent lineage to communities in Central and Eastern Europe; Sephardi Jews to the Iberian Peninsula before the 1492 expulsion; Mizrahi Jews to Jewish communities across the Middle East and North Africa that in many cases predate Islam itself; Ethiopian Jews, the Beta Israel, developed largely in isolation from other Jewish communities for centuries. These groups look different, cook different food, and developed distinct customs and even liturgical variations — but they share the same core religious texts, and population genetics research, including a widely cited 2010 study published in Nature, found that geographically dispersed Jewish populations retain a detectable shared Middle Eastern genetic ancestry despite centuries of separation. Shared origin, divergent history — both are true at once.

	None of this is a minor technicality. The 2020 Pew Research Center survey of American Jews found that 27% of U.S. Jewish adults don't identify with Judaism as a religion at all — they describe their current religion as atheist, agnostic, or nothing in particular, while still identifying as Jewish by ancestry, ethnicity, or culture. Among Jews under 30, that number rises to 40%. In other words: a large and growing share of American Jews are telling researchers, directly, that being Jewish and being religious are two different things for them — exactly the distinction most outsiders never learn.

	Why open a book about Israel with a chapter about identity rather than politics? Because almost every later argument in this conflict assumes you already understand this distinction, and collapses into confusion if you don't. When someone says Israel is "the Jewish homeland," they aren't making a claim about religion — they're making a claim about a people. Whether that claim is justified, how old it is, and what it's grounded in, is exactly where the story goes next.

	



	




	 

	2.

	Three Thousand Years, Not Seventy-Five.
Where the Jewish Connection to This Land
Actually Comes From

	For most of the twentieth century, the oldest independent evidence of a Jewish kingdom in this land came only from the Bible itself. That changed in 1993, when archaeologists excavating at Tel Dan, in northern Israel, uncovered a broken basalt stone carved by an Aramean king boasting of his military victories. One line, written roughly 2,800 years ago, refers to defeating the king of the “House of David.” It is the earliest known reference to King David outside the Bible, carved by one of ancient Israel’s enemies, not by the Israelites themselves—which is exactly what makes it hard to dismiss as self-serving myth. Scholars date the stele to the ninth century BCE, and it is now displayed at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem.

	That single artifact anchors a longer, well-documented record. By the ninth century BCE, two related kingdoms existed in this land: Israel in the north and Judah in the south, each attested not just in the Bible but in inscriptions left by neighboring powers, including the Assyrians and Moabites. The northern kingdom fell to the Assyrian Empire in 722 BCE, its population dispersed—the origin of the later legend of the “Ten Lost Tribes.” Judah survived another century and a half, until the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar II besieged Jerusalem and destroyed the First Temple in 586 BCE, deporting a significant part of the population to Babylon. This is the event Jewish tradition still mourns annually on the fast of Tisha B’Av.

	The exile did not last. In 538 BCE, the Persian king Cyrus the Great, having conquered Babylon, issued a decree permitting the exiled Judahites to return and rebuild their Temple—an act corroborated by the Cyrus Cylinder, a Babylonian inscription now held in the British Museum. The Second Temple was completed by 515 BCE. Jewish self-governance, with interruptions, continued under Persian, then Greek, then Hasmonean rule—the Hasmonean revolt against the Seleucid king Antiochus IV in 164 BCE is the origin of the Hanukkah festival—until Rome absorbed the region and, in 70 CE, Roman forces under the future emperor Titus crushed a Jewish revolt by destroying the Second Temple entirely. Only the Western Wall, a retaining wall of the Temple Mount platform, still stands from that structure today, which is why it remains Judaism’s holiest accessible site.

	One rebellion followed another. The most consequential was the Bar Kokhba revolt of 132–135 CE, a large-scale Jewish uprising against Roman rule that briefly reestablished Jewish control over Jerusalem before it was crushed with enormous loss of life—the Roman historian Cassius Dio put Jewish deaths at 580,000, along with the destruction of hundreds of villages. In its aftermath, the emperor Hadrian barred Jews from Jerusalem and renamed the province from Judaea to Syria Palaestina, a change most historians read as a deliberate attempt to erase the region’s administrative link to its Jewish population, though Hadrian’s precise motives remain debated among scholars. This is the origin of the name “Palestine,” and it is a Roman imperial invention imposed roughly six centuries after the kingdoms of Israel and Judah first appear in the historical record—not a name with older or independent standing.

	What the renaming did not do was empty the land of Jews. Population estimates for the centuries that followed are necessarily rough, but the evidence is consistent: Jewish communities persisted, in reduced numbers, through Byzantine, early Islamic, Crusader, and Ottoman rule, concentrated mainly in Jerusalem, Hebron, Safed, Tiberias, and a handful of villages in the Galilee. When Ottoman rule began in 1517, researchers estimate roughly 5,000 Jews were living in the region, a population historians describe as a mix of families who had never left and newer arrivals from the wider diaspora. Safed, in particular, became a major center of Jewish legal and mystical scholarship in the sixteenth century, home to figures like Joseph Karo, whose code of Jewish law is still used today. None of this made Jews a majority in the land for most of these centuries—they generally weren’t—but it means the connection between the Jewish people and this specific territory was never fully severed, even at its lowest demographic points.

	It’s worth asking the question this history usually skips: who were the ancestors of the population that did, eventually, become the demographic majority in this land, given that Islam and the Arabic language didn’t arrive until the conquest of 637 CE? The record suggests something that complicates simple narratives on both sides. The conquest introduced Arabic and Islam as the region’s dominant language and religion, spread over subsequent centuries through conversion, intermarriage, and migration incentives rather than the wholesale replacement or expulsion of the existing population, which had been overwhelmingly Christian and, in smaller numbers, Jewish and Samaritan under Byzantine rule. A 2020 genomic study in Cell, led by Tel Aviv University archaeologist Israel Finkelstein, sequenced Bronze Age Canaanite remains and compared them to modern populations; subsequent meta-analyses have found that Palestinians today derive roughly 80 to 90 percent of their ancestry from the same Bronze and Iron Age Levantine populations discussed earlier in this chapter—a substrate closely related to, and substantially overlapping with, the regional ancestry that underlies much of modern Jewish genetic heritage as well, per the 2010 Nature study cited in Chapter 1. The most defensible reading of the evidence, in other words, is not that one people has ancient roots here and the other arrived recently, but that both trace much of their ancestry to the same ancient population of this land, later divided by which religion and language took hold over the centuries that followed.

	This matters for a simple reason, returning now to the Jewish thread of this story specifically: the claim that Jewish presence in this land is a twentieth-century political project, invented or imported wholesale in 1948, doesn’t survive contact with the archaeological and historical record. The record shows something more specific—a people whose kingdoms, exiles, returns, revolts, and continuous if diminished presence in this territory span roughly three thousand years, several times longer than the United States has existed as a country. That doesn’t, by itself, resolve any twentieth-century political question about sovereignty, borders, or competing claims—those are separate questions, addressed later in this book. What it does establish is more basic: this is not a people arriving from nowhere. It’s the next chapter of the same story, taking place mostly in Europe, that explains how an ancient connection to a specific piece of land turned into a modern political movement.

	



	




	 

	3.

	From Dreyfus to Herzl, 
How Europe Accidentally Invented Zionism

	On March 1, 1881, a group of Russian revolutionaries assassinated Tsar Alexander II in Saint Petersburg. The plotters were overwhelmingly non-Jewish—the organization behind the killing, Narodnaya Volya (“The People’s Will”), had a single Jewish member among its leadership—but rumors quickly spread blaming Jews collectively, and within weeks a wave of anti-Jewish riots, or pogroms, broke out across the Russian Empire and continued intermittently through 1884. Homes were looted, synagogues destroyed, people killed, often with local authorities standing aside or, in some documented cases such as the 1881 Odessa pogrom, doing little to stop it.

	One of the people shaken by this was Leon Pinsker, an Odessa physician who had spent his career advocating for Jewish assimilation into Russian society. In 1882, he published a pamphlet titled Auto-Emancipation, arguing that Jews would never be safe relying on the goodwill of other nations and needed to become a political people acting on their own behalf. The pamphlet helped launch Hovevei Zion (“Lovers of Zion”), a network of groups that began organizing and funding Jewish agricultural settlement in Ottoman-ruled Palestine. The First Aliyah—the first of several organized waves of Jewish immigration to the region—began the same decade, in 1882, more than a decade before the man usually credited as the founder of political Zionism had written a word on the subject. Zionism, in other words, did not begin with Theodor Herzl. It already existed as an organized movement before he joined it.

	Herzl’s own path to Zionism ran through Paris, where he worked in the mid-1890s as a correspondent for the Viennese newspaper Neue Freie Presse. In that role, he covered the trial of Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish captain in the French army wrongly convicted of treason in December 1894 based on forged and mishandled evidence, and sentenced to life imprisonment on Devil’s Island. The case became a national scandal, splitting French society for over a decade; the novelist Émile Zola’s open letter “J’accuse”, published in 1898, accused the military and judiciary of a cover-up, and Dreyfus was ultimately exonerated and reinstated in 1906.

	The popular version of this story, repeated in countless retellings, holds that Herzl witnessed antisemitic crowds outside the trial shouting “Death to the Jews”, and that this single moment converted him instantly to Zionism. Herzl himself told the story this way in later years. But historians who have examined his diaries and contemporaneous writing—notably Shlomo Avineri and Derek Penslar—have found that Herzl barely mentions the Dreyfus affair as a personal turning point at the time it was happening; Zionism appears to have developed in his thinking gradually over the mid-1890s, shaped at least as much by events closer to home. In 1895, Karl Lueger’s explicitly antisemitic party won power in the Vienna municipal elections—in Herzl’s own adopted city, one he had considered a model of liberal, assimilated European life. That, more than a single riot in Paris, seems to have been the closer catalyst, even if Herzl later found the Dreyfus story a more dramatic and internationally legible one to tell.

	Whatever the precise trigger, the outcome is well documented. In February 1896, Herzl published Der Judenstaat (“The Jewish State”), a pamphlet arguing that antisemitism could never be reasoned or assimilated away, and that the only durable solution was a sovereign state for the Jewish people. The following year, he convened the First Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, from August 29 to 31, 1897, bringing together roughly 200 delegates from sixteen countries. The Congress founded the World Zionist Organization and adopted the Basel Program, which stated its goal as securing “a home for the Jewish people in Palestine, secured under public law”. Writing in his diary a few days later, Herzl assessed what he had done with unusual confidence for a man who had, at that point, no land, no army, and no international recognition: “At Basel, I founded the Jewish State. If I said this out loud today, I would be answered by universal laughter. Perhaps in five years, and certainly in fifty, everyone will see it”. Fifty-one years later, in 1948, the state of Israel was declared.

	None of this happened in isolation. The late nineteenth century was the high era of European nationalism generally—Italians, Germans, Poles, Serbs, and Greeks were all in various stages of building or consolidating nation-states around a shared people, language, or history. Zionism, in that sense, was less an exception than a Jewish version of a pattern playing out across the continent, distinguished mainly by the fact that the people in question had no contiguous territory of their own to consolidate—only, as the previous chapter showed, a documented historical claim to one, and now, for the first time in centuries, an organized political movement willing to act on it.

	



	




	 

	4.

	The Messiah Never Promised an Army
What the Torah Actually Says,
and What Evangelicals Added

	The biblical text at the root of this chapter is old and specific. In Genesis 12, 15, and 17, God promises the land to Abraham and his descendants; in Deuteronomy 28 through 30, that promise is explicitly conditioned on faithfulness, with exile as the consequence of straying and return as the consequence of repentance—not an unconditional deed, but a relationship with terms attached. Centuries later, after the Babylonian exile described in Chapter 2, the prophet Ezekiel wrote what may be the most visually striking image in the entire Hebrew Bible: a valley of dry bones, reassembling into bodies and rising to life, explicitly interpreted in the text itself as a symbol for the ingathering of scattered exiles back to their land (Ezekiel 37).

	None of this, by itself, is where most Americans get confused. The confusion starts with what Jewish tradition actually expects to happen next—and how differently that expectation runs from the version most familiar to American evangelicals.

	In Jewish tradition, the mashiach (“anointed one”) is a human being, a descendant of King David, not a divine figure and not someone returning from a prior appearance, since Judaism holds there was no first coming to begin with. The clearest classical statement of what this figure is expected to accomplish comes from Maimonides, the twelfth-century philosopher and legal codifier, in his Mishneh Torah: the messiah gathers the scattered exiles, rebuilds the Temple in Jerusalem, restores Jewish sovereignty, and ends warfare, at which point, in Maimonides’ words, “the entire occupation of the world will be only to know God”. Nations recognize God, in this account, without converting to Judaism. And in a detail that runs directly counter to the popular script of an apocalyptic climax, Maimonides explicitly warns against assuming the messianic age requires miracles, resurrection of the dead, or any change to the ordinary laws of nature—noting that the second-century sage Rabbi Akiva believed the rebel leader Bar Kokhba might be the messiah precisely because he judged him by his political and military success, not by any supernatural sign. No Armageddon, no cosmic battle, mostly, in Maimonides’ telling, a very good, very ordinary peace.

	Jewish tradition also contains an explicit brake on acting to bring this about by force. The Talmud (Ketubot 111a) records a passage describing three oaths: that Jews should not “ascend to the land as a wall”—most classical commentators, including Rashi, read this as a ban on a mass, forced return—that Jews should not rebel against the nations among whom they live, and that the nations should not oppress the Jews excessively. For roughly eighteen centuries, this passage functioned as a theological argument for patience: redemption would come on God’s timeline, not through organized political action.

	Modern religious Zionism had to argue its way around exactly this text. Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, the first Ashkenazi chief rabbi of British Mandate Palestine, developed the most influential response: that the return to the land and the building of a state—even one led largely by secular Jews with no religious motivation at all—represented atchalta de-geula, “the beginning of the redemption,” a divinely significant process unfolding in real historical time, not a violation of the old restraint but its fulfillment. This is a minority theological position within Judaism, not a consensus one, and it remains contested today. Other Orthodox communities reject it entirely: the Satmar Hasidic movement and the smaller Neturei Karta group hold, on the basis of the same Talmudic passage, that a Jewish state established by human political effort ahead of the messiah’s arrival is a theological transgression, not a fulfillment—which is why some ultra-Orthodox Jews can be seen at anti-Israel demonstrations, a sight that regularly confuses onlookers who assume all religious Jews share one view of the state. Reform Judaism, meanwhile, has largely moved away from a literal, personal messiah altogether, treating the messianic age instead as a moral horizon to work toward rather than a supernatural event to await.

	This is worth dwelling on because American support for Israel is often assumed to rest on shared theology, when for a large bloc of that support, it doesn’t. The framework in which the return of Jews to their land functions as a sign of the coming end times—followed by a period of tribulation, a climactic battle, and the return of Christ—is Christian dispensationalism, a nineteenth-century theological system developed by the Anglo-Irish preacher John Nelson Darby and popularized in the United States through the 1909 Scofield Reference Bible. In most dispensationalist readings, the unfolding drama concludes with the Jewish people themselves recognizing Christ—meaning Jews function, within this theology, as a supporting element in a Christian story about a Christian ending, not as the protagonists of their own. It’s a coherent theological system on its own terms, and it has translated into genuine, consequential political support for Israel among American evangelicals for well over a century. It is simply not a Jewish belief, and conflating the two—treating “Christian Zionism” and “Judaism’s view of Israel” as the same thing—misunderstands both.

	What actually unites most Jews on this question isn’t a shared messianic timetable at all. Pew Research’s 2020 survey found that only about a quarter of American Jews say they believe in the God of the Bible in a traditional sense, and that religion ranks well below ethnicity and culture in how most describe their Jewish identity, a pattern already covered in Chapter 1. For the majority, the pull toward Israel has little to do with waiting for a messiah of any kind. It has much more to do with the far more recent and far more secular history covered in the next chapter: two world wars, and what happened to European Jewry in between them.



	




	 

	5.

	One Partition Accepted, One Rejected:
1948, the War That Followed, and Two 
Exoduses Nobody Talks About Together

	The two decades between the First Zionist Congress and the next chapter of this story were shaped by a war, not a negotiation. When the Ottoman Empire, which had ruled this land since 1517, entered the First World War on the losing side, Britain seized the opportunity: General Edmund Allenby captured Jerusalem in December 1917, and by war’s end British forces controlled the entire territory. A month before Allenby’s entry into the city, on November 2, 1917, the British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour had written to Lord Rothschild, a leader of Britain’s Jewish community, stating that the government “view[ed] with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people”—the diplomatic recognition Herzl had spent years failing to extract from the Ottoman sultan himself, arriving two decades after his death. The Allied powers formalized Britain’s control at the San Remo Conference in April 1920, and the League of Nations folded the Balfour Declaration’s language directly into the legal text of the British Mandate for Palestine, approved on July 24, 1922, and in force the following year. For the first time since the Roman era, a great power had made an explicit, internationally recognized commitment to Jewish self-determination in this land. It also, almost immediately, ran into its first major carve-out.

	In 1921, before that commitment had been tested by anything resembling a Jewish or Palestinian state, Britain carved out its first major exception. Facing a crisis after France had ousted the Hashemite prince Faisal from Syria that July, Britain moved to secure the loyalty of his brother Abdullah, then marching into the region with an armed following, by installing him as ruler of a newly separated Transjordan—roughly 77% of the Mandate’s total territory, formalized the following year as Article 25 of the Mandate document. The territory was explicitly excluded from the Balfour Declaration’s “Jewish national home” provisions. Zionists across the political spectrum were unhappy with the decision at the time, but it was Ze’ev Jabotinsky’s Revisionist movement that made reversing it a defining cause, coining the slogan “two banks has the Jordan—this one and that one too”, a political lineage that runs through Menachem Begin’s Herut party to the modern Likud. Whether this counted as Britain reneging on a prior commitment or simply exercising discretion built into the Mandate from the start is itself disputed among historians—Transjordan, on one serious reading, was never unambiguously promised to the Jewish national home in the first place, making its separate administration an ambiguous carve-out rather than a clear-cut betrayal. Either way, the practical effect was to confine Jewish national aspirations, from 1922 onward, to the roughly one-quarter of the original Mandate lying west of the Jordan River—the territory this book has otherwise been describing simply as Palestine.

	On November 29, 1947, the UN General Assembly voted 33 to 13, with 10 abstentions, to adopt Resolution 181, partitioning British Mandate Palestine into a Jewish state, an Arab state, and an internationally administered Jerusalem. The Jewish Agency, the recognized leadership of the Jewish community in Palestine, accepted the plan despite reservations about its borders. The Arab Higher Committee and the surrounding Arab League states rejected it outright, refusing to recognize any partition that created a Jewish state on land they considered part of the Arab world. Within hours, violence broke out between Jewish and Arab communities in Palestine, and a civil war ran through the following months.

	On May 14, 1948, hours before the British Mandate formally ended, Jewish leaders declared the independence of the State of Israel. The next day, the armies of Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq invaded, intent, as several Arab leaders stated publicly at the time, on preventing the new state from surviving. That invasion is not something Israel started, and much of the war’s subsequent course was fought against it. But it followed, rather than caused, an earlier and consequential phase: the civil war that had been underway since the day after the partition vote, in which Haganah forces2, operating under a military plan finalized on March 10, 1948, went on the offensive starting in early April—a full six weeks before any Arab army crossed the border. Operations that month secured Jaffa, the Arab neighborhoods of Haifa, and the Tel Aviv—Jerusalem road; by May 13, one day before independence was declared and two days before the Arab invasion, an estimated 300,000 Palestinians, roughly forty percent of the war’s eventual total, had already left their homes. Historians differ sharply on how to characterize this phase—mainstream accounts, including Benny Morris’s, describe it largely as military necessity against an increasingly hostile and better-armed environment, while others, most prominently Ilan Pappé, argue it reflected a deliberate strategy of territorial expansion beyond the partition lines. What isn’t disputed is the sequence: a significant share of Israel’s eventual territorial gains and Palestinian displacement predates the Arab state invasion this book, like most accounts, treats as the war’s start. Israel won the war that followed, at a cost of roughly 1% of its Jewish population killed, ending controlling roughly 78% of Mandate Palestine west of the Jordan River—well beyond the 55% the UN partition plan had allocated to the Jewish state. It’s worth being precise about what happened to the rest, since it’s easy to misread the outcome as territory taken from Israel rather than what it actually was. The partition plan had assigned the remaining 42%—including what is now the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, plus western Galilee—to the proposed Arab state, with Jerusalem and Bethlehem set aside as an internationally administered zone belonging to neither. That Arab state never came into existence, because its intended leadership rejected the plan and went to war instead. What emerged from the fighting was not a Jewish state expanding into Arab territory, but two of Israel’s neighbors absorbing the land meant for a Palestinian state that was never allowed to form: Jordan occupied the West Bank and formally annexed it in 1950, a move recognized only by Britain and Pakistan, while Egypt took control of the Gaza Strip and administered it as occupied territory without ever annexing it outright. Jerusalem itself ended up divided by force between Israel and Jordan rather than internationalized as the plan intended. None of the three outcomes envisioned in November 1947—a Jewish state on 55% of the land, an Arab state on 42%, and an international Jerusalem—matched what the map looked like by 1949. No independent Arab Palestinian state emerged from the war—not because the possibility had never existed, but because the leadership that might have built one had rejected the plan that offered it, gambled on a military solution instead, and lost.

	The war produced two population displacements, on a similar scale, in the same years, that are almost never discussed together.

	The first, and by far the more widely known, is the Palestinian exodus: roughly 700,000 Arabs, out of a prewar population of about 1.3 million, fled or were expelled from what became Israel between late 1947 and early 1949. Historians who have examined the archival record—including Israeli historians working from Israeli military and government files—describe the causes as varied rather than singular: some fled combat zones the way civilians do in any war; some left after Israeli forces expelled Arab populations from specific towns, most notably Lydda and Ramle in July 1948; and many fled in panic after news spread of the Deir Yassin massacre of April 9, 1948, in which Jewish paramilitary fighters from the Irgun and Lehi killed over 100 Palestinian villagers, a death toll that was inflated by contemporary reports to as high as 250 and has since been revised downward by later scholarship, though the killings themselves are not disputed. What the archival record does not support, according to the same historians, is the older claim—for decades the official Israeli government explanation—that a single, country-wide Arab policy instructed Palestinians everywhere to evacuate their homes as part of a coordinated plan. That blanket explanation is now understood by most historians, including Israeli ones, to have originated largely as postwar Israeli messaging rather than documented fact. Local exceptions exist, and the clearest one, discussed next, cuts the opposite way.

	Haifa is that exception, and the clearest documented case of the opposite dynamic: not every Arab community faced identical pressures, and not everyone left. As the battle for the city concluded in April 1948, Haifa’s Jewish mayor, Shabtai Levy, pleaded in person, reportedly in tears, with Arab community leaders to keep their residents in the city; the local Haganah commander publicly promised that Arabs who stayed “would enjoy equality and peace”; and the British military commander overseeing the handover urged the same. Contemporary reporting from The Economist and Time, and later research by historians across the political spectrum—including Benny Morris, whose work this chapter has already drawn on for the opposite conclusion in other towns—found that Haifa’s Arab exodus was driven primarily by evacuation orders from the Arab Higher Committee, over the objections of the local Jewish and British leadership, not by pressure from the Haganah. Roughly 156,000 Arabs remained within the new state’s borders when the war ended and were granted Israeli citizenship. Their descendants, along with the Druze and Bedouin citizens generally counted alongside them, now number about 2 million people, roughly 21% of Israel’s population today, with full citizenship rights: they vote, have sat in the Knesset in every session since its first in 1949, and have served as Supreme Court justices since 1999, most recently Khaled Kabub, appointed in 2022.

	The second displacement is far less discussed in the West, though it involved a comparable number of people: over 850,000 Jews left Arab countries between 1948 and the early 1970s, the great majority under conditions of state-sanctioned persecution rather than war-zone displacement, since most of these countries were not themselves battlegrounds. Iraq stripped Jews of citizenship and made Zionism a capital offense; roughly 130,000 of Iraq’s 135,000 Jews left within a few years, most airlifted to Israel in 1951 under Operations Ezra and Nehemiah. Yemen’s Jewish community, numbering roughly 50,000, was evacuated almost in its entirety between 1949 and 1950 in Operation Magic Carpet, after riots killed dozens of Jews in Aden in the aftermath of the UN partition vote. Libya’s Jewish community of some 38,000 was reduced to zero over the following decades; Egypt expelled or drove out most of its Jewish population after 1956; similar patterns unfolded in Syria and across the Maghreb. A separate, later wave followed the 1979 Iranian Revolution, when roughly 70,000 more Jews left Iran as the new regime made clear that Jewish life under it would be constrained. Unlike the Palestinian exodus, which took place within and around a war zone, most of this displacement occurred in countries at peace, targeting civilian populations for what they were rather than for where they lived.

	The two exoduses did not lead to comparable outcomes. Jews arriving in Israel from Arab countries received citizenship immediately under the Law of Return described in Chapter 1, however difficult their integration often was in practice—Mizrahi Jews, as this population and its descendants are now called, make up more than half of Israel’s Jewish population today. Palestinian refugees, by contrast, were with the partial exception of Jordan largely denied citizenship by the Arab states that received them, and a UN agency created specifically for their case, UNRWA, extended refugee status to descendants indefinitely—a policy without parallel in how the UN treats any other refugee population in the world, and one that means the great-grandchildren of the original 700,000 are still formally counted as refugees today, numbering in the millions.

	None of this settles the political argument over responsibility, return, or compensation that still surrounds both displacements—those remain genuinely disputed questions, addressed later in this book. What the record does settle is simpler: 1948 did not produce one refugee population. It produced two, of similar size, in the same years, and only one of them is part of the story most people in the West have ever heard.

	



	




	 

	6.

	New Jersey, Surrounded.
What a Map Teaches You in Ten Seconds

	Pull up a map, and the first thing that should strike you about Israel is how little of it there is. The country covers approximately 20,770 square kilometers within its pre-1967 borders—close to the size of New Jersey, sometimes slightly larger, sometimes slightly smaller depending on which measurement of coastal water is included, but close enough that the comparison holds. At its narrowest point, near the coastal city of Netanya, Israel was only about 15 kilometers—roughly 9 miles—wide before 1967: a distance you could drive in under fifteen minutes, separating the Mediterranean Sea from what was then Jordanian-controlled territory. Israeli security planners have cited that 9-mile waist for decades as a central fact of the country’s strategic thinking, since it means the country’s most populated coastal strip sits within realistic artillery, and now rocket, range from its eastern border under certain territorial configurations.

	The neighbors are not abstractions. Israel borders Lebanon to the north, Syria to the northeast, Jordan to the east, and Egypt to the southwest, with the West Bank and Gaza Strip—Palestinian territories with their own separate governing authorities—sitting inside and against its eastern and southwestern edges respectively. Every one of those states except Egypt and Jordan, which signed peace treaties with Israel in 1979 and 1994, fought wars against it in 1948, 1967, 1973, or some combination of the three. Lebanon adds a further layer: Israel invaded in 1982 to drive out the PLO, which had built a state-within-a-state in southern Lebanon and was launching attacks across the border—and that invasion, in one of the conflict’s sharper ironies, is what led Lebanese Shia fighters to found Hezbollah in 1985 in response to the Israeli occupation that followed. Hezbollah, now an Iran-backed militia operating from Lebanese territory the Lebanese government does not fully control, then initiated the 2006 war itself, with a cross-border raid that killed three Israeli soldiers and captured two others.

	Zoom out further and the disproportion gets starker. The Arab world—the twenty-two member states of the Arab League—covers roughly 13.1 million square kilometers and holds a combined population of around 456 million people. Israel’s pre-1967 land area amounts to less than 0.2% of that figure: for every square kilometer of Israel, the surrounding Arab world has roughly 630. Egypt alone is about fifty times larger than Israel; Saudi Arabia is over a hundred times larger. None of this proves anything by itself about who is right in any particular dispute—size is not a legal or moral argument—but it does mean that the framing of Israel as an overwhelming regional power dominating a weak, outmatched neighborhood gets the basic geography backwards. In terms of territory and population, Israel is the small country in this story, sitting on a sliver of land between the Mediterranean and a set of nations that, at various points since 1948, have both individually and collectively fought to eliminate it.

	This geography helps explain a pattern that otherwise looks strange from the outside: Israeli governments across the political spectrum, including ones that later gave up territory for peace, have treated control of high ground and buffer zones as existential rather than optional. The Golan Heights, captured from Syria in the 1967 war and formally annexed by Israel in 1981 in a move not recognized by most of the world except the United States, rises 400 to 1,700 feet along its western escarpment overlooking Israel’s Hula Valley and Galilee communities below; before 1967, Syrian artillery on the plateau periodically shelled Israeli farming towns in the valley. The West Bank’s high ridgeline overlooks the densely populated coastal plain, home to most of Israel’s population and economic activity, and Ben Gurion Airport itself sits only about 10 kilometers (6 miles) from the pre-1967 line at its closest point. None of this settles the political question of what should happen to these territories today—that argument, on both sides, involves competing claims to sovereignty, security, and self-determination that later chapters address directly. But it explains why Israeli security discourse keeps returning to terrain that, on a larger map, might look like a minor tactical detail.

	It’s worth returning, finally, to the conversation that opened this book, on that delayed flight. Not knowing that Israel borders Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Egypt isn’t a minor gap in trivia. It’s the difference between picturing a regional heavyweight surrounded by hapless neighbors, and picturing what the map actually shows: a country smaller than many American counties, embedded in and surrounded by a landmass many hundreds of times its size, whose security decisions—right or wrong, and reasonable people disagree about plenty of them—have consistently been shaped by the fact that there is very little room in which to get anything wrong.

	



	




	 

	7.

	Two Claims, One Land
Why the Negotiations Kept Failing, on Both Sides

	By the spring of 1967, the ceasefire lines left over from 1948 had turned into one of the tensest borders on Earth. Cross-border raids by Fatah, then a new militant faction, and skirmishes along the Syrian frontier over water rights escalated into a full aerial battle that April, in which Israeli jets shot down six Syrian fighters. In mid-May, Egypt’s president Gamal Abdel Nasser mobilized his army into the Sinai Peninsula, demanded the withdrawal of the UN peacekeeping force that had separated Egyptian and Israeli forces since 1956, and, on May 22, closed the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping—an act Israel had stated for over a decade it would treat as a declaration of war, since it cut off the port supplying most of the country’s oil. Jordan then placed its own army under Egyptian command, and Iraq moved troops into position alongside them. Facing what its government read as a coordinated mobilization for an existential attack, Israel struck first on the morning of June 5, destroying most of Egypt’s air force on the ground within hours and following with similar strikes against Syria and Jordan. In six days of fighting, Israel took the Sinai Peninsula and Gaza Strip from Egypt, the West Bank and East Jerusalem from Jordan, and the Golan Heights from Syria—more than tripling the territory under its control. 

	Whether the threat Israel faced was as imminent as its government believed, or whether preemption reflected a broader strategic opportunity, remains debated among historians; what isn’t disputed is that Egypt’s blockade and the surrounding military buildup, not an Israeli decision to expand, set the crisis in motion. The war’s aftermath created the situation this book describes throughout Chapters 6 through 8—an Israel administering millions of Palestinians in territories it had not expected to hold a week earlier, and a United Nations resolution, 242, that called for Israeli withdrawal from occupied territory in exchange for peace, a formula that has structured nearly every negotiation since.

	Twenty years of occupation without resolution—punctuated by the 1973 Yom Kippur War, a surprise Egyptian-Syrian attack launched on Judaism’s holiest day that Israel narrowly repelled after early losses, and by the 1979 treaty in which Egypt’s Anwar Sadat became the first Arab leader to formally recognize Israel, trading that recognition for the return of the Sinai Peninsula captured in 1967—fed into an uprising few in Israel’s government saw coming. On December 9, 1987, an Israeli truck collided with a car in Gaza’s Jabalia refugee camp, killing four Palestinians; a rumor that the crash had been deliberate touched off the First Intifada, a mostly civilian uprising—strikes, boycotts, stone-throwing, tax refusal—that spread within days across Gaza and the West Bank and continued for years. By the time it wound down, Israeli forces had killed over a thousand Palestinians and Palestinian factions had killed roughly 200 Israelis and some 350 fellow Palestinians accused of collaboration. It was during this uprising’s first weeks, in December 1987, that a Gaza offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood announced itself as the Islamic Resistance Movement—Hamas—positioning itself from the start as a religious rival to the secular, PLO-led leadership of the revolt, a rivalry that would shape Palestinian politics for decades and that Chapter 8 covers directly. The uprising’s political shockwaves helped push both sides toward the table: the Madrid Conference of 1991 produced the first direct talks between Israeli and Palestinian representatives, and secret channels opened in Madrid’s wake led, within two years, to Oslo.

	Understanding why the PLO arrived at Madrid, and eventually at Oslo, at all means going back further than the Intifada. 

	Fatah, the faction Arafat led, was founded in 1959, and the PLO itself in 1964 under Arab League and Egyptian sponsorship—both organizations predate any significant Soviet involvement, and the Soviet Union initially kept the PLO at arm’s length, preferring state-to-state relations with Arab governments and viewing the group’s founding leadership as unpredictable. That changed after Israel’s decisive victory in the 1967 war, which the Soviets read as a defeat for their own regional influence as much as for their Arab allies.

	Moscow expanded support for Arab states and, increasingly, for Palestinian factions, as part of the broader Cold War pattern in which the US backed Israel and the USSR backed its adversaries. Declassified KGB archival material—smuggled to the West in 1992 by the defector Vasili Mitrokhin and later published by the Cambridge historian Christopher Andrew—documents Soviet arms, funding, and guerrilla training for Fatah from the early 1970s onward, including roughly 194 Fatah members sent to train in the USSR; the same archive shows the KGB was initially more drawn to the explicitly Marxist-Leninist PFLP faction than to Arafat’s more nationalist, ideologically flexible Fatah, and treated Arafat himself with some wariness, one internal memo noting dryly that he “only keeps promises that benefit him”. Arafat took support where he found it—from Moscow, from Arab states, from China—without becoming a reliable instrument of any single patron. What changed his calculus more than anything was the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991, which removed the PLO’s most significant external backer just as the first Gulf War had isolated it diplomatically for backing Iraq; by 1993, a weakened PLO negotiating from a position of genuine desperation, not strength, was part of what made Arafat’s turn toward Oslo possible.

	On September 13, 1993, Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat shook hands on the White House lawn after signing the Oslo Accords, in which the two sides recognized each other for the first time—Israel recognizing the PLO as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, the PLO recognizing Israel’s right to exist. Oslo created the Palestinian Authority, a limited self-governing body for parts of the West Bank and Gaza and set out a framework for further negotiations toward a final settlement of the core issues—borders, Jerusalem, refugees, and security—that the accords themselves left unresolved. It was meant to be a five-year interim process. Instead, it became the frame within which every subsequent negotiation, and every subsequent collapse, has taken place.

	The first major attempt at a final agreement came at Camp David in July 2000, where President Bill Clinton brought together Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak and Arafat for two weeks of negotiations. What exactly Barak offered remains disputed even in its particulars—accounts place the territorial offer anywhere from 73% to over 90% of the West Bank depending on the stage of talks and which map is being described, plus the Gaza Strip in full, a capital of sorts in part of East Jerusalem, and compensation for refugees, though not a right of return into Israel itself. Barak’s own advisors and American mediators, including Ambassador Dennis Ross, described it publicly as the most far-reaching offer any Israeli government had made. Arafat rejected it and, by the account of the American and Israeli participants, offered no counterproposal of his own. Palestinian officials and sympathetic historians have pushed back hard on this framing since: they argue the offer was less generous than portrayed, would have left a fragmented Palestinian territory without full sovereignty over its borders, airspace, or Jerusalem’s holy sites, and came from an Israeli government that had itself continued expanding settlements throughout the talks—making trust, on the Palestinian side, already in short supply. Both critiques can be true at once: Arafat may have rejected a genuinely serious offer while also having genuine grounds for distrust. The talks collapsed in late July with no agreement, and by December, Clinton put forward a more detailed bridging proposal—the “Clinton Parameters”—that both sides nominally accepted with reservations so significant that a final round of talks at Taba, Egypt, in January 2001 also ended without an agreement, overtaken by the end of Clinton’s term and Barak’s electoral defeat weeks later.

	Between the two summits, the Second Intifada erupted in late September 2000, triggered most immediately by Likud opposition leader Ariel Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount, though the deeper causes—mounting frustration on both sides after the summit’s collapse—had been building for months. The uprising that followed, marked by suicide bombings in Israeli cities and a heavy Israeli military response in the West Bank and Gaza, killed roughly 1,000 Israelis and over 3,000 Palestinians before it wound down around 2005, and it hardened political positions on both sides for years afterward: many Israelis concluded that territorial concessions had been answered with terrorism rather than peace, while many Palestinians concluded that negotiation itself had failed to end the occupation and that the cost of the uprising had been borne overwhelmingly by their own civilians.

	A second serious attempt came in 2008, when Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert held roughly three dozen negotiating sessions with Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas over nearly two years. In September 2008, Olmert presented Abbas with a proposal offering a Palestinian state on approximately 94% of the West Bank, with land swaps from pre-1967 Israel making up most of the difference, a capital in Arab East Jerusalem, international administration of Jerusalem’s Old City, and the resettlement in Israel of a small, symbolic number of Palestinian refugees alongside broader compensation. Abbas has since confirmed, in later interviews, that he did not accept the offer—he has said he was not permitted to keep the map to study it, and that the gap between the two sides’ positions remained too wide on refugees in particular. The talks were then overtaken by events: Olmert resigned that same month amid a corruption investigation unrelated to the negotiations, and Israel’s military operation in Gaza that December, launched in response to rocket fire, ended the process before Olmert left office the following year.

	No formal negotiations at this level have restarted since, though lower-level talks and American-led initiatives have continued intermittently. What connects all three collapses is not a single villain but a recurring structure: Israeli governments offering territorial withdrawal contingent on security guarantees and an end to further claims, and Palestinian leaderships unwilling to sign an agreement that, in their assessment, fell short on sovereignty, Jerusalem, or refugees—while Israeli settlement construction in the West Bank continued through nearly every round of talks, undermining Palestinian confidence that a viable, contiguous state was still on offer even when the percentages looked generous on paper. Both sides have real grievances about how the other has negotiated. Neither side’s account, on its own, explains the whole twenty-year pattern.

	



	




	 

	8.

	Not One Bloc
Fatah, Hamas, and a Charter 
That Changes Everything

	It’s common, in American discussion of this conflict, to hear “the Palestinians” spoken of as a single political actor with a single position. They aren’t, and haven’t been for nearly two decades. Since 2007, Palestinian politics has been split between two rival governments with different territories, different charters, and, on the most basic question in this entire book—whether Israel has a right to exist—flatly different answers.

	The split traces back to a decision Israel made unilaterally. In August and September 2005, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon withdrew all Israeli soldiers and settlers—roughly 8,000 to 8,500 people across 21 settlements—from the Gaza Strip, along with four smaller settlements in the West Bank, ending 38 years of Israeli military presence inside Gaza itself. Sharon framed it as a security-driven move made without a reliable Palestinian partner for negotiations, and it was carried out without a coordinated handover to the Palestinian Authority. The stated hope, inside Israel and among Western governments backing the move, was that Palestinians in Gaza would now have the opportunity to govern and build the territory themselves, free of Israeli military occupation, as a possible model for how a broader withdrawal from the West Bank might eventually work.

	That test came quickly, and its result reshaped everything that followed. In January 2006, Palestinians went to the polls for legislative elections, and Hamas—running as “Change and Reform”—won 74 of the 132 seats to Fatah’s 45, a result some election analysts attribute partly to Palestinians’ frustration with Fatah’s corruption and the stalled peace process rather than a wholesale embrace of Hamas’s founding ideology. A power-sharing arrangement between the two parties collapsed within months, and in June 2007, Hamas seized full military control of the Gaza Strip from Fatah forces in several days of violent factional fighting, killing hundreds of people. Since then, Gaza and the West Bank have been governed separately: Hamas ruling Gaza without further elections, and the Fatah-led Palestinian Authority administering parts of the West Bank under the Oslo framework, recognized internationally, including by Israel, as the legitimate Palestinian negotiating partner. Multiple attempts to reunify the two governments since 2007 have all failed.

	The distance between them is not just geographic. Fatah and the PLO formally recognized Israel’s right to exist in the 1993 Oslo exchange of letters described in Chapter 7, and the PLO remains, on paper, committed to a negotiated two-state solution. Hamas has never done either. Its founding 1988 covenant states its goal as the destruction of the State of Israel through jihad, frames the conflict in explicitly religious terms, and—in one of its most widely criticized passages—cites the antisemitic forgery “The Protocols of the Elders of Zion” as if it were a legitimate source. In May 2017, Hamas issued a revised “Document of General Principles and Policies”, softening its language considerably: it describes the conflict as being with “the Zionist project”, not with Jews as such, and states for the first time a willingness to accept an interim Palestinian state on the 1967 borders as a matter of “national consensus.” But the group was explicit that this new document did not replace or repeal the 1988 charter, only supplemented it, and the 2017 text itself still describes the goal as “the full and complete liberation of Palestine, from the river to the sea”—language incompatible with Israel’s continued existence in any form—and still declines to recognize Israel outright. Hamas leaders have said publicly, both before and after 2017, that they will not negotiate directly with Israel.

	This is the distinction that gets lost when American commentary treats “the Palestinians” as a bloc: a two-state solution requires a Palestinian partner willing to accept a permanent Israeli state alongside it, and one of the two governing Palestinian authorities has never agreed to that, while the other has, however imperfectly, been operating on that basis for three decades.

	Gaza’s isolation after 2007 was real but not absolute. Israel and Egypt imposed a blockade on the territory, restricting movement of people and goods, citing the need to prevent Hamas from importing weapons; the policy drew sustained international criticism over its humanitarian toll. Yet even under blockade, Israel maintained a system of work permits for Gazan laborers, mainly in agriculture and construction, as part of what Israeli officials described as an economic-relief policy intended to ease pressure on the territory and reduce the incentive for violence. By October 7, 2023, roughly 18,500 residents of Gaza held valid Israeli work permits, commuting daily into Israel and Israeli-controlled areas for jobs that paid several times what equivalent work paid inside Gaza. Israel suspended and then revoked these permits in the days following the October 7 attack, and they have not been broadly reinstated since—a policy shift addressed in a later chapter, alongside the attack that prompted it.

	



	




	 

	9.

	Beyond the Conflict
The Israeli Society the Headlines Never Show

	Ask most Americans to picture Israel, and the image that comes back is almost always the conflict: soldiers, rockets, protests, funerals. All of that is real, and earlier chapters take it seriously. But a country of nearly 10 million people is not a single news cycle, and the parts of Israeli life that never make it into a headline turn out to matter for understanding the place at all.

	Start with the basics of how it functions. Israel is a parliamentary democracy modeled loosely on the British system, with a 120-seat legislature, the Knesset, elected by national proportional representation, an independent judiciary that has repeatedly ruled against the government of the day, including on settlement policy and military conduct, and a famously unrestrained free press that publishes investigative reporting critical of its own government and military on a near-daily basis. Elections are competitive and multiparty to the point of chaos—five took place between 2019 and 2022 alone, as coalitions repeatedly collapsed—which is its own kind of evidence that no single faction has been able to lock down permanent control.

	The population itself is far less homogeneous than “Jewish state” suggests to an outsider. Of roughly 9.8 million residents, about 21% are Arab citizens, a fact covered in Chapter 5. Among the Jewish majority, the internal diversity is just as significant. Ashkenazi Jews, with roots in Europe, historically dominated the country’s founding institutions, but Mizrahi and Sephardi Jews—those with roots in the Middle East and North Africa, whose displacement from Arab countries was covered in Chapter 5—now make up close to half the Jewish population and have reshaped its politics, food, and popular culture, from the Shas political party founded in 1984 to represent Mizrahi religious interests to singers like Ofra Haza, who brought Yemenite musical traditions into the Israeli mainstream. Roughly 175,000 citizens are Ethiopian Jews, members of the Beta Israel community airlifted to Israel mainly through two covert operations—Operation Moses in 1984, which evacuated about 8,000 people fleeing through Sudan, and Operation Solomon in 1991, which brought over 14,000 people out of Addis Ababa in thirty-six hours as Ethiopia’s government collapsed. And roughly a million more trace back to the wave of immigration from the former Soviet Union in the 1990s, after Mikhail Gorbachev’s government lifted restrictions on Jewish emigration—a single decade’s migration equivalent to more than one in every ten people currently living in the country, which reshaped Israeli politics, science, and classical music in ways still visible today.

	The economy built by this population is, by a wide margin, the most distinctive part of the story Americans rarely hear. 

	Israel spends around 6% of its GDP on research and development, the highest share of any country in the world and roughly double the OECD average, funding a technology sector that accounts for close to a fifth of the country’s entire economic output despite employing only about one in ten workers. More Israeli companies are listed on the Nasdaq than those of almost any country besides the United States and China, a remarkable figure for a nation of fewer than 10 million people with no significant oil reserves or other natural-resource wealth to fall back on. The nickname “Start-Up Nation,” popularized by a 2009 book of the same name, has stuck because it’s accurate: Israel has one of the highest concentrations of startups per capita anywhere on Earth, built substantially on skills transferred from mandatory military service in technical units, research partnerships between universities and industry, and a wave of Soviet-trained scientists and engineers who arrived with the 1990s immigration wave just described.

	None of this erases or excuses anything covered elsewhere in this book. A functioning democracy with a thriving tech sector is not a defense against legitimate criticism of specific policies, any more than the existence of Silicon Valley excuses whatever complaints Americans might have about their own government. But a reader who only ever encounters Israel through coverage of the conflict ends up with a picture that’s accurate as far as it goes and radically incomplete—missing the elected government answerable to courts and voters, the Ethiopian grandmother and the Russian physicist and the Yemenite singer who are all, in the most literal legal sense, equally Israeli, and the economy that, whatever else is true about the region, has made this small country one of the most technologically significant on the planet.



	




	 

	10.

	The Line People Keep Erasing
Criticizing a Government vs. Denying a People

	Some of the harshest criticism of Israeli government policy in the world is written, broadcast, and shouted in Hebrew, inside Israel, by Israelis. The country’s press investigates its own military conduct; its Supreme Court has struck down government actions on settlements and detention policy; hundreds of thousands of Israelis have marched against their own prime ministers, including sustained protests against Benjamin Netanyahu’s judicial overhaul in 2023 and against his wartime conduct afterward. Deborah Lipstadt, the historian who served as the U.S. State Department’s special envoy for combating antisemitism, has pointed out that some of the sharpest critiques of Israeli policy can be found any afternoon at a café table in Tel Aviv. None of that is antisemitic. It’s ordinary democratic argument, the same kind every country’s citizens have about their own government.

	So where is the actual line? The most widely adopted attempt to answer that question is the working definition published in 2016 by the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), an intergovernmental body whose members include the United States and most of Europe. Its core text is short: antisemitism is “a certain perception of Jews, which may be expressed as hatred toward Jews”, manifested in speech, writing, or action against Jewish people, institutions, or property. The definition is accompanied by eleven illustrative examples, several of which address Israel specifically—and the text is explicit that ordinary criticism doesn’t qualify: “criticism of Israel similar to that leveled against any other country cannot be regarded as antisemitic”. What the examples do flag as antisemitic includes: denying the Jewish people, uniquely among peoples, the right to self-determination—for instance, by claiming that the existence of a Jewish state is inherently a racist enterprise; applying a standard of behavior to Israel that isn’t demanded of any other democratic nation; holding Jewish individuals collectively responsible for actions of the Israeli government simply because they are Jewish; and attaching classic antisemitic imagery—blood libel, conspiracies about hidden Jewish power, the medieval charge that Jews killed Jesus—to modern arguments about Israel.

	A simpler, older version of roughly the same test comes from Natan Sharansky, a former Soviet dissident and Israeli government minister, who proposed in 2004 that three “Ds” reliably separate criticism from antisemitism: demonization (treating Israel as uniquely evil rather than a state that, like any other, makes mistakes), double standards (holding Israel to a standard applied to no other country, including nations engaged in far bloodier conflicts that draw no comparable global protest movement), and delegitimization (denying Israel’s right to exist at all, rather than objecting to specific policies).

	Neither test is uncontroversial, and the disagreement is worth taking seriously rather than glossing over. Critics—including some scholars of antisemitism itself, along with Palestinian rights advocates—argue that the IHRA’s Israel-related examples are vague enough to be used, and have sometimes been used, to label legitimate criticism of Israeli policy, or advocacy for Palestinian rights, as hate speech, chilling speech that has nothing to do with prejudice against Jews. In 2021, roughly two hundred scholars of antisemitism, Holocaust studies, and Jewish and Middle East studies published an alternative framework, the Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism, specifically to narrow that ambiguity; it states plainly that “criticism that some may see as excessive or contentious, or as reflecting a ‘double standard,’ is not, in and of itself, antisemitic,” while still treating classic antisemitic tropes, Holocaust denial, and violence against Jews as antisemitic regardless of the Israel connection. Even supporters of the Jerusalem Declaration acknowledge it still centers Israel-Palestine more than a general definition of anti-Jewish prejudice arguably should. Both documents, in other words, agree on the extremes and disagree mainly about how much room exists in the middle—which is itself a useful thing to know, since it means the genuinely disputed territory is narrower than the loudest arguments about it suggest.

	What isn’t seriously disputed is that antisemitism, by any definition, has been rising sharply. The Anti-Defamation League (ADL) recorded 8,873 antisemitic incidents in the United States in 2023, its highest total since it began tracking such data in 1979, and 9,354 in 2024—a jump concentrated heavily after October 7, including bomb threats against synagogues, campus harassment, and physical assaults on people identified as Jewish. It’s worth noting, in the spirit of this chapter, that the ADL’s own count is not immune to the underlying dispute: starting in late 2023, the organization began including certain anti-Zionist statements and expressions of support for “resistance” in its tally, a methodological choice that critics—including some Jewish commentators—argue risks conflating harsh political speech with the harassment, vandalism, and violence the audit was originally designed to track. That critique doesn’t erase the underlying trend; independent measures, including physical assaults and vandalism that involve no political speech at all, rose sharply over the same period.

	Put simply: saying an Israeli government policy is wrong, that a specific war was conducted unjustly, or that a prime minister should be voted out is not antisemitic, and treating it as such does real damage to the ability to name antisemitism when it actually appears. Saying that Jews, alone among the world’s peoples, have no legitimate claim to a homeland; blaming ordinary Jewish people anywhere in the world for decisions made by a government they didn’t elect; or reaching for centuries-old tropes about blood, conspiracy, or hidden control and pointing them at a modern nation-state—that’s not criticism of a government. 

	That’s the old thing, wearing new words.

	



	




	 

	11.

	Why It’s Still Going On
An Honest Accounting, and Where to Dig Deeper

	On the morning of October 7, 2023, roughly 1,200 people in Israel were killed in a single day—the deadliest day for Jews since the Holocaust—when Hamas and allied militants breached the border fence around Gaza by land, sea, and air, and attacked more than twenty communities, a music festival, and military posts. Some 251 people were taken hostage into Gaza. The attack involved documented atrocities against civilians, including sexual violence, that were later confirmed by United Nations investigators as well as Israeli and international reporting. It was the deadliest single attack in Israel’s history, in a country of under 10 million people—proportionally, using Israel’s population, the rough equivalent of a single day killing 40,000 Americans, more than ten times September 11th.

	What happened next, in cities with no stake in the war at all, is worth pausing on in light of the previous chapter. 

	Within a day of the attack, before Israel had fired a shot into Gaza, celebratory rallies broke out in several cities—including one in southwest Sydney the night of October 8, where Hamas’s attack was publicly praised as an act of “resistance.” The following night, October 9, a crowd of roughly a thousand gathered outside the Sydney Opera House, chanting “f*** the Jews” and burning an Israeli flag; one of the rally’s own organizers later condemned the chants as the work of “a group of idiots” who he’d tried and failed to stop. Video also circulated claiming the crowd had chanted “gas the Jews,” though a subsequent New South Wales Police forensic audio analysis concluded the phrase was more likely “where’s the Jews”—a genuine dispute worth noting rather than flattening in either direction, per the same standard of care Chapter 10 argued for. A separate rally in New York’s Times Square on October 8 drew condemnation from the city’s mayor after an attendee was photographed displaying a swastika. None of this happened in response to Israel’s military campaign in Gaza, which had not yet begun in any ground sense and would not for nearly three weeks. Chapter 10 drew a line between criticizing Israeli policy and something else entirely—demonization, double standards, classic antisemitic imagery repurposed for a modern argument. Chants celebrating a massacre of civilians, and slurs aimed at Jews as a people rather than at any government or policy, sit unambiguously on the far side of that line, whatever one believes about the war that followed.

	Israel launched a ground invasion of Gaza on October 27, 2023, with the stated goals of dismantling Hamas’s military capacity and freeing the hostages. What followed was the longest and most destructive war in the conflict’s history. Part of what made it so destructive was a tactic Hamas had used in every round of fighting since it took power in 2007, well documented years before this war by outside military analysts, including a 2019 NATO strategic communications study: embedding tunnels, weapons, and command infrastructure inside and beneath civilian buildings, including hospitals, schools, and mosques. Israeli forces, for instance, found and filmed a tunnel shaft running beneath Gaza’s largest hospital, Al-Shifa, in November 2023. Hamas has denied placing military infrastructure in hospitals specifically, and some human rights organizations have stopped short of the legal finding that Hamas directed civilians to specific locations to shield military targets, which is a narrower claim than embedding assets in populated areas generally. But the broader pattern of military use of civilian infrastructure is not seriously disputed, and it is part of why this war produced Palestinian casualty figures far higher than any prior round of fighting between the two sides.

	The Hamas-run Gaza Health Ministry reported a death toll that climbed past 70,000 by early 2026; Israeli military officials, who spent much of the war publicly disputing the ministry’s numbers, told reporters in January 2026 that they now believed the figure to be roughly accurate, and an independent household survey published in The Lancet Global Health estimated the true toll may be even higher. The ministry’s count does not distinguish civilians from combatants, and the two sides never converged on an agreed ratio. A leaked Israeli military intelligence database, reported jointly by The Guardian, +972 Magazine, and Local Call in August 2025, showed that as of that May, only about 8,900 named Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad fighters had been confirmed or presumed dead against roughly 53,000 total deaths recorded at the time—implying named fighters accounted for as little as 17% of the toll, with civilians close to 83%, one of the highest civilian shares researchers have recorded in a modern conflict. Prime Minister Netanyahu offered a starkly different figure in a January 2026 interview with The Economist, citing a civilian-to-combatant ratio of roughly 1.5 to 1; outside researchers who factor in indirect deaths from famine and disease have argued the true ratio runs closer to 5 to 1. When Israeli officials acknowledged the ministry’s overall total as roughly accurate that same month, they were explicit that the breakdown itself remained, in their own words, still under review. Gaza’s population, which had grown rapidly for decades—roughly doubling between the 1990s and 2023—fell by an estimated 6%, or some 160,000 people, in 2024 alone, according to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, as a result of deaths and displacement; UN figures showed a comparable shortfall against pre-war projections.

	Whether Israel’s conduct of the war meets the legal definition of genocide under the 1948 Convention is a question actively before the International Court of Justice, in a case brought by South Africa in December 2023 that, as of mid-2026, remains in its evidentiary phase with no ruling on the merits; the court has found the accusation “plausible” enough to order Israel to take preventive measures, a low legal threshold well short of a finding of guilt, while Israel disputes the court’s jurisdiction entirely. The legal test turns on a single, narrow question that outside observers often skip past: not how many people died or how much of Gaza was destroyed, but whether those directing the war specifically intended to destroy Palestinians as a group, as distinct from intending to defeat Hamas as a military force in ways that caused catastrophic civilian harm. 

	Serious people disagree sharply on how to read the evidence for that intent. The International Association of Genocide Scholars concluded in September 2025, by an 86% vote among the roughly one in five members who participated, that Israel’s actions meet the legal threshold, citing statements by Israeli officials and the scale of civilian harm; Amnesty International and a UN special committee reached similar conclusions. Others with direct access to the war’s conduct disagree just as pointedly: John Spencer, a West Point war studies scholar embedded with Israeli forces on four visits, has argued that the statements most often cited as evidence of genocidal intent—including Netanyahu’s invocation of the biblical figure of Amalek, a phrase also inscribed at Yad Vashem and the Hague’s own Holocaust memorial as a call to vigilance rather than a command to exterminate—come largely from politicians with no command authority, while the officers actually directing operations worked under rules requiring evacuation warnings and precautions his critics say don’t match the war’s death toll. 

	Both sides also point to the same case for opposite conclusions: Israel’s Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, a U.S. and Israeli-backed aid mechanism launched in mid-2025, delivered tens of millions of meals that Israel cites as evidence of humanitarian intent—while the UN Human Rights Office (OHCHR), Human Rights Watch, and Médecins Sans Frontières documented well over a thousand Palestinians killed by Israeli gunfire while trying to reach that same aid, incidents HRW characterized as war crimes and, in its own language, acts consistent with genocide. It’s fair to ask, as Chapter 10 did with Sharansky’s double-standard test, whether human rights organizations devote disproportionate attention to Israel relative to conflicts that kill far more people with far less scrutiny; that’s a real and defensible critique, made by serious foreign-policy scholars and some Western governments, not just partisans. 

	A separate question concerns the methodological reliability of how these organizations conduct their investigations, and therefore their conclusions. Human Rights Watch's 236-page report detailing the events and atrocities of the October 7 attack, along with its repeated documentation over fifteen years of Hamas's extrajudicial executions of Palestinians accused of collaboration, sits uneasily with the idea that the organization is structurally more lenient toward Palestinian conduct than toward Israeli conduct.

	This book won't resolve a case still being argued in The Hague by people with far more access to the underlying evidence than any reader of this book will have. What is not seriously contested by either side is the scale of death and destruction in Gaza over more than two years of war. This book won't resolve a case still being argued in The Hague by people with far more access to the underlying evidence than any reader of this book will have. What is not seriously contested by either side is the scale of death and destruction in Gaza over more than two years of war.

	A ceasefire brokered by the United States, Egypt, and Qatar took effect on October 10, 2025, built around a broader peace framework. Within days, the last living hostages were released; by January 26, 2026, the remains of the final deceased hostage had been returned, ending the hostage crisis entirely, more than two years after it began. The ceasefire has held only partially: both sides have accused the other of violations, several hundred people have been killed in Gaza in the months since, and as of mid-2026, Israeli forces remain deployed across roughly half of Gaza’s territory while Hamas retains control of the rest—an uneasy, incomplete peace rather than a resolved one.

	None of the underlying questions this book has traced were resolved by that ceasefire, which is the honest note to end on. Go back through the chapters: a people with a documented three-thousand-year connection to this land, dispersed and returning; a state built partly from genuine historical claim and partly from the hard mechanics of nineteenth-century nationalism common to the era; a war of independence that produced two roughly equal refugee populations whose outcomes diverged completely; a geography so small that security has never felt optional to the people living in it; a peace process that came close to succeeding at least twice and collapsed both times, for reasons neither side experienced identically; and a Palestinian political leadership still split between one faction that recognizes Israel and one that, by its own founding documents, still does not. Each of these facts, on its own, would be a serious obstacle to peace. Together, they are the reason this conflict has outlasted the lifespans of the people who started it.

	There is no honest version of this book that ends by declaring who is right. Both the Jewish and Palestinian national movements rest on real historical grievance, real attachment to the same strip of land, and real fear—reasonable fear, given the history—of what happens if the other side gets everything it wants. A negotiated end to this conflict, if one ever arrives, will require both peoples to accept less than the maximalist version of their own story, which is precisely what has made every previous attempt so difficult. What this book has tried to do instead is simpler: to replace the version of this conflict assembled from headlines and slogans with one built from documents, dates, and numbers that can be checked—so that the next dinner-table conversation about Israel starts from something sturdier than a vague sense of who the good guys are supposed to be.

	For readers who want to go further than any single book can take them, a few starting points worth trusting: Benny Morris’s archival histories of 1948 and the refugee question, from an author whose scholarship this book has drawn on repeatedly and who is trusted by historians across the political spectrum even when they disagree with his conclusions; the Jewish Virtual Library and the Palestine-focused encyclopedia Palquest for primary documents and competing narrations of the same events, read side by side; the annual reports of B’Tselem and the Israel Democracy Institute for data-driven accounts of Israeli policy from inside Israeli civil society itself; and the reporting of wire services like Reuters and the AP, whose journalists on the ground in both Israel and Gaza have covered this war, at real personal risk, for longer than almost anyone else. None of these sources will tell you what to conclude. That part, as with everything else in this book, is left to you.

	One image from Chapter 4 is worth returning to here. After Ezekiel’s dry bones rise and take on flesh, the prophet describes what comes next: a covenant of peace, wild animals gone from the land, orchards bearing fruit again, people sleeping out in the open without fear of what the night might bring. It’s an old vision, written for people who’d already lived through exile and knew exactly what they were hoping to get back to—not triumph, just an ordinary life nobody has to be afraid to live.

	And maybe that’s the whole point of finally knowing the story—to find yourself wanting that ordinary life for both of them, and meaning it.



	




	 

	Landing

	The pharmacist from seat 14C still doesn’t know, most likely, that this book exists. If she did, and she read it, she wouldn’t come away agreeing with every judgment call made across these chapters—some of them are genuinely arguable, and a careful reader should argue with a few. 

	But she would know things she didn’t know before. 

	That Israel is bordered by Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Egypt, not sharing one with Iran the way she’d half-assumed. That the Hamas charter she’d never heard of still hasn’t been withdrawn, only “supplemented,” and that the document replacing it still doesn’t recognize the country next door. That the same summer of 1948 produced two refugee populations, not one, and that only one of them still carries that label three generations later. That the messiah most American evangelicals are picturing when they talk about Israel isn’t the same figure most religious Jews are picturing at all. None of that tells her how to vote, or what to post, or which side to take the next time it comes up over dinner. It just means that whatever she decides, she’ll be deciding it with the actual shape of the thing in front of her, instead of the shape the news left behind after cutting away everything that happened before last Tuesday.

	That was always the more modest goal here, and it’s worth restating plainly at the end. This book was never going to settle who is right—a Ukrainian-born Israeli grandmother and a Palestinian farmer whose family has worked the same hillside since before either grandparent’s grandparent was born can both be telling the truth about what belongs to them, and the fact that their truths collide is the tragedy at the center of all of this, not a contradiction to be argued away. Boorstin’s line, sitting at the front of this book, said the real obstacle isn’t ignorance—it’s the confidence that arrives before the knowledge does. That confidence is what made the conversation on that flight possible in the first place: not malice, not indifference, just a lifetime of headlines that assumed the reader already knew how the story started.

	So here’s where it started: not in 1948, not on October 7, but three thousand years earlier, with a people whose kingdoms rose and fell and rose again on one small piece of land, dispersed by empires that no longer exist, returning across two millennia in numbers too small to notice until, in one nineteenth-century generation, they weren’t small anymore. And here’s where it stands now, in the summer of 2026: a ceasefire holding by inches, a hostage crisis finally closed after more than two years, two peoples still telling two stories about the same hundred-mile stretch of coastline, and no ending in sight that doesn’t require both of them to give up some piece of the story they’ve been telling themselves since before either of us was born.

	That’s not a satisfying place to stop. It’s just the true one. The next time this comes up—on a delayed flight, in a group chat, over the fence with a neighbor—the conversation won’t necessarily go any better than the one that started this book. But it can at least start from the same three thousand years the two of you are actually standing on, instead of whatever fragment made it onto a screen that morning. That’s the whole ask. Everything else is yours to work out.

	
Notes

		[←1]
	 Trump, Iran and Israel: The Wars Behind the Wars on geopoliticalmonitor.com 




	[←2]
	 The Haganah ("Defense") was the main paramilitary organization of the Jewish community in Mandatory Palestine, founded in 1920 in response to Arab riots that year. It became the core of the Israel Defense Forces upon the state's establishment in May 1948.
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