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The Middle East has rarely known stillness in the decades since the Second World War. In 2011, the region once again seemed to tilt on its axis. From the streets of Tunis to the crowded squares of Cairo, ordinary people rose up against entrenched power. Long-standing rulers fell with startling speed in Tunisia and Egypt, while in Yemen, Libya, and Syria, governments trembled under the weight of mass protest. For a moment, it appeared that history itself was accelerating, that a new political landscape might emerge from the momentum of popular revolt. Across Europe and the United States, leaders voiced support for these uprisings. They praised the courage of Arab citizens demanding freedom, dignity, and democratic rights, the same ideals that have long been held up as the foundation of the modern state. In Libya, that support went beyond words. Western powers launched military strikes against the forces of Muammar Gaddafi, framing their intervention as a defense of civilians and a stand for liberty.

There was, however, an uncomfortable contradiction beneath this enthusiasm. Many of the regimes now being challenged, particularly in Egypt and Tunisia, had long enjoyed Western backing. As protests spread, Western governments moved quickly to reposition themselves, seeking to be seen not as patrons of authoritarianism but as partners in change. This shift was captured in U.S. President Barack Obama’s May 2011 Middle East speech, which signaled a new rhetorical alignment with the region’s demands for reform. Yet amid this wave of support for Arab self-determination, one conflict remained conspicuously untouched. For nearly a century, the struggle between Palestinians and Israelis has defined the modern Middle East. It has consumed vast resources, claimed countless lives, and resisted every serious attempt at resolution. And despite its prominence, the same governments that championed democratic aspirations elsewhere in the region have done remarkably little to secure basic rights and protections for Palestinians. The contrast is difficult to ignore: while some Arab populations were embraced as deserving of freedom, others remained locked in a conflict that the international community seemed unwilling, or unable, to resolve.

The Palestinian–Israeli conflict has generated an immense body of commentary. Historians, journalists, politicians, and religious figures have all sought to explain its origins and trajectory. For decades, however, much of this discourse treated one central force, Zionism, with a degree of deference that limited critical scrutiny. That has begun to change. A growing body of scholarship has revisited the foundations of Zionism, placing it within the broader context of modern nationalist movements. Seen in this light, it appears less as an exceptional moral project and more as a familiar historical phenomenon: a movement that sought to establish a nation-state in a land already inhabited by another people. Like many such movements since the nineteenth century, its success came at a cost.

The story carries a tragic symmetry. Jewish communities in Europe and Russia, long subjected to persecution and violence, turned to Palestine in search of safety and self-determination. But in building a new national home, they entered into direct conflict with the Arab population already living there. In time, the roles of victim and aggressor, never absolute, always contested, became entangled in ways that would shape the conflict for generations. The poet W. H. Auden once wrote:


“Those to whom evil is done / Do evil in return.”


It is a line that echoes uncomfortably through this history. By the mid-twentieth century, the drive to establish and secure a Jewish state had taken on increasingly forceful forms. The events surrounding the war of 1947–49 marked a निर्णng point, as large numbers of Palestinians were displaced from their homes. What Palestinians would come to call the Nakba, or catastrophe, became the foundation of a continuing struggle over land, identity, and sovereignty.

In the decades that followed, this process did not simply end; it evolved. The war of 1967 opened a new chapter, bringing the West Bank and Gaza under Israeli control. Settlement expansion, land expropriation, and recurring military campaigns reshaped the geography of the conflict and deepened its human consequences. By the early twenty-first century, the cycle of displacement, resistance, and repression remained firmly in place. Within Zionism itself, different schools of thought debated how best to achieve their aims. Labor Zionists, who dominated the movement in its early decades, favored a gradual approach, building institutions, securing international support, and expanding step by step. Revisionist Zionists, by contrast, advocated a more immediate and forceful assertion of territorial claims.

In practice, however, both currents shared a common objective: the creation and preservation of a Jewish-majority state in a land where another population already formed the majority. The tension between these two realities proved decisive. Faced with competing national claims, Zionist leaders confronted a stark choice: abandon exclusivity or remove the obstacle to it. They chose the latter. Over time, a range of policies emerged to address what was often termed the “Arab question.” These included not only displacement, but also land confiscation, home demolitions, and military operations designed to reshape both territory and demography. While the scale and methods varied across different periods and governments, the underlying dynamic remained consistent. Internationally, this trajectory has posed a persistent challenge. Israel has often been presented as a bastion of democracy in a turbulent region, yet its policies in the occupied territories have drawn growing criticism. Even some of its allies have struggled to reconcile their stated commitment to human rights with their support for Israeli policy. Today, the map tells a stark story. Palestinians control less land west of the Jordan River than at any point in modern history. What began as a nationalist project has become one of the most enduring and contentious conflicts of the modern era, with roots stretching back more than a century, and its outcome is still uncertain. And while revolutions rise and fall across the Middle East, this conflict endures, unresolved, shaping the region as profoundly as ever.

In modern Israel, political leaders do not simply govern; they compete. Not just for power, but for legitimacy, measured in their commitment to Zionism itself. To be seen as sufficiently “Zionist” is not optional; it is the currency of political life. This competition reveals something deeper than party rivalry. It points to the extraordinary strength of Zionism as a national identity, sustained not only by policy and power but also by story. Like all enduring national movements, Zionism is anchored in a narrative. It is a story carefully constructed alongside the birth of the state, one that explains its origins, justifies its actions, and defines its moral boundaries. At its core lies a powerful claim: that the mass displacement of Palestinians during the war of 1947–49 was not a deliberate strategy, but an unfortunate, unintended consequence of war. That story has proven remarkably resilient.

For decades, it dominated public discourse, shaping how generations understood the conflict. Critics have long argued that this narrative is striking in what it omits as much as in what it includes, a largely one-dimensional account that leaves little room for the Palestinian experience. The voices of those who lost homes, land, and community were, for many years, pushed to the margins of history. Even when the narrative began to crack, it did not fully collapse. In the late twentieth century, a group of Israeli historians began revisiting the archives, challenging long-held assumptions. Among them was the historian Benny Morris, whose groundbreaking work brought new evidence into public view. Drawing on newly opened Israeli records, he documented repeated instances in which Palestinian civilians were expelled from their towns and villages, their homes destroyed or repopulated. It was a significant shift, one that forced a reconsideration of the past. And yet, Morris stopped short of redefining the story entirely. He described the Palestinian refugee crisis as a tragic byproduct of war rather than the outcome of a coordinated plan. Others were less cautious.

Scholars such as Ilan Pappé and Nur Masalha pushed the evidence further, arguing that the displacement of Palestinians was not incidental but systematic, that it reflected a deliberate effort to reshape the demographic reality of the land. Their conclusions came at a cost. Both faced intense backlash within Israel and eventually continued their work abroad, a reminder that history, in this context, is not merely an academic pursuit but a deeply contested terrain. The risks of dissent are not abstract. In 2008, the Israeli historian Zeev Sternhell was wounded by a bomb planted by a right-wing extremist, targeted for his criticism of Israeli policies and his outspoken views on the occupation. The boundaries of acceptable debate, while broader than in many parts of the world, remain charged and, at times, dangerous.

None of this is to suggest that the conflict can be reduced to a single narrative, or that responsibility lies entirely on one side. The Palestinian story, too, contains its own complexities, moments of resistance, miscalculation, and internal failure. Violence against civilians, political fragmentation, and years of ineffective leadership have all played a role in prolonging the conflict. To ignore these elements would be to replace one incomplete history with another. But imbalance matters. While both sides have constructed narratives to explain and justify their actions, only one has achieved global reach. The Zionist narrative, carried through diplomacy, culture, and political alliances, has found a receptive audience far beyond the Middle East. The Palestinian story, by contrast, has often struggled to break through, and when it does, it is frequently acknowledged in words rather than action.

This disparity is particularly evident in the international community's response. Western governments have repeatedly affirmed their commitment to human rights and self-determination, yet their actions in the Palestinian context have rarely matched their rhetoric. Statements are issued, concerns are raised, but the realities on the ground remain largely unchanged. At the center of this dynamic stands the United States. From the earliest days of Israel’s creation, American support has been a decisive factor. It is not simply the product of lobbying or political pressure, though both have played a role. Public sympathy for the Zionist project has deep historical roots in American society, shaped by cultural, religious, and political affinities.

In American politics, this support has become one of the rare points of consensus in an otherwise deeply divided landscape. Rival politicians may clash on nearly every issue, but on Israel, they tend to converge. Public declarations of support are not only expected but also amplified, as leaders seek to demonstrate that their commitment is stronger than that of their opponents. This alignment has consequences. As long as Israel can rely on consistent diplomatic, military, and economic backing from the world’s most powerful nation, it faces little external pressure to fundamentally alter its policies. International law, human rights concerns, and calls for accountability often remain secondary to strategic and political considerations. The roots of this relationship run deep. When the United States recognized Israel in 1948, it did so with remarkable speed, reflecting both political calculation and widespread public support. For many Americans, the creation of Israel resonated with their own national story, a narrative of pioneering settlers, a promised land, and the building of a new society against the odds. The parallels were powerful, if imperfect.

Both histories were shaped by migration, conflict, and the displacement of indigenous populations. Both drew on a sense of exceptionalism, a belief in a unique mission, even a divine mandate, to transform the land. These shared themes helped cement a bond that continues to influence policy and perception to this day. Yet there is an unresolved tension at the heart of this relationship. The United States presents itself as a champion of democracy and freedom, ideals it has promoted, however inconsistently, around the world. Israel, too, defines itself as a democratic state. But for Palestinians living under occupation, these principles often remain out of reach. The gap between stated values and lived reality is difficult to ignore. It is within this gap that the conflict persists. And it is here, between narrative and reality, power and principle, that
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