
  Chapter 1


  What Happened


  On January 31, 1979, a flight took off from Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris. Its destination was Tehran, where it would land the following day. The plane was carrying the Ayatollah Khomeini, a fanatical Shiite leader who had been living in exile from his native Iran for over fourteen years. His return heralded the end of the reign of the Shah (Mohammad Reza Pahlavi), the overthrow of the Shah’s government, and the turning point of the Islamic Revolution in Iran. Khomeini and his supporters swiftly seized power, took fifty-two American citizens and diplomats hostage at the American embassy in Tehran, and proceeded to kill their domestic political opponents. This included the communists and trade unionists who had struggled with the Islamists to overthrow the Shah.


  Despite this, many Western intellectuals and journalists celebrated the flight of Khomeini from Paris. Among them was Michel Foucault, the left-wing French philosopher, who saw Khomeini as bringing a spiritual revolution to Iran that would finally do away with the Western sins of capitalism and materialism. Richard Falk, professor emeritus at Princeton, greeted the Iranian Revolution by reassuring readers of the New York Times that the depiction of Ayatollah Khomeini “as fanatical . . . and the bearer of crude prejudices seems certainly and happily false.” In a subsequent piece for Foreign Policy (“Khomeini’s Promise”), he added that “Khomeini’s Islamic republic can be expected to have a doctrine of social justice at its core; from all indications it will be flexible in interpreting the Koran.”3


  It was soon proved that nothing could have been further from the truth. From 1979 to the present day, the revolutionary Islamic government in Tehran has subjugated the Iranian people, condemned women to second-class status, imprisoned and tortured Iranian students, and instituted public hangings for people accused of “crimes” like homosexuality. The hope that, given time, a “moderate” Iranian revolutionary leader would emerge proved a false hope. And while the new government in Iran railed against the West for the sins of “colonialism” and much more, the regime spent its decades in power taking over not just Iran but the wider Middle East.


  In the 1980s it fought a bloody war against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, which killed around half a million people. After the overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003, the Iranian theocracy moved in to colonize and dominate postwar Iraq. It was the same playbook that the regime had followed in the 1980s in Lebanon. As that country had fallen into civil war, the Iranians used their proxy armies, notably Hezbollah, to dominate first Shiite communities and then the whole country. They eventually took over the security and government in much of Beirut and colonized vast swaths of the country with their forces. Similarly, after the Syrian civil war began in 2011, Tehran’s armies, including Hezbollah, moved in to prop up and dominate the government of Bashar al-Assad in Syria. And when civil war broke out in Yemen in 2014, the mullahs backed and armed the Houthi-led militias as they took over that country.


  While decrying Western imperialism, the Iran of the ayatollahs became one of the biggest imperial powers of the age. At every military parade in Tehran, and at Friday prayers across the country, the regime called for “Death to America,” calling America “the Great Satan” and Israel “the Little Satan.” While accusing Israel of being a colonialist outpost of America, Tehran was busy setting up colonialist outposts everywhere. At a “World Without Zionism” conference held in Tehran in October 2005, President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad of Iran reiterated a famous phrase of the late Ayatollah Khomeini. The “Jerusalem-occupying regime,” he said, “must be erased from the page of time.” For years Western academics and politicians debated whether Iranian leaders meant what they said.


  *  *  *


  It is hard to describe the tranquility of the kibbutzim of southern Israel. These communities, of which there are still several hundred, originated before the foundation of the State of Israel. They were originally based around collective farming, and in this way among others they speak to the socialist ethos that dominated much of the nation’s early life. The idea was that these communities would be effectively self-sustaining and self-governing. There would be cooperation not just on supply of food but also on the education of the children of the community and the security and well-being of the community. Few have more than a thousand or so members, and though the standard of living is not luxurious, the idea is that nobody in the community wants for anything.


  Many of the communities have communal dining areas, and communal play areas for the children. It is hard to think of a more idyllic or safe place for a child to grow up in. Members of the communities often talk about how their children can run around playing till relatively late in the evening because, since everybody in the community knows each other, they all know where the children are and that they will be safe.


  Yet many of the kibbutz in the south have details that suggest that all is not completely Edenic. First, the communities tend to have fences around them and gateposts that are guarded and allow the slow flow of traffic in and out. Second, most of the communities have at least one person who is in charge of security. The person who keeps an eye on the security of the perimeter fence is generally armed in case of emergencies. The third thing that distinguishes the houses in these communities in what is otherwise a paradise is that each house has a safe room (or mamad) in which the family can shelter in case of emergency.


  In the communities that run anywhere near the perimeter of the Gaza border, these safe rooms are a particular necessity. Israel unilaterally withdrew from the Gaza Strip in 2005, handing it over to be run by the Palestinian Authority (PA). The decision, by the government of Ariel Sharon, was one of the most controversial in the country’s history. On the one hand there was concern about what an independent Gaza might become. On the other, too many soldiers had spent too many years having to guard Jewish and Palestinian families in the Strip. In highly emotive scenes, many Jews who had lived in Gaza all their lives refused to leave their homes. The Israeli government sent in soldiers from the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) to remove these families and tore them from their houses. The Israeli government knew—and the Palestinian Authority had always made clear—that no Palestinian state could have Jews in it. The one absolutely clear precondition for such a state was that no Jews could exist within its borders.


  The withdrawal from Gaza was one of the most difficult decisions in modern Israeli history. The territory (which had previously belonged to Egypt) was captured by Israel during the war of 1967. Although there were strategic reasons to hold on to the territory, it had always been a headache for consecutive Israeli governments. Policing the Strip was costly in lives and treasure. Still, it was thought to be a remarkable change of tone in the early 2000s, when Ariel Sharon—known as being a hard-line right-wing prime minister and military leader—decided to withdraw.


  Benjamin Netanyahu left Sharon’s government over the decision, and the dispute over whether it was the right thing to do went on long before the handover itself and the painful removal of Israeli families. The Egyptian government made it clear that they had no interest in taking back the territory and wanted no role in governing the million or so Arabs in Gaza.


  And so the territory—with most of its infrastructure, including its greenhouses for agricultural work—was handed over to the Fatah-dominated Palestinian Authority, which already had control of much of the West Bank (Judea and Samaria). In 2006, under pressure from the United States administration of George W. Bush, among others, the PA were pushed into holding legislative elections in Gaza. The Iranian-backed forces of Hamas beat Fatah convincingly, and in the aftermath Hamas solidified its grip on power by murdering Fatah officials in Gaza. Scores of Palestinians were executed in the streets, thrown off tall buildings, shot in the back, and in some cases had their bodies dragged through the streets of Gaza, tied by rope to the backs of motorbikes driven by exultant Hamas militants


  From that day on, there has not been another election in Gaza, though as Hamas’s control was made absolute there was one distinct development. Rockets had been fired into Israel from Gaza since 2001, but from the moment Hamas seized full control of the territory these attacks increased significantly. Smuggling the weapons in through the Egypt-controlled southern border between Egypt and Gaza, Hamas was soon able to stockpile thousands of rockets in Gaza. Soon major Israeli cities like Ashdod were able to be hit by Gazan rocket fire, and eventually—in 2008—Israel launched its first operation into Gaza since the withdrawal. Operation Cast Lead was explicitly launched by Israel in order to stop the firing of rockets from Gaza into Israel.


  That war stopped after two months, but Iran continued to provide Hamas with rockets and the attacks soon resumed. In 2012 and again in 2014, Israel fought wars with Hamas and other terrorist groups inside Gaza in order to stop Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and other groups from firing rockets into Israel. By this time thousands of rockets had been fired at major cities. More frequently the relatively inexpensive Katyusha and similar rockets were fired the few miles from Gaza into neighboring cities like Sderot and communities like Nir Oz and Kfar Aza.


  It was for this reason that every house in these communities and most buildings in the neighboring towns had safe rooms built into them. These rooms were typically located at the rear of these simple buildings. Besides strong walls they tended to have an air vent that could be opened and a steel door to shut behind the family when they entered. The doors could be shut but they could not be locked.


  *  *  *


  Three miles from the Gaza border is a kibbutz named Re’im. On the evening of October 6 a long-planned dance party took place, timed to coincide with the Jewish holiday. The party took place in the woodlands and fields near the kibbutz and was planned to be an all-night rave. It was advertised as being a celebration of “friends, love, and infinite freedom.”


  The Nova party was part of a psychedelic trance festival that started in Brazil. Taking place amid the copses of trees and open expanses of the Negev desert there were stages, an area with a bar serving food, and away from the dance floors a camping area for tents to be set up amid the trees. The event attracted around 3,500 young Israeli and international partygoers. DJs played throughout the night and the highlight of the party came in the early hours of the morning as the sun was coming up and many of the partygoers were coming up with it. Unsurprisingly for such an event, many of the young partygoers were on a range of psychedelics and other party drugs. Most of these—like LSD and MDMA—were mind- and consciousness-expanding drugs.


  The first sign that something was wrong was when the barrage of rockets started to fire overhead from Gaza into Israel. Starting at six thirty in the morning, this coincided almost exactly with the sun coming up over the Negev.


  Footage from the phones of partygoers records the exact moment things began—in stages—to go very badly wrong. Some noticed the rockets going overhead. Others were alerted when the warning sirens started to go off. But the music continued. And the party wasn’t over until it was shut off and one of the organizers tried to send out a message to the partygoers.


  In almost any other country the rockets would have been enough to let people know that it was time to go. But it took the music going off and a shout to all the partygoers, “Guys, we have red alert. Red alert.” Still, this was not unusual. What happened next was.


  In the distance paragliders appeared in the sky. They were being operated by Hamas terrorists who had managed to fly into Israel from Gaza. These were fitted with high-powered guns. By this time many festivalgoers had started to run. At the entrance to the festival Hamas trucks filled with heavily armed terrorists drove in. Then the shots began to ring out.


  The defenseless Nova partygoers were one of the first masses of people that the terrorists managed to drive into that morning. Whether or not they had any advance knowledge of the party, the target could not have been better for them. The party’s security guards were overwhelmed early on and the partygoers were unarmed, without even a knife to defend themselves as jeep-loads of Hamas terrorists drove across the site.


  Desperate partygoers tried to get to their cars and flee the scene. But very quickly the main road out became blocked. The young people who tried to drive out of the entrance they had driven in through now drove straight into a Hamas ambush on the main road. As the first cars full of young people trying to escape were killed, and their cars stalled, the cars behind them got clogged up in turn, making the people in these cars sitting ducks for the terrorists. As the gunfire rang out everywhere, there were only two options for the young festivalgoers: run, or hide.


  Many ran, in any direction they could see. Hundreds of people were soon tearing across the open fields that surrounded the festival site. They were easy targets for the terrorists who picked them off with rifles or machine-gunned them in the fields as they ran. Others tried to find places to hide where the now-musicless festival had been going on. From the terrorists’ own videos and the camera footage of some of the victims it is clear what happened next.


  Some people hid in the plastic portable toilets set up at the Nova festival site. When things were otherwise eerily quiet, the terrorists walked along the rows of these lavatories one by one, firing multiple shots through each closed door to make sure anyone inside was killed. Elsewhere some of the partygoers tried to hide among the trees. They were picked off one by one. It didn’t matter if someone hid in a tent or tried to hide up a tree. The results were the same. Some tried to hide in the bar area, hoping they would be out of sight of the terrorists. Footage from one of the first responders who got to the site later—an Israeli reservist—makes it clear how this worked out. “Is anyone alive?” he shouted out again and again. Nobody was.


  The testimony of survivors would come out over time. But the assault on the Nova party would be one of the worst massacres of that morning. It took a while for the final figures to come out. But by the next month the Israeli authorities announced that 364 of the Nova partygoers and security staff had been murdered on the morning of the 7th. Another forty were abducted and taken into Gaza.


  *  *  *


  Hamas knew what they were doing in not just killing but also kidnapping Israeli civilians. Part of the social contract in Israeli society—and the Israeli military in particular—is that no person should be left behind. A core tenet of the state is that if one Israeli is caught, then the government and people will do anything they can, at any price, to get the hostage back. When they are initiated into the army or heading off on dangerous missions, soldiers are told that “if you fall into enemy hands or if anything goes wrong, the State of Israel will do all in its power to bring you back home.”4 To take even one Israeli hostage is to have an inestimable advantage over the country. To take hundreds of hostages is to have a strategic advantage over Israel that is incalculable.


  Yet even this attack on the weakest possible target—young people dancing at a music festival—was something that seemed not to get the world’s sympathies. Within hours of the news getting out, journalists and social media accounts around the world suggested that the young people at the Nova festival were in some way legitimate targets. They were said to have been dancing in the proximity of a “concentration camp.” Or they were said to be citizens of an “apartheid” or “racist” state. All these claims, and more, were not just inaccurate or inappropriate but also demonstrably untrue.


  In 1948, the year of Israel’s independence, the non-Jewish population of Israel was 156,000. By 1970 the non-Jewish population of Israel (mainly Arab Muslims, Arab Christians, and Druze) had almost tripled. By 2000 it had reached 1,413,900. By 2015 the non-Jewish population was 2,078,000. In 2024, amid Israel’s supposed genocidal war, the non-Jewish population of Israel was 2,653,000. In other words, from 1948 to 2024 the non-Jewish population of Israel had grown almost exactly seventeen-fold.5 While the government in Tehran and the Palestinian Authority in Ramallah consistently claimed that the Israelis were “ethnically cleansing” Jerusalem of non-Jews, the same pattern emerged. In 1948 the Muslim population of Jerusalem was 40,000 people. By 2022 the Muslim population of Jerusalem had grown by over nine times, to 371,400.6 Some genocide. Some ethnic cleansing.


  But still there seemed to be a notion abroad that there was something seismically wrong with Israel. Something that made Israelis uniquely undeserving of the world’s compassion or understanding. One further basis for this was the claim—which had been pumped around the world with special speed since the UN conference in Durban, South Africa, in 2001—that Israel and the Israeli public lived under an apartheid regime. That just as black and white South Africans had lived under separate laws, and under different rights, in the era of apartheid, so in modern-day Israel did Jews and non-Jews somehow live in a state of similar segregation. If Israelis lived in an apartheid system then perhaps even Israelis at a dance party could be seen as colonialist aggressors and any attack, even on them, as “resistance” to this injustice.


  Again, the claim is based on pure misrepresentation. The State of Israel has equal rights for everyone in the country. The Arab and Druze population of Israel makes up around 20 percent of the country’s population and they have equal health care, housing, and voting rights as anyone else. Even the most cursory look around Israel—even a walk around any Israeli city—would reveal a population that is bewildering in its racial and religious diversity. There are Ethiopian Jews and Israeli Arabs, Arab Christians and Ashkenazi Jews. There are Jews whose ancestors fled Europe, Jews who have been indigenous to the land for generations, and Jews who fled from Arab lands before or after the creation of the State of Israel. These people fled from pogroms and massacres sometimes predating 1948, sometimes coming after it.


  In 1941 a Nazi-inspired pogrom broke out in Baghdad, Iraq. The Farhud (Arabic for “violent dispossession”) massacre targeted Iraqi Jews who had been in the country since the time of the Babylonian empire. Some six hundred Jews were massacred by Iraqi Muslims carrying knives, swords, and guns. A red hand (hamsa) sign was painted on Jewish homes to direct the crowds there. As one survivor told the BBC seven decades later, the crowd shouted “Allah” and “Cutal al yehud” (“Slaughter the Jews”). Hiding in a palm tree, the young Jewish boy watched the crowd set upon the house of his mother’s best friend. They set the house on fire and were “shouting from joy.” In their hands, in jubilation, they were carrying something that looked “like a slab of meat in their hands.” It took a moment for the nine-year-old boy to realize what it was. “Then I found out, it was a woman’s breast they were carrying—they cut her breast off and tortured her before they killed her, my mother’s best friend, Sabicha.”7


  It was not the emerging Jewish state that proved unable to tolerate Arabs, but the Arab and Muslim world that proved itself unable to tolerate Jews. If any form of “apartheid” existed in the region before or after the creation of the State of Israel, it was in those Arab Muslim countries that treated their Jewish populations as second-class citizens, constantly taxed and treated as inferior to their Muslim neighbors and living in endless fear of persecution and violence.


  By contrast, the Arabs of Israel have done exceptionally well in the past eight decades. Consider reporting by the left-wing Israeli newspaper Haaretz in 2021. “New data issued by the Health Ministry in a 2020 report on health care personnel show that the Arabs and Druze in Israel, who make up about 20 percent of the country’s population, constitute almost half (46 percent) of recipients of medical licenses; half of the new nurses, male and female (50 percent, as compared with just 9 percent in 2000); and more than half the dentists (53 percent) and pharmacists (57 percent).”8 No black South African under apartheid was allowed any legislative or political role. Yet Khaled Kabub (an Arab Muslim) is a current Israeli Supreme Court justice, and not the first. The nation’s national soccer team includes players of all backgrounds. In November 2024, when Israel played Belgium, Dia Saba, an Arab Muslim, assisted the sole goal of the match, scored for Israel by Yarden Shua—a Jew. Arab Muslim parties sit in the country’s parliament (Knesset), where they have the same voting rights as everyone else. And in 2021 the United Arab List, under its leader Mansour Abbas, formed part of the Naftali Bennett–Yair Lapid coalition government. Yet such facts kept getting buried in a world that seemed to want to see Israel as having some original sin. A sin that made them uniquely undeserving of sympathy.


  Some months after the Nova festival massacre, the Guardian newspaper ran a report on sexual violence on the morning of the attack. The paper described how one woman who was raped was “shredded to pieces” and another “stabbed repeatedly in the back while she was being raped.” One young woman who attended the festival recounted in the paper how she had been shot in the back and was hiding among the vegetation just off route 232 when a large group of Hamas terrorists arrived. As she lay there she saw them rape and kill at least five young women. “They laid a woman down and I understood that he is raping her,” she attested. “They passed her on to another person and he cuts her breast, he throws it on the road and they are playing with it.”9


  *  *  *


  What happened that morning came as a shock not just to Israel but to the world. There was something so completely unexpected about it because—in part—Israel had for years displayed an aura of invincibility. Even its greatest opponents—perhaps especially its greatest opponents in the Middle East and farther afield—believed that the Israelis were capable of almost supernatural displays of self-defense and force projection.


  In 2010 there were a number of shark attacks by the Egyptian sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh. There was a risk that these attacks could further hurt the tourism industry in Egypt, which was already suffering a downturn. But local journalists and politicians knew who to blame. A number of them—including the governor of the region, Mohammad Abdul Fadhil Shousha—suggested that it was possible Israel’s Mossad agency had placed the shark in the sea in order to damage the Egyptian tourism industry.10 Similar “Jewish-controlled animals” scandals regularly erupted in the region. In 2013 a kestrel was found in the eastern Turkish province of Elazig. The bird was accused of having an Israeli monitoring footband and so was condemned on suspicion of being an Israeli spy. It was taken in for examination, including X-rays, before being freed.11 Similar accusations have been made against eagles, bee-eater birds, and dolphins. While this might seem comical to an outsider, it is not so outlandish to anyone who understands the mindset of the region.


  I was in Egypt around that time and was struck repeatedly by the extreme claims that could be made about Israel and the Jews even in a country that had a peace deal with Israel and where relations were relatively normal. On a train trip from Cairo to Alexandria one day, I searched the bookshops to see what the locals were offered for reading material. The book selections were always the same. There were copies of Mein Kampf, copies of The Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion, and a range of other conspiracy tracts focusing on Israel and the Jews. If you wanted a mystery novel to read on the train, there were slim pickings in English or Arabic. But if you wanted a pile of anti-Semitic reading material for the journey your needs could always be met. Whenever I have traveled in the Arab and Muslim worlds I have always been struck by this obsession with Israel and the Jews.


  It is a combination of superiority and inferiority complexes, and it helps the sufferer in every way. If the Jews are successful at defending themselves or innovating or growing their society, they can be portrayed as all-powerful. And that provides an easy excuse for the failures of the societies around them.


  Once when in Cairo I spent some days with a friend who was Egyptian born and raised. He worked for a Western company and was very progressive for an Egyptian. With other local friends we would go drinking and nightclubbing. Acting as a driver and host, he one day drove a group of us around. We passed over the 6th October Bridge. And one day he took me to see the newish developments in 6th October City. Eventually I felt I had to ask him: “What is it with all this October 6 stuff?” As if it were the most natural thing in the world he said, “Oh that’s to celebrate our victory over the Israelis.” I paused and tried to rattle my brain. “What victory over the Israelis?” I asked, knowing that this might be delicate ground. “In 1973,” he replied perfectly happily. “But you didn’t defeat the Israelis in 1973,” I countered as politely as I could. We went back and forth a number of times before he said, “I thought we whipped their ass.” “No—I’m afraid they whipped your ass,” I eventually told him. “No shit,” he replied.


  The idea that Egypt and her allies had lost, not won, the Yom Kippur War (or the 6th of October War, as Egyptians call it) came as a genuine surprise to my friend. And his surprise came as a genuine surprise to me. How was it possible, I wondered, that a moderate, even progressive, and successful young Egyptian man could have such an alternative view of the history of what had happened in the decade before he was born? The initial Egyptian surprise attack on October 6, 1973, had been a tactical victory. But the Egyptian crossing of the Suez Canal and brief occupation of part of the Sinai Peninsula was a very short-lived victory. It took only days and then finally a few weeks for the Israelis to push back the Egyptian army in the south as well as the Syrian forces in the north. If the aim of the Arab armies in 1973 had been to surprise Israel and then overwhelm it, the tactic failed. Israel’s counteroffensive ended up coming within sixty miles of Cairo. In the Golan Heights in the north, Lieutenant Colonel Avigdor Kahalani led a counterattack against the Syrian tank battalions that at one point led the Syrians to believe they might be about to lose Damascus. These are deep wounds for any proud society to recover from.


  Israel’s neighbors had first tried to snuff the state out at its moment of birth. In 1947, when the United Nations voted to approve the partition plan creating an Israeli state and a Palestinian state, there were any number of directions in which history might have gone. The Arab states could have accepted their neighbor, with the area recently ruled by the British under League of Nations mandate divided up as the UN had suggested along clear, agreed-upon lines. In 1948, when the State of Israel was created, it was perfectly possible that a Palestinian state could have been formed alongside it. But the Arab states saw the very idea of a slither of the land becoming a Jewish state as an affront. Instead of accepting their neighbor, they decided instead to kill it. The moment in 1948 when Israel was formally re-created and war was immediately waged upon it by all of its neighbors would not be the last time in the state’s history when dancing and war followed one after the other.


  Of course, the Arab states failed in 1948. The Arabs inside Israel whom the Arab states told to leave, promising that they would soon return to their lands with no Jewish oppressor, were not just let down but abandoned, becoming in the process citizens of Jordan, Lebanon, and other surrounding countries. At the same time, Jews were either expelled or encouraged to leave the Arab countries in which they had lived for centuries. From Yemen, Iran, and Iraq to as far afield as Morocco, the native Jews were pushed out and encouraged by the new Israeli state to make their new home in what had been their historic homeland. Soon fully half of the population of the State of Israel was made up of Sephardic Jews from across the Muslim world who now had only one country in the world that would protect them.


  This was one of the most compelling justifications for the idea of Zionism. It was part of the argument that Theodor Herzl recognized in his 1896 work, The Jewish State. It was Herzl’s belief even then—before the ultimate catastrophe of European Jews—that the only people who could or would protect the Jewish people would be the Jewish people. Although Herzl spent all of his life building up to this argument, and then traveling around Europe proselytizing for it, the realization came to him because of something he saw in person in 1895. That was when Herzl witnessed the public humiliation of Captain Alfred Dreyfus.


  In one of the great scandals in French history, the French-Jewish officer Dreyfus was arrested and charged with espionage. The charge would turn out to be false—as many people, including Dreyfus, insisted from the outset. But the claim fit much of the latent anti-Semitic prejudice in the France of that time. On January 5, 1895, Dreyfus was stripped of his rank in a public ceremony in which his buttons and insignia were torn from his uniform and his sword broken. Dreyfus still professed his innocence, but the furious crowd screamed “Judas” and “Death to the Jews.” It was this, Herzl would later say, that made him believe that Zionism was the only answer for the Jews. Europe, and by extension the rest of the civilized world, would not protect them and could not be trusted to do so.


  *  *  *


  From the moment Israel pushed back the invading armies in 1948, the idea that the Jewish people were not just forced to defend themselves but were capable of defending themselves became central to the story of Israel. And it soon became all but axiomatic among the country’s neighbors. There was another attempt to wipe the state out in 1967. And then again in 1973. But after 1973, Israel was not forced to fight another war against annihilation.


  It fought a war that started as an effort to stop rocket fire into the Galilee and other parts of northern Israel from Lebanon (1982), a war that soon saw Israeli forces bogged down too far into Lebanon. It fought another war to prevent Hezbollah from doing exactly the same thing in 2006. But the citizens of Israel and most of its neighbors seemed to have come to an agreement that whatever some of their neighbors might think, Israel was here to stay.


  Eventually both sides settled into an uneasy cold war. But it was always in danger of hotting up. In 1972, Palestinian terrorists from the Black September group tortured and murdered eleven members of the Israeli Olympic team inside the Olympic Village and at a nearby airfield during the Munich Olympics. The assault could not have been more public. But over the ensuing months and years, in an operation named Operation Wrath of God, Israel’s intelligence agency, Mossad, was able to track down and kill almost all of the masterminds of the attack. The idea that the Israelis had an ability to reach anywhere and everywhere to hunt down those who had done its citizens harm became a part of the Israeli national myth, and something that the wider world viewed with admiration even when it was tinged with envy or disgust. Popular films, like Steven Spielberg’s Munich, contributed to a whole genre in popular culture: Israeli revenge porn.


  Israelis were as good at making this as anyone else. Indeed they perfected it. In time the all-reaching hand of Israel became something that Israelis and its enemies believed with competing vigor.


  Popular television series like the Israeli-made Fauda showed the moral complexity of Israeli counterterrorism operations. While not showing it at its most glossy, they always showed one thing in particular: Israel’s extraordinary and ingenious capabilities. Fiction and real life were constantly blended. After the 2005 withdrawal from Gaza, Israelis would often boast about how complete their knowledge of the scene in Gaza was in spite of their withdrawal. For many years the Israelis had been acknowledged masters of “humint” (human intelligence). Whether it was Eli Ben-Hanan’s book Our Man in Damascus: Eli Cohn (made into many films), which is the story of an Israeli spy inside Syria in the 1960s, or the many rumors of Israeli spies inside Iran trying to slow down the revolutionary Islamic government’s nuclear ambitions for decades, the idea that Israel had world-class humint was unargued. As Israel’s tech sector grew and its expertise in surveillance was exported around the world, it also gained an unparalleled reputation as a world leader in “sigint” (signals intelligence).


  In the years after 2006, whenever I visited the Gaza border, I would always hear some version of the following boast from Israeli military and officials: “You cannot sneeze in Gaza without us knowing.” Like much of the rest of the world, and most Israelis, I suppose I believed it.


  Perhaps the ultimate example of the Israeli skill of deterrence came in the form of the Iron Dome defense system. This antimissile defense system had been conceived years before the Israeli withdrawal from Gaza. Throughout the 1990s, after the First Lebanon War, as Hezbollah and other militant groups continued to fire rockets into northern Israel, the need for some type of defensive antimissile system became evident. Israel could not invade Lebanon every time rockets were fired into Israel. Or at least people hoped they wouldn’t. But equally, the north of the country had to remain livable.


  Shortly after Israel handed over Gaza to the Palestinian Authority in 2005, it was dragged into a second war in Lebanon after Hezbollah ramped up its firing of rockets into northern Israel. In 2006 Hezbollah fired thousands of rockets as far into Israel as the city of Haifa. In the historic town of Safed, by the Lebanese border, I spent a day experiencing the rocket fire of Hezbollah firsthand. I sat in the shelters with the hospital’s few remaining patients as Hezbollah attempted to repeat its success of the previous day in making direct hits on the medical center.


  During that period a quarter of a million Israelis had to leave their homes and many more were forced to spend their days and evenings in bomb shelters. At the same time, thousands of missiles and mortars were being fired regularly into Israel from Gaza. The need for an antimissile system became acute. If Israel’s citizens were unable to live in the north of the country and unable to live in the south too, then the country would shrink to an even smaller size.


  On a visit to the city of Sderot in the early 2010s, I sat with the town’s mayor and some of the population as rockets came over from Gaza. I could see the effect this had on people, and parents told me the effect that this constant fear, air-raid sirens, and running for shelter had, especially on the children. I asked a pretty obvious question: why anyone would live like this?


  Not everybody in a relatively poor town like Sderot has a choice. The cost of living in Tel Aviv, as in most international cities these days, was already too high for any but the most affluent in society. Those with fewer resources tended to live outside the major cities and in places where accommodations, among other things, are just cheaper. But there is another reason. The mayor of Sderot told me as we sat there in the shelter, “If we cannot live in Sderot then we cannot live in Ashkelon. And if we cannot live in Ashkelon then we cannot live in Ashdod. And if we cannot live in Ashdod then we cannot live in Tel Aviv or Jerusalem. And so we cannot live.”


  It was a hard logic. But it was one that Hamas and other jihadist groups in Gaza were also relying on testing. If people were too afraid or traumatized to live in the south of Israel, then eventually they would be too afraid to live in the center. And if Hezbollah squeezed Israel from the other direction—top down—then eventually you would have no Israel. People like the mayor of Sderot and the leadership of Hamas knew the same thing. Except that one side wanted to continue living where they were and the other wanted them gone.


  The Iron Dome system finally came into effect in March 2011 after huge investments from America and Israel. It was touted as being the world’s most effective antimissile system. It was swiftly put to use, being used to shoot down a rocket fired from Gaza the following month. This was widely touted as a great victory for Israel and the ability of Israel and its allies to defend its civilians.


  But there was a glaring imbalance that was evident from the start. Hamas and other jihadist groups, like Islamic Jihad in Gaza, smuggled their rockets and rocket components into Gaza through the Egyptian border with Gaza. In terms of keeping the Gazans out of Egypt this border was in some ways even stronger than the security fence that the Israelis had put up around their Gaza border. But the Egyptian side was also far more porous and the Hamas government in Gaza were already using the international aid they received to develop an elaborate tunnel network under the Egyptian border and throughout the Gaza Strip. Many of the rockets that were being fired from Gaza into Israel were Katyushas—a rocket system developed by the former Soviet Union that is easy to move around and the launchers for which can be easily hidden. The rockets fired from Gaza were also very cheap.


  It is estimated that a Katyusha rocket costs around $300. In contrast, the cost of a single antimissile rocket fired from the Iron Dome system has been estimated to cost as much as $100,000. Because the Iron Dome would often need to fire two missiles to knock the Katyushas out of the sky, each intercept of a rocket from Gaza could cost up to $200,000, or around six hundred times the cost of the rocket they were intercepting. The Israeli public within firing distance from Gaza may have been able to feel safer with the inception of the Iron Dome, but the math did not work in Israel’s favor. Around two hundred rockets and mortars were fired from Gaza into Israel in August 2011 alone.12 And this was at a time that Israel and Hamas were not in a full-scale war. This became business—or life—as usual.


  In 2014, Israel and Hamas went into another medium-sized conflict during which thousands of rockets were fired into Israel from Gaza. Then, in 2017, a new antimissile system came into use. Known as “David’s Sling,” this system was intended to shoot down more sophisticated weaponry, of the kind that Hezbollah were stockpiling. The conditions under which the 2006 Lebanon War came to a close was a UN resolution (1701) mandating that Hezbollah would no longer be able to build up and store missiles in southern Lebanon. The resolution led to a UN peacekeeping force patrolling the Israel-Lebanon border, but the UN did nothing to prevent the restockpiling of weaponry in southern Lebanon by Hezbollah. By 2023 Hezbollah was estimated to have stockpiled somewhere between 120,000 and 200,000 rockets in southern Lebanon.


  After years of rockets and attempts to infiltrate the northern border of Israel, there is still a question as to why Hezbollah did not join in the attacks of October 7. It seems that Hamas did not inform them of their plan because they had no means to communicate with their fellow Iranian proxy without the communications being intercepted and the assault compromised. Hezbollah did start firing rockets at northern Israel shortly after the attacks, but the groups seem not to have coordinated. Nevertheless, from October 8 and throughout the ensuing months Hezbollah fired thousands of rockets at Israel. Hezbollah’s arsenal included guided and unguided ballistic missiles (both short and intermediate range) and unguided rockets (short and long range).13 This was very much not what was meant to happen under Resolution 1701.


  Still, the combination of
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