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In memory of my grandmother Adele Pienaar, z’’l.
She disagreed with the arguments in this book.

And her spirit is on every page.





 

 

 


Judaism is about the universality of justice
but the particularity of love.

—RABBI JONATHAN SACKS
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A Note to My Former Friend

I think about you often, and about the argument that has divided us. I know you believe that my public opposition to this war—and to the very idea of a state that favors Jews over Palestinians—constitutes a betrayal of our people. I know you think I am putting your family at risk.

The breach in our relationship mirrors a broader schism within our tribe, between Americans and Israelis, left and right, young and old. When I enter a synagogue, I am no longer sure who will extend their hand and who will look away. Maybe you feel a similar anxiety in progressive circles where you once felt at home. Jews have always quarreled, and we should. But I worry that given the trajectory of events in Israel and Palestine, we may be moving past mere disagreement, toward hatred.

I don’t want to add to that rancor and pain. While I hope to persuade you of my views, our tradition insists that I have obligations to you whether I convince you or not. And it offers models for how to express those obligations. When I think about the relationship I seek, two such models come to mind.

In the first, I—and those Jews who agree with me—am Elisha Ben Abuya and you are Rabbi Meir. The Talmud calls Elisha a heretic. Some say he lost his faith when he witnessed a boy obey his father’s request to perform a mitzvah and then die. Others say it happened when he saw the tongue of a murdered sage lying in the street. Either way, most rabbis would not even utter his name. They said that when he lay in the womb, apostasy flowed through his mother like the “poison of a snake.” They called him acher, Other, the one beyond the pale.

But not his former student Rabbi Meir. One Shabbat, Elisha passed Rabbi Meir’s study hall while riding a horse, an act prohibited on the day of rest. Nonetheless, Rabbi Meir cut short his lecture and began walking alongside the notorious rebel. The two discussed Torah until Elisha warned Rabbi Meir that if he ventured farther, he would violate the two thousand cubits he was permitted to walk on Shabbat. Elisha continued on—past boundaries that Rabbi Meir would not cross—just as I have crossed boundaries that you will not cross in my views about Israel and Palestine. But they walked as far as they could together and parted with respect.

In the second model, I—and my ilk—am David Malter and you are Rabbi Isaac Saunders in Chaim Potok’s novel The Chosen. In 1940s Brooklyn, the two clash ferociously over the creation of a Jewish state. Yet when Malter’s son says he hates Saunders, Malter defends his ideological rival. He says it is “the faith of Jews like Reb Saunders” that has “kept us alive through two thousand years of violent persecution.”

The debate about Israel has changed radically since then. Yet your fervent nationalism reminds me of Reb Saunders’s fervent faith. It frightens and comforts me at the same time.

I consider your single-minded focus on Israeli security to be immoral and self-defeating. It justifies actions that I consider grave crimes. It blinds you to the essential interconnectedness of Jewish and Palestinian safety. When I hear you thunder about the Israelis murdered and captured on October 7, I wish you would summon some of that righteous anger for the Palestinians slaughtered in even greater numbers. That’s why I titled this book Being Jewish After the Destruction of Gaza, not Being Jewish After October 7. It’s not because I minimize that day. Like you, I remain shaken by its horror. I chose the former as a title because I know you grapple with the terror of that day. I worry that you don’t grapple sufficiently with the terror of the days that followed, and preceded it, as well.

I see you as David Malter saw Reb Saunders, as a kind of fanatic. But there is a part of me that suspects it is your fanaticism, like his, that has sustained our people in a pitiless world. When I see you wearing dog tags to remind yourself, every hour of every day, of the hostages in Gaza, I know that if I were among those hostages, you would fight obsessively for my release. You would do so precisely because of the tribalism I fear. And in my nightmares, I imagine myself—abandoned by all the enlightened universalists—knocking anxiously at your door.

By reading these words, you have agreed to walk with me. I hope to lure you beyond established boundaries. But wherever we part, I hope the rupture is not final, that our journey together is not done.






Prologue: We Need a New Story

The Talmud poses a question: If you steal from a Jew who dies with no living relatives, how do you pay back the money? It then dismisses the premise: No Jew is without relatives. As the famed medieval commentator Rashi explains, we are all children of our forefather Jacob. We are all each other’s relatives.

That’s how I was raised to see the world: Jews are an extended family. I didn’t learn the notion primarily from sacred texts. I absorbed it—via a thousand stray comments—from the Jews who raised me.

I remember walking as a child with my grandfather into an apartment building in a heavily Jewish suburb of Boston. Despite living in South Africa and having only the dimmest acquaintance with the area, he seemed entirely at ease. When I saw him inspecting names next to the doorbell, I asked if he knew any of these people. He said he knew them all.

When I was preparing to leave for college, I noticed my mother doing the same thing. She was anxious. We had barely any American relatives; it had always been just the four of us. Now I, the oldest child, was departing. We had received an envelope with information about my campus housing. She scanned the list of students in my dorm and began reciting the familiar ones aloud: Shapiro, Spector, Klein. It was her way of reassuring herself that I would not be alone.

I rolled my eyes back then. But this way of perceiving the world sank in. Many decades later, I was at a conference in Colorado when I learned my grandmother had died. It was Friday and I couldn’t fly to Cape Town until Shabbat ended. I went to the local Chabad, watched the rabbi’s children run wild—as I once did at my grandmother’s Shabbat meals—talked to strangers until late into the night, and knew she would be happy, because I was with family.

How does someone like me, who still considers himself a Jewish loyalist, end up being cursed on the street by people who believe Jewish loyalty requires my excommunication? It began at those very Shabbat meals in Cape Town, when I began considering the other people who were present. They hovered around the periphery, in the kitchen or the garden, doing the menial work. They were legally subordinate, which, I was told, was necessary. Because they would kill us if they could. Somewhere, their Black terror army was plotting to do just that.

As I reached adulthood, that story collapsed. Apartheid ended. The army that had frightened so many whites disbanded once Black South Africans could express themselves with a ballot rather than a gun. Profound inequities remained; the country did not live happily ever after. Still, the story I heard constantly in my youth—that safety required supremacy—largely disappeared. It’s now an embarrassment. Barely anyone tells that story about South Africa anymore.

Yet every day, Jews tell it about Israel. I hear it from people I know, respect, even love. It’s as if Jews from around the world were seated together, in a single house, for Shabbat. Some of us live there; others are visiting. Time slows as night falls. You can almost hear everyone exhale. I want to be at that table, a member in good standing, because the house is in a place we have always considered precious. And because it’s home to almost half the Jews on earth.

But other people lived there before the house was even built. For a long time, they’ve been crowded into cramped, squalid rooms. Now their condition has grown even more dire. Some are malnourished; many are screaming in pain. Some people at the table claim the screams are contrived and the wounds are fake. Others acknowledge that the injuries are real but insist that these unfortunates brought the suffering upon themselves. They’ve committed unspeakable crimes. They want us dead. We have no choice.

This book is about the story Jews tell ourselves to block out the screams. It’s about the story that enables our leaders, our families, and our friends to watch the destruction of the Gaza Strip—the flattening of universities, the people forced to make bread from hay, the children freezing to death under buildings turned to rubble by a state that speaks in our name—and shrug, if not applaud. It’s about the story that convinces even Jews who are genuinely pained by Gaza’s agony that there is no other way to keep us safe. It’s our version of a story told in many variations by many peoples in many places who decide that protecting themselves requires subjugating others, that equality is tantamount to death.

My hope is that we will one day see Gaza’s obliteration as a turning point in Jewish history. From the destruction of the Second Temple to the expulsion from Spain to the Holocaust, Jews have told new stories to answer the horrors we endured. We must now tell a new story to answer the horror that a Jewish country has perpetrated, with the support of many Jews around the world. Its central element should be this: We are not history’s permanent virtuous victims. We are not hardwired to forever endure evil but never commit it. That false innocence, which pervades contemporary Jewish life, camouflages domination as self-defense. It exempts Jews from external judgment. It offers infinite license to fallible human beings.

I still believe in the metaphor of Jews as a family. But it has been corrupted. Jewish leaders have turned our commitment to one another into a moral sedative. They have traded on our solidarity to justify starvation and slaughter. They have told us that the way to show we care about the Israelis taken hostage by Hamas is to support a war that kills and starves those very hostages, and that the way to honor the memory of the Israelis Hamas murdered is to support a war that will create tens of thousands more scarred, desperate young Palestinians eager to avenge their loved ones by taking Israeli lives. We need a new story—based on equality rather than supremacy—because the current one doesn’t endanger only Palestinians. It endangers us.

This book is for the Jews who are still sitting at that Shabbat table, and for the Jews—sometimes their own children—who have left in disgust. I yearn for us to sit together. But not this way. Not as masters of the house.
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They Tried to Kill Us, We Survived, Let’s Eat

Every year, on the holiday of Purim, Jews dress in silly costumes, eat triangular pastries, and listen to an ancient story about attempted genocide. It comes from the book of Esther. The tale begins with a dissolute Persian king. He hosts a banquet, gets drunk, orders his queen to “display her beauty” to the revelers, and, when she refuses, banishes her from the throne. As her replacement he chooses Esther, a beautiful young maiden who, unbeknownst to him, is a Jew. Then he makes a calamitous personnel decision: He selects Haman, a pathological Jew-hater, to be his right-hand man. The stage is now set for an epic clash.

Haman persuades the king to sign an edict exterminating the Jews. Esther’s uncle, Mordechai, hears the news and sends word that she must save her people. Although protesting puts her own life at risk, Esther appeals to the king and, through a series of daring maneuvers, turns him against Haman. Haman is hanged. Mordechai takes his job. Good triumphs over evil.

When we tell the story of Purim today, many of us stop there. But that’s not quite right. The book of Esther doesn’t end with Haman’s death. It continues because although Haman is gone, his edict to kill the Jews remains. The king can’t reverse it. What he can do is empower Mordechai and his kinsmen to take matters into their own hands. Which they do. “The Jews struck at their enemies with the sword,” proclaims the book of Esther, “slaying and destroying; they wreaked their will upon their enemies.” On the thirteenth day of the month of Adar, the Jews kill seventy-five thousand people. They make the fourteenth “a day of feasting and merrymaking.” With the blood of their foes barely dry, the Jews feast and make merry. That’s the origin of Purim.

Purim isn’t only about the danger gentiles pose to us. It’s also about the danger we pose to them.

For most of our history, when Jews had little capacity to impose our will via the sword, the conclusion of the book of Esther was a harmless and even understandable fantasy. Who can blame a tormented people for dreaming of a world turned upside down? But the ending reads differently when Jews wield life-and-death power over millions of Palestinians who lack even a passport. Today, these blood-soaked verses should unsettle us. When we recite them aloud in synagogue, we should employ the anguished, sorrowful tune in which we chant the book of Lamentations, which depicts the destruction of our ancient temples.

Instead, most of us ignore the violence that concludes the Esther scroll. Some contemporary Jews justify it as self-defense. On the far right, some revel in it. But they’re the exception. More often, we look away. We focus on what they tried to do to us. There’s a joke that every Jewish holiday has the same plot: “They tried to kill us, we survived, let’s eat.” That’s how many Jews narrate not only Purim but many of our other best-loved holidays. Passover recounts our liberation from bondage in Egypt. Chanukah celebrates the Maccabees, who freed us from persecution by the Syrian-Greek emperor Antiochus.

Festivals we can’t fit into this script tend not to capture our collective imagination. Why is Shavuot, which commemorates the giving of the Torah, less well-known among contemporary Jews than Purim and Chanukah, holidays of lesser religious significance? There are various reasons: American Jews like Chanukah because it’s our answer to Christmas; Israeli Jews like Chanukah because they’ve made it a proto-Zionist story of regained sovereignty; everyone likes Purim because it involves costumes. But there’s one more explanation: Shavuot no longer fits the story we tell about ourselves. In modernity, Jews have grown more secular. Except for a religiously observant minority, we no longer describe ourselves as a people chosen by God to follow laws engraved at Sinai. We instead describe ourselves as a people fated by history to perpetually face annihilation but, miraculously, to survive.

With this secularization has come moral evasion. When explicating Jewish suffering, the rabbinic tradition relentlessly demands that Jews look inward and reckon with our sins. The Talmud blames the Jews for Haman’s rise because we participated in the king’s drunken debauchery. A midrash on the Song of Songs suggests that the Israelites enslaved in Egypt were unworthy of freedom because we worshipped idols. The Talmud devotes almost an entire tractate to how Jews should respond to drought. Its answer: fast and repent for our misdeeds.

This theology is hard to stomach. When it is applied to modern calamities like the Holocaust, most Jews rightly consider any suggestion that we blame ourselves to be obscene. But in the absence of a belief in divine reward and punishment, we no longer wrestle in the same way with what our sacred texts say about Jewish ethical responsibility. Too often, we turn them into tales of Jewish innocence.

We’ve lost sight of our holidays’ moral complexity. We generally end the story of Chanukah when the Maccabees defeat the Greeks and rededicate the Temple. But the Maccabees didn’t disappear. They became the Hasmonean dynasty, which the rabbis of the Talmud disdained for amassing unchecked power and subverting the rule of law. We leave that part out.

When telling the Passover story, many American Jews emphasize the holiday’s universal themes of tyranny and freedom. We acknowledge that other peoples endured bondage too. Lurking in the biblical text, however, is a more subversive message: not just that gentiles can be oppressed, but that Jews can be oppressors. Contemporary scholars note a remarkable inversion. In language strikingly similar to that used by the book of Exodus to describe Egyptian slavery, the book of Genesis describes how our patriarch and matriarch, Abraham and Sarah, enslaved a woman named Hagar, who according to one rabbinic tradition was Pharaoh’s daughter. You rarely hear this at Passover seders, but according to the Bible, our ancestors were slaves and slaveholders too.

“They tried to kill us, we survived, let’s eat” isn’t the story of our festivals. It’s a choice about what to see, and what not to see, in Judaism, and in ourselves. It imagines us as virtuous victims who survive great horrors. And then it brings down the curtain, until the show begins again.

I understand this narrative’s power for our still-scarred people. My maternal grandmother traced her ancestry to northeastern Spain, from which Jews were expelled in the fifteenth century. Her mother was born in Rhodes, a Mediterranean island she was fortunate enough to leave before the Nazis deported its Jews to Auschwitz. My grandmother herself was born in Egypt but left as a child as antisemitism grew. She reminded me of these experiences when I expressed faith in America. She strongly advised me not to take Jewish safety for granted.

Many Jewish families project these personal histories onto our holidays. Mizrachi Jews, when reading about the Israelites who fled Pharaoh’s Egypt without waiting for the dough to rise, sometimes recall their grandparents’ hasty departure from Morocco, Yemen, or Iraq in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Many Ashkenazi Jews were raised on memories of the latter-day Pharaohs, Antiochuses, and Hamans, who in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries spilled Jewish blood like water in the lands between the Black and the Baltic Seas. Some have older relatives who chanted the Haggadah’s famous refrain, “We were once slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, now we are free,” on the first Passover after being liberated from Bergen-Belsen or Majdanek. This is not ancient history. Within the lifetime of some older Jews, European Jewry was largely wiped out. There are still fewer Jews alive today than there were in 1939.

It’s not surprising, then, that victim often feels like our natural role. But it’s also a costume that our community urges upon us and re-tailors for the specifications of the moment. It evokes something familiar while concealing something unnerving, something our tradition knows: that Jews can be Pharaohs too.

This selective vision pervades contemporary Jewish life. Consider the way establishment Jewish groups invoke the Bible to validate the Jewish people’s relationship to the land of Israel. In February 2024, the American Jewish Committee set out to rebut the claim that Israel is a settler-colonial state. To prove the Jewish connection to the land, it cites the book of Genesis, in which—as the AJC describes it—“God promises the land of Israel to Abraham, the first Jew.” It then moves to the book of Exodus, in which “Moses leads the Israelites out of slavery and oppression in Egypt with a promise to take them back to the land of Israel, the land of their forefathers.” Then it jumps ahead to the “books of Judges and Kings,” which “relate the stories of Jewish rulers over the land of Israel.”

People familiar with the Hebrew Bible will note a glaring omission: the book of Joshua, which explains how those Jewish rulers became rulers in the first place. According to the text, the Israelites under the leadership of Joshua Ben Nun conquered Canaan from the seven nations that lived there. The AJC’s chronology skips over that.

One might reasonably ask: Who cares? The Bible is a religious document, not a historical one. No one knows whether Joshua Ben Nun actually conquered the territory or existed at all. And whether he did or not, it doesn’t change the fact that Jews have an ancient and profound spiritual connection to this patch of land.

So then why does the AJC ignore the Bible’s account of Joshua’s invasion? Because it contradicts our contemporary narrative of victimhood. The only conquests the organization acknowledges are ones that come at the Jews’ expense. “The Jewish people are indigenous to the land of Israel and first achieved self-determination there 3,000 years ago,” declares the AJC, without ever explaining how that “self-determination” came to be. Then “the Romans expelled the majority of Jews in 70 C.E.”

For groups like the AJC, which want to prove that Zionism isn’t a colonial movement, the book of Joshua is inconvenient since, to contemporary ears, it sounds quite colonial itself. But that’s one reason the early Zionists loved it. In his 1923 essay, “The Iron Wall,” Vladimir Jabotinsky, the ideological forefather of the Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s Likud Party, declared that in seizing Canaan, “our own ancestors under Joshua Ben Nun, behaved like brigands.” He didn’t mean that as a criticism. In 1948, the newly formed Israel Defense Forces named one of its key battles in Israel’s war of independence Operation Ben-Nun. David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, was obsessed with the biblical conqueror. In 1958 he hosted a bimonthly study group on the book of Joshua to which he invited luminaries of the young state.

Early Zionists embraced the tale of Joshua’s conquest because they lived in an age of colonization when indigeneity wasn’t a trump card. If you wanted the land, and believed you hailed from a more advanced civilization and could thus cultivate it better than the natives, that was justification enough. In 1902, Theodor Herzl, the founder of political Zionism, wrote to Cecil Rhodes, the arch-imperialist of southern Africa, and urged him to support Zionism “because it is something colonial.” In “The Iron Wall,” Jabotinsky called the Arabs of Mandatory Palestine “natives,” whom he compared to the Sioux Indians. He called his fellow Zionists “colonists,” who resembled the Pilgrim Fathers and Joshua Ben Nun.

Today, that discourse has fallen out of favor. So, while some right-wing Zionists still celebrate the ancient Israelites’ religiously ordained invasion, today’s dominant Jewish story—the one told by mainstream American Jewish organizations and by the Israeli government, particularly when speaking in English—replaces virtuous colonization with virtuous victimhood. No longer are Zionists equivalent to the Pilgrims who came ashore at Plymouth Rock. In a 2019 interview, the former Israeli ambassador to the United States Michael Oren compared Israeli Jews to the Sioux.

Jews today tend to avert our eyes from how we won the land and focus instead on how we lost it. The AJC pins the blame on the Roman Empire, which it claims expelled most Jews in 70 CE. In his 1993 book, A Place Among the Nations, Netanyahu adds an even more useful culprit: Arabs. Yes, Rome contributed to the “decline of Jewish power and presence in Palestine,” he acknowledges. But the final blow came six hundred years later when a “steady stream of colonists” arrived from the Arabian Peninsula and “finally succeeded in doing what the might of Rome had not achieved: the uprooting of the Jewish farmer from his soil.” In Netanyahu’s telling, the Arabs become the Pilgrim Fathers. The Jews of antiquity were the Sioux, who “resisted conquest, occupation, and exile for nearly twenty centuries,” until finally vanquished.

ONE MIGHT THINK that when it comes to Israel, we would cast this victimhood narrative aside. Zionism’s core promise, after all, is to ensure that Jews are never powerless again. Israeli commentators often argue that refusing to be a victim is central to Israeli identity.

But while Israeli and diaspora Jews do not depict Israel as powerless, we do often portray it as persecuted—“the Jew of the nations,” to use a popular establishment Jewish phrase—slandered, menaced, and delegitimized like no other country on earth. “The State of Israel, which its founders hoped would be fundamentally different from the diaspora,” the historian Derek Penslar has noted, “is now seen as its extension—no less threatened, no less unjustly maligned.”

This paradigm—Israel as the perpetual target of aggression, never its author—frames the Jewish establishment’s rendition of Israeli history. Consider its account of the departure of more than half of the Arab population of British Mandatory Palestine during Israel’s war of independence. “The Palestinian refugee issue originated in the 1948 Arab-Israeli war,” explains the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), America’s best-known organization fighting antisemitism, “when five Arab armies invaded the State of Israel just hours after it was established.” The moral responsibility is clear: The Palestinians left their homes because Arab nations started a war. Palestinians suffered, but only because Israel was attacked.

The problem with this chronology is that between one-third and half of the Palestinians departed before May 14, 1948, when Israel declared independence and the Arab governments declared war. By the time the Arab armies attacked, Zionist forces had already largely depopulated Jaffa and Haifa, Palestine’s two largest cities. The war’s most notorious massacre of Palestinians, in which Zionist militias killed more than a hundred men, women, and children in the village of Deir Yassin, occurred in April. When Jewish leaders claim the Arab invasions drove Palestinians to leave, they’ve got the causality reversed. “It was not the entry of the Arab armies that caused the exodus. It was the exodus that caused the entry of the Arab armies,” concluded the historian Walid Khalidi after consulting extensive Arab government documents and press reports.

For a Jewish establishment determined to depict Israel as “the Jew of the nations,” forever blamed for sins it did not commit, these historical findings are inconvenient. But Israeli and American Jewish officials offer another argument for why the Arab governments, and not Israel, are to blame for roughly three-quarters of a million Palestinians leaving their homes: The Arab regimes told the Palestinians to leave. In A Place Among the Nations, Netanyahu argues that in many cases “Jews pleaded with their Palestinian Arab neighbors to stay. This was in sharp contrast to the directives the Palestinian Arabs were receiving from Arab governments, exhorting them to leave in order to clear the way for the invading armies.”

This argument, too, is mostly fiction. A 1948 report by Israel’s own intelligence service concluded that Zionist attacks accounted for roughly 70 percent of the Palestinian departures, while orders from Arab forces accounted for roughly 5 percent. Despite this, Jewish communal officials still often insist that Arabs, not Zionists, forced the Palestinians out. Nor do they grapple with one last, uncomfortable fact: Even if Palestinians did leave because Arab armies attacked, or because Arab governments urged them to, Israel still didn’t let them return.

The harsh truth is that Zionist forces had to expel large numbers of Palestinians in order to create a Jewish-majority state. The prewar Palestinian population was simply too large. In November 1947, when the United Nations voted to partition Palestine into Jewish and Arab countries, Jews were only one-third of the population. Thus, even the state earmarked for Jews—which would have encompassed 55 percent of Mandatory Palestine—would have been almost half Palestinian. Since Jews lived largely in urban areas, Palestinians also owned 80 percent of the Jewish state’s arable land. Zionist leaders knew that a country in which Palestinians were almost half the population and possessed most of the territory wouldn’t constitute a genuine Jewish state. Jews would not rule. A month after the UN vote, Ben-Gurion told members of his political party, “Only a state with at least 80 percent Jews is a viable and stable state.” So, while Ben-Gurion and the Zionist leadership—unlike their Palestinian and Arab counterparts—accepted the UN partition plan, they also began expelling Palestinians because that was the only way to create a large Jewish majority that occupied most of the land.

On this point, Benny Morris, the Israeli historian who gained fame for his research into the Palestinian exodus, has been unusually frank. “Ben-Gurion was a transferist,” Morris told the Israeli journalist Ari Shavit in a 2004 interview. “He understood that there could be no Jewish state with a large and hostile Arab minority in its midst.” Perhaps taken aback by Morris’s directness, Shavit observed, “I don’t hear you condemning him.” Indeed, Morris was not. “Ben-Gurion was right,” Morris continued. “If he had not done what he did, a state would not have come into being. That has to be clear. It is impossible to evade.”

But it is possible to evade. Among the Jewish state’s high-profile, English-language defenders, Morris is an outlier, a throwback to the early Zionists who bluntly defended Zionist conquest. That’s why you won’t find him on the ADL or AIPAC lecture circuit. Their narrative is built on evasion because they know it’s not possible, in a postcolonial age, to acknowledge the truth about why Palestinians became refugees without raising questions about why they and their descendants can’t return. George Orwell famously wrote that since forthrightly defending Stalin’s purges or British colonialism in India required “arguments which are too brutal for most people to face,” their public justification “has to consist largely of euphemism, question-begging and sheer cloudy vagueness.” That perfectly captures establishment Jewish discourse about 1948. The only way to depict Israel as the victim of its own mass expulsion of Palestinians is to evade what Palestinians actually endured. Euphemism is the point.

Consider what the Palestinian expulsion looks like when recounted without euphemism. Amid the crush of people fleeing Haifa as Zionist forces attacked, a woman named Nazmiyya al-Kilani walked with a broken leg, one child in her arms and another tied to her apron so he wouldn’t be swallowed up by the crowd, to the city’s port, where she boarded a boat to Acre, which was itself depopulated after Zionist forces shut off the city’s electricity and water. In the chaos, she lost contact with her husband, father, brother, and sisters, all of whom were deported to Syria. She didn’t see them for another fifty years.

That fall, Israeli troops entered the largely Catholic and Greek Orthodox Palestinian village of Eilaboun in the Galilee. According to the filmmaker Hisham Zreiq, who used oral histories, Israeli documents, and a UN observer report to reconstruct events, the troops were met by priests holding a white flag. Soldiers from the Golani Brigade responded by assembling villagers in the town square. They forced the bulk of Eilaboun’s residents to evacuate the village and head north, thus serving as human shields for Israeli forces who trailed behind them, in case the road was mined. After forcing the villagers to walk all day with little food or water, the soldiers robbed them of their valuables and loaded them on trucks that deposited them across the Lebanese border. According to an eyewitness, the roughly dozen men held back in the town square were executed in groups of three.

The people of Eilaboun were comparatively lucky: some were allowed to return. During Israel’s war of independence, Zionist forces depopulated roughly four hundred Palestinian villages. Many were looted. Most were totally destroyed.

Listen to every one of Benjamin Netanyahu’s speeches about Israel’s creation, and the speeches of every establishment American Jewish leader, and you won’t hear a single story like Nazmiyya al-Kilani’s. You will not learn the name, or be invited to imagine the experience, of a single Palestinian whom Zionist forces expelled. That is not an accident. Only by erasing the names and experiences of ordinary Palestinians can they be made authors of their own expulsion. We evade the harsh realities of 1948 just as we evade the end of the book of Esther. In this way, Israel’s creation is made to fit the script.

THIS ISN’T ONLY the story we tell ourselves about Israel’s past. It’s also our story about Israel’s present. The plot goes like this. We have finally achieved what every other people takes for granted: a state of our own. Yet in the case of Jews, and Jews alone, that right is contested. So even with a state, we remain victims.

Our communal leaders call this right self-determination. “Denying the Jewish people the same right to self-determination that you would extend to other people,” ADL CEO Jonathan Greenblatt asserted in 2020, constitutes one of the “modern manifestations of the oldest hatred, anti-Semitism.” But self-determination means determination of the self, not others. Just as one person cannot invoke their individual right to self-determination to control another person, one group of people cannot invoke their collective right to control another group. As the Israeli philosophers Avishai Margalit and Joseph Raz have explained, “Those who may benefit from self-government cannot insist on it at all costs. Their interests have to be considered along those of others.”

That’s why the world was unimpressed by the South African defense minister P. W. Botha’s claim, in 1977, to be defending “the right of self-determination of the white nation.” Because he wasn’t defending self-determination. He was defending supremacy. When Jewish leaders say self-determination is a universal right, they’re employing the same sleight of hand. Self-determination may be a universal right if it means communal autonomy. Few would quibble with a school in a largely Afrikaner town teaching children in Afrikaans, so long as white and Black South Africans live under the same law. But there is no universal right to a state in which your tribe rules everyone else.

Yet, in Israel, that’s what Jews do. Israel controls all the territory between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea. That includes the West Bank, where, although Israel has since 1993 subcontracted certain functions to the Palestinian Authority, Israeli soldiers—and the soldiers of no other army—can enter any square inch of territory anytime they want and arrest anyone they want, including the Palestinian Authority’s own officials. Israel also controls the Gaza Strip, even though it withdrew its soldiers and settlers in 2005 (before reinvading after October 7). Israel controls Gaza because it controls all access to the Strip by air and sea as well as two of the three land crossings. (Even at the third, Rafah, which borders Egypt, Israel wields substantial authority over who and what can legally pass.) As the Israeli human rights group Gisha has noted, Israel even controls what type of vegetables Palestinians in Gaza can legally export. Before the current war, Israel tried to control Gaza in the way guards would control a prison if they left the interior and arrayed themselves along the perimeter, thus determining—at gunpoint—what is allowed in and out.
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