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‘A timely, short, highly informative history that is sure to dispel many of the misconceptions and misinformation circulating and currently widespread about Gaza. It will remind readers of what the area was like and what was lost in the course of Israel’s aggression, as well as recognising Gaza’s resilience. It could also help bring to the mind of readers the Gaza that was.’

Raja Shehadeh, author of What Does Israel Fear From Palestine?

‘In lean and unsparing prose, Anne Irfan exposes the history of occupation and oppression that explains the tragedy of Gaza from 1948 to the present day. A brilliant book that will inform debate and make clear to policy makers how Gaza’s future must in no way resemble its recent past.’

Eugene Rogan, author of The Arabs: A History

‘In this stunning book, Anne Irfan contextualises the violence unfolding in Gaza today without losing sight of the humanity of Palestinians. She describes the horrors of history with a nuanced kindness and reminds us that these events are not all that matter – because the Palestinian people that experienced them matter too.’

Nadya Hajj, author of Networked Refugees

‘Beautifully written, erudite, humane: an essential guide to understanding the way the Israeli settler colonial project in and around Gaza has evolved into a brutal genocide.’

Eyal Weizman, author of Hollow Land: The Architecture of Israel’s Occupation

‘With Gaza in ruins and its people bombed, starved, and displaced, accounting for Israel’s genocidal campaign and its impact on Palestinians is an urgent necessity. In this accessible analytical narrative, Anne Irfan convincingly shows how the destruction condenses the confrontation between the long-term Israeli ambition to deport Gaza’s Palestinian inhabitants – mostly descended from Nakba refugees – and their obdurate determination to remain in their homeland. A Short History of the Gaza Strip is a much-needed historical contextualisation.’

A. Dirk Moses, author of The Problems of Genocide

‘An incredible, informative and powerful book. It tells us that you can’t understand the current destruction of Gaza without going back to the beginning and then does exactly that, in such a readable and devastating way.’

Rachel Shabi, author of Off-White: The Truth About Antisemitism
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FOREWORD: GAZA’S HISTORY by Muhammad Shehada


My first memory of Gaza is an airstrike. My second is an Israeli checkpoint. My third is of frequent demonstrations. And my fourth is of my overcrowded UNRWA school for Palestinian refugees. Gaza is a giant refugee camp; a ‘huge concentration camp’ as Israel’s (then) national security chief, Giora Eiland, called it back in 2004. At the same time, it’s a unique place of vivid culture, rich diversity and huge yet unattainable potentials – all reminders that its bleak present is purely man-made and was completely preventable. It’s also an unbreakable fortress of rebellion, resistance and insurgency. And it is a place of many contradictions and paradoxes.

Growing up in Gaza, I lived through three wars, ten major Israeli military operations and two full ground invasions, all within less than two decades. But none of them came anywhere near the genocide of 2023–25 in terms of magnitude, severity and sheer brutality. ‘There is a thick stench of death, of rotting corpses and gunpowder, enveloping all of Gaza,’ a friend who visited the besieged enclave in February 2025 told me. ‘It’s everywhere. It’s all over.’ He compared it directly to the 2003 Darfur genocide, which he had also experienced.

There are two questions Gazans have usually asked each other since the start of this campaign of unrelenting and systematic destruction, starvation, displacement and mass killing. The first is, ‘How many family members have you lost?’ The answer is always in the dozens, no matter who you ask. I personally stopped counting by February 2024. I couldn’t bear it after Israel killed thirty-four of my relatives. But every time I opened my social media apps, there were new pictures of relatives, colleagues, loved ones, neighbours and friends in grey, relegated to the past tense from ‘is’ to ‘was’.

The second question is, ‘Is your home still standing?’ Virtually every single person I know has had their home bombed, burned down, bulldozed or damaged to the point of becoming uninhabitable. Israel wiped out entire cities with nothing left but an abundance of rubble mixed with thousands of corpses stuck underneath. Watching from outside Gaza, I stood paralysed and powerless the entire time the genocide was unfolding. I didn’t dare tell any loved ones to ‘stay safe’, because I couldn’t provide any advice whatsoever on what they could do to increase their chances of survival. ‘Seek shelter at a UN school’, ‘go to a hospital’, ‘stay near journalists’, ‘stay near international organisations’… any advice that would have previously been helpful now became a trap as Israel went on to destroy the vast majority of UN schools and hospitals and directly slaughter the highest number of journalists and humanitarian workers ever recorded within such a short space of time.

Even in our darkest imaginations, no one could have conceived of Gaza’s streets littered with the decomposing bodies and skeletal remains of our loved ones; that stray dogs and cats would be filmed feasting on those bodies; that Israeli soldiers would confess to driving their tanks over hundreds of living and dead humans and crushing them into mush; that parents would scour the streets looking for hacked pieces of human flesh to put randomly in plastic bags and consider each 10–20 kilos a child; that thousands of kidnapped Palestinians in Israeli ‘torture camps’ would be systematically and routinely beaten, raped, forced to perform sexual acts on each other, forced to drink from toilets, starved to near death, blindfolded and chained 24/7 in crowded cages whose air is filled with the ‘putrid stench’ of ‘neglected wounds left to rot’ and amputated limbs, that the perpetrators would document and brag about their atrocities every minute of the day; and that the world would watch all this livestreamed and yet allow it to continue unconstrained.

How, then, is one to understand this total war? How far back into history does one need to go to judge these actions? Is it sufficient to look at the atrocities committed on 7 October 2023? What led to that fateful day unfolding? Does one need to go back to 2007, when Israel officially imposed its siege on Gaza? Or to Hamas’ violent takeover of Gaza right before that? What about the group winning a democratic election in 2006? Israel’s 2005 unilateral ‘disengagement’ from Gaza? The second intifada? The 1993 Oslo ‘peace process’? Israel’s closure and separation policy in Gaza since 1991? The first intifada? The 1973 war? The 1967 war? The 1956 war? The 1948 Nakba? The 1947 partition plan? The 1917 Balfour Declaration? Or even further? And why does virtually every Palestinian have those dates memorised by heart? What terrible significance do they hold?

In A Short History of the Gaza Strip, Anne Irfan answers these questions brilliantly, compellingly and succinctly. Drawing on more than a decade of academic research, as well as her rich personal heritage and wide network of expert friends and colleagues in Palestine, Israel and the wider Middle East, she takes the reader on a vital journey through six critical episodes in the history of the Gaza Strip. By learning this history, the reader can acquire sufficient knowledge and intellectual self-defence to make up their mind and educate others about this incredibly sensitive topic, which is so often clouded by a swamp of propaganda and bad faith arguments.

Irfan eloquently presents a damning and timely analysis of Israel’s consistent view of Gaza as a demographic threat to be settled – a point of crucial importance at this moment when much of the enclave has been annihilated and Israel and the US are openly pushing to ‘empty it out’ completely. This book shows how such ideas are nothing new, but rather go back to at least the 1950s, having been repeated scores of times over the years. Irfan does a remarkable job of presenting a historical arc that connects the dots between seemingly discrete events. Even as a Gazan myself, and having spent my entire career documenting life and death in Gaza as a journalist and researcher, this book helped me put some things into perspective and make sense of my own past and present.

More than that, Irfan’s book personalises Gaza’s dense history through the stories of several protagonists whose lives epitomise the modern experience of this small, defiant piece of land. In these stories, we see another important theme: that Gaza has not only been a place of war, violence and destruction, but also of culture, creativity and hope. As the history shows us, it is a site of the contradictions that characterise the human experience.



Growing up, my parents never needed to explain the occupation to me. In fact, they actively tried to hide it from me, to shield me from its toxicity, to give me a sense of normal life. They told me it was thunder the first time I heard an airstrike. The strewn rubble and burned furniture I saw all over the street the next morning were self-explanatory.

I became politically aware at a very early age as we travelled back and forth between Gaza and Egypt. My late father tried to maintain that routine to renew our Egyptian residency permits annually out of fear Israel would expel us from our home again one day. In the original Nakba of 1948, they had forcibly uprooted his father from the land he had just bought a couple of miles to the east of the Gaza Strip, and wiped out his entire village.

In Gaza’s Shati refugee camp, my grandfather built a modest shack, brick by brick, on the spot where his tent was erected. He planted a fig tree to remind him of his hometown. UNRWA’s schooling system crucially contributed to my father becoming a genius doctor whose memory instills pride in me, after Israel made him a barefoot child refugee running around a camp in worn-out rags.

But just as my father and his family tried to breathe a sigh of relief and rebuild a fraction of their ruptured lives, Israel kicked them out again in 1967, this time to Egypt. They were allowed back in 1994 with the Oslo Accords – but the 1990s ‘peace process’ didn’t assuage my father’s fear of another expulsion. ‘They will do it to us again one day,’ my dad often said. And he was right. That’s why I remember those dates, and why every Palestinian does as well. They are not just national milestones, but as Irfan elaborates, they are intimately personal and traumatic to each of us.

In 1995, the New York Times reported that Palestinians in Gaza were calling the Strip an ‘open-air prison’. Every time we tried to travel, we had to sign up months in advance. Israel opened and closed Gaza’s borders with Egypt arbitrarily and without warning. We would only learn about our time of departure the night before, rushing to pack then squeezing into an overcrowded car the next day. Sand dunes, ruined streets marked by the tracks of IDF tanks, destruction, bullets… a vivid picture was forming in my head of the stark difference between the openness of a cosmopolitan Cairo and the militarisation and entrapment of an isolated Gaza.

Sometimes, we’d reach the Rafah crossing only to find out Israel had shut it again at the last minute, as collective punishment for something Hamas had done elsewhere or for pure political pressure. Sometimes, we’d stay with relatives in Rafah because we didn’t want to risk crossing the checkpoint back into Gaza City and having to wait for days there again. Other times it was clear that it would take a while for the crossing to reopen and we’d go back home and wait for a phone call.

Up until 2005, the crossing was divided into three areas: a Palestinian room, an Israeli hall and an Egyptian hall. To get from the Palestinian building to the Israeli building, we had to cram into an orange taxi that carried us the few dozen metres between them (because Israel dictated we could not walk). Many times, we’d sit in that taxi for hours waiting for Israel to let us in. Once on the Israeli side, we were ordered not to open the windows and to leave the car only through the right-hand doors.

One of the first Israeli soldiers I remember encountering was a soldier at the Abu Holi checkpoint set up in 2001 as punishment for the second intifada. It was named after the owner of the farmland Israel had confiscated to build the barrier on. I never saw the soldier’s face, because he sat in a watchtower manning the checkpoint that Israel arbitrarily closed most of the time. I couldn’t see the whole watchtower either; I glimpsed parts of it as we sat in the car in an endless queue of vehicles under the boiling sun for hours, waiting to make a journey that would otherwise have taken thirty minutes. No one, not even animals, were allowed to cross on foot. Donkeys were stuffed in cars’ back seats. ‘Don’t open any doors or windows,’ my mother would say, as we suffocated in the heat, afraid that the soldier would shoot us, as happened to many.

At Rafah, we were herded like cattle through crammed corridors at the Israeli-controlled side of the border. There, I could see clearly what the soldiers looked like. Their smirks, their sunglasses, hostile demeanour and the big rifles they pointed at us have been etched in my mind ever since, along with the piercing noise of them yelling and cursing condescendingly in broken Arabic. So has the panicked and powerless look in my parents’ eyes as soldiers seized my eldest brother from the queue and sent him back to Gaza only because he had turned sixteen. It taught me a lot.

Yet I learned more in 2007. We were stuck in Egypt on a medical trip when Hamas took over Gaza and Israel shut down all the enclave’s borders. After Egyptian intervention, a rare exception was made, and we and other stuck Gazans were allowed to return through a different and unusual route: the al-Ouga commercial crossing (Nitzana) between Israel and Egypt. It was instantly clear that the young Israeli soldiers there had never met a Palestinian or been to the occupied territory. They were different from their peers at Rafah; relatively polite, calmer, they brought us food and water, and provided a wheelchair for an old woman who travelled with us in the shuttle bus. The occupation, this wretched apartheid system, dehumanises us both; it corrupts the souls of the oppressors as much as it ruins the lives of the oppressed.

After that, aside from one short medical trip in 2010, we couldn’t travel to Egypt for a decade; Israel’s siege was tightened, and we were locked up in a permanent state of non-life. Israel was at best allowing the luckiest of us to keep our ‘heads above the water, but nothing more than that’ as their defence minister put it in 2018.

In his last days, my dying father longed for figs and other fruit, but thyme and duqqa were the only foods available in abundance under siege. For ‘security reasons’, Israel had even banned the import of pasta, as Irfan describes later in the book. I went door to door searching for fruit but found nothing. Defeated, I could not bear to bring myself back home that night until I was sure my father was asleep.

New phrases were added to my dictionary. ‘Hot Winter’, ‘Cast Lead’, ‘Pillar of Defence’, ‘Protective Edge’, ‘Closed Garden’, ‘Black Belt’, ‘Guardians of the Walls’, ‘Breaking Dawn’… Those were the names of Israeli ‘military operations’ that punctuated the endless suffocation imposed on us. They were periodic massacres and killing sprees that Israel would describe as ‘mowing the lawn’. The average young Gazan measures his age by how many of those wars we survived.

The term ‘slow death’, however, was the most chronic. I heard it every single day. It resonated even more deeply as I took my first steps into adulthood and found that most people around me had no hope of any meaningful future. Most Gazans who had come of age or graduated from university in 2006 when Israel’s blockade was imposed were in 2023 reaching the second half of their thirties without ever having had a job, despite their impressive educational achievements. They couldn’t afford to fall in love and start a family, because they couldn’t afford to put food on the table or move out of their parents’ homes.

Ali, my childhood friend, was one of the smartest people I’ve ever known. You could have a conversation with him about any topic at all and be impressed by his deep knowledge: EU migration policies, Russia–Ukraine, China–Taiwan, domestic US politics, economic history, climate change, Noam Chomsky, Jordan Peterson… We used to talk almost every day; even when I was outside Gaza, I’d call him when his electricity was on.

We would fume, laugh, discuss life, memories, movies, sports and politics. Every time Ali and I talked over the phone, I could always hear a buzzing noise lurking in the background throughout our conversations. It came from the Israeli predator and surveillance drones that have hovered above Gazans’ heads 24/7 since the start of the siege. They are equipped with rockets to shoot to kill at any second. Their noise got loudest at night when the city became quiet.

Ali studied hard, applied for countless jobs and scholarships for a decade, freelanced intermittently, volunteered… but he never got a break. Despite his brilliance and intellect, he was prevented from having a full life by being born on the wrong side of Israel’s separation fence. There wasn’t much for him to do in Gaza except count days, months and years.

Every day brought Ali shame and burning rage: when he crawled out of bed and left his room to eat a breakfast meal with his family that he didn’t contribute to; when he asked for pocket money from his parents to buy snacks, clothes or get a haircut; when he went for a walk in the neighbourhood with his head bowed in embarrassment and devastation. He hated his birthdays, because each one reminded him that his life was wasting before his eyes.

Ali was killed by Israel in January 2024 at the gate of al-Aqsa hospital in Deir al-Balah, and my world has been in ruins since. I have had no one to mourn him with, because he never had the chance to be known – to work with colleagues or make new friends, to gain a name for himself as a journalist or leave any kind of footprint outside of his immediate family. The toughest thing about his death is that, like most young Gazans, Ali never got the opportunity to experience living, despite how hard he tried every single day.

March 2025






AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book tells the history of the Gaza Strip from 1948 to the 2020s, based on my time researching and teaching Palestinian history over the last decade. It does not seek to speak for Palestinians in and from Gaza, whose own accounts provide insights and perspectives that an outsider could never convey. Many Palestinians in and from Gaza have published memoirs and testimonies about their lives in the Strip, some of which are listed at the end of this book (page 208) and all of which I encourage you to read.






NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY


In geographical terms, ‘Gaza’ can have two meanings. Gaza City is an ancient coastal city on the eastern Mediterranean, which also gave its name to a large geographical district in the British Mandate of Palestine. In 1948, the state of Israel was established by military force on 78 per cent of Mandate Palestine. It claimed the majority of the Gaza district, leaving just 141 square miles as the newly formed Gaza Strip, whose boundaries were determined by an armistice agreement between Israel and Egypt. In this book, which focuses on post-1948 history, I generally use the term ‘Gaza’ to refer to the Strip.

The majority of Palestinians living in Gaza today are refugees who were expelled and displaced across the country in 1948. As such, they are Palestinians from Gaza, but not Gazan in terms of their heritage. In view of this, I only use the term ‘Gazan’ in this book to refer to geographical sites, or to people living in Gaza before 1948. Otherwise, I speak of Palestinians in Gaza.






Introduction WHY GAZA MATTERS


On Saturday 5 December 1998, forty-eight passengers boarded a plane at the newly built international airport in the Gaza Strip. As the first commercial flight to take off from the airport, it was loaded with symbolism. Captain Jamal al-How, a Palestinian from Jabalia refugee camp in Gaza, proclaimed it a ‘historic moment’ as he piloted the Palestinian Airlines plane to Queen Alia International Airport in Amman, Jordan. Less than a fortnight later, US President Bill Clinton and First Lady Hillary Clinton flew into Gaza to formally inaugurate the new airport alongside Palestinian President Yasser Arafat and his wife Suha.

Over the following year, around 100,000 Palestinians passed through the gleaming terminal of Gaza’s new airport, boarding flights operated by Palestinian Airlines, EgyptAir, Royal Jordanian and Royal Air Maroc. Among them was Sahbaa al-Barbari, a lifelong Palestinian activist who had been born in Gaza in 1932. Describing her trip, she remarked, ‘I travelled with Palestinian Airlines in a Palestinian plane flown by a Palestinian pilot with a Palestinian ticket to the United Arab Emirates! It was the happiest trip of my life. It was a wonderful feeling.’1 Like many, she hoped that the airport would signal a new era of Palestinian freedom, directly connecting Palestine to the wider world and enabling its people to leave and return freely.

Such hopes proved short-lived. Throughout its operations, Gaza International Airport remained under Israeli control. Palestinians were required to report all take-offs and landings to Israeli officials, who also oversaw passport control, security and flight routes. Then, in October 2000, Israel shut down the airport as part of its suppression of the second intifada (Palestinian uprising). In December 2001 – three years after Jamal al-How had piloted that first commercial flight – Israel bombed the airport, making it inoperable. Since then, there have been no more commercial flights in or out of Gaza. Further bombardments between 2006 and 2014 left the airport in ruins.

Accounts of flying directly into Gaza on commercial planes are a far cry from today’s reality. In recent years, Gaza has become synonymous with isolation and inaccessibility, not to mention intensive violence and suffering. Since October 2023, the Palestinians of Gaza have endured one of the most brutal military onslaughts in modern history, launched in response to the Hamas-led attacks of 7 October that killed nearly 1,200 Israelis, wounded more than 5,400 and took 251 captive.2 By the time a short-lived ceasefire came into force in January 2025, Israeli forces had killed more than 47,000 Palestinians in Gaza; scientific researchers argue that the true figure may be in excess of 186,000 if adjusted to include indirect deaths from war-induced malnutrition and disease.3 Just two months later, Israel broke the ceasefire and resumed its intensive bombing of Gaza, meaning that at the time of writing in late March 2025 the death toll is again rising rapidly.

Israel’s onslaught on Gaza has left much of the Strip unfit for human life. By the time of the January 2025 ceasefire, 92 per cent of homes in Gaza had been damaged or destroyed, and nearly the entire population had been displaced, many multiple times.4 More than 1.8 million people faced extreme hunger, with repeated warnings of imminent famine from aid agencies present on the ground.5 The life expectancy of Palestinians in Gaza almost halved between October 2023 and September 2024.6

The totalising nature of the Israeli attack led many Palestinians to describe it as genocidal from early on. As the months passed, an increasing number of international human rights organisations and legal experts agreed, arguing that Israel was deliberately inflicting conditions of life designed to bring about the Palestinians’ physical destruction in Gaza. They pointed to the indiscriminate nature of Israeli violence, including the flattening of entire towns in the northern Strip; the destruction of more than 70 per cent of Gaza’s infrastructure; the total siege and intentional deprivation of water and aid from more than two million Palestinians; the systematic destruction of Gaza’s healthcare sector, including military attacks on hospitals and clinics; and the repeated displacements of civilians to areas that Israel then bombed.7 The case was underpinned by repeated claims from Israeli politicians that there are ‘no innocents in Gaza’.8 In January 2024 – a full twelve months before the short-term ceasefire – the International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruled that there was a risk of genocide in Gaza, and that Israel should immediately act to prevent genocidal acts.9

Even prior to October 2023, Gaza had long been in a state of crisis. For seventy-five years, the Palestinian people had endured dispossession, displacement, occupation, impoverishment, collective punishment and ethnic cleansing – with those in Gaza often bearing the brunt of it. After Hamas took power in 2007, Israel imposed a total blockade on the Gaza Strip that made it near-impossible for anyone to get in or out. As a result, many from Gaza’s younger generations have never left its 141 square miles.

Seen through this contemporary lens, the fact that Gaza once hosted an international airport with direct commercial flights may seem astonishing – as Atef Alshaer, a Palestinian writer from Gaza, puts it, ‘Rub your eyes, but Bill Clinton once landed in Gaza.’10 Yet seen through a long historical lens, the idea of an international airport in Gaza is entirely unsurprising. For much of its history, Gaza wasn’t just open to the wider world but actually functioned as a hub for travellers. As a port city on the eastern Mediterranean, in close proximity to north Africa, the Middle East and southeastern Europe, it was both a target for expansionist empires and an important site for traders. When the British army conquered Palestine at the end of the First World War, they entered the country by invading Gaza.

In fact, the history of Gaza stretches back into ancient times. Mentioned in the very first book of the Old Testament,11 Gaza has found itself in the thick of power struggles over the millennia between an array of empires and forces including the Egyptians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Fatimids, Crusaders, Ayyubids, Mongols, Mamluks, Ottomans, French and British.12 Traders, warriors, explorers and refugees passed through the seaport. Even well into the twentieth century, Gaza hosted visits by high-profile international figures from political, cultural and intellectual spheres. In the 1950s and 1960s, visitors to Gaza included the French feminist writer Simone de Beauvoir, African-American political activist Malcolm X and Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Such luminaries expressed their solidarity with Palestinians in Gaza not only remotely, but in person.

Despite the blockade from 2007, Gaza and Palestine as a whole remain central to many international conversations in the twenty-first century. From October 2023, Israel’s war on Gaza became a subject of deep contention around the world, with few places escaping the resultant spikes in antisemitism, Islamophobia and anti-Arab racism. In the US, it sparked the biggest student protests since the Vietnam War. Elections in the UK, US and France in 2024 all saw some voter realignment over the issue. And the ICJ ruling mentioned above resulted from a case brought by South Africa, further highlighting Gaza’s international salience.

In the Middle East, the war has never been limited to Gaza and Israel. At the same time as declaring war on Gaza after 7 October, Israel closed off the West Bank – the other Palestinian territory that it has illegally occupied since 1967 – and imposed further restrictions on a population who have already endured limited freedom of movement for decades. Since October 2023, Israel has launched intensive raids across the West Bank, causing further displacement of Palestinians, with the national security minister openly arming vigilante settlers – Israeli citizens living illegally on occupied Palestinian land, in breach of international law. With settler and military violence against Palestinians reaching unprecedented heights, children are being killed in greater numbers than at any time since the Israeli occupation of the West Bank began in 1967.

The war has also heightened longstanding hostilities between the two axes of power in the region, as the US has provided advanced weaponry to Israel while Iran and its Lebanese proxy Hizbollah have supported Hamas. As a result, the violence has not only engulfed Palestine and Israel but also spilled over into Yemen, Syria, Iran and Lebanon. At the time of writing, the latter was the most seriously affected, as intensifying clashes on the Israeli–Lebanese border erupted into a full-scale Israeli ground invasion of Lebanon in September 2024. By the time a ceasefire was finally brokered in November 2024, thirteen months of hostilities between Hizbollah and Israel had killed 3,544 people in Lebanon and 72 in Israel, while displacing more than 1.2 million people in Lebanon and 68,000 in northern Israel.13

The war on Gaza, then, isn’t confined to Gaza, or even to Palestine and Israel. But the question remains as to why this tiny strip of land – just 141 square miles, less than a quarter the size of London – has such an outsized significance across the region and the rest of the world.

On the surface, there is no obvious explanation for the Gaza Strip’s huge importance. Unlike the West Bank, it isn’t home to a wealth of religious sites. Nor is it geo-strategically significant or rich in natural resources. Instead, Gaza’s particular importance has come about due to historical conditions that can be traced back to the events of 1948. In other words, we can understand Gaza’s significance by looking not to theology, geography or ecology, but only to history.

In this book, I identify six key junctures in the Gaza Strip’s modern history, each of which proved pivotal in its evolution and each of which shows the tiny territory’s long-running importance in Palestinian, Israeli and Middle Eastern history. When the state of Israel was created in 1948, expelling and displacing the majority of the Palestinian population, Gaza absorbed more Palestinian refugees per head than anywhere else. Eight years later, it was the site of the newly established Israeli state’s first temporary military occupation. After the regional war of 1967, Gaza was where Israel sought to carry out further expulsions of the Palestinian population. In 1987, the first Palestinian intifada began in Gaza. In 1994, the Palestinian Authority (PA) established its first headquarters in the territory. In 2005, it was the site where Israel carried out its first – and to date, only – evacuation of settlers from Palestinian land. And two years later, it was where Hamas established its first government.

Collectively, these six episodes can help explain how we arrived at the catastrophe of the 2020s. They also show that the genocidal violence unleashed in Gaza since October 2023 comes on the back of long-running structural themes: expulsion, isolation, even annihilation. To quote an apocryphal saying attributed to the American writer Mark Twain, ‘history doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes’. This is certainly the case for Gaza, and indeed for the whole of Palestine.

Since October 2023, it has become increasingly controversial to talk about the importance of historical context in Palestine and Israel. Anyone who does so risks being accused of justifying either the Hamas-led war crimes of 7 October or Israel’s subsequent genocidal war on Gaza. And yet this history remains crucial if we want to truly understand what’s happening today. To understand is not to justify; to explain is not to excuse. Instead, historical context can bring clarity. It can also complicate the overly simplistic depictions that often dominate media reports, where Gaza is reduced to violence and poverty, and its people are stripped of their multidimensional humanity.

Finally, Gaza’s history not only helps to explain its present but can also point to a different future. With the story of Gaza International Airport, we see how an alternative reality was once possible – and the entirely unnecessary and man-made nature of the catastrophe engulfing the Strip today.






1 CATASTROPHE CREATES THE STRIP


The Gaza Strip’s modern history, like that of Palestine as a whole, was forged in the catastrophic dispossession of 1948. The establishment of the state of Israel that year turned the Palestinians into a stateless people and marked the beginning of their continuing displacement and dispersal. The same war that created Israel also produced the modern-day Gaza Strip, with its contemporary territorial boundaries.

Since 1948, the Gaza Strip has been central to Palestinian and Israeli politics. It absorbed more refugees per head than anywhere else in the region that year, a demographic shift that would form the core of its identity and make it the cradle of Palestinian nationalist activism. Its politics and demographics were a major factor in the state of Israel’s early decision-making, as successive governments and the military sought to suppress any potential uprisings from the Strip. Almost entirely closed in by Israel and at a huge disadvantage militarily, financially, politically and diplomatically, the Gaza Strip has constantly struggled to survive under the impact, if not the direct control, of its enemy neighbour.

The Gaza Strip and the state of Israel were born together in 1948. Their fates have remained entwined ever since. Yet to fully understand the events of that year, we must first look to the Palestinians’ struggle for statehood in the preceding decades, alongside the simultaneous rise of Zionism.


GAZA UNDER THE BRITISH


At the dawn of the twentieth century, Palestine had been under Ottoman rule for nearly 400 years. But the Ottomans were now facing threats to their long-held power and Arab nationalist ideas were gathering steam in the Middle East, including in Palestine. Seismic changes were about to take place.

When the First World War swept through the Middle East, it put an end to the Ottoman Empire, after more than six centuries. The close proximity of Gaza City to the Egyptian border situated it on the front line of hostilities between the British, who had occupied Egypt since 1882, and the German-allied Ottomans. Heavy British shelling caused widespread death and destruction as the two empires fought intensively across Sinai and southern Palestine.1

By late 1917, the British had gained the upper hand and on 9 November, General Allenby, the commander of Britain’s Egyptian Expeditionary Force, entered Gaza with his troops. They found a shattered and deserted city, its inhabitants having fled to escape the bombs.2 In the months after the British victory, Gaza’s displaced population tentatively started returning to their homes and British troops set about constructing two military cemeteries to bury thousands of their soldiers who had died in Palestine. Both cemeteries remained in Gaza into the twenty-first century, tended by a local Palestinian family.3

Gaza would act as a gateway to Palestine for the British. In December 1917, the British army took the capital city of Jerusalem. By the end of 1918, with the Ottoman Empire collapsing, the British had occupied the entire country. For the next three decades, a succession of British high commissioners governed Palestine from Jerusalem, relying on heavily centralised military power to maintain the regime. In 1922, their authority gained a veneer of international legitimacy when the newly established League of Nations granted the British Mandate of Palestine, formalising Britain’s control over the country.4 A creation of the post-war era, the mandate system was especially prominent in the Middle East, where Britain and France had wasted no time in dividing the spoils of the fallen Ottoman Empire between them. The League of Nations, created in 1919, appointed Britain as the mandate power in Palestine, TransjordanI and Iraq, while France took the equivalent role in Syria and Lebanon.

The mandate system ushered in a new phase in the long-running European domination over the Global South. In theory, it ‘provisionally recognised’ the independence of the countries involved, ‘subject to the rendering of administrative advice and assistance by a Mandatory [Power] until such time as they are able to stand alone’.5 In practice, though, mandate governance was simply colonialism by another name.6

The League of Nations’ supposed ‘internationalism’ was also somewhat farcical. The League may have portrayed itself as a global body, but in reality it was dominated by the European powers, particularly Britain and France. Most of the global population were still under colonial rule and therefore without their own representation. As mandate powers, Britain and France were required to submit annual reports to the League’s council detailing their progress in preparing the territories for self-rule – but they sat on the council themselves as two of its four permanent members. They were, to some degree, policing themselves.
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THE STRUGGLE FOR PALESTINE


In the case of Palestine, there was an added complication in any discussion about self-rule. Like their Arab neighbours across the region, the Palestinians had found their political aspirations for independence frustrated when one imperial regime (the Ottomans) was replaced by another (the British) at the end of the First World War. Yet Palestinian nationalists also faced an additional challenge from the Zionist movement, whose activists were seeking to establish their own Jewish state in the country.

Modern political Zionism had emerged in nineteenth-century Europe as a reaction to the horrific and often violent antisemitism that had long dogged the continent. Observing the rising power of nation-states, Viennese journalist Theodor Herzl concluded that the best way to guarantee Jewish safety and security would be for the Jewish people to have their own state, where they could form a majority and enjoy all the power, trappings and respect of independent statehood.7 The Zionist movement quickly came to focus its attentions on Palestine, in view of the country’s ancient religious significance to the Jewish people. The problem for the Zionists, of course, was that Palestine was already home to a national population: the Palestinians. At this time, there were a small number of Jewish communities in Palestine, whose presence there pre-dated the Zionist movement.8 With a notable presence in Jerusalem, Jaffa and Hebron, these Jewish Palestinian communities spoke Arabic and were often culturally indistinguishable from their Muslim and Christian neighbours.9

Herzl and his supporters were prolific in working to garner support for Zionism, but in the early twentieth century the movement still held only minority support among most Jewish communities.10 In 1917, it got a major boost in the form of support from the British government – head of the most powerful empire in the world and the incoming ruler of Palestine itself. On the very same day that British troops entered Gaza, the government published a letter from Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour to the prominent British Zionist Lord Rothschild. In it, Balfour declared British support for ‘the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people’.11

The British government had various motives in aligning itself with Zionism at this point. For one thing, it calculated that doing so would enable it to keep Palestine in its long-term sphere of interest, which was critical given the country’s proximity to the Suez Canal, a key trading route for the British Empire. It also judged that a pro-Zionist position might rally Jewish support for the Allies in the US and revolutionary Russia. On top of this, some members of the British government – including Prime Minister David Lloyd George – were ideologically committed Christian Zionists, believing that the Jewish people’s return to the Holy Land would precipitate the Second Coming.

The Balfour Declaration, as it became known, failed to mention the Palestinian people at all, referring to them only as ‘non-Jewish communities’, and pledging to respect their ‘civil and religious rights’ with no mention of their national or political rights.12 To make matters even worse in the eyes of many Palestinians, it also directly contradicted a pledge that the British had made to Arab nationalists less than two years earlier. In correspondence with leading Arab nationalist Sherif Hussein of Mecca,13 the British high commissioner to Egypt had promised support for post-war Arab independence in the Middle East – including Palestine – in exchange for Hussein’s forces fighting against the Ottomans.14

The Balfour Declaration was subsequently incorporated into the text of the 1922 Mandate, which explicitly spoke of the Jewish historical connection to Palestine and the imperative of facilitating Jewish immigration and land acquisition there, while staying silent on the rights of the Palestinian national community.15 This meant that when the British authorities submitted their yearly reports to the League of Nations, they were also required to report on what progress was being made in establishing a Jewish national home. As legal scholar Noura Erakat argues, this created a fundamental contradiction in the Mandate, which was simultaneously supposed to prepare Palestine for self-governance and deny self-determination to the majority of its people.16

From its outset, the Mandate authorities granted the yishuv ( Jewish community in Palestine) autonomy under the officially recognised authority of the Jewish Agency ( JA). The JA’s sophisticated para-state infrastructure would eventually come to include thirty-seven departments, with financial and immigration programmes and control of its own education system. It was also allowed a paramilitary, known as Haganah (‘Defence’), which the British did not formally recognise but sometimes co-operated with.17 By contrast, Palestinian Arab institutions were given considerably less autonomy and there was no recognised Arab representative body in the Mandate.18

Under the Mandate, and in keeping with the pledges of the Balfour Declaration, Jewish immigration to Palestine increased significantly. In 1922, when the Mandate was officially declared, 13 per cent of Palestine’s population had been Jewish. By 1946 – around a quarter of a century into the Mandate – the Jewish population of Palestine had shot up to just under a third of the total. This major demographic shift was made possible by the multiple waves of Jewish immigration, nearly all of which came from Europe. Some immigrants were motivated by Zionist ideological conviction, others came as refugees fleeing antisemitism, and others still were driven by a combination of the two. Unsurprisingly, Jewish immigration to Palestine spiked after Hitler came to power in Germany in 1933 and Europe’s Jewish communities faced new levels of antisemitic violence, persecution and eventual genocide. Many Jewish refugees from the Third Reich looked to the US and UK as their sanctuaries of choice, but found that both states had mostly closed their doors – meaning large numbers ended up in Palestine instead. The number of Jewish immigrants to Palestine rose from just under 10,000 in 1932 to 30,327 in 1933, 42,359 in 1934 and a whopping 61,854 in 1935.19 Palestinians, who had been struggling for independence since the late Ottoman era, were perturbed by what this influx meant for their national rights.

Where did Gaza fit into all this? Under the British administration, Gaza was designated a sub-district in southwestern Palestine, spanning the coastline from Rafah to Isdud. It was part of Palestine’s large Southern District (which, confusingly, was sometimes also referred to as the Gaza District) and its predominantly Muslim population were largely rural and agricultural, in keeping with the typical lifestyle across much of the country.20 The Gaza District’s large geographical span was at odds with its lack of political power in the Mandate. With the British centralising their power in Jerusalem – far more so than the Ottomans had done – Gaza found itself pushed to the periphery in political as well as geographical terms.

While Gaza’s port was a trading hotspot, the city was less politically and culturally prominent than Jerusalem, Haifa or Jaffa, so it was relatively unaffected by the major waves of Jewish immigration in this period – at least in comparison to other parts of Palestine.21 Its dearth of Jewish holy sites, along with its positioning in the southwestern corner of Palestine, meant it wasn’t a priority for the Zionist movement. The older, pre-Zionist Palestinian Jewish community in Gaza City was tiny, numbering fewer than 100 people in the 1920s.22 The wider sub-district had a few small communities but they still totalled less than 0.5 per cent of the entire population.23

Despite its relative demographic homogeneity, Gaza wasn’t spared when inter-communal riots broke out in cities across Palestine in 1929, beginning over tensions around religious sites in Jerusalem and spreading to the mixed cities of Hebron, Safad and Haifa. The death toll eventually numbered 133 Jews, killed mainly by Arab rioters, and 116 non-Jewish Arabs, killed mostly by British forces.24 When the riots reached Gaza City, neighbours stood in solidarity with the small Jewish community there, and former mayor Said Shawwa intervened to protect them. As a result, there were no fatalities in Gaza – but the city’s Jewish residents were so petrified by the attacks that they chose to leave Gaza afterwards, seeking the security of larger Jewish communities elsewhere in Palestine.25

With Zionist activity intensifying across the country as Jewish immigration reached new levels in the 1930s, and the JA receiving direct support from the Mandate authorities, Palestinians saw their nationalist goals and right to self-determination further and further suppressed. In November 1935, tensions escalated when British police killed the preacher and Arab nationalist Sheikh Izzeldin al-Qassam after he declared and led an armed struggle against British colonialism.26 His death would precipitate the biggest nationalist uprising in Palestinian history.

In May 1936, the newly formed Arab Higher Committee – a Palestinian organisation made up of political parties and notables under the leadership of the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem – responded to the mounting crisis by calling for a general strike in Palestine. Heeding the call, Gazans joined their compatriots across the country in withdrawing their labour for six months and taking to the streets to demonstrate against British rule and Zionism.27 The British brutally suppressed the revolt, working with the Haganah to quash Palestinian uprisings across the country. Many nationalist leaders from Gaza and elsewhere were arrested and exiled; by the time the revolt finally ended in 1939, an estimated one in ten Palestinian men had been executed, wounded, imprisoned or expelled. As a consequence, the Palestinian national community was left seriously weakened in the run-up to 1948.28

Yet Britain’s brutality would not preserve its long-term power in Palestine. In 1944, a hardline Zionist militia called the Irgun Zvai Leumi declared open rebellion against the Mandate regime as part of its campaign to establish a Jewish state in Palestine. After years of indiscriminate attacks against not only the British authorities but also Palestinian civilians, the Irgun now joined with the extremist Lehi militia to escalate its assaults. In the Western imagination, this period of insurgency is most associated with the 1946 bombing of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, which killed ninety-one people and was engineered under the leadership of Irgun commander Menachem Begin (later prime minister of Israel from 1977 to 1983).29 Yet the violence also targeted the Palestinian population, with both the Irgun and Lehi regularly attacking Arab neighbourhoods, buses and marketplaces.

Gaza remained largely on the sidelines during this time and, compared to elsewhere in Palestine, it wasn’t seriously affected by the Zionist insurgency. Nevertheless, Gazans increasingly felt the impact of Palestine’s demographic shifts, as the district’s Jewish population grew significantly over the 1940s. In 1946, the Jewish National Fund, a Zionist organisation seeking to settle Palestine, opened eleven kibbutzim – Zionist communal agricultural settlements – across the Gaza District. By that time, 2 per cent of its population was Jewish and 4 per cent of its land was Jewish-owned.30

In 1947, with Palestine swept up in increasing violence and instability, and Britain struggling with its post-war recovery at home, the Mandate regime announced plans to withdraw and referred the so-called ‘Question of Palestine’ to the United Nations. Created two years prior, the UN had superseded the now-disbanded League of Nations. In response to the British referral, the UN recommended that Palestine be partitioned into two states, one Jewish and one Arab. Gaza City, along with most – but not all – of its sub-district, was assigned to the would-be Arab state.31

The Partition Plan – which, it should be noted, was only ever a recommendation and not a binding resolution – never came to pass. Although it had the support and acceptance of mainstream Zionist leadership through the JA, it was rejected by the more hardline factions of the Zionist movement, as well as the Arab states and the Palestinian leadership, with the latter seeing it as another denial of their right to self-determination. Many pointed out the injustice of the partition plan, which gave 55 per cent of the land to the Jewish community, who then composed less than a third of the country’s population.

Thereafter, Palestine descended into worsening violence. The British authorities withdrew – first unofficially, then formally on 15 May 1948. Meanwhile, Gaza’s position as peripheral to national Palestinian politics was about to be upturned completely.




1948

The events of 1948 are among the most contested and controversial in modern history – so much so that no one can even agree on what to call them. For Israelis, 1948 was the War of Independence (Milhemet Ha’Atzmaout), which established the modern Jewish state after centuries of dispersal and persecution. Coming so soon after the devastating horrors of the Holocaust, many Jews around the world looked to the new Israeli state as a site of much-needed sanctuary. But for Palestinians, 1948 was the Nakba, an Arabic word meaning ‘catastrophe’, in which they were displaced and dispossessed, beginning what would become a decades-long exile.
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For both peoples, the human cost was devastating. The Jewish-Israeli death toll was around 6,000; the Palestinian death toll was at least as high and may have even exceeded 13,000.32 And by the end of 1948, more than 750,000 Palestinians – around two thirds of the population – had been forced to flee and become refugees.33 More than 200,000 went to the territory of the Gaza Strip, joining the 80,000 Palestinians who already lived there.34 The Strip’s infamous population density in the twenty-first century can be directly traced to these events.

How did such a drastic transformation happen so quickly? The Partition Plan of November 1947 provided the immediate trigger for Palestine’s descent into disorder. No community was untouched as Zionist and Palestinian fighters went to war. Determined to establish their new state, Zionist militias – including not only the Irgun and Lehi but also the Jewish Agency’s Haganah – seized the opportunity to expel the Palestinian population and establish a Jewish majority, in a process of ethnic cleansing that involved large-scale raids, indiscriminate attacks, expulsions at gunpoint, rapes and massacres.

These crimes were not simply the result of war. In fact, the ethnic cleansing of Palestinians – referred to euphemistically as ‘transfer’ – had long been key to Zionist ideology.35 Decades later, Israeli historian Benny Morris would reflect: ‘Transfer was inevitable and inbuilt into Zionism – because [Zionism] sought to transform a land which was “Arab” into a “Jewish” state and a Jewish state could not have arisen without a major displacement of [the] Arab population.’36

The Nakba must be understood within this ideological context. Massacres included the indiscriminate killings in December 1947 of up to seventy Palestinians at the village of Balad al-Shaykh, twelve at the village of Khisas and thirteen at Al-Tira. These were followed in February 1948 by the massacre of up to seventy villagers at Sa’sa’ in northern Palestine. The sheer brutality of such attacks ensured a total overhaul of Palestine’s population, as the Palestinians were driven out of much of the country and became increasingly concentrated in smaller parts of it. In December 1947 alone, Zionist militias forced 75,000 Palestinians into exile.37

The violence intensified even further from March 1948, when the JA’s Haganah launched its formal plan for territorial conquest and expulsion: Plan Dalet.38 That same month, the Irgun and Lehi attacked the village of Deir Yassin, just outside Jerusalem. Disregarding the non-aggression pact that its Muslim residents had recently signed with their Jewish neighbours, the militias rampaged through the village and slaughtered its unarmed residents, including women, children and the elderly. The final death toll is unknown, with estimates ranging from 100 to 250 out of a population of around 600.39 Survivors’ testimonies speak to the horrific nature of the attack; Mohammad Jaber, who was a young boy at the time, later recounted how the attackers forced his whole family against the wall and shot them, including a woman carrying a three-month-old baby.40

The Deir Yassin massacre had a huge impact on the Palestinian psyche. As word spread of its horrors, Palestinians across the country were compelled to flee rather than risk being exposed to another attack. Reports of rapes were met with particular alarm, leading many men to conclude that protecting their female relatives should take priority over struggling to stay on the land.41 Everyone fleeing expected their exile to be temporary and anticipated returning home once the fighting was over. With this in mind, many took their house keys with them.

Salah Khalaf, who was fourteen at the time, would recount years later how his family fled their home in Jaffa shortly after hearing of Deir Yassin. Along with many others, they boarded a makeshift boat to seek refuge with relatives in Gaza. His account of the journey expresses the panic and terror that characterised the mass flight:


The boat had scarcely lifted anchor when a woman started shrieking. One of her four children wasn’t on board… Some of us tried to calm her by saying that her young son would surely be picked up and later brought to Gaza. But in vain. Her nerves finally cracked and she straddled the rail, throwing herself into the sea. In an apparent effort to save her, her husband jumped in after her. It soon became clear that neither knew how to swim. The angry waves finally swallowed them up under our very eyes.42



The scenes were so chaotic that many families were torn apart. Like the Khalafs, the al-Naffars were forcibly expelled from Jaffa and compelled to seek safety elsewhere. With mass violence and ethnic cleansing across much of Palestine, the family was scattered north, east and south, their dispersal encapsulating the Palestinian people’s new condition.43

As one of the few Arab strongholds, Gaza became an obvious destination for those seeking safety. In April and May 1948, the city received 10,000 refugees from Jaffa alone.44 Among them was one branch of the al-Naffar family, who ended up boarding a boat to seek shelter in a camp there. Hekmat al-Taweel, a Gazan native, would later recall the influx:


I remember seeing streams of people, a continuous flow that you could see the beginning of but not the end. Women, children, men; people of all ages and from different places in Palestine who didn’t know where to go… They were so tired, so they slept in the streets when the night came and continued their journey the next day. Many of them used their blankets or any cloth they had and put up some sort of tent. Gaza at that time was full of tents… Some people were even looking in the garbage and at nearby fields to find sticks, some wood, or anything to make fire and make bread and feed their families.45



The refugee movement into Gaza continued for many months.46 Not everyone survived the journey, which often required walking for weeks on end in extreme heat without adequate food, water or shelter. Children and the elderly were especially vulnerable, and some women had to give birth on the side of the road during the trek. Some survivors later recalled having nothing to eat but grass.47

On 14 May 1948, JA Chair David Ben-Gurion declared the establishment of the new state of Israel.48 His declaration came as British forces formally withdrew from Palestine, handing over control of much of the infrastructure directly to the JA.49 By this time, between 250,000 and 375,000 Palestinians had already been expelled and displaced.50 The Haganah now formed the basis of the official Israeli army: the Israel Defense Forces (IDF).

The day after Ben-Gurion’s declaration, the neighbouring Arab states – Jordan, Egypt, Syria, Iraq and Lebanon – declared war on Israel, acting on their opposition to the Partition Plan and aiming both to stem the flow of refugees and to push back on Zionist-Israeli gains.51 In at least one case, there were other aims at play too; decades later, historians would discover that Jordan’s Abdullah I had previously held secret talks with the JA, agreeing to carve up Palestine between them. Accordingly, he directed his troops not to extend too far in their fight with Israeli forces, which he conducted largely to keep up appearances in the Arab world.52

The Israeli Declaration of Independence did not mention the new state’s borders (which, to this day, the Israeli state has never fully declared). By this time, Zionist forces had already pushed into parts of Palestine that the UN Partition Plan had designated for the ‘Arab state’; after Ben-Gurion’s Declaration, the newly formed Israeli army continued to do the same. All this provides strong evidence that the JA’s acceptance of the Partition Plan was only ever intended as a stopgap on the way to a bigger land grab – executed in the first place mostly by the Haganah and then by its institutional successor in the form of the Israeli army. Violently ejecting more Palestinian communities, Israel extended its control further into Palestine’s southern areas – including the Gaza sub-district, where it continued to carry out expulsions and seize territory into 1949.53 Many of those targeted were peasants from the rural villages that characterised much of the Palestinian landscape.

Among this group was Zarifa Atwan, a young woman from the village of Isdud. Situated on the coast and located in the northern part of the Gaza sub-district, Isdud was home to fewer than 5,000 people in the early 1940s. Its residents were farmers who lived off the land and exchanged surplus produce with traders from further north in Palestine. Zarifa’s family had their livelihood tied up in the land that they tended with their neighbours, as was typical for most Palestinian farmers at the time. This meant that when Israeli forces expelled them from Isdud, they had little of value to take with them into exile.54

Like the Khalafs, Zarifa and her family had been frightened by news of the Deir Yassin massacre. While some of their neighbours had left upon hearing of it, the Atwans initially chose to stay in their home, but when Israeli forces arrived in Isdud in October 1948 they were given no choice but to leave. Zarifa would recount later how Israeli soldiers forced them to evacuate at gunpoint, herding them onto trucks bound for Gaza. On arrival there, Zarifa, her husband and their four young children were forced to seek refuge in Deir al-Balah, one of the refugee camps being set up by the Egyptian military and the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) to shelter the thousands of refugees streaming in from across Palestine.55 The AFSC was a US-based Quaker organisation contracted by the UN to provide food, shelter and basic medical care to refugees in the Strip at this time.

By comparison, Salah Khalaf’s family were relatively fortunate. As his father was originally from Gaza City, they could stay with his uncle and avoid the dire camp conditions. But they were far from comfortable. Khalaf, then aged fifteen, spent two years living in one small room with his parents and four siblings.56 Like Zarifa, they were gradually coming to the realisation that they would not be able to return home any time soon.




THE NEW STRIP


At the same time as hundreds of thousands of Palestinians were being forced from their homes, the territory of the Gaza sub-district was being torn apart. Vowing to reclaim lost Palestinian land, the Egyptian army moved northwards through the area, joined by Palestinian volunteer fighters – among them a young Yasser Arafat, who would go on to become the most prominent Palestinian leader of the twentieth century.57

Egypt also served as the primary sponsor of the All-Palestine Government (APG), which was established in Gaza in September 1948 and was made up of Palestinian nationalist leaders from the Mandate era. Intended to impede the new Israeli state by upholding Arab claims to the whole of Palestine, the APG set about mobilising the Mufti of Jerusalem’s irregular forces from the early part of the war. It declared itself the government of independent Palestine and sought international recognition from its Gaza base.58

Yet both its diplomatic and its military efforts came to little. The APG had extremely limited resources, no real army and no real political power. What’s more, it had powerful enemies: the British and the Jordanians were determined to quash any potential threats to their own power in Arab Palestine. In October, British officers forcibly disarmed the APG’s fighters. By the end of that month, all members of the APG had left Gaza.59 Israeli forces continued to sweep south, seizing more and more of what had been the Gaza sub-district. In February 1949, Egypt privately accepted defeat and signed an armistice agreement with Israel that formally placed Gaza under its administrative rule; it assured both the Palestinians and the rest of the Arab League that this military governance would end once Palestine was fully liberated.60 By this time, Gaza had been reduced to a tiny sliver of land comprising less than 1.5 per cent of Palestine; the nearly 460 square miles of the Gaza sub-district shrank to a mere 214 square miles.61

In drawing an armistice line around the new territory, the 1949 agreement severed it from the towns and villages across Palestine with which Gazans had long traded and interacted. Legally, this demarcation line (also called the Green Line) wasn’t a border, but both Israel and Egypt policed it as such.62 The refugees who had sought safety in Gaza were now cut off from their homes and lands, which in many cases were only a few miles away and sometimes within sight. The Atwans, for example, were only around 30 miles from Isdud, but returning there was almost impossible. In a little-known addendum one year after the armistice, a war-weary Egypt agreed to Israeli requests for a ‘buffer zone’, ostensibly designed to prevent further fighting.63 The resulting agreement reduced the area of Gaza by a further 20 per cent, to the 141 square miles that the Egyptian administration would subsequently dub the ‘Strip’.64

By the end of 1949, the Gaza Strip had seen its population more than treble as it received at least 200,000 refugees from across Palestine. It was now home to more than one in four of all Palestinians who remained in the territory of Mandate Palestine.65 Population density had risen from 500 people per square mile in 1944 to 2,300 in 1948.66 Having received refugees from across the country, the Strip became something of a microcosm of Palestine writ large.

Geographically, the newly established 25-mile-long Strip was characterised by the eight refugee camps that now spanned its full length. The smallest, Deir al-Balah, was home to 9,000 Palestinian refugees in 1948; the biggest, Jabalia, accommodated 35,000.67 Some were adapted from older structures; Bureij, Maghazi and Nuseirat were former British Army camps, with the latter having also housed Greek refugees fleeing the Second World War. By the end of the 1940s, Nuseirat was sheltering 16,000 Palestinian refugees on less than 1 square kilometre of land.68 All the Gaza camps were characterised by poor conditions, overcrowding and insufficient supplies. In the winter of 1948, the International Committee of the Red Cross estimated that around ten children were dying every day from the appalling conditions in Khan Younis camp.69
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In Deir al-Balah, Zarifa Atwan had to share a single tent with her husband, their four young children, her husband’s parents, his three sisters and his two brothers. With no running water or sewerage system, there was a constant risk of disease spreading across the camp. In February 1950, less than eighteen months after being expelled from her home, Zarifa gave birth to her fifth child. The baby was delivered in the camp by the same midwife who had delivered her four older children back in Isdud; like the Atwans, the midwife had been forced into exile in 1948. Zarifa would go on to give birth to five more children in Deir al-Balah refugee camp.70

Palestinian refugees in Gaza initially received aid from the AFSC. In May 1950 – exactly two years after Ben-Gurion had declared the new state of Israel – a significant new actor arrived on the scene when the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), created at the end of 1949, began operations across the Middle East. With the refugee crisis dragging on for longer than anyone had expected, the UN established UNRWA to provide a more comprehensive set of services to the thousands of displaced Palestinians across the Middle East. It was originally mandated to do so for eighteen months, but its mandate was continually renewed as Israel refused to implement Resolution 194, passed by the UN in December 1948 to formally recognise the Palestinian refugees’ right of return.71

UNRWA became especially active in Gaza on account of the Strip’s significant refugee population and high levels of impoverishment; in 1950, the agency’s director, John Blandford Jr, described it as ‘over-populated and lacking any considerable endowment in natural resources’.72 Yet while UNRWA’s services were doubtless needed, many refugees resented the presence of aid in their lives, especially if they had previously been self-sufficient farmers living off their own lands. Feelings of humiliation and shame are a common theme in refugee memoirs of the era.73

Long-term residents in Gaza were also suffering. Hekmat al-Taweel recalls widespread alarm among local Gazans as the catastrophe unfolded: ‘it was a stressful time for everyone, including the local people of Gaza. Many of them panicked because they watched these tens of thousands of nearby villagers becoming refugees living in tents with nothing.’74 As the crisis worsened, some of the poorest Gazans resorted to selling the doors and windows of their houses to survive.75 Some residents had even been displaced by the fighting between Egypt and Israel, albeit within the Strip. With everyone struggling, some native Gazans felt aggrieved that the international relief efforts were ignoring their needs; as non-refugees, they were ineligible for many of the essential services being provided.76

Across Palestinian society, the Nakba created something of a levelling effect as the shared trauma of dispossession overshadowed internal divisions of class, region, religion and to some degree even political factionalism. In Gaza, more than 300,000 Palestinians were now surviving chronic physical hardship and suffering from both collective and individual traumas. All of them had lived through seismic upheaval. The vast majority had lost their homes. Many had experienced or witnessed horrific violence, been bereaved or separated from their loved ones. Some had survived rape or sexual assault.77 On top of all of this, large numbers were now having to survive in makeshift shelters with no idea when they might be able to return home.

The new Israeli government, headed by Prime Minister Ben-Gurion, stated early on that the refugees’ return was inconceivable, despite accepting Resolution 194 when joining the UN in May 1949. Instead, Ben-Gurion proposed an alternative deal. At the Lausanne Conference in 1949, he suggested that a limited and unspecified number of refugees be allowed to return – or as he put it ‘resettle’ – in exchange for Israel annexing Gaza. His proposal was overwhelmingly rejected by the Arab delegations, who understood it as a pitch for a further land grab while continuing to deny Palestinian national rights.78 Meanwhile, the US and UK were quietly turning their attention to the possibility of permanently resettling the Palestinians elsewhere in the Arab world.79 Yet standing firm on their right to return to their homes and land, the refugees decisively rejected such suggestions.

The refugees did not only yearn for return; they tried to make it happen. Soon after their arrival in Gaza, many – usually but not exclusively men – tried to travel back to the homes and villages they had been forced to flee. These were usually short trips – if caught, they could be killed by Israeli forces – but underpinning them was the hope of an eventual permanent return. It was with this in mind that many farmers visiting their former homes continued to cultivate their crops.80

Zarifa Atwan’s husband Muhammad was among the returnees. He made two visits to the family home in Isdud, seeking to retrieve possessions they had been forced to leave behind in the terror of their expulsion. The first time he was successful, claiming lost belongings as well as the gun he kept for protection. The second time, he found that the family home had been demolished and the land claimed by Israelis.81

Muhammad may have had a lucky escape. As the years in exile rolled on, low-level Palestinian militants carrying out ambush operations made an increasing number of journeys across the armistice line. Israel didn’t distinguish between refugees and militants, regarding any Palestinian crossing the line as an ‘infiltrator’ to be shot on sight. It is estimated that anywhere from 2,700 to 5,000 Palestinians were killed in this way in the years after the Nakba.82 Egyptian forces, who were concerned about Israeli reprisals and the perceived risk of Palestinians spying for Israel, also sometimes targeted Palestinians moving towards the armistice line.83 Others died of heat, thirst and exhaustion during the arduous journey through the desert.84

Despite Muhammad making it safely back to Gaza after both his return visits, it is unlikely that the Atwan family felt particularly lucky. The sight of his home’s destruction and the loss of his land dealt him a devastating blow. He later suffered a heart attack and never recovered his full health. He would eventually die young, leaving Zarifa a widowed mother of ten children at the age of thirty-eight. She was never able to return to Isdud.85



Gaza was utterly transformed by the Nakba. It went from being the largest city in a sub-district of just under 770 square miles to the namesake of a 141-square-mile enclave almost entirely closed in by an enemy state.86 Refugees now composed more than 70 per cent of its population, as its landscape was transformed into a site of densely packed camps.87 Its economy was crippled as residents could no longer trade with the rest of Palestine. And its people were traumatised, dispossessed and suffering.

In the end, the state of Israel had been established on 78 per cent of Palestine – significantly more than the 55 per cent allocated to the Jewish state in the Partition Plan. Zionist forces, which became the Israeli army, had expelled and displaced more than 750,000 Palestinians. Around 150,000 Palestinians remained in what was now Israel, the majority of them internally displaced.88 The Israeli state gave them citizenship but of a decidedly second-class nature: they were placed under martial law for the next eighteen years. Among this group were some of the al-Naffar family, who had been displaced repeatedly after their initial expulsion from Jaffa and eventually settled in the central city of Lyd (renamed Lod by Israel).

The two remaining parts of Palestine, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, didn’t gain sovereign independence but instead came under the rule of neighbouring Arab regimes. Jordan’s Abdullah I annexed the West Bank in 1950; as it happened, he had also wanted to annex the Gaza Strip but Israel had rejected this suggestion in the two parties’ secret negotiations.89 Instead, Gaza was now administered – but not annexed – by Egypt, meaning no state claimed sovereignty over the Strip. As such, it was the only part of historic Palestine not claimed by any state after 1948.

The Gaza Strip wasn’t alone in receiving Palestinian refugees from the Nakba; large numbers also fled to the West Bank, Lebanon, Syria and Jordan, and some went even further afield. But, as we have seen, Gaza received more per head than any other region. Its centrality to the Palestinian refugee crisis lies at the heart of its ongoing importance to both Palestinian and Israeli politics. Its majority-refugee population served as a constant reminder of the expulsions and dispossession that had accompanied Israel’s birth. From the periphery of Mandate Palestine, it now became a heartland of Palestinian nationalism.

To understand the history of a place, you have to go back to the start. For the Gaza Strip, that starting point is the Nakba. Nothing that happened subsequently – from the 1950s through to the 2020s – can be understood without it. Yet for the Palestinians of Gaza and beyond, 1948 was only the beginning of their dispossession and displacement, which continued to plague them for decades to come. The next round came only shortly after the seminal events of 1948.


	
I. Transjordan was officially renamed Jordan in 1949, three years after independence.
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