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“Genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: Killing members of the group, causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group, deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part, imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group, and forcibly transferring children of the group to another group (United Nations General Assembly 1948).”
The Israeli–Palestinian conflict is often described as one of the world’s most enduring, confusing, and polarizing struggles. Understanding current claims that Israel is committing genocide against the Palestinian people requires examining the longer historical trajectory that has shaped the conflict. These genocidal allegations are not new. Instead, they are rooted in a century of political ideology, violent territorial disputes, and population displacement that began with the rise of Zionism in the late nineteenth century. Under British Mandate rule and intensified after the 1948 Nakba, this conflict expanded. The development of Zionism as both a nationalist and settler‑colonial project, and the mass displacement of Palestinians that accompanied the creation of the Israeli state, form the historical foundation through which present‑day violence is interpreted. Understanding the complex history of this conflict is essential for evaluating why genocide claims resonate so strongly in the present moment.
This project asks the following research question: How do key historical junctures in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict reinforce contemporary claims that Israel is committing a genocide against the Palestinian people?
 To answer this question, the project examines four major turning points: the ideological formation of Zionism, the political restructuring of the British Mandate period, the mass displacement of Palestinians in 1948, and the modern period of blockade and large‑scale violence that plagues the Gaza Strip. These moments piece together recurring patterns of dispossession, forced movement, territorial control, and the creation of conditions that make human survival borderline impossible.
This topic is relevant because debates about genocide in Gaza have become central to global discussions of human rights, international law, and accountability. Claims continue to be debated, even as international institutions, like the United Nations, have raised concerns about the scale and nature of the violence. Understanding these debates requires connecting the present crisis within a longer history of displacement, state power, and divisive narratives. By combining historical analysis with media framing, this project aims to provide a fuller understanding of why genocide claims have gained such traction.
Zionism emerged in the late nineteenth century as a political movement seeking to establish a Jewish national homeland in Palestine. Its ideological foundation was shaped by rising European nationalism, intensifying antisemitism, and the belief that Jewish safety required political sovereignty. These pressures were not conceptual. Across Europe, Jews faced exclusion from political life, limits on property ownership, and periodic outbreaks of violence. Zionism developed as a response to this political climate, offering a Jewish movement of collective security through territorial self-determination.
Theodor Herzl played a central role in transforming this idea into a coherent political program. In The Jewish State, written in 1896, Herzl argued that Jews needed “a state of our own,” framing sovereignty as the only durable solution to European exclusion (Herzl 1896). Herzl believed that antisemitism was a permanent feature of European society and that Jewish safety required the creation of a political entity capable of exercising control over land, borders, and migration. His ideas shifted Zionism from a cultural aspiration to a political movement grounded in territorial claims. Herzl also emphasized the need for international recognition, arguing that the success of the movement depended on securing support from major world powers. This emphasis on diplomacy shaped the strategies of later Zionist leaders and set the stage for the political developments of the early twentieth century.
These diplomatic efforts peaked in 1917 with the issuance of the Balfour Declaration, a letter written by British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour to Lord Walter Rothschild, a prominent British Zionist and member of one of the most influential banking families in Europe. The letter expressed Britain’s support for “the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people,” giving Zionism its first major endorsement from a world power (Khalidi 2020, 24). This declaration marked the beginning of formal imperial support for Zionist colonization and solidified Britain’s political alignment with the movement.
The decision to address the declaration to a member of the Rothschild family was not incidental. The Rothschilds had become a central force in European political and economic life. The House of Rothschild was “far and away the largest bank in the world” during the century between the end of the Napoleonic Wars and the beginning of the First World War, a multinational firm that “commanded the financial markets and held the fate of governments in its hands” (Kuper 2001, 273). Their influence extended across multiple capitals, and their financial networks connected governments, markets, and diplomatic circles. The family operated as a private partnership built on the management of its own capital, and its strength came from an unusual degree of internal unity. Their banks' five branches in London, Paris, Frankfurt, Vienna, and Naples were bound together through a system of cooperation that made them the most powerful banking network of the era. This precise coordination was reinforced through deliberate strategies of family solidarity, including endogamous marriage practices and strict rules of succession” (Kuper 2001, 278). Because of this influence, the British government viewed the Rothschild family as key endorsers for the Zionist movement.  This declaration signaled that Britain was aligning itself with a movement backed by elite networks and international legitimacy, while also reflecting Britain and the West’s strategic and colonial interests in the Middle East as the Ottoman Empire collapsed.
This political alignment became formally solidified in 1922 when the League of Nations issued its Mandate for Palestine. The Mandate remodeled Britain’s support for Zionism into an international legal obligation. It granted the Zionist movement national rights in Palestine while denying similar recognition to the Arab majority. The Mandate’s twenty-eight articles avoided the terms “Arab” and “Palestinian” entirely, erasing the indigenous population from the legal framework and denying them any historical or political claim to the land (Khalidi 2020, 34). By embedding Zionist aims into the governing structure of the territory, the Mandate created a political system in which Zionist institutions were encouraged to expand their authority while Palestinian political aspirations were continuously ignored. 
After the Mandate infiltrated Zionist aims into the governing structure of Palestine and denied political recognition to the Arab majority, Britain eventually announced that it would end its rule. This decision did not come with a plan for a stable transition. Instead, Britain left behind a territory marked by demographic imbalance, rising violence, and two national movements that had developed under entirely different political conditions. Zionist institutions had grown stronger under the Mandate, building administrative bodies, paramilitary organizations, and international alliances. Palestinians, by contrast, faced political fragmentation, land dispossession, and the ruining of their social and economic foundations (Khalidi 2020, 53). When Britain withdrew, it created a political catastrophe that neither side was prepared to manage.
With no governing structure left to oversee the end of its administration, Britain handed responsibility for the future of Palestine to the newly formed United Nations. The UN did not inherit a neutral dispute; it inherited a conflict shaped by decades of institutionalized inequality and the collapse of colonial authority. To address the crisis, the UN created the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), which was tasked with evaluating the situation and proposing a political arrangement to replace the Mandate. The committee’s recommendation for partition became the basis for Resolution 181, a general assembly proposal created in 1947, attempting to divide the land into a Jewish state and a Palestinian state (Bashir 2024, 108).
But the plan rested on the same structural imbalance that had defined the Mandate. Zionist institutions were politically organized, militarily prepared, and internationally connected. Palestinians entered this moment without comparable resources or unified leadership. As soon as the resolution passed, violence escalated. The political catastrophe created by Britain’s departure collided with the unequal power structure on the ground, and the conflict moved rapidly from political dispute to armed confrontation.
By the end of the fighting, Israel controlled roughly 77 percent of the total area of Palestine. The remaining 23 percent was divided between Jordan, which took control of the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and Egypt, which administered the Gaza Strip (Sharoni and Abu‑Nimer 2013, 189). This territorial outcome reflected the collapse of Palestinian society and the political gap created by the end of the Mandate. It also marked the moment when the conflict shifted from a struggle over British policy to a struggle over survival, displacement, and the reorganization of the land itself.
This is the context in which the Nakba began. 
Zionist forces moved to secure strategic areas, major roads, and mixed cities, while Palestinian communities lacked the military capacity or political cohesion to defend themselves, as fighting intensified. The collapse of local governance, combined with fear, forced flight, and direct confrontation, led to the depopulation of hundreds of towns and villages. The displacement that followed was not a single event but a process rooted in the political and institutional inequalities of the Mandate period (Sharoni and Abu‑Nimer 2013, 200). By the end of the Nakba, the majority of Palestinians had been uprooted, and the social and political foundations of their society had been ruined.
The creation of Israel by the World Zionist Organization formalized this transformation. Palestinians who remained inside the new state became a minority within a political system that defined itself as Jewish and structured its institutions accordingly. A military administration governed their movement, land access, and daily life, consolidating territorial control and managing a population that had survived mass displacement (Robinson 2013, 10). This system established patterns of governance that continued long after the end of military rule and shaped the political order that followed.
The Nakba became the defining rupture that structured every later stage of the conflict. Palestinians inside Israel lived under military rule until the mid‑1960s, while Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza came under Israeli occupation after 1967 (Kostakos and Zarogianni 2025, 145). These systems extended the logic of the early state: control over land, fragmentation of Palestinian communities, and the domination of Israeli authority. The occupation introduced new forms of settlement expansion, administrative control, and movement restrictions that deepened the displacement that began in 1948. These developments created the conditions that later produced the Gaza blockade and the recurring cycles of violence that define the modern period.
At the same time, global media narratives reinforced these political structures. Dominant representations in U.S. discourse consistently portrayed Israelis as modern, democratic, and aligned with Western values, while Palestinians were depicted as unstable, dependent, or threatening. Palestinians were often reduced to broad categories rather than recognized as individuals with political agency or human vulnerability (Daniels 2025, 768-770). These narratives shaped how violence was interpreted and how responsibility was assigned, making it easier for powerful states, like the United States, to justify political support for Israel and to marginalize Palestinian claims.
“Palestinian victims of violence are treated as faceless numbers or merely as Palestinians or Arabs, but not as individuals with lives worthy of empathy (Chinonso and Iweama, 87). 
Taken together, the Mandate’s legal erasure of Palestinians, Britain’s abrupt withdrawal, the UN’s limited capacity to enforce its decisions, the mass displacement of 1948, and the environment that followed form a continuous structure of dispossession. The Nakba did not end in 1948. Instead, it established a political order in which Palestinians lived under military rule, faced systematic land expropriation, and were incorporated into the state only as a subordinated minority. These conditions shaped later conflicts, including the long-term blockade of Gaza, and they explain why present violence is understood not as isolated events but as part of a continuous system rooted in the Mandate and finalized in 1948.
The continuity of these structures is essential for understanding why present‑day violence is interpreted through the lens of genocide. The historical trajectory of Zionist state formation, the Mandate’s legal erasure of Palestinians, the mass displacement of 1948, and the subsequent systems of occupation and blockade have created a political environment in which Palestinian life is shaped by recurring patterns of restricted autonomy. These patterns do not simply affect the past, but are a continued structure of the present. The conditions under which Palestinians live today, particularly in Gaza, are the cumulative result of decisions made across multiple generations, each reinforcing the inequalities established in the early twentieth century.
The modern period of violence in Gaza cannot be separated from this longer history. Gaza’s population is overwhelmingly composed of refugees or descendants of refugees from the Nakba, and the territory has remained politically and economically isolated since 1948. After the outbreak of the 1967 war, Gaza came under direct Israeli occupation, and its borders, airspace, and coastline were placed under Israeli control. (Sharoni and Abu‑Nimer 2013, 183). This arrangement created a system in which the daily lives of Palestinians were shaped by military orders, administrative restrictions, and the constant threat of violence. The occupation did not simply impose a temporary military presence; it reorganized the political and economic structures of the territory in ways that limited Palestinian freedom and autonomy. History was repeating itself over and over again for the Palestinians.
This historical continuity is what made the events of October 7, 2023, so consequential. The attack by Hamas, the Islamic Resistance Movement, and the killing of Israeli civilians was immediately framed as a rupture, a moment that “changed everything.” But for Palestinians, the Israeli response that followed was interpreted and remembered through a much longer history of displacement, occupation, and blockade. The meaning of October 7 cannot be separated from the structures that came before it. The attack triggered a massive Israeli military campaign in Gaza, but the scale and nature of that campaign were shaped by the political geography created after 1948 and intensified after 1967.
Blockades imposed over time by the occupation intensified these conditions. By restricting the movement of people and goods, the blockades create a humanitarian crisis that international institutions repeatedly described as unsustainable. Access to clean water, electricity, medical supplies, and basic infrastructure became dependent on Israeli policy decisions, leaving Gaza’s population vulnerable to shortages and systemic deprivation. These conditions were not incidental; they were the result of a political system that controlled the territory’s borders, economy, and access to essential resources. The blockades have transformed Gaza into a space where the destruction of infrastructure during military operations has long-term consequences for civilian life.
Large‑scale military operations in Gaza must be understood within this context. The destruction of homes, schools, hospitals, and public infrastructure occurs within a territory already defined by extreme vulnerability. When military campaigns target densely populated areas, the effects are amplified by the blockade’s restrictions on reconstruction and humanitarian aid (Khalil 2020, 168). The result is a cycle in which each wave of violence deepens the humanitarian crisis and further erodes the conditions necessary for civilian survival. This dynamic is central to contemporary genocide allegations, which focus not only on acts of killing but on the creation of conditions that make life unsustainable for a particular population.
The legal definition of genocide emphasizes intent, but the lived experience of everyday Palestinians is shaped by structures that produce widespread harm regardless of stated intentions. The destruction of civilian infrastructure, the restriction of essential resources, and the displacement of large segments of the population all contribute to conditions that threaten the survival of the Palestinian people (Robinson 2013, 10). These conditions are not temporary or accidental; they are the product of a political system that has evolved over decades to manage and contain Palestinian life. The historical continuity of these structures is what gives genocide allegations their power. They are not claims about a single event but about an imperialist system that has shaped Palestinian life across generations.
Media narratives play a crucial role in shaping how this system is understood. U.S. discourse consistently portrays Israelis as modern, democratic, and aligned with Western values, while Palestinians are depicted as unstable, dependent, or threatening (Daniels 2025, 768–770).  These representations influence public opinion and political decision‑making, making it easier for powerful states to justify support for Israeli policies and harder for Palestinian claims to gain recognition. The dehumanization of Palestinians in global discourse reinforces the political structures that emerged during the Mandate and the Nakba, making it more difficult to address the underlying causes of the conflict. When Palestinian suffering is portrayed as inevitable and swift, the structural nature of the violence becomes harder to see.
This environment reinforces the political structures that limit Palestinian rights and contribute to the conditions under which they live. The dehumanization of Palestinians in media and political discourse is therefore not separate from the material conditions of the conflict; it is part of the same system.  Understanding genocide allegations today requires recognizing how these historical structures interact. The political system that governs Palestinian life is not only enforced through military power and administrative control; it is also sustained through narratives that justify or obscure the effects of that system. The combination of structural violence and consistent erasure creates a context in which Palestinian suffering is both produced and minimized. This context is essential for understanding why genocide allegations resonate so strongly in the current moment.
The historical analysis presented in this project shows that the conflict is not simply a matter of competing national claims or territorial disputes. It is a system of power that has evolved over more than a century to manage and contain a particular population. The structures established during the Mandate, intensified during the Nakba, and expanded through occupation and blockade have created conditions in which Palestinians face recurring threats to their survival. These conditions are not isolated incidents but part of a continuous system that shapes the political and social landscape of the region.
This continuity is what makes the genocide allegations so powerful. 
These are not claims about a single event or a single military operation; they are claims about a system that has produced widespread harm across generations. The legal definition of genocide focuses on intent, but the historical trajectory of the conflict shows that the effects of the system are consistent with the destruction of a national group in whole or in part. Whether or not these claims meet the legal threshold for genocide, they reflect a broader understanding of the conflict as a system of domination that threatens the survival of the Palestinian people.
The relevance of this analysis extends beyond the immediate context of Gaza. It speaks to broader questions about human rights, international law, and the responsibilities of global institutions. The United Nations, which played a central role in the early stages of the conflict, continues to deal with the consequences of decisions made during the Mandate process. The organization’s limited capacity to enforce its resolutions and protect vulnerable populations raises questions about the effectiveness of international law in addressing long‑term systems of structural violence (Chinonso and Iweama 2024, 86). The genocide allegations highlight these limitations and challenge the international community to confront the historical roots of the conflict.
The historical and analytical perspectives presented in this project show that the Israeli–Palestinian conflict cannot be understood without examining the long‑term structures that shape Palestinian life. The genocide allegations that have emerged in recent years are rooted in this history and reflect a broader understanding of the conflict as a system of domination that threatens the survival of a national group. Whether or not these claims meet the legal threshold for genocide, they highlight the need for a deeper examination of the political, historical, and discursive structures that shape the conflict. They also underscore the urgency of addressing the conditions that have produced decades of displacement, fragmentation, and violence. Any meaningful effort to resolve the conflict or protect human rights must confront these historical roots directly, recognizing that the present cannot be separated from the past that produced it.[image: ]
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