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Myths About Israel

INTRODUCTION: SEPARATING FACT FROM FICTION

Few countries inspire as much debate, passion, and
misunderstanding as Israel. As a small nation at the crossroads of
continents, it has been at the center of global conversations for
decades. In an age of rapid information sharing—and
misinformation—it is all too easy for unsubstantiated claims to
take root. This article aims to address the most persistent myths
about Israel, providing a balanced, factual overview that allows
readers to form their own informed opinions. By examining these
misconceptions through the lens of history, law, and geopolitics,
we can better understand the complex reality of this unique
country.

MYTH 1: ISRAEL IS AN APARTHEID STATE

One of the most emotionally charged and widely repeated
allegations is that Israel operates an apartheid system
comparable to South Africa’s former regime. This claim is often
made by political activists and international bodies, but it
collapses under scrutiny.

The Legal Reality

In South Africa, apartheid was a legal system that classified
people by race, denied non-whites the right to vote, and
segregated public facilities. In Israel, all citizens—regardless of
ethnicity or religion—have equal rights under the law. Israeli
Arabs serve in the Knesset (parliament), hold seats on the
Supreme Court, and work in every sector of society. Arabic is an
official language. The claim ignores that the alleged apartheid
applies only in the West Bank, a territory not under Israeli
sovereignty, where Palestinian residents are not citizens of any
state. True apartheid requires a single sovereign entity applying
racial laws, which is not the case here. Critics often conflate
contentious military administration in disputed territories with the
legal state of Israel proper, a fundamentally different situation.

MYTH 2: ISRAEL IS A COLONIAL SETTLER STATE

Another persistent narrative frames Zionism, the Jewish national
movement, as a form of European colonialism. This argument
often draws parallels to 19th-century European expansion into
Africa and Asia.
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Historical Context

Unlike classic colonialism, the Jewish return to the Land of Israel
was not driven by a mother country seeking resources or
strategic advantage. Jews are indigenous to the region,
maintaining a continuous presence for over 3,000 years. The
movement was one of national liberation for a people fleeing
persecution in Europe and the Middle East. Furthermore, land was
purchased legally from absentee and local landowners, not seized
by a foreign empire. The notion of colonialism also fails to
account for the large population of Mizrahi Jews, who are
refugees from Arab and Muslim countries and have no European
ancestry.

MYTH 3: ISRAEL IS RESPONSIBLE FOR ALL CONFLICT
IN THE MIDDLE EAST

A common oversimplification is that Israel is the root cause of all
regional instability. This myth conveniently ignores centuries of
sectarian strife, tribal rivalries, and authoritarian governance in
the region.

A Broader Perspective

The Middle East has faced conflicts long before 1948: the
Ottoman collapse, the Sykes-Picot agreement, the Iran-lraq War,
the Gulf Wars, the Syrian civil war, and the rise of extremist
groups like ISIS. While the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is significant,
it is not the primary source of instability in the region. Many Arab

states have normalized relations with Israel (the Abraham
Accords), recognizing that Iran and radical Islamism pose a
greater threat. Blaming all regional problems on Israel is a
convenient narrative that avoids addressing internal governance
failures, corruption, and human rights abuses within other states.

MYTH 4: ISRAEL OCCUPIES ALL PALESTINIAN
TERRITORIES

The term "occupied territories" is often used loosely, leading to
the misconception that Israel holds vast swaths of land that
rightfully belong to a Palestinian state.

The Legal Status of the
West Bank

The West Bank is disputed territory, not universally recognized as
occupied. Israel captured it in 1967 from Jordan, which had
annexed it illegally. No country recognized Jordan's annexation
except the UK and Pakistan. The territory has no established
sovereign. The Oslo Accords divided it into Areas A, B, and C, with
the Palestinian Authority governing parts. Israel's presence is
governed by international humanitarian law, but calling it
"occupied" assumes a sovereign that has been displaced, which
does not exist. The Gaza Strip, meanwhile, was entirely
evacuated by Israel in 2005. Israel no longer occupies Gaza; it
maintains a blockade for security reasons due to the Hamas
takeover.
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MYTH 5: THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN CONFLICT IS
ABOUT RELIGION

Many outsiders view the conflict as a holy war between Jews and
Muslims. While religion plays a role in identity, the core dispute is
fundamentally about land, sovereignty, and national self-
determination.

A National Conflict

Both Israelis and Palestinians identify as national groups seeking
self-determination in the same small piece of land. The conflict is
largely secular in its origins, rooted in 20th-century nationalism.
Religious rhetoric is often used to mobilize supporters, but the
practical issues are borders, security, refugees, and the status of
Jerusalem. Many religious Jews and Muslims are actually among
the most dovish on peace, while secular nationalists can be
hawkish. Reducing the conflict to a religious war ignores the real
political compromises that have been attempted and the secular
nature of both the PLO and early Zionism.

MYTH 6: ISRAEL IS A THEOCRACY

Given the role of Jewish law and religious authorities in some
aspects of life, some assume lIsrael is a religious state governed
by rabbis.

A Democratic State with
Religious Aspects

Israel is a parliamentary democracy with no official religion. It has
no constitution, but its Basic Laws guarantee freedom of religion,
speech, and assembly. While religious courts handle marriage
and divorce for each community (Jewish, Muslim, Christian,
Druze), this is a legacy of the Ottoman millet system, not a
theocratic imposition. Elections are free and fair, and there is no
religious police force. The Supreme Court actively strikes down
laws that violate civil rights. The tension between religious and
secular Jews is actually one of the most contentious internal
issues in Israeli society, proving it is not a monolithic theocracy.

MYTH 7: ISRAEL'S SECURITY BARRIER IS AN
APARTHEID WALL

The barrier built by Israel in the West Bank is often called an
"apartheid wall" intended to segregate populations.

A Security Measure

The barrier was constructed during the Second Intifada
(2000-2005) when suicide bombings killed hundreds of Israelis. It
is not a wall along its entire length; over 90% is a chain-link fence
with sensors, comparable to border fences worldwide. The wall
sections exist only where Palestinian gunmen can fire at Israeli



cars. The route does not follow the Green Line; it bulges into the
West Bank to include settlement blocs, which is controversial.
However, calling it "apartheid" ignores its purpose: to prevent
terrorism. Since its construction, suicide bombings dropped
dramatically. The International Court of Justice advisory opinion
found it illegal, but the court has no enforcement power, and
Israel views it as a temporary security necessity.

MYTH 8: ISRAEL IS ISOLATED AND UNRECOGNIZED

Another myth is that Israel is a pariah state, shunned by the
international community and recognized by few.

Widespread Recognition

Israel has full diplomatic relations with 168 of 193 UN member
states. It is a member of the UN, UNESCO, and other international
bodies. It has embassies in nearly every continent. The Abraham
Accords normalized relations with the UAE, Bahrain, Morocco, and
Sudan. Trade and technology partnerships with China, India, and
the EU are strong. While some countries in the Muslim world do
not recognize lIsrael, the trend is toward normalization, not
isolation. The "isolated" narrative is outdated and ignores Israel's
thriving economy, cultural exports, and strategic partnerships.

MYTH 9: THE BDS MOVEMENT IS EFFECTIVE AND
BROAD-BASED

The Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement claims
to be a global grassroots effort to pressure Israel.

Reality of BDS

While BDS receives significant media coverage, its economic
impact on Israel is minimal. Israeli exports have grown steadily,
and foreign investment remains robust. BDS is rejected by most
Western governments, and several have passed laws against it
as a form of antisemitism. The movement is also criticized for its
founding charter, which calls for the return of Palestinian
refugees and the elimination of a Jewish state, not just a two-
state solution. Many leading academic and cultural figures have
spoken out against BDS for its one-sided focus on Israel while
ignoring worse human rights violators. The movement has failed
to achieve any of its stated goals.

MYTH 10: ISRAEL IS NOT A DEMOCRACY

Given the conflict with Palestinians, some question whether Israel
qualifies as a democracy at all.

Robust Democratic
Institutions

Israel has free elections, a vibrant civil society, a free press, and
an independent judiciary. It ranks highly in the Democracy Index
among Middle Eastern nations. Arab citizens vote, form political
parties, and have representation out of proportion to their
population. The Knesset includes members from far-left to far-
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right, including those who are intensely critical of the
government. The country has a lively media landscape with
dozens of newspapers, TV channels, and radio stations in multiple
languages. While the situation in the West Bank (where
Palestinians do not vote in Israeli elections) complicates the
picture, this is a temporary military administration, not part of the
sovereign state. Within its own borders, Israel is a functioning, if
imperfect, democracy.

CONCLUSION: BEYOND THE MYTHS

Understanding Israel requires moving beyond slogans and

examining the complex, often contradictory realities on the
ground. The myths covered here—apartheid, colonialism,
theocracy, isolation—are not just factual errors; they hinder the
possibility of nuanced discourse and compromise. Israel is a
democracy with deep internal divisions, a regional military power
with legitimate security concerns, and a nation born from both
trauma and aspiration. Only by discarding the simplistic
narratives and engaging with the full picture can we truly
understand the challenges and opportunities facing Israelis and
Palestinians alike. An informed conversation, grounded in facts
rather than myths, remains the only path toward lasting peace.



