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Introduction: The Roots of Conflict: Gaza Before
October 7, 2023

The conflict that erupted on October 7, 2023, and swiftly became known as the Gaza
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War, was not a sudden burst of violence in a vacuum. It was the latest, and arguably
most devastating, chapter in a long and complex struggle over a sliver of land along
the Mediterranean coast, an area defined as much by its history as by its physical
constraints. To understand the scale, intensity, and sheer tragedy of the war, one
must first appreciate the crucible that was Gaza before that fateful Saturday
morning—a territory whose unique, often suffocating, circumstances had been
meticulously forged over decades.

Geographically, the Gaza Strip is tiny: approximately 25 miles long and between 3.7
and 7.5 miles wide. Its borders, often heavily militarized and largely closed, are with
Israel to the north and east, Egypt to the southwest, and the Mediterranean Sea to the
west. This small landmass holds a population of over two million people, making it one
of the most densely populated places on earth. Imagine the entire population of
Chicago squeezed into a region slightly larger than the city of Philadelphia, and then
remove much of the infrastructure, economic opportunity, and freedom of movement.
That spatial reality is the first, and most enduring, characteristic of the Gaza Strip.

The modern history of Gaza began after the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, or what
Palestinians call the Nakba (catastrophe). The armistice lines left the Gaza Strip under
Egyptian military administration, transforming it overnight into a congested refuge.
Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians, displaced from their homes in what became
the State of Israel, poured into the area, becoming the first generation of refugees.
These camps, initially intended as temporary settlements, became permanent,
evolving into impoverished, overcrowded urban centers. This original mass
displacement instilled a deep-seated sense of grievance and a political consciousness
centered on the "right of return,” factors that would fuel political movements for the
next seventy years.

Egypt's administration of the Strip, lasting from 1948 to 1967, was characterized by
military rule and a lack of significant economic development. The territory was treated
more as a staging ground for occasional cross-border raids by fedayeen (sacrificers)
than as a viable political entity. While Egypt often paid lip service to the Palestinian
cause, its control was rigid, and its focus was primarily on external security rather than
internal prosperity. This period solidified the dependency of the population and the
rise of local militant groups, often operating independently of Cairo's direct control.

The Six-Day War in June 1967 dramatically altered this dynamic. Israel quickly
occupied the Gaza Strip, along with the West Bank, the Golan Heights, and the Sinai
Peninsula. The subsequent 38 years of Israeli military occupation fundamentally
reshaped Gaza’'s economic and social landscape. Initially, Israel encouraged a degree
of integration: Gazan laborers commuted daily into Israel for work, primarily in
construction and agriculture, providing a critical source of income for the territory and
cheap labor for Israel. This era, ironically, saw a degree of economic activity and
mobility that would become unthinkable in later decades.
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However, the occupation was also defined by a sprawling, intrusive military presence,
the establishment of Israeli settlements within the Strip, and constant security
tensions. The settlements, established on confiscated land, occupied a
disproportionate amount of the Strip's open spaces and best agricultural land, creating
a visual and political contrast with the overcrowded refugee camps. The presence of
settlers, guarded by the Israel Defense Forces (IDF), became a constant flashpoint,
symbolizing the disenfranchisement of the local population.

The First Intifada (Uprising), beginning in 1987, marked a pivot point. Spontaneous,
widespread, and largely organized by local committees, the Intifada was a popular
revolt against the occupation. Gaza, with its high density and deep refugee roots,
became a central engine of the uprising. It was during this period that the Islamic
Resistance Movement, or Hamas, was founded. Emerging from the local Muslim
Brotherhood, Hamas offered a religiously-infused, militant alternative to the secular
Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), rapidly gaining support by combining armed
resistance with robust social welfare programs. This dual identity—a militant wing and
a charitable wing—was essential to its lasting power.

The Oslo Accords of the 1990s promised a pathway to peace and led to the
establishment of the Palestinian Authority (PA), a self-governing body in parts of the
West Bank and Gaza. Israel transferred limited civilian authority to the PA, led by PLO
Chairman Yasser Arafat, but maintained overall security control and control over
Gaza's external borders, airspace, and territorial waters. While Oslo offered a glimmer
of hope for statehood, its incremental nature and the continued expansion of
settlements ultimately failed to resolve the core issues of territory and sovereignty.

The Second Intifada, which began in 2000, was far more violent than the first,
characterized by suicide bombings, heavy military incursions, and a complete collapse
of trust between the two sides. The violence and the security risks associated with the
Gaza Strip settlements proved politically unsustainable for Israel. In 2005, under Prime
Minister Ariel Sharon, Israel unilaterally disengaged from Gaza, dismantling the
settlements and withdrawing all IDF troops and settlers. This move was framed as an
effort to improve security, but it also cemented a new reality: while there were no
longer Israeli boots on the ground, Israel maintained control over Gaza’'s borders,
coastline, and airspace, effectively turning it into a non-sovereign territory under
external management.

The immediate aftermath of the disengagement was chaotic, but the most
consequential development occurred in 2006. The Palestinian legislative elections saw
Hamas win a stunning majority over the long-dominant Fatah party (the main faction
of the PLO). This democratic outcome was immediately challenged by Israel, the
United States, and the European Union, who refused to deal with a Hamas-led
government due to its rejection of previous agreements and its designation as a
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terrorist organization.

This political impasse boiled over in June 2007. Following months of tension and
skirmishes, Hamas forces violently routed Fatah-aligned security forces in the Gaza
Strip, seizing complete military and political control of the territory. This internal
conflict effectively split the Palestinian governance structure: Hamas controlled Gaza,
while the Fatah-dominated PA retained control in the West Bank.

The 2007 Hamas takeover initiated the most defining phase of Gaza’s modern history:
the imposition of a comprehensive blockade by Israel, heavily supported by Egypt.
Israel cited the need to prevent Hamas from importing weapons and to protect its own
citizens from rocket fire, which escalated following the takeover. The blockade
severely restricted the movement of goods and people, transforming Gaza from a self-
governing, if limited, territory into what critics often called an "open-air prison."

The effects of the blockade were immediate and debilitating. Economic activity
plummeted as exports were banned and imports were severely restricted.
Construction materials were blocked, hindering recovery from previous conflicts and
preventing the development of essential infrastructure. The once-vibrant fishing
industry was curtailed by a constantly shifting and restricted naval zone.
Unemployment rates soared, especially among the youth, consistently hovering near
50%, with poverty becoming the norm for the vast majority of the population. Gaza
became dependent on international aid to meet basic needs, a humiliating and
precarious existence for a people striving for independence.

Between 2007 and 2023, the underlying dynamics of the conflict were set: a tightly
controlled, impoverished, and densely populated territory ruled by a militant Islamist
group committed to armed resistance, facing a powerful external force (Israel)
committed to its own security and the dismantling of Hamas. This tension did not
remain abstract; it exploded into open, large-scale conflict multiple times. The major
military confrontations in 2008-2009 (Operation Cast Lead), 2012 (Operation Pillar of
Defense), 2014 (Operation Protective Edge), and 2021 (Operation Guardian of the
Walls) followed a predictable, tragic cycle: rocket fire from Gaza, massive Israeli
military retaliation (primarily air strikes and limited ground incursions), a high civilian
death toll in Gaza, and a temporary, uneasy ceasefire. Each cycle left Gaza’s
infrastructure more damaged, its population more traumatized, and its political
landscape more entrenched.

The 2014 conflict was particularly destructive, resulting in thousands of Palestinian
casualties and immense damage to homes and infrastructure, which remained largely
unrepaired due to the blockade's restrictions on building materials. The subsequent
years saw relative calm punctuated by sporadic, shorter flare-ups and massive
protests, most notably the "Great March of Return" beginning in 2018, where
thousands of Gazans marched to the border fence, often leading to violent clashes and
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substantial casualties.

By 2023, the situation in Gaza was dire by nearly all humanitarian metrics. The United
Nations and other international bodies routinely warned that the territory was
becoming "unliveable." Essential services—water, sanitation, electricity, and
healthcare—were on the verge of collapse. Electricity was available for only a few
hours a day, crippling hospitals and water desalination plants. Over 95% of the water
was unfit for human consumption, leading to widespread health issues.

Furthermore, life under Hamas rule was characterized by the repression of political
dissent and the imposition of conservative social norms, though the group also
maintained complex administrative structures to manage the territory’s affairs, often
in coordination with international aid agencies and even, indirectly, with Israeli
security bodies for specific logistical arrangements. The military-first focus of Hamas
meant that a vast network of underground tunnels, military infrastructure, and arms
manufacturing had been built, often beneath civilian areas, further entwining the
militant and civilian spheres—a strategic choice that would prove disastrous when the
next war inevitably came.

In the years leading up to October 7, an unofficial, uneasy arrangement had emerged.
Israel, primarily concerned with maintaining quiet and avoiding a large-scale conflict,
allowed Qatar to deliver cash payments to Hamas employees and facilitated certain
limited trade for humanitarian purposes. This détente was fragile, a precarious
balancing act between Hamas's perpetual drive to challenge the blockade and Israel's
doctrine of "mowing the grass"—periodic military actions intended to degrade Hamas's
capabilities without completely removing the group, a task viewed as too costly and
politically complicated.

It was this background—a history of displacement, occupation, political schism,
economic strangulation, and repeated violent confrontations—that set the stage for
the events of late 2023. Gaza was a pressure cooker, densely packed with grievances,
poverty, and an arsenal of weapons. The story of the Gaza War is the story of that
pressure cooker finally exploding, in a way that neither side, despite all the years of
fighting, had fully anticipated. The territory was not merely a backdrop for the conflict;
it was the entire infrastructure of the conflict, a political and human tragedy waiting
for its final, devastating catalyst.

Chapter One: The Day of Rupture: Hamas's October
7 Attack
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The morning of Saturday, October 7, 2023, dawned under a blanket of typical Israeli
holiday calm. It was Simchat Torah, the Jewish festival marking the conclusion of the
annual cycle of public Torah readings, a day normally reserved for prayer, celebration,
and family gatherings. Across the Gaza Envelope, the constellation of Israeli
communities, kibbutzim, and military bases directly bordering the Gaza Strip,
residents had settled into a rhythm born of years of uneasy coexistence and
sophisticated defensive measures. The pervasive belief, both within the Israeli security
establishment and among the general public, was that Hamas, the Islamist
organization ruling Gaza, was contained, deterred, and, while dangerous, preoccupied
with maintaining its governance and receiving the trickle of Qatari cash that kept the
territory's economy from total collapse. This was the "concept," a deeply ingrained
assumption of relative stability that was about to be obliterated.

At approximately 6:30 a.m. local time, the air of quiet was shattered by a massive,
synchronized barrage of rockets and mortars. It was not merely the volume of fire,
which was extraordinary, but the speed and coordination with which it was delivered.
Thousands of projectiles—estimates would later range from 3,000 to 5,000—were
launched from Gaza, flying over the heavily fortified border fence and overwhelming
Israel's vaunted Iron Dome missile defense system. While the Iron Dome managed to
intercept many, particularly those aimed at major population centers deeper within
Israel, its sheer capacity was exceeded. This initial salvo served two immediate,
critical purposes: it acted as a cover for the main operation, saturating the senses of
Israeli observers and security forces; and it lured Israeli military personnel into
focusing on their protective procedures, shifting their attention to the skies rather than
the ground.

The primary assault began almost immediately afterward. It was a multi-pronged
invasion by thousands of armed operatives from Hamas’s military wing, the Izz ad-Din
al-Qassam Brigades, and several smaller factions, including Palestinian Islamic Jihad
(P1)). The attack was meticulously planned and executed with a chilling variety of
tactics, designed to exploit the very technological and psychological defenses Israel
had built up over years. The physical border—a massive, high-tech barrier, complete
with underground sensors, remote-controlled firing posts, and surveillance cameras, a
project Israel had spent billions on—was breached in dozens of locations, almost
simultaneously.

The breaches were achieved through surprisingly low-tech means that nevertheless
bypassed the high-tech sensors. Bulldozers, often modified farm equipment, were
used to physically flatten sections of the fence. Explosives were detonated at key
points. Where the fence remained intact, Hamas fighters utilized motorbikes and
pickup trucks to drive through gaps or over flattened sections. In one of the most
widely publicized images of the day, paragliders and motorized hang gliders flew over
the massive barrier, depositing militants directly into Israeli territory, a humiliating
visual metaphor for the failure of the expensive fixed defense. A few commandos even
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utilized speedboats to infiltrate by sea, aiming for coastal communities.

The first targets were the military bases and observation posts along the border. At
the Nahal Oz military base, the initial resistance was fierce but quickly overcome by
the sheer numbers and overwhelming surprise of the attackers. Soldiers at
observation towers and small outposts, often thinly staffed, found themselves isolated
and facing well-armed, highly motivated teams. The quick neutralization of these
forward posts achieved one of Hamas's most critical early objectives: it blinded the
Israeli Defense Forces’ (IDF) intelligence and command structure. Communications
were severed, and the eyes and ears along the border were silenced, creating a
vacuum of information during the crucial first hours. This paralysis was compounded
by the fact that many senior commanders were off-base for the holiday or were in the
process of dealing with the rocket barrage.

With the military perimeter neutralized, the main body of the attack force streamed
into the Israeli communities of the Gaza Envelope. The attacks on the
kibbutzim—small, idealistic, socialist-style collective farms—were characterized by an
intensity and brutality that shocked the world and would forever redefine the conflict.
Kibbutzim like Be'eri, Kfar Aza, Nir Oz, and Holit became scenes of unimaginable
horror. The militants moved systematically, going door-to-door, using grenades,
automatic weapons, and fire to root out and kill residents.

The attackers’ objectives were multifaceted: to kill as many civilians as possible, to
inflict maximum psychological trauma, and, crucially, to seize hostages. Accounts from
survivors and later evidence indicated that the attackers were not simply random
marauders; many carried lists of addresses and names, suggesting a degree of
advance intelligence gathering on the residents. The resulting massacre saw entire
families murdered in their homes, including the elderly, children, and infants. Homes
were looted and then set ablaze, leaving behind a grim trail of scorched earth and
mass graves.

The community of Kibbutz Be'eri, a peaceful home to about 1,000 people, was
particularly devastated. The battle for the kibbutz lasted well into the afternoon as
residents, some armed, attempted to organize defenses, often futilely. The casualty
count at Be’eri alone would eventually reach over 100 residents and dozens of
security personnel. The scene at Kibbutz Kfar Aza was similarly catastrophic, where
the discovery of multiple bodies, including children tied up and burned, would later
become one of the defining, visceral horrors of the attack. The calculated cruelty of
the violence—the deliberate targeting of non-combatants, the mutilation of bodies,
and the widespread sexual violence—was a deliberate terror tactic that shattered the
Israeli public’s sense of security and their perception of the enemy.

Simultaneously, a separate, but equally destructive, attack unfolded at the Supernova
Sukkot Gathering, an outdoor trance music festival near Kibbutz Re'im. The festival
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had attracted hundreds of young people from across Israel and abroad. As the initial
rocket barrage began around 6:30 a.m., the music was momentarily stopped, but the
organizers initially attempted to reassure attendees. Within minutes, however, the
gravity of the situation became terrifyingly clear. Hamas militants, who had infiltrated
through the broken border, descended upon the open-air venue from several
directions.

What followed was a cold-blooded, hours-long massacre. Festival-goers, many of
whom were exhausted from dancing and disoriented by the chaos, attempted to flee
on foot and in their cars, only to be ambushed on the surrounding roads. The militants
used machine guns and rocket-propelled grenades to fire on the fleeing crowds. Those
who tried to hide in nearby fields and shelters were systematically hunted down. The
final death toll at the Supernova festival would exceed 360, with dozens more
kidnapped and taken back into Gaza. It was the single deadliest civilian attack in
Israel's history, a day of youthful celebration transformed into a haunting, open-air
killing field.

The operation’s success hinged entirely on the unprecedented failure of the Israeli
security apparatus, a breakdown so comprehensive it was immediately dubbed a
'failing of the concept' and was likened by some observers to the intelligence failure
preceding the 1973 Yom Kippur War. The IDF’'s massive investment in the high-tech
border fence had fostered a dangerous complacency, a psychological reliance on
technology to solve all security problems. The assumption that Hamas was too
rational, too deterred, or too internally fractured to attempt a large-scale invasion
proved catastrophically wrong.

Several key errors contributed to the disaster. First, the intelligence gathering was
severely lacking. Though there had been recent small indications of unusual
activity—including the movement of Hamas's elite Nukhba forces in the border
area—the overall assessment was that these were mere defensive drills or posturing.
The Israeli intelligence community, particularly the Unit 8200 signal intelligence unit
and the Shin Bet (internal security agency), failed to detect the massive and complex
preparations, including the training, stocking of weapons, and coordination of the
multi-vector assault. Later reports suggested a small number of lower-level
intelligence analysts had flagged potential warning signs, but their concerns were
dismissed by senior commanders who were committed to the '‘concept' of Hamas's
limited capabilities.

Second, the IDF's deployment strategy was flawed. The defense of the Gaza border
area had become over-reliant on fixed technology and a small number of troops, many
of whom were conscripted soldiers, including women serving as observers. Critical
units and commanders were often situated far from the immediate front lines, a
decision based on the belief that surveillance systems would provide ample warning
for reinforcement. When the communication and observation systems were
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simultaneously knocked out, the immediate defense crumbled without a viable Plan B
for rapid ground response.

Third, the speed of the militant penetration overwhelmed the capacity for a
coordinated, timely counter-attack. From 6:30 a.m. until well past noon, the militants
had free reign in the Israeli communities. The initial calls for help from the kibbutzim
went unanswered or were met with small, uncoordinated responses from local armed
security teams (known as Kitot Konnenut) who were quickly overpowered. The IDF,
struggling with a catastrophic information blackout, took hours to fully comprehend
the scale of the incursion, mistaking it initially for a complex but limited cross-border
raid. This delay of five to eight hours was the critical window that allowed the
attackers to maximize their destruction and safely extract dozens of hostages back
into the Gaza Strip.

The seizure of hostages was a central, strategic component of the operation. As the
sun rose higher over the devastated border communities, images and videos began to
flood social media and Arab news networks—many of them taken and disseminated by
the attackers themselves—showing Israeli civilians and soldiers, dead and alive, being
taken captive. This was not a side effect of the raid; it was a key objective: to gain
maximum leverage against Israel, which has a long-standing, deep-seated cultural and
political commitment to retrieving its captured soldiers and citizens, often at great
cost.

Hostages were taken from almost every location targeted: young people from the
festival, elderly couples from their homes, foreign workers, and off-duty soldiers. They
were loaded onto vehicles and driven back through the gaping holes in the border
fence. The sight of these terrified captives—many injured, some visibly
disoriented—being paraded through the streets of Gaza by cheering crowds provided
Hamas with a potent propaganda victory. It was a tangible symbol of their successful
breach of Israel’s physical and psychological defenses. The number of people taken
captive—around 250—was staggering and immediately created an agonizing political
and military dilemma for Israel's government: how to respond to the attack without
endangering the lives of the abductees.

As the day progressed, the nature of the attack gradually shifted from a swift,
shocking incursion to a protracted series of firefights. The first Israeli military units to
arrive on the scene—often elite counter-terrorism teams or reserve forces that had
mobilized independently—engaged the remaining Hamas squads in close-quarters
combat. Battles raged for control of police stations, kibbutz dining halls, and individual
homes. It took the IDF until the evening of October 7, and in some isolated cases, even
into October 8, to regain full control of all the invaded communities, house by house.
The cost of this recovery was high, with dozens of Israeli security personnel killed in
the battles.
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By the time the initial chaos subsided, the sheer scale of the disaster became
quantifiable, yet still nearly impossible to fully grasp. Over 1,200 people had been
killed on the Israeli side, overwhelmingly civilians. Thousands more were injured. The
number of casualties was unprecedented in Israel’s post-1948 history, eclipsing the
daily death toll of even the most intense periods of the Second Intifada and
fundamentally altering the Israeli psyche. The death toll represented, in proportional
terms, a level of mass casualty that would be the equivalent of tens of thousands of
deaths in the United States.

The aftermath in the border region was one of profound devastation. Entire kibbutzim
were rendered uninhabitable, their homes scorched, their community centers riddled
with bullet holes, and their populations either murdered or forced to evacuate. The
Gaza Envelope, once a symbol of the possibility of peaceful, if wary, life adjacent to a
hostile border, was transformed overnight into a deserted, militarized wasteland. The
physical damage was secondary, however, to the deep, searing wound inflicted upon
the national sense of security.

For Hamas, the operation—which they titled Operation Al-Aqsa Flood—was a
calculated, audacious success on multiple fronts, regardless of the inevitable, crushing
military response it would provoke. Militarily, they had breached the impenetrable
border, humiliated Israel's intelligence and defense capabilities, and killed more
soldiers and civilians in a single day than in any previous conflict. Politically, they had
forcefully shoved the Palestinian cause—long sidelined by Israeli-Arab normalization
attempts and a focus on economic "calm"—back onto the global front burner. By
seizing a massive number of hostages, they secured a bargaining chip of immense
value, ensuring that any subsequent Israeli military action would be constrained by
the moral imperative to save the captives.

From a strategic perspective, the timing of the attack suggested a keen awareness of
the regional political landscape. The assault occurred just as Israel and Saudi Arabia,
two powerful regional actors, were reportedly close to normalizing relations, a deal
that would have further isolated the Palestinians and marginalized Hamas. By igniting
a major war, Hamas effectively destabilized the regional peace process and forced an
urgent re-prioritization of the Palestinian issue. The success of the operation was not
about holding territory; it was a violent, massive assertion that the status quo—the
blockade, the occupation, and the political marginalization—was unsustainable.

Israel’s initial response was a combination of military chaos, political shock, and
national trauma. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s government, already facing
deep divisions and months of domestic protests over judicial reform, was caught
completely flat-footed. The immediate priority shifted to the grim task of clearing the
invaded communities, identifying the dead, and coordinating the largest mobilization
of military reserves in decades. Within hours, the security cabinet formally declared a
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state of war, invoking Article 40 Aleph of Israel's basic law for the first time since the
1973 war, an act that signaled the national understanding that this was a conflict of an
entirely different magnitude.

The Israeli political consensus, fractured for years, coalesced almost instantly around a
single, uncompromising goal: the complete dismantling of Hamas's military and
governing capabilities. The rhetoric from government officials and military
commanders was swift, definitive, and ominous. Defense Minister Yoav Gallant
announced a "full siege" of the Gaza Strip, declaring, "There will be no electricity, no
food, no fuel, everything is closed." This statement signaled a departure from the
previous cycles of limited, short-term engagements and promised a military response
of a scale and ferocity that the region had not witnessed in decades. The events of
October 7 had not merely initiated a war; they had ruptured the political and security
assumptions of an entire region, setting the stage for a conflict whose primary,
immediate consequence was the preparation for an invasion of a densely populated,
hostile urban territory. The period of containment was over. The period of war had
begun.
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