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Introduction
Israel: Portrait of a Country seeks to provide a comprehensive and nuanced overview
of one of the world’s most dynamic, complex, and often misunderstood nations.
Nestled at the crossroads of Africa, Asia, and Europe, Israel has long been a fulcrum of
religious tradition, historical controversy, and technological advancement. The story of
Israel is layered, interweaving themes of ancient civilization, centuries of migration
and conquest, and contemporary questions of identity, conflict, and innovation.

This book opens by exploring the land itself—the intricate geography that ranges from
lush Galilee hills to harsh desert expanses, and the climate variations that help shape
its communities. Israel’s small physical footprint belies the profound historic and
cultural significance of its territory, which has played a central role in the birth and
evolution of the Abrahamic faiths and has seen civilizations rise and fall over millennia.

The journey continues through Israel’s remarkable history, from ancient kingdoms and
empires to the modern struggle for nationhood in the twentieth century. Central to this
story is the mosaic of people who have made Israel their home: not only Jews from
every corner of the diaspora but also Arabs, Christians, Druze, and Bedouin, all
contributing to a complex tapestry of identities, customs, and beliefs. The interplay of
these groups has produced both vibrant cultural expression and enduring political and
social tensions.

Modern Israel is defined as much by contradiction as by continuity. It is a land where
technology and ancient tradition coexist, where secular and religious identities are in
constant negotiation, and where existential threats and economic opportunity go hand
in hand. Science, innovation, and the creative arts have become vital parts of Israeli
self-definition, driving a high-tech economy and contributing to its global reputation as
a “start-up nation.”

Yet, Israel is shaped as much by its challenges as by its achievements. The ongoing
Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains one of the defining issues of our age, influencing
local society and international relations. Economic inequality, demographic shifts,
environmental challenges, and questions about the very nature of citizenship and
nationhood all shape Israeli public life and the prospects for peace and prosperity.

In these pages, readers will encounter a country with a unique story—one that is still
being written. Whether you are interested in understanding Israel’s ancient legacy, its
role in the modern world, its cultural diversity, or simply how to travel its vibrant cities
and stunning landscapes, this book aims to provide an insightful and balanced portrait
of a country that continues to fascinate, challenge, and inspire.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Its Borders
Israel, officially known as the State of Israel, is a country situated in West Asia,
specifically at the eastern edge of the Mediterranean Sea. Its geographical position
places it at a unique crossroads, bridging the continents of Europe, Asia, and Africa.
This strategic location has profoundly influenced its history, making it a critical
corridor and a frequent stage for the interplay of empires and cultures.

To its north, Israel shares a border with Lebanon, while Syria lies to its northeast. To
the east, it is bordered by Jordan, and to the southwest, by Egypt. The vast expanse of
the Mediterranean Sea forms its western boundary. While Jerusalem is proclaimed as
the capital and seat of government, its status as such is not universally recognized by
the international community. Tel Aviv, however, stands as the country's largest urban
area and serves as its bustling economic center.

Despite its modest size, roughly 22,072 or 20,770 square kilometers (8,522 or 8,019
sq mi), Israel showcases an astonishingly varied topography. To put this into
perspective, its total area is comparable to that of the American state of New Jersey.
From its northernmost point to its southern tip, Israel stretches approximately 424
kilometers (263 mi). Its width, however, can be quite deceiving, varying dramatically
from a generous 114 kilometers (71 mi) at its widest to a mere 10 kilometers (6.2 mi)
at its narrowest. This compact yet diverse landscape is a defining characteristic of the
country.

The country's terrain can be broadly categorized into four principal geographic
regions, each with its own distinct features. These are the Mediterranean coastal plain,
the hill regions of northern and central Israel, the Great Rift Valley, and the Negev
desert. This geographical segmentation creates a mosaic of microclimates and
landscapes within a relatively small area, making a journey across Israel feel like
traversing an entire continent.

The Mediterranean coastal plain, a narrow strip stretching approximately 185
kilometers (115 miles) along the western edge, is a vibrant and fertile area. It begins
narrowly in the north and gradually widens to about 40 kilometers (25 miles) in the
south. This productive land along the Mediterranean coastline is not only home to
more than half of Israel's population but also hosts its major urban centers, vital
deepwater harbors, and a substantial portion of its industry and agriculture. The plain
features sandy beaches, occasionally punctuated by cliffs of chalk and sandstone,
particularly in the northern stretches.

Inland, to the east of this bustling coastal plain, lie the central highlands. This region
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encompasses the mountain ranges of Upper and Lower Galilee in the north, which can
reach heights of 1,208 meters (3,963 feet) at Mount Meron. Further south, the Judean
Hills, including the area around Jerusalem, form another significant part of these
highlands. While often lush, these elevated areas, particularly the Judean Hills, can
experience surprisingly cold winters and even snow. These central highlands have
historically been a focal point for civilization in the region, with evidence of early
Israelite settlements found here.

Running the entire length of the country along its eastern border is the northern
terminus of the Great Rift Valley, a colossal geological fissure extending all the way to
eastern Africa. This impressive depression includes some of Israel's most iconic natural
landmarks: Lake Galilee, also known as the Sea of Galilee or Kinneret, the Jordan
River, and the Dead Sea. The Dead Sea, famously situated within this rift, holds the
distinction of being the lowest land-based place on Earth. South of the Dead Sea, the
Jordan River continues its journey through the rift, forming the 'Arava Valley, an arid
plain that stretches southward to the Red Sea port of Eilat.

Comprising the entire southern half of Israel is the sparsely populated Negev desert.
This distinctive arrow-shaped, sandy region progressively narrows as it extends
southward, becoming increasingly arid. The Negev's landscape is characterized by its
dramatic sandstone hills, dry riverbeds known as wadis, deep canyons, and imposing
cliffs, eventually leading to the city of Eilat on the Red Sea. Although roughly half of
Israel's land is considered semi-arid, the Negev's features range from rolling plains to
rugged desert uplands, creating a surprisingly diverse environment within its arid
embrace.

Overall, Israel experiences long, hot summers and short, wet winters. However, the
country's varied topography, from the Mediterranean coast to the desert south and
the elevated highlands, results in distinct microclimates. For instance, while coastal
areas experience humid summers and mild winters, the central highlands have dry
summers and moderately cold winters, often with rain and occasional light snow. The
Jordan Valley boasts hot, dry summers and pleasant winters, while the Negev remains
semi-arid year-round, with warm to hot days and cool nights. This dramatic range of
geographical features and climates contributes significantly to Israel's unique
character and its ability to sustain a wide array of life and human activity across its
relatively small landmass.
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