
rom my position as a journalist in Is-

rael, perched on the fault line between 

Western preoccupations and the country 

where I live, I’m confronted with a growing 

perception gap. The gap becomes appar-

ent in conversations with visitors flying in 

for a brief visit (at least when “flying in” 

was something that happened) or with those who take an interest in 

this place from far away. These observers have formed a picture of 

Israel based on stories — stories that might come from home, from 

college friends or professors, from a Jewish summer camp or day 

school, or from journalism. 

Some of these stories are positive and others negative, but what 

they generally share is being only tenuously linked to reality. Observ-

ers thus find themselves struggling to reconcile the State of Israel 

as it really is to the narratives in their head — an effort that often 

ends with either retreat into the imaginary landscape they had in 

the first place, or frustration with reality’s failure to cooperate. It’s 

possible that visitors to any country have a similar problem, but I 

suspect that Westerners landing in, say, Burundi (to name a country 
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matti friedman whose population is about the same size as Israel’s) arrive with less 

preexisting information and emotion, making the perception gap 

less of a challenge. 

People who live in the liberal worlds of Western Europe and 

North America more often seem to approach Israel with a shared 

narrative about the place and shared sources of information, chief-

ly the international press. That’s an industry I know well, having 

spent formative years of my journalism career as a correspondent 

and editor for the Associated Press, one of the world’s biggest news 

organizations, in the Jerusalem bureau. 

This shared narrative is largely a negative one. It grows increasing-

ly negative as the ideological landscape of the West becomes more 

polarized and inflamed, keener to split the world into categories of 

good and evil, and as too many mainstream journalists abandon old 

ideals such as objectivity for the idea that journalism is a tool to 

effect social change. Similar trends are afoot in the related world of 

elite universities, where the goal of educating knowledgeable people 

is losing ground to the goal of training activists, and where Israel 

is presented as a potent symbol of what a right-thinking person is 

meant to be active against. 

I’m often asked how to find good information about Israel. 

Sometimes this actually means “How can I get positive informa-

tion about Israel?,” which isn’t my job. (There are many Jewish 

organizations and Israeli consulates who will be happy to oblige.) 

But often the questioner is seeking to get a handle on a compli-

cated place amid a blizzard of misinformation, and here I might 

be able to offer a small measure of help — at least to an observer 

willing to suspect that not everything that appears in a newspa-

per is simply “news” but might contain more complex sentiments 

and stories. 

Israel is a Jewish country, home to a plurality of the world’s 

Jews. The powerful story being woven around Israel is a story 

about Jews. This is an ancient category of Western stories, typ-

ically moralistic in nature, in which Jews are used to illustrate 
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the perceived ills of a given place and time. That doesn’t neces-

sarily mean (to cite a tired debate) that “anti-Zionism” is or isn’t 

“antisemitism,” whatever those two terms are taken to mean. It 

doesn’t mean that the Israel story of the mainstream press is 

wrong in every way, or necessarily motivated by dark intentions. 

It just means that this story belongs to a narrative tradition with 

a long history, and tragic side effects, and shouldn’t automatically 

be taken at face value.

When consuming news from Israel, there’s a list of questions 

I ask when deciding if I’m getting sane information or a narra-

tive of a different kind. Having thought, written, and spoken about 

this over the past decade or so, I’ve condensed them to eight. The 

questions are based on my experience here in Israel and elsewhere 

around the Middle East over the past 25 years — but they might 

be of use in thinking about other powerful narratives as well, for-

eign and domestic. 

1   |   d o e s  t h e  s o u r c e  s p e a k  t h e  l a n g u a g e ?

Americans would never accept as an expert on America someone 

who doesn’t speak English. If someone can’t read a U.S. news-

paper or speak to an American in her language, no one would 

take the person seriously about American society or politics. But 

many or most of the people explaining foreign societies to West-

erners are that person. That includes most of the correspondents 

and NGO staffers in Israel, which is the social bubble producing 

much of the information in the press. Observers, commentators, 

and activists who don’t have a deep understanding of the place 

they’re in will cling to preexisting narratives and copy their col-

leagues. This is why reporters often not only get things wrong but 

get them wrong in the same way.

So one easy way to vet purported expertise about Israeli politics 

and society — from a speaker, a newspaper article, a professor, any-

one — is to ask whether the person speaks and reads Hebrew. This 

is a good rule not just about Israel. One of my favorite quotes is 

from the Korea expert B.R. Myers, who once wrote in The Atlantic, 

while passing judgment on a few silly books about North Korea, 

“The question of where Europe ends and Asia begins has troubled 

many people over the years, but here’s a rule of thumb: If someone 

can pose as an expert on the country in question without knowl-

edge of the relevant language, it’s part of Asia.”

This is a good rule (and it also clears up some uncertainty about 

which continent Israel is on).

2   |   w h y  a r e  y o u  t e l l i n g  m e  t h i s ?

Is your source of information an observer whose job is to ex-

plain things, or an activist with a political plan? Being an activist 

is fine, but it’s important to understand who’s who. An activist 

doesn’t need to tell you everything, just the things that will draw 

you to his point of view. To take examples from the Israeli con-

text, groups such as Breaking the Silence or B’Tselem are activist 

groups, and so, on the other side of the spectrum, are groups 

like StandWithUs. Their material isn’t meant primarily to explain 

what’s going on, but to induce you to support a particular posi-

tion. Contradictory information won’t be included. Their role is 
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like that of an attorney at a divorce trial: If you’re representing 

the wife, your job isn’t to offer a fair assessment of the husband. 

Your job is to savage his character in your client’s interest and to 

get the judge on your side. 

What makes sorting journalists from activists more and more 

difficult is that many journalists have become activists — that 

is, they see their job not as helping you understand events, but 

as pushing you toward their conclusions. They engineer their  

reporting to that end. Many Western reporters here in Israel, sup-

ported by the world of activist NGOs and international organiza-

tions (which is the same social and professional world inhabited 

by reporters, with much movement between them), believe that 

Israel is the problem. It follows, if you’re an activist, that what’s 

needed is not an understanding of Israel’s concerns, but a char-

acter assassination that will stoke anger and punish the guilty 

party. The goal is less to inform than to enrage. That’s why blood-

shed during a Hamas attempt to penetrate the Gaza border (to 

cite one example from 2018) isn’t described as the result of ac-

tions, however imperfectly pursued, by Israeli soldiers to protect 

their citizens. Such a description would be true, but as activism 

it’s ineffective. Instead, the event must be presented as a kind of 

murder, even a massacre. 

As soon as the press becomes activist, it becomes impossible 

to understand what’s going on. Anyone hoping to understand 

should be looking for knowledgeable observers capable of under-

standing different points of view. 

3   |   a r e  y o u  s u f f i c i e n t ly  s u s p i c i o u s  o f

     s h o c k i n g  i m a g e s  a n d  d e t a i l s ?

We’re all bombarded with photos and 17-second videos, not just 

from Israel. But the camera saturation here and the press-savvy 

nature of the players tend to mean that this place produces more 

than its fair share of troubling images. It shouldn’t need pointing 

out in 2021, but photos and videos don’t always show what they 

purport to show. Even if they’re true, they’re often not the whole 

truth, and even if they’re the whole truth, they often say nothing 

about the broader context in which they occur.

For example, during the American advance from Normandy 

into occupied Europe at the end of WWII, U.S. troops committed 

war crimes, such as the murder of German prisoners. Videos of 

this, should any have surfaced, would have been shocking. But they 

would say nothing about the wisdom or justice of the Normandy 

invasion, let alone about the American cause in that war. If your 

understanding of a situation is driven primarily by shocking de-

tails or images, you’re likely to get things wrong. 

4   |   w h a t  a r e  o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s  u p  t o ?

The world is broken, and countries in the world are thus sul-

lied, at least to some extent. Israel is a country in the world, so 

discussions of Israel must compare it with other countries in 

similar situations and not to abstract ideals like “democracy,” or 

(as I sometimes see Jewish people doing) to “Judaism,” or to the  

social-action committee at their synagogue. If someone is claim-

ing that casualties in an Israeli operation in Gaza are “high,” for 

example, as reporters frequently do, that needs to be compared 

with similar operations, like the Marines in Fallujah, or the Brit-

ish in Northern Ireland, or the French in Mali. If you’re critical 

of open-fire orders on the Gaza fence, you should know how that 
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works on the India-Pakistan border, or the Turkey-Syria border, 

or on the perimeters of U.S. military bases in Afghanistan. Same 

goes for refugee absorption, press freedom, minority rights, or 

anything. Israel doesn’t always come out looking great. But you’ll 

find that most criticism of Israel doesn’t compare it with any-

thing. That’s a sign the discussion isn’t about a real country.

When I have spoken to groups of Americans and been asked 

about Israeli soldiers killing civilians, which is one of the themes 

of mainstream press coverage these days, I sometimes ask wheth-

er anyone knows how many civilians the U.S. military has killed 

in the past year. I’ve asked hundreds of people at this point, most 

of them educated and politically aware, and I have yet to meet 

a single person who can give me even a ballpark number off-

hand. (The Pentagon’s official number for 2019, for example, was 

132, but the UN put the number in Afghanistan alone at 559.) 

If someone is going to criticize Israel’s behavior in the world, it’s 

important to understand what the world is, and how other coun-

tries behave in it. A few comparisons of this kind go a long way 

toward turning a symbolic discussion into a sane one.

5   |   i s  t h e  s c o p e  r a t i o n a l ?

Israel is 0.01 percent of the world’s surface and 0.2 percent of the 

landmass of the Arab world. The population is roughly the same as 

New York City’s. The death toll in the conflict here last year (2020) 

among Israelis and Palestinians, combatants and civilians, was about 

30, nearly all of them Palestinians. That’s an awful number, and 

some instances were tragic mistakes for which Israelis are respon-

sible. Thirty is also less than one-sixth the number of people (202) 

murdered in the same period in New Orleans, a place that gets little 

attention from reporters in America, let alone the rest of the world.  

When I was an AP reporter in Jerusalem between 2006 and 

2011, the American news giant had more staff covering this story 

(involving about 14 million people, Israelis and Palestinians) than 

it had covering China or India, each with a population of over a 

billion. That focus, which was standard for the press from North 

America and Western Europe, is a good sign that the people telling 

Israel’s story are not attempting a rational analysis of the world but 

are engaged in something else. In my opinion, this “something else” 

is a symbolic story in which Jews are used, often subconsciously, to 

illustrate the problems that preoccupy the storytellers in their own 

societies. One good way to differentiate a symbolic story like that 

from a factual analysis is to ask: Does the story make the scope of 

the problem clear? 

An anti-Jewish narrative isn’t always constructed by invention. 

Sometimes it’s done by inflation and the omission of context. 

For example, someone who wants to illustrate the ills of capital-

ism by using nefarious Jewish bankers can do so without lying. 

There really are nefarious Jewish bankers. All you need to do 

is omit the fact that most Jewish bankers aren’t nefarious, that 

Jews aren’t more nefarious than other bankers, and that most 

bankers aren’t Jewish. The same goes for the stories about Jew-

ish Bolsheviks that were once current among anti-Communists. 

The negative Israel story that’s spreading among Western liber-

als does something similar — it tears Israel from its context and 

inflates it, turning it from a real place into a symbol of what’s 

wrong in the world. This is when a factual analysis starts to re-

semble older, familiar stories, with older and familiar effects, like 

calls for Jews to be boycotted until they conform to a subjective 
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and unique list of demands, or until they disappear. That has 

happened repeatedly in the past, and it’s happening now. When 

a story starts having that effect, a reader should respond not by 

asking what she can do to reform the purported behavior of the 

Jews, but by asking who’s telling this story, and why.

6   |   i s  t h e  r e g i o n a l  c o n t e x t  c l e a r ?

To envision regional context, an example I like to use is the  

America–Italy war of 1944. The U.S. military was indeed fighting 

in Italy in 1944, but have you ever heard of that war? Probably 

not, because it’s called the Second World War. Anyone knows that 

understanding the America–Italy component of the war requires 

understanding Pearl Harbor and Poland and a global conflict in 

which most participants weren’t American or Italian.

Have you heard of the “Israeli–Palestinian conflict”? You prob-

ably have, even though most of Israel’s wars haven’t been against 

Palestinians (but rather Egyptians, Jordanians, Iraqis, Lebanese, and 

others) and even though Israel’s key opponent at the moment is 

the theocratic regime in Iran, a country that is neither Palestinian 

nor Arab. The “Israeli–Palestinian” story is a simplified framing that 

crops out most of the actual conflict. Reporters like simple framing 

tricks in part because our tools are so scant — a few hundred words 

in a news story, 90 seconds in a TV segment, 280 characters in a 

tweet. The complexities of the real world just don’t fit. What’s need-

ed is one good guy and one bad guy: Palestinian vs. Israeli.

If you see only an “Israeli–Palestinian” conflict, Israel’s decisions 

won’t make sense. In the Western mind, for example, the West Bank 

and Syria are two completely separate stories. In the real world, they 

are so close that the drive between them takes the same time as a 

subway ride across New York City. If you don’t understand that con-

text, it’s hard to understand why many sane Israelis are afraid that 

a power vacuum in the West Bank might not become a “Palestinian 

state,” as the press story assumes, but might actually become like 

Syria, where a civil war just killed 500,000 people. The Arab world 

numbers about 330 million people, a tiny portion of whom are 

Palestinian. The Arab minority under Israeli control, the Palestin-

ians, are part of the regional majority. The broader Islamic world is 

(depending on whom you ask) about 1.5 billion people. There are 6 

million Jews in Israel. The entire Jewish population on Earth, about 

13 million, is a lot smaller than the population of Cairo. 

The context doesn’t mean that all of Israel’s decisions are 

right — just that they’re being driven by factors that many people 

miss. With the addition of regional context, many of the prob-

lems with the story are solved, and the discussion of Israel is 

likelier to be sane.

7   |   i s  t h e  c h r o n o l o g y  s t r a i g h t ?

The stories told about Israel often start in 1967. This is done to 

set up the military occupation of the Palestinians, which began 

that year, as the cause of the conflict, and to suggest that a solution 

to that problem would bring peace. This, in turn, makes it seem 

like the problem is one Israel could solve if it wanted to, which 

sets up the Jews as villains, rather than as people caught up in a 

complex situation where everyone has made mistakes and no one 

really knows what to do.

The conflict began decades before 1967. The Palestine Libera-

tion Organization was founded in 1964, before the West Bank or 
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Gaza came under Israeli control. The military occupation in the 

West Bank is one symptom of the conflict, not the cause. Many 

Israelis (including this one) argue that we’ve done a poor job of 

treating this symptom. Very few believe that healing the symptom 

would solve the problem, which is objectively older and broad-

er than the symptom. Understanding the simple progression of 

events makes things much clearer.

8   |   w h a t  e l s e  i s  g o i n g  o n ?

In discussions of an urgent American problem such as gun vio-

lence, Americans understand the issue as one aspect of life in their 

country, part of a complicated mosaic of factors that constitute 

the existence of the United States. But when reading press reports 

about foreign countries, single topics become isolated for Western-

ers as “the story.” A good example is cartel violence in Mexico or 

the figure of Vladimir Putin in Russia. These are important stories, 

but if you’re in Mexico or Russia, you understand that there is 

much else going on. 

So when presented with a portrait of Israel, a good question to 

ask is whether it’s a complete picture of an actual country. Most 

Western press coverage is concerned with the military occupation 

in the West Bank, particularly the settlements, and with Israel’s 

conflict with the Palestinians. This is an important issue for Israe-

lis, but one that exists in the broader context of the life and secu-

rity of the country, where 9 million Jewish and Arab citizens enjoy 

a level of stability unavailable anywhere else in the region. The set-

tlement movement has only minority support among Israelis, most 

of whom understand the occupation, with the very real evils and 

inequalities it involves, as a necessary military action that enables 

that safety. The mindset is similar to the way Americans have filed 

away their Afghanistan occupation under “self-defense” and don’t 

see it as defining American life over the past two decades. If you 

see the occupation of the West Bank as a disembodied moral issue 

that dwarfs all else, then normal parts of Israel’s existence — LGBT 

life, for example, or the tech economy, or food, or tourism — begin 

to look like dark plots meant to distract from the “real” story, and 

people begin to hallucinate about “pinkwashing,” “veganwashing,” 

and so forth. 

Countries are very complicated, and if the picture you’re getting of 

Israel is simple — simply good or simply bad — then you can be sure 

the picture isn’t real. 
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