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What to know about the latest Israel-Hamas
conflict

Palestinians (left) walk amid the rubble following Israeli airstrikes that razed swaths of a neighborhood in Gaza City on October 10, 2023. At
right, Israeli police officers evacuate a family from a site in Ashkelon that was hit by a rocket fired from the Gaza Strip on October 7, 2023.
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During the major Jewish holiday of Simchat Torah on October 7, 2023, Hamas militants from

Gaza fired a barrage of rockets and stormed into Israeli towns. The militants killed dozens and

abducted others in an unprecedented surprise attack. Israel launched retaliatory airstrikes in

Gaza. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said the country is now at war with Hamas.

Hamas has been in power in Gaza since 2007. The U.S. State Department designated Hamas a

terrorist group in 1997. The European Union and other Western countries also consider it a

terrorist organization.

Hamas gunmen attacked as many as 22 locations outside of the Gaza border, reaching as far as 15

miles (24 kilometers) inside of Israel. In some places, they gunned down civilians and soldiers.

Israel's military said on October 10, 2023, that it had regained control over the border with the

Gaza Strip.
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Image 1. Since Hamas militants attacked

locations in Israel near the Gaza border on

October 7, 2023, Israeli airstrikes have

rained down across Gaza. Hamas has also

continued to fire rockets into Israel. Map:

Newsela staff. Data courtesy of Associated

Press, Al Jazeera and the New York Times.

The Israeli government vowed to hunt down the militants and intensify an assault on Gaza, the

Palestinian territory ruled by Hamas and home to 2 million people.

The conflict already has killed hundreds on both sides, with more than 1,000 people dying in

Israel since the incursion on October 7. In Gaza and the West Bank, 830 people have been killed.

Israel says it takes pains to avoid civilian casualties as it targets Hamas sites in Gaza, which is

heavily built up and has few open spaces. But Hamas militants also fire rockets and operate in

civilian areas, using civilians for cover while drawing return fire to houses, offices and mosques.

In Israel and beyond, the families of more than 150 people kidnapped by Hamas feared for the

lives of their loved ones. Among the hostages are Israeli soldiers, women, children, and the elderly,

along with dozens of foreigners. Hamas has warned it will kill one of the hostages every time

Israel's military bombs civilian targets in Gaza without warning.

A Narrow Coastal Strip

Gaza is a Palestinian territory sandwiched between Israel and

Egypt. It is just 25 miles long and six miles wide. At 139 square

miles, it's about the same size as Detroit, Michigan.

Gaza is home to over 2 million Palestinians. Gaza is part of the

Southern Levant, a region that has had many names throughout

history, including Palestine, Israel and Canaan. Both Jews and

Arabs, many of whom are Muslim, have historical and

indigenous ties to the region.

The United Nations (U.N.) decided in 1948 that the territory of

Palestine, which was controlled by Britain at the time, would be

split into two countries: Israel and Palestine. Palestine would be

majority Arab, while Israel would be a Jewish state, based on a

U.N. plan to divide the area. Nearby Arab countries did not

agree with this. Israel declared its independence and Arab

countries invaded, starting what is now known as the 1948 Arab-Israeli War.

Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians fled the fighting or were forced to leave their homes. After

the war, Egypt took control of Gaza and Jordan took control of two other Palestinian areas — East

Jerusalem and the West Bank.

Israel captured Gaza, along with the West Bank and East Jerusalem, in the 1967 Mideast war. The

Palestinians want all three territories to form their future state.

The first Palestinian intifada, or uprising, erupted in Gaza in 1987 — the same year Hamas was

founded — and later spread to the other occupied territories of the West Bank and East Jerusalem.

The Oslo peace process in the 1990s established the Palestinian Authority and gave it limited

autonomy in Gaza and parts of the occupied West Bank.

The Hamas Takeover

Israel withdrew its troops and Jewish settlements from Gaza in 2005, after a second and far more

violent intifada.
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The following year, Hamas won a landslide victory in Palestinian elections. That triggered a power

struggle with Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas and his Fatah party, which rule the

West Bank. A week of clashes in 2007 left Hamas in control of Gaza.

Hamas — and Gaza — is more religiously conservative than the West Bank and the Palestinian

Authority. Hamas has been known to arrest political opponents and violently suppress protests

against its rule.

In 2007, Egypt and Israel closed their borders with Gaza, and the blockade has now lasted 16

years.

The Blockade

Israel says the blockade is needed to keep Hamas and other militant groups from importing arms,

whereas Egypt maintains the blockade to prevent Hamas-related conflict from spilling over into its

borders. Human rights groups say the blockade is a form of collective punishment.

The closures, along with years of Hamas' misrule and long-running feud with the Palestinian

Authority, have devastated Gaza's economy. Unemployment is around 50 percent, power outages

are frequent and the tap water is badly polluted.

Palestinians in Gaza face heavy restrictions from both Egypt and Israel that make it difficult to

travel abroad for work, study or to visit family. They often refer to Gaza as the world's largest

open-air prison.

The Wars

Hamas and Israel have fought three wars and several smaller battles. The worst so far was the

2014 war, which lasted for 50 days and killed 2,200 Palestinians, more than half of them civilians.

Seventy-three Israelis were killed.

Then in 2021, a bloody 11-day war between Israel and Hamas was sparked after a dispute at the

Temple Mount in Jerusalem, a site sacred to both Jews and Muslims.

Israel's airstrikes and incursions into Gaza have destroyed entire neighborhoods, forcing

thousands to shelter in U.N. schools and other facilities.

Palestinian militants have fired thousands of rockets into Israel. While most are intercepted by

Israeli missile defenses or land in open areas, they sow widespread fear and can bring life to a

standstill. Their range has steadily increased in recent years, with some striking as far as the major

cities of Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.

Why Now?

In recent years, Israel has made peace deals with Arab countries without having to make

concessions in its conflict with the Palestinians. The U.S. has been trying to broker a deal between

Israel and Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia is a bitter rival of Iran, which provides support to Hamas.

Meanwhile, Israel has a new far-right government, which supports the continuation of Israeli

settlements in the Palestinian West Bank. Palestinians and the United Nations consider those

settlements to be illegal.
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In recent years, Israeli religious nationalists have increased their visits to the Temple Mount

compound in Jerusalem. Recently, during the Jewish harvest festival of Sukkot, hundreds of ultra-

Orthodox Jews and Israeli activists visited the site. This prompted accusations that Jews were

praying there in violation of an agreement where Muslims pray at the Al-Aqsa Mosque and non-

Muslims can visit — but not pray.

Hamas leaders say an Israeli crackdown on militants in the West Bank, continued construction of

settlements, thousands of Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails, and its ongoing blockade of Gaza

pushed it to attack.


