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Israel’s Crisis Analysis

Overview

Professor John Mearsheimer delivered this lecture analyzing the Middle East 
crisis since October 7, 2023, focusing on the Gaza conflict and April 2024 Iran-
Israel tensions. He argues Israel is the biggest loser, facing unsolvable strategic 
problems, while Iran has gained relative advantage despite ongoing conflicts.

Greater Israel Framework

	 •	 Greater Israel controls all territory between the river and the sea, including 
pre-1967 Israel, Gaza, and the West Bank

	 •	 Roughly 7.3 million Palestinians and 7.3 million Israeli Jews live within 
Greater Israel, creating demographic parity

	 •	 This demographic balance forces Israel to choose among limited options for 
managing the territory

	 •	 Before October 7, Netanyahu appeared to manage Gaza successfully as an 
“open-air prison” through Hamas control

Israel’s Four Strategic Options

OptionDescriptionStatusDemocratic Greater IsraelSingle democratic state 
with equal rightsOff the table (would end Jewish state)Two-State 
SolutionSeparate Palestinian state alongside IsraelOff the table (Netanyahu 
opposed; unlikely after Oct 7)ApartheidCurrent system of unequal rightsActive 
status quo (documented by Amnesty, HRW, B’Tselem)Ethnic CleansingRemove 
Palestinians from Gaza and West BankLikely Israeli goal (solves apartheid and 
Hamas problems)October 7th Attack and Aftermath

	 •	 Hamas achieved a spectacular surprise attack that caught Israeli security 
completely off guard

	 •	 Approximately 240 hostages taken during the attack, creating major political 
pressure on Israel

	 •	 Netanyahu had previously supported Hamas funding to prevent two-state 
solution by dividing Palestinian leadership

	 •	 Attack revealed that Israel’s apparent control over Gaza was an illusion of 
successful management



Israel’s Actual Goals in Gaza War

	 •	 Publicly stated goals: decisively defeat Hamas and recover hostages
	 •	 Real unstated goal: ethnically cleanse Gaza by making it unlivable and 

forcing Palestinians to leave
	 •	 Ethnic cleansing would solve both apartheid problem and Hamas threat 

simultaneously
	 •	 No Israeli plan exists for post-war Gaza administration, suggesting ethnic 

cleansing intent rather than occupation
	 •	 Methods include killing civilians, destroying infrastructure, restricting food 

aid, and creating uninhabitable conditions

April 2024 Iran-Israel-US Conflict Timeline

	 •	 April 1: Israel bombed Iranian embassy in Damascus, Syria, without 
informing the United States

	 •	 April 14: Iran retaliated with limited attack after coordinating with US through 
intermediaries to prevent escalation

	 •	 US and Iran established informal hotline via Oman to manage crisis and 
prevent wider war

	 •	 US forces intercepted roughly half of Iranian missiles and drones, 
demonstrating Israel’s dependence on American support

	 •	 April 19: Israel conducted minimal retaliation (one radar near Isfahan) under 
heavy US pressure to prevent escalation

Consequences for Israel

	 •	 Stuck in Gaza with no viable exit strategy after withdrawing in 2005
	 •	 Lost escalation dominance over adversaries like Hezbollah and Iran, 

weakening deterrence capabilities
	 •	 Faces growing missile and drone threats from Hamas, Hezbollah, Houthis, 

and Iran
	 •	 Became international pariah state; 56% of US Democrats believe Israel 

commits genocide
	 •	 60,000-100,000 northern Israeli residents displaced by Hezbollah shelling 

cannot return home
	 •	 500,000 Israelis left the country immediately after October 7; many seeking 

European citizenship



Consequences for United States

	 •	 Failed to maintain Middle East peace needed for pivot to Asia against China
	 •	 Vetoing Security Council resolutions damages relations with Arab states and 

global standing
	 •	 Deeply involved in defending Israel reduces independent capability claims
	 •	 Abraham Accords with Saudi Arabia collapsed due to Gaza war
	 •	 Iran closer to nuclear weapons capability (60% uranium enrichment; 6 

weeks to fissile material for three bombs)
	 •	 Pushed Iran, Russia, China, and North Korea closer together, complicating 

containment efforts

Consequences for Iran

	 •	 Remained mostly on sidelines while proxies (Hamas, Hezbollah, Houthis, 
Iraqi militias) effectively engaged Israel

	 •	 Strengthened relationships with Russia and China, reducing effectiveness of 
US sanctions

	 •	 Successfully struck Israel from Iranian territory for first time with limited 
retaliation

	 •	 Sanctions weakening over time, improving economic position relative to 
previous constraints

	 •	 Position improved relative to regional adversaries despite internal challenges 
and Sunni-Shia tensions

Israeli Deterrence Strategy

	 •	 Israel historically relied on escalation dominance: retaliating harder than 
initial attack to deter future attacks

	 •	 2006 example: Hezbollah killed and kidnapped Israelis; massive Israeli 
retaliation made Nasrallah regret the attack

	 •	 Escalation dominance no longer effective against Hezbollah or Iran after 
April 2024 events

	 •	 Iron Dome defense system insufficient without substantial US support 
against large-scale attacks

	 •	 Cost-exchange ratios favor attackers with cheap drones and missiles versus 
expensive interceptors

Apartheid Analysis



	 •	 Three major human rights organizations (Amnesty International, Human 
Rights Watch, B’Tselem) documented Israeli apartheid

	 •	 Palestinians in Gaza and West Bank cannot vote; those in Green Line Israel 
have limited rights

	 •	 Israel lacks constitution partially to avoid enshrining equal rights that would 
threaten Jewish state character

	 •	 Some South Africans who lived under apartheid argue Israeli system is 
worse

	 •	 Apartheid label increasingly accepted globally, damaging Israel’s 
international reputation and legitimacy

Two-State Solution Debate

	 •	 Every US president since Jimmy Carter supported two-state solution as only 
viable resolution

	 •	 Netanyahu played divide-and-conquer by supporting Hamas against 
Palestinian Authority (which favors two states)

	 •	 Israeli elite and public opinion largely oppose two-state solution before and 
especially after October 7

	 •	 US cannot impose solution due to Israel Lobby influence on American 
politics

	 •	 Creating viable Palestinian state with weapons after October 7 deemed 
unacceptable security risk by Israel

Information War and Public Opinion

	 •	 Israeli narrative control weakened since late 1980s when “new historians” 
accessed archives revealing 1948 creation myths

	 •	 Social media, especially TikTok, undermines traditional Israeli influence over 
mainstream media outlets

	 •	 Israeli soldiers filming themselves committing abuses and posting online 
damages reputation irreparably

	 •	 International Court of Justice found sufficient evidence to investigate 
potential genocide (not yet determined)

	 •	 Recent polls show 56% of Democrats and 57% of Biden voters believe Israel 
commits genocide

Nuclear Weapons and Regional Security

	 •	 Israel possesses undeclared nuclear weapons providing ultimate deterrent 
against existential threats



	 •	 Nuclear deterrence ineffective against internal insurgencies like Hamas or 
Palestinian resistance movements

	 •	 South Africa’s apartheid state collapsed despite possessing nuclear 
weapons, showing internal factors matter more

	 •	 Iran approaching nuclear threshold with 60% uranium enrichment (90% 
needed for weapons)

	 •	 April 2024 conflict may incentivize Iran to pursue nuclear weapons for 
deterrence

	 •	 Iran could potentially produce fissile material for three bombs in six weeks; 
actual weapons in six months

US Election Impact

	 •	 Professor expects little foreign policy difference between Trump and Biden 
regarding Middle East

	 •	 Trump may attempt to reshape NATO relationship and European policy but 
likely constrained by “Deep State”

	 •	 Republican and Democratic party elites remain aligned on Israel support 
despite grassroots Democratic opposition

	 •	 East Asia policy toward China likely unchanged regardless of election 
outcome

	 •	 Structural factors and institutional inertia limit presidential agency on major 
foreign policy directions

The transcript and notes from Professor Mearsheimer’s lecture don’t explicitly 
frame politics or political leaders as mere distractions or puppets, but several 
insights can help shed light on why such views might arise, especially in complex 
conflicts like the Israel-Palestine situation:

1. Leaders Have Limited Agency Due to Structural Constraints

	 •	 Mearsheimer emphasizes structural realities like demographics, regional 
power balances, and international influence that heavily constrain what 
leaders can realistically achieve.

	 •	 For example, Israeli leaders face demographic parity between Palestinians 
and Jews within Greater Israel, limiting their feasible options.

	 •	 The influence of powerful interest groups, such as the “Israel Lobby” in the 
US, restricts American presidents’ ability to pressure Israeli policy, despite 
personal or political preferences.

	 •	 The “Deep State” in the US is mentioned as a limiting factor on President 
Trump’s agency, illustrating how institutional structures can dominate over 



individual leaders’ intentions.

2. Political Leaders as Representatives of Elite Consensus, Not 
Independent Actors

	 •	 Netanyahu’s approach shows leadership aligned with a broad Israeli national 
security elite consensus that rejects the two-state solution; changing the 
leader would not fundamentally change policy.

	 •	 Similarly, US presidents and political elites, whether Democrat or 
Republican, tend to follow an established pro-Israel policy consensus, 
indicating politics can be more about maintaining elite positions than 
genuine choice.

	 •	 Internal divisions among populations (e.g., Democrats vs Republicans, or 
younger vs older Israelis) may seem significant but do not necessarily 
translate into policy change.

3. Politics Focused on Managing Perceptions and Information Wars

	 •	 Israel’s struggle to control its narrative and the damaging impact of social 
media shows how political messaging often becomes a battle over opinion 
rather than substance.

	 •	 Politicians may be more engaged in shaping narratives to maintain 
legitimacy rather than altering underlying strategic realities.

4. Complexity and Entrenchment Make Political Solutions Elusive

	 •	 The deep-rooted issues such as ethnic cleansing plans, apartheid realities, 
and conflicting strategic objectives mean political debates often reiterate 
existing stances without offering viable new solutions.

	 •	 This can cause politics to appear as a performance or distraction from 
intractable realities on the ground.

Summary

Politics can be seen as a distraction because:

	 •	 Leaders operate within rigid strategic and structural limits.
	 •	 Elite consensus and powerful interest groups dictate policy more than 

individual preferences.
	 •	 Political efforts often focus on messaging battles rather than meaningful 

change.



	 •	 Deep conflicts with no clear resolution make political change extremely 
difficult.

Leaders can be perceived as puppets because their agency is curtailed by these 
structural and institutional constraints, and their actions often reflect broader 
forces beyond their personal control.

If you’d like, I can also help summarize how these points specifically relate to the 
Israel-Palestine conflict or the US role in the Middle East. Would you like that?


