
 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250347753 Volume 7, Issue 3, May-June 2025 1 

 

Between Realism and Reductionism: A Critical 

Examination of Noam Chomsky’s 

Interpretations of the Israel-Palestine Conflict 
 

Yamin Mohammad Munshi 
 

M.A. in history (passed), History, University of Kashmir 

 

Abstract 

This paper interrogates Noam Chomsky’s representations of the Israel-Palestine conflict through the lens 

of political realism, historical contingency, and structural critique. While Chomsky’s prolific output on the 

subject has undeniably shaped intellectual discourse, his reductionist framing of Zionism, American 

imperialism, and Palestinian agency warrants reassessment. Drawing from a cross-disciplinary palette—

including political science, history, and postcolonial theory—this essay challenges the moral binaries and 

causal compressions that characterize much of Chomsky’s narrative, without dismissing his contributions 

to dissident historiography. By situating Chomsky’s critique within a broader intellectual context, this 

work argues for a more dialectical approach that balances realism with moral accountability and respects 

the complexity of the actors involved. 
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I. Introduction: Between Intellectual Dissent and Historical Simplification 

Noam Chomsky stands as one of the most influential public intellectuals of the late twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries, especially in his relentless critique of Western imperialism, military aggression, and 

media propaganda. His writings on the Israel-Palestine conflict have permeated academic and activist 

circles, shaping discourse with a distinctive moral urgency and a commitment to exposing what he 

perceives as structural violence perpetrated by Israel and its Western allies. 

From The Fateful Triangle (1983) through his collaborative works with Ilan Pappé and others, Chomsky 

presents the conflict as a paradigmatic case of imperial domination and settler-colonial injustice. His 

analyses emphasize American geopolitical interests and the complicity of Israel as an instrument of U.S. 

hegemony. Yet, this narrative—while compelling and morally charged—often succumbs to reductionism, 

presenting a Manichaean world where American and Israeli aggression form a unified front against a 

monolithic Palestinian victimhood. 

This dichotomous framing, while useful in galvanizing political opposition, restricts analytical insight by 

flattening the diverse historical realities, ideological currents, and political dynamics at play. It implicitly 

endorses a moral binary that glosses over the complex agency, internal contradictions, and varied 

motivations within Palestinian and Israeli societies alike. 

Chomsky’s ideological roots in anarcho-syndicalism and left-libertarian critique foreground his suspicion 

of centralized power and imperialist machinations. His approach interprets the Israel-Palestine conflict 

less as an autonomous regional dispute and more as an extension of U.S. capitalist expansionism and post-
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Holocaust Zionist ethno-exclusivism. However, such an interpretive framework risks obscuring the 

contingency of historical events, the nuances of competing nationalist aspirations, and the fractious 

realities within Palestinian political structures. 

This paper seeks to critically reassess Chomsky’s contribution, acknowledging his vital role in challenging 

hegemonic narratives while probing the limitations and blind spots of his interpretive model. By engaging 

with historical sources, political theory, and alternative scholarly perspectives, this essay aims to foster a 

more dialectical understanding of the conflict—one that transcends simplistic moralism without 

succumbing to relativism or moral abdication. 

 

II. The Fateful Triangle Revisited: Structural Power and Political Will 

In The Fateful Triangle: The United States, Israel and the Palestinians (1983), Chomsky famously argues 

that American support for Israel is driven less by shared democratic values and more by strategic 

calculations to maintain a “strategic asset” in the volatile Middle East.¹ This reading frames Israel as an 

“offshore military base” projecting U.S. imperial policy—an extension of Cold War and post-Cold War 

power politics. 

Chomsky’s structuralist argument draws from dependency theory and critiques of neo-colonialism, 

situating Israel as subordinate to American interests. In this schema, Israeli policy, particularly in the 

Occupied Territories, is understood as a manifestation of U.S. geopolitical dominance. 

Yet, this conceptualization struggles to account for historical complexity and Israeli political autonomy. 

The early decades of Israeli statehood (1948–1967) reveal instances where Israel acted independently, and 

at times contrary, to American interests. For example, during the 1956 Suez Crisis, Israel coordinated a 

surprise attack on Egypt alongside Britain and France without Washington’s approval.² The Eisenhower 

administration’s subsequent pressure to withdraw underscored the limits of U.S.-Israeli alignment and 

illustrated Israel’s capacity for independent agency. 

Israeli political culture itself has been ideologically heterogeneous and internally contested. The dominant 

Labor Zionist movement in Israel’s formative years embraced a secular socialist vision of nation-building, 

emphasizing collective agricultural settlements (kibbutzim) and socialist welfare.³ This stands in tension 

with the more nationalist and messianic strains that emerged later, such as the Gush Emunim settler 

movement in the 1970s, which fused religious fervor with territorial maximalism.⁴ Such diversity 

challenges any simplistic depiction of Israel as a uniform client state. 

Moreover, Israeli policymakers often balanced complex regional realities, balancing security concerns 

with international diplomacy and domestic politics. The assumption that Israeli actions simply echo U.S. 

imperial design underestimates Israeli strategic calculations and the contingency of decision-making 

processes. 

Furthermore, U.S. support for Israel is neither unqualified nor devoid of instrumental limits. American 

policymakers have at times sought to restrain or redirect Israeli policies, especially when they threatened 

broader regional stability or U.S. interests, such as during the Camp David Accords or the Oslo process.⁵ 

These moments suggest a more nuanced triangular relationship where interests align but also diverge. 

In sum, while Chomsky’s dependency thesis highlights important asymmetries in power, it underplays 

Israeli sovereignty and the complex interplay of local, regional, and international factors. A more textured 

understanding requires integrating insights from political realism, which foregrounds the multiplicity of 

strategic actors and the constraints they face. 
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III. Palestinian Agency: The Absent Center 

A recurring critique of Chomsky’s Israel-Palestine analysis is his attenuated treatment of Palestinian 

political agency and internal dynamics. While he meticulously documents Israeli abuses—land 

confiscations, military incursions, settlement expansion, and collective punishment—his portrayals of 

Palestinian political actors often verge on reductive. 

In Gaza in Crisis (2010), co-authored with Ilan Pappé, Hamas is framed primarily as a rational and 

pragmatic actor, unfairly demonized by Western media and policymakers.³ This reading emphasizes the 

material and ideological grievances driving Palestinian resistance, positioning Hamas less as an 

ideological extremist organization and more as a nationalist force responding to occupation. 

However, this interpretive generosity toward Palestinian actors is rarely mirrored in Chomsky’s critique 

of Israel. Israeli policies are exposed as systemic manifestations of racism and settler-colonial logic, 

whereas Palestinian violence is often interpreted as reactive, almost Pavlovian responses to oppression. 

This teleological framing risks infantilizing Palestinians by rendering them passive victims of history, 

rather than autonomous political agents capable of complex strategic calculations. 

Palestinian political life is marked by fragmentation, factionalism, and ideological diversity, which 

Chomsky’s account insufficiently addresses. The rivalry between Fatah and Hamas, competing visions for 

Palestinian statehood, and internal authoritarian tendencies complicate any neat narrative of victimhood.⁶ 

Moreover, issues such as suppression of political dissent, theocratic authoritarianism in Gaza, and the 

marginalization of women’s rights activists receive limited critical attention in his analysis.⁷ 

This asymmetry is more than an analytical oversight—it carries moral and political implications. By 

idealizing Palestinian actors as inherently just and constraining their agency to reactive violence, 

Chomsky’s narrative risks perpetuating a moralistic dogma that obscures the full complexity of Palestinian 

society and politics. 

Acknowledging Palestinian agency in all its contradictions is crucial for an honest appraisal of the conflict. 

It challenges the victim-perpetrator binary and demands engagement with the ethical ambiguities and 

difficult compromises inherent in nationalist struggles under occupation. 

 

IV. On Zionism: History or Heresy? 

Chomsky’s critique of Zionism is consistent yet selectively applied. He distinguishes between cultural 

Zionism, which emphasizes Jewish spiritual and cultural revival, and political Zionism, focused on 

territorial sovereignty.⁸ However, in practice, his analyses frequently collapse Zionism into a settler-

colonial project indistinguishable from European imperialism and apartheid systems. 

This flattening obscures the ideological heterogeneity within Zionism, which spans a spectrum from Ahad 

Ha’am’s spiritual nationalism advocating cultural renaissance to Ze’ev Jabotinsky’s Revisionism, 

emphasizing militarism and territorial maximalism.⁹ These internal debates reveal Zionism as a 

historically contingent and evolving movement shaped by competing visions of Jewish self-determination. 

Moreover, Chomsky’s work often sidesteps the historical trauma underpinning Zionist motivations. The 

existential threats faced by European Jews culminating in the Holocaust, alongside the expulsion of 

Middle Eastern Jewish communities from Arab states, created a powerful impetus for a Jewish homeland.¹⁰ 

This trauma complicates any simplistic portrayal of Zionism as mere colonialism. 

Notably, while Chomsky refrains from explicitly equating Zionism with apartheid or genocide, his rhetoric 

frequently approaches such comparisons, a move echoed by critics like Norman Finkelstein.¹¹ This 
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rhetorical proximity risks conflating deeply contested historical phenomena and diminishes analytical 

precision. 

A more nuanced analysis would recognize Zionism’s contradictions—its aspirations for refuge and 

sovereignty alongside the dispossession of Palestinians—without collapsing the movement into 

monolithic culpability. Such an approach enables critical engagement with Zionism’s legacy without 

dismissing the legitimate historical grievances that propelled it. 

 

V. Realism and Moralism: A False Dichotomy? 

Chomsky himself has openly stated that “truth is not discovered by weighing the evidence and seeing 

which side has the better case; it is discovered by commitment.”¹² This epistemological stance reflects a 

quasi-theological commitment to moral clarity that blurs the boundaries between political engagement and 

ideological entrapment. 

Political realism, as articulated by theorists like Hans Morgenthau and Edward Luttwak, presupposes a 

sober, often tragic understanding of state behavior. It rejects utopian moralism in favor of strategic 

equilibrium and pragmatic calculation. By contrast, Chomsky’s moral cosmology posits that power, 

especially when wielded by Western states and their allies, is inherently malevolent. This binary moral 

vision precludes acknowledgment of moral ambiguity or strategic complexity in Palestinian or Arab 

actors. 

For example, Palestinian militant groups and Arab regimes have displayed both pragmatic and violent 

tendencies, shaped by local political imperatives and ideological goals. Yet, Chomsky’s framework tends 

to underexplore these complexities, maintaining a narrative of oppressed versus oppressor that risks 

simplification. 

Moreover, the insistence that Israel functions primarily as an extension of American imperialism 

underplays the historical specificity of Jewish suffering and the existential trauma that gave rise to 

Zionism. This reductionism undermines both the ethical and analytic dimensions of the conflict by 

privileging structural forces over human contingency and agency. 

Recognizing the limitations of both strict realism and unbounded moralism is essential for a more 

comprehensive understanding. A dialectical approach that balances ethical commitment with historical 

and political complexity better captures the multifaceted realities on the ground. 

 

VI. Additional Perspectives: Media, Intellectual Hegemony, and Global Politics 

Chomsky’s critique also extends to the role of Western media in shaping public perceptions of the conflict. 

His concept of the “manufacturing of consent” highlights how mass media serves hegemonic interests by 

marginalizing Palestinian voices and normalizing Israeli state narratives.¹³ 

While this insight remains valuable, it is equally important to interrogate Palestinian media, intellectual 

traditions, and political discourse. Palestinian civil society produces a range of narratives—some resistant, 

others pragmatic, and some authoritarian—that complicate simplified victim narratives.¹⁴ 

Furthermore, Chomsky’s focus on U.S. imperialism sometimes eclipses other regional and international 

actors’ roles, such as Iran, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the broader Arab League, which shape the conflict’s 

dynamics. These actors’ interests and interventions often complicate the binary Chomsky constructs.¹⁵ 

 

VII. Conclusion: Toward a Dialectical Reassessment 

Engaging critically with Noam Chomsky’s body of work on the Israel-Palestine conflict involves apprecia 
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ting its moral force and documentary rigor while interrogating its analytical scaffolding. His intellectual 

courage is indisputable, but courage alone cannot substitute for conceptual precision. 

The Israel-Palestine conflict defies simplistic binaries of colonizer and colonized or imperial oppressor 

and victim. While Chomsky’s contributions have been instrumental in exposing the realities of U.S. 

imperial involvement and Israeli policies of occupation, his analytical framework too often flattens the 

complex human, ideological, and historical contingencies that define this prolonged struggle. 

This essay has argued that a dialectical reassessment—one that integrates political realism with moral 

accountability, respects Palestinian agency with all its contradictions, and recognizes the ideological 

heterogeneity within Zionism—is necessary to advance beyond reductionism. Only such an approach can 

grapple honestly with the ethical ambiguities, strategic dilemmas, and historical contingencies that 

characterize the conflict. 

The insistence on moral clarity must not come at the expense of analytical rigor; nor should political 

engagement discount the complexity and diversity of actors involved. Recognizing the limits of any 

singular interpretive lens opens space for more inclusive dialogues and more effective pathways toward 

conflict resolution. 

Finally, intellectual dissent such as Chomsky’s remains invaluable in challenging dominant orthodoxies 

and giving voice to marginalized narratives. Yet, critical scholarship must continually refine its tools, 

embracing complexity rather than succumbing to moral absolutism or ideological dogma. In doing so, it 

can contribute more meaningfully to understanding, justice, and ultimately peace in one of the world’s 

most intractable conflicts. 
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IX. Further Reading 

For readers interested in expanding their understanding of the Israel-Palestine conflict beyond Chomsky’s 

interpretations, the following works offer valuable perspectives encompassing historical, political, and 

theoretical approaches: 

Said, Edward W. The Question of Palestine. New York: Vintage Books, 1992. 

A foundational text by a leading Palestinian intellectual that combines personal narrative, historical 

analysis, and critique of Western and Zionist discourses. 

Khalidi, Rashid. The Iron Cage: The Story of the Palestinian Struggle for Statehood. Boston: Beacon 

Press, 2006. 

An authoritative account of Palestinian nationalism, internal divisions, and the impact of external forces 

on Palestinian state-building efforts. 

Morris, Benny. 1948: A History of the First Arab-Israeli War. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008. 

A revisionist Israeli historian’s detailed study of the war that shaped the conflict’s territorial and 

demographic landscape. 

Finkelstein, Norman G. Image and Reality of the Israel-Palestine Conflict. London: Verso, 2003. 

A critical examination of dominant narratives, challenging both Israeli and Western mainstream 

historiography. 

Chandrasekaran, Rajiv. Imperial Life in the Emerald City: Inside Iraq’s Green Zone. New York: Vintage 

Books, 2007. 

Though focused on Iraq, this book provides insights into American imperial strategy in the Middle East 

relevant for understanding broader U.S. foreign policy dynamics. 

Sternhell, Zeev. The Founding Myths of Israel: Nationalism, Socialism, and the Making of the Jewish 

State. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998. 

An exploration of Zionist ideological roots, debates, and contradictions during the early years of the Israeli 

state. 

Abu-Lughod, Lila. Nakba: Palestine, 1948, and the Claims of Memory. New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2007. 

An edited volume that explores Palestinian memory, loss, and identity post-1948 through personal 

narratives and scholarly essays. 

Gunning, Jeroen. Hamas in Politics: Democracy, Religion, Violence. New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2008. 

A nuanced analysis of Hamas as a political and militant organization, highlighting internal debates and 

ideological complexity. 

Blumi, Isa. Destroying Yemen: What Chaos in Arabia Tells Us about the World. Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2018. 

For a broader regional context, this book examines the historical and contemporary conflicts shaping 

Middle Eastern politics. 

Roy, Sara. Hamas and Civil Society in Gaza: Engaging the Islamist Social Sector. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2011. 
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A detailed study of Hamas’ social and political roles within Gaza, complicating simplistic narratives of 

the group. 

These works provide a more diversified and critical panorama, allowing readers to engage with the Israel-

Palestine conflict from multiple vantage points, and encouraging a deeper, more nuanced understanding 

beyond moral binaries. 
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