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On February 25, 1994, an American-born physician named Baruch Goldstein entered the Ibrahimi mosque in Hebron, on the
west bank of the Jordan river, and begin to shoot at the Muslim worshipers. Twenty-nine Arabs were killed and more than a
hundred were wounded before Dr. Goldstein was subdued by the crowd and killed himself.

Why?

The simplest answer—that Goldstein was a disturbed individual who went berserk—doesn’t work, since thousands of Israelis
(although a small minority, to be sure) have treated him as hero, turning his grave into a shrine. While all of Israel’s leaders
and the overwhelming majority of its people were horrified at this massacre, it is nonetheless clear that Goldstein represents
not just the obsession of a crazed individual, but the belief system of a small subset of the Israeli population.

To understand Goldstein’s actions—although certainly not to excuse them—we must look at the history of Hebron and the
West Bank and their significance to Arabs and Jews.
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And then
Abraham

buried his wife
Sarah in the

cave of the field
of Makhpelah,

facing
Mamre—now

Hebron—in the
land of

Canaan.
Genesis 23:19

The Tomb of the Makhpelah is sacred to all three major monotheistic religions, and both a synagogue and  a mosque stand at the site in this most-
ly Arab town.It is remembered to be built over the cave that Abraham bought to bury Sarah. Legend holds that Adam and Eve, Abraham and

Sarah, Isaac and Rebekkah, Jacob and Leah are buired there. Rachel is buried outside Bethlehem. James Davis; Eye Ubiquitous/Corbis
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GENESIS: The book of
Genesis describes how after
the death of his wife Sarah
Abraham purchases the
“Ma’arat ha-Makhpelah,” a
burial cave in what is today
Hebron. The Torah describes
how all the patriarchs and
their wives were buried in
this cave.

KING DAVID: Several cen-
turies later Hebron was King
David’s capital before he
conquered Jerusalem, and
the Bible lists it as one of the
cities where the Jews settled

when they returned from their exile in Babylonia
in the sixth century before the common era.

Because of the tradition that the Jewish forefathers
and foremothers were buried at Hebron (the
Talmud even suggests that Adam and Eve are
buried there), the city became one of the four holy
Jewish cities within Eretz Yisrael—along with
Jerusalem, Tiberias, and Safed. For centuries pious
Jews lived there or moved there at the end of their
lives—and many, many more Jews made pilgrim-
ages to the graves of the patriarchs and matri-
archs.

IN ISLAM: Because Muslims believe that Abraham
is their forefather, too, the Ma’arat ha-Makhpelah
has become holy ground in Islam as well. In fact,
the Ibrahimi mosque within the cave takes its
name from the Arabic word for Abraham.

Hebron had both a Jewish and an Arab presence
for centuries, and at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, the city was approximately ten per-
cent Jewish. But starting in the 1920s Hebron
became one of the most important hot spots for
conflict between Arabs and Jews.

HEBRON RIOTS: The riots in Hebron during the
1920s and 1930s have to be understood in the
context of the wider struggle over Palestine. At the

end of the nineteenth century, the modern Zionist
movement began to push for a Jewish homeland
in Palestine to provide refuge for Jews around the
world. The Zionists began purchasing land in
Eretz Yisrael, and thousands of Jews settled there.
Such activity was threatening to the Arabs living
in Palestine, since they believed that the land
belonged to them and that the Jews were foreign-
ers with a colonial mission.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies the term “Palestine” usually referred to the
land on both sides of the Jordan River. But after
World War I the British gained control of this
region, and in 1922 they created a separate Arab
state called “Transjordan” (now called simply
“Jordan”) from the land on the East Bank of the
Jordan River. The remaining land, still called
Palestine, included the West Bank, the area around
Jerusalem, the Negev Desert, the coastal plain, and
the Galilee.

For the next twenty-five years both Arabs and
Jews urged the British to decide the fate of
Palestine in such a way as to give their group con-
trol. But Arab frustration grew at the increasing
Jewish presence in Palestine during the 1920s and
1930s as aliyah increased and British policy on
the future of the land seemed uncertain.

The first outbreak of widespread Arab violence
against Jews was in 1920 and 1921, when several
Jewish settlements were attacked and several
dozen Jews were killed. The British reaction to this
episode—restricting Jewish immigration—only
encouraged more violence. In 1929 Arabs rioted in
Jerusalem, attacking that city’s Jewish quarter.

The 1929 riot in Hebron was directed against the
very religious Jews living in the holy city—most
of whom were not even Zionist. Sixty Jews were
killed, and fifty more were wounded. Once again,
Britain reacted to the violence by limiting Jewish
immigration.

The third wave of Arab riots came in 1936, when
once again many Hebron Jews were killed and
once again Britain restricted Jewish immigration
to Palestine.

Armed Jewish 
Settlers in Hebron.
David Rubinger/Corbis
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STATEHOOD: When the United Nations proposed
dividing Palestine into an Arab state and a Jewish
state in 1947, Hebron and the rest of the West
Bank were included in the proposed Arab state.
When several Arab countries invaded in 1948,
Israel captured several areas that were not in the
original proposed map, but the West Bank, includ-
ing Hebron and the Old City of Jerusalem,
remained in Arab hands.

Between 1948 and 1967 Hebron and the Old City
of Jerusalem were under Jordanian control.
Because Israel and Jordan were in a state of war,
Jews were unable to visit the holy sites of either
city, although daring Israelis would sometimes
sneak across to attempt to visit Hebron without
being caught and killed by the Jordanians.

THE SIX DAY WAR: Israel’s victory in the Six Day
War of 1967 brought the entire West Bank under
Israeli control, as well as the Sinai Peninsula, the
Gaza Strip, the Golan Heights and the entire city of
Jerusalem. Jews around the world wept openly at
their renewed ability to visit the Western Wall of
the Temple and to return to the cave where
Abraham was buried.

But along with this new territory came the fact
that Israel now occupied land in which more than
a million Arabs lived. The Israeli army installed
itself throughout the West Bank, and groups of
Jews—often religious and often politically conser-
vative—began to set up settlements in places like
East Jerusalem, Hebron, and other parts of the
West Bank.

THE P.L.O.: During the 1970s the Arabs of the ter-
ritories conquered by Israel in the Six Day War,
who now called themselves Palestinians, fought to
overthrow the State of Israel in order to establish a
state of their own. Led by the Palestinian
Liberation Organization, Palestinian terrorists
attacked Jewish and Israeli targets around the
world, attempting to hijack, bomb, and assassinate
their way to a Palestinian state.

In the late 1970s and much of the 1980s Israel was

led by a right-of-center government that want-
ed—for religious and security reasons—to make
the West Bank a permanent part of Israel. Israeli
prime ministers such as Menachem Begin and
Yitzhak Shamir encouraged and subsidized the
building of Jewish settlements throughout the
West Bank, and tens of thousands of Israelis who
agreed with this policy—or who wanted cheap
housing—moved to the West Bank.

THE INTIFADA: For the Arabs of the West Bank
the occupation was intolerable. Many wanted to
see the entire State of Israel destroyed, or at least
the establishment of an independent Palestinian
state in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. In 1987 the
conflict intensified as Arabs on the West Bank and
Gaza Strip began the intifada, which means “shak-
ing off.” The intifada was an uprising in which
Palestinians, many of them teenagers, would resist
the Israeli occupation by attacking Israeli soldiers
and civilians, often by throwing rocks.

The Israeli government responded with harsh
measures, from tear gas and rubber bullets to
bulldozing Palestinian homes. The Israeli reaction
only intensified Palestinian determination, and
over then next four years more than a hundred
Israeli soldiers and civilians were killed, as well as
more than seven hundred Arabs.

Once again, Hebron was a flashpoint in the Arab-
Israeli conflict, with several Jews murdered there
during the 1980s and strong Israeli reactions
intended to end the violence.

Palestinian rioters on the
streets of Hebron.
Miki Kratsman/Corbis

If you were an

Israeli in the

1980s, would

you consider

moving to the

West Bank? 

Jot down your
thoughts here:
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THE PEACE PROCESS: But starting in the 1990s
both Israelis and Palestinians began moving
toward peace. A series of secret meetings between
Israelis and leaders of the PLO in 1993 led to an
agreement between Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak
Rabin and PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat in which
the Palestinians would gain control over much of
the Gaza strip and parts of the West Bank, start-
ing with the city of Jericho. Over time, their
“Declaration of Principles” pronounced, more and
more of the West Bank would come under
Palestinian control, with the trickiest questions
(such as the fate of Jerusalem and the establish-
ment of a Palestinian state) to be decided last.

The peace process, in which both Palestinians and
Israelis took small steps, a few at a time, toward
ending their conflict, infuriated and terrified
some of the Jewish settlers on the West Bank and
Gaza Strip. It raised the possibility that they
would someday be forced to leave their homes or
accept being ruled by a non-Jewish country. It also
suggested that holy places promised to the Jews in
the Bible—such as Hebron—would be given
away, and in a way that could threaten the security
of the rest of Israel.

THE SETTLERS: Which brings us back to Baruch
Goldstein. Goldstein was part of an extreme group
of settlers who considered Arabs “the Nazis of
today” and felt that no compromise with the
Palestinians was justified. He was furious at the
1993 agreement between Israel and the PLO and
hoped to disrupt it through his actions in the
Ibrahimi mosque. Indeed, the massacre height-
ened tensions throughout the Middle East,
increased distrust in the negotiating process, and
slowed down the peace process. Nonetheless,
Israelis and Palestinians continued their negotia-
tions for several more years, with Israel transfer-
ring territory to the Palestinians as recently as
November 1998.

AAccttiivviittyy

Imagine that just after the Goldstein massacre, several ghosts appear
in the Ma’arat ha-Makhpelah. Each has something to say to Goldstein
as his body is carried out of the mosque. Write a few sentences as if
you were each of the following ghosts addressing Goldstein in the
wake of his bloodbath.

Abraham __________________________________________

_________________________________________________

An Arab who farmed near Hebron in 1870 ___________________

_________________________________________________

A Jew who was killed in the 1929 riots ______________________

_________________________________________________

An Arab who was killed during the Six Day War _______________

_________________________________________________

A rabbi who was murdered by Arabs in Hebron in 1988 __________

_________________________________________________

A Muslim worshiper just killed by Baruch Goldstein ____________

_________________________________________________
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A child stands in a doorway of the Cave of Makhpelah, holding a picture of a martyr. The Cave of Makhpelah
is known as the burial place of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Rebekkah, and Leah. Eldad Rafaeli/Corbis
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