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GAZA: MORAL EQUIVALENCE
GOALS

• To examine the events that led up to Operation Protective Edge

• To understand the concept of moral equivalence

OBJECTIVES

• Students will be able to articulate the events that led to the recent war in Gaza 

• Students will grapple with Israel’s moral dilemmas during Operation Protective Edge

INTRO  (5 MINUTES)

On June 12, 2014, Hamas terrorists kidnapped three teenage Israeli boys as they hitchhiked 

home from their schools in Gush Etzion. The boys were missing for 18 days.       

 Naftali Frenkel, 16                Gil-ad Shaer, 16                 Eyal Yifrach, 19

When the Israeli army discovered they were missing, it launched Operation Brother’s Keeper to 

find the missing boys. The search deeply impacted the Israeli public’s psyche, and the concern 

for the safety of the three boys united Jews all across the political spectrum.
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One example of this phenomenon is the Facebook campaign “Bring Back Our Boys,” which 

received over 100,000 “likes” and thousands of supporting pictures and messages from around 

the world. You can still view this campaign by searching for “Bring Back Our Boys” on Facebook.

Naftali Frenkel had both Israeli and American citizenship, since his mother, Rachel, was born 

in New York. Rachel became the de facto spokesperson for the three families, and she gave 

numerous interviews to both Israeli and American media outlets. To many Israelis and Jews 

around the world she was the personification of grace under pressure. She expressed her 

gratitude and faith in the government, the army and God. She asked that prayers be directed not 

only for her son and the other missing boys, but also for the soldiers who were putting their 

lives on the line in search of the boys.

On June 24, 2014, the boys’ mothers flew to address the United Nations Human Rights Council. 

Watch Rachel Frenkel’s plea to the Commission.

PLAY RACHEL FRENKEL AT THE UN   (2 MINUTES)

DISCUSSION  (8 MINUTES)

ASK  

♦ What do you think the boys’ mothers were trying to accomplish by speaking to the UN?

The three mothers were probably aware that their exposure at the UN 

had little chance of bringing back their boys. Still , they courageously used 

this opportunity to present their plight to the world, and to reveal the 

human, vulnerable side of Israel and its people. 

Tragically, on June 30, the bodies of the three boys were found in a field outside of Hebron. They 

had been murdered in cold blood immediately after they were kidnapped. 

On July 2, 2014, two days after the exposure of this heinous crime, three Israeli Jews went on 

an intentional manhunt to avenge the killing of the three Israeli boys.  They brutally murdered a 

16-year old Palestinian boy, Muhammad Abu Khdeir, from the East Jerusalem village of Beit Hanina. 

POSSIBLE 
ANSWER
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Two weeks later, the three perpetrators were apprehended by Israeli authorities and indicted. 

They admitted the crime and said that it was meant to avenge the kill ing of the three Israeli 

teenagers. The murder brought about violent demonstrations by Israeli Arabs throughout the 

country, and drew widespread condemnation from Jews in Israel and across the world.  

On August 21, 2014, Hamas, the Palestinian organization that rules the Gaza strip and is 

designated by the United States and the European Union as a terrorist organization, verified 

that it was responsible for the kidnapping and kill ing of the three Israeli boys. A month later, 

two of the suspects were intercepted and killed in a shootout with the Israeli police in Hebron. 

We will revisit both of these tragic cases and the public’s reaction to them later on in the lesson.

PART 1: OPERATION PROTECTIVE EDGE

On July 8, 2014, Israel launched Operation Protective Edge in the Gaza strip. This was a response 

to hundreds of missiles fired by Hamas and other terrorist groups into towns and cities across 

Israel, putting over 70% of the country’s civilian population in missile range. On July 7 alone, 

Hamas launched approximately 80 rockets from Gaza at Israel. Indiscriminate fire at Israeli 

population centers is not a new strategy executed by Hamas; indeed, since 2005, after Israel’s 

unilateral disengagement from the Gaza Strip (meant as a gesture to achieve peace), more than 

13,000 rockets and mortar shells—an average of 4 rockets a day—were fired by Hamas and 

other terrorist groups at Israel. 

ACTIVITY (8 MINUTES)

Distribute HANDOUT I. 

ASK the students to find Israel on the map and circle it, in order to give them an idea of what 

the missile attacks mean in real terms.  

ASK 

♦ Can anyone guess which U.S. state is most similar in size to Israel? 

2 

3

4

5

6
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ANSWER

Israel is approximately the size of New Jersey. Its 

area is 7800 square miles. It is 285 miles—a 5-hour 

drive—from the southern tip to the northern tip of 

Israel. At its narrowest, Israel is only 9 miles wide.

BEFORE playing the film, distribute HANDOUT II and HANDOUT III.

PLAY OBAMA: ISRAEL’S RIGHT TO SELF-DEFENSE (2 MINUTES)

On July 8, 2014, the Israeli Defense Force launched Operation Protective Edge as a response to 

Hamas’ and other Gaza terrorist groups’ indiscriminate fire at civilian populations in cities and 

towns across Israel. 

PLAY 7 FACTS ABOUT OPERATION PROTECTIVE EDGE (2 MINUTES)

DISCUSSION (5 MINUTES)

SHARE these statistics.

• During Operation Protective Edge Hamas launched 4,532 rockets into major cities and towns of 

Israel, putting most of the country—over 5 million Israelis—under immediate rocket threat. In the 

course of the battle, 72 Israelis (of whom 65 were soldiers) were killed and hundreds of others were 

wounded.  

• The IDF attacked Gaza more than 4,800 times, destroying 17,000 residential units and uprooting 

475,000 civilians from their homes. In the course of the fighting, over 2,000 Palestinians were killed 

(between 50% to 70% civilians, depending on the sources). Of the civilians killed in the operation, 

518 were children. 

• After 50 days of fighting, and 9 ceasefires—which were broken by Hamas—an open-ended ceasefire 

agreement was signed on August 26, 2014 between Israel and Hamas.
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We will revisit these statistics in the next lesson on Gaza.

For a more elaborate summary and Gaza War statistics, see this article: 

A Look at the Gaza War and Cease-Fire Halting It, TVNZ, August 28, 2014. 

http://bigstory.ap.org/article/look-gaza-war-and-cease-fire-halting-it

PART II: IMMORAL EQUIVALENCE

DISCUSSION (12 MINUTES)

Moral equivalence is a term used in political discourse. It establishes that if two sides are fighting 

each other, both sides are equally to blame for the battle and its consequences. It does not matter 

who initiated the battle, nor does it matter which actions or tactics each side is employing. 

In the case of Operation Protective Edge, some argue even further, because there were over 

2,000 deaths in Gaza and “only” 72 deaths in Israel, the Israeli government is more to blame for 

the recent conflict. They maintain that the Israeli army intentionally targeted civilians and used 

disproportionate force. We will address these two claims in the next Gaza lesson. 

Note to Teacher: The following discussion on moral equivalence may raise questions, 

disagreements and debates in the classroom. It is important to allow students to express 

themselves fully and to allow their opinions to be heard. The goal of this session is not to 

give straightforward, dogmatic answers, but rather to evoke open and honest conversation. 

ASK 

♦ Does the fact that both Israelis and Palestinians are dying in Israel and Gaza mean that both    

   sides are equally to blame for the conflict? Why or why not? 

♦ What in your view explains the high death toll in Gaza vs. the significantly low one in Israel? 

In the words of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu:

“We use missiles to protect our people , and they use people to protect their missiles .” 
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Netanyahu is suggesting that there is no moral equivalence between Israel and Hamas. In 

other words, in Operation Protective Edge it is not the case that Hamas bears 50% of the blame 

and Israel bears the remaining 50%. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Israel often sends its ground troops, rather than its air force, into terrorist strongholds in 

order to prevent Palestinian civilian deaths. Before the Israeli air force attacks a terrorist 

target, it sends out leaflets, text messages or warning signals to civilians, telling them to leave 

the area. 

When Hamas shoots missiles at Israel, there are no warnings. Israelis have between 15 and 

90 seconds to flee to a bomb shelter. Israel uses its anti-missile system, Iron Dome, red alert 

sirens and bomb shelters to protect its civilians. Hamas encourages—and sometimes even 

forces—civilians to stay on rooftops where they know Israel will fire. Essentially, Hamas is 

committing a triple war crime by 

(1) Deliberately launching missiles into civilian areas with no warning or announcement    

(2) Storing and firing munitions in civilian areas

(3) Using civilians as human shields

PLAY THE GAZA WAR IN 5 MINUTES  (5 MINUTES)

DISCUSSION  (6 MINUTES)

ASK  

♦ What is the difference between Israel’s and Hamas’ ideology and war tactics?
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Consider that there is no moral equivalence between a side that does everything in its 

power to protect civilians (in Israel and in Gaza) and a side that does everything it can to kill 

as many civilians as it can on both sides.

There is no moral equivalence between a liberal democratic Western government that, 

while not perfect, is committed to democracy and human rights , and a dictatorship that 

incites a generation to anti-Semitic hatred and carries out human rights violations .

For more on moral equivalence, see the optional section at the end of this lesson.

CONCLUSION

In this lesson, we learned about the events that led to Operation Protective Edge in Gaza. We 

learned about Hamas and its extremist ideology and argued that there is no moral equivalence 

between Israel and Hamas. 

In the next lesson on Gaza, we will go deeper into some of the difficult accusations Israel faced 

during and after Operation Protective Edge, such as

 ○ Was Israel using disproportionate force? 

 ○ Did Israel intentionally target civilians? 

 ○ What accounts for the significant difference in casualty rates between Israel and the Gaza strip?

We will learn communication techniques that will help us respond to any difficult issues we may 

face relating to Israel, world issues, and even in our personal lives.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

 ○ What You Can’t See on the UN’s Maps of Gaza 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lly2AfFW8kw

 ○ Terror in School 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mt-pEVeOL50

 ○ Hamas Encourages Human Shields 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UXZEzbT0H1s

 ○ There is no Moral Equivalency Between Israel and Hamas 
http://nypost.com/2014/07/15/there-is-no-moral-equivalency-between-israel-and-hamas/
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OPTIONAL DISCUSSION (10 MINUTES)

ASK 

♦ What are the similarities and differences between the murder of the three Israeli boys  

   and the murder of the Palestinian boy?  

A common argument that is often brought up in the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict is that 

just like there is Palestinian terrorism, there has also been Israeli and Jewish terrorism. There 

are extremists in every society, including Israel: just as the three Israeli boys were kidnapped 

and murdered, so was Mohammed Abu Khdeir.

But this is a classic case of moral equivalence at play. Drawing any equivalence between the two 

events is unfair. The murder of Abu Khdeir, along with a handful of other conflict-motivated 

crimes in Israel, are anomalies and condemned outright by the Israeli government and society. 

Hamas, on the other hand, promotes and honors terror at every level of their society.

In Israel, the government officially denounces hatred and rejection of the “other.” Incidents of 

terrorism, as in the murder of Mohammed Abu Khdeir, have been condemned by Israeli Jews from 

across the political spectrum. 

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu condemned Abu Khdeir’s murder and was quoted telling his father: 

“I would l ike to express my outrage and that of the cit izens of Israel over the reprehensible 

murder of your son. We denounce all brutal behavior ; the murder of your son is abhorrent 

and cannot be countenanced by any human being.” 

The Israeli public was also aghast, and the police made every effort to bring those responsible to 

justice; they made several arrests and eventually indicted the murderers of the Palestinian teenager. 

In contrast, Hamas’ senior officials praised the kidnapping of the three boys as a “heroic operation.”

PLAY HEROIC KIDNAPPING (1 MINUTE)

The mother of one of the suspected kidnappers, Abu Aysha, said:

“If he [my son] truly did it — I’ll be proud of him till my final day.” 

Elements of mainstream Palestinian communities celebrated the kidnapping and murder. 
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Gaza residents celebrate kidnapping of three Israeli teens , Ynet News , June 14, 2014

While each side has its fanatics, it’s how the societies deal with those fanatics that counts.

There is no moral equivalence between a handful of denounced instances  and a 

celebrated strategy of terrorism.

ASK 

♦ Can you think of other examples within the Israeli-Palestinian conflict where the media has  

   falsely attempted to portray Israeli and Palestinian actions as morally equivalent?
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HANDOUT II 

ISRAEL UNDER THREAT
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HANDOUT III 

ISRAEL’S CITIES
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