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History Of The Israeli Palestinian
Conflict

Introduction: Understanding a Century of Strife

The History Of The Israeli  Palestinian Conflict  is  one of  the most  complex,  deeply
emotional, and persistently contentious geopolitical struggles of the modern era. It is not
a single story but a tapestry woven from competing national narratives, religious claims,
colonial  legacies,  international  interventions,  and  profound  human  tragedies.  To
understand the present-day realities, from the borders of Gaza to the settlements in the
West  Bank,  one  must  journey  back  to  the  late  19th  century.  This  conflict,  often
mistakenly perceived as an ancient religious war, is fundamentally a modern dispute
over land, sovereignty, and national identity. It is a clash between two peoples—Jewish
and Arab—who both lay legitimate historical and emotional claims to the same small
strip of land between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River. This article aims to
provide a clear,  chronological,  and balanced overview of  the key events that  have
shaped this protracted struggle, moving from its origins in the rise of nationalism to the
current state of fragmentation and stalemate.

The Late 19th Century: The Birth of Two
Nationalisms

The Rise of Political Zionism

The  modern  conflict  did  not  begin  with  ancient  biblical  battles,  but  rather  with  the
emergence of national movements in Europe. Political Zionism, founded by Theodor
Herzl  in  the 1890s,  was a Jewish national  movement responding to pervasive anti-
Semitism in Europe. Herzl’s solution was the establishment of a Jewish state, and he
identified  the  historic  land  of  Israel—then  part  of  the  Ottoman  Empire—as  the  logical
location. This movement was largely secular in its political goals, though it drew heavily
on religious and historical memory. Waves of Jewish immigration, known as the First
Aliyah  (1882-1903)  and  the  Second  Aliyah  (1904-1914),  began  to  reshape  the
demographic and economic landscape of Palestine. These immigrants purchased land,
often from absentee landlords, and established agricultural settlements, or kibbutzim,
creating a new Jewish social and economic infrastructure.

Arab Nationalism and Local Identity

Simultaneously,  the indigenous Arab population of Palestine was developing its own
sense  of  national  identity.  While  many  Arabs  identified  with  the  broader  Arab
nationalist  movement  seeking  independence  from the  Ottoman Empire,  a  distinct
Palestinian identity began to crystallize in opposition to Zionist immigration and land
purchases.  The  local  Arab  population,  predominantly  Sunni  Muslim  with  a  significant
Christian minority, viewed the incoming Jewish settlers not as returning natives but as



European  colonists  backed  by  imperial  powers.  The  early  warning  signs  of  friction
emerged quickly. The agricultural practices and political ambitions of the Zionists were
perceived as a direct threat to the economic and political future of the Arab fellahin
(peasant farmers). By the eve of World War I, the seeds of tension were firmly planted in
the soil of mutual suspicion and competing visions for the future of Palestine.

World War I and the British Mandate: Promises
in Conflict

The Hussein-McMahon Correspondence and the Sykes-Picot
Agreement

World  War  I  was  a  pivotal  moment.  The  British,  fighting  the  Ottoman  Empire,  made
contradictory promises to secure support. In the Hussein-McMahon Correspondence
(1915-1916), they promised the Arab leader Sharif Hussein bin Ali independence for a
vast Arab kingdom, which implicitly included Palestine. However, in the secret Sykes-
Picot Agreement  (1916),  Britain and France carved up the Ottoman territories for
themselves, placing Palestine under international administration. These contradictory
commitments sowed deep distrust and set the stage for future conflict.

The Balfour Declaration (1917)

The most consequential promise of all was the Balfour Declaration, a short letter from
British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour to Lord Rothschild, a leading British Zionist. It
stated that the British government viewed "with favour the establishment in Palestine of
a national home for the Jewish people" while explicitly stating that "nothing shall be done
which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in
Palestine." This declaration, later incorporated into the British Mandate for Palestine
awarded by the League of Nations in 1922, became the legal and political cornerstone of
the Zionist project. For Jews, it was a historic charter; for Arabs, it was a betrayal of the
promise of independence and a clear signal that their homeland would be handed over
to  European-backed  settlers.  The  term  "non-Jewish  communities"  was  particularly
offensive, as it reduced the 90% Arab majority to a demographic footnote.

The Interwar Period: Rising Tensions and Revolt

Under British rule, Palestine experienced accelerated Jewish immigration, driven by both
Zionist  ideology  and  the  rise  of  fascism  in  Europe.  The  Arab  population,  feeling
increasingly marginalized and dispossessed, responded with growing resistance. Large-
scale  Arab  revolts,  such  as  the  1929  Palestine  Riots  and  the  more  extensive
1936-1939 Arab Revolt, were met with British military force. The British response was
ambiguous: they severely repressed the Arab uprising while simultaneously issuing the
1939 White Paper, which drastically limited Jewish immigration and land purchases.
This policy angered the Zionist  leadership,  who saw it  as a betrayal  of  the Balfour
Declaration at a time when European Jews were desperately seeking refuge from the
Holocaust. The British found themselves squeezed between an increasingly organized
and militant Zionist community and a radicalized Arab population.
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The 1948 War (Al-Nakba): The Creation of
Israel and the Palestinian Refugee Crisis

The end of World War II and the horror of the Holocaust provided a powerful moral and
political impetus for the creation of a Jewish state. The British, exhausted and unable to
solve the conflict,  handed the problem to the newly formed United Nations.  In  1947,
the UN proposed Partition Plan (Resolution 181), which divided Palestine into separate
Jewish and Arab states, with Jerusalem under international control. The Jewish leadership
accepted  the  plan,  seeing  it  as  international  legitimacy  for  statehood.  The  Arab
leadership and surrounding Arab states rejected it outright, viewing it as an illegal and
immoral dispossession of the indigenous population.

On May 14,  1948,  David Ben-Gurion  declared the establishment of  the State of
Israel. The next day, armies from Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq invaded. The
ensuing war  resulted  in  a  decisive  Israeli  victory.  Israel  not  only  held  its  own but
expanded its territory beyond the UN partition lines, capturing significant portions of the
land allocated for a Palestinian state.  This war is known by Israelis as the War of
Independence and by Palestinians as Al-Nakba, or "The Catastrophe." The core of the
Palestinian Nakba is the mass displacement of approximately 700,000 Palestinians from
their homes and villages. They became refugees in the West Bank (then controlled by
Jordan),  the  Gaza  Strip  (controlled  by  Egypt),  and neighboring  Arab  countries.  The
reasons for this exodus—whether it was forced expulsion by Israeli  forces, flight due to
fear  of  war,  or  orders  from  Arab  leaders—remain  one  of  the  most  fiercely  debated
historical questions. Regardless of the cause, the Palestinian refugee crisis became
the central, enduring wound of the conflict.

The 1967 War (Six-Day War): Occupation and a
New Reality

The next  major  watershed moment  was  the  Six-Day War  of  June  1967.  Tensions
between Israel and its neighbors, particularly Egypt and Syria, escalated dramatically. In
a preemptive strike, Israel launched a devastating attack on the Egyptian air force and
swiftly conquered the Sinai Peninsula and Gaza Strip from Egypt, the Golan Heights
from Syria, and, most consequentially, the West Bank (including East Jerusalem) from
Jordan.  This  war  fundamentally  changed  the  conflict.  Overnight,  Israel  became  an
occupying power over millions of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza, territories
that  contained the heart  of  Palestinian national  aspirations.  The Israeli  government
quickly  annexed East  Jerusalem,  a  move not  recognized internationally,  and began
building settlements in the occupied territories. This military occupation, which has now
lasted over five decades,  became the central  reality of  Palestinian life and the primary
source of ongoing conflict.

The 1967 war also reshaped the Palestinian national movement. The disaster of the 1948
war and the subsequent 19 years of Jordanian and Egyptian rule had left Palestinian
national  identity  fragmented.  After  1967,  the  Palestine  Liberation  Organization
(PLO),  led by Yasser Arafat  and his  Fatah  faction,  gained prominence.  The PLO
adopted armed struggle as a means to liberate Palestine, launching attacks from bases



in Jordan and later Lebanon. This period also saw the rise of secular, leftist, and often
militant Palestinian factions.

The Intifadas and the Oslo Peace Process

The First Intifada (1987-1993)

The grumbling resentment of Israeli  occupation erupted in December 1987 with the
First  Intifada  ("uprising"  in  Arabic).  This  was  a  largely  spontaneous,  grass-roots
rebellion by Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza, characterized by mass protests,
civil disobedience, strikes, and the iconic image of young Palestinians throwing stones at
Israeli tanks. The Intifada was a profound shock to Israel, revealing that its occupation
was not  sustainable without  immense military force and moral  compromise.  It  also
elevated  the  profile  of  the  local  leadership  from  within  the  territories  and  eventually
pushed  both  sides  toward  a  political  solution.

The Oslo Accords (1993-1995)

The culmination of this pressure was the Oslo Accords, signed on the White House lawn
in 1993. In a dramatic handshake between Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat, Israel and
the  PLO  recognized  each  other  for  the  first  time.  The  Accords  established  the
Palestinian Authority (PA) as a self-governing body that would administer parts of the
West Bank and Gaza for a five-year interim period, during which a final status agreement
was  to  be  negotiated.  The  core  issues—Jerusalem,  refugees,  borders,  and
settlements—were deliberately postponed. This was a historic breakthrough that offered
genuine hope for a two-state solution. However, the peace process was fragile from the
start,  opposed by extremists on both sides—including Hamas  and other Palestinian
Islamist groups who launched suicide bombings, and Israeli settlers who accelerated
their construction in the occupied territories.

The Collapse: Camp David and the Second Intifada

The Oslo process ultimately collapsed in 2000 after the failure of the Camp David
Summit  between  Bill  Clinton,  Arafat,  and  Israeli  Prime  Minister  Ehud  Barak.  The
breakdown of talks was followed by the devastating Second Intifada (also known as the
Al-Aqsa Intifada),  which was far  more violent  than the first,  involving suicide bombings
targeting Israeli civilians and massive Israeli military incursions into Palestinian cities.
This period shattered mutual trust, radicalized populations on both sides, and effectively
ended the prospect for a negotiated two-state solution for many years. The death toll
was catastrophic, with thousands killed on both sides, and the economic infrastructure of
the West Bank was severely damaged. In the aftermath, Israel began construction of the
West Bank barrier, a wall and fence system aimed at preventing suicide bombers from
entering Israel but effectively annexing large portions of Palestinian land.

The 21st Century: Gaza, Fragmentation, and
Stalemate

The death of Yasser Arafat in 2004 and the Israeli withdrawal from the Gaza Strip in 2005
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(under the leadership of Ariel Sharon) marked a major transition. The withdrawal was
presented as a step toward peace, but it was also a unilateral disengagement designed
to consolidate Israeli control over the West Bank. In 2007, following a brief but bloody
civil war, Hamas took full control of the Gaza Strip, ousting the Fatah-led Palestinian
Authority. This resulted in a permanent political and geographic split between the West
Bank and Gaza. Israel, along with Egypt, imposed a tight land, air, and sea blockade on
Gaza, aimed at weakening Hamas but widely condemned as collective punishment of the
civilian population.

Since the 2007 takeover, Gaza has experienced multiple devastating military operations
by Israel, including Operation Cast Lead (2008-2009), Operation Pillar of Defense
(2012), and Operation Protective Edge (2014). These wars have caused enormous
destruction and loss of life, primarily among Palestinian civilians, and have periodically
been  accompanied  by  rocket  fire  from Hamas  and  other  militant  groups  into  southern
Israel. The humanitarian situation in Gaza has deteriorated to the point where the UN
has described it as "unlivable."


