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Asked by an anxious worshipper when there would be peace between the Israelis and Palestinians, Allah paused for a moment before replying,‘Never… at least, not in my life time.’

[Joke current in the Middle East, 2006]

I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken.

Oliver Cromwell



The Arab–Israeli conflict is at the same time vitally important yet fiendishly difficult to explain in clear, unbiased language. This is not for want of trying: a quick book or web search reveals masses of material on the subject. Closer examination, though, soon shows that much of it tries, wittingly or otherwise, to defend a particular point of view, whether it be Israeli, Palestinian, Arab, American, etc.

That the conflict is of crucial importance hardly needs explaining, as in almost every capital city from Washington to Brussels and Beijing governments accept that it is a festering sore from which poison has seeped into every corner of the region and beyond. Time and again politicians of all persuasions say that healing this ugly and open wound would lead to a swift improvement in the political health of the entire Middle East. To have some understanding of the course of the Israeli–Palestinian impasse is, therefore, essential for anyone wishing to cast a reasonably educated eye over the modern world.

The complexity of the story is similarly self-evident. As you read on, you will see how it is not – and never has been – a simple one-side-versus-another situation. Both ‘Israeli’ and ‘Palestinian’ are portmanteau words enclosing vast ranges of opinion and belief, some sufficiently mutually hostile, apparently, to justify killing. Add to the mix fervent religious belief, a long heritage of anguish and behind-the-scenes support for every form of extremism, and one begins to get some idea of the intricacy of this troubled history.

For the reasons suggested above, the subject of this book raises the fiercest of passions. Although, as a neutral observer, I have made every effort to be objective and even-handed, I am all too aware that it is impossible to produce an account that pleases all sides. Therefore, if my reading of events is not yours, I crave your indulgence.
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The Middle East c. 1918.


Only got a minute?

In the late nineteenth century, the Arab community living between the Mediterranean and the River Jordan was upset by the arrival of several thousand Jewish immigrants. After 1918, with this ‘Holy Land’ under British control, Jewish immigration increased and inter-community violence flared. The Jews wanted an independent homeland, the Palestinian Arabs did not.

The Jewish homeland – Israel – emerged with the United Nations’ endorsement in 1948. In four major wars (1948–9, 1956, 1967, 1973) the Arab world fought in vain to crush the new nation. After the Six-Day War (1967), Israel occupied all the territory formerly allocated to Palestine, including the Gaza Strip and the West Bank.

Most Palestinians were now refugees in UN-managed camps. The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) led by Yasser Arafat, head of the militant Fatah, voiced his people’s anger and aspirations. His anti-Israeli operations provoked ferocious reprisals.

Arab unity fractured as Egypt (1978), Jordan (1994), Bahrain, UAE, Sudan and Morocco (all in 2020) came to terms with Israel. All shared an antipathy towards the Shia regime in Iran. In 1987 the Palestinians erupted in an anti-Israeli ‘Intifada’ (uprising), and the Islamists of Hamas added a religious strand to Palestinian resistance.

In 1994, the USA launched a two-state plan that entailed: (i) PLO renouncing violence, (ii) Israel agreeing to leave Palestinian areas, and (iii) a Palestinian Authority governing Gaza and the West Bank. When the deal collapsed and tit-for-tat violence restarted, desperate Palestinians launched a Second Intifada. The talks–breakdown–violence pattern continued into the twenty-first century.

After Arafat’s death (2004), Fatah and Hamas openly split. Hamas, supported by Iran, seized control of Gaza. Egypt and Israel blockaded Gaza, causing great hardship. Hamas and its Islamist allies continually bombarded Israel with rockets before launching a murderous all-out assault in 2023. In response, the Israeli Defence Force (IDF) said it would wipe out Hamas completely.


Only got 5 minutes?

Holy Land

From Roman times onwards, the Jews were a people without a land. Then, in the late nineteenth century, their scattered communities in Europe began to dream of ‘Zion’ – a Jewish homeland in the Holy Land at the eastern end of the Mediterranean. Before World War I, thousands of Jews emigrated there, upsetting the balance of the local Arab community.

After the war, Britain governed Palestine as a League of Nations mandate. Jewish immigration increased and inter-community violence grew. Eventually, the British decided that the territory was best divided into Jewish and Arab states. While delighting the Jews, the idea infuriated most Arabs.

Israel triumphant

The Holocaust led to Western opinion swinging strongly behind the idea of a Jewish homeland, and Israel was formed after World War II with the endorsement of the United Nations. In the war that followed (1948–9), the Arab states failed to crush the new nation. The result was a disaster for Palestinian Arabs, who lost all the territory originally assigned to Palestine. Now they were the people without a land.

Many Palestinians became refugees in Egypt-controlled Gaza, Jordan-controlled West Bank or further afield. Thousands lived in UN-managed camps. Their position deteriorated further after a brief war in 1956 and when Israel occupied Gaza and the West Bank during the Six-Day War (1967). Resistance to Israel and the campaign for a Palestinian homeland were spearheaded by the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). Yasser Arafat, its charismatic head, also led the militant Palestinian guerrilla group, Fatah

Enter Islam

Following a fourth Arab–Israeli war (1973), Egypt made peace with Israel. Jordan did the same 16 years later. After the 1967 war, Arafat and the PLO leaders were driven from Palestinian areas, then from Jordan (1970) and Lebanon (1982). They ended up exiled in Tunis.

Meanwhile, the West Bank and Gazan Palestinians grew increasingly desperate until, in 1987, they began a popular uprising against their occupiers known as the First Intifada. With Arafat in North Africa, a new brand of Islamist-led resistance emerged: Hamas. It transformed and re-invigorated the 40-year-old conflict by combining nationalism with militant Islam.

Peace talks fail

The First Intifada ended when the USA, Israel’s principal backer, brokered the Oslo Agreement, 1994–5: the PLO renounced violence, Israel undertook to withdraw from Palestinian areas, and a Palestinian Authority (PA) was established to govern Gaza and the West Bank. Extremists rejected the compromise and tit-for-tat violence restarted.

After plans for a two-state solution (Israel and a Palestine of the West Bank and Gaza) failed to make headway and corruption tainted the PA, in 2000 Palestinian anger erupted in a Second Intifada. Reconciliation was harder now because Israel had expanded beyond the 1949 ceasefire line into East Jerusalem and the West Bank. It defended its citizens with a massive West Bank ‘security fence’ between Israeli and Palestinian areas.

Hamas splits from Fatah

Following the death of Arafat (2004), the more pragmatic Mahmoud Abbas became President of the PA. Peace hopes rose further when Israel withdrew from Gaza (2005) and a quartet of powers (USA, EU, Russia and the UN) presented a flexible Road Map two-state peace plan.

The Road Map led nowhere. The situation was made vastly more difficult when the Islamist Hamas won the PA elections in 2006 and seized control of Gaza in 2007. Would-be peacemakers now had to deal with two Palestines, one in the West Bank and another in Gaza. An Israeli/Egyptian blockade of Gaza caused widespread deprivation there.

New depths

From 2009, Israeli politics was dominated by the right-wing Likud Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, backed by burgeoning ultra-Orthodox parties. Israeli expansion in East Jerusalem continued as did the settlements on the West Bank. Abbas managed to get the UN to recognize Palestine as a state (2012) but failed to stop continuous small-scale violence by West Bank Palestinians and Israeli settlers.

Hamas and its Islamist allies in Gaza, backed by Iran and Hezbollah in Lebanon, maintained a perpetual rocket bombardment of Israel. The IDF responded with air, land and sea attacks on Gaza (notably in 2008–9 and 2014). The conflict came to a head in October 2023. When Islamists from Gaza invaded Israel, killing and taking hostages, the IDF’s response flattened Gaza and killed more than 30,000 Palestinians.

Optimists hoped the unprecedented horror of 2023–4 would oblige all sides to find a way to end the conflict. The chances of this happening were remote.


Only got 10 minutes?

Historic roots

The land between the Mediterranean and the River Jordan has always been considered holy. After classical times, the territory was inhabited mainly by Muslims of Arab stock, with some Jews, Christians and others. In the later nineteenth century Jews emigrated there in growing numbers. Their motives were mixed. Some believed they were returning to a promised land; others simply wanted a new life, safe among people of their own kind.

The indigenous inhabitants had gradually developed a common identity that on occasion expressed itself as ‘Palestinian’. Inevitably, tensions arose between these indigenous Arabs and the Jewish immigrants.

Between the world wars, Britain governed Palestine as a League of Nations mandate. When its administrators failed to reconcile the two communities, they decided that the territory should be divided into Jewish and Palestinian states. The Nazi Holocaust created a tidal wave of sympathy for the Jewish people and, after World War II, the USA and the newly formed United Nations approved a plan for separate Jewish and Palestinian states.

Israel

The Jews welcomed the two-state idea, especially as the proposed State of Israel would give them far more land than they already possessed. Palestinian Arabs objected strongly, as the proposal would legitimize the loss of Arab territory. Desultory fighting developed into all-out warfare when the Jews pre-emptively announced the formation of the State of Israel in 1948. It was the better-organized and better-equipped Israelis who triumphed.

During the fighting (1948–9), the Israelis extended the frontiers of their new country dramatically, creating hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees. The war also saw Gaza and the West Bank occupied by Egypt and Jordan, respectively. Palestinians now found themselves under Israeli or Arab occupation or living in exile. This set the scene for one of the longest running and most bitter conflicts of modern times.

War

Western governments, suffused with Holocaust guilt and under pressure from Jewish lobbies, tended to support Israel. Arab nations endorsed the Palestinian cause, though more in words than in actions. During the era of the Cold War, the US backed Israel, while the Soviet Union was generally pro-Palestine. Thus the Israel–Palestine question became an issue of global importance.

Dispossessed Palestinian Arabs found a powerful voice in the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO, founded in 1964) and its chairman Yasser Arafat. At the same time, the Israelis implemented their resolution never to be persecuted again by building up large, well-equipped and well-organized armed forces (the IDF). These enabled it to come out on top in three more wars against its Arab neighbours (1956, 1967, 1973). In the second of these, the Six-Day War, they overran Gaza and the West Bank and took the Golan Heights from Syria. This brought even more Palestinians under direct Israeli rule.

The Islamic ingredient

Now Israel controlled all the territory originally allocated to both Israel and Palestine, as well as the Golan Heights, the PLO took refuge in neighbouring Jordan. They soon fell out with the government of King Hussein and were driven north into Lebanon in 1970.

Here too the PLO proved a destabilizing influence. In 1982, Israel became involved in Lebanon’s long-running civil war, invading the country and besieging the PLO in Beirut. Arafat and his supporters had to move again, this time to Tunis. Meanwhile, to the chagrin of the Arab world, Israel had made peace with Egypt (Camp David Agreement, 1978). Reconciliation with Jordan followed (1994).

Arafat’s organization, Fatah, was essentially nationalist and secular. The Israeli–Palestinian conflict became infinitely more complicated when Fatah’s leadership was challenged by Islamist organizations, most notably Hamas. This had emerged during a spontaneous upsurge of Palestinian resistance to Israeli domination known as the First Intifada (1987–91). With the Fatah leadership in exile, the Sunni militants of Hamas won support through their grass-roots activities.

Oslo and beyond

Arafat eventually returned home to a very different world. Under the terms of the Oslo Accords (1994), Israel recognized the PLO which in turn renounced violence. An elected Palestinian Authority (PA) was set up to govern in the West Bank and Gaza, and Israel agreed to withdraw from certain occupied areas as a prelude to a comprehensive two-state settlement.

The Oslo proposals were rejected by powerful interests on both sides. Many Palestinians baulked at a compromise that left them still stateless and governed by President Arafat’s Fatah-dominated, scandalously corrupt PA. In Israel, right-wing and religious groups refused to accept the surrender of conquered land they believed had been given to them by God. Such views led to the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin (1995). Israel countered Palestinian terrorist-style attacks on civilian targets with disproportionate force, sweeping into Gaza and the West Bank and assassinating Palestinian militant leaders.

Fragmented pictures

By 2000, the population of Israel had grown to around 5,700,000, more than a million of whom were what the Israelis called ‘Arabs’ but whom others referred to as ‘Israeli Palestinians’. Most were settled but perhaps 250,000 were still considered refugees within Israel.

Jewish Israelis were known as either Ashkenazim (loosely those of western European origin), Sephardim or Mizrahim (loosely those of eastern origin). Their religious persuasions varied from the secular to Reform, Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox (Haredi) branches of Judaism. The Israeli proportional electoral system made coalition government almost inevitable. With politics and religion overlapping and intertwined, small parties often exercised a disproportionate influence on policy.

The Palestinian picture was similarly fragmented. No one knew exactly how many there were. By 2000, there were just over 1 million Palestinians inside Israel and perhaps another 2 million or more in the West Bank and Gaza. Beyond that, in the refugee camps and suburbs of Syria, Lebanon and Jordan, working in the Gulf and elsewhere, no one knew. Several estimates offered a figure of between 1.5 and 2 million. Wherever they were, Palestinians shared a common heritage of a lost land and an exile culture of poetry, song and story. From the 1980s onwards, their human tragedy was increasingly mixed with religious war.

Fruitless negotiations

Before he left office, US President Bill Clinton came close to brokering a two-state peace settlement. When the talks eventually broke down, a Second Intifada erupted (2000), this time bearing a distinctly Islamic hue. The situation became still more chaotic as Fatah and Hamas drifted further apart until, following Arafat’s death in 2004, they were in open conflict. To the surprise of most outsiders, Hamas won the PA elections in 2006. The next year they drove Fatah out of Gaza and placed the Strip under their own Islamist governance.

Israel and Egypt, neither fans of Islamism, placed Gaza under a blockade. Shortages of just about everything, including food and medicines, caused great suffering. Gazans survived through smuggling and with huge sums of money from some Gulf states. Iranian military assistance enabled Hamas and its allies, such as the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, to build up and train guerrilla forces. It also constructed a vast network of transport and storage tunnels – the ‘Gaza metro’ – beneath the Strip.

Israeli politics in the first years of the twenty-first century was dominated by the right-wing Likud leader, Benjamin Netanyahu. With his coalitions dependent on ultra-Orthodox support, there was little hope of a settlement involving Israeli withdrawal from East Jerusalem or in the West Bank. Rejecting proffered two-state solutions, Israeli administrations withdrew from Gaza (2004) and constructed massive defensive barriers between areas occupied by themselves and those inhabited by Palestinians. To the west, their ‘facts on the ground’ settlements encroached further into Palestinian areas.

Twenty-first century peace initiatives from the Arab world (2002 onwards), a quartet of powers (USA, EU, Russia and the UN, 2002–3), and US Presidents Obama (2009–16) and Trump (2019–20) got nowhere. No negotiator would talk to Hamas (regarded by many countries as a terrorist organization), Israel would not withdraw from occupied territories, the PA would not disarm … impasse.

Statehood and disaster

Amid all the negativity, Abbas did manage one positive: in 2012, the UN recognized the PA as a ‘non-member observer state’, i.e. a state in its own right. Israel and the US had voted against the proposal.

While Abbas pursued diplomatic paths, Hamas and its Gazan allies were more direct in their quest for Palestinian statehood. Their suicide attacks, small-scale incursions and continual bombardment of Israel with rockets drew massive responses from the IDF, notably in 2008–9 and 2014, that killed hundreds of Gazans and flattened military and civilian superstructure. In 2010, the IDF had launched a similar assault on the Shia Islamist group Hezbollah in southern Lebanon.

Weakening Hamas but not destroying it suited Netanyahu’s policy of keeping the Palestinian areas divided, thereby undermining the prospects for a single Palestinian country. This appeared to backfire in early October 2023 when Gazan Islamists broke through the barrier and made a devastating attack on southern Israel. Some 1,200 military and civilians were killed and 240 hostages were taken.

The IDF responded with an all-out war on Hamas by land, sea and air. Their declared mission was to destroy the Islamist militia utterly. However, as their enemy’s positions were in civilian areas, many in the deep tunnel network, enormous civilian casualties were inevitable: over 30,000 Palestinians had died by the spring of 2024.

The world watched in horror as the tragedy unfolded. Starvation and deprivation added to Gazan misery, and mistrust stymied frequent attempts at a ceasefire to facilitate the distribution of humanitarian aid. Protest marches supporting both sides were held in many cities outside the Middle East. In April 2024, when Iran entered the conflict directly with a massive missile and drone bombardment of Israel, it looked for a few hours as if a full-scale regional war was about to break out.

There were many crossroad moments in the 80-year Israeli–Palestinian conflict, but few as momentous as that faced by both sides and their supporters as the brutal war dragged on towards the summer of 2024.
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Biblical beginnings 2500 BC to the nineteenth century

In this chapter you will learn:


	the origins of the terms ‘Palestine’ and ‘Israel’

	about Palestine in classical times

	about Crusader and Ottoman Palestine

	about the religions of Judaism and Islam.



This is a story of two peoples and one land. Throughout the twentieth century and beyond, the Palestinians and the Israelis have fought bitterly over a small strip of territory, about 192 kilometres long, that lies between the shore of the eastern Mediterranean and a line, about 64 kilometres further east, marked by the River Jordan, Lake Galilee (Tiberias) and the Dead Sea. The conflict has caused countless deaths and brought immeasurable suffering and hardship. Moreover, for more than 70 years, it has destabilized the entire Middle East.

The historical origins of this tragic impasse lie in the nineteenth century. Its complexity, ferocity and longevity, however, cannot really be understood without some knowledge of migrations and struggles as ancient as human civilization itself.

Philistines and Jews

THE FERTILE CRESCENT

The land with which we are concerned was once part of what scholars term the ‘Fertile Crescent’ (see Figure 1.1). Around 10,000 years ago, in this broad arc stretching from the Rivers Tigris and Euphrates to the Nile Valley, some of the earliest human civilizations emerged. Considering the region’s low rainfall, made worse by its underlying porous limestone and hot, harsh summer weather, the decision of our distant ancestors to build their first permanent habitations here might appear almost perverse. However, at the time, closer by some ten millennia to the end of the last Ice Age, the Earth was cooler than today and the fruitful crescent was greener and its climate more clement.



[image: This map depicts the topography of the Middle East, including Egypt, Turkey, Cyprus, Persia, Syria, Arabia, Mesopotamia, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, Trans-Jordan, and Palestine. End of long description.]


Figure 1.1 The geography of the Middle East; the darker areas indicate high ground.

Under these favourable circumstances farming flourished, allowing settled rather than nomadic communities to develop. One of the first permanently inhabited sites was on a small hill, just north of the Dead Sea and less than 16 kilometres west of the River Jordan, which received a plentiful supply of fresh water from a lively spring. By c. 8000 BC, it had become one of the world’s first towns. Enclosed within its massive stone defensive wall, some 2,500 people lived. The site, abandoned and resettled many times over the millennia, approximates to the modern town of Jericho.

The natives of the earliest Jericho have long since disappeared and their city and the land around it have served as home to many other peoples. Some called it a ‘promised land’, a ‘land of milk and honey’, although it was not just fertility that over the years made this scrap of coastal plain and inland hills so attractive. It was, and still is, of considerable strategic importance from both a military and commercial point of view. Its main roads link Egypt to Syria, and the Mediterranean to Jordan and Iraq. Whoever controlled this vital thoroughfare had great power.

PALESTINE

The people who gave this land the name by which it has been known for most of its history were the Philistines. Nobody is certain where these vigorous people came from, or where they went. They emerged, it seems, from the Aegean, perhaps Crete, in the twelfth century BC, and attempted to settle in Egypt. Rebuffed, they landed on the coastal strip between modern-day Tel Aviv and Gaza. Here, empowered by their monopoly of iron-making technology, they established themselves and built five rich cities. Originally called ‘Philistia’, the territory they inhabited has come down to us through the Greek version of its name – Palestine.

Palestinian hegemony initially lasted about 300 years. After conflict with their immediate neighbours, the Palestinians later fell under the domination of Egypt, Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome. By the first millennium, they had all but vanished as a distinct people: their religion, political organization and even their language remain a mystery to us. Little but a name and a few semi-historical stories are left to remind us of their existence.

Nevertheless, names and stories are potent cultural symbols. In the Christian West, a cruel linguistic development has linked ‘philistine’ to barbarity, and this in turn has subconsciously coloured some people’s thinking about those who today call themselves Palestinians. Stories, too, have played their part in creating awkward modern imagery. The most powerful of these stories were told and written down by the Philistines’ great enemies, the Israelites. Over time these stories passed into the Old Testament of the Christian Bible, from where they continue to influence the thinking of millions of people. Two cultural icons of the Western tradition, David, the shepherd boy who slew the bullying giant Goliath, and the heroic strong-man Samson, both fought the same enemy – the wicked Philistines. Although today’s Palestinians share only a name with the Biblical Philistines, it’s a name that bears a dark and heavy legacy.


Insight

German students once used the term ‘Philistines’ pejoratively to mean outsiders i.e. townspeople not at their university. The nineteenth-century English writer, Thomas Carlyle, was among the first to employ the term to denote someone who was thought to be uncultured.



ISRAEL

If the Palestinian name presents difficulties, they are as nothing compared with those surrounding the second group that here concerns us, the Israelis. We begin with a Semitic people who called themselves ‘Hebrews’. Interestingly, ‘Hebrew’ seems to be related to the word ‘Habiru’, meaning an outsider or bandit. The Hebrews may have been part of the band of warriors whom the Egyptians beat off – the future Philistines. In other words, the Hebrews and the Philistines might have a common ancestry. Other scholars claim that DNA testing shows the Hebrews to be more closely related to the peoples of the northern part of the Fertile Crescent, such as Kurds, Turks and Armenians.

‘Hebrew’ is the same as ‘Yehudi’, which the Romans wrote in Latin as ‘Judaeus’ and from which derives the French ‘Juif’, the German ‘Jude’ and the English ‘Jew’. The Hebrews, divided into 12 tribes, were said to be descended from Jacob, who was also known as ‘Israel’, meaning ‘standing with God’. In about 1200 BC, these 12 Hebrew or Jewish tribes of Israel settled the land between the Mediterranean and the River Jordan. To cut short a long and extremely complicated story, they fought the Philistines, with varying degrees of success, and also fell out among themselves, splitting into northern and southern kingdoms. The north was conquered and its scattered citizens largely absorbed into other peoples of the region, although some survived as a distinct group in Persia. The southern Hebrews remained a separate entity in an area that others knew as the Kingdom of Judah (of the Jews) but which the Jews themselves came to refer to as the Land of Israel.

Bound together by their powerful and distinctive religion, which taught that they were the people chosen by the one god, Yahweh, the Jews of the Land of Israel maintained their identity despite periodic repression and deportation by Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians and the Hellenistic (Greek-style) Seleucids. Their state was based around the city of Jerusalem, at the heart of which lay the great temple. Despite this focus, however, by the second century BC, the Jews were already known as a scattered people found in most countries of the Middle East and beyond. The diffusion of the Jews is known by the Greek word ‘diaspora’, meaning ‘dispersal’ (see p. 15).

Conquest, Christianity and Islam

ROME

During the first century BC, Rome extended its power across the Mediterranean world and beyond. To begin with, its control over Judea was tactful and light-handed. This changed following serious revolts against Roman rule in 66–73 AD and 132–5 AD. Legions sent to restore imperial control razed Jerusalem to the ground and utterly destroyed its new temple, slew or exiled thousands of Jews, and established Roman colonies in their former homeland. Even the name ‘Judea’ went, replaced by the Roman province of ‘Palaestina’. Jerusalem was rebuilt as Aelia Capitolina, a city that no Jew was allowed to enter. Those remaining in the region lived further north, in and around Galilee. Hebrew all but disappeared as a spoken language.

By 150 AD, therefore, the Jewish state, like the Philistine one before it, was nothing but a fading memory. Yet the Judean land – Palaestina, or Palestine as it will henceforth be called – continued to flourish because of its strategic, commercial and religious importance. It flourished even more when the Roman Empire formally adopted Christianity in the fourth century. Almost overnight, from being a troublesome outpost of empire, Palestine became its religious heartland. Pilgrims and others seeking spiritual solace flooded into the ‘Holy Land’. Many new churches were built, including the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. Towns grew and agriculture expanded as Palestine enjoyed what has become known as a ‘golden age’. Some say that not until the twentieth century would the land again enjoy such prosperity.

BYZANTIUM

The Roman Empire was by now divided in two, the Western part remaining under the rule of Rome and the Eastern owing allegiance to an emperor based in the ancient city of Byzantium (soon renamed Constantinople; nowadays Istanbul). Palestine came under Byzantine control and for administrative purposes was also divided in two.

With one eye on the twentieth century, when two peoples would claim that Palestine belonged to them by right, we may wonder who lived in Palestine at this time. Precise ethnic or racial definitions are impossible to ascertain; even if they were, they would be largely irrelevant to a society that did not think in our terms of nation or race. Instead, there were three principal cohesive bonds: the empire and its local manifestation in the form of the governor or prince; family and tribe; and religion.

By these criteria, the Palestine of the early seventh century AD bore little relation to the modern region. The overarching allegiance was to Constantinople. As the land had been peopled by a variety of conquerors and settlers for thousands of years, its family and tribal pattern was extremely complex. There was a handful of Arabs – Arabic-speaking desert peoples who worshipped a variety of gods – and there were probably a few dozen Jewish communities. The great majority of those living in Palestine (the modern term ‘Palestinian’ would be anachronistic) were Christians who spoke Aramaic, although Latin, Greek and other languages were also used. A few pockets of paganism remained in which ancient deities such as the fish-god, Dagon, were worshipped. It was all a very long way from the explosive mixture that would detonate so forcefully 1,300 years later.

ISLAM

A major ingredient of the twentieth-century conflict was added in the 630s. Byzantine power was already under threat. Early in the century, a Persian army had overrun Palestine and destroyed its churches. Understandably, but perhaps unwisely, the Jews had sided with the invaders, so the recapture of the province by the Byzantines was accompanied by a retaliatory slaughter of the Jews. Seven years later, the Byzantines were driven out again, this time for good.


Insight

Arabs and Jews (along with several other Middle Eastern peoples) are probably both descended from Semite ancestors who migrated north from the Arabian peninsula around 2500 BC.



The latest wave of invaders were Arabs inspired by a new religion, Islam. The conquest was launched by Abu Bakar, the first caliph (successor to the Prophet Mohammed), who united Arabia and announced a Holy War – Jihad – to spread Islam further afield. His successor, Caliph Umar, executed the same policy with dramatic success. Under his leadership, the Muslim Empire expanded east into Persia, north into Armenia and west into Libya. Palestine was taken in 636, although Jerusalem held out for two more years. Umar’s successors of the Umayyad Dynasty made Damascus the capital of their empire and maintained Palestine (Filastin), with a capital at Ramlah, as an administrative district of the province of Syria.

MUSLIM PALESTINE

The new conquest did not immediately alter the face of Palestine all that much. There were two reasons for this. First, the conquering Arabs were very few in number and had to rely on native peoples to maintain their empire’s administration and agricultural and commercial life. Second, the Umayyad Muslims, whose dynasty lasted until 750, showed considerable tolerance towards other ‘people of the book’ – Christians and Jews who shared Islam’s monotheistic heritage.

Over time, however, the situation changed. The Umayyads were succeeded by the Abbasids (750–1258), whose capital was Baghdad. Needing a power base to the west, they paid special attention to Palestine and encouraged large-scale conversion to Islam. As Arabic was (and still is) the language of Islam, it gradually spread as the province’s common language. Simultaneously, there was a steady influx of Arab people from the more arid lands to the east and south. Jerusalem was adorned with remarkable new Islamic architecture (see pp. 16–17). At the same time, a small Jewish community re-established itself in the city – Muslims did not share the Christian antipathy towards those supposedly responsible for the death of Jesus Christ.

The Palestinian battlefield

CRUSADERS

Palestine was rarely at peace during the Abbasid Caliphate. Invasion, oppression and massacre were frequent, lending the land more the aspect of a battlefield than a place of habitation. The population, which in the heyday of Byzantine peace and prosperity may have reached 1 million, fell to perhaps a quarter of that.

In the tenth and eleventh centuries, Palestine was conquered first by the Fatimid Dynasty from Egypt, then by the Seljuqs (Turks from south-west Asia) and finally by Christian crusaders from Western Europe. The latter, who took Jerusalem in 1099 and the following year established the Christian Kingdom of Jerusalem, were a rag-bag coalition led by kings and princes on the make. No doubt some of their number were fired by a genuine wish to see the holy places of the Bible in Christian hands, but the motives of many were a great deal less idealistic. Conquest is rarely an altruistic undertaking.


Insight

When al-Qaeda leader, Saed Elshari, said he would ‘cut the tails of the crusaders’ and ‘destroy the dreams of crusade’ (Al Jazeera, February 2010), it was one of numerous examples of Islamists using the powerful ‘crusader’ image to inspire support for their campaign against the West.



Palestine was in Christian hands until the emergence of Salah al-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub, a formidable warrior and administrator of Kurdish extraction. Better known in the West as Saladin, he smashed the crusaders in battle and took Jerusalem. Although the Europeans fought back and managed to recapture the city, by 1244 it was back under Islamic governance and remained so for the next 700 years.

Sadly for Palestine, the end of the crusader kingdom did not bring peace. The next power to take control were the Mamluks – a dynasty descended from the slave warriors, mostly of Turkish origin, who had played a key role in Islamic armies. In the later thirteenth century, having defeated a force of invading Mongols, the ex-slaves killed the sultan and established themselves as a ruling dynasty in Cairo.

OTTOMANS

The last power to seize and hold Palestine before modern times were the Ottoman Turks. Named after their first notable leader, Osman, the Ottomans were a nomadic Turkman people whose military prowess was encouraged by their being sandwiched between two much larger powers, the Mongols in the east and the Byzantine Empire in the west. Finding the Byzantines the weaker of the two, the Ottomans began a series of conquests that took them into Arabia and Egypt and even to the gates of Vienna. In the process, they swallowed up Palestine (1516).

For most of the next 400 years, Palestine remained more or less under Ottoman rule. For administrative purposes it was divided into three: the districts of Nabulus and Acre (modern-day Akko or Akka), which were subordinated to Damascus; and Jerusalem, which was under the direct control of Istanbul, the Ottoman capital. Under these arrangements, which gave leading local families (the ‘notables’) a great deal of power, the various inhabitants of Palestine lived for some three centuries.

The majority of the population were Arabic-speaking Muslims, and therefore came under the loose definition of ‘Arab’. Christians made up perhaps a fifth of the population, depending on the degree of toleration being shown at the time, and there were always several thousand Jews. Relations between the communities flared periodically into violence, and the history of the period is punctuated by bouts of civil turmoil and war.

SIGNS OF CHANGE

Ottoman rule was not without its advantages. In the sixteenth century, Jerusalem benefited from major public works, which included a new water system and massive surrounding walls. During the eighteenth century, trade and urban life picked up after a century of decline. Nevertheless, early modern Palestine was an isolated, backward and surprisingly unvisited land. Few pilgrims went there and the handful of European visitors who made the journey were shocked at the dilapidated state of its buildings and historic monuments. When the Frenchman, Constantin Volney, travelled to Palestine five years before the French Revolution, he declared that Jerusalem was in such a sorry state that he had difficulty recognizing it.

The first catalyst for change came when Emperor Napoleon invaded Egypt and marched into Palestine with the intention of establishing a French empire in the Middle East. Disease, the British fleet, and Ottoman arms put an end to these unrealistic dreams. Nevertheless, a legacy survived. In a vain effort to rally local support, Napoleon had said he would restore Jerusalem to the Jews if they helped him in his conquest of Palestine. The offer was rejected. Even so, the French not only opened Palestine to the outside world, but also sowed an imperial idea that would take root and grow in other minds. The French might not have settled in Palestine, but in the next century others would. Their arrival had consequences few could have foreseen.

The land of faith

JUDAISM

Judaism was the only one of the three major Middle Eastern religions linked to a specific people – the Jews (Islam was espoused to a language, Arabic, but not to a race). At Judaism’s heart lay the belief that the one God – creator of the universe and the embodiment of divine love and divine justice – had chosen the Jews to be the vehicle of His way: ‘For you are a people consecrated to the Lord your God: of all the peoples on earth the Lord your God chose you to be His treasured people’ (Book of Deuteronomy).

The Jews’ very personal God had made a pact or covenant with them: in return for being His chosen people they were to obey His pattern and structure of life set out in His teaching, in the Biblical Torah and the post-Biblical Mishna. This led to a division between Orthodox Jews, who took the Torah literally and interpreted it strictly, and Reformed Jews who adopted a more liberal, individualistic approach. Nevertheless, both believed that one day their efforts would be crowned by the arrival of the Redeemer, the Messiah, whose brilliance would allow all other people to recognize God’s ways and adopt them. Then the whole earth would bear witness to the love, peace and justice of God.

Another part of God’s covenant involved giving His people a specific ‘Promised Land’ – ‘Judah’ or ‘Israel’ – with its sacred capital of Jerusalem. However, after the Diaspora (see p. 15) very few Jews actually lived in their former kingdom and only a few went back there on pilgrimage. Until the nineteenth century, most Jews understood ‘returning to the Promised Land’ in a non-literal way, meaning the establishment of perfect peace and harmony on earth.

ISLAM

Islam, which means literally ‘surrender’ (to God or ‘Allah’), is the historical successor to Judaism and Christianity. Inheriting aspects of both, it accepts the Biblical figures of Noah, Moses and Jesus as true prophets. It reserves the position of last and greatest prophet for Mohammed, a seventh-century inhabitant of the Arabian town of Medina who, Muslims believe, received God’s word via the Angel Gabriel. Mohammed had God’s word written down in the Koran. Hence the basic Muslim profession of faith: ‘There is no god but God; Mohammed is the prophet of God.’

The Koran, backed up by early traditions set out in the Hadith, forms the basis of the Muslim faith. This incorporates a set of specified religious practices and, more widely, an entire way of life. These link Islam to politics so that, before the twentieth century, the idea of an Islamic country with a non-sectarian government was an anathema.


Insight

On his way home after his first revelation of the word of Allah, the prophet Mohammed saw a vision of the angel Gabriel against a wholly green sky. The colour remains that of the Muslim faith to this day.



Islam’s blunt simplicity gave believers certainty and self-confidence: they had accepted the right way and so were destined for a heaven redolent with physical as well as spiritual delights. The unwavering rituals of prayer five times a day, the annual fast and the once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimage to Mecca, placed the lives of believers within a secure and reassuring framework. The faith’s emphasis on community – the essential equality of all believers and the need for the wealthy and fortunate to support those less well-positioned than themselves – helped it to acquire a mass following.

From the beginning, Islam displayed undertones of violence that distressed adherents of more pacific beliefs and philosophies. Much of the faith’s early expansion was carried out by a Holy War (Jihad), and from time to time since then, more extreme Muslim groups have resurrected the concept of Jihad to justify armed resistance to perceived oppression.


Insight

Jihad, one of Islam’s most contentious teachings, is interpreted variously as military war or as a battle with the demons within one’s erring soul.



Despite the precise nature of many of its teachings, Islam has had its fair share of schisms and splits. The largest and most enduring of these began with a dispute over the leadership of the movement and the two sides went on to adopt distinctly separate theological positions. The majority, including most Arab Muslims, are the Sunni. The minority, based originally in Iran (Persia), are the Shia.

Toleration and conflict

For centuries Jews and Muslims were generally much more tolerant of each other than Christians were towards either. From the point of view of the Palestinian Arabs, from the mid-nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries their conflict with immigrant Jews was not primarily a matter of religion but of land. The same was not true of all Jews, however. As we shall see (p. 24), the movement for a return to the Promised Land had the powerful backing of Orthodox religious leaders.

It is important to note at this stage that the Palestinian community has always contained a fair number of Christians, some of whom have been highly influential. Ibrahim Sus, for example, one of the Palestine Liberation Organization’s (PLO) representatives in Paris, was a Christian. It is no great surprise, therefore, that it took so long for Palestinian anger towards the Israelis to acquire a religious hue. When it did though, it raised the conflict to new levels of bitterness, intolerance and violence.


In depth: the Jewish Diaspora

The Jewish people, identified by their distinguishing faith, originally appeared on the historical records in the region of Palestine. Between the eighth century BC and the second century AD, huge numbers of Jews were either driven from Palestine or voluntarily migrated elsewhere. As a result, for almost 2,000 years the Jews remained physically dispersed yet managed to retain an extraordinary religio-cultural cohesion. This paradox – unity despite disunity – is what has generally become known as the Jewish Diaspora.

Historically, the Diaspora began with the destruction of the northern Jewish kingdom in the eighth century BC and the dispersal of many of its citizens (see p. 5). Then came the Babylonian Captivity when the southern kingdom of Judah was conquered, the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem destroyed, and many Jews taken to exile in Babylon (in Mesopotamia).

By the first century AD, there were more Jews living outside Palestine than within. The contrast was even sharper following the brutal suppression of the anti-Roman revolts of 66–73 AD and 123–35 AD that involved the total destruction of the rebuilt Temple. Henceforward, the Jewish faith and way of life were maintained not by a central authority but by rabbis and law codified in the Mishna and Talmud (see p. 12).

Over the following centuries, Jewish communities were established around the Mediterranean and Middle East, then in Western and Eastern Europe and, eventually, in the United States of America. Even after years of immigration to Palestine and Israel in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the Jews of the Diaspora – those living outside the ‘Promised Land’ – remained a majority. In 2005, for example, Israel’s Jewish population was outnumbered by the 5 million Jews living in the USA. A further 1 million lived in the former USSR and another 500,000 in France.

In Jewish teaching, the term ‘Diaspora’ has a variety of religious and philosophical connotations. The very idea of ‘scattering’, for instance, emphasizes the place from which the dispersal took place – i.e. Judea/Israel. Thus Orthodox Jews support the return of Jews to the modern land of Israel in preparation for the arrival of God’s Messiah (see p. 12). Reform Jews, on the other hand, hold that the scattering of the Jews around the world was part of a divine mission to spread knowledge of the One God.




In depth: Jerusalem, holy city

Jerusalem, a city uniquely holy to three faiths, lies at the very heart of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. As well as being dear to Christian hearts as the place of Jesus’ death and resurrection, for Jews it is both holy and historically precious, while it is also the third holiest site in Islam.

The Jews did not found Jerusalem. However, at the end of the eleventh century BC, King David conquered the city and made it the political and religious capital of his kingdom. His successor, Solomon, built the first Temple on a platform known as Temple Mount. Strict Jews believe that the divine presence has never left this sacred spot. Although the first and second Temples have long since been destroyed, part of the Mount’s ancient western retaining wall remains intact. Known as the Wailing Wall, it is paramount as the physical focal point for Jewish worship and prayer.

The Prophet Mohammed, who openly acknowledged the Jewish and Christian roots of his teaching, knew the spiritual importance of Jerusalem in the monotheistic world. Indeed, he bade his followers face Mecca when praying only after he had failed to attract Jews to his faith by ordaining that the direction should be towards Jerusalem. There is also a tradition that one night a winged horse named Lightning had carried Mohammed from Mecca to Jerusalem. Here, from the Sacred Rock that once marked the centre of Solomon’s Temple, the Prophet had climbed a ladder of light to heaven. He noted the delights there, met Allah, then returned to Mecca the way he had come.

True or not, this story was sufficient to make Jerusalem a site worthy of Islamic pilgrimage. At the end of the seventh century, a magnificent, gold-capped shrine, known as the Dome of the Rock, was built over the place from which Mohammed was said to have made his ascent. A few years later, the impressive Al Aqsa Mosque was erected nearby.

For over 400 years, Ottoman and British control over Jerusalem saved it from excessive sectarian nationalist feuding. This changed in 1948. After Israel had declared itself an independent state, its forces seized West Jerusalem (see p. 67) and the city was made the capital of the new state. Nineteen years later, Israeli troops occupied the entire city. This event presented would-be peacemakers with a conundrum that none of them has yet managed to solve.




10 THINGS TO REMEMBER


	The roots of the modern Israel-Palestine conflict reach back to the early human settlements of the Fertile Crescent at the very dawn of history.

	By 150 AD, the Romans had annihilated the first Jewish state, scattering its population far and wide.

	The dispersal of the Jews over the globe is known as the Jewish Diaspora.

	Islam emerged in the first half of the seventh century AD and swiftly spread over a huge area through Arab military campaigns.

	Christian attacks on the Holy Land in medieval times provide today’s Islamists with a powerful image of aggressive Western imperialism in the Middle East.

	Between the early sixteenth and twentieth centuries, the Holy Land was part of the Turkish Ottoman Empire.

	The three leading monotheistic religions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – share a common heritage as well as a reverence for the ancient city of Jerusalem.

	Jihad (Islamic holy war) can be interpreted as a physical or spiritual struggle.

	The two principal divisions within Islam are between Sunni (the majority) and Shia (the minority, based largely in Iran).

	Until modern times, Jews and Muslims were usually notably tolerant of each other.
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