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The Arab-Israeli conflict is more than just a dispute over 
boundaries. It involves identity, aspirations, legitimacy, 
and history.

From ancient times to the present day, there has been 
a seemingly timeless struggle for control of the small 
strip of land located between the Jordan River and the 
Mediterranean Sea and in the Negev Desert to the south.  
The most recent chapter in this history is the Arab-Israeli 
conflict. At the heart of this conflict lie the competing 
claims of two peoples, Israelis and Palestinians, over 
the land that Palestinians call Filastin (Palestine) and 
Israelis call Yisra’el (Israel). Their political rivalry has 
continued unabated since the early 1880s. 

Since 1948, the local conflict between Israelis and 
Palestinians has been exacerbated by a regional conflict 
between the State of Israel and its neighbouring Arab 
states. This interstate conflict has led to six major wars: 
the 1947-9 War that was fought over the establishment 
of Israel; the Suez War of 1956; the Six-Day War of 
1967; the Israel-Egypt War of Attrition of 1969-70; the 
October War of 1973; and Israel’s invasion of Lebanon 
in 1982. Between these major outbreaks, the conflict 
between Israel and the Arab states has also been played 
out in the diplomatic and economic arenas and in 
continual low-level violence through border clashes and 

armed incursions. To date, two Arab states have signed 
peace treaties with Israel: Egypt in 1979 and Jordan 
in 1994. However, tensions remain high due to the 
unresolved conflict between Israelis and Palestinians. 

The aim of A Timeless Struggle is to examine the history 
of the Arab-Israeli conflict at these two principal levels: 
the local and the regional. A third level of analysis will 
focus on the role of international powers in the modern 
Middle East generally and on the Arab-Israeli conflict 
in particular. Key features, issues, individuals, groups, 
and events will be described and analysed, as will key 
forces and ideas that have contributed to change and 
continuity in the history of the conflict and in attempts 
to resolve it. More detailed personality studies of Golda 
Meir and Yasser Arafat are provided. Issues concerning 
historiography are also considered. Questions at the end 
of each chapter provide further opportunity to analyse and 
synthesise information from different types of sources, and 
to develop the skills of oral and written communication.

The purpose of this present chapter is to provide an 
introduction to the study of peace and conflict, and 
to the issues that have caused conflict in the modern 
Middle East generally, and between Arabs and Israelis 
in particular. The chapter will also highlight the 
importance of understanding the historical roots of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict in the light of the role that history 
plays in the contemporary narratives of each side.  

1   Introduction
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Following World War I, the Arab lands that had been 
a part of the Ottoman Empire were divided by the 
League of Nations into ‘Mandates’, newly created 
territorial units placed under the administrative rule of 
Britain and France. Britain was given a Mandate over 
the territory of Palestine where there lived an Arab 
majority and a Jewish minority. Under the terms of the 
Mandate, Britain was required ‘to establish a Jewish 
national home in Palestine’, while respecting ‘the civil 
and religious rights’ of the Arab population.  The Arabs 
rejected the Mandate as an injustice and a betrayal, and 
during the decades of British rule over Palestine, conflict 
between the Arabs and the Jews intensified. In 1947, 
the British Government turned the problem over to the 
newly established United Nations (UN). In November 
of that year, the UN General Assembly voted to partition 
the territory into two separate states, an Arab state and a 
Jewish state. For reasons detailed in Chapters 5 and 6, 
the Jewish State of Israel was established while the Arab 
State of Palestine was not. Today, the Palestinian Arabs 
remain a stateless people, the majority of whom live in 
the territories of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank.  

Israelis: Facts at a glance

At the end of 2005, Israel’s population was 6.95 million.  
76% of the population was Jewish (5.3 million),  
20% Arab (1.4 million), and 4% ‘others’ (250 000). 
The Jewish population includes about 238 000 settlers 
living in the West Bank (Israel Bureau of Statistics).

Palestinians: Facts at a glance

At the end of 2005, the Palestinian population in the 
Palestinian territories was estimated to be 3.8 million: 
1.45 million in the Gaza Strip and 2.35 million in the 
occupied West Bank (Palestine Bureau of Statistics).  

The land that forms the focus of the Arab-Israeli conflict 
can be divided into four geographic regions:  

• the Coastal Plain  
• the Central Hills 
• the Rift (or Jordan) Valley  
• the Negev Desert.

The area of Israel is 20 770 sq km. The area of the 
Palestinian territories is 6220 sq km: the West Bank is 
5860 sq km while the Gaza Strip is 360 sq km. 

Figure 1.1 Aerial photograph of the land of Israel/Palestine.

Israel/Palestine: Land and people
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The study of peace and 
conflict
What is peace? Peace means different things in 
different contexts. Peace at home might mean quiet and 
tranquillity. Peace within a country might mean freedom 
from civil disorder. International peace, or peace within 
a particular geographical region, might mean freedom 
from, or the cessation of, war. In each case, peace would 
appear to be the opposite of conflict.  Not surprisingly, 
therefore, the study of peace often includes the study of 
how conflict is resolved.  

What, then, is conflict? Conflict occurs when there is 
antagonism between two or more parties producing 
mutual hostility. It may be expressed in a variety of non-
violent ways or through violence which in the worst 
cases can take the form of all-out war between states.  

The Irish academic John Darby has argued that ‘conflict 
is neither good nor bad, but intrinsic in every social 
relationship from marriage to international diplomacy. 
Whenever two or more people are gathered, there is 
conflict or potential conflict’.1 This is because social 
life involves groups with different norms, values, 
attitudes, interests and levels of power. Various groups 
struggle for power and resources and this can generate 
opposition, exclusion and hostility from other groups.  
Darby goes on to argue that if conflict is an inevitable 
part of society, the real issue is not the existence of 
conflict, ‘but how it is handled’. In cases where conflict 
resolution is not possible in the short or medium term, 
what is important is how the conflict is managed.

In the international context, the idea of conflict 
management emphasises, first and foremost, the need to 
bring about a reduction in violence, particularly its worst 
manifestations. Once the positive effects of successful 
conflict management have taken root, and there has 
been a significant reduction in violence over a sustained 
period of time, prospects for the parties to resolve the 
conflict through negotiations are greatly improved.  
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Figure  1.2   The Middle East in 
its regional context. In its most 
narrow geographic definition, the 
modern Middle East consists of a 
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Conflict resolution means, in essence, an end to all 
hostilities between the parties.  Often this will require 
a compromise on the underlying issues and a mutual 
relinquishment of the right to make further demands 
against each other – hence the formula: ‘End of Claims, 
End of Conflict’. This means that each side, having 
agreed to a once-and-for-all-compromise to settle the 
issues driving the conflict, will have no outstanding 
claims against the other beyond the terms of settlement. 
Usually, neither party will regard the compromise 
as ideal, but rather one that they can each live with. 
They see the compromise as preferable to continuing 
the conflict. The resulting ‘peace’ may not necessarily 
produce warm and friendly relations between the former 
antagonists. It may mean nothing more than a mutual, 
legally binding commitment to ‘live and let live’. 

The term ‘Middle East’ came into prominence in 1902 
when it was used by an American naval historian, 
Admiral Mahan, to describe a region around the 
Persian (Arabian) Gulf that, as seen from Europe, was 
neither ‘Near East’ nor ‘Far East’. However, it was 
during World War II that the ‘Middle East’ became a 
familiar term in Europe and the United States. Allied 
headquarters in Cairo became known as ‘H.Q. Middle 
East’. It was responsible for large parts of northern and 
eastern Africa, Turkey, and the region east of the Suez 
Canal up to and including Iran. Following the war, the 
‘Middle East’ became the preferred term for the region.  
The term ‘Near East’ still survives, but usually only in 
American or French usage. In more recent times, the 
less-Eurocentric term ‘West Asia’ has been used.

The ‘Middle East’: Origin of the term

Figure I.3 1990-91 Gulf War. A damaged Iraqi tank sits abandoned in the Kuwaiti desert at the end of the 1990-91 Gulf War. In the 
distance Kuwaiti oil wells burn, ignited by Iraq’s retreating forces.
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Conflict in the modern 
Middle East
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Figure  1.4   The Middle East in its global context.

There has been conflict in the Middle East from time 
immemorial. The causes have been numerous. So, too, 
have the forms that the conflicts have assumed, ranging 
from purely verbal ‘slanging matches’ to full-scale military 
combat. The players in these conflicts have also varied 
through the ages, although in some cases, contemporary 
conflicts in the Middle East are the result of age-old disputes 
that have simply been given a modern appearance.

In the modern history of the region, wars have been 
fought over issues such as natural resources (oil and 
water), territory and borders, navigation rights through 
waterways, nationalism, and religion. The first Gulf 
War, which was between Iraq and Iran (1980-88), 
involved most of these factors, and cost more than a 
million lives. It was followed by the second major war 
in the Gulf (1990-91) which began as a dispute between 
Iraq and Kuwait over natural resources and territory.  
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It is not surprising that territorial disputes have been 
a major cause of conflict in the modern Middle East.  
Most of the countries in the region have only emerged 
as independent states with defined territories since the 
end of World War II. In some cases, border disputes 
between the new states resulted in armed conflict. The 
border between Saudi Arabia and Yemen, for example, 
was not agreed upon until 2000, at the end of 65 years 
of sporadic conflict. In this context, it is important 
to remember how many wars were fought between 
European states for the possession of territory, and how 
many lives were lost in those wars. The European order 
that came into being with the unification of Germany in 
1871 was, as historian Michael Howard puts it, ‘like all 
its predecessors, created by war.’  

Territorial disputes that remain unresolved in the Middle 
East today include the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; the 
Israeli-Syrian conflict; the dispute between Iran and 
United Arab Emirates over Abu Musa Island and the 
Lesser and Greater Tanb Islands; and the disputed 
border between Iran and Iraq at the mouth of the Shatt 
al-Arab in the Persian Gulf.  

The Middle East is one of the most arid regions in the 
world. In some parts of the region, the demand for 
water is approaching or surpassing annual supply. It is 
not surprising, therefore, that conflict has arisen when 
states need to share water resources from rivers and 
underground aquifers. Turkey’s attempts to control the 
headwaters of the Euphrates River, for example, has led 
to conflict with Syria. Sharing the waters of the Jordan 
River has also been the source of conflict between Israel, 
Jordan and Syria, and is central to the negotiations 
between Israel and the Palestinian Authority.

Disputes over the right of free passage through waterways 
have also, on occasion, led to disputes between states 
and even to full-scale war. The eight-year war between 
Iran and Iraq began as a dispute over the use of the 
Shatt al-Arab waterway. The Egyptian blockade of the 
Straits of Tiran against ships travelling to or from Israel 
precipitated the 1967 Arab-Israeli War.  

Competing ideologies and religions have been a further 
cause of conflict in the Middle East, both in ancient 
and modern times. In the modern period, ideologies of 
European origin, including nationalism and socialism, 
were introduced to the region with the arrival of 
western imperialism in the late 18th century. These 
concepts had a profound impact upon traditional Arab 
and Muslim society as centuries-old institutions, values 
and perceptions were undermined by the clash between 
tradition and modernity, religion and secularism. This 
friction remains a key feature of the contemporary 
politics and society of the modern Middle East.   

Although conflict is a permanent part of the human 
condition, it is also important to appreciate that 
particular conflicts have their own distinctive character. 
Conflicts in the Middle East are especially complex 
because of the mixture of historical, religious and 
political components. All three factors are present in the 
Arab-Israeli conflict as is evident in the narratives that 
attempt to explain it, and in attempts to resolve it. The 
study of the history of this conflict is therefore essential 
to understanding its causes as well as the prospects for 
peace in the future.


