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UNDERSTANDING THE ISRAELI-
PALESTINIAN CONFLICT: A
SIMPLE GUIDE

For anyone trying to wrap their head
around the news, the term "lIsraeli
Palestinian Conflict For Dummies" might
seem like a perfect search query. This
conflict is one of the most complex and
emotionally charged geopolitical issues

of our time, and it can feel
overwhelming. But beneath the
headlines and the heated debates lies a
story that is understandable when you
break it down into its core components.
This guide is designed to give you a
clear, neutral, and comprehensive
overview so you can follow the
conversation with confidence. We will
strip away the jargon and focus on the
essential facts, historical milestones, and
key players.
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What is the Core
of the Conflict?

At its simplest, the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict is a dispute over land and
sovereignty. Two groups of people,
Jewish lIsraelis and Palestinian
Arabs, both have strong historical and
religious ties to the same piece of land,
located in the Middle East on the eastern
coast of the Mediterranean Sea. The
modern political struggle largely centers
on who should control this territory, what
the borders should be, and what rights
the people living there should have.

The conflict is not a single, continuous
war but rather a series of eruptions of
violence, periods of fragile peace, and

ongoing political negotiations. It involves
national identity, religion, security
concerns, human rights, and
international law. To understand the
conflict, you need to look at a timeline
that stretches back over a century.

Historical
Background:
Where It All
Began

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE AND THE
Rise oF NATIONALISM

For centuries before the 20th century,
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the region known as Palestine was part
of the Ottoman Empire. It was a diverse
area with a predominantly Arabic-
speaking, Muslim population, but also
included significant Christian and Jewish
communities. There was no independent
"Palestinian" or "lIsraeli" state. What
changed everything was the rise of two
nationalist movements: Zionism and
Arab nationalism.

Zionism emerged in Europe in the late
19th century as a Jewish nationalist
movement. Facing persecution and
antisemitism, particularly in Eastern
Europe, Zionists advocated for the
establishment of a Jewish homeland in
the ancient land of Israel, which they
considered their biblical and historical
birthplace.

Arab nationalism also grew, as people

across the Arab world began to seek
self-determination and independence
from the Ottoman Empire. In Palestine,
the local Arab population naturally saw
the land as their own homeland. These
two sets of national aspirations were on
a collision course.

THE BALFOUR DECLARATION AND
THE BRITISH MANDATE

The key turning point came during World
War I. In 1917, the British government
issued the Balfour Declaration, a
statement of support for "the
establishment in Palestine of a national
home for the Jewish people." This
declaration was made without consulting
the local Arab population, who made up
the vast majority of the people living
there. At the same time, the British had



also made conflicting promises to Arab
leaders for independence in exchange
for their help against the Ottoman
Empire.

After WWI, the League of Nations gave
Britain the British Mandate for
Palestine, which included the
responsibility of implementing the
Balfour Declaration. This period saw a
massive increase in Jewish immigration
to Palestine, driven by the rise of Nazism
in Europe and the dream of a Jewish
state. This immigration created growing
tension and violent clashes between the
Jewish and Arab communities.

THE 1948 WAR AND THE NAKBA

In 1947, Britain, unable to resolve the
conflict, handed the problem over to the

newly formed United Nations. The UN
proposed a Partition Plan to divide
Palestine into two separate states: one
Jewish and one Arab. Jerusalem, a holy
city for Jews, Muslims, and Christians,
was to be under international control.

Jewish leaders accepted the plan. Arab
leaders rejected it, arguing it was unfair
to the majority Arab population. Before
the plan could be implemented, violence
erupted. On May 14, 1948, David Ben-
Gurion declared the establishment of
the State of Israel. The next day,
armies from neighboring Arab countries
(Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq)
invaded.

The 1948 Arab-Israeli War ended with an
Israeli victory. Israel controlled more
territory than the UN had allocated. For
Palestinians, this war is remembered as
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the Nakba, meaning "catastrophe."
Approximately 700,000 Palestinians
were displaced or fled from their homes,
becoming refugees in the West Bank,
Gaza Strip, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan.
This refugee issue remains one of the
most contentious core issues of the
conflict today.

Key Milestones
and Events After
1948

THE 1967 Six-DAy WAR

This short but decisive war dramatically
reshaped the conflict. Fearing an attack

from its neighbors, Israel launched a
preemptive strike against Egypt, Jordan,
and Syria. In six days, Israel captured
the West Bank (including East
Jerusalem) from Jordan, the Gaza Strip
from Egypt, the Golan Heights from
Syria, and the Sinai Peninsula from

Egypt.

This war placed Israel in control of
millions of Palestinians living in the West
Bank and Gaza. It also united Jerusalem,
a city sacred to both Jews and Muslims,
under Israeli control. The UN Security
Council passed Resolution 242, which
called for the "withdrawal of Israeli
armed forces from territories occupied in
the recent conflict" in exchange for
peace and recognition. The
interpretation of this resolution is a
central point of debate to this day.



INTIFADAS AND THE OSLO ACCORDS

In 1987, the First Intifada (meaning
"shaking off') erupted. It was a
widespread Palestinian uprising against
Israeli occupation in the West Bank and
Gaza, characterized by protests, civil
disobedience, and stone-throwing. This
uprising put the Palestinian cause firmly
on the global map.

The pressure from the First Intifada led
to the Oslo Accords in 1993, a
landmark agreement signed between
Israel and the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO) on the White House
lawn. The accords established the
Palestinian Authority (PA) to govern
parts of the West Bank and Gaza, and
set a framework for future negotiations
on a final peace deal. Hopes were high,

but the peace process ultimately stalled.

The Second Intifada (2000-2005) was
far more violent than the first, involving
suicide bombings by Palestinian militant
groups and military incursions by the
Israeli army. This period severely
damaged trust and made peace
negotiations much more difficult.

GAZA AND THE SEPARATION
BARRIER

In 2005, Israel unilaterally withdrew all
its settlers and soldiers from the Gaza
Strip. Many saw this as a step toward
peace. However, in 2007, the militant
group Hamas took control of Gaza from
the Palestinian Authority. Following
Hamas's takeover, Israel and Egypt
imposed a strict land, air, and sea
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blockade on Gaza, citing security
concerns. This blockade has devastated
Gaza's economy and has been widely
criticized by human rights organizations.

Starting in the 1990s, but accelerating
during the Second Intifada, Israel built a
complex of walls, fences, and
checkpoints in and around the West
Bank. Israel calls it a Security Barrier,
arguing it is essential to stop suicide
bombers. Palestinians call it an
Apartheid Wall or Separation Wall, as it
cuts through Palestinian land, separates
communities, and restricts their
movement.

The Core Issues
of the Conflict
Explained

Why has peace been so elusive? These
are the main "final status" issues that
any peace agreement must solve.

e Borders and Settlements:
Palestinians want a state in the
West Bank and Gaza, with East
Jerusalem as its capital, based on
the borders that existed before the
1967 war. However, Israel has
built numerous settlements in
the West Bank, which are
communities for Israeli Jews that



are considered illegal under
international law. These
settlements are now home to
hundreds of thousands of people
and are scattered across the West
Bank, making a contiguous
Palestinian state very difficult to
create.

¢ Jerusalem: Both Israelis and
Palestinians claim Jerusalem as
their capital. For Israelis, the
western part of the city has been
the capital since 1949, and they
view the eastern part, including
the Old City with its holy sites (the
Western Wall, the Dome of the
Rock, and the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre), as an integral part of
their capital. Palestinians want
East Jerusalem as the capital of

their future state. The status of the
city is one of the most sensitive
issues.

Refugees: There are millions of
Palestinian refugees and their
descendants who are registered
with the UN. They claim a Right of
Return to the homes and
properties in what is now Israel
from which they were displaced in
1948 and 1967. Israel rejects a
mass return, arguing it would
destroy the Jewish character of the
state. Any solution will need to
address this humanitarian and
legal issue.

Security: Israel has deep security
concerns, citing the history of
wars, suicide bombings, and
rocket attacks from Gaza. It insists
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on the right to control its own
borders, maintain a military
presence in the Jordan Valley (on
the border with Jordan), and
prevent any future Palestinian
state from becoming a base for
hostile groups. Palestinians see
these security measures as a
continuation of the occupation and
a violation of their sovereignty.
Water: The region is water-scarce,
and control over the Mountain
Aquifer (located under the West
Bank) and the Jordan River is a
significant source of contention.
The allocation of water resources
is a practical and vital part of any
final agreement.

Key Players in
the Conflict

Understanding who is involved helps
explain the political dynamics.

Israel: A democratic state with a
powerful military and a vibrant
economy. The Israeli government
is a coalition, often influenced by
right-wing and religious parties.
Public opinion ranges from pro-
peace to hardline security-focused.
Palestinian Authority (PA): The
internationally recognized
government that has
administrative control over parts
of the West Bank. It is led by



10

President Mahmoud Abbas and the
Fatah party. The PA is committed
to a two-state solution but has
limited power and faces charges of
corruption and authoritarianism.
Hamas: An Islamist militant group
that controls the Gaza Strip.
Designated as a terrorist
organization by Israel, the US, and
the EU, Hamas does not recognize
Israel's right to exist. Its charter
calls for the destruction of Israel,
though its political leaders have at
times indicated a willingness to
accept a long-term truce.

The United States: Historically
Israel's closest ally and largest
provider of military aid. The US has
often acted as a mediator in peace
talks, though its role has been

controversial due to its perceived
pro-Israel bias.

Egypt and Jordan: Two Arab
countries that have signed peace
treaties with Israel. Jordan has a
custodial role over Muslim holy
sites in Jerusalem. Both countries
are key security partners and have
interests in preventing the conflict
from escalating.

The United Nations and
International Community: The
UN has passed numerous
resolutions on the conflict, mostly
criticizing Israeli actions in the
occupied territories. The European
Union is a major aid donor to the
Palestinians and supports a two-
state solution.
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Why Is This
Conflict So Hard
to Solve?

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is often
called "the world's most intractable
conflict." This is not just because of the
specific issues, but also because of the
psychology of the conflict. Both sides
have deep-seated historical narratives of
victimhood, trauma, and injustice. Trust
is almost non-existent. Extremist voices
on both sides—Israeli settlers who want
all of the West Bank and Palestinian
militants who call for the destruction of
Israel—actively work against
compromise. The international
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community is divided, and the political
costs for any leader who makes
concessions can be extremely high.
Furthermore, the conflict has taken on a
powerful religious dimension, making it
about more than just land and borders.

Recent History
and Current
Situation

The peace process has been effectively
dead for over a decade. The US-brokered
peace efforts have repeatedly stalled. In
2020, the Abraham Accords saw
several Arab nations (UAE, Bahrain,
Morocco, Sudan) normalize relations with



12

Israel, but these deals bypassed the
Palestinian issue, leaving Palestinians
feeling abandoned by the Arab world.

The situation in Gaza remains dire. A
devastating war between Israel and

Hamas erupted in October 2023,
following a massive attack by Hamas on
Israeli civilians. This war caused
immense destruction and loss of life in
Gaza, and sent shockwaves across the
region. As of late 2023 and into 202

12 Israeli Palestinian Conflict For Dummies

2023-07-08



