ONE

Brief Overview: Israel and the Occupied Territories

The Hebrews, ancestors of the Jews, first established the kingdom of Israel about three thousand years ago. In the 60s B.C. the Roman Empire conquered the region, and they called it Palestine. Most Jews were forced to leave the area in what is called the Diaspora. Jesus, a Jewish man who said he was the son of God, began to preach during the Roman rule. Both

Romans and the Jewish leaders found the teachings of Jesus dangerous, and he was tried and executed. His followers believe he was resurrected, and Christianity spread throughout the empire to become the most common religion in the Mediterranean region.

Arabs conquered Palestine in the mid-600s. From the 1000s to the 1200s, European armies fought to remove them in the Crusades. In time the Crusaders were thrown out. Palestine was part of the Ottoman Empire until the end of World War I, when it came under British control. 

Thousands of Jews, called Zionists, had moved back to Palestine to establish a Jewish homeland there. After World War II, Palestine was divided into Arab and Jewish states, and fighting broke out between Israel and surrounding Arab states. Many Palestinians fled to other Arab countries. Arabs fought against Israel in a series of wars in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s.
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Israel has a prime minister and a parliament and a number of political parties. The military is very strong, and all Israelis must serve a time in the service. The economy is diverse and has strong technological capabilities. With little water, Israel has learned efficient farming. Jews from all over the world have moved to Israel, and many languages are spoken. 
The Gaza Strip, the Golan Heights, and the West Bank were captured during the 1967 war. Many Jews have moved into the territories, and Arabs consider that an invasion. Terrorist attacks are frequent, and tensions in the area are high. The future is very uncertain.
TWO

The Growth of Zionism

Throughout the millennia that the Middle East was under the control of various empires, the Jews, starting with their ouster from Jerusalem by the Romans in the year 70, had fled into exile to other places. This is called "The Diaspora.”  For almost the next two thousand years, the Jews lived as minorities in different lands.  Through the centuries, they were often unwelcome guests in their new countries.

Many of those that left the Jewish homeland went to Europe, where they experienced centuries of abuse, including pogroms, or organized massacres, particularly in Russia and Eastern Europe.  By far, however, their worst fate came with the Nazi Holocaust of WWII. The Holocaust was responsible for the deaths of six million Jews and many others. The Holocaust brought world attention to the need for a Jewish nation. As a result, Zionism, the movement to create this Jewish state in Israel, flourished.  Zionism as a movement had been growing in strength since before WWI, but immediately after WWII, it gained international attention.


The ancient homeland of the Jews was at that time known as Palestine, and it was populated by Arab Muslims. The British took control of Palestine after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the end of World War I.  By this time, many Jews had settled on land their ancestors called home and a British official had announced that Britain believed in the idea of a Jewish nation in the area of Palestine. 
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After World War II many more Jews tried to immigrate to Palestine, but the Palestinians, the name for the Arabs who lived there, didn’t want to see their land in the hands of others. Violence between Jews and Palestinian Arabs followed.  After WWII, the British didn’t want to anger the Palestinians, whose neighbors and allies, the other Arab, Islamic, Middle Eastern nations had the newly recognized valuable resource of oil. On the other hand, the British also didn’t want the world to think they were unsympathetic towards the plight of the Jews, a people who had just undergone the horrific Nazi Holocaust. 
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THREE

THREE

The Creation of Modern Israel
Finally, the British, having had enough of controversial situation and not wishing to be burdened with the responsibility of solving the probelm, asked the United Nations to step in. The U.N. proposed a compromise, creating both Jewish and Palestinian states, but the Palestinians and neighboring Arabs opposed the plan, as it would mean that many Palestinians would lose their homes.  The Jews, forming an organized nation called Israel, accepted the proposal and made preparations for independence, and in 1948, the United Nations created the modern state of Israel as a homeland for Jews.

The Palestinians and the other Arab neighboring nations, however, continued to resist the plan. The day after Israel officially became a nation, five of its Arab neighbors attacked it.  By the war's end, Israel had not only defended the territory given to it by the United Nations, but it had gained much of the land that was supposed to belong to the Palestinians. 

Israel's victory in its war for independence left the Palestinians themselves with practically nothing. Israel didn't want them, and neither did the surrounding Arab nations, who didn’t want the responsibility for a large number of landless refugees. The displaced Palestinians wound up living in tents and other makeshift housing along the Arab borders -- creating a breeding ground for terrorism. 


Israel has fought several other wars to maintain its existence since its creation. After a war in 1967, known as the Six Day War, Israel gained more territory in formerly Arab lands that included land along the West Bank of the Jordan River and encompassing the old City of Jerusalem, a narrow strip of land along the Mediterranean Sea near the city of Gaza, and the Sinai Peninsula.  On Yom Kippur in 1973, the Arabs staged a surprise attack to retaliate for Israel's 1967 victory, but achieved no real gains.  


The Israeli government encouraged Jewish settlers to move to land they occupied after the 1967 war.  The occupied territories included the land along the West Bank of the Jordan River and the coastal area that became known as the Gaza Strip.  Palestinians, too, continue to live in these areas, as well, in crowded conditions and under Israeli rule. Israel itself is also home to Arab Muslims who never left, and thus never became refugees.  These Arab-Israeli citizens make up about roughly 20% of Israel’s population.

FOUR

Attempts at Peace


In 1977, Egyptian President Anwar Sadat became the first Arab leader to agree to a peace treaty with Israel.  Israel, under Prime Minister Menachem Begin, and Egypt, through Sadat, signed the Camp David Accords which returned the Sinai Peninsula to Egypt. Sadat in return, pledged Egypt’s recognition of Israel’s right to exist as a nation and said Egypt would not fight against Israel in the future.  Many Arabs saw Sadat as a traitor for making an agreement with Israel.  In 1981, Sadat was assassinated by Egyptians who did not believe he should have agreed to peace with Israel.
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Palestinian resistance to Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza within the occupied regions grew in the late 1980s into an anti-Israeli fight known as the First Intifada.  Intifada is an Arabic word that means uprising.  The violence declined in 1993 after Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin signed the Oslo Accords, a peace “process” plan with the Palestinians led by PLO (Palestinian Liberation Organization) leader Yasser Arafat that allowed the Palestinians to have increasing self-government in the occupied territories in return for ceasing attacks against Israel.  Rabin himself was assassinated in 1995 by a Jewish extremist who didn’t believe Israel should give up any territory to the Palestinians, even in exchange for peace. Before their deaths, both men shared the Nobel Peace Prize awarded in 1994.

A Palestinian group known as Hamas objected to the 1993 peace agreement because they did not and do not believe Israel has the right to exist on land they consider to be theirs.  Hamas encouraged a second intifada and has sponsored numerous violent acts against Israel.  Radical Palestinians strapped bombs to themselves and these suicide bombers detonated their bombs in crowded Israeli areas.  Hamas has provided financial support to the families of the suicide bombers. 

FIVE
The Current Situation


As part of the Oslo Accords peace agreement, a governing Palestinian National Authority was elected by Palestinians in the occupied territories to partially run the territories.  It was led by Arafat and an elected parliament until his death from natural causes in 2004. In 2005 Mahmoud Abbas was elected as leader of the PLA, but in 2006, the Palestinians living in the occupied territories elected the Hamas group to run their parliament.  Prior to this the leading political group of the Palestinians had been the one founded by Yasser Arafat called the Fatah, but by 2006 they were seen as being corrupt for stealing international aid money that should have gone to improve the lives of all Palestinians. 


International aid to the Palestinians from most western nations has currently stopped because of Hamas’ sponsorship of violence against Israel. Hamas is considered by the US government to be a terrorist group, and while Hamas are parliamentary leaders, many nations don’t want them to control funds.  The Fatah group continues to be led by Mahmoud Abbas.


Israel ended decades of occupation in the Gaza Strip in 2005, removing all troops and even Jewish settlers from the area.  Hamas has now gained control of Gaza, while Mahmoud Abbas represents Palestinians in the West Bank.  There is internal conflict between Palestinians who support Hamas and those who support Abbas.  Israel’s current Prime Minister is Ehud Olmert.


Today, Israel is building fortified barriers of walls and fences along its borders with and within the West Bank.  Supporters of these barriers argue that they are a necessary tool to prevent future terrorist attacks on Israel.  Opponents argue that the barriers isolate Palestinians and will be the cause of more discontent and violence in the region. Many Israelis hope to see a Palestinian nation that can co-exist peacefully with Israel.  Other people in Israel believe that withdrawal from the occupied territories will give terrorists more freedom to attack Israel.
Conflicts continue today between Israelis and Palestinians, despite numerous efforts to establish peace in the region. Both sides are guilty. Palestinians have killed Jewish citizens in crowded marketplaces and on buses, and Jews have killed Palestinian civilians in raids on villages and even mosques in retaliation against those who sponsor suicide bombers and other attacks on Israel.

Yasser Arafat





British control: Mandate Palestine�Palestine - comprising what are now Israel, the West Bank, Gaza Strip and Jordan - was among several former Ottoman Arab territories placed under the administration of Great Britain by the League of Nations. The mandate lasted from 1920 to 1948. In 1923 Britain granted limited autonomy to Transjordan, now known as Jordan. 














