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Palestine/Israel – is peace possible?  
Social Issues Forum, St Mark’s Anglican Church, South Hurstville 

Historical Perspective: Dr Douglas Golding 

 

The land now known as Palestine and/or Israel has been fought over many times, and both Jews 

and Arabs can look back on centuries of occupation, or at least residence in the land.  Some of the 

details of the history of the Jewish presence in Palestine, as shown on your sheet, are disputed, 

and no doubt one or more of the speakers will correct me if they dispute any part of my version. 

 

We are talking about a very small area of land, about 27 000 sq km.  This is a little less than half 

the size of Tasmania.   The direct distance north to south is just under 470 km, (roughly the same 

as Sydney to Grafton) and from east to west 114 km (roughly as far as Sydney to Bathurst) at the 

widest point, down to 15 km at the narrowest point (about as far as Sutherland to the city). .  

More than half of the area is desert, inhabited only by a few wandering Bedouin  and with ancient 

Christian monasteries in some oases.   

 

From ancient times, this land has been where the land routes between Asia, Africa and Europe 

have converged and intersected, and where religious beliefs have fomented and intensified 

struggles for limited natural resources, such as arable land and water.   

 

For three brief periods, probably totalling no more than 240 years in those 3 060 or so years, the 

Jewish people have enjoyed a sovereign state in this land within recognised borders, although the 

borders of each State were rather different.    For about 750 years there was a semi-autonomous 

state under a foreign power, but for the most part, for more than 2 000 of those 3 060 or so 

years, Jewish people, sometimes only small groups, sometimes no more than a few families, have 

struggled to maintain a Jewish presence in the land sanctified by their faith and by their 

traditions.   

 

The first of these states, as recorded in the Jewish Scriptures, was the Kingdom of Saul, David and 

Solomon.  It is said to have lasted about 125 years, from about 1050 BCE to about 925 BCE.  But 

the Biblical record is disputed by many scholars, and the supporting archaeological evidence for 

the very existence of this kingdom is meagre.  However, the account of the glories of the kingdom 

and of its Temple have inspired the Jewish people for centuries.   

 

The second state was the Hasmonaean kingdom, which lasted 102 years, from 165 BCE until 63 

BCE, when the Roman general Pompey marched in.   The Romans finally expelled Jews from 

Judaea  in the year 135. 

 

The third state is the modern State of Israel, which was formally declared in May 1948 and has so 

far lasted 62 years.  Most of the historic heartland of earlier Jewish states is technically not part of 

modern Israel, although it has been under Israeli  military occupation since 1967, and the religious 

parties in the Knesset insist that it is truly a part of Eretz Israel, because of its history and the 

Divine promises recorded in the Bible. 

 

In 1914, the land we know as Palestine or Israel or Palestine/Israel was part of the southern, Arab 

area of the Ottoman Empire.  It was divided between  three sanjuks or administrative divisions.  

The southern-most division, the Sanjuk of Jerusalem, had a degree of independence from 

Constantinople.   After World War 1, the victorious allies divided the southern part of the 

Ottoman Empire into new states, administered by Britain and France under Mandates from the 

League of Nations – the French area ultimately became the states of Syria and Lebanon, the 

British area ultimately became the states of Palestine, Jordan and Iraq. 

 

So the international boundaries of Palestine today are those drawn up by the British in 

September 1922, when they divided their mandated territory of Palestine into two – west  

 

 

 



2 

 

of the Jordan river became Palestine, an area in which Jewish immigration continued to be 

allowed, in terms of the document establishing the Mandate;  the eastern part, beyond the 

Jordan river, became the semi-autonomous Arab state of Trans-Jordan, an area in which Jewish 

immigration was prohibited.   (The blue line marks the border of the area which some Jewish 

groups claimed as a Jewish homeland).  As a result, some historians claim that it was the British 

who created a Palestinian nationality where none had existed before the war.   

But the Jewish families who had begun to come to Palestine late in the 19
th

 C did not see 

themselves as Palestinians.  The documents of the Mandate show that ‘Palestinians’ were the 

majority Arab inhabitants of the land, both Muslims and Christians.    At the peace conference at 

Versailles, Arab and Jewish delegates signed a document promising that their communities would 

co-operate to make the mandate work, and the Zionist leader Chaim Weizman posed in Arab 

dress with the Emir Feisal as a sign of friendship.   

But the two communities did not co-operate.  Jewish immigration continued and there were 

intermittent outbreaks of violence between the two communities throughout the Mandate.  

Hundreds died on both sides;  the British army was caught in the middle and suffered heavy 

casualties as well, so Britain determined to give up this troublesome part of a shrinking empire.   

63 years ago this month the United Nations voted to divide Palestine into two fragmented states, 

an Arab state and a Jewish state, with Jerusalem under international control .  The resolution 

needed a two-thirds majority to pass but this was achieved only after strong pressure on and by 

the United States. 

The Jewish Agency in Palestine reluctantly accepted the unworkable partition plan, the Arabs of 

Palestine (two thirds of the population) rejected it; and so did the Arab League.  Violence 

between the two communities escalated, but the British refused to intervene.  On the afternoon 

of 14 May 1948, the Jewish People’s Council proclaimed the establishment of the State of Israel;  

the last British solder left at midnight, and Egyptian bombers appeared over Tel Aviv at five next 

morning.  The first Arab-Israeli war had begun.  It ended in 1949 with a series of armistices 

between the Jewish state and its Arab neighbours. 

Since then, there have been three more wars, in 1956, 1967 and 1973; which left Israel with much 

expanded borders; two Israeli invasions of Lebanon and continuing tension along their border,  

and, despite the signing of peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan, a general state of no war- no 

peace in the region  continues to cause tensions world-wide.   

Jewish settlements continue to expand  in the occupied territories of the West Bank and east 

Jerusalem;  some Muslim and Christian Arab villages in Israel are deserted while displaced Arabs 

live in crowded refugee camps;   Israelis worry constantly about their security; the separation 

barrier continues to grow, in some places, such as around Jerusalem, with multiple dividing walls; 

and dozens of security checkpoints make it difficult for Arabs to move from one village to 

another. Both peoples of the land continue to suffer. 

 

 

 

The so-called Middle East Quartet , comprising the United Nations, the United States, the 

European Union and Russia is doing its best to make peace;  President Obama is working to keep 

the two sides talking, at least, but the issues are complex and apparently unsolvable.    
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Perhaps today we can do better than either the Quartet or Obama, and show that peace is 

possible.

 

THE JEWISH PRESENCE IN PALESTINE 

 

YEAR Periods of sovereignty High level of autonomy Subjects of foreign power 

BCE   11
th

 C  1020- 925 BCE  Kingdoms of Saul, 

David and Solomon 

  

           9
th

 C     921-721   

           8
th

 C     Kingdoms of Israel & Judah   

           7
th

 C    (721 – fall of Samaria) 721- 586  (587 – fall of Jerusalem)  

           6
th

 C   Kingdom of Judah   

           5
th

 C  (often tributary to Assyria)  

           4
th

 C    538-332  Persian domination     

           3
rd

 C    332-165  Egyptian/Seleucid rule  

           2
nd

 C  165 – 63 BCE   

           1
st
 C  Hasmonaean Kingdom  63 BCE– 135 CE  

  CE     1
st
 C   Roman domination  

           2
nd

 C    135 - 638 

           3
rd

 C   Palestine is part of Eastern  

           4
th

 C   Roman Empire;  intermittent 

           5
th

 C   persecution of Jews.   

           6
th

 C     

           7
th

 C   638- 1099 

           8
th

 C   Palestine under Muslim rule 

           9
th

 C   (Umayyads, Abbasids, Seljuks, 

         10
th

 C   Fatamids ...) 

         11
th

 C   1099- 1291 

         12
th

 C   Crusader kingdoms in Palestine 

         13
th

 C    

         14
th

 C   1291-1917 

         15
th

 C   Palestine under Muslim rule 

         16
th

 C   (Mameluks,  Ottomans from  

         17
th

 C   1517) 

         18
th

 C    
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         19
th

 C     

         20
th

 C  1948 -    State of Israel                    1919-1948  British mandate 

 


