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A History Of Palestine From The
Ottoman Conquest To The Founding Of

The State Of Israel

Introduction: The Crossroads of Empires

The history of Palestine from the Ottoman conquest to the founding of the
State of Israel is a narrative of profound transformation, imperial ambition, and
national awakening. Stretching over four centuries, this period witnessed the
region  evolve  from a  neglected  province  of  a  vast  Islamic  empire  into  a
contested land at the heart of global geopolitical struggles. Understanding this
journey—from  the  arrival  of  Ottoman  forces  in  1516  through  the  British
Mandate and the establishment of Israel in 1948—is essential for grasping the



complex tapestry of modern Middle Eastern history. This article traces that arc,
weaving  together  the  political,  social,  and demographic  changes  that  defined
an era and shaped the destiny of millions.

The Ottoman Era: Four Centuries of Rule (1516–1917)

The Conquest and Administrative Framework

In 1516, the Ottoman Sultan Selim I defeated the Mamluk Sultanate at the
Battle of Marj Dabiq, bringing Syria, Egypt, and the region known as Palestine
under  Ottoman  control.  The  Ottomans  organized  the  land  into  several
administrative districts, or sanjaqs, within the larger province of Damascus.
Jerusalem, Gaza, Nablus, and Safed became key urban centers, each governed
by  local  officials  who  reported  to  the  imperial  capital  in  Istanbul.  For  most  of
the  sixteenth  century,  Ottoman rule  was  relatively  stable,  and the  region
experienced  modest  economic  growth  facilitated  by  trade  routes  linking
Europe, Asia, and Africa.



A History Of Palestine From The Ottoman Conquest To The Founding Of
The State Of Israel

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Logan & Eden • Every book is a new adventure.
• Page 3

Demographic and Social Patterns

During  the  early  Ottoman  period,  the  population  of  Palestine  was
predominantly  Arab  and  Muslim,  with  significant  Christian  and  Jewish
minorities. Communities lived in a mosaic of villages, towns, and cities, with
religious  life  centered  around  mosques,  churches,  and  synagogues.  The
Ottoman millet  system allowed religious  groups  a  degree  of  autonomy in
personal status matters, fostering a pluralistic society. However, the region
was largely rural, with fellahin (peasants) cultivating olives, grains, and citrus
fruits, while Bedouin tribes controlled the desert fringes. Over time, the central
government's  grip  weakened,  leading  to  periods  of  local  autonomy  and
occasional turmoil.

Decline and Reform in the Nineteenth Century

By the nineteenth century,  the  Ottoman Empire  faced internal  decay and
external pressure from European powers. The Tanzimat reforms (1839–1876)



sought to modernize the administration, legal systems, and military, but their
implementation in Palestine was uneven. European consuls and missionaries
arrived, establishing schools, hospitals, and religious institutions that planted
the  seeds  of  foreign  influence.  The  region  also  saw  increased  immigration,
particularly  of  Jews  from  Eastern  Europe  fleeing  persecution,  marking  the
beginning of the Zionist movement's practical engagement with the land. This
period of reform also witnessed the rise of local notable families, such as the
al-Husaynis in Jerusalem and the Tuqans in Nablus, who wielded considerable
power.

World War I and the End of Ottoman Rule

The Collapse of an Empire

The outbreak of World War I  in 1914 proved catastrophic for the Ottoman
Empire,  which  allied  with  the  Central  Powers.  Palestine  became  a  battlefield,
with the British-led Egyptian Expeditionary Force advancing from the south.
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The harsh wartime policies of the Ottoman governor, Jamal Pasha, including
the conscription of Arab soldiers and the blockade that caused widespread
famine, alienated the local population. By 1917, British forces under General
Edmund Allenby captured Jerusalem, ending four centuries of Ottoman rule.
The  fall  of  the  empire  opened  a  vacuum  that  would  be  filled  by  European
colonial  powers,  fundamentally  altering  the  region's  political  landscape.

The Balfour Declaration and Conflicting Promises

Even  before  the  war  ended,  the  British  government  issued  the  Balfour
Declaration in November 1917, expressing support for "the establishment in
Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people" while promising not to
prejudice the rights of existing non-Jewish communities. Simultaneously, the
British had made contradictory promises to Arab leaders through the Hussein-
McMahon correspondence, encouraging an Arab revolt against the Ottomans in
exchange  for  post-war  independence.  These  conflicting  commitments  sowed
the seeds of future conflict, as Zionists and Arab nationalists each interpreted



the pledges in their favor.

The British Mandate: A Contradictory Project
(1920–1948)

Establishing the Mandate System

After  World War I,  the League of  Nations granted Britain the Mandate for
Palestine  in  1922,  formalizing  its  role  as  the  administering  power.  The
mandate's  text  incorporated the Balfour  Declaration,  committing Britain  to
facilitate Jewish immigration and close settlement on the land. This created a
fundamental contradiction: the British were simultaneously responsible for the
welfare of the Arab majority and the advancement of Zionist goals. From the
outset, the mandate was hampered by irreconcilable national aspirations, as
Arab leaders rejected the legitimacy of a Jewish national home in what they
considered an Arab land.
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Economic and Social Transformation

The mandate period witnessed dramatic changes in Palestine's economy and
society. Jewish immigration surged, particularly during the Third and Fourth
Aliyahs in the 1920s and 1930s, driven by persecution in Europe and Zionist
ideology.  Immigrants  brought  capital,  skills,  and  modern  agricultural
techniques, establishing collective settlements (kibbutzim) and urban centers
like Tel Aviv. The Jewish community, or Yishuv, developed a robust parallel
economy,  with  its  own  institutions,  labor  unions,  and  defense  forces.
Meanwhile, the Arab majority, largely agrarian and socially conservative, felt
increasingly marginalized. Land purchases by Jewish organizations, often from
absentee landlords, displaced many Arab peasants, fueling resentment and
economic grievances.

Rising Tensions and Rebellion

As immigration accelerated, tensions boiled over into violence. The 1929 riots,



sparked by disputes over Jewish prayer at the Western Wall, left many dead
and deepened communal mistrust. The Arab Revolt of 1936–1939 marked a
major uprising against British rule and Zionist immigration, led by the Arab
Higher Committee under the al-Husayni  family.  The British suppressed the
revolt harshly, deploying tens of thousands of troops and resorting to collective
punishment. Yet the revolt also forced Britain to reconsider its policies, leading
to the 1939 White Paper, which imposed strict limits on Jewish immigration and
land purchases. Zionists saw this as a betrayal, especially in the face of rising
antisemitism in Europe, while Arabs considered it insufficient.

The Road to 1948: War and Partition

World War II and Its Aftermath

World War II brought further upheaval. Palestine became a strategic base for
British operations in the Middle East, and the Holocaust of European Jewry
generated  immense  pressure  for  unrestricted  immigration.  The  Yishuv
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mobilized alongside the Allies, while some Arab leaders, including the Mufti of
Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Husayni, collaborated with Nazi Germany, tarnishing the
Palestinian national movement in Western eyes. After the war, British attempts
to  stem  immigration  by  intercepting  refugee  ships  sparked  international
outrage. The Labour government's unwillingness to continue the mandate's
costly contradictions led it to refer the Palestine question to the United Nations.

UN Partition Plan

In  November  1947,  the  UN  General  Assembly  adopted  Resolution  181,
recommending the partition of Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab states,
with Jerusalem under international control. The plan awarded the Jewish state,
which would contain a slight Jewish majority, 56 percent of the territory, even
though Jews owned about 7 percent of the land and comprised roughly one-
third  of  the  population.  Zionist  leaders  accepted  the  plan  as  a  historic
compromise, while the Arab states and Palestinian Arab leadership rejected it
as  an  injustice,  arguing  it  violated  the  right  of  the  majority  to  self-



determination. Violence erupted immediately, with Arab irregulars attacking
Jewish settlements and Jewish forces launching counteroffensives.

Civil War and the Nakba

As British  forces  prepared  to  withdraw,  the  conflict  escalated  into  a  full-scale
civil  war.  Jewish  militias,  including  the  Haganah,  Irgun,  and  Lehi,  seized
territory and forced the flight of hundreds of thousands of Palestinian Arabs, a
process known as the Nakba (catastrophe). In April 1948, the massacre at Deir
Yassin, carried out by Irgun and Lehi forces, terrorized the Arab population and
accelerated the exodus. By the time the British mandate ended on May 14,
1948, about 300,000 Palestinians had already fled or been expelled from their
homes. On that day, David Ben-Gurion declared the establishment of the State
of Israel, immediately recognized by the United States and the Soviet Union.
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The Founding of the State of Israel

The War of Independence and Armistice

The declaration of statehood triggered the intervention of neighboring Arab
armies—Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq—inaugurating the 1948 Arab-
Israeli  War.  Despite  being  outnumbered  initially,  the  well-organized  Israeli
forces,  benefiting  from  internal  lines  of  communication  and  arms  shipments
from Czechoslovakia, repelled the Arab armies and expanded their territory
beyond the partition plan. By the time armistice agreements were signed in
1949, Israel controlled about 78 percent of mandatory Palestine. The West
Bank came under Jordanian control, and the Gaza Strip fell under Egyptian
administration. Jerusalem was divided between Israeli and Jordanian sectors.

The Aftermath: Displacement and a New Reality

The  war  produced  a  lasting  demographic  transformation.  Over  700,000



Palestinian Arabs became refugees, scattered across the West Bank, Gaza,
Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria, where most remain to this day. The nascent state
of Israel absorbed hundreds of thousands of Jewish immigrants from Europe
and the Arab world, including survivors of the Holocaust and refugees from
persecution  in  Arab  countries.  The  new state  established  a  parliamentary
democracy under a coalition government dominated by the Mapai party, with
institutions inherited from the Yishuv. Meanwhile, Palestinian national identity,
though crushed militarily, persisted in refugee camps and among the diaspora,
awaiting a political vehicle to reassert its claims.

Conclusion: A Legacy of Transformation and Conflict

The history of Palestine from the Ottoman conquest to the founding of the
State of Israel is a story of profound rupture and unresolved contestation. Over
four centuries, the region moved from the relative stability of Ottoman rule,
through the disruptive forces of European imperialism and nationalism, to the
establishment of a Jewish state amid the displacement of the Arab majority.
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The period left deep scars and enduring questions: the rights of refugees, the
status of Jerusalem, and the character of national identity. Understanding this
history offers no easy solutions,  but it  illuminates the deep roots of  a conflict
that continues to shape the lives of  Israelis,  Palestinians,  and the broader
Middle East. By examining the past with nuance and empathy, we can better
grasp the complexity of a land that has long been a crossroads of civilizations,
empires, and faiths.


