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S um m ary: T he Is rae li-P a le s tin ian  d isp u te  is  one of th e  m ajo r 
d is p u te s  in  w h ich , it seem s, everybody "know" th e  b as ic  fa c ts  a n d  
an y o n e  w ho  d ea ls  w ith  it h a s  a  so lu tio n . A lthough  w e a re  dea ling  
w ith  a  very  re cen t d isp u te , w h ich  see m s to tak e  its  f irs t s te p s  only 
a b o u t a  h u n d re d  y e a rs  ago, i ts  ro u ts  goes b a c k  for th o u s a n d s  of 
y e a rs , going b a c k  to  th e  f irs t a n d  seco n d  c e n tu ry  A.D.
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s ta te , in te rn a tio n a l b o u n d a r ie s , h is to rica l-g eo g rap h y  re sea rc h

* * *

Introduction
The Israeli-Palestin ian  d ispu te  is one of the  m ajor 

d isp u tes  in  w hich, it seem s, everybody "know" the  basic  facts 
an d  anyone who deals w ith it h a s  a  solution. A lthough we are 
dealing w ith a  very recen t d ispu te , w hich seem s to take  its  first 
s tep s  only abou t a  h u n d red  years  ago, its ro u ts  goes back  for 
th o u san d s  of years, going back  to the  first and  second century  
A.D.

As the  cen tral issue  w hich is u n d e r consideration  for 
solving the  d ispu te  is the  form ula "The two S ta tes  solution", 
the  aim of th is  article is no t to look a t the  basic  h istorical, 
political or cu ltu ra l fact b u t to lim it itself to the  basic  
geographical "needed" knowledge w hich can enrich  the 
u n d e rs tan d in g  of the  d ispu te  and  even can  show  a  way to find 
a  so lu tion  for th is  long d ispu te .
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As the  m ain  d ispu te  concerning the  righ t to estab lish  an  
independen t s ta te  in  a  p a rticu la r area, the  first question  we 
will deal w ith is the  very sim ple question  -  W here an d  w hat is 
Palestine and  w here an d  w h a t is Israel.

The Essence o f Eretz-Israel -  Palestine - Philistine
Eretz -Israe l (the Hebrew nam e of the  d iscussed  area) - 

Palestine (The worldwide know n nam e of th a t  area) -
Philistine (The Moslem -  Arab nam e of th a t  Area) is m ore a
geohistorical concept rooted in h istorical consciousness th a n  a  
defined an d  m easu red  s tre tch  of lan d  lying w ith in  clear 
geographical b oundaries  or stab le  political border. W ith the 
exception of the  M editerranean  Sea, there  are no geographical 
lim its based  on prom inen t topographical fea tu res w hich 
separa te  Palestine from the  larger region in  w hich it is
s itu a ted , an d  for th is  reason , it h a s  always served as  a
passagew ay.

In m o st periods the  borders h inged upon  the  outcom e of 
a  struggle betw een world pow ers for control over the  entire 
region; in som e cases political and  cu ltu ra l frontiers divided 
the  country  internally , while on o ther occasions the  lan d  
entirely becam e a  p a rt of a  m uch  larger un it. Only for brief 
periods w as the  a rea  u n d e r the  uniform  control of its 
residen ts. However, despite the  perpe tual instab ility  and  
v ic issitudes w ith regard to its  ethnic, cu ltu ra l an d  political 
s ta tu s , "Eretz-Israel -  Palestine” did exist a s  a  concrete 
geohistorical u n it w ith un ique  qualities of its  own. This 
singu larity  derived m ainly  from the  h istorical consciousness of 
the  Jew ish  people, a s  well as  the  influence of th is  
consciousness over o ther n a tio n s  an d  faiths.

B ecause of the  political an d  cu ltu ra l changes th a t 
Palestine underw ent, its  boundaries  an d  its s ta tu s  in the  area  
constan tly  fluctuated , an d  its  nam e w as often altered. The first 
reference to the  Hebrew nam e "Eretz-Israel" ap p ears  in  Biblical 
tim e, du ring  the  reign of King S aul (I Sam uel 13:19) an d  the 
nam e gained currency  a t the  tim e of the  first aliya (wave of 
Jew ish  im m igration to Palestine) in the  la te r p a rt of the  19th 
century , an d  during  the  B ritish  M andate period (1922-1948), 
w hen the  country  w as officially titled "Palestine" w ith the 
addition  of the  Hebrew acronym  for Eretz-Israel.
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The nam e Palestine w as given to the  country  in the 
w ake of a  Jew ish  revolt again st the  R om ans an d  its 
su p p ress io n  in  the  second cen tu ry  A.D. The em peror H adrian  
endeavored to q u ash  Jew ish  nationalism  an d  thereby  extirpate 
the  roots of the  revolt, decide to abolish the  old nam e of J u d e a  
an d  replaced it w ith the  rom an  nam e P a lasta  (taken from 
Pleshet -  the  a rea  inhab ited  by the  P h listin ians (an is land 's  
M editerranean  nation) in  the  10th cen tu ry  B.C.). T h u s he 
estab lished  the  Rom an province of P alaestina  w hich w as p a rt 
of Syria. The Rom an nam e en tered  the  E uropean  world 
th ro u g h  it and  w hen the  Moslem A rabs conquered the  a rea  in 
638 A.D. the  u sed  the  nam e as  Filistin (Philistin). Before and  
after th is , E retz-Israel h ad  been  called m any different nam es 
and  sobriquets th a t  reflected the  way the  Jew ish  people and  
o th er n a tio n s  regarded the  s ta tu s  and  qualities of the  land  -  
b o th  the  reality an d  the  ideal; Ju d e a , the  Land of the  Hebrews, 
Zion, the  Holy Land, the  Sacred land , Palestine, the  Prom ised 
Land, and  the  Land of the  Deer.

Physiographic Dem arcation
Palestine com prises a  p a rt of an  expansive geographical 

region th a t s ta rch es  from the  M editerranean Sea to the  Red 
Sea and  the  Persian  Gulf. In it's  entirely, th is  region is called 
the  Fertile C rescent. It consists  m ainly of p la in s and  lowlands, 
and  is bounded  on the  n o rth  and  eas t by the  T a u ru s  (in 
Turkey) an d  Zagros (in Iran) m o u n ta in  chains. On the  so u th  it 
is open to the  A rabian D esert, p a rt of w hich, the  Syrian 
D esert, and  penetra te  deep into the  center. The Fertile 
C rescent average a ro u n d  600 km . in  length  an d  90 km. in 
w idth  (from the  sea  to the  desert). Its sou thw este rn  section is 
sep ara ted  from the  re s t of the  a rea  by the  deep Syrian-African 
rift th a t  in  Palestine form s the  Jo rd a n  rift Valley, the  Arava 
p la in  and  the  G ulf of E ilat (Gulf of Aqaba). This rift on one 
side, and  the  M editerranean  Sea on the  other, have 
constitu ted  the  country 's  bou n d aries  in the  tw enties century  
and  the  s tre tch  of land  betw een them  com prises Palestine 
(Eretz-Israel) in the  lim ited sense  of the  term .

Since all the  lan d 's  bo u n d aries  have changed so 
frequently, it would be a rd u o u s  and  arb itra ry  to fix exact 
b o rder based  on geographical lines. The perception  of 
Palestine' physical b o undaries  -  or n a tu ra l boundaries, a s  they
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are som etim es called -  changes w ith the  viewer's vantage 
point. Forces outside the  region regarded Palestine as  an  
in term ediate  land  betw een the  sea  an d  the  desert, and  a  single 
u n it  w ith Syria. By co n trast, the  perspective of the  kingdom s 
th a t  a risen  w ithin Palestine an d  Syria h a s  been  greatly 
influenced by the  geographical lines of the  lan d ' a s  well as  
se ttlem en t configuration an d  prevailing political a n d  m ilitary 
c ircum stances. While outside observer view Palestine as  an  
im p o rtan t passagew ay on the  edge of the  desert, the 
in h a b ita n ts  of the  lan d  regarded  it a s  the  h eart an d  soul of the  
en tire  geographical region.

Modern definition o f Palestine
The m odern  definition of Palestine goes back  only to the  

beginning of the  20 th century . The O ttom an conquest of the 
so u th ern  Middle E ast in  1516-17 led to redivision of Palestine 
in to  several d is tric ts  -  Gaza, Je ru sa lem , N ablus, Safed and  
m ore. From th en  onw ard, du ring  the  400 years  of the  o ttom an 
ru le , those d istric ts  underw en t co n stan t changes, d ic ta ted  by 
the  varying re la tions of the  o ttom an s ta te  betw een the  central 
regim e an d  the  d istric t governors, an d  betw een the  form er an d  
the  o ther E uropean  power. Through all of the  in te rna l 
v ic issitudes, the  nam e "Filistin" w as conspicuously  absen t; it 
h ad  van ished  since the  C rusader conquest of the  11th century . 
The nam e U rdun  (Jordan) w as applied to the  river only. 
T hroughou t th is  entire period the  Jew ish  world em ployed the 
nam e "Eretz-Israel", while "Filistin" w as initially u sed  by 
M oslem s to refer to a  su b  d istric t only an d  eventually 
d isappeared . On the  o ther h an d , the  nam e "Palestine" w as 
preserved by the  C hristian  world, a lthough, in  the  Middle Ages 
an d  even later, the  C hris tians u sually  called the  land  the  "Holy 
Land" or "Judea".

The R enaissance and  the  renew ed in te re st in  the 
classical world im parted  new  significance to the  Rom an nam e 
"Palaestina" w hich w as incorporated  and  com m only u sed  in 
m ost E uropean  languages. This E uropean  usage w as carried 
to the  O rient by C hristian  A rabs who were sub jec t to a  
W estern  C hristian  influence. The second Arabic new spaper to 
ap p ea r in Palestine, edited by a  m em ber of the  Greek Orthodox 
C hurch  an d  p rin ted  in 1911 w as called Fitistin.

8



Fig. 1. Region a t XIX cen tu ry

It w as only tow ard the  end  of the  O ttom an period -  first 
in  1856 an d  again in  1873 -  th a t  the  so u th ern  portion of 
Palestine w as detached  from the  spacious d istric ts  above it, 
from the  Yarkon River -  W adi Auja line in  the  n o rth  to the 
D ead Sea -  Rafa line in the  sou th . Following its  severance, th is  
territo ry  w as converted into an  independence district, u n d e r 
the  direct control of the  capital of the  em pire, Istanbul. It w as
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dem arcated  by adm inistrative b o undaries  appearing  on m ap, 
b u t no t existing on the  land  itself, an d  w as called "M utassarif 
El-Kuds" referring the  Jeru sa lem .

Now, too, the  nam e "Filistin" w as n o t m entioned 
officially. North of th is  u n it, the  a rea  w as p a rt of the  province 
(iyalet) of B eirut, divided into the  d is tric ts  (sanjacts) of Acre, 
N ablus an d  B eirut (including the  su b -d is tric ts  of Sidon, Tyre 
an d  Marj Ayun). The Territory eas t of the  Jo rd a n  River w as 
p a rt of the  province of Syria. The a rea  so u th  of the  D ead Sea 
belonged to the  province of Hejaz, w hich, in  the  19th cen tury  
extended to include m ost of S inai P en insu la  and  the  a rea  eas t 
of the  Arava Valley.

In 1906 the  first m odern  line, w hich will d ictate  the 
b oundaries  of M odern Palestine w as drow n betw een Sinai 
Pen insu la , w hich w as to rem ain  u n d e r B ritish control from 
Egypt, an d  the  entire O ttom an em pire along the  Rafa- T aba 
line. In 1908 the  territory  betw een th is  line an d  the  Arava (the 
la te r "Negev Triangle") p assed  u n d e r the  control of the  
Governor of Syria. The Hejaz railroad, laid in  the  early years  of 
the  20 th cen tu ry  form so rt of dem arcation  betw een the  land  
eas t of the  Jo rd a n  River and  the  desert, a  line th a t w as 
frequently  identified w ith  the  eas te rn  bo rder of Palestine.

The lack  of clarity regarding the  border of Palestine 
before 1918 found expressions in dozens of assorted  
publica tions w ritten  in the  eve of World W ar I. T h u s different 
Jew ish  Encyclopedias (In English, R ussian s  an d  Hebrew) 
p laced Palestine "between two lines draw n from the 
M editerranean  eastw ard  -  the  lower one from the  so u th eas t 
corner of the  M editerranean  th ro u g h  the  so u th ern  end  of the  
D ead Sea, and  the  u p p e r from Tyre to the  so u th ern  foot of the 
M ount H erm on. Palestine ex tends therefore from 31 to 33 20 
North Parallel. "Another Jew ish  Encyclopedia p u ts  the 
so u th ern  line in  G aza an d  the  n o rth  line in Sidon. The 
Encyclopedia B ritann ica  explained th a t "Palestine is a  
geographical nam e of ra th e r  loose application". In its  1911 
edition it s ta te s  th a t  "we m ay describe Palestine as  the  strip  of 
land  extending along the  eas te rn  shore of the  M editerranean 
Sea from the  m ou th  of the  Litany or the  K asam iya River (33 20 
N) sou thw ard  to the  m ou th  of W adi Ghuzza; the  la te r jo in  the 
sea  a t 31 28 N, a  sh o rt d istance  so u th  of Gaza' and  ru n s  
thence  in a  sou th -easte rly  direction so as  to include on its
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n o rth e rn  side of B eersheba. E astw ard  there  is no su ch  
definitive border... P erhaps the  line of the  pilgrim  road  from 
D am ascus to M ecca is the  m ost convenient possible 
b o u n d a r y .  E ast of the  Jo rd a n  River the  lim it adopted  are 
from the  so u th  border of H erm on to the  m o u th  of the  Mujib 
(Arnun) River. G erm an,

French, R ussian , Polish, S pan ish , Portuguese and  o ther 
E uropean  encyclopedias, all gave different descrip tions. The 
A m erican view of Palestine w as as  hazy as  th a t  of the 
E uropeans. One encyclopedia (United Editors Encyclopedia and
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Dictionary) described Palestine a s  "bounded w est by the 
M editerranean , eas t by the  valley of the  Jo rd an , n o rth  by the 
m o u n ta in  ranges of the  Lebanon an d  the  glen of the  Litany, 
an d  so u th  by the  desert of Sinai, Lat. 31 15 -  33 20 N., Long. 
34 20 -  35 30 E.". A b roader p ic tu re  were given by The New  
Stanford Encyclopedia  w hich p u t Palestine betw een 31 -  33 30 
N. an d  34 20 -  36 E. an d  the Encyclopedia Am ericana  h ad  yet 
an o th er version "it is s itu a ted  betw een lat. 31 30 an d  33 30 N.; 
Long. 34 30 to 36E. .
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Fig. 3. B ritish  m andate  territory  by O sborn
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A fam ous Am erican m ap of th a t  age (made by Rev. H.S. 
Osborn) show ed Palestine w hich occupying the  a rea  betw een 
31 -  32 42 N. an d  34 25 -  36 30 E.

T hus, the  m ore descrip tions th a t were w ritten  in the  late 
19th an d  early 20 th cen tury , m ore confused p ictu re  are seen. 
B ut even though  the  descrip tions differ, the  a rea  of agreem ent 
is still considerable. "C onsensus Palestine" in the  eve of World 
W ar I covered abou t 10,000 sq. m iles and  w as bounded  in the 
n o rth  by the  lower Litani (Kassamiye) River an d  in  the  n o rth 
eas t by the  so u th ern  foot of the  M ount Herm on; the  easte rn  
line w as e ither the  Jo rd a n  River, or a  line sam e m iles to the 
eastw ard; the  so u th ern  line p assed  from the  W adi Arnon, 
th ro u g h  the  so u th ern  po in t of the  D ead Sea and  B eersheba 
w estw ard to the  m ou th  of W adi Gaza. This m inim al core a rea  
is approxim ately the  B ritish perception w hich is the  Biblical 
perception  of E retz-Israel -  Palestine - the  a rea  "between D an 
an d  Beer Sheva".

O thers preferred a  larger Palestine, extending so u th 
w est tow ard Raffia and  eastw ard  tow ard Longitude 36 E. There 
w as therefore a  very large a rea  of disagreem ent, show ing the 
confusion su rro u n d in g  the  ex ten t of th is  ill-defined, yet 
fam iliar area.

The creation o f Modern Palestine
As it w as seen, Palestine h ad  no clear territo ria l 

definition before World W ar I. D uring th a t war, B ritain  and  
France concluded an  agreem ent concerning the  fu tu re  of the 
Middle E as t depending on the  fu tu re  victory of the  Alleys in 
the  War. As concerning Palestine, the  Sykes-Picot agreem ent 
(as it w as know n, after the  nam es of Sir M ark Sykes, the 
B ritish delegate and  Mr. George Picot, the  F rench  delegate) 
p re sen ts  a  new  m ap' in  w hich only sm all portion of even the 
m inim al view described above' w as u sed  to p re sen t "an 
in te rna tiona l area" govern by Britain, France, R u ssia  and  Italy, 
w ith a  represen tative of the  Arab M oslems. O ther a reas  were 
designated  to be given to Britain, France or the  two Arab 
s ta tes , w hich were designated  to be created  in  the  Middle East. 
T h u s Palestine itself w as d im inished to it sm allest form ever 
presented.

The Sykes-Picot agreem ent, a lthough  never been 
applied, w as the  basic  for the  B ritish-F rench  d iscussion
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concerning Palestine, after the  W ar's ending. This Palestine, as 
we know it today, w as estab lished  by B ritain  after World War. 
The B ritish M andate for Palestine w as g ran ted  by the  League 
of N ations in  1922 an d  cam e to force in 1923.

The M andate decree never gave any bo u n d aries  to 
Palestine, a  b u rd en  p u t in  the  B ritish  h an d s. Before the 
M andate w as g ranted , the  Z ionist O rganization w as asked  to
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give its  opinion concerning its view of the  a rea  designated  to 
becom e the  Jew ish  N ational Home. In a  m em orandum  
p resen ted  to the  "Committee of the  Ten" a t the  Peace 
Conference in February  1919.

Following a  long exp lanation  of the  country 's  economic, 
political and  geographical condition, the  Z ionist O rganization 
dem anded  th a t Palestine should  be formed w ithin  the  following 
boundaries, "In the  N orth - the  borderline will s ta r t  in the 
n o rth , a t a  po in t on the  M editerranean  coast, close to and 
so u th  of Sidon, and  will continue along the  w atershed  tow ard 
the  foothills of the  Lebanon M ountains, to the  E l-Q ara 'un  
Bridge (on the  Litani River). From  there  it will continue to El- 
Bire, along the  line w hich sep a ra te s  the  b a sin s  of the  El-K uran 
an d  Tiam stream s. From there  the  line will continue sou th , 
betw een the  eas te rn  and  the  w estern  slopes of the  M ount 
H erm on, to a  po in t close to and  w est of the  village of Biet J a n . 
From there  the  line will continue eas t along the  w atershed  of 
the  M uganiya River, close to an d  w est of the  Hejaz Railway. In 
the  E ast -  a  line th a t ru n s  closed to an d  w est of the  Hejaz 
Railway, to the  G ulf of Aqaba. In the  S ou th  -  a  line th a t  will be 
agreed u p o n  w ith the  Egyptian au thorities . In the  W est -  the 
M editerranean  sea.

The Z ionists dem and w as no t based  on h isto rical or 
Biblical claim s b u t on econom ic needs, for settling  m illions of 
Jew s who were to re tu rn  to th e ir  F a th erland  and  estab lish ing  a  
m odern  s ta te  in  Palestine. T h u s  "Palestine a rea  m u s t be as 
large as  possible ' so it could su s ta in  a  large and  bustling  
com m unity, th a t  can b e tte r carry the  b u rd en  of m odern  
governm ent". The p lacem ent of the  n o rth e rn  border w as 
explained by saying th a t Palestine, as a  sem i-arid  country , w as 
dependen t on the  available w ater supply. This is why it w as 
highly im portan t n o t only to secure  the  w ater cu rren tly  feeding 
the  a rea  b u t also to conserve and  control them  at th e ir 
sources. It w as claim ed th a t M ount Herm on is the  tru e  "Father 
of the  water" -  the  m ain  source of Palestine 's w ater, so it could 
no t be to rn  away from it w ithout dam aging its  econom ic 
foundations. M ount H erm on requ ired  forestation  an d  o ther 
developm ent investm ent before it could serve as  the  country 's 
w ater reservoir, and  therefore it m u s t rem ain  in the  h an d  of 
those m ost in te rested  an d  m ost capable of u sing  it.
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Fig. 5. The Zionist's demand 1919

The eas te rn  bo rder's  position w as explained by claim ing 
th a t the  fertile p la in s  eas t of the  Jo rd a n  River were 
econom ically an d  politically u n ited  w ith the  area  w est of the  
river. The intensive agricu ltu re  developm ent of the  H ouron and  
of the  Gil'ad, would necessarily  render Palestine in the  need  to 
an  ou tle t to the  Red sea, an d  would lead  to a possible 
developm ent of a  good port in the  G ulf of Aqaba. A lthough the 
Z ionist's dem and for a  so u th e rn  line ru n n in g  from the  red Sea 
tow ard El -Arish on the  M editerranean  coast w as explained by 
having a  fertile a rea  betw een El-Arish an d  Gaza, needed for the  
Jew ish  fu tu re  im m igration, they  concealed it from their
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d em ands because  of the  B ritish  sensitiv ities ab o u t changing 
the  1906 Egyptian line.

B ritain , who got the M andate to govern Palestine, in 
o rder to b ring  it to independence while helping to estab lish  
there  the  Jew ish  N ational H om eland, draw  new  lines for 
Palestine, partly  on th e ir own (in the  so u th  an d  in  the  East), 
partly  (in the n o rth  and  northeast) th rough  negotiation  w ith 
France, who got the  m andate  to ru le  Lebanon an d  Syria.
In com paring the  territo ria l perception w ith the  first political 
b ou n d aries  of Palestine, draw n in  the  1920th, it seem s th a t 
only the  m ost conservative eas te rn  line, the  Jo rd a n  River 
survived from the  pre-w ar concept. It w as the  decision of the 
B ritish  G overnm ent to adopt the  adm inistrative sep ara ted  line 
of 1906 betw een Sinai an d  the  re s t of the  O ttom an Em pire as 
the  so u thw estern  lim it of Palestine. T h u s excluded n o rth e rn  
Sinai from Palestine b u t ex tended its  a rea  sou thw ard , to reach  
the  Red Sea in  the  Gulf of Aqaba. The B ritish G overnm ent also 
decided to separa te  the adm in istra tion  of Palestine (which w as 
designated  for the Jew ish  N ational Homeland) from 
T ransjo rdan , w hich m ade the  Jo rd a n  River the  effective 
eas te rn  b o undary  of m odern  Palestine. The n o rth e rn  lim it w as 
d im inished  while the so u th ern  area  w as ex tended the reach  
the  Red Sea. In the  North' a  F rench  p ressu re  excluded the 
Litani River B asin  from Palestine b u t enable Palestine to 
inc ludes the Galilee "Finger handle" in  it.

T hus, the  Z ionist's full dem ands were never accepted. 
T his led to the  notion of "the tak ing  of ou r area" by those who 
did n o t accept the B ritish  Activities. Some m ade song saying 
th a t the  two b an k s  of the  Jo rd a n  River are ours". O ther ta lk  
ab o u t the  Lebanese Galilee, referring it as  being  p a rt of 
Palestine. Those d ream s never died an d  one can  still see them  
in  Israel tex t books.

The outcom e of the B ritish  creation of M odern Palestine 
lives u p  to now. From the  1920's onw ard, B ritish  Palestine 
w ith its  27 ,000 sq. km ., becam e know n to everybody a s  "this is 
Palestine" Any pre- m andate  period 's b o undary  lines were 
van ished  an d  today, w henever one sp eak s  ab o u t Palestine, it is 
B ritish  Palestine. Every body who lived in  th a t a rea  from 1923 
(the year th a t  the  final boundary , the  n o rth ea s te rn  one w as 
established) to 1948 becam e a  Palestin ian. T h u s B ritain 
created  the  Palestin ian  nation  by creating  its  boundary . The
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sam e hold tru e  for the  Jo rd an ian s , the  Iraqis, the  Lebanese, 
The Syrians, all were created  as a  na tion  by draw ing th e ir 
boundaries, sep ara ted  the  Arab na tion  into deferent new 
nations.
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