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A History of Palestine from the Ottoman Conquest to the Founding of the
State of Israel

When we look back at the land that now constitutes Israel and the Palestinian territories, we find a tapestry woven
with millennia of cultural, religious, and political threads. Yet the most dramatic shifts in governance and population
began in the early 16th century with the Ottoman conquest and continued through the early decades of the
twentieth century, culminating in the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948. This article traces that pivotal
period, examining how Ottoman rule, British administration, and rising nationalist movements reshaped the region’s
demographic landscape, legal structures, and international standing.

1.The Ottoman Conquest (1516-1517)

1.1 The Fall of the Mamluk Sultanate

In 1516, the Ottoman Empire, under Sultan Selim |, launched a decisive campaign against the Mamluk Sultanate,
which had governed the Levant for nearly three centuries. The decisive battle at Marj Dabiq in Syria and the
subsequent victory at the Battle of Ridanieh in Egypt dismantled Mamluk power. By 1517, Ottoman forces had
seized Jerusalem, and the Sultan proclaimed himself Caliph, extending Ottoman influence across the entire region
that would later be known as Palestine.

1.2 Administrative Reorganization

Following the conquest, the Ottomans incorporated the region into the provincial framework of the Empire. The

area was divided into mutasarrifates and nahiyahs, with Jerusalem serving as the administrative center of the
larger Mutasarrifate of Jerusalem. The Ottoman administration introduced a system of tax farming (the miri and
mulk land tenure categories) that fundamentally altered land ownership patterns.

1.3 Demographic and Social Landscape

Under Ottoman rule, the region’s population remained predominantly Arab, with a significant mix of Christians,
Muslims, and Jews. The Ottomans encouraged a degree of religious tolerance, allowing local communities to
maintain their own courts and schools. However, the Empire’s focus on centralization and military conscription
began to strain rural societies, leading to periodic revolts, especially in the 18th and early 19th centuries.

2. The Tanzimat Reforms and Modernization (1839-1876)

2.1 The Tanzimat Edict of 1839

The Tanzimat period marked a concerted effort by the Ottoman government to modernize and centralize its vast
territories. The 1839 edict introduced legal reforms that granted equal rights to all subjects, regardless of religion.
This had significant implications for the Palestinian populace, as it laid the groundwork for the eventual abolition of
the millet system that had previously granted communal autonomy.

2.2 Land Registration and the 1858 Land Code



In 1858, the Ottoman Land Code established a formal system of land registration, requiring property owners to
register their holdings with local officials. While intended to streamline tax collection, the law also led to the
displacement of many traditional farmers, as land was reallocated to absentee landlords and large estates. This
shift sowed seeds of future land disputes that would become central to the Arab-Israeli conflict.

2.3 Economic Development and Urban Growth

Ottoman investments in infrastructure—such as the construction of roads, telegraph lines, and railways—began to
connect Jerusalem, Jaffa, and other key cities. Urban centers experienced modest growth, attracting merchants
and artisans. The influx of European missionaries and scholars also introduced new educational opportunities,
fostering a nascent intellectual movement among Palestinian Arabs.

3.The Late Ottoman Era and the Rise of Nationalism (1876-1917)

3.1 The Young Turk Revolution

In 1908, the Young Turks seized power, promising a constitutional monarchy and further reforms. For Palestinians,
the revolution offered a double-edged sword: the promise of greater political participation was offset by increasing
centralization and the implementation of conscription, which sparked resentment among local populations.

3.2 Arab National Consciousness

The early 20th century witnessed the emergence of Arab nationalism across the Levant. Intellectuals and political
activists began to question Ottoman rule, advocating for greater autonomy and, eventually, independence. In
Palestine, organizations such as the Arab Congress of 1920 and the Palestine Arab Congressbegan to articulate a
distinct Palestinian identity, though these movements remained largely fragmented.

3.3 Jewish Immigration and the Zionist Movement

Simultaneously, the Zionist movement, formalized by Theodor Herzl in 1897, sought to establish a Jewish
homeland in Palestine. Jewish immigration increased, especially during the First Aliyah (1882-1903) and Second
Aliyah (1904-1914). These waves introduced new agricultural practices, built the first kibbutzim, and established
the foundations of what would later become Israeli state institutions.

4.World War | and the End of Ottoman Rule (1914-1917)

4.1 The Ottoman Military Campaign

During World War |, the Ottoman Empire allied with the Central Powers, positioning Palestine as a strategic front.
The British, under General Edmund Allenby, launched the 1917 campaign, culminating in the capture of Jerusalem
in December of that year. The victory marked a turning point, as Ottoman control over the region effectively ended.

4.2 The Balfour Declaration (1917)

In the same year, the British government issued the Balfour Declaration, expressing support for the establishment
of a “national home for the Jewish people” in Palestine, while also pledging to protect the civil and religious rights of
existing non-Jewish communities. This declaration sowed the seeds for future conflict, as it appeared to favor
Jewish aspirations at the expense of Arab claims.

5.The British Mandate (1920-1948)

5.1 League of Nations Mandate System

Following the defeat of the Ottoman Empire, the League of Nations granted Britain the mandate over Palestine in



1920. The mandate’s legal framework aimed to facilitate the development of self-governing institutions while
implementing the Balfour Declaration’s objectives. However, the mandate period was marked by conflicting
promises to both Jewish and Arab populations.

5.2 Demographic Shifts and Land Conflicts

Jewish immigration accelerated during the 1920s and 1930s, with the establishment of new agricultural settlements
and the influx of refugees fleeing persecution in Europe. By 1945, the Jewish population had risen to approximately
630,000, while the Arab population remained around 1.2 million. Land purchases by Jewish organizations often
displaced Arab tenant farmers, leading to widespread resentment and sporadic violence.

5.3 Arab Revolt and British Response (1936-1939)

The Arab Revolt, a nationalist uprising against British rule and Jewish immigration, erupted in 1936. It was
characterized by strikes, sabotage, and attacks on both British officials and Jewish communities. The British
responded with martial law, mass arrests, and the deployment of additional troops. The revolt highlighted the
deepening fissures between the two communities and foreshadowed the eventual partition of the land.

5.4 The Peel Commission and Partition Proposal (1937)

In 1937, the Peel Commission recommended partitioning Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab states. While the
Jewish leadership accepted the proposal, the Arab leadership rejected it outright, arguing that it violated the
principle of self-determination for the majority Arab population. The Commission’s report, however, set a precedent
for future partition plans.

6. The Road to Partition and the Birth of Israel (1945-1948)

6.1 Post War Tensions and UN Involvement

After World War I, the global focus shifted to rebuilding war-torn societies, but tensions in Palestine intensified.
Jewish armed groups (the Haganah, Irgun, and Lehi) carried out attacks against British targets, while Arab militias
retaliated. The British, exhausted and facing increasing violence, decided to withdraw and referred the matter to the
newly formed United Nations.

6.2 The UN Partition Plan (1947)

In November 1947, the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 181, proposing a partition of Palestine into
separate Jewish and Arab states with Jerusalem under international administration. The Jewish leadership
accepted the plan, viewing it as a legal basis for statehood. Arab leaders rejected the partition, arguing that it
infringed upon the rights of the Arab majority.

6.3 Civil War and the 1948 Arab—Israeli War

Following the UN plan’s adoption, civil war broke out between Jewish and Arab communities. In May 1948, the
British mandate ended, and David Ben Gurion proclaimed the independence of the State of Israel. Neighboring
Arab states—Egypt, Transjordan (Jordan), Syria, Lebanon, and Irag—invaded, sparking the 1948 Arab—Israeli War.
Israel emerged victorious, controlling more territory than originally allocated by the UN partition plan.

6.4 The Palestinian Nakba

The war resulted in the displacement of approximately 700,000 Palestinian Arabs, an event Palestinians refer to as
the Nakba (catastrophe). Many refugees fled to neighboring countries, while others were internally displaced. The
loss of homes, land, and community has had lasting repercussions, shaping Palestinian collective memory and
fueling ongoing conflict.



7. Legacy and Continuing Impact

7.1 Political Boundaries and International Law

The 1948 war and subsequent armistice agreements established the borders that would later become the West
Bank, Gaza Strip, and the State of Israel. The legal status of these territories remains contested, with international
bodies debating sovereignty, occupation, and the rights of displaced populations.

7.2 Cultural Continuity and Transformation

Despite the upheavals, Palestinian culture has persisted through literature, music, and oral traditions. The region’s
rich heritage—spanning Ottoman architecture, Christian monasteries, and Islamic mosques—continues to be a
testament to the area’s complex history.

7.3 Contemporary Relevance

Understanding the period from the Ottoman conquest to Israel’'s founding is essential for grasping the roots of the
modern Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The legacies of land ownership disputes, demographic changes, and competing
national narratives continue to influence political discourse, international diplomacy, and grassroots movements.

Conclusion

The history of Palestine from the Ottoman conquest to the founding of the State of Israel is a narrative of conquest,
reform, and resistance. Ottoman administrative reforms, British mandate policies, and the rise of nationalist
movements set the stage for a complex interplay of aspirations and grievances. The 1948 establishment of Israel,
while a milestone for Jewish statehood, also marked the beginning of a protracted struggle for Palestinian self-
determination. By studying this pivotal era, we gain insight into the enduring challenges and hopes that shape the
region today.
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