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			Dedication

			
		
    To the 14.9 million Palestinians scattered across the earth—
From the ancient olive groves of the West Bank to the besieged shores of Gaza, From the refugee camps of Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria To the distant communities of Chile, Europe, and beyond.
To those who carry keys to homes that no longer stand, Who preserve the names of villages erased from maps but not from memory, Who teach their children in mother tongues of displacement and return.
To the 5.9 million registered refugees whose very existence bears witness to an unresolved injustice spanning more than seven decades.
To the martyrs of Gaza, whose lives were extinguished beneath the rubble of their own homes— the more than 45,000 souls lost since October 2023, the children who knew only siege, the parents who knew only struggle.
To the practitioners of Sumud—steadfastness— who remain rooted in their land despite every pressure to leave, who plant trees knowing they may never taste the fruit, who build homes knowing they may be demolished, who dream of statehood knowing the path grows narrower.
To future generations, that they may inherit not only memory but also justice, not only identity but also sovereignty, not only survival but also flourishing.
And to all who believe that no people should face extinction— demographic, territorial, political, or cultural— simply for insisting on their right to exist.
This work is dedicated to truth, to justice, and to hope.
"A nation is not defeated until the hearts of its women are on the ground." — Palestinian Proverb


    



  	
        
            
            "Nations do not die by violence alone. They die when the world decides their existence is inconvenient, when their suffering becomes statistics, when their history is rewritten by those who hold the pen. But they survive—against every calculation of power and probability—when they refuse to forget who they are.
The question before us is not merely whether Palestine will continue to exist, but whether we, as a global community, will permit the erasure of a people in plain sight. For if fourteen million souls can be rendered invisible, if international law can be declared and ignored in the same breath, if children can be born and die under siege without ever knowing the meaning of sovereignty—then we have answered a question far larger than the fate of Palestine.
We have answered what humanity means in the twenty-first century.
This book is written in the belief that the answer has not yet been given. That between the trajectories of extinction and survival, there remains a choice. And that the choice belongs not only to Palestinians and Israelis, but to all who believe that might does not make right, that occupation cannot be permanent, and that every people—without exception—deserve the dignity of self-determination.
The olive trees of Palestine have stood for millennia. They have witnessed empires rise and fall. They continue to grow, even as they are uprooted. Perhaps that is the metaphor we need: roots that go deeper than any violence can reach, patience that outlasts any occupation, and the quiet certainty that spring will come again.
Will Palestine go extinct? Read these pages, examine the evidence, and decide for yourself what you are willing to accept—and what you are willing to do."
 
— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig November 2025

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface

[image: ]


By Dr. Naim Tahir Baig



In my decades of research into Middle Eastern security dynamics, geopolitical transformations, and the intersection of international law with ground realities, I have witnessed few questions that demand scholarly attention more urgently than the one posed by this remarkable volume: Will Palestine Go Extinct?

The question itself may strike some readers as provocative, even inflammatory. Yet as someone who has devoted much of my academic career to analyzing conflicts from Kashmir to Ukraine, from the shifting sands of American hegemony to the complex web of regional politics in South Asia and the Middle East, I can affirm that this question represents not sensationalism but rather an honest confrontation with observable trends that demand rigorous examination.

The numbers alone compel us to engage seriously with this inquiry. According to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS), approximately 15.2 million Palestinians exist globally as of mid-2025—a demographically robust population distributed across the occupied territories, Israel, and the diaspora. Yet demographic survival, as this book powerfully demonstrates, is only one dimension of national existence. The more pertinent questions concern political sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the right to self-determination that Palestinians have been denied for over seven decades.

Since the Israeli military operation that commenced on October 7, 2023, the human toll has been devastating. As of November 2025, over 70,000 Palestinians have been reported killed in Gaza according to the Gaza Health Ministry, with independent peer-reviewed studies published in The Lancet estimating that deaths from traumatic injury during this conflict may exceed 70,000, with 59.1% of them being women, children and the elderly. The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), despite facing unprecedented political attacks and operational restrictions imposed by Israel's parliament in October 2024, continues to serve 5.9 million registered Palestinian refugees—descendants of those displaced during the 1948 Nakba and subsequent conflicts. Meanwhile, the settler population in the West Bank has reached 529,704 as of January 2025, with an additional estimated 230,000-233,000 in East Jerusalem, creating what multiple human rights organizations have characterized as an apartheid system of differential rights and territorial fragmentation.

In my own research published through Academia.edu and ResearchGate, including my analysis "Abraham Accords and Pakistan: Why Pakistani Masses Will Never Accept Israel Unless Palestine Issue is Resolved" (July 2025), I have explored how the Palestinian question remains central to the moral consciousness of the Muslim world and indeed to the integrity of the international legal order itself. My work on Middle Eastern conflicts, including "Operation Rising Lion 2025: Israel's Strike on Iran's Nuclear Program" and "Behind The Veil Of Deception: Catherine Perez-Shakdam," has repeatedly confirmed that the Palestinian dimension remains the unresolved core around which broader regional dynamics revolve.

This book arrives at a critical historical juncture. On July 19, 2024, the International Court of Justice rendered its historic advisory opinion on "Legal Consequences arising from the Policies and Practices of Israel in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, including East Jerusalem." The Court concluded that Israel's continued presence in the occupied Palestinian territory is unlawful, that Israel is under an obligation to bring to an end its unlawful presence in the occupied Palestinian territory as rapidly as possible, and that Israel is under an obligation to cease immediately all new settlement activities, and to evacuate all settlers from the occupied Palestinian territory. Yet as of this writing, that ruling remains unimplemented, settlements continue to expand, and the Palestinian population of Gaza faces what UN officials have described as catastrophic humanitarian conditions, with 96 percent of the population experiencing acute food insecurity as of September 2024.

What distinguishes this volume is its refusal to succumb to either despair or false optimism. The author navigates between competing narratives with analytical precision. The concept of sumud—steadfastness—which the book explores at length, captures something essential about Palestinian persistence that pure demographic or political analysis might miss.

Throughout my 100+ published works spanning international relations, strategic studies, regional conflicts, and cultural analysis, I have consistently argued that understanding requires confronting uncomfortable realities while maintaining analytical precision. This book exemplifies precisely that approach. It does not shy away from documenting the systematic erosion of Palestinian territorial control—from the 60 percent of the West Bank designated as Area C under full Israeli control, to the near-impossibility of Palestinian construction permits (with approval rates of merely 1-3 percent as documented by the UN Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs), to the deliberate fragmentation that makes territorial contiguity for any future Palestinian state increasingly untenable.

The book also examines how major human rights organizations have characterized the situation. In January 2021, the Israeli human rights organization B'Tselem published its position paper "A regime of Jewish supremacy from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea: This is apartheid." In April 2021, Human Rights Watch released its 213-page report "A Threshold Crossed: Israeli Authorities and the Crimes of Apartheid and Persecution," concluding that Israeli authorities are committing the crimes against humanity of apartheid and persecution. In February 2022, Amnesty International published "Israel's Apartheid Against Palestinians: A Cruel System of Domination and a Crime Against Humanity." These reports, drawing on decades of documentation and rigorous legal analysis, have sparked international debate about the application of international law to the Israeli-Palestinian situation.

At the same time, the book recognizes that nations can exist without states—as the Jewish people demonstrated for two millennia, as the Kurds continue to demonstrate across multiple borders, and as Palestinians themselves have demonstrated through cultural production, diasporic networks, and institutional resilience in the face of extraordinary adversity. The question is not merely whether Palestine will survive, but what form that survival might take and at what cost to Palestinian rights and dignity.

For readers approaching this subject from diverse perspectives, I offer this counsel: engage with the evidence presented here with intellectual honesty. Whether you come to this book sympathetic to Palestinian aspirations, supportive of Israeli security concerns, or somewhere in between, you will find here a scholarly attempt to reckon with facts rather than propaganda. The demographic data comes from recognized statistical agencies—PCBS, Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics, UNRWA. The legal analysis draws on ICJ rulings, UN resolutions, and established frameworks of international humanitarian law. The historical narrative builds upon the work of both Israeli historians and Palestinian scholars, acknowledging contested interpretations while distinguishing between evidence-based analysis and politically motivated narratives.

As I noted in my textbook International Relations from a Pakistani Perspective (2025) and in my analysis of regional conflicts such as Crossroads of Continents: The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor and Pakistan's Strategic Position in the New Eurasian Order, the Palestinian case represents a fundamental test of whether the international system can deliver justice when powerful interests oppose it. The failure to resolve the Palestinian question is not merely a regional tragedy but a precedent with global implications for the viability of international law and the principle of self-determination that ostensibly forms the bedrock of the post-World War II order.

This book does not offer easy answers because easy answers do not exist. What it offers instead is something more valuable: clarity about the forces at work, the trajectories they suggest, and the choices that remain available—however constrained—to Palestinians, Israelis, and the international community. The author understands that history is not predetermined. The pessimistic scenarios outlined here are possible futures, not inevitable ones. But preventing them requires first understanding them.

I commend this volume to scholars, policymakers, students, and all citizens of conscience who recognize that what happens to the Palestinian people is a matter of concern for humanity as a whole. The question "Will Palestine Go Extinct?" deserves an answer grounded in evidence, analysis, and moral seriousness. This book provides exactly that.

The Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish wrote, "We have on this earth what makes life worth living." This book is ultimately about whether that claim—and the people who embody it—will endure. I believe, after reading it, that you will understand both the gravity of the threats Palestinians face and the remarkable persistence that has sustained them thus far. What comes next depends, in no small part, on whether the world chooses to pay attention.



Dr. Naim Tahir Baig

Author of:

	International Relations from a Pakistani Perspective: A Comprehensive Masters-Level Textbook

	Operation Rising Lion 2025: Israel's Strike on Iran's Nuclear Program (co-authored with Sidra Ishaq)

	Behind The Veil Of Deception: Catherine Perez-Shakdam

	Crossroads of Continents: The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor and Pakistan's Strategic Position in the New Eurasian Order

	The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can The US Escape Declinism From Hegemonic Triumphalism (co-authored)

	Trump's Siege on the Fed: Politics, Power, and the Fracturing of Global Finance

	And 100+ other works on geopolitics, regional security, and international affairs


Ph.D. in International Relations Postgraduate Diploma in TEFL (Advanced Educational Methodology) Senior Coordinator & Head of Department, PDS&CE Pakistan

Contact: +92-341-7007400 

Website: www.naimtahirbaig.com 

Academic profiles: Academia.edu | ResearchGate
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FOUNDATIONS AND CONTEXT
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Chapter 1

Defining "Palestine" and "Extinction"


[image: ]




On a hillside overlooking the Mediterranean Sea, an elderly Palestinian man holds a large iron key in his weathered hands. The key, he explains, unlocks the front door of a house that no longer exists—demolished in 1948 when his family fled their village during what Palestinians call the Nakba, or "catastrophe." The house stood in what is now the Israeli coastal city of Ashkelon. The man was born in a refugee camp in Gaza, as was his father before him. He has never seen the house the key supposedly opens, yet he keeps it polished, hanging by a cord around his neck. "I am from Palestine," he says, though he has lived his entire seventy-five years in a territory smaller than the city limits of Los Angeles. "This key is my proof."

This scene—repeated in countless variations across refugee camps in Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, and throughout the Palestinian diaspora—captures the central paradox that this book examines: What does it mean for a nation to exist when its territory is contested, its people scattered, and its political sovereignty unrealized? Can Palestine "go extinct" when over fifteen million people worldwide identify as Palestinian? Or has it, in some meaningful sense, already disappeared?

The title of this book is intentionally provocative. It forces us to confront uncomfortable questions about national survival in an age when the international system ostensibly protects the right of peoples to self-determination. Before we can assess whether Palestine faces extinction, we must first establish what "Palestine" is and what would constitute its disappearance. This foundational chapter tackles these definitional questions systematically, establishing the conceptual framework that will guide our analysis throughout the remainder of the book.

1.1: Conceptual Framework—Nations, Communities, and Extinction

The Challenge of Defining "Palestine"

Ask a dozen people what "Palestine" means and you will receive a dozen different answers. For some, it is a geographic territory with historically defined boundaries stretching from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River. For others, it is a people—the Palestinians—wherever they reside. For still others, it is a political aspiration: the dream of an independent state that has never fully materialized. For many, it is all three simultaneously, though these dimensions do not always align neatly.

This definitional ambiguity is not unique to Palestine. As political scientist Benedict Anderson argued in his seminal work Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (1983), all nations are, to varying degrees, social constructs—"imagined political communities" whose existence depends not on physical proximity or direct acquaintance among their members, but on a shared sense of collective identity.¹ Anderson defined a nation as "imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign"—limited because even the largest nation recognizes boundaries beyond which lie other nations, and sovereign because the concept emerged alongside the decline of religiously legitimated monarchical orders.²

The power of Anderson's framework lies in recognizing that a nation's imagined quality does not make it any less real. Nations exist because people believe they exist and act accordingly. Palestinians imagine themselves as part of a community bound by shared history, language, culture, and collective memory—particularly the memory of dispossession. This imagined community persists even when its members are separated by thousands of miles and have never met face-to-face. The refugee in Chile and the farmer in the West Bank both identify as Palestinian despite radically different life experiences.

For our purposes, we must examine Palestine across multiple dimensions:

Palestine as Territory: At its most basic, Palestine refers to a geographic space. But which space? The historical boundaries of Palestine have shifted repeatedly. During the Ottoman Empire (1516-1917), Palestine was not a distinct administrative unit but rather comprised parts of several Ottoman provinces. The British Mandate for Palestine (1920-1948) created more formal boundaries, though even these excluded Transjordan (later the Kingdom of Jordan), which had initially been part of the proposed mandate territory. The United Nations Partition Plan of 1947 proposed dividing Palestine into Jewish and Arab states. The 1949 armistice lines (the "Green Line") established yet another configuration. Today, when Palestinians speak of "historic Palestine," they typically mean the territory encompassed by the British Mandate boundaries—approximately 27,000 square kilometers between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River.³

The territorial question becomes acute when we ask: how much of this territory must remain under Palestinian control for "Palestine" to exist? If settlements fragment the West Bank into non-contiguous enclaves, at what point does Palestinian territorial existence become meaningless? The answer is not self-evident.

Palestine as a People: Perhaps more fundamentally, Palestine refers to the Palestinian people. But who, exactly, qualifies as Palestinian? Those born within historic Palestine? Their descendants, even unto the fourth and fifth generation? Palestinian citizens of Israel who never left their homes in 1948? Refugees who have never seen Palestine? Those who have intermarried and assimilated into other societies?

The answer varies by context. UNRWA (the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees) uses a specific definition: a Palestine refugee is a person "whose normal place of residence was Palestine during the period 1 June 1946 to 15 May 1948, and who lost both home and means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict," plus the patrilineal descendants of such persons.⁴ The Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) counts more broadly, including all persons of Palestinian origin regardless of current citizenship status. Identity is often self-defined: many individuals born in diaspora communities with no realistic prospect of return nevertheless consider themselves Palestinian.

Palestine as Political Entity: Finally, Palestine exists—or aspires to exist—as a political entity with sovereignty and international recognition. The Palestinian Authority (PA), established through the Oslo Accords in 1994, exercises limited administrative and security control over parts of the West Bank. Hamas governs the Gaza Strip independently since 2007. As of 2025, 138 of the 193 United Nations member states recognize the "State of Palestine," and the UN General Assembly granted Palestine "non-member observer state" status in 2012.⁵ Yet Palestine lacks full sovereignty: Israel controls Palestinian borders, airspace, electromagnetic spectrum, and maintains ultimate security authority throughout the occupied territories. The PA cannot exist without Israeli acquiescence and international donor support.

These three dimensions—territory, people, and political entity—interact but do not perfectly overlap. It is theoretically possible for a nation to exist without a state (Jews before 1948, Kurds today), for a people to lack control over ancestral territory (Armenians dispersed by genocide), or for a state structure to exist without genuine sovereignty (various colonial protectorates). Understanding Palestine requires grappling with all three dimensions simultaneously.

What Does "Extinction" Mean for a Nation?

If defining Palestine is complex, defining what would constitute its "extinction" is equally challenging. Unlike biological species, nations do not disappear through simple demographic collapse. They can be destroyed, transformed, or absorbed in multiple ways, not all of which are equivalent.

Physical Disappearance: The most literal form of national extinction would be the physical elimination or displacement of an entire people. Historical examples include the near-complete annihilation of indigenous Tasmanian populations in the 19th century or the genocide of European Jews in the Holocaust. In Palestine's case, such complete physical destruction is not plausible; the Palestinian population has grown substantially despite decades of conflict and displacement, reaching approximately fifteen million globally by 2025.⁶

However, mass displacement—even without death—can constitute a form of national extinction if a people is permanently removed from their homeland and their territorial connection is severed. The forced population exchanges between Greece and Turkey in 1923, or the expulsion of Sudeten Germans from Czechoslovakia in 1945-1946, achieved ethnic homogenization through mass transfer rather than mass killing. While these ethnic groups continue to exist, their connection to ancestral homelands was permanently severed. Some analysts worry that Palestinians could face a similar fate through incremental displacement.

Political Dissolution: A nation can "go extinct" politically by losing or never achieving statehood and political self-determination. This form of extinction allows the people to persist but denies them sovereign political existence. Native American nations within the United States offer one model: they continue to exist as peoples with distinct identities but exercise only limited sovereignty on designated reservations. Palestine's political extinction would mean the permanent abandonment of the two-state solution, with Palestinians indefinitely living under Israeli control without political rights or self-determination.

Cultural and Identity Erosion: Nations can also gradually disappear through assimilation and the loss of distinct cultural identity. Successive generations of diaspora Palestinians who do not speak Arabic, who intermarry with local populations, and who maintain only tenuous connections to Palestine, may cease to identify primarily as Palestinian. This process occurs gradually over generations. The question becomes: at what point does a weakened identity cease to constitute meaningful nationhood?

The Ottoman-era Circassians—a Muslim people from the North Caucasus forcibly displaced by Russian imperial expansion in the 1860s—provide a cautionary example. An estimated 1-1.5 million Circassians were expelled, with many dying during the forced displacement.⁷ Circassian communities persist in Turkey, Jordan, Syria, and elsewhere, but successive generations have largely assimilated into their host societies. While Circassian cultural organizations exist and some individuals maintain ethnic consciousness, the Circassian nation-state never materialized and Circassian political demands have faded. Their homeland was absorbed into Russia. In effect, while Circassians exist as an ethnic group, the Circassian national project has, in a meaningful sense, gone extinct.

Memory Erasure: Finally, a nation can be erased through the deliberate destruction of historical memory and narrative. Israeli historian Ilan Pappé and others have documented systematic efforts to erase physical evidence of pre-1948 Palestinian presence—destroyed villages, renamed locations, rewritten histories.⁸ If the Palestinian narrative is successfully suppressed or forgotten, if even the memory of Palestine as a distinct place and people disappears from historical consciousness, a form of extinction will have occurred even if Palestinians physically persist.

Establishing Criteria for National Survival

For purposes of this study, we will consider Palestine to "exist" in a meaningful sense if it meets the following minimum conditions:

	Demographic Viability: A substantial population (millions, not thousands) that self-identifies as Palestinian and maintains distinct cultural and linguistic identity.

	Territorial Connection: Some significant portion of the population resides within historic Palestine, maintaining physical connection to the land rather than existing solely as a global diaspora.

	Collective Memory and Identity: Sustained transmission of Palestinian identity, history, and narrative across generations, including commemoration of formative events like the Nakba.

	Political Aspiration: Continued pursuit of political self-determination and statehood, however distant that goal may seem.

	International Recognition: Acknowledgment by a significant portion of the international community that Palestinians constitute a distinct nation with legitimate claims.


Conversely, Palestine would face existential threat if:

	The Palestinian population were reduced through mass displacement or prevented from reproducing within historic Palestine

	Territorial fragmentation made any contiguous Palestinian entity impossible

	Political structures collapsed without replacement, leaving Palestinians without even limited self-governance

	Diaspora assimilation proceeded to the point that Palestinian identity weakened decisively

	The international community abandoned support for Palestinian political rights


These criteria will structure our analysis in subsequent chapters as we assess the multiple dimensions of existential threat that Palestinians face.

1.2: Historical Palestine—Geographic and Demographic Baseline

To evaluate change over time, we need a clear historical baseline. What was Palestine before the upheavals of the twentieth century? Who lived there, and in what numbers?

Ottoman Palestine (1516-1917)

Palestine under Ottoman rule was not a distinct administrative province with fixed boundaries. Rather, the territory that would later comprise British Mandate Palestine was divided among several Ottoman administrative districts (sanjaks). During the 16th century, the region was divided into the sanjaks of Jerusalem, Nablus, and Acre (part of the larger Vilayet of Damascus), plus the independent Mutasarrifate of Jerusalem.⁹ These administrative divisions were redrawn multiple times during four centuries of Ottoman rule.

Despite the lack of distinct administrative status, "Palestine" existed as a recognizable geographic and cultural region in the minds of its inhabitants and outside observers. The term "Filastin" was used in Arabic, and European travelers and scholars consistently referred to "Palestine" as a distinct area.

Estimating the population of Ottoman Palestine is challenging due to incomplete and sometimes unreliable Ottoman census records. According to demographic historian Justin McCarthy's systematic analysis of Ottoman statistics, the population of the territory that would become Mandate Palestine was approximately 350,000 in the early 19th century, growing to about 411,000 by 1860, and reaching approximately 600,000 by 1900.¹⁰ This modest growth reflected natural increase rather than significant immigration.

The Ottoman census of 1878 recorded the population of the Jerusalem, Nablus, and Acre districts (which roughly approximated later Mandate Palestine) as primarily Muslim Arab, with smaller Christian Arab and Jewish minorities. Jews constituted only 2-5 percent of the population in the late nineteenth century.¹¹ Palestine was overwhelmingly Arab demographically, with Arabic the dominant language and Islam the majority religion, though with significant Christian communities in cities like Jerusalem, Nazareth, Bethlehem, and Beit Jala.

The economy was predominantly agricultural, with peasant farmers (fellahin) cultivating wheat, barley, olives, and other crops. Cities like Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa, and Nablus served as commercial and religious centers. The population was rooted, with most families having lived in their villages for generations. Social organization revolved around extended family structures (hamulas) and village communities.

This baseline is crucial: Palestine in 1900 was a populated land with an indigenous Arab population that had resided there for centuries. The Zionist slogan "a land without a people for a people without a land" was demonstrably false from the outset.¹² Any analysis of subsequent Palestinian displacement must acknowledge that Palestine was very much inhabited when modern political Zionism emerged in the late 19th century.

The British Mandate Period (1920-1948)

The British Mandate for Palestine, approved by the League of Nations in 1922, created more defined boundaries for Palestine and produced the first systematic demographic data. The British conducted two comprehensive censuses in 1922 and 1931, providing a statistical snapshot of Mandate Palestine's population.

The 1922 census, conducted on October 23, was the first scientific enumeration of Palestine's population. It recorded a total population of 757,182 people (excluding portions of northern Palestine still under French control and significant undercounting of Bedouin populations, estimated at around 66,000 additional people).¹³

The religious breakdown was:

	Muslims: 590,890 (78.0%)

	Jews: 83,794 (11.1%)

	Christians: 73,024 (9.6%)

	Others (Druze, Baháʼís, Samaritans, etc.): 9,474 (1.3%)¹⁴


This means that Arabs (Muslims and Christians together) constituted approximately 87.6 percent of Palestine's population at the beginning of the Mandate period. They were not recent immigrants or temporary residents, but established communities with deep roots in the land.

The census also provided geographic distribution, showing concentrations in Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa, and Nablus, with the majority of the Arab population residing in rural villages. Literacy rates, occupational data, and other socioeconomic indicators painted a picture of a developing society—not wealthy by European standards but stable and established.

By the 1931 census, Palestine's population had grown to 1,035,154—an increase of 36.6 percent in nine years driven by both natural growth and Jewish immigration.¹⁵ The demographic balance was shifting: Jews now constituted 17.7 percent of the population (182,000), while Muslims comprised 73.4 percent (759,700) and Christians 8.8 percent (91,400). The accelerating pace of Jewish immigration, particularly after the rise of Nazism in Germany, fundamentally altered Palestine's demographic character.

The British Mandatory authorities produced detailed statistics on births, deaths, immigration, and emigration throughout the Mandate period. These records conclusively demonstrate that Arab population growth during the Mandate was overwhelmingly due to natural increase (excess of births over deaths) rather than immigration. As McCarthy notes: "From analyses of rates of increase of the Muslim population of the three Palestinian sanjaks, one can say with certainty that Muslim immigration after the 1870s was small."¹⁶ The claim, occasionally made by some Israeli historians, that Arab population growth was primarily due to immigration from neighboring countries, has been thoroughly debunked.¹⁷

By 1946, on the eve of the UN Partition Plan, Palestine's population had reached approximately 1.97 million: 1.32 million Arabs (67 percent) and 650,000 Jews (33 percent).¹⁸ The Arab population had nearly doubled since 1922, but Jews, through immigration, had increased their numbers nearly eightfold.

This demographic transformation—from 11 percent Jewish in 1922 to 33 percent Jewish in 1946—would prove decisive in shaping Palestine's future. The increasing Jewish population, organized into proto-state institutions like the Jewish Agency and Haganah militia, created the foundation for Israel's establishment. Meanwhile, Palestinian Arabs, despite their numerical majority, lacked equivalent political organization and military capacity.

The Mandate period also witnessed increasing tension between the Arab and Jewish communities. Arab uprisings in 1920, 1929, and especially the Great Arab Revolt of 1936-1939 reflected Palestinian opposition to continued Jewish immigration and British policy favoring Zionist goals. British responses to these uprisings—including harsh repression of Arab militants while arming Jewish militias—further tilted the balance of power.

The Nakba (1947-1949): The Demographic Catastrophe

The events of 1947-1949 fundamentally altered Palestine's demographic reality. The UN General Assembly's approval of the Partition Plan (Resolution 181) in November 1947 proposed dividing Palestine into Jewish and Arab states, with Jerusalem under international administration. The plan allocated 55 percent of the land to the proposed Jewish state, despite Jews constituting only one-third of the population and owning less than 7 percent of the land.¹⁹

Palestinian Arab leadership, viewing the partition as unjust, rejected the plan. The Arab Higher Committee and neighboring Arab states opposed dividing a territory where Arabs were the majority. This rejection, however historically explicable, would prove catastrophic.

The 1947-1949 war that followed produced what Palestinians call the Nakba—the catastrophe. The exact number of Palestinian refugees created during this period is contested but falls within a relatively narrow range: between 700,000 and 900,000 Palestinians—approximately half the Arab population of Mandate Palestine—were expelled from or fled their homes.²⁰ Israeli historian Benny Morris's detailed documentation demonstrates that the refugee crisis resulted from a combination of factors: voluntary flight in the early months of fighting, expulsions by Jewish forces (particularly from strategic areas), psychological warfare designed to induce flight, and massacre threats in some cases.²¹

Approximately 400-600 Palestinian villages were depopulated and in many cases physically destroyed to prevent refugee return.²² The green and prosperous villages photographed by British Mandate authorities were reduced to rubble or, in some cases, repopulated by Jewish immigrants. Palestinian urban centers like Jaffa, Haifa, Lod, and Ramle lost their Arab majorities. In the armistice agreements of 1949, the new State of Israel controlled 78 percent of Mandate Palestine, far more than the 55 percent allocated under the Partition Plan. Egypt took control of Gaza, and Jordan annexed the West Bank.

The demographic impact was staggering. Palestine's Arab population, which had numbered 1.32 million in 1946, was reduced to approximately 160,000 within Israel's 1949 borders (the Arabs who remained became Israeli citizens), while roughly 400,000 found themselves in the West Bank under Jordanian rule and 200,000 in Egyptian-controlled Gaza.²³ The remainder—700,000-800,000—became refugees in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and beyond.

This catastrophic population displacement forms the baseline for understanding contemporary Palestinian demographics. The refugees and their descendants constitute the core of the Palestinian refugee population that today numbers over 5.9 million registered with UNRWA.²⁴ The denial of their return has become one of the conflict's most intractable issues.

1.3: The Palestinian People Today—Global Distribution and Demographic Profile

Current Global Palestinian Population

Determining the precise number of Palestinians worldwide is more complex than it appears. Unlike most nations with clear citizenship registers, Palestinians are scattered across multiple jurisdictions with varying legal statuses. Some are citizens of other states, some are refugees registered with UNRWA, some are stateless, and some hold multiple or contested statuses.

The Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS), established in 1993 as the official statistical agency of the Palestinian National Authority, produces the most comprehensive estimates of global Palestinian population. According to PCBS data released in July 2025, the estimated Palestinian population worldwide reached approximately 15.2 million at mid-year 2025.²⁵

This global Palestinian population breaks down as follows:

Palestinians in Historic Palestine: 7.5 million

	West Bank (including Area C): ~3.4 million

	Gaza Strip: ~2.1 million (decreased by 6% during 2023-2024 war)

	Israel (Arab citizens): ~1.9 million²⁶


This means that approximately half of all Palestinians—7.5 million—live between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea, in the territory of historic Mandate Palestine. Notably, this roughly equals or slightly exceeds the Jewish Israeli population of approximately 7.1 million in the same territory.²⁷ This demographic near-parity has profound political implications that we will explore in Chapter 5.

Palestinians in Diaspora: 7.7 million

	Arab countries: ~6.5 million 	Jordan: 2.8-3.2 million (estimates vary)²⁸

	Syria: ~560,000 (significantly reduced from pre-2011 civil war figures)

	Lebanon: ~450,000-500,000

	Saudi Arabia and Gulf states: ~500,000-750,000

	Egypt: ~100,000 (increased since October 2023)

	Other Arab countries: ~200,000



	Americas: ~600,000-750,000 	Chile: ~500,000 (largest Palestinian community outside Middle East)

	United States: ~250,000

	Other Americas: ~100,000



	Europe: ~300,000-400,000

	Other regions: ~100,000-200,000²⁹


These figures demonstrate the fundamentally diasporic nature of Palestinian existence. Nearly half of all Palestinians live outside historic Palestine, many in countries where they lack full citizenship rights and economic opportunities.

UNRWA-Registered Refugees

A subset of the Palestinian population consists of refugees registered with the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), established in 1949 to provide humanitarian aid to Palestine refugees. As of 2024, UNRWA recorded 5.9 million registered Palestine refugees, making them one of the world's largest and longest-standing refugee populations.³⁰

The geographic distribution of UNRWA-registered refugees is:

	Jordan: ~2.3 million (about 40% of total UNRWA refugees)

	Gaza Strip: ~1.6 million (70% of Gaza's population are refugees)

	West Bank: ~900,000 (about 27% of West Bank population)

	Lebanon: ~480,000 (living in extremely difficult conditions)

	Syria: ~560,000 (pre-war figure; many displaced again during Syrian civil war)³¹


Not all Palestinians are registered with UNRWA, and not all UNRWA refugees live in camps—only about 1.5 million of the 5.9 million registered refugees reside in the 58 recognized refugee camps across Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, West Bank, and Gaza.³² The camps, initially intended as temporary housing in 1949, have become permanent features of the regional landscape, with second, third, fourth, and now fifth generations born in refugee status.

It bears emphasizing that UNRWA's definition includes descendants of 1948 refugees through the male line. Some critics argue this perpetuates refugee status artificially across generations, but international practice regarding refugees recognizes that refugee status extends to descendants until a durable solution is found—whether repatriation, local integration, or resettlement.³³ The children and grandchildren of Afghan refugees, for example, are equally recognized as refugees by UNHCR. The unique feature of the Palestinian case is not the intergenerational transmission of refugee status but the unprecedented duration without resolution.

Demographic Characteristics

The Palestinian population exhibits distinctive demographic characteristics shaped by its history of displacement and occupation:

Age Structure: Palestinians are remarkably young. According to PCBS data, approximately 44 percent of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza are under 18 years old, and about 65 percent are under 30.³⁴ This extremely youthful age structure reflects high fertility rates and creates enormous demographic momentum—even if fertility rates decline, the large young population ensures substantial population growth for decades to come.

In Gaza specifically, the youth of the population is even more pronounced: 47 percent under age 18 and the median age of approximately 19.5 years.³⁵ This means half of Gaza's population was born in the 21st century, knowing only life under blockade and repeated military operations. The implications for radicalization, hopelessness, and future conflict are profound.

Gender Balance: The Palestinian population maintains a roughly balanced gender ratio overall, though some studies have detected slight distortions due to conflict casualties and gender-selective mortality from violence and healthcare deprivation in conflict zones.³⁶

Fertility Rates: Palestinian fertility rates have declined from very high levels in the 1970s-1980s (above 6 children per woman) to current levels around 3.0-3.4 children per woman, varying by location. Gaza's fertility rate remains higher (around 3.5) than the West Bank (around 3.0), while Palestinian citizens of Israel have seen fertility decline to approximately 2.8-3.0 children per woman, though still above the Jewish Israeli average of approximately 3.0 (heavily influenced by ultra-Orthodox Jews with much higher fertility).³⁷

Even at current rates, Palestinian fertility remains high by global and regional standards, ensuring continued population growth. The Palestinian population is projected to double within approximately 25-30 years if current trends continue.³⁸

Education Levels: Despite political challenges, Palestinians have maintained relatively high educational attainment, particularly in diaspora communities. Palestinian refugees have prioritized education as a pathway to economic mobility, and UNRWA operates extensive school systems. Adult literacy in the West Bank and Gaza exceeds 95 percent for both men and women, among the highest rates in the Arab world.³⁹

However, economic conditions—particularly in Gaza and refugee camps—mean that educational attainment often does not translate into employment opportunities, contributing to frustration and instability.

Economic Conditions: Palestinian economic conditions vary dramatically by location. Palestinian citizens of Israel, despite facing discrimination, generally have higher incomes and living standards than those in the occupied territories. Palestinians in the West Bank depend heavily on donor aid and remittances, with employment opportunities constrained by Israeli movement restrictions and Area C access limitations. Gaza's economy is in a state of collapse after 17 years of blockade and multiple wars, with unemployment rates reaching 60 percent among youth even before the 2023-2024 war.⁴⁰

In diaspora, conditions vary widely. Palestinians in Jordan, particularly those with citizenship, have achieved middle-class status in many cases. Those in Lebanon, denied citizenship and barred from most professions, live in poverty. The Chilean Palestinian community is notably prosperous and well-integrated. Gulf state Palestinians occupy a middle category—economically comfortable but lacking permanent residency rights and subject to deportation.

Identity and Self-Identification

A crucial demographic characteristic is identity itself. Do Palestinians maintain a distinct Palestinian national identity, or are they assimilating into host societies?

Available survey data suggests Palestinian identity remains strong across generations and geography, though with interesting variations:

	Palestinian citizens of Israel exhibit complex identities, with many preferring "Palestinian Arab citizen of Israel" or "Palestinian" over "Israeli Arab," though a minority identify primarily as Israeli.⁴¹

	West Bank and Gaza Palestinians overwhelmingly identify primarily as Palestinian.

	Diaspora Palestinians, even in the third and fourth generation, maintain strong Palestinian identity, though this coexists with identification with host countries. Chilean Palestinians may identify as both Palestinian and Chilean; American Palestinians as both Palestinian and American.⁴²


The persistence of Palestinian identity despite seven decades of statelessness and dispersion is remarkable. It has been sustained by several factors:

	Collective Memory: The Nakba and subsequent displacement are commemorated annually on May 15 (Nakba Day), ensuring each generation learns the history.

	Family Narratives: Families preserve stories of ancestral villages, keeping alive connection to places most have never seen.

	Symbols: Keys to abandoned homes, village websites, maps of destroyed villages, and the Palestinian flag maintain tangible connections.

	Ongoing Conflict: Ironically, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict itself reinforces Palestinian identity by keeping Palestinian political demands and grievances in public discourse.

	UNRWA: By maintaining refugee camps and services specifically for Palestinians, UNRWA has inadvertently helped preserve distinct Palestinian identity.

	Denial of Return: As long as refugees cannot return to homes in Israel, the unresolved nature of their status maintains Palestinian identity across generations.


This identity persistence suggests that even without a state, the Palestinian nation is unlikely to disappear through simple assimilation in the foreseeable future.

The Demographic Picture: Robustness Despite Catastrophe

The data presented in this section lead to a clear conclusion regarding demographics: Palestinians as a people are not facing demographic extinction. Despite the catastrophe of 1948, despite ongoing occupation and displacement, despite multiple wars and economic hardship, the Palestinian population has grown exponentially—from approximately 1.32 million in 1946 to over 15 million in 2025, more than a tenfold increase.

This demographic robustness reflects high fertility rates, young age structure, and strong identity transmission across generations. Palestinians are reproducing, growing, and maintaining distinct national consciousness. Whatever existential threats Palestine may face—and subsequent chapters will examine many—simple demographic disappearance is not among them.

However, demographic strength alone does not ensure national survival in all its dimensions. A people can persist while losing territory, political sovereignty, and hope for statehood. The question is not whether Palestinians will continue to exist as a population, but whether Palestine will exist as a political entity, whether Palestinians will control significant territory in their homeland, and whether their identity will remain linked to a specific place or dissolve into generic diaspora status.

The demographic baseline established here—15 million Palestinians globally, with half residing in historic Palestine—provides the foundation for examining threats to Palestinian territorial control, political aspirations, and national sovereignty in subsequent chapters.



Chapter Conclusion

We have now established the conceptual and demographic foundations for analyzing whether Palestine faces extinction. We have defined Palestine across three dimensions—territory, people, and political entity—and established criteria for what would constitute extinction in each dimension. We have traced the historical trajectory from Ottoman Palestine through the British Mandate to the catastrophic displacement of 1948. And we have documented the current Palestinian population: 15 million people globally, demographically robust and maintaining strong national identity.

This baseline allows us to pose more precise questions for the remainder of the book:

Territorial Question: Given settlement expansion, is Palestinian territorial control shrinking toward extinction? (Chapter 3)

Political Question: With the two-state solution increasingly seen as dead, can Palestinian political sovereignty ever be realized? (Chapters 6, 10, 11)

Demographic Question: While Palestinians are demographically strong today, could forced transfer or incremental displacement change this? (Chapter 5)

Identity Question: Can Palestinian identity survive indefinitely without statehood, or will diaspora assimilation eventually erode national consciousness? (Chapters 7, 14)

International Question: Is the international system failing Palestinians, making extinction more likely? (Chapters 8, 13)

The answers to these questions are not predetermined. History demonstrates that nations can survive against extraordinary odds—and that they can also disappear. The Jewish people maintained distinct identity for two millennia without a state; Ireland endured centuries of colonization before achieving independence; Poland disappeared from maps for 123 years before re-emerging. But other nations did not survive: numerous indigenous American peoples were destroyed or absorbed; Tibet lost meaningful autonomy; the Circassians were permanently expelled from their homeland.

Will Palestine go extinct? The question cannot be answered simply. In demographic terms, Palestinians are thriving. In territorial terms, they are losing ground. In political terms, statehood remains unrealized and perhaps increasingly unlikely. In identity terms, national consciousness remains strong but faces long-term erosion risks.

The subsequent chapters will systematically examine each dimension of Palestinian existence, assessing threats, resilience mechanisms, and possible futures. Only after this comprehensive analysis can we venture a responsible answer to the provocative question this book poses.
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Chapter 2

Historical Trajectory of Palestinian Political Existence
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The story of Palestinian political existence over the past seventy-five years is one of progressive dispossession, displacement, and struggle for self-determination. From a majority population in their ancestral homeland in 1947, Palestinians were transformed into a stateless people scattered across the globe, their political aspirations repeatedly frustrated by war, occupation, and failed diplomacy. This chapter traces that trajectory chronologically, examining the key turning points that shaped—and nearly extinguished—Palestinian political life: the catastrophic Nakba of 1948, the decades of statelessness under Jordanian and Egyptian rule, the Israeli occupation beginning in 1967, and the ultimately futile attempts at state-building through the Oslo peace process. Understanding this history is essential to assessing whether Palestinian political existence can survive into the future.

2.1 The Nakba and Its Aftermath (1947-1949)

The UN Partition Plan and Its Rejection

On November 29, 1947, the United Nations General Assembly adopted Resolution 181, recommending the partition of British Mandate Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab states, with Jerusalem under international administration.¹ The plan allocated approximately 55 percent of historic Palestine to the proposed Jewish state, despite Jews comprising less than one-third of the population and owning less than seven percent of the land.² The partition plan gave international legitimacy to the Zionist project at a time when Arabs constituted roughly 70 percent of Palestine's population.³

The proposed allocation was inherently unjust from the Palestinian Arab perspective. As Ardi Imseis notes, Resolution 181 "legislated into U.N. law the two-state framework as the legal cornerstone of the Organization's position on Palestine against the wishes of the country's indigenous Arab majority."⁴ The vote, originally scheduled for November 26, was delayed three days to allow for intense lobbying by pro-Zionist organizations and the United States government, which brought significant pressure on smaller nations to support the resolution.⁵ When the vote finally occurred, the partition plan passed with 33 votes in favor, 13 against, and 10 abstentions—barely achieving the required two-thirds majority.⁶

Palestinian Arabs and the broader Arab world rejected the partition plan outright. From their perspective, it was unconscionable that the international community would divide their ancestral homeland and award the majority of it to recent immigrants, primarily European Jews who had arrived within the previous decades. The announcement of the UN acceptance of partition was met throughout Arab Palestine with a general strike and mass demonstrations.⁷ Some demonstrations in Jerusalem and elsewhere turned violent, marking the beginning of what would become known as the 1947-48 civil war.⁸

The Jewish leadership, by contrast, accepted the partition plan despite some reservations about its territorial limitations. For the Zionist movement, UN Resolution 181 represented crucial international legitimacy for the establishment of a Jewish state, even if the borders were not ideal. David Ben-Gurion and other Zionist leaders viewed partition as a first step that could later be expanded through military or diplomatic means.⁹

Plan Dalet and the Systematic Expulsion

The character of the conflict changed dramatically in early 1948. On March 10, 1948, Zionist political and military leaders, including David Ben-Gurion, met in Tel Aviv and formally adopted Plan Dalet (Plan D), the fourth in a series of strategic military plans.¹⁰ This plan represented a turning point in the Zionist war effort and marked a systematic campaign to seize control of as much territory as possible while reducing the Arab population within it.¹¹

Plan Dalet's operational military orders specified which Palestinian population centers should be targeted and provided detailed instructions for their forcible depopulation and destruction.¹² The plan called for "mounting operations against enemy population centers located inside or near our defensive system in order to prevent them from being used as bases by an active armed force."¹³ Critically, the orders authorized the destruction of villages, including "setting fire to, blowing up, and planting mines in the debris," and specified that "in the event of resistance, the armed force must be destroyed and the population must be expelled outside the borders of the state."¹⁴

While Israeli historian Benny Morris and others have debated whether Plan Dalet constituted a comprehensive master plan for ethnic cleansing or was primarily a military strategy with expulsion as a secondary consequence, the practical effect was devastating.¹⁵ As Israeli historian Ilan Pappé argues, the plan "aimed at cleansing of villages, expulsion of Arabs from mixed towns."¹⁶ The Haganah (soon to become the Israeli Defense Forces) implemented Plan Dalet beginning in early April 1948, launching coordinated attacks on Palestinian villages and towns.¹⁷

The military forces available to each side were dramatically unbalanced. The Haganah, along with the more radical Irgun and Lehi groups, numbered approximately 40,000 to 50,000 trained fighters by early 1948, many trained by the British army during World War II.¹⁸ By contrast, Palestinian Arab forces consisted of perhaps 10,000 mostly untrained, irregular, locally-based fighters, fragmented and lacking coordination.¹⁹ Arab volunteers from neighboring countries added some numbers but little effective combat power. This military imbalance would prove decisive.

Between the passage of the UN Partition Plan on November 29, 1947 and the establishment of Israel on May 15, 1948—before the intervention of Arab armies—approximately 250,000 to 350,000 Palestinians were driven from their homes by Zionist militias.²⁰ Thus, nearly half of the total Palestinian refugee population was created before the so-called Arab-Israeli war even began.²¹ This timing is crucial: it refutes the oft-repeated claim that Palestinians fled primarily due to Arab military operations or orders from Arab leaders.

The Deir Yassin Massacre and the Spread of Terror

Among the most notorious incidents during the implementation of Plan Dalet was the massacre at the village of Deir Yassin on April 9, 1948. Members of the Irgun and Lehi, joined later by Haganah forces, attacked this village of approximately 600 people located near the strategic road between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.²² The village had signed a non-aggression pact with nearby Jewish forces, but its proximity to the battle for al-Qastal made it strategically significant.²³

During the attack, Zionist forces killed at least 107 Palestinian villagers, including many women, children, and elderly people who were unarmed.²⁴ The massacre involved house-to-house killings, grenades thrown into homes occupied by families, and mass executions.²⁵ There were allegations, never fully confirmed, of rape and mutilation of bodies.²⁶ The killers did not hide their actions; rather, they paraded surviving villagers through Jerusalem before expelling them.²⁷

News of the Deir Yassin massacre spread rapidly throughout Palestine and had an enormous psychological impact on the Palestinian population.²⁸ Israeli military leaders recognized the value of this terror. Yigal Allon, former Palmach commander, later admitted that he deliberately spread rumors about Jewish military strength and atrocities to induce Arab flight: "We tried to utilize a stratagem that exploited the [Arabs'] defeat in Safad and in the area...I gathered the Jewish mukhtars, who had ties with the different Arab villages, and I asked them to whisper in the ears of several Arabs that a giant Jewish reinforcement had reached the Galilee."²⁹ The combination of actual violence and psychological warfare proved devastatingly effective in emptying Palestinian villages.

The Scale of Displacement and Destruction

By June 1948, approximately 370,000 Palestinians had been expelled from their homes; by the end of the year, the number reached between 750,000 and 900,000—three-quarters of the Arab population of the areas that became Israel.³⁰ Palestinian and independent sources document the destruction or depopulation of between 400 and 600 villages during 1948-1950.³¹ Israeli historian Benny Morris, working from declassified Israeli archives, documented the fate of individual villages and concluded that "the Arab evacuees from the towns and villages left largely because of Jewish—Haganah, IZL or LHI—attacks or fear of impending attack."³²

The methods of village destruction were systematic. After forcing out the inhabitants, Israeli forces often planted mines in the rubble to prevent return, burned fields to destroy agricultural capacity, and in many cases completely demolished buildings to erase any trace of prior Palestinian habitation.³³ The newly established Israeli government created committees specifically tasked with taking possession of all abandoned Arab properties and transferring them to Jewish control.³⁴ On May 11, 1948, Ben-Gurion convened a meeting of the Haganah leadership, the outcome of which was confirmed in a letter to brigade commanders stating "the cleansing of Palestine remained the prime objective of Plan Dalet."³⁵

In his revised 2004 edition of The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, Morris documented additional atrocities and village destructions based on newly opened Israeli archives.³⁶ While Morris has controversially stated that the expulsions were militarily necessary and not war crimes given the context of war, he acknowledged the systematic nature of Palestinian displacement and the role of Plan Dalet in facilitating it.³⁷ Other historians, particularly Ilan Pappé in The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine (2006), have argued more forcefully that 1948 represented a deliberate and systematic campaign of ethnic cleansing.³⁸

Arab Armies' Intervention and Its Failure

On May 14, 1948, the British Mandate officially ended, and David Ben-Gurion declared the establishment of the State of Israel.³⁹ The following day, armies from Egypt, Transjordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq entered Palestine, ostensibly to protect the Palestinian Arab population and prevent the establishment of a Jewish state.⁴⁰ This intervention is often portrayed in Israeli historiography as an existential threat to the nascent Jewish state, with Israel facing overwhelming Arab numerical superiority.⁴¹

The reality was more complex. The Arab armies were poorly coordinated, inadequately supplied, and limited in number—perhaps 20,000 to 25,000 troops combined at the outset.⁴² Egypt sent approximately 10,000 troops, half of whom were Muslim Brotherhood members released from prison for this purpose, largely untrained and badly armed.⁴³ The Arab Legion of Transjordan, though better trained and equipped, numbered only a few thousand and was under the command of British officers with strategic objectives distinct from Palestinian interests.⁴⁴ Syria sent small numbers of troops; the Lebanese army barely crossed the border at all.⁴⁵ Moreover, Britain and France, which supplied arms to the Arab states, refused to send additional weapons or ammunition during the conflict, leaving the Arab armies unable to sustain operations.⁴⁶

By contrast, Jewish forces numbered 50,000 by spring 1948 and grew to 80,000 by summer, many battle-hardened and well-organized under a unified command structure.⁴⁷ Perhaps more importantly, while the Arab states paid lip service to supporting the Palestinians, none genuinely wanted an independent Palestinian state that might challenge their own territorial ambitions. King Abdullah of Jordan sought to annex the West Bank; Egypt's control of Gaza served its strategic interests; neither wanted a Palestinian entity that might prove politically troublesome.⁴⁸

The military outcome was decisive. By the time armistice agreements were signed in 1949, Israel controlled 78 percent of Mandate Palestine—far more than the 55 percent allotted under the UN Partition Plan.⁴⁹ Egyptian forces held only the narrow Gaza Strip, while Transjordan (soon to be renamed Jordan) occupied the West Bank and East Jerusalem.⁵⁰ No Palestinian state emerged from the war. The Palestinian Arab community, which had numbered approximately 1.3 million in 1947, was decimated: roughly half were refugees, their society shattered, their economy destroyed, their political leadership decapitated.⁵¹

Preventing Return: The Refugee Crisis Becomes Permanent

On December 11, 1948, the UN General Assembly passed Resolution 194, which stated that "refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with their neighbours should be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date, and that compensation should be paid for the property of those choosing not to return."⁵² This resolution has been reaffirmed by the UN annually ever since, yet Israel has never allowed significant Palestinian refugee return.⁵³

In June 1948, the Israeli cabinet resolved—without formal vote—to bar the return of refugees.⁵⁴ The IDF General Staff ordered its units to stop would-be returnees with live fire.⁵⁵ Systematic measures were implemented to make return impossible: destroyed villages were repopulated with new Jewish immigrants, fields were burned, landowners still present were pressured to sell and leave, and new settlements were established on Palestinian sites.⁵⁶ In December 1948, Israel issued emergency regulations declaring all Palestinian refugees "absentees" and transferring control of their properties to a custodian, effectively confiscating approximately 4.2 million acres of Palestinian land.⁵⁷

The creation of the Palestinian refugee problem, whatever its causes, had several undeniable consequences. First, it removed the Arab majority from within Israel's borders, solving what Zionist leaders had long considered the "demographic problem."⁵⁸ Second, it provided land and property for new Jewish immigrants arriving in large numbers from Europe and the Arab world.⁵⁹ Third, it created a permanent refugee population whose dispossession would fuel Palestinian national identity and resistance for generations.⁶⁰ And fourth, it left a wound that has never healed, a grievance that has become central to Palestinian political consciousness and to any potential resolution of the conflict.⁶¹

2.2 Statelessness and Occupation (1949-1993)

Palestinian Division Under Arab Rule (1949-1967)

The armistice agreements of 1949 left Palestinians scattered and stateless. The Gaza Strip fell under Egyptian military administration, while the West Bank came under Jordanian control.⁶² Neither arrangement gave Palestinians political sovereignty or a path toward independent statehood. In April 1950, Jordan formally annexed the West Bank in a move recognized only by Britain and Pakistan.⁶³ Jordan granted West Bank Palestinians citizenship, but the annexation was controversial among Palestinians who viewed it as a usurpation of their national rights.⁶⁴ Egypt, by contrast, never annexed Gaza and maintained it under military administration, denying its Palestinian inhabitants Egyptian citizenship.⁶⁵

Within the newly established State of Israel, approximately 150,000 Palestinian Arabs remained, becoming citizens of the state but subject to military administration until 1966.⁶⁶ These Arab citizens of Israel faced systematic discrimination in land rights, access to resources, and political participation, living as a minority in what had been their homeland.⁶⁷ The broader Palestinian population was thus fragmented among multiple political jurisdictions, none offering genuine self-determination.⁶⁸

During this period, Palestinians lacked any independent political entity. The Palestinian national movement had been decapitated in 1948: many political leaders had fled or been killed, institutions had been destroyed, and the middle class that might have provided leadership had largely become refugees.⁶⁹ Palestinian political identity during this period survived primarily through kinship networks, refugee camp communities, and the shared memory of dispossession, but without effective political organization or representation.⁷⁰

The Emergence of the PLO and Palestinian Armed Resistance

The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was established in May 1964 at an Arab League summit in Cairo.⁷¹ Initially, the PLO was largely controlled by Arab states, particularly Egypt under Gamal Abdel Nasser, and served more as an instrument of Arab League policy than as an authentic representative of Palestinian aspirations.⁷² However, this would change dramatically after the Arab defeat in the 1967 war.

Fatah, the Palestinian National Liberation Movement, had been founded in 1959 by a group of Palestinian exiles including Yasser Arafat, Salah Khalaf (Abu Iyad), and Khalil al-Wazir (Abu Jihad).⁷³ Fatah represented a distinctly Palestinian nationalist movement, emphasizing armed struggle and Palestinian self-reliance rather than dependence on Arab states.⁷⁴ After the 1967 defeat discredited Arab state-led approaches to the Palestinian cause, Fatah's credibility and membership grew rapidly.⁷⁵

In 1969, Fatah took control of the PLO, with Yasser Arafat becoming chairman, a position he would hold until his death in 2004.⁷⁶ Under Arafat's leadership, the PLO transformed from an Arab League creation into the genuine representative of the Palestinian people.⁷⁷ In 1974, the Arab League recognized the PLO as "the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people," and in the same year Arafat addressed the United Nations General Assembly, which granted the PLO observer status.⁷⁸

The Six-Day War and the Beginning of Occupation (1967)

The war that began on June 5, 1967 lasted only six days but transformed the political geography of the Middle East and Palestinian life. Israel launched preemptive strikes against Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, rapidly defeating all three states.⁷⁹ By the war's end, Israel had captured the West Bank (including East Jerusalem) from Jordan, the Gaza Strip and Sinai Peninsula from Egypt, and the Golan Heights from Syria.⁸⁰

For Palestinians, the 1967 war represented a second catastrophe—al-Naksa, "the setback."⁸¹ Between 280,000 and 325,000 Palestinians were displaced, some for the second time, having been refugees from 1948.⁸² For the first time since the Ottoman period, all of historic Palestine came under the control of a single authority—Israel.⁸³ More than one million Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza now found themselves under Israeli military occupation.⁸⁴

On November 22, 1967, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted Resolution 242, which called for the "withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories occupied in the recent conflict" and the right of every state in the region "to live in peace within secure and recognized boundaries."⁸⁵ The resolution established the "land-for-peace" framework that would dominate diplomatic efforts for decades.⁸⁶ However, the English version's reference to withdrawal from "territories" (rather than "the territories") created an ambiguity that Israel would exploit, claiming it need not withdraw from all occupied land.⁸⁷ Critically, Resolution 242 referred to Palestinians only as refugees, not as a people with national rights—a formulation that Palestinians found deeply inadequate.⁸⁸

The Settlement Enterprise Begins

Almost immediately after the 1967 war, Israel began establishing settlements in the occupied territories. The first settlement, Kfar Etzion, was established in September 1967 in the West Bank.⁸⁹ East Jerusalem was formally annexed by Israel in June 1967, though this annexation has never been recognized by the international community.⁹⁰ By 1977, when Menachem Begin's Likud party came to power, approximately 5,000 Israeli settlers lived in the West Bank; by 1987, when the First Intifada erupted, that number had grown to approximately 60,000.⁹¹

The settlement enterprise violated the Fourth Geneva Convention's prohibition on an occupying power transferring its civilian population into occupied territory.⁹² In March 1980, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 465, which declared that settlements "have no legal validity and constitute a serious obstruction to achieving a comprehensive, just and lasting peace in the Middle East."⁹³ Yet settlement expansion continued unabated, creating facts on the ground that would increasingly make territorial compromise—and thus a two-state solution—more difficult.⁹⁴

Palestinian Armed Struggle and the PLO in Exile

Following its takeover by Fatah in 1969, the PLO pursued a strategy of armed struggle against Israel, operating first from Jordan and then, after being expelled in 1970, from Lebanon.⁹⁵ This period saw spectacular acts of violence that brought the Palestinian cause international attention but also alienated much of world opinion. Palestinian groups hijacked airplanes, most famously in September 1970 when three jets were hijacked and blown up in Jordan.⁹⁶ At the 1972 Munich Olympics, Black September operatives killed eleven Israeli athletes, an attack that shocked the world and led to harsh Israeli retaliation.⁹⁷

The PLO's presence in Jordan became increasingly problematic for King Hussein, who viewed the organization as a state within a state and a threat to his rule.⁹⁸ In September 1970, the

















2.3 The Oslo Era and State-Building Attempts (1993-Present)







	Area A (approximately 18 percent of the West Bank): Full Palestinian civil and security control, primarily the major population centers

	Area B (approximately 22 percent): Palestinian civil control, Israeli security control

	Area C (approximately 60 percent): Full Israeli civil and security control
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