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Land is more than soil. It is memory, identity, livelihood and belonging. It is the place where families build homes, where farmers plant crops, where children grow up and where generations are buried. For Palestinians and Israelis, land also carries religious, historical and political meaning that stretches back centuries. Few places on Earth demonstrate more clearly how powerful the connection between people and land can become.

At the heart of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict lies a struggle over who can live on the land, who controls it, who can build upon it and who has the right to call it home.

For Palestinians, this struggle has been shaped by repeated experiences of displacement and loss. The events surrounding the creation of Israel in 1948 resulted in hundreds of thousands of Palestinians becoming refugees. Palestinians remember this period as the Nakba, meaning “catastrophe.” Families fled or were expelled from towns and villages, many believing they would eventually return. For a large proportion, that return never came.

The territorial landscape changed again dramatically in 1967, when Israel captured the West Bank, East Jerusalem and Gaza during the Six-Day War. Israeli military rule over the Palestinian territories created a new reality, particularly in the West Bank. Israeli civilian settlements began appearing beyond the Green Line, the armistice boundary that had separated Israel from the West Bank before the war.

What began with relatively small communities developed over the following decades into a vast settlement enterprise.

Today, the geography of the West Bank is extraordinarily complicated. Palestinian cities and villages exist alongside Israeli settlements, military zones, checkpoints, bypass roads and areas under different forms of administrative control. The result is a landscape in which two populations living only short distances apart can experience the same territory in very different ways.

For many Palestinians, these arrangements are not abstract political questions. They affect everyday life.

A farmer may find access to agricultural land restricted. A family may discover that obtaining permission to build a home is extremely difficult. A worker may spend significant amounts of time travelling through checkpoints. A village may find itself increasingly surrounded by settlements, roads or territory controlled by Israeli authorities.

Water has also become part of the struggle. In an already water-stressed region, access to wells, springs and infrastructure can determine whether agricultural communities survive. Palestinian communities, particularly in parts of the West Bank under full Israeli control, have repeatedly raised concerns about restrictions on water infrastructure and access to traditional water sources.

The olive tree provides perhaps the most powerful symbol of this relationship with the land.

Some Palestinian olive trees have been tended by the same families for generations. They provide income, food and a physical connection between one generation and the next. When trees are destroyed, burned or made inaccessible, the loss therefore carries a meaning extending far beyond their monetary value.

This book examines how that landscape developed.

It begins before the establishment of Israel, looking at Palestinian towns, villages and agricultural communities and the competing national movements that emerged during the final decades of Ottoman rule and the British Mandate. It then examines the Nakba of 1948 and the war of 1967 before turning to the development of the Israeli settlement movement.

One important figure will appear repeatedly throughout this story: Daniella Weiss.

Weiss is significant because her activism connects several generations of the settlement movement. Her political life reaches back to the era of Gush Emunim, the influential religious-nationalist movement that pushed for Jewish settlement throughout territories captured by Israel in 1967. She later became mayor of the West Bank settlement of Kedumim and has remained a prominent advocate of settlement expansion.

Her story provides a thread through which the changing settlement movement can be understood.

But this is not a book arguing that every Israeli thinks like Daniella Weiss.

Israeli society contains profound disagreements over settlements, occupation, Palestinian statehood, security and the future borders of Israel. Israelis have protested against their own governments. Israeli organisations and activists have documented settler violence and criticised government policy. Israeli soldiers and police have sometimes confronted settlers and dismantled unauthorised outposts.

Those distinctions matter.

It is equally important to recognise that settlers themselves do not constitute a single ideological group. Some moved to settlements primarily because of religious or nationalist convictions. Others were attracted by housing, financial incentives, community or quality of life. Some regard the West Bank—often using the biblical names Judea and Samaria—as an inseparable part of the Jewish homeland. Others live beyond the Green Line without embracing the ideological objectives of the most committed settlement activists.

Understanding these differences does not require ignoring the consequences of settlement expansion for Palestinians.

The central question is what happens when one population’s historical, religious or national claim to territory collides with another population already living there and claiming that same land as its homeland.

International law forms an unavoidable part of this debate. The United Nations, the International Court of Justice and much of the international community have regarded Israeli settlements in the occupied Palestinian territories as contrary to international law. Israeli governments have disputed aspects of this legal and historical interpretation and have advanced their own arguments concerning the status of the territories, security and Jewish historical claims.

The legal debate matters, but the physical transformation of the land matters just as much.

Every settlement, road, security zone, demolished structure, confiscated field and new outpost changes what may be possible in the future. Maps that once suggested a relatively straightforward territorial division have become increasingly difficult to reconcile with realities on the ground.

This leads to one of the most important questions explored in this book: Can a viable Palestinian state still be created?

For decades, international diplomacy has largely centred on the idea of two states—Israel and Palestine—existing alongside one another. Yet continued settlement expansion has raised increasingly serious questions about whether sufficient contiguous territory remains available for such a solution.

Gaza presents another dimension of the struggle.

Israel removed its settlements and permanent ground forces from inside Gaza in 2005, although Israel retained extensive control over Gaza’s borders, airspace and maritime access, while Egypt controls its own border crossing. Hamas took control of Gaza in 2007, after which Israel imposed a blockade, with Egypt also restricting movement through its border.

The Hamas-led attack on Israel on 7 October 2023 and the devastating Israeli military campaign in Gaza that followed transformed the conflict again. Alongside the enormous human suffering, some figures within the Israeli settlement movement renewed calls for Jewish communities to be established inside Gaza.

Those proposals demonstrate why the struggle over land remains central even when the conflict appears to be about security, terrorism, military operations or diplomacy.

Yet behind every map and political argument are human beings.

There are Palestinians who have lost homes, relatives, farmland and freedom of movement. There are Israelis who have lost relatives to attacks and wars and who fear for their security. There are Palestinian families who have lived with military occupation for generations and Israeli families who believe that territorial control is necessary to prevent future attacks.

Recognising one population’s suffering does not require denying the suffering of another.

This book, however, places particular emphasis on a question that has too often been reduced to lines on a map: what has happened to Palestinian land and to the people who depend upon it?

To understand that question, we must follow the story from villages that disappeared in 1948 to the occupation that began in 1967; from the ideological settlers of Gush Emunim to today’s hilltop outposts; from olive groves and water springs to military checkpoints and government ministries; and from the West Bank to renewed debates over Gaza.

Ultimately, Stolen Land is about more than territory.

It is about what happens when land becomes inseparable from identity, religion, security and political power. It is about the Palestinians who continue to insist that their connection to their homeland cannot simply be erased, and about the Israeli movements determined to strengthen Jewish control over territory they believe belongs to the Jewish people.

Between those competing visions stand millions of ordinary people trying to build lives, raise families and imagine a future.

The question facing them is not merely who possesses the land today.

It is whether Palestinians and Israelis can eventually find a future in which one people’s attachment to home no longer requires another people to lose theirs.
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Long before checkpoints, separation barriers and settlement roads divided the landscape, the land known as Palestine was home to towns, villages, farms and communities whose histories stretched back generations. To understand why land lies at the heart of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, it is necessary to look beyond modern borders and examine the people who lived there before the creation of the State of Israel in 1948.

For centuries, the territory formed part of the Ottoman Empire. It was not an independent country called Palestine in the modern nation-state sense, but the name Palestine had long been used geographically to describe the region. The population was predominantly Arabic-speaking and included Muslims, Christians and Jews.

Most inhabitants lived in villages and small towns. Agriculture was central to everyday life. Families cultivated olives, wheat, barley, citrus fruits, grapes and vegetables. Livestock farming was also important, particularly among rural and Bedouin communities.

Land was therefore more than property. It provided food, employment, inheritance and security. A family’s relationship with a particular village or field might stretch across many generations.

Jerusalem occupied a unique position. Sacred to Muslims, Christians and Jews, it attracted pilgrims and religious communities from across the world. Other cities, including Jaffa, Haifa, Acre, Nablus, Hebron and Gaza, became important centres of trade, religion and culture.

The population was not isolated from the wider world. Ports connected Palestine with Mediterranean trade routes, while roads linked towns with Damascus, Beirut, Cairo and other regional centres. During the nineteenth century, economic development, migration and increasing European involvement began changing the region.

At the same time, nationalism was transforming politics across Europe and the Middle East.

Among European Jews, centuries of discrimination and persecution contributed to the development of modern Zionism. Antisemitism remained widespread, and violent persecution in parts of Europe convinced some Jewish thinkers that Jews could never be completely secure as minorities in other people’s states.

One of the most influential figures was Theodor Herzl, who argued that the Jewish people required a homeland of their own. Palestine became the principal focus of the Zionist movement because of the Jewish people’s ancient historical and religious connection to the land.

Jewish communities had existed in Palestine for centuries, particularly in cities such as Jerusalem, Hebron, Safed and Tiberias. Modern Zionist immigration, however, introduced something different: an organised political project seeking the establishment of a Jewish national home.

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, waves of Jewish immigrants arrived, many fleeing persecution in Europe. Land was purchased, agricultural communities were established and new towns developed. Tel Aviv, founded in 1909 near Jaffa, became one of the most important symbols of the growing Jewish community.

From the Zionist perspective, this represented national revival. Jewish immigrants believed they were returning to their ancestral homeland and creating a place where Jews could finally live without depending on the protection of other governments.

For Palestinian Arabs, however, the growing movement produced a very different concern.

The land Zionists regarded as their historic homeland was already inhabited.

Palestinian farmers cultivated its fields. Palestinian families lived in its villages. Palestinian merchants operated businesses in its cities. Muslims and Christians worshipped in religious sites that had shaped their communities for generations.

The conflict that would eventually transform the region therefore contained two national movements seeking political control over the same territory.

This tension became much more significant after the First World War.

The Ottoman Empire entered the war alongside Germany and was defeated. Britain subsequently took control of Palestine, and in 1922 the League of Nations formally approved the British Mandate for Palestine.

But before British rule had even been firmly established, Britain had made a declaration that would profoundly influence the region’s future.

In 1917, British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour issued what became known as the Balfour Declaration. It expressed British support for the establishment in Palestine of a “national home for the Jewish people,” while also stating that nothing should prejudice the civil and religious rights of the existing non-Jewish communities.

The declaration created a fundamental political problem.

The majority Arab population increasingly demanded independence and self-government, while the Zionist movement sought continued Jewish immigration and the development of a Jewish national home.

For Palestinian Arabs, the language itself was troubling. They constituted the majority of the population, yet were described indirectly as the existing “non-Jewish communities.” Many Palestinians feared that decisions concerning their homeland were being made by foreign powers without their consent.

Jewish immigration increased significantly during the British Mandate, particularly as antisemitism intensified across Europe.

The rise of Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany transformed the situation dramatically. Jews were stripped of rights, persecuted and ultimately subjected to systematic mass murder during the Holocaust. Six million Jews were killed.

The Holocaust demonstrated with horrifying clarity why many Jews believed that a secure homeland was necessary for their survival.

Yet Palestinian Arabs were being asked to accept the political consequences of a catastrophe they had not created.

This became one of the conflict’s deepest tragedies. Jewish refugees desperately needed safety, while Palestinians feared becoming politically displaced in their own homeland.

Land purchases became increasingly controversial. Zionist organisations acquired land legally from landowners, including some wealthy absentee owners living outside Palestine. In certain cases, Palestinian tenant farmers who had cultivated land were displaced after ownership changed.

The legal purchase of property therefore did not necessarily prevent social conflict. A transaction recognised on paper could still transform the lives of people who had worked that land for years.

Violence between Palestinian Arabs and Jews increased during the Mandate period. Palestinian opposition to British rule and Zionist immigration culminated in the Arab Revolt of 1936–1939. Britain responded with extensive military force while also attempting to find a political solution.

None succeeded.

By the 1940s, Britain faced violence from both Arab and Jewish armed organisations and found governing Palestine increasingly difficult.

In 1947, Britain referred the problem to the newly created United Nations.

The United Nations proposed partitioning Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab states, with Jerusalem placed under a special international arrangement. Jewish leaders accepted the partition plan despite reservations about its borders. Palestinian Arab leaders and surrounding Arab governments rejected it, arguing that the plan allocated a large proportion of the territory to a Jewish state despite Palestinian Arabs forming the majority of the overall population and owning most privately held land.

For Zionists, partition represented international recognition of Jewish statehood after decades of struggle and the catastrophe of the Holocaust.

For Palestinians, it appeared that they were being required to surrender a substantial part of their homeland to create a state for another national movement.

Violence intensified almost immediately.

Palestinian and Jewish communities that had lived relatively close to one another increasingly found themselves separated by fear, armed groups and competing territorial ambitions. Roads became dangerous. Neighbourhoods were attacked. Villages became strategically important. Control of territory was no longer simply a political objective; it could determine whether communities survived.

Maps suddenly carried enormous consequences.

A line drawn through Palestine could decide which state a village belonged to. A road could determine whether Jerusalem could be reached. A hilltop could provide military advantage. A farming community could become an obstacle to somebody else’s territorial plans.

Yet maps cannot fully explain what was about to happen.

Behind every coloured area were people.

There were Palestinian farmers who knew individual olive trees as part of their family inheritance. There were Jewish refugees who had arrived after losing relatives and homes in Europe. There were Muslims, Christians and Jews who considered Jerusalem sacred. There were families who had no idea that within a short period their lives would be transformed forever.

By the end of 1947, the struggle had moved beyond competing political programmes.

A war over the future of the land had begun.

For Jewish Zionists, the approaching conflict represented the struggle to establish and defend a Jewish state after centuries of persecution.

For Palestinians, it increasingly became a struggle to remain in the towns, villages and homes they regarded as their own.

During the following year, the landscape would be transformed. Communities would disappear, hundreds of thousands of people would be displaced, Israel would declare independence, neighbouring Arab armies would enter the conflict, and the borders of the region would be redrawn.

For Palestinians, these events would become known by one word:

Nakba.

The catastrophe.














