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Abstract 

The Middle East is one of the most unstable regions in the world and the contradiction 
between Palestine and Israel is the core issue. In this article we will mainly focus on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict as the biggest threat of international security in 21st century: 
the first section presents, including the origin of Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the legacy of 
Arab-Israeli wars and Ideological difference that led to conflicts in Middle East and the 
second section elaborates the causes of Israeli-Palestinian conflict in 21st century: the 
roles of nuclear weapons, water resources and US intervention in intensifying the 
contradictions. After a review of Peace Process, the article will end up with an 
explanation of the factors that contribute to the suspension of Peace Process. 
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1. Introduction 

Since the emergence of the conflict between Palestine and Israel in the 1960s and 1970s, the 
conflicts of interest between the two sides have generated a lot of violence, which has become 
a hot issue that has a great impact on neighboring countries, the Middle East region and even 
the international security. 

However, in recent years, the research on international security threats in the 21st century, such 
as cyber security threat, global warming and other non-traditional security threats emerge in 
an endless stream; whereas in the traditional security field, the political game of great powers 
and nuclear proliferation concerns account for the majority. As for the research on the security 
issues in the Middle East, researchers mainly focus on Iran and its oil resources. However, few 
of them will link the Israeli-Palestinian conflict with international security threats, though it 
have been attached with geographical, energy and religious significance.Therefore, we regard 
the key focus of the conflict in the Middle East as the security threats in the 21st century. After 
sorting out the development history of the conflict between Palestine and Israel, we will analyze 
the three contradictions that can not be ignored, and make a preliminary prediction on the 
possibility of continuing the Peace Process. 

2. History Background of the Middle East Conflicts 

2.1. History of the Arab-Israeli Conflict 

The Israeli-Arab conflicts started after Israel claimed its independence on 14th May 1948. 
However, the origin of this series of conflicts can be traced back to 70 A.D., when the Roman 
Empire conquered the ancient Jewish State. Jewish people then had to leave their homeland 
and moved to Europe. The rise of Zionism started in the 19th century when antisemitism spread 
in the majority of European countries, and it was supported by the United Kingdom when 
Briton ruled Palestine. Jewish immigration to Palestine also started since then. After World War 
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II, the United Nations proposed the United Nations Partition Plan for Palestine, which divided 
the area of Palestine into two parts, one is known as Israel, and the other one is Palestine. 
However, Arabs rejected this plan because Arab people accounted for a higher per cent than 
Jewish in Palestine, but the size of Jewish territory is more massive than Arabs. Therefore, 
Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Egypt and Iraq invaded Israeli territory on the second day after the 
independence of Israel.  

Although Israel ended up winning the war with international support and controlled the area 
suggested by the United Nations in the partition plan, its independence was still under severe 
threat. The biggest threat was from the Gaza strip and the Sinai Peninsula that were controlled 
by Egypt. Besides, the West Bank was controlled by Palestine Arabs that were expelled from 
Israel, and conflicts still happened in that area. Israel had less advantage against the Arab states 
union and had a tough time even after the first Arab-Israeli war, but the Six-Day War turned the 
whole situation of the Arab-Israeli conflict. In the Six-Day War, Israel started launched a 
surprise attack to the Egyptian airbase and destroyed nearly all of their air force. Finally, Israel 
gained control over the West Bank and Gaza strip, and also gained military superiority against 
the Arab countries.  

2.2. The Ideological Difference between Countries in the Middle East  

According to “Ideologies, Alignments, and Under balancing in the New Middle East Cold War” 
by Gause, F. Gregory, the Middle East has both power and ideological multipolarity[1].  The 
ideological difference played a significant role in contemporary conflicts in the Middle East. The 
religious difference is between the two major denominations of Islam, Shia and Sunni, and the 
systematic difference is between the monarchy countries, military-dominated countries, and 
democratic countries. Countries may choose to ally with each other if they have the same 
ideology, but they may ally with countries with different ideologies if they see the third power 
as a more significant threat.  

Only Turkey and Israel have parliamentary democracies nowadays in the Middle East. In the 
1950s, the Cold War eliminated the trace of democracy in Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Egypt. “The 
reduction of the influence of the left from the Cold War led to two results: the maintenance in 
power of dictatorial regimes and the rise of the religious right.”[2] From 1957, the U.S. started 
the promotion of democracy in the Middle East, tried to turn Afghanistan and Iraq into 
democratic countries. However, democracy movements are more likely to succeed when there 
is inside promotion instead of outside. 

3. Causes of Contemporary Conflict 

3.1. Nuclear Proliferation in the Middle East  

Nowadays, only Israel is nuclear power in the Middle East, but there has always been a fear that 
other countries such as Iran would start nuclear programs. The reason why this fear always 
exists is that having nuclear weapons is the key for countries against the United States to 
survive in their region. North Korea is an example of nuclear power with a different ideology 
and on the opposite side of the United States tried and succeed to secure its security by 
developing a nuclear weapon. After countries gain nuclear weapons, the U.S. will be restrained 
when threatening and taking military actions towards them due to the risk that the level of war 
may escalate and finally lead to a nuclear war.  

In order to secure, there will be no nuclear wars, and for the United States to gain more right to 
speak in the Middle East, the United States adopted different types of non-proliferation policies 
in this region. The demand-side policy is mild. It aims at eliminating the demand for nuclear 
weapons by changing authoritarian countries to democratic market-led countries[3]. As 
countries get more integrated with the world, their security can be secured, and nuclear 



International Journal of Social Science and Education Research                                                              Volume 3 Issue 11, 2020 

ISSN: 2637-6067                                                                                                                          DOI: 10.6918/IJOSSER.202011_3(11).0011 

62 

weapons are no longer needed. The supply-side policy includes applying coercive diplomatic 
policies and military actions to force countries to give up their nuclear programs. The U.S. has 
used economic and diplomatic leverage to persuade Argentina, Brazil, Belarus, Kazakhstan, 
Ukraine, and Libya to dismantle its nuclear weapon programs, but it did not work in the Middle 
East. The United States invaded Iraq in 2003, accusing it had weapons of mass destruction. It 
ended up with the United States did not find any evidence, but it showed the change in the 
nuclear proliferation policy adopted by the United States.  

In an assumed nuclear conflict in the future, Israel’s strategy of nuclear weapons cannot be 
neglected. So far, Israel is the only country in the region that has not joined the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) because Israel’s ambiguity towards nuclear facilities and activities 
made it more acceptable than a nuclear weapon state and provided it with a relatively stable 
situation[4].  If Israel noticed any initiative of unconventional weapons, it would response with 
nuclear retaliation and counter-retaliation, or even a nuclear war after escalation.  

Although Prime Minister Netanyahu has promised not to introduce nuclear weapons into the 
conflict in the Middle East, other countries are not convinced of it[5]. And some Arab states are 
planning to develop nuclear weapons to challenge Israel's nuclear monopoly, for instance, 
Egypt[6],  and the 2007 Arab Summit of Riyadh underlined the significance of Arab cooperation 
in nuclear field facing the insecurity caused by any nuclear-weapons capability, including Israel. 
According to some reports in the media, Saudi Arabia had developed an interest in nuclear 
weapons capability since mid-1980s and placed a nuclear deterrent option on the table[7].  

3.2. Conflicts Over Water Resources 

Water issue is securitized, escalated into an important domain connected to politics and 
diplomacy for Israel and Palestine. The supply of water resources is far from enough to match 
their demand. On the supply side, Jordan River is the only river that can provide fresh water, 
which is the limited surface water that people on both sides of the river need to share; the 
exploitation amount of groundwater needs to be strictly restricted to prevent seawater from 
flowing back. On the demand side, in addition to fresh water for domestic use, agricultural and 
industrial water demand on both side has gradually increased with the development of local 
economy. Their dependence on the Jordan River force them to share the steam. 

In fact, due to the stronger capacities and international support, Israel has more upstream 
advantage than Palestine, which evolved into a hydro-hegemony after Oslo accord in 1995. This 
is reflected in Israel's discontent commitment relevant to this treaty, a stronger voice in the 
allocation of tans-boundary water and its influence on the survey results of the Joint Water 
Committee on water resources allocation in the region and shape perception. A typical example 
is Wazzani Springs incident in 2002, when Israel declared publicly his opposition and concern 
to Lebanon’s small development project and the Lebanon Government had to make concessions. 

The consequences of Israel’s water hegemony have intensified the water conflict between Israel 
and Palestine[8]. Firstly, extreme symmetry presented in the allocation of freshwater resources 
and agricultural water has made it difficult for some Palestinian villages in the West Bank to 
survive and caused conflicts. The unbalanced distribution will be aggravated because of the 
poor water governance of the Palestinian Water Authority. It needs to rely on the Joint Water 
Committee under the control of Israel to make national water master plans, which enables 
Israel to influence Palestinian water policy. Secondly, Israel’s over-development has negative 
effects on the environment of West Bank and Gaza. The waste-water of Israel settlement turned 
the freshwater into sewage and flows land occupied by Israel, such as Jordan River Valley, are 
often burned and turned into scorched earth. The pollution of limited resources will finally 
cause angrily denounce from the Palestinian side and induce conflicts.   

In the future, under the influence of climate change, the temperature in the the Middle East will 
continue to rise, which will speed up the consumption of water resources. In this way, this 
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shortage of water resources in Middle East will be more severe and leads to more conflicts in 
the future.  

3.3. The U.S. Intervention 

The U.S. intervention to the Middle East started two hundred years ago. “We observed the 
interplay of idealism and realism. Missionaries and educators tried to bring what they felt were 
the benefits of Christianity and Western enlightenment in the nineteenth century.”After the 
Second World War, the U.S. started attempting to promote democracy; however, there are still 
realist reasons inside this, i.e., protecting Israel, oil and containing the Soviet Communism. After 
the Cold War, the influence of the Soviet communism faded away in the Middle East; the U.S. 
could intervene in this area even more due to its formidable military power. Unfortunately, such 
strong impact did not last for too long. “A mere fifteen years later, America’s influence seemed 
to have dramatically waned… Islamist military movements, fundamentally hostile to the U.S… 
Iran and its Arab allies in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen were challenging the dominance of 
America’s traditional Sunni allies.” (Michael C. Hudson The United States in the Middle East) At 
the same time, the U.S. diplomatic policies in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict made Muslim and 
Arab society angry.  

In this situation, the military actions taken by George. W. Bush, under the background of the 
‘neo-conservative revolution’, brought more chaos into this area. The invasion of Iraq broke the 
balance between Iraq and Iran and potentially led to the rise of terrorist groups, such as the 
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). In the period of Barak Obama, the ‘neo-conservative 
revolution’ seemed to be over. “He tried to revive the moribund Palestinian-Israeli ‘peace 
process’ by appointing former Senator George Mitchell as his special envoy and by calling 
bluntly for a halt in the expansion of Israeli settlements in the occupied Palestinian West 
Bank.”(International Relations of the Middle East) He also replaced the U.S. troops in the Middle 
East by drones to show his lack of interest in starting new conflicts. This series of actions 
showed his determination to balance the soft and hard power in the Middle East. 

4. Factors That Impede the Peace Process  

In 1990s, since the conflict in the Middle East was threatening the international security, the 
international community proposed a two-state solution and  Israel and Palestine had a chance 
to achieve peace by negotiation, that is, the 1993 Oslo accord signed by Israeli Prime Minister 
Rabin and Palestinian leader Arafat, in which Israel and Palestine formally recognized one 
another and tried to normalize their relations. They reached an agreement on the withdraw of 
Israel army in occupied territories (West Bank and Gaza) and the construction of institutions 
concerning Palestinian Authority. The subsequent negotiations continued until 2000, when 
Arafat rejected Barak’s generous offer in Camp David summit negotiation, followed by the 
upspring of violence[9]. Since then, the two sides have not reached a consensus on related 
issues in the Middle East Roadmap for Peace in 2002, Annapolis peace conference in 2007 and 
the negotiations in Washington in 2010. The Peace Process remains stalled.  

Actually, what makes negotiation difficult is the lack of mutual trust and recognition between 
Israel and Palestine.  The nature of Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a zero-sum conflict over 
existential, thus it is a life and death situation over several issues[10]. And the root causes which 
led to suspension of negotiation are two irreconcilable contradictions: the final status of 
Jerusalem as well as Jewish settlement and Palestine refugees. Jerusalem, as the holy land 
where Judaists worship every year and the location of the second mosque in Islamic history, Al 
Aqsa mosque, has always been claimed as the capital by both Palestine and Israel. The strong 
religious attachment and political intention of both sides in Jerusalem whose ownership is not 
recognized by international community make the city a crucial issue. The United Nations 
stipulates that in some areas of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, Jews can establish their own 
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settlements, where possessed good water resources and military sites and traffic arteries of 
Palestine. By establishing Jewish settlements, Israel rightfully owned the land plundered by the 
war. According to the Palestinian people, Jewish settlements provide an excuse for the Israeli 
government to refuse to withdraw troops and cut off important water sources for the 
Palestinian. The Palestinians have called for the dismantling of Jewish settlements, but they 
have failed.  The only feasible way to strike a compromise is to minimize Jewish settlements but 
it will cost a lot to remove settled ones[11]. 

The progress of the peace negotiation itself has been very difficult, yet there are still the radical 
groups in Palestine to mess up the peace process. Although the Hamas showed signs of peace 
building and cooperation[12], it is still considered as a potential spoiler when it comes to 
integrating it into the framework of the peace process[13].  

5. Conclusion 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict began in 1948 when Israel declared its independence. After 
World War II, the UN moved Jews to Palestine. The territorial disputes, conflicts of interests, 
religious contradictions and mutual exclusion of political systems between Israel and the Arab 
world have aroused the dissatisfaction of Arab countries and the Arab-Israeli war broke out. 
Israel won the war and gained the territory under the international support as well as the 
advantage over Palestine. 

In the 21st century, the conflict between Israel and Palestine will continue: as the only nuclear 
country in the Middle East that does not sign NPT, Israel’s opacity will cause insecurity to Arab 
countries who then carry out nuclear cooperation; Israel will continue to strengthen its hydro-
hegemony, which will make the water resources obtained by Palestine more scarce and the 
pollution of water resources more serious; the demand for oil and the need to support Israel 
drive the US continuously intervened in conflicts in the Middle East and caused chaos, including 
wars against Afghanistan and Iraq and soft balance means. 

The peaceful settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Peace Process, was almost 
achieved in the 1990s. However, mutual distrust and mutual dis-recognition between the two 
sides made the negotiations impossible to carry out. The fundamental disputes——ownership 
of Jerusalem and Jewish settlements——hindered the development of the Peace Process. 
Besides, radical forces on both sides will also impose resistance. It is obvious that the three 
major contradictions leading to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict are difficult to be solved in the 
21st century, and the Peace Process for peaceful settlement of the conflict will continue to 
stagnate in the future. Therefore, we believe that the conflict will continue to trigger regional 
violence and remain a significant threat in the 21st century. 
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