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Starting from the very beginning, what happened in the Israel/Palestine area?

The piece of land in question has been called a lot of things; we'll use "the Southern Levant," since that's probably the least contentious nomenclature.
 
Since the Bronze age (3500-5000 years ago), the Southern Levant has been a crossroads (carrefour) between major world powers. First it was Mesopotamia and Egypt on either side, then the Greeks, Hittites, and Elamites joined the party. By the beginning of the Iron Age (2500-3500 years ago), the Levant had great strategic and economic value to the empires around it. Unfortunately, while it was nice enough to be worth conquering, it was not fertile or productive enough to give rise to its own empire. The region was basically destined to be fought over like a juicy bone among jackals, and more's the pity for the poor saps (niais, imbéciles, simples, un peu sots) that lived there.
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Om nom nom, delicious Canaan.
 
One somewhat successful attempt at a native kingdom in antiquity was Israel/Judah. Yahweh-worshipping Canaanites pulled together a couple of nice little states for themselves and bullied (rudoyer = traiter rudement, brutaliser, malmener) their next-door neighbors for a few centuries. Eventually, of course, the big guys down the block rolled in and took their lunch money (les gros bras voisins (c.-à-d. Assyria, Egypt et Babylon) se precipitaient pour prendre leur part). Assyria smashed and depopulated Israel, turning Judah into a vassal state; when Assyria collapsed, Egypt and Babylon set to fighting over the Judean leftovers. The end result was "population transfer" - Babylon captured prominent citizens and took them home, and other refugees ended up in Egypt. This marks the birth of the Jewish diaspora.
 
And you really do have to go that far back to understand Jews' relationship to the Southern Levant. Their religion
said that their deity (dieu) led them to that piece of land and promised that they'd always rule it. It was also really important that they observe religious rituals at the temple in Jerusalem. Then, oopsie, they aren't ruling it anymore and their temple is a smoking heap (tas de pierre = ruine) (not for the last time). Some went back to the Southern Levant after Persia conquered Babylon and said the Jews could go home, but many stayed in their new cities - all the while (pendant tout ce temps) retaining their identity as a levantine people, a people whose native home would be ruled by foreigners for thousands of years.
 
The diaspora only increased in the following centuries. Where Alexander and Hellenism went, Judaism went. Same thing in the Roman Empire. There were Jews in Rome and Jews in India 2000 years ago.
 
Oh yeah, something else happened about 2000 years ago. Christianity had an unpleasant impact on the Levant: It brought new world powers into the jackal-fight. Now, this little strip of land was not only economically and strategically valuable - it was spiritually valuable. To more people with armies. You see where this is going. And then, things got EVEN BETTER when Islam emerged, and decided they ALSO thought Jerusalem was kind of a big deal. By the time Europe re-civilized itself, it decided it would be a great idea to go head-to-head (affronter) with the Muslims over the Holy Land. This was not a super brilliant plan since the Fatimids and Seljuks had a home field advantage (l’avantage de jouer à domicile) and cross-continental supply lines were somewhat lacking.
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Guess who's coming to dinner? Couleur orange = Croisader kingdom in the East.
Croisades = Expéditions militaires organisées par l’Eglise pour la délivrance de la Terre sainte. 1ère = 1096-1099. 2me = 1147-1149. 3e = 1189-1192. 4e = 1202-1204. 5e = 1217-1221. 6e = 1229. 7e = 1248-1254.

But hey, the Europeans had so much fun slaughtering (massacrer) Jews in the Levant that they decided to bring this new pastime home. European antisemitism really kicked into high gear in the Middle Ages, kept going strong during the Renaissance, and had a certain retro allure by the 19th century (l’antisémitisme paraissait quelque peu retro (démodé) au 19e siècle). European Jews were hanging in (tenaient bon) there, strengthening ties with each other while trying to avoid attracting the ire of nearby Christians, but life could really suck (la vie pouvait vraiment être difficile (puait)). Jews were actually doing better in Muslim lands for most of this period.
 
Of course, Muslim lands were shrinking (rétrécir) as the Ottoman Empire "slowly collapsed like a flan in a cupboard" (hat-tip to Eddie Izzard (chapeau à Eddie Izzard)). Geopolitics had gotten quite complicated by this point. If you thought the growing secularity (laïcité) of the 18th and 19th centuries would lessen interest in the Levant, boy, were you wrong! England, France, Russia, Prussia, and Austria were terribly interested in securing strategic waterway (sécuriser les voies maritmes) - um, I mean, the fate of the poor Christians living under Muslim rule. Sure. That sounds good. Every time the European powers got into a tiff (dispute ou bagare), somebody would suggest a nice friendly plan to divvy up (divide, share) the Ottoman Empire amongst themselves. Then they'd turn around and pledge (s’engager) to protect the Ottoman Empire's territorial integrity.
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The Ottoman Empire was pretty bad, actually.

 
Aside from schizophrenic obsession with Ottoman lands, the other growing trend in the region was nationalism. Nations had changed, and so had ideas about nations. People were no longer primarily loyal to their regions and cities; nor were they content to be ruled by a far-off empire. They liked the idea of organizing into ethnically and linguistically homogenous countries. The Greeks wanted independence from the Ottomans, the Czechs wanted independence from Austria, Bismarck unified the Germans, Italy came together, and Arabs began to discuss "throwing off the yoke (se libérer du joug) of the Turks."
 
Jews also got nationalism fever, but there was a problem: They weren't concentrated in one region that could announce its independence and organize itself into a Jewish state. They were scattered inside other ethnic groups' nations - and those nations made it pretty clear that the Jews were interfering with their shiny (brillant) happy patriotic ethnic unity. Antisemitic violence kicked into high gear in Europe. So when Jewish thinkers started talking about moving back en masse to the Southern Levant (which had been called Palestine for centuries), Europeans were ready to throw a festive going-away pogrom.
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We look favorably upon you getting the hell out.
 
This is the beginning of modern Zionism ("Zion" being an old Hebrew name for Jerusalem). The return of the Jews to Palesine was enthusiastically supported by British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli, who - in a surprise twist (coup de théâtre ou tournure) that will shock you silly - imagined that Britain would provide "guidance" to the new nation. Which obviously had nothing to do with Britain's strategic interest in strengthening its influence in the Middle East and checking (contrôler ou faire échec à) Russian designs on Afghanistan. Totally altruistic. With help from donors, a steady trickle (flux constant ou filet soutenu) of European Jews began to immigrate to the Southern Levant.
 
Now, so far I've been talking about Jews but not Palestinians. That's because, according to most scholars, Palestinian national identity didn't really exist until the 19th century. People had been living in the Southern Levant all those centuries - some Jews, but more Arab Muslims and Christians - but they didn't see themselves as Palestinians per se until they, too, got swept up (emporté) in nationalism and rebelled against the Ottomans. Unsurprisingly, their Palestinian identity solidified even further as a bunch of European Jews suddenly started moving into town. Locals vs. Interlopers (intrus) is the oldest one in the book. Folks got along well enough at the turn of the century, but tensions were simmering (se développaient, couvaient ou bouillir doucement). By the eve of World War I, Arab Palestinians were complaining about the Ottomans' unwillingness to check the foreign immigration and expressing concern about the social changes that would come from land sales to foreigners.
 
But hey, don't worry about the Ottomans, guys! World War I finally dealt the killing blow (coup fatal) to the "sick man of Europe," and the Great Powers finally got the partition they'd been salivating over for a hundred years. This is where the map of the Middle East starts to look like the one we know today.
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Totally reasonable borders that the locals just loved.
 
See, the newly created League of Nations said all the world's peoples had the right to self-government ... and then carved out (découper) a bunch of colonies euphemistically called "mandates," wrapped (emballer) them up in bows (nœuds), and exchanged them as Christmas presents. You got me Syria? How did you know! The Southern Levant ended up as the British Mandate of Palestine. Zionists were happy about this turn of events. After all, Britain had issued the Balfour Declaration in 1917, which clearly and unequivocally said that the Zionists had the green light and Britain had their back.
 
Here's another shocking twist (tournant): It said nothing of the sort. One of the most impressively vague documents in history, the Balfour Declaration does not promise to support the creation of a Jewish nation in the Southern Levant. It is simply "in favour of the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people." What, you don't know what a "national home" is? Good! That's the idea! Because at the same time, Britain was making other vague promises to the Sharif of Mecca, things that kinda (kindly) sounded like "You guys can have Palestine" but included a good deal of wiggle room (incluant une certaine marge de manœuvre). In other words, they were saying anything and everything to secure the support of whoever seemed important at the time - good, solid European diplomacy. When Sharif Hussein learned of the Balfour Declaration at the end of the war, he thought little of it. So some Jews want to move back into Palestine. Sure. No prob. There's not too many of them, right? The locals still get to run things? Great.
 
It became clear pretty quickly that that would not be the case. By 1920, Jews comprised about 10 percent of the population of Palestine and the numbers were growing. Their influence over the British administration was considerable. Local Arabs believed that the British were favoring the Jewish newcomers over the existing Arab population and the end result would be Jewish political and economic domination of the area. Which was, in fact, the goal of the Zionist leadership: "There can only be one National Home in Palestine, and that a Jewish one, and no equality in the partnership between Jews and Arabs, but a Jewish preponderance as soon as the numbers of the race are sufficiently increased." Many Palestinians decided they were being conquered yet again. Groups of Arabs rioted in 1920 and 1921, prompting the British to arm the Jewish settlers. They began to worry about what exactly they'd gotten themselves into.
 
During the 1930s, shit got real (ce fut vraiment « la merde »). An Arab nationalist militant group called the Black Hand began attacking Jewish settlers and destroying property. Meanwhile, believing that the best defense is a good offense, hard-liners broke off (se séparer) from the Jewish defensive militia, the Haganah, to form the more aggressive Irgun. Their logo was a fist holding a rifle with the slogan "Only Thus." Friendly guys. Worsening economic conditions for the Palestinian lower class made them more ready for general rebellion. The revolt started in 1936 and continued right up to the beginning of World War II. It's in this period that the familiar patterns of modern asymmetrical levantine warfare (guerre) emerge: bus and train attacks, pipeline sabotage, civilian murders, collective punishment, torture, curfews, checkpoints, and the wholesale destruction (destruction massive) of villages suspected of harboring combatants. All participants - the British, the Arab rebels, and the Haganah and Irgun forces - behaved barbarically. In the end, the revolt hurt the Arabs more than the Jews, and pushed the two sections of the population further apart. The prospects for coexistence did not look good. 
 
During the revolt, Britain had for the first time proposed a "two-state solution" to the conflict. Nobody liked that. Britain backed off from that in 1939, instead suggesting one nation that could be home to Jews and Arabs. This did not satisfy the Zionists, but Britain had decided it didn't care about pissing off (emmerder, faire dégager ou urinate = vulgaire) the Zionists because Arab support would be more important during World War II. Once again, Europe was playing strategic games with the Levant to protect its own military interests. 

Britain also limited Jewish immigration into Palestine in 1939. Bad timing. Only 15,000 Jews were allowed into Palestine per year, but hundreds of thousands of Jews were trying to flee the Nazis - and it may surprise you to learn that the other nations of the world were not exactly eager to accept these refugees! If any Zionists were still unsure about the necessity of establishing their own nation that they controlled, the Holocaust fixed that. Jews clearly could not count on other nations. Toward the end of the war, the Irgun and other Jewish militants announced an open revolt against the British mandate. Britain just wanted out. After the war, they handed the problem over to the newly formed United Nations. We made a mess, guys. Clean it up. You have until May of 1948, when we're packing up and leaving.
 
Once again, partition was proposed. The Palestinian Arabs and the member nations of the Arab League hated the idea. Most of the Jews in Palestine were fine with it, though Irgun was not. The UN approved the recommendation, and the Arab League began preparing for war. In the months leading up to the British withdrawal, a civil war broke out between Jews and Arabs, and the writing was on the wall: The partition plan would not be peacefully adopted. Truman tried to stall for time (gagner du temps), suggesting that the UN establish a "trusteeship" over Palestine (mettre la Palestine sous tutelle), essentially taking over the mandate and delaying the creation of any independent states in the region. But in May 1948, David Ben-Gurion declared the establishment of the state of Israel. The Arab League announced that this was illegal and invalid because it did not have the support of the local Arab majority, and thousands of troops from the surrounding Arab nations invaded "to restore law and order."
 
As wars go, the 1948 Arab-Israeli war didn't last long - about 9 months. Israel won a resounding (retentissant) military victory. It signed treaties with its neighbors to establish its borders, which were better than the original UN partition plan. There were around 20,000 deaths. 
 
The real impact, however, was demographic: Over 700,000 Palestinian Arabs fled or were expelled from their homes. Whenever anyone is trying to be neutral about this, they will say "fled or were expelled." Because that disagreement - whether the Palestinians left voluntarily or were driven out - is right at the heart of the problem today. Palestinians today call this event "al Nakba," the catastrophe. This created a horrifying refugee crisis. Most of Israel's Arab neighbors didn't welcome the refugees with open arms and offer them citizenship, ostensibly to help them retain their Palestinian identity. They also didn't help them establish a Palestinian state. That was never their priority. And Israel wouldn't let the refugees come back, ostensibly because it feared that the returning population would include would-be insurgents who would plot a civil war. Meanwhile, over the next few decades, about 700,000 Jews immigrated to Israel from the surrounding Arab nations - again, "fled or were expelled." Overall, I suppose you could call this "population exchange," which was all the rage (spread with destructive effect) in the 20th century. Greece and Turkey, Italy and Austria, all over Central Europe - jump on the bandwagon (prendre le train en marche), Middle East! Force people to go live with their own kind and reap (récolter) the rewards of ethnic unity! Now we call this sort of thing "ethnic cleansing" and frown (froncer les sourcils) vigorously in its general direction. 
 
During the 1950s, the Palestinian fedayeen emerged - freedom fighters to some, terrorists to others - killing and wounding hundreds of Israelis between 1951 and 1956. The Israeli Defense Forces retaliated (riposter) with extreme prejudice, massacring civilians in some cases and hoping to "prove that the price for Jewish blood is high." A Cold War pissing contest turned into the Suez Crisis (d’une guerre froide à se disputer qui pisse le plus loin, on est passé à la crise de Suez), with Israeli, French, and British forces invading the Sinai peninsula. It almost blew up into a full-scale confrontation between NATO and the Soviet Union, since the world powers were once again playing the region like a chessboard. Anti-Western and anti-Israel sentiment in the Arab world only increased.
 
In the 1960s, the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) formed, its stated goal the dissolution of the state of Israel and the right of return for Palestinian refugees. The Six-Day War was another decisive military victory for Israel in 1967, expanding its borders to include all of mandatory Palestine, the Sinai peninsula, and the Golan Heights, which had been Syria's. Anticipating international pressure to give these occupied territories back, Israel promptly began settling Jewish families there. The international community considers these settlements to be in violation of the Geneva Convention, but does nothing to back that up aside from vigorous frowning (froncer les sourcils).
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They got a lot done in six days.
 
The 1970s marked the beginnings of what we now call "the peace process." Mighty slow (super lent) process, ain't it. Various proposals have come and gone, with different suggested borders for Israel and disagreements about whether or not an independent Palestinian state should exist. Should Israel give back the land it annexed in 1967? Maybe just some of it? If one wants to negotiate with the Palestinians, with whom does one negotiate? For years, the Israeli right wing said it would never negotiate with the PLO because of its guerrila/terrorist tactics, and the PLO stalwartly (fermement) refused to acknowledge Israel's right to exist. Israel and the PLO finally sat down together in the early 90s and set a timetable for forging a solution, but in 2000, it became clear that the differences between them were too great. Both sides said they wanted peace, but each had a very different idea of an acceptable peace. 
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Peace for our time! Or not.
 
Over the last decade, the prevailing vision for the peace process has been the "Road Map to Peace." Phase I, which called for an end to Palestinian violence, Palestinian political reform, and Israeli withdrawal and settlement freeze, was initially projected for 2003 or 2004. It's 2012 and it hasn't happened. Israel keeps building settlements, the Palestinian political parties Fatah and Hamas fought a civil war, and there's been plenty of violence back and forth. Interest in a one-state solution has reemerged, but very few Israelis support that. They know full well that if the refugees' descendents get full citizenship and full voting rights, Jews will no longer control Israel. Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert predicted that the outcome would resemble South Africa. Possibly not the most flattering (flatteur) comparison for you, Ehud, but okay. And that's basically where we are today: Completely stalled (à l’arrêt).
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------    
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------                                                                               pages
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Facts+About+Israel/Israel+in+Maps/     

http://www.mfa.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/446550C4-827C-47E3-BEF3-0A3E3741E35E/0/mapstorypart1.pdf        1-15
http://www.mfa.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/CD41289E-0875-4D84-A2D1-5BBF34BCF91A/0/mapstorypart2.pdf   16-30
http://www.mfa.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/F6660C33-62B1-4EF9-BC96-ADEFEDEF60D0/0/mapstorypart3.pdf   31-45
http://www.mfa.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/94D7646E-B2EC-43CE-9FEC-645DF9DBCD9C/0/mapstorypart4.pdf  46-62
