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UNDERSTANDING CHARLES D.
SMITH’S PERSPECTIVE ON
PALESTINE AND THE ARAB-
ISRAELI CONFLICT

The Arab-Israeli conflict is one of the
most intricate and emotionally charged
geopolitical issues of the modern era. To
navigate its dense history, students,
scholars, and policy makers often turn to

authoritative texts that provide
balanced, evidence-based analysis.
Among the most respected voices in this
field is Charles D. Smith, a historian
whose work on Palestine and the
Arab-lIsraeli conflict has shaped
academic discourse for decades. His
seminal book, Palestine and the Arab-
Israeli  Conflict: = A History  with
Documents, remains a staple in
university courses worldwide. This article
explores Smith’s contributions, the core
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themes of his research, and how his
historical framework helps readers
understand the complexities of the
conflict, from the rise of Zionism to the
present day.

By examining the life and scholarship of
Charles D. Smith, we gain a deeper
appreciation for the historical roots of
the struggle over Palestine. His careful
use of primary documents and his
commitment to presenting multiple
perspectives allow for a more nuanced
understanding of a conflict often
reduced to simplistic narratives. Whether
you are a student writing a term paper
or a curious reader seeking clarity,
Smith’s work offers a reliable roadmap
through the contentious history of Israel
and Palestine.

Who Is Charles
D. Smith?

Charles D. Smith is a professor
emeritus of Middle Eastern history at the
University of Arizona. He earned his
Ph.D. from the University of Michigan
and has spent decades researching the
modern Middle East, with a particular
focus on the Arab-Israeli conflict,
Palestinian nationalism, and Zionist
history. His textbook, Palestine and the
Arab-Israeli Conflict, first published in
1988 and now in its ninth edition, is
widely regarded as one of the most
comprehensive and balanced
introductions to the subject.

What sets Smith apart from many other
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historians is his commitment to using
primary source documents. Each edition
of his book includes a collection of
treaties, speeches, letters, and UN
resolutions, allowing readers to engage
directly with the historical material. This
documentary approach empowers
students to form their own
interpretations while grounding their
understanding in verifiable facts. Smith’s
work is often cited for its evenhanded
treatment of both Israeli and Palestinian
narratives, a rare quality in a field
marked by intense partisanship.

The Core

Themes of
Smith’s Analysis

In his examination of Palestine and the
Arab-Israeli conflict, Charles D. Smith
emphasizes several key themes that
recur throughout his writings.
Understanding these themes helps
clarify not only the historical events but
also the ongoing disputes over land,
identity, and sovereignty.

e The Role of Imperialism: Smith
highlights how British and French
colonial policies, especially the
Balfour Declaration of 1917, set
the stage for conflict by promising
a national home for Jews in



Palestine while ignoring the
political rights of the Arab
majority.

The Emergence of Nationalism:
He traces the parallel development
of Zionist and Palestinian
nationalisms, showing how each
movement’s claims to the same
territory led to inevitable clashes.
The Impact of War and
Displacement: Smith provides
detailed accounts of the 1948
Arab-Israeli War, the Nakba (the
Palestinian catastrophe), and the
subsequent waves of refugees. He
documents how these events
created deep grievances that
persist today.

International Diplomacy and
Failed Peace Efforts: From the

1947 UN Partition Plan to the Oslo
Accords, Smith critically examines
the role of external powers—the
United States, the Soviet Union,
and the United Nations—in
shaping the conflict’s trajectory.
The Question of Jerusalem: He
devotes significant attention to the
religious and political significance
of Jerusalem, a city central to both
Israeli and Palestinian identities.

A Balanced but
Critical View:
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Smith’s

Historiographical

Approach

One of the reasons Charles D. Smith’s
work is so highly regarded is his
methodological rigor. He does not shy
away from criticizing both Israeli and
Palestinian leadership when the
evidence warrants. For example, he
examines the failures of Palestinian
leaders like the Grand Mufti Haj Amin al-
Husseini to build effective political
institutions, while also documenting the
systematic discrimination faced by
Palestinian citizens of Israel. Similarly, he
analyzes Zionist leaders’ decisions—such

as David Ben-Gurion’s policy of
transferring the Palestinian population
during the 1948 war—without resorting
to polemics.

Smith’s approach can be described as a
form of critical historical analysis. He
rejects the notion that history is a simple
story of victims and aggressors. Instead,
he shows how multiple actors—often
with competing and equally valid
grievances—contributed to the conflict’s
intractability. This nuanced perspective
is especially valuable in a world where
media coverage and political rhetoric
often oversimplify the conflict.

THE Use oF PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

One of the most distinctive features of
Smith’s textbook is its extensive



appendices of primary documents. These
include the Balfour Declaration, the Peel
Commission report, the UN Partition Plan
Resolution 181, the 1949 Armistice
Agreements, the Palestinian National
Charter, and the Camp David Accords.
By including these texts, Smith
encourages readers to engage with the
raw material of history rather than
relying solely on his interpretations. This
approach aligns with best practices in
historical pedagogy and helps develop
critical thinking skills.

For students of the Arab-Israeli conflict,
reading these documents firsthand
reveals the shifting language of
diplomacy. For instance, the Balfour
Declaration’s ambiguous phrase “a
national home for the Jewish people” has
been interpreted in vastly different ways

by Israelis and Palestinians. Smith’s
commentary contextualizes such
ambiguities, showing how they
contributed to decades of
misunderstanding and conflict.

Palestine and the
Arab-lsrael
Conflict: A
Thematic
Overview

To fully appreciate Charles D. Smith’s
contribution, it helps to walk through the
major chapters of the conflict as he
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presents them. The following outline
distills his narrative into key historical
moments, each of which remains
relevant to contemporary debates.

THE OTTOMAN ERA AND THE RISE
OF ZIONISM

Smith begins with the late Ottoman
period, when Palestine was a largely
agrarian region with a predominantly
Arab population—Muslim and Christian.
He traces the emergence of the Zionist
movement in Europe, led by Theodor
Herzl, and its goal of establishing a
Jewish state in Palestine. He notes that
early Zionist leaders often ignored or
dismissed the existence of an Arab
population, a miscalculation that would
have tragic consequences.

THE BRITISH MANDATE AND THE
BALFOUR DECLARATION

The British Mandate period (1920-1948)
is a central focus in Smith’s analysis. He
explains how the Balfour Declaration’s
promise to support a Jewish national
home was incompatible with Britain's
earlier commitments to Arab
independence (the Hussein-McMahon
correspondence). The resulting policy
zigzags—sometimes favoring Jews,
sometimes Arabs—alienated both
communities and led to violent uprisings,
such as the 1936-1939 Arab Revolt.

THE 1948 WAR AND THE CREATION
OF ISRAEL

Smith’s coverage of the 1948 war is
meticulously detailed. He discusses the



military victories of Jewish forces, the
expulsion or flight of over 700,000
Palestinians (the Nakba), and the
armistice agreements that left Israel in
control of more territory than the UN
partition plan had allocated. He also
examines the failure of the international
community to enforce a return of
refugees, a factor that continues to fuel
Palestinian grievances.

THE 1967 Six-DAYy WAR AND ITS
AFTERMATH

The 1967 war is another milestone in
Smith’s narrative. He explains how
Israel’s capture of the West Bank, Gaza
Strip, East Jerusalem, the Golan Heights,
and Sinai transformed the conflict from
one about the existence of Israel into
one about occupation and settlements.

Smith documents the rise of Israeli
settlement activity in the occupied
territories and the corresponding growth
of Palestinian resistance, including the
formation of the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO) under Yasser Arafat.

THE OsLo PEACE PROCESS AND ITsS
COLLAPSE

In the final chapters of his book, Smith
analyzes the Oslo Accords (1993-1995),
which established the Palestinian
Authority and promised a future
Palestinian state. He is critical of both
Israeli and Palestinian leadership for
failing to implement the agreements’
provisions. The expansion of Israeli
settlements during the Oslo years,
combined with the Second Intifada and
the construction of the separation
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barrier, effectively shattered the peace
process. Smith concludes that the two-
state solution, while still the most widely
endorsed framework, faces enormous
obstacles.

How Charles D.
Smith’'s Work
Informs Current
Debates

Understanding Palestine and the
Arab-Israeli conflict through Charles
D. Smith’s lens is not merely an
academic exercise. His historical
analysis provides essential context for

current events, from the Israel-Hamas
wars to the normalization agreements
with Arab states (the Abraham Accords).
Smith’'s emphasis on the role of Israeli
settlements, the status of Jerusalem, and
the plight of Palestinian refugees
remains directly relevant to any
discussion of a just and lasting peace.

Moreover, Smith's commitment to
showing both Israeli and Palestinian
perspectives helps combat the
polarization that often paralyzes public
discourse. He does not endorse a
particular political solution; instead, he
equips readers with the historical
knowledge needed to evaluate
competing claims critically. In an era of
misinformation and selective memory,
such balanced scholarship is invaluable.



Critiques and
Limitations

No historical work is without its critics,
and Charles D. Smith is no exception.
Some scholars on the pro-Israeli side
argue that Smith gives too much weight
to Palestinian narratives and downplays
the existential security threats Israel has
faced. Conversely, some pro-Palestinian
critics suggest that Smith’s work, despite
its balance, still operates within a Zionist
framework by accepting the legitimacy
of the state of Israel. Smith himself
acknowledges these tensions in his
prefaces, noting that any historical
account of the conflict will inevitably
dissatisfy partisans.
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However, for the vast majority of
readers—especially students
encountering the conflict for the first
time—Smith’s work provides a solid
foundation. It is not the final word on the
subject, but it is an indispensable
starting point. His use of primary
documents ensures that readers can
check his interpretations against the
evidence, a feature that enhances the
book’s credibility.

Why Smith’s
Work Remains
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Essential

Decades after its first publication,
Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict
remains one of the most widely used
textbooks on the subject. The reason is
simple: Charles D. Smith combines deep
expertise with a commitment to fairness
and clarity. He does not pretend to be
neutral in a conflict where neutrality is
often impossible, but he strives to
present the historical record honestly.
For anyone seeking to understand the
roots of the present crisis between
Israelis and Palestinians, his work offers
a reliable guide.

In addition, Smith’s focus on Palestine
and the Arab-Israeli conflict is not
just historical. He continually links past
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events to contemporary realities, helping
readers see how the past shapes the
present. This approach transforms his
book from a mere chronicle of facts into
an analytical tool for interpreting current
news. Whether you are watching a UN
debate, reading about settlement
expansion, or hearing about peace
negotiations, Smith’'s framework helps
clarify what is at stake.

Conclusion

Charles D. Smith has made an enduring
contribution to the study of Palestine
and the Arab-Israeli conflict. His
meticulous research, balanced
perspective, and commitment to primary
sources have educated countless
students and general readers. While the



conflict itself remains unresolved,
Smith’s work provides the historical
literacy necessary for informed
engagement. In a world where simplistic
narratives often dominate, his nuanced
analysis reminds us that understanding
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the past is the first step toward
imagining a peaceful future. For anyone
seeking to grasp the complexities of this
enduring struggle, reading Charles D.
Smith is an essential beginning.
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