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Introduction 

In the minds of most Westerners, violent terrorism is immediately associated with the 

Middle East, especially with the Arab-Israeli conflict. Since the 1970's, the world press has 

reported avidly on Palestinian hijackings, kidnappings and bus bombings. Jewish violence has 

occupied a much lower profile, but has had moments of exposure due to the actions of men like 

Meir Kahane and Baruch Goldstein. To the modem mind, Palestinian terrorism is indicative 

of the Palestinians as have-nots. By contrast, the Israelis, utilizing their lethally effective war 

machine, have fought determinedly to achieve secure boundaries. A by-product of that struggle 

has been an uneasy ruler-subject relationship with the Palestinians. 

Earlier conflicts in Palestine, while not ignored, remain a shadowy prelude to the 

violence and disputes of today. Yet barely seventy years ago, Palestine was a colonial mandate 

of the British Empire. The Jewish community there was a small and struggling minority 

dwarfed by an enormous, though very backward, Arab population. The Jews at that time were 

also have-nots; their struggle for independence, from 1917 to 1948, is an often glorified story, 

spoken of with awe and mystic zeal by Jews and with hatred and paranoia by Arabs. The 

creation of the state of Israel was a revolution, a new interpretation of an ancient dream and a 

return home for a long-exiled Jewish people. The idea of a Jewish state in the modem family 

of nations demanded vision and decades of struggle. 

The struggle was diplomatic, led by memorable Zionists such as Chaim Weizmann, 

David Ben Gurion and Vladimir (Ze'ev) Jabotinsky. It was a popular struggle, urged on by a 

world ashamed of its part in the suffering of the Jews and by a determined lobby of Diaspora 

Jews, especially in America. It was an international struggle, played out in the administrations 
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of the US, Britain and the United Nations. Finally, it was a military struggle, fought by a 

relentless band of Jewish rebels against the British Empire. 

Between 1944 and 1947, Jewish extremists- the IZL(or the Irgun), LEHI (or the 

Stem Gang) and to a lesser extent the Hagana and the Palmach - waged a deadly and often 

successful underground war against the British forces in Palestine. It was a war of bullets and 

words, prestige and humiliation, propaganda and atrocity. Menachem Begin 1 declared the 

revolt against the British in early 1944: 

" ... the people of Israel is obliged to examine its course, to survey the past and 
arrive at conclusions for the future. For the last few years have been the most 
horrible in our history; the coming ones- the most crucial in our history ... Let 
us fearlessly draw the proper <(Onclusions., .Our nation is at war with this regime 
and it is a fight to the finish."2 

The revolt had been gestating for some time previous, nurtured by a British administration 

unsuccessfully juggling its priorities and the demands of the Arabs and Jews. The Jews, so 

often the losers in the equation, finally decided to take their destiny into their own hands. 

Few took the rebels seriously at first, but Begin and his partners soon captured the 

fascination of the world. The revolt rose to the fore in 1946-4 7, with the famous bombing of the 

King David Hotel in Jerusalem. The subsequent deterioration into anarchy and chaos and the 

constant threat of violence turned the policing of Palestine into a bloody, sordid and dangerous 

task. Meanwhile, amid constant political gridlock there was no portent of visible relief. An 

increasingly frustrated British administration could do little but hang on while the world peered 

l. 

1Begin, the leader of the IZL, wrote a memoir of his time underground called the The Revolt, which is widely read 
(by Palestinian terrorists as well) as a classic text of insurrection. 

2-rext of the "Proclamation of Revolt of the lrgun Zvai Leumi". as cited in Eli Tavin and Yonah Alexander, eds., 
Psychological Warfare and Propaganda: Irgun Documentation, (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources. Inc. , 
1982), p. 259. 261. 
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avidly at the British inability to control this tiny sliver of land. By the end of 1947, weary and 

ashamed of the moral, human and economic toll of trying to solve the Arab-Jewish conflict and 

stop the violence, the British decided to turn control of the area over to the United Nations and 

withdrew in disgrace. 

The Jewish revolt contributed in part to that decision. The rebels were not mindless 

fanatics; they had a complex and intelligent approach to unsettling the British in the Mandate. 

At times, their actions worked in consonance with the designs of the established Zionist 

institutions and at times, they were at odds with each other. All of the various groups in 

Palestine working towards the ultimate Zionist aspiration of an independent Jewish state 

employed techniques of diplomacy, propaganda, psychological maneuvering and/or terrorism 

to achieve their goals. Out of this struggle grew the creation of the modern state of Israel. 

The first part of this study investigates the roots of the armed Jewish revolt as a 

response to British policy during the Mandate period. The second unit deals with the outbreak 

and growth of the revolt from its inception in 1944 to its bloody denoument in late 194 7. The 

final section examines some of the revolt tactics employed by the Hagana, the IZL and LEHI as 

outgrowths of their identities as insurgents. The question of what role the Jewish rebels played 

in ousting the British is outside the scope of this study. 

I would like to acknowledge the assistance, given only out of the goodness of their own 

hearts, of Shira Seri and Ben Varat. 
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sections of the population."5 In truth, the Arabs of Palestine had no political organization 

and were for the most part illiterate p asants on lands owned by absentee landlords in 

Damascus and Cairo. Yet, Jewish and British ignorance or avoidance of nascent Arab 

nationalism made the omission an eg gious error which the Arabs would not soon forget. 

The Balfour Declaration, alth gh the foundation for virtually every Zionist 

political claim henceforth, is a good i ·cator of British indecision over Palestine policy. 

While the short letter calls for the ere ion of a Jewish national horne, it makes that reality 

in some measure dependent upon the allowing clause protecting the rights of the Arabs. 

Arthur Koestler, a Zionist historian, c s this phenomenon of wishful thinking a negre 

blanc, a "white negro", i.e. an absurdi y, a contradiction in terms.6 The ambitions of the 

two peoples were bound from the begi ning to clash. The British document is unclear 

about which clause is paramount, how to determine the "prejudice" of rights and what 

course is to be taken if the two goals p ove to be mutually exclusive. 

For instance, it promises a Jew· h national horne in Palestine, not in all of 

Palestine, nor does it define the nature f a national horne. Contrarily, it secures the civil 

and religious rights of the Arabs; but n t their political rights. Many of the Zionists took it 

to mean that they had been promised a state. This, as history showed, was a premature 

conclusion, but the British did not shus the crowing of the Zionists at the tirne.7 

5 ibid. p.36. I 
6 Arthur Koestler, Promise and Fulfilment, (N w York: The Macmillan Company, 1949), p. 7. 
7 That conviction still prevails, incorrectly, in orne circles. For instance: "The Balfour Declaration 

I 

committed Britain to support the establishme of an independent Jewish state.", Congressional 
Quarterly, p. 10. I 
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between SherifHusayn ibn-Ali and ' nry McMahon known as the Husayn-McMahon 

correspondence (1915) should take ecedence over the Balfour Declaration. It had 

indicated that an Arab state under th sherifs son Feisal would be created in a vaguely-

defined area that the Arabs insisted i luded Palestine. The British disagreed. 

In 1919, the Arabs petitioned eKing-Crane Commission,13 appointed by US 

President Woodrow Wilson, to oppo the Zionist program. The commission, reflecting 

those concerns, reported that Palesti could not be allowed to become a Jewish State 

because of Arab opposition to the Zi · st agenda a:nd Arab rights in the region. 

Ominously, the Commission also pre ' · cted "that the Zionist program could not be carried 

out except by force of arms."14 The A abs soon made their displeasure known by rioting 

and committing acts of violence again Jewish civilians in 1920 and 1921. 

A few years of respite were fo owed by even worse violence in 1929. The Arab 

violence would continue, reaching its eaks during the Arab uprisings of 1936-39, and in 

1947-48, following the British abando ment of the Mandate. The British were not slow 

learners, though; by the end of 1921, ey had already begun to accept the kernel of the 

idea that Arab violence would be a stu bling block to the administration of the mandate' s 

promises to the Jews. Herbert Samuel, e first high commissioner of Palestine, was the 

first British functionary to limit Jewish · gration on a temporary basis, in 1920. The 
I 

temporary ban was attributed to the he d to pacify the Arab population, beginning a long 
I 

tradition of political concession to Ara 
I 

13 The commission's task was to recommend mandatory power for Palestine. They suggested the US. 
14 Sykes, p. 30 I 
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increasingly felt the need for the Hagana and thus it continued to exist. A legitimate and 

legal defense force, however, was still lacking. 

A final and important consensus was the absolute necessity of retaining the support 

of the British. The slow retreat of British policy from the Balfour Declaration and its 

commitment to the Jewish homeland made an ominous rumbling in the background of 

Zionist politics. One of the primary questions of yishuv politics was how best to coax the 

British into further helping the ZO/Jewish Agency's program along. 17 Along these 

lines( and others) there were dramatic differences of opinion among the powerful 

personalities that dominated the z_o. 

The moderate Zionists, led by Chaim Weizmann, maintained that the friendship of 

the British must be maintained by delicate political pressure and persuasion. They hoped 

that by appealing to the British based on promises made in the Balfour Declaration and the 

strategic use of Zionist diplomacy, they could continue to enjoy the support of the British, 

even though that support had already begun to slip visibly away. 

Weizmann was an aging and adept European statesmen, one of the architects of 

the Balfour Declaration and a determined Anglophile. He ruled the Zionist Organization 

and the Jewish Agency into the 1930's. Weizmann's vision for Zionism was essentially 

European and was meant to appear before the world with the same panache, gentility and 

dignity as any European nationalism. He was comfortable with British diplomacy and 
I 

17 The Jewish Agency was specified in the Mandate and was created as a parallel and semi-redundant 
structure to the ZO. The essential difference was that, under the auspices of the Agency, wealthy and 
influential Jews from abroad could have a voice in Zionist policy. 
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succeeded at it, at least at first. He was also a gradualist; he believed in taking what was 

available and gently pressing for more. He did not demand an absolute title to the land 

(though his preference was for a state in all of western Palestine) so much as that the 

Jewish people have some kind of home on it. This gradualism and compromising approach 

would begin to wear thin in the ZO as Weizmann's early victories faded and the British 

began to tum consistently away from the Zionists. 

Less moderate and less old-fashioned Zionists were not as sanguine about this 

approach. There was real dissatisfaction, even in the early 1930's, with British conduct in 

the Mandate. At the head of the opposition sat David Ben-Gurion, a second generation 

Zionist from Poland and the major proponent of a Zionist socialist state. His power 

derived from the giant Histadrut labor union. After 1930, he was the head of the large 

Labor coalition called Mapai, the worker's party. Thus began the consolidation of Labor, 

which would dominate Israeli politics for most of the prelude to the state and its first two 

decades. He, along with all the Zionists, was dependent upon the British, but was more 

willing than Weizmann to pressure the British, to lose patience with them and to say no to 

unacceptable policies. Weizmann's diplomacy was soft. Ben Gurian's was firm. 

Weizmann's and Ben-Gurion's programs were versions of Practical Zionism: 

massive immigration, building of settlements and an agricultural economic infrastructure. 

Ben-Gurion wrote: 
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"A homeland is not given or received as if it was a gift ... The source of true rights 
to a land -like everything else- is not in political or legal authority, but in the 
rights oflabour. The true actual owners of the land are its workers."18 

Their programs depended upon the creation of facts on the ground as much as any 

diplomatic initiatives with the British. The British would be much more likely to recognize 

the Jews' claim to the land if the Jews had already settled it and created a viable economy. 

At the far end of the Zionist spectrum were the Revisionists. These Zionists, led by 

the dark horse of Zionist politics, Vladimir (Ze'ev) Jabotinsky, were militaristic and 

eschewed the traditional sheepishness of the Jews. The Jewish mantra of "don't make 

trouble" seemed obsolete to them as well as an invitation to the same kind of anti-

Semitism that had plagued the Jews for centuries. They thought that vigorous demands, 

strong political pressure and a display of military force would impress the British more 

than meek and querulous begging. 

Jabotinsky was the vanguard of a new type of Jewish thought. He had been 

converted to Zionism by the massacres of Russian Jewry in 1904-1905 and the fiery vision 

of Theodor Herzl, whom he heard at the 6th Zionist Congress. He was a magnetic figure, 

a charismatic authority. His bombastic oratory and dramatic symbolism swept many of the 

younger Zionists, impatient with the older generation, into his camp. 

Jabotins.ky sharply criticized Weizmann for his equivocation and meekness. The 

Jews needed to demand recognition from the world of the historic rights of the Jews to the 

land oflsrael. Jabotinsky also subscribed to a maximalist intetpretation of the Jewish 

18 David Ben Gurion, "Matan Eretz" in Mi-maamad, p. 9-10, as cited in Mitchell Cohen, Zion and State, 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1992) p. 94. 
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supporters, mostly neo-Revisionists, were both fascists and terrorists. The Brit Ha-

biryonim21
, a small extremist sect, caused early and lasting damage to J abotinsky' s 

reputation and authority. They were headed by Abba A chimer, who was unabashedly 

fascist and saw Jabotinsky as a sort of Jewish Mussolini, urging him to become "il 

Duce"22
• Achimer's major accomplishment was to break the momentum of the 

Revisionists. First, by allying himself with Jabotinsky, Achimer tainted Jabotinsky ' s name 

by guilt of association with the more extreme elements of neo-Revisionist fascism. 

Jabotinsky was never forceful enough in distancing himself from them and suffered for it. 

Second, A chimer was accused of masterminding the murder of Labor's rising star 

Chaim Arlosoroff in 1933 along with his Betari and Biryoni cohorts. Arlosoroff was 

murdered on a Tel Aviv beach and his widow falsely testified that she could identify the 

Betar boys who had done it. Although the case was eventually dismissed, the trial had 

elements of witch hunt hysteria. It became a rallying point for moderate Zionists and 

turned the Zionist community sharply against the Revisionists. The pitched battle in 

Zionist politics became crudely drawn as the moderates vs. the extremists. The 

perception, although untrue, had been that Arlosoroff s murder had been premeditated 

violence against a fellow Jew towards a political gain by the Revisionists, a concept 

anathema to all Zionist thought. 

Jabotinsky had begun the Revisionist movement in 1925, two years after quitting 

the Zionist Executive in disgust with the moderates. He saw himself as the true successor 

2 1 Their name was taken from an extremist Jewish sect during the Second temple period. 
22 Laqueur, A History of Zionism, p. 362. 
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brought him great discomfort and embarrassment, though he never whole-heartedly 

repudiated them. 

Jabotinsky, as a Zionist politician, was still wedded to the British as an ally. What 

he meant by fighting for the homeland was something less than underground terrorism, 

although not all his followers were entirely clear about this. Betar was intended as a 

militant youth group, but only in the context of creating a Jewish army or a Jewish Legion. 

When Betar's members were involved in terrorist incidents, it reflected back badly upon 

its founder and the Tzohar. (Tzionistim-Revisionistim). 

The IZL is often thought of as a Revisionist group, not without some truth, though 

in many ways it was not. The pre-IZL Hagana-bet (seep. 47) was not officially tied to the 

Revisionist party at all, but after 1937, the remainder of the group was mostly 

Revisionists. Between 1937 and 1940, Jabotinsky took over official leadership of both the 

IZL and the NZO, though he claimed that these roles were mutually exclusive. Certainly, 

he conceived of the IZL as the kind of military force that would become a Jewish Army. 

Nevertheless, the IZL was a violent underground military group and the NZO was a 

political organization. Jabotinsky was uncomfortable with associating the two; they were 

like oil and water. 

On the other hand, Jabotinsky was one of the founders and spiritual mentors of the 

IZL. What the IZL took from Jabotinsky was the inspiration to pressure, the British, to act 

now rather than later, to rush things and to single-mindedly and militantly, if necessary, 

pursue a state "on both sides of the Jordan". Jabotinsky never advocated violence himself, 
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but it was the logical conclusion from his program and from his inspirations: the 

risorgimento, Garibaldi, Mazzini, the WWI Polish underground and others. Jabotinsky's 

mark is all over the IZL, but it is only an underpinning, a foundation from which sprang 

the IZL as we know it. The Revisionists intended to revise Zionism. The IZL sought to 

revolutionize it. 

British Colonial Policy Leading to the White Paper 

The proliferation of competing claims and violence made an inauspicious beginning 

for the Mandate, but were an accurate foreshadowing of the difficulties the Empire would 

have in reconciling all of its various interests and enterprises in the region. The three 

conflicting documents- the Sykes-Picot Treaty, the Husayn-McMahon correspondence 

and the Balfour Declaration - characterize the nature of the Mandate well: contradictions 

heaped upon equivocation atop indecision. These documents were what one wanted to 

make of them, convenient to make and to believe for the moment, but far from clear in 

their real, long-term significance. In fact, as with the varying interpretations of the Balfour 

Declaration, much of Britain's inability to police Palestine was due to its inability to 

fashion a consistent colonial policy at its inception. This understanding is crucial in 

deciphering the confusing twists and turns of British policy, described by one writer as "a 

garment of rags sewn by different hands for various, often contradictory purposes. "24 

24 J. Bowyer Bell, Terror Out Of Zion, (Dublin: The Academy Press, 1979), p. 49. 
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There are several reasons for this. At the heart of the matter, Palestine was simply 

not very high on the imperial priority list. It was never seriously considered for Dominion 

status, had low military priority and was an economic backwater. It was rarely brought up 

in Cabinet discussion unless serious trouble broke out. In the late 1910's and early 

1920's, it was simply needed as a peaceful land bridge to India and as a buffer for the Suez 

Canal. The low priority accorded to Palestine did not by itself guarantee the British a 

difficult time in governing it. It did ensure that decisions, carrying full authority, were 

sometimes made by ill-trained or ill-informed officials and that occasionally, decisions 

were not forethought at all, but based on the exigencies of the moment. Unfortunately for 

the British, it was a land with a very thorny problem which the British did not fully 

comprehend or anticipate. 

The British made the somewhat naive assumption that the Jews and the Arabs 

would be able to solve their differences. The Arabs might not like it, but they would 

reconcile themselves to a large influx of Jews. Similarly, the Jews might not like it, but 

they would have to make do with a homeland that would not house all the world's 

oppressed Jews or even necessarily a sufficient number to constitute a Palestinian majority. 

No matter what specific proposal was on the table, the British hope was always that the 

two parties in conflict would eventually come to terms with each other. The British prided 

themselves on being extremely fair to both parties and their interests. They were motivated 

by the "moral and legal merits" of the Arabs and the Jews, but in truth, the only thing they 

were partial to was their own interests. During most of the 1920's and 1930's, their 
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interest was simply in a peaceful and prosperous Palestine. Hence, it was in the British 

interest for the Jews and Arabs to lay aside their differences and live side by side in peace. 

It did not seem to even cross the mind of anyone in the British administration that this goal 

might be impracticable. 

Not being really wedded to either Jewish or Arab interests made the British walk a 

narrow tightrope between them. Although the British were confident in a solution that 

both Arab and Jew could stomach, neither the Arabs nor the Jews were. They both 

exerted pressure on the relatively uninformed and unconcerned administration to their own 

ends. For the Zionists, this meant unrestricted immigration and the promise of statehood. 

For the Arabs, this meant the cessation of Jewish immigration and the creation of an Arab 

state or federation. The resultant attempts to please both pleased neither and made the 

government look irresolute, sometimes pro-Arab and sometimes pro-Jewish. 

British policy was ambivalent on another count. The British decision-making 

apparatus was not monolithic; British policy was indeed designed to accommodate both 

Jew and Arab, but different personalities in the British government often cared about one 

more than the other. There were some Arabists, such as Miles Lampson and Ronald 

Storrs, and some ardent pro-Zionists, such as Leo Amery, Winston Churchill and Lord 

Balfour. There were also a whole host of men with strong pro-Zionist opposition 

backgrounds, most infamously Ernest Bevin and Malcolm MacDonald, who pursued 

strong anti-Zionist policies once they came to power. Thus, British policy seemed even 

more ambivalent because its leader's opinions were at odds with each other. 
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Another consequence of Palestine's low priority status was that policy regarding it, 

sometimes entirely, depended on external considerations. These considerations ranged 

from domestic politics to imperial geopolitical maneuvering. In order to woo British Jews 

or to please America, Britain would hold out pro-Zionist promises or use their influence to 

push for Jewish immigration. When the British were interested in the friendship of Egypt 

and Saudi Arabia, they would endorse the Arab cause in Palestine. There was no absolute 

line in Palestine and no policy that could not be undone. Consequently, the indigenous 

population had even less confidence that the British were ultimately looking out for their 

welfare. 

The British retreat from the Balfour Declaration began as early as the first Arab 

riots. The report by Sir Thomas Haycraft after the May 1921 riots all but pardoned the 

Arabs of wrongdoing by defining the riots as a spontaneous response to the arrogance and 

aggressiveness of Jewish settlement. A 1922 Command Paper, penned by then-Colonial 

Secretary Winston Churchill, imposed the first limitations on Jewish immigration, by 

introducing the idea of "economic absorptive capacity"25 as the break-off point. 

In 1929, when the Jewish communities of Safed and Hebron were set upon brutally 

by Arabs from neighboring communities, the British police response, though subsequently 

lethal, was alarmingly slow. 133 Jews were killed, many gruesomely. 116 Arabs were 

killed as well by the police, yet among the Arabs dominated the idea that "the government 

is with us". 26 To the Jews, this seemed impossible and horrifying, but in the face of 

25 from 1939 White Paper text referring to 1922 White Paper, as cited in Laqueur and Rubin, p.71. 
26 1it. al-dawla ma'ana, J. Bowyer Bell, Terror Out of Zion, p. 2. 
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lackluster British response in protecting them, they were forced nonetheless to 

contemplate the possibility. The Hagana had been protecting the Jewish community for 

years already. Before them, the highly romanticized Shomrim (Watchmen) had taken over 

kibbutz perimeter defense from paid Arabs in the early years of the century. Nonetheless, 

it was still understood that the colonial government was to be relied upon in more serious 

incidents. Protecting the communities from each other was one of their explicit mandatory 

responsibilities. 

The yishuv's trust was shaken by the 1929 riots in a way that it had not been 

previously. It became an imperative of the community to have an armed Jewish force to 

protect the national home. The Hagana, which had not been well-prepared for the riots, 

began to expand and intensify its efforts as a result. 

The Arab violence shook up Whitehall as well. Though the British had expected 

some resistance to their plans for governing Jews and Arabs in the same area, this was the 

first indication27 that there might be serious and long-term unrest between the two 

communities. Some British observers attributed the unrest to increasing Jewish 

immigration in the 1920's. Consequently, the Passfield White Paper of 1930 urged that the 

Jewish immigration and land sales be curbed as an immediate palliative. Two other papers, 

the Shaw Commission report and the Hope-Simpson paper advocated similar approaches. 

These suggestions in these reports were never implemented. They were part of a 

27 There had been Arab violence in 1920 and 1921 as well, but it had less of an impact on colonial policy. 
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continuing pattern of fruitless commission appointments that accomplished little but the 

alienation of various segments of the population and the squandering of time and money. 

The British Empire at this time commonly subscribed to the idea of appeasement 

of local populations. The Passfield and other reports were simply a manifestation of this 

creed in the wake of Arab violence. It was an introductory lesson for both Arab and Jew 

that, under the rubric of appeasement, violence in Palestine was an effective diplomatic 

tool. Unrest drew immediate and official attention. This policy would become more 

apparent in 1938-39, to the detriment of the Zionists. The Jews, however, were not quite 

ready to contemplate violence; Zionist diplomatic pressure in England was still powerful 

enough to cause the British, perpetually indecisive, to reverse field again. Sir Ramsay 

MacDonald, prime minister at the time, issued a letter essentially nullifying the most 

alarming parts of the Passfield report. The Arabs called it the Black Paper. It reaffirmed 

the British commitment to the national home and, most importantly, to Jewish 

immigration: 

" ... the obligation to facilitate Jewish immigration and to encourage close settlement by 
Jews on the land remains a positive obligation of the Mandate and it can be fulfilled 
without prejudice to the rights and positions of other sections of the population of 
Palestine. "28 

Yet the shock of the 1929 riots, indicating an increasing militancy among the Arabs, had 

caused a consequent queasiness in the British Colonial Office and the Palestine 

28 Letter from Ramsay MacDonald to Chaim Weizmann, February 13, 1931, as cited in Laqueur and 
Rubin, eds., The Israel-Arab Reader, p. 53. 
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Administration over unequivocal support for the Jewish homeland. Support for the 

national home was tempered by an opposing trend of sympathy for the Arabs. 

The haphazard drift of British policy towards the Arab side during the 1920's and 

early 1930's accelerated in the second half of the decade. There were three fronts on 

which major developments changed the interests of the British Empire in Palestine 

between 1936-39: The Jewish front, the Arab front and the Middle Eastern front. 

The first development, on the Jewish front, was a massive increase in Jewish 

immigration and settlement during the 1930's. The second development, on the Arab 

front, was a number of serious outbreaks of Arab violence protesting Jewish immigration 

and British complicity in it. The third development, on the Middle Eastern front, was the 

involvement of the Arab states in the Palestine issue at the same time as the Arab world 

became an important ally. Their good will was required to keep the Middle East pro

British under the threat of World War II. 

Under the Mandate, substantial Jewish immigration was an integral part of the 

homeland thesis. Nonetheless, immigration had always been a contentious issue between 

Arabs and Jews. British policy had always been marked by the assumption that the Jews 

would not succeed in facilitating or funding massive immigration of European Jews, and 

that the Arabs, while adamant about their opposition, would eventually reconcile 

themselves to the presence of the Jews and the Jewish national home in their midst. 

The British had underestimated the resolve and desperation of the Zionists and 

their emotional connection to the land. They also underestimated the extent and urgency 
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of the so-called Jewish Problem in Europe. Of course, they had had no way of anticipating 

the Holocaust, but the situation had been severe enough to warrant attention even before 

1942. Triggered by Hitler's rise to power in Germany, the so-called fifth aliya (wave of 

immigration) doubled the Jewish population in the mid-1930's. Between 1933-1935, 

134,000 legal immigrants flooded into Palestine. 29 This made the Arabs, and hence the 

British, very nervous. After 1936, immigration was curtailed sharply by the British; more 

immigrants arrived in the early 1930's than in the next ten years combined. 

The British had also underestimated the cunning of Haj Amin al-Husseini. They 

had thought that the political leadership of the Arabs was too weak to create an uprising. 

They had hoped to get away with their ambiguous policy of both allowing small amounts 

of Jewish immigration and maintaining friendly relations with the Arabs. To their chagrin, 

Jewish immigration and Arab resistance swelled simultaneously. The sullen peace that had 

prevailed since 1929 fell apart under the sinister machinations of the British-appointed 

Mufti (self-aggrandizingly called the Grand Mufti) Haj Amin el-Husseini. 

Incited by the Mufti and his men, the Arabs rose up in 1936 and again in 1937-38. 

At times, armedfedayeen ruled the bills and roads while violence against Jewish civilians 

and British police officers increased to a sordid daily toll. Ironically, the Arabs suffered 

more deaths by a large margin than any other group, often due to internecine violence. 

29 Laqueur,A History ofZionism, p. 508. 
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The first wave of Arab riots, lasting from April to October 1936, subsided when a 

Royal Commission was appointed to advise HMG on the future of the Mandate. Michael 

J. Cohen had this to say about the Peel Commission's report: 

''The frrst and perhaps only objective study of the Palestine problem in its new 
dimensions - that made in 193 7 by the Peel Commission - made the revolutionary 
proposal to admit the Mandate's inability to provide sufficient political outlet for 
the two conflicting nationalisms."30 

The Commission's report weighed all the conflicting claims of the Arabs and the Jews and 

advocated partition into two separate states- one Arab and one Jewish- with a 

mandatory zone, including Jerusalem, in the middle. The idea that the Mandate was 

unworkable was a radical idea at l:he time, sensitive to the unlikelihood that Britain would 

be able to reconcile Jewish and Arab nationalism. The Peel Commission diagnosed the 

Mandate as a negre blanc rather than ignoring it. 

The commission was ahead of its time. Partition, after the Peel report was rejected 

by the Cabinet in 1938, would not be revived until1943, when it would again fail before 

being finally enacted by the United Nations in 1947. Partition was not and was never 

thought of as an ideal solution, as can be seen by its failure to take root even in 1947, 

when it led to (or in any event, did not avert) the first Arab-Israeli war. Its biggest flaw 

was that it effectively offered each party half a loaf. Compromise and conciliation can be 

effective tools of conflict resolution, but not if the negotiators still believe in their ability to 

acquire the whole loaf. 

30 Michael J. Cohen, Palestine: Retreat From the Mandate, (New York: Holmes and Meier Publishers, 
Inc. , 1978), p. 188. 
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In addition, the half loaf offered was not enough to stop the stomach from 

grumbling. The state offered to the Zionists was too small for even Weizmann (i.e. the 

most moderate Zionists) to accept. In the spirit of cooperation and in an attempt to 

capitalize, the Jewish Agency approved the idea of partition, if the government would 

negotiate directly with them on new borders and assure them of unlimited immigration. 

The Arabs were not prepared at the time to compromise at all. They continued to reject 

the Balfour Declaration and the concept of the national home. They demanded that all 

Jewish immigration be halted and an Arab state be declared in all of Palestine. 

Nonetheless, the important thing about the Peel report is that it was an attempt to be 

brutally fair to both the Arabs and the Jews by addressing the ultimate issues between 

them. 

The Peel report received a cool reception not only from the Jews and Arabs, but 

also from the United States and the League of Nations. Nonetheless, it won initial support 

from the Cabinet. The Woodhead Commission, originally a sub-committee designed to 

implement the Peel Commission's recommendations, was appointed on the last day of 

February 1938. However, by the time it made its report, it had been authorized to 

overturn the Royal Commission. It did, recommending against partition and suggesting 

retaining the Mandate, albeit with some changes in policy. The British, by 1938, 

apparently had decided that they were not ready to relinquish the Mandate or the Middle 

I 
East. 
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The backdrop to the change in British policy was the third front, the Middle 

Eastern one, in the form of the Arab states and their influence on Britain's imperial 

considerations. The Arab states first became involved in mandatory issues at the behest of 

the Mufti in 1936. They encouraged the British to suspend Jewish immigration and 

cooperated with the Arab Higher Committee to suspend the rebellion while the Peel 

Commission prepared its report. In late 1937, after its publication, the Arabs rebelled 

again. The second uprising, replete with wanton violence against Jews and Fawzi Kaukji ' s 

'irregulars' roaming the countryside, was much more violent and protracted than the first. 

The Woodhead Commission, upon its arrival, found widespread Arab violence and a state 

of near anarchy in Palestine. 

In mid-1938, the British implemented martial law and strict counterinsurgency 

methods which proved remarkably effective in ending the revolt after several months. 

They deported Arab leaders, including the Mufti, and disbanded the Arab Higher Council. 

They blew up houses, tortured prisoners, hung convicted arms-carriers, imposed economic 

sanctions and punitive damages on whole communities and performed public whippings. 

The state of martial law and the low profile of the Arabs in the world press allowed the 

British to succeed with such measures despite their severity. They would be unable to 

duplicate them against the Jewish dissidents in the mid-1940's. The success of the Jewish 

underground propaganda machine, as we will see, played a large role in defusing British 

counterinsurgency. 
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The British counterinsurgency effort was actually a two-pronged attack. The 

Imperial strategy for dealing with dissidence was to quell the disturbances militarily while 

pursuing a diplomatic solution to the cause of the unrest. This was the strategic bedrock 

of appeasement: crush them with one fist while placating them with the other. While the 

British crushed the revolt, they had already begun to formulate White Paper policy, which 

conformed to most of the Arab demands. Appeasement sounds like a sensible policy, but 

was in practice fatally flawed; it mistook immediate palliatives for solutions to deeply 

rooted problems. The Arabs would never appreciate or reciprocate the British 

appeasement (it was never sufficient) and the Jews would not capitulate the way the 

British had expected. Appeasement had a rather inglorious year in 1938: Chamberlain's 

complicity in the concession of the Sudetenland did not, in the end, bring peace with the 

Germans either. 

The promise of a solution acceptable to the Arabs in late 1938 eroded enthusiasm 

for the Mufti ' s rebellion among the Arab population and the other Arab governments. At 

the same time, the draconian counterinsurgency methods were designed to underscore 

dramatically the military might and authority of the British. Though they were capitulating 

to Arab demands, in large part because of the threat of Arab violence, they wanted to 

retain the respect of the Arabs by showcasing their strength. The Arabs, however, saw the 

policy of appeasement as a sign of British weakness, which heavy-handed police tactics 

I 
could not dispel. The new British policy did not fulfill its purpose of ensuring Arab 
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gratitude, respect or support. Its only credit was that it brought a temporary end to the 

violence. 

British policy vis a vis the Arabs was also affected by the threat of war and/or a 

change in the balance of power in Europe. With the war looming on the horizon (but not 

yet certain) , the British were prepared to pay any price to ensure the stability, peacefulness 

and friendship of areas that would be vital to the proposed war effort. The Middle East's 

land, sea and air resources were important in relation to Egypt, India and Turkey and 

hence to any British war effort. The strategic jockeying for position in the event of war 

became an obsession, much as it would for the US and Russia during the Cold War. 

Under these conditions, appeasement of the Arabs across the whole Middle East, 

including turbulent Palestine, became not only policy but dogma. 

In the event that there was no war or the Allies won, the British still wanted to be 

on friendly terms with the Arabs. The future-minded Foreign Office, which had assumed 

joint control of the Mandate with the Colonial Office by 1938, saw Arab nationalism as 

the likely powerhouse of the future Middle East. The Palestine issue was easily subverted 

to this cause. The Arab states had become particularly concerned with the Palestine issue 

(and remain so until the present day). Since Palestine had become a pan-Arab concern and 

the Middle East needed to be pacified for a possible Allied war effort, it became a very 

seductive idea to capitulate to Arab demands in Palestine for the sake of the wider 

strategic context. 
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On top of everything, the Arabs had been rioting in Palestine for the better part of 

the previous two years and German propaganda had grown rife in the Middle East. The 

Arabs and the Germans could not have been better-suited to each other. Both were 

looking for change in the Middle East and both could claim the Jew as their common 

enemy. The Palestine issue itself was, as we have said, of low priority, while the 

friendship of the Arabs and the preparations for war had become an overriding concern. 

To continue championing partition at a moment of British vulnerability, when it would 

surely alienate the Arabs and perhaps set off the whole Middle East, seemed like sheer 

folly. 

Instead, the new Colonial secretary, Malcolm MacDonald, sponsored a London 

conference (the St. James Conference), to which the Arabs, the Zionists (notably minus 

the Revisionists, who were not invited by the Jewish Agency) the Arab states and 

representatives of British Jewry were invited. During February and March, they discussed 

ways of reconciling the problem in Palestine. The conference proved to be a failure; no 

policies were decided and the Arab-Jewish negotiations broke down fruitlessly. 

Nonetheless, the publication of the 1939 White Paper followed just a few months later, 

after prolonged and secret consultation with the Arabs in isolation from the Zionists. The 

London Conference seemed to have been a sham. Michael Cohen writes that MacDonald 

already knew that the next British policy would be predicated on the touchstone of Arab 

acquiescence. The intention of the conference was to make the Zionists look truculent and 
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unable to meet the Arabs halfway. The British could then hardly be blamed for stepping in 

and implementing a 'fair' policy.31 

J. C. Hurewitz notes that the Arabs had won two major political victories by this 

time, even before the White Paper. The first, obliquely, was a British precedent (the Peel 

report) for claiming that the Mandate was unworkable, which the Arabs sought to endorse 

not as a prelude to partition, but as nullification of the Balfour Declaration. The second 

victory was the cancellation of the partition plan, in large part because of Arab violence. 

He writes: 

"These events taught the lesson that the use of violence as a political weapon produced 
results which otherwise seemed unobtainable. Nor was the lesson lost upon either the 
outlawed Higher Committee or the militant fringe of the Yishuv. This terrorist extension of 
Arab-Zionist pressure politics portended future dangers, and the precedents thus 
established were fated to hasten the degeneration of the Palestine Mandate .... They placed a 
premium on extremism, undermined the influence of the mandatory, and virtually 
destroyed the prospect of an agreed settlement."32 

By this time, war was imminent with Germany and Europe's Jews were being threatened 

by Hitler. At this darkest hour, the British made the ill-fated decision to publish the most 

anti -Zionist document of mandatory history, essentially reneging on their promises to the 

Jews in their time of greatest need. That they did so because of the exigencies of British 

policy in the face of the war and other challenges to British power is incontrovertible. It 

was perhaps the only time in colonial history that the British held a consistent policy in 

Palestine. 

31 ibid., p.72. 
32 J.C. Hurewitz, Struggle For Palestine, (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1950), p. 93. 
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It is equally incontrovertible that their alienation of the Jews eventually became a 

thorn in their side. The British, in their unsuccessful drive to win over the Arabs also tried 

half-heartedly to live up to their international commitments to the Jews. The British 

government, with a few notable exceptions, never appreciated the desperation of the Jews, 

before or after the Holocaust, or realized that their policies were leading to the 

strangulation of the whole Zionist enterprise. 

The White Paper of 1939 

The White Paper of 1939, which claimed to end the "ambiguity" of British policy 

that was causing "unrest and hostility between Arabs and Jews", was the first major 

downturn in Anglo-Zionist relations. 33 It was bitterly denounced by both Arabs and Jews, 

though it was clearly in favor of the Arab position on most issues. Ironically, it did ease 

the tensions between the Jews and Arabs, which had been primarily Arab-initiated, but it 

also created the latent situation that would lead to serious outbreaks of British-Jewish 

violence within five or six years. The paper made no mention of partition as outlined in 

the 1937 Peel Commission report and decisively rejected the idea of Palestine as an 

exclusively Jewish or Arab state, coming out instead in favor of the creation of a bi

national state within ten years. 

The ambiguity that the document referred to was the ambiguous phrasing 

mentioned previously in the Balfour Declaration. Of course, the British had not suddenly 

33 Laqueur and Rubin, eds. , The Israel-Arab Reader, p.64. 
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discovered the Balfour Declaration's hidden meaning in 1939; rather, their strategic 

position vis a vis Arabs and Jews had changed. The British, by choosing the 'Arab' 

phrase in the Balfour Declaration, indicated that they had chosen the Arabs over the Jews. 

In Zionist eyes, the unforgivable sin of the White Paper was its policy towards the 

Jewish national home and Jewish immigration into it. It proposed a 75,000 person 

immigration quota over the next five years (intended to bring the yishuv to roughly a third 

of the Palestinian population), with the bulk of that coming at the end, after which the 

British would claim to have fulfilled their immigration responsibilities tout court towards 

the creation and development of the Jewish national home. At that point, no further 

immigration would be considered without explicit Arab consent, which, in light of the 

recent rioting, was obviously not forthcoming. The paper also entitled the local authorities 

to limit at their discretion any further land sales to Jews. Specific land sale restrictions 

were enacted in 1940 by the High Commissioner, allowing the Jews freedom of purchase 

in only a tiny portion (around 5%) of the mandate, most of which they already owned.34 

Essentially, the paper condemned the yishuv to being a minority in a bi-national 

state run by a majority Arab population with British complicity. Not only that, but the fate 

of millions of European Jews, a driving force behind the whole entetprise of 

Zionism long before the Holocaust, was left decisively sealed. 

The paper goes to pains to present itself as fair, but there is a decidedly snippy 

tone towards Jewish claims and issues. Even if its authors really believed that what they 

34 Laqueur, History of Zionism, p. 534. 

40 
































































































































































































































