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PREFACE

Two Sides of the Coin: Independence and Nakba 1948 represents a
remarkable cooperative effort of two historians, Professor Motti Golani, a
Jewish Israeli, and Dr. Adel Manna, a Palestinian with Israeli citizenship.
Their collaboration produces an intriguing account of the narratives from
the 1948 war. Although for over more than six decades, the 18 month long
conflict that transformed the Middle East still resonates in historical
memory and the social, political and economic dynamics of the region.

The two established authors have written extensively on the history
of the region. Instead of confining themselves to a more conventional work,
they have courageously utilized their professional expertise and confronted
contradicting national approaches to pursue a groundbreaking challenge.

This two-sided narrative of the war presents the collective
experience of Israelis and Palestinians in such a way as to educate readers
of key historical facts and developments, as well as different perspectives
and perceptions that shaped the nature and course of the conflict.

Motti Golani and Adel Manna have worked under the auspices of
the Institute for Historical Justice and Reconciliation (IHJR), which has
sought to provide resources and to enable a stimulating environment for
their work. Despite occasional tense debates, this joint venture allowed for
mutual respect and friendship to blossom.

This book, originally written in Hebrew, is published simulta-
neously in Arabic, English and Hebrew.

The THJR wishes to thank the Salzburg Global Seminar for their
ongoing partnership, the European Commission’s Partner for Peace
program, Sigrid Rausing Trust and the MacArthur Foundation for making
our research possible, and the contributions from Dr. Richard and Priscilla
Hunt and Drs. Robert and Marina Whitman family foundations.

The IHJR hopes the book will be read in the spirit in which it was
written — with a hard eye to the critical issues, but an open mind to the
diversity of perspectives. It is our hope that this volume will provide new
grounds for enabling people to build peace.

Catherine Cissé-van den Muijsenbergh

Executive Director of the
Institute for Historical Justice and Reconciliation
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and constructive discussion of narrative between the two main parties to the
conflict. We believe that such a discussion can serve as a dialogue of the
living for the sake of a better life. Both authors are people whose families
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all we can to ensure that the Jewish experience never repeats itself and that
the Palestinian experience born in 1948 reaches resolution.
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NOTE

In October 2010, Bir-Zeit University in the West Bank hosted a conference
on lacunae and new horizons in the study of Palestinian history. At the
lectern stood a Palestinian historian speaking about the Israeli conquest of
the Galilee during the 1948 war, addressing the question of whether or not
the region had been subjected to ethnic cleansing. Members of the
audience, which consisted primarily of academic scholars but also
contained a smaller number of history students, reacted angrily to the
speaker’s use of the term the “1948 war.” They urged him instead to make
exclusive use of terms such as “Nakba,” “occupation,” “expulsion,” and
“ethnic cleansing.” After all, according to their narrative, the Palestinians
were not in favor of going to war at the time; rather, the war was forced on
them by the Jewish Yishuv — the organized Jewish-Zionist community in
Palestine before the establishment of the State of Israel. In an effort to
justify his use of the neutral term “1948 war,” the speaker explained that as
a professional historian, he regards the term “Nakba,” like the many other
terms the audience urged him to adopt, as terminological products of the
1948 war itself. He also pointed out that even if the Palestinians lacked an
army or an organized fighting force at the time, the Arab countries sent
their armies into Palestine in May 1948, and from that point on it was
undoubtedly a war in the full sense of the word. For this reason, he argued,
the event should be referred to as a “war.” These clarifications only served
to further inflame some members of the audience, whose efforts to
convince the historian of the error of his ways lasted well into the coffee
break that followed the discussion.

EE T3

Hkskok

The Second Palestinian Intifada broke out in October 2000. Two years
later, after the true dimensions of the uprising became evident and after
Israel in general and the Isracl Defense Forces (IDF) in particular had
effectively demonstrated their inability to put it down, Lieutenant General
Moshe Yaalon, Chief of Staff of the IDF at the time, declared that “the
Palestinians have brought us back to the War of Independence.” His aim
was to illustrate the intensity of the current hostilities to the citizens of
Israel, to the soldiers of the IDF, and to himself. To this end, he used

! Lieutenant General Moshe Yaalon in an interview with Ari Shavit, Haaretz, 28 August
2002.
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NOTE

terminology and imagery that he thought would speak to this broad
audience. Israel’s War of Independence (1948) — which the main Israeli
narrative portrays as a ‘war of no choice’ of the Jewish few, with their
backs to the wall, against Arab forces that were stronger and far more
numerous — had returned. Within Israeli society, Yaalon’s invocation of the
War of Independence could lead to only one unequivocal conclusion: that
the time had come to take up arms. After all, this was not violence aimed at
speeding up the peace negotiations, but, as in 1948, a struggle for Israel’s
very existence: or, in the words of Prime Minister Ariel Sharon at the time,
“a war for our home.”

More than they teach us about the history of the 1948 war itself,
these two anecdotes shed light on the major ongoing role of the 1948 war,
and the imagery it evokes, in Palestinian and Israeli life in the present day.

% See the transcript of Sharon’s 31 March 2002 televised address at
http://www.jewishfederations.org/page.aspx?ID=76637.
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INTRODUCTION: NARRATIVE, NATIONAL
HISTORICAL NARRATIVE, AND HISTORIOGRAPHY

This book explores two narratives: the Palestinian-Arab narrative and the
Jewish-Israeli narrative of a formative event for both peoples: the 1948
war.! Such a discussion requires a brief conceptual introduction. The Latin
term ‘narrative,” which made its way into the French language and from
there into English, originated as a literary concept referring to the typically
chronological story line of a progression of events from the point of view of
a specific narrator or narrators. Narrative is always contingent on a host of
factors, including time and culture, and general, individual, and collective
(familial, tribal, national) context. Ultimately, narrative is an interpretation
that uses a story to explain or decipher different kinds of phenomenon,
some specific and some all-embracing. Narrative may be academic, guiding
our understanding of different fields of knowledge. It may also be political,
educational, religious, popular, national, or a combination of any of the
above.

Of the array of possible narrative types, this book focuses on
historical narrative — narrative that is engaged in the past. Historical
narratives emerge from the work of professional historians and, on a
broader level, from personal and collective memory. Like memory,
historical narrative makes use of the past in light of the needs of the present
for the sake of aspirations for the future. Historical narrative is often
masked as academic historiography, if only because of its frequent use of
the language and techniques typically employed by historians. This book is
mainly interested in national collective historical narrative, or narratives
that encompass national ethos. Indeed, national ethos is typically contingent
on historical narrative.

Narrative and historical narrative are not postmodern inventions, and
assertions that they are sometimes prevent the study of narrative itself.
More significantly, such claims prompt those who reject postmodernism to
deny the significance of narrative altogether. Historical narrative (our main
topic of discussion here, which we will refer to herein simply as ‘narrative’)
has been, and continues to be an important tool for learning about the past
and, perhaps most significantly, for passing it down from generation to
generation to meet the needs of the present and the challenges of the future.
This was as true in the days of Homer as it is today. But postmodernism,

! Later in this introductory chapter, we provide fundamental definitions of Palestinian,
Israeli, the 1948 war, and other concepts that are central to this discussion.



INTRODUCTION

which reached its height in the 1980s and 1990s, did in fact endow the
concept of narrative with new meaning and wider currency that threatened
to completely disrupt our ability to learn about and debate the past by
maintaining that everything is contingent upon the narrator and his or her
context of time, culture, and social, political, and economic circumstance.
Pure postmodernism takes interpretation to the extreme and denies the very
existence of historical reality. From a postmodern perspective, every
version of history is narrative, and no narrative holds more or less veracity
than any other.’

Today, during what has already come to be referred to as the ‘post-
postmodernist era,’” it can be argued that narrative as a social and cultural
concept not only survived the postmodernist wave but was actually
strengthened by it to the point of legitimization among many who go to
great lengths to understand its fundamental non-postmodern meaning, as
well as those who do not. One does not have to be a practicing
postmodernist, a former postmodernist, or an anti-postmodernist to accept
narrative (or at least to try to understand it) as a human cultural
phenomenon that is at once both ancient and extremely contemporary, and
that can be summed up as the individual and collective need to recount the
past from the perspective of the present, for the sake of the future.’

For a variety of reasons, many are unable to digest the narrative
experience. The most important reason appears to be the fact that narrative
is forever suspect of relativism, which is a red flag for opponents of
postmodernism and people with solid overall worldviews. This is even truer
in the context of national, cultural-political, educational, and (in the context
of our discussion here) historical agendas that are clear to those who
espouse them. It is therefore not difficult to understand why many
educators, politicians, and leaders of ideological, religious, and social
agendas have difficulty acknowledging narrative as an active legitimate
entity, and in some cases simply refuse to do so.*

2 At the time, Hayden White was the main formulator of the meaning of narrative in general
and in the work of historians in particular. For more on this subject, see his influential book
of essays: Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical
Representation (1989).

For more on this subject, see Daniel Bar-Tal and Gavriel Salomon, “Israeli-Jewish

Narratives of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict: Evolution, Contents and Consequences,” in R.
Rotberg (ed.), Israeli and Palestinian Narratives of Conflict: History’s Double Helix (2006),
pp. 19-20.
* This approach is not espoused exclusively by one political group or another, as reflected
among Jews and Palestinians inside and outside Israel, as well as among historians in other
parts of the world. For an example of this perspective from the Israeli right wing, see Moshe
Arens, “The Palestinian Narrative Is a Falsification of History,” Haaretz, 3 November 2010
(continued)
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NARRATIVE, NATIONAL HISTORICAL NARRATIVE, AND HISTORIOGRAPHY

The above is also certainly true with regard to non-academic
narrative. But what about research-based academic narrative regarding
history, or ‘what happened in the past’ — narrative that falls under the
classification of ‘historiography’? Acknowledging the existence of
‘historical narrative’ does not preclude interested parties from studying or
teaching history or, more importantly, from promoting research and
historiography in the traditional sense of the word: the writing of history
using tools that can be subject to evaluation, critique, and interpretive
debate. Not surprisingly, professional historians are prominent among those
who are unable to reconcile with the use of historical narrative. They have
greater difficulty than their colleagues, throughout the academy in general
and in the humanities in particular, coming to terms with what many of
them experience as the unpleasantness of historical narrative, not to
mention endowing it with legitimacy. The relative nature of narrative
makes it unacceptable to those who loyally practice professional
historiography, with its strong positivist tradition that postmodernism
rejects. This is particularly true of the more conservative practitioners of
the profession. But professional historians — both conservatives and those
with greater openness to new trends alike — rely on sources whose
reliability can be assessed by agreed upon methods. For example,
professional historians can explain to themselves and their readers the
virtues and shortcomings of minutes recorded during a particular meeting,
as a function of when the meeting took place and in what context; who
attended and who was absent; who wrote the minutes; who reviewed,
changed, or edited them; and other such criteria that enable us to determine
their reliability as a source for professional historical research. The same
criteria can be applied to journals, reports, shopping lists, and many other
types of sources. But can they be applied to narrative? Can narrative serve
as a reliable source for historians? Can it be relied on as a source of the
stories of individuals, groups, and peoples? Can an author of a biography
rely on the autobiography of its protagonist? Can historians depend on what
they read in a victory album, a eulogy book, or a text meant for instruction?
Such sources, historians assert with a degree of justification, are not at all
engaged in the past — they are engaged in the present and the future.

Historians also argue, again, with great justification, that names
that have been obscured by the passage of time, the process of forgetting,

(in English) (www.haaretz.com). Arens describes the Palestinian narrative as “no more than
a pack of lies,” and the Israeli narrative as “true history.” From his perspective, he is talking
about ‘history” while the other is talking about ‘narrative.” For an example of this view from
the Israeli political center and left, see Dov Ben-Meir, “Distorting History Is Not Narrative,”
Yediot Aharonot, 7 November 2010 (in Hebrew).
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and the loss of sources are typically reconstituted by narrative in
accordance with the needs of the time or the group it is serving. After all,
narrative is closely related to memory, at times serving as its primary
marketing agent. That which fields of knowledge such as anthropology,
literature, philosophy, and linguistics can digest with ease and even
pleasure is much more difficult for historians to stomach, and for good
reason.’

But that which we cannot, and perhaps should not, expect the
bearers of the ethos of one-dimensional national, ideological, and religious
narrative to understand, can and should be expected of historians.
Historians know that narrative is no substitute for historiography and
should therefore not view it as historiography’s competition. As we have
already emphasized, narrative has to do with the present and the future.
Historiography, however, must explore history as independent of the
present and the future — at least this should be the aspiration of professional
historians. Although no historiography can be independent of the
contemporary cultural and political context in which it is written,
professional historians must remain aware of this limitation, acknowledge
it, and struggle to overcome it using their instincts, their integrity, and the
tools they acquired during their academic training. Historiography must
accept historical narrative as a legitimate source only if it was present
during the period under examination. In this way, historians of the 1948
war would be wise to study the narratives of the 1940s: those espoused by
the different forces involved in the events in Palestine at the time.

Not only can narrative do damage to historiography if allowed to
play an improper role: historiography can also do damage to narrative.
Historical research aims to generate a detailed understanding of the events
of the past, to unearth elements that have been repressed, and to provide the
best contextual explanation for the time at which the events took place,
incorporating the insight gained from perspective on the period under
study. The narrative offered by historiography will always be complex and
full of contradictions. It will also be subject to interpretative debate that
goes beyond the identities and personalities of the historians themselves,
due to its inevitable gaps in information, debate over the quality of sources,
the manner in which sources are used, and the differing interpretations

® On historians’ reluctance to rely on collective memory — and non-academic historical
narrative, which is one of its most important manifestations — as sources in the writing of
history, see Alon Confino, “Collective Memory and Cultural History: Problems of Method,”
The American Historical Review, Vol. 102, No. 5 (December 1997), pp. 1386-1403.
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historians assign to agreed-upon facts and figures. Academic narrative,
therefore, cannot and should not take the place of non-academic historical
narrative — the kind we present in this book, which will forever be more
simplistic and unequivocal, and therefore easier to understand for those
uninterested in historiography. Non-academic narrative is also more
comfortable from an emotional perspective.®

In the case of the 1948 war, historiography has gone much further
than narrative in its complexity and the critique it embraces. If, however,
we seek in non-academic historical narrative that which historiography
seeks, it will always emerge as unclear, imprecise, and at times simply
incorrect. Historical narrative in the service of collectives — including
national collectives, of course — must be simple and harmonious, and must
facilitate crystallization of a common consciousness. It must not only
remember; it must also forget, as dictated by the perceived needs of those
espousing it. It must invent new substance and transform itself into a
different narrative altogether when required to do so by circumstances of
the present and hopes for the future. Historiography should take no interest
in assessing whether this is appropriate and should wait a few decades
before starting to engage the non-academic historical narratives of the
period in question.

This book focuses on the modern day narratives of the 1948 war.” It
does not explore the narratives that were prevalent among the Arabs and
Jews in Palestine at the time, as this is something that each of us does
elsewhere.? If this book invokes academic research on the 1948 war, it does
so to provide the narratives with a framework of reference and a semblance
of order: not to reprimand, and certainly not to correct one narrative or
another. For the many reasons discussed above, we found it unnecessary to
confront the narratives of 1948 presented below as historians. Indeed, like
narrative, our major interest here is the present and the future. This book’s
goal is limited to introducing both narratives to Palestinian-Arab and
Jewish-Israeli readers, as well as other interested readers who are not

 For a detailed discussion on this point see Yosef Haim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish
History and Memory (1982).

7 For a notable example of a group of Palestinian and Israeli historians meeting to discuss
the academic narratives of the conflict see Paul Scham, Walid Salem and Benjamin Pogrund
(eds.), Shared Histories: A Palestinian-Israeli Dialogue (2005).

8 Adel Manna, The Opsimists: The Survival of the Palestinians within Israel, 1948-1956
(forthcoming) (in Hebrew) (this book will be published in Arabic in Beirut shortly before its
publication in Hebrew); Motti Golani, The End of the British Mandate for Palestine, 1948:
The Diary of Sir Henry Gurney (2009) and The Last Commissioner: General Sir Alan
Gordon Cunningham, 1945-1948 (2011) (in Hebrew).
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involved with the conflict. It is a modest goal which we hope will make a
contribution to the process of mutual reconciliation, as we explain below.
Among other reasons, this book is unique in that we, the authors,
are professional historians committed to the rules of academic research
employed by research universities, but who also recognize contemporary
narrative of the 1948 war as an influential force shaping the present and as
a tool that can be used to shape the future. In other words, we recognize
that exploring the different historical narratives of a given historical period
can help us better understand the realities facing individuals and collectives
today, and can also potentially obstruct or unlock alternative possibilities
for the future. In this context, it is crucial to soberly assess what advantage,
if any, historians possess when it comes to presenting narrative outside the
framework of historiography. We must also acknowledge that others may
do so no less effectively. It seems to us that the historian’s advantage lies in
his or her ability to endow narrative with a structure of historical process
that enables the reader to understand it not as a random series of episodes,
but rather as a chronological process with events that take place earlier and
events that take place later. Presenting things in this manner enables
interested readers to methodically assess the phase, force, or episode being
addressed by both narratives in historical chronology, although, as we have
said, their interest lies not at all in the past but in the present and the future.

HISTORICAL NARRATIVE IN THE SERVICE OF HISTORIC COMPROMISE

Regardless of the term used to refer to it, narrative has always been a
permanent aspect of human discourse. In recent decades, the concept of
‘narrative’ as defined above, has been the interest primarily of academics
working in a number of fields, including, as we have noted, historiography.
However, because narrative is best at addressing phenomena of the present,
the concept — in its postmodern sense — has seeped into the public sphere,
the political sphere, and, without a doubt, the national sphere. In fact, use of
the term ‘narrative’ has become so widespread that many people have
started to use it inappropriately. Today, every athlete’s opinion of his or her
coach and every model’s view of his or her agent are regularly referred to
as narratives. Here, we are not interested in this borrowed use of the term.
Rather, we remain focused on historical narrative as it serves various
national identities. In the present case, this drifting of narrative from
academics into the realm of politics and identity makes a great deal of
sense.

Collective historical narrative plays a major role in the service of
nationalism as it has emerged in the present post-postmodern period, which
can be thought of as post-post-Cold War as well. Here, there is apparently
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nothing new from a historical perspective.” In the aftermath of the fall of
the Soviet Bloc and the end of the Cold War in the late 1980s and early
1990s, there was widespread expectation that the era of nationalism had
also come to an end. An extreme expression of this sentiment was the
assumption that we had reached “the end of history.”"” Postmodernism,
which on the one hand helped bring about the end of the Cold War and on
the other hand was strengthened by it, played a role in creating this
atmosphere by forcefully objecting to what it referred to as ‘grand
narratives’ that attempted to describe and explain worldwide phenomena,
from Marxism to post-colonialism. Without post-colonialism, there is also
no historical, political, and moral place for nationalism in the world of
globalization. But nationalism, as it turns out, is alive and well, and the
nationalist debate continues to engage more than just the relatively young
nation-states established on the ruins of the old empires. It also engages
countries on the other end of the international spectrum in Europe, which,
concurrent with the process of unification and the gradual disappearance of
internal borders, is still quite engaged in the cultural and political
definitions of its constituent national groups."

In this new reality which is not at all postmodern in nature, the
narrative containing postmodernism’s defiant challenge of the modern has
emerged not only as an extremely effective tool enabling researchers to
analyze the unfolding events, but also, and equally as important, as one that
facilitates the construction and reinforcement of emerging and already
existing collective national identities. The 1948 war offers a particularly
compelling case in point. It is no coincidence that in the course of the
1990s, the Palestinians once again made widespread use of the term
‘Nakba’ (Arabic for ‘disaster’ or ‘catastrophe’). It is also no coincidence
that, in the Jewish-Israeli literature on the war, the popular terms ‘War of
Liberation’  (milkhemet ha-shikror) and ‘tashakh® (the Hebrew
numerological equivalent of the Jewish year 5708, or 1948-1949) have
been displaced by the term ‘War of Independence.” During this period, on
both sides of the conflict, the narrative of the war has become much more
relevant to current debates and discussions regarding the terms of a future
settlement, and whether or not such a settlement can even be reached. The
rise and demise of the Oslo Accords in the 1990s intensified the national

? Although narrative has always functioned in the service of ethnic, religious, and national
groupings, this book does not address that period.

1 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (1992).

" For a comprehensive discussion of this subject, see Nancy Partner, “The Linguistic Turn
along Post-Postmodern Borders: Israeli/Palestinian Narrative Conflict,” Collective Memory
39(4) (Autumn 2008), pp. 823-845.
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debate. The mutual recognition of both national groups, and the hopes and
fears that resulted, caused each side to intensify its unique collective
national consciousness.

In 1998, against the backdrop of this dynamic, Israel celebrated its
semicentennial, which further augmented this need for narrative in both
camps. In Israel, the assassination of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin
and the subsequent death of the peace process resulted in a growing internal
divide and potent feelings of either missed opportunity or relief, depending
on the political view of the person or group in question. In this context,
returning to the War of Independence gave Israelis a comforting sense of
solidarity and of a long lost common goal that could possibly re-emerge in
the future. The Palestinians, from their part, once again experienced the
intensity of their loss of homeland and the many tragedies they have
suffered since the Nakba of 1948, both in the Palestinian Diaspora and in
their homeland under Israeli rule. The Palestinian Nakba assumed new and
different significance as a result of the events that struck anew at the
shattered solidarity of Palestinian society, particularly in light of the
increasingly distant hopes for the establishment of an independent
Palestinian state. For the Palestinians, Israel’s semicentennial celebrations
reopened the still fresh wounds of 1948.'

The narrative of Independence/Nakba has provided and continues
to provide these problems with a solution that is second to none (to be
explained below). The same is true with regard to the other unsettling
events of the past two decades, including the assassination of Yitzhak
Rabin (which, paradoxically or not, significantly intensified discussion of
1948); the October 2000 events within Israel; the outbreak of the Second
Intifada; the Second Lebanon War of the summer of 2006; the death of
Palestinian President Yasser Arafat; the war in Gaza in late 2008 and early
2009; and the Gaza flotilla in May 2010. And this, of course, is only a
partial list.” In summation, during the past two decades, both sides have
viewed the historical narrative of the 1948 war as a site of refuge,
protection, and dignified extrication for the building of their respective
walls of national identity. Although such walls are undoubtedly a creature
of necessity, it is important to make sure they have gates. It is perhaps even

2 For a prominent expression of the Palestinian mood during the year of Israel’s

semicentennial celebrations, see the special double issue of al-Karmil edited by the
Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish (Vol. 55-56, spring-summer 1948), which is primarily
dedicated to Palestinian memory.

3 For example, see Yehouda Shenhav, The Time of the Green Line: Towards a Jewish
Political Thought (2010) (in Hebrew); Walid Khalidi (ed.), Nakba 1948: Causes and Ways
of Dealing with It (2009) (in Arabic).
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more important, however, to remember that walls that are unstable can
support no gates."

The atmosphere described above sparked a new phase of
historiography that proved to be particularly relevant to public discussion
of the 1948 war. The 1980s, and to a greater extent the 1990s, produced a
wave of primarily Israeli research that is critical and receptive to questions
that the historiography had not hitherto asked. The 1948 war was a major
focus of this new research.”” What interests us here is not the academic
debate surrounding this research but the fact that, in the reality of the period
in question, this wave of studies had a significant influence on public
narrative in general, and narrative regarding the 1948 war in particular, on
both sides of the conflict. Among Israeli Jews, this historiography
facilitated the construction of a narrative that was more open to considering
what had befallen the Palestinian other, or at least increased the need to
construct a defensive narrative on the subject that was consistent with the
contemporary approaches of prominent political figures and groups. The
Palestinians regard this historiography as supporting its claims and as
providing substantive flesh for their narrative, which is still in the process
of evolving.

The second explanation for the drifting of narrative from the
academic and the postmodern into public and national discourse lies in the
character of the historical narratives of both national camps. They are
different and oftentimes conflicting narratives espoused by two mutually
hostile groups, and it is therefore logical that some will try to use them to
deepen and perhaps eternalize the conflict, or to ‘prove’ that it is
unsolvable. We believe it is a mistake to allow the narrative stage to be
occupied by such people alone. Our aim in presenting the narratives here is
to help advance the hope that one day we will succeed in finding a solution
to this long and bitter conflict, or at least a settlement with which both

' This is also applicable to the events of the past few decades, each of which has played a
role in reshaping the narratives of 1948. Our assumption is that the manner in which 1948 is
portrayed today is the result of the past few decades.

'S Particularly noteworthy in this wave were historians who were referred to as “new
historians,” the most prominent of which included Benny Morris, Ilan Pappe, and Avi
Shlaim (see bibliography). We will not enter into a discussion of their academic approaches
to historiography here. Although it is doubtful that these historians constituted a ‘group’ in
any meaningful sense, the public and political debate that surrounded their work
undoubtedly regarded them as a group, which, with the passage of time, was joined by other
critical historians and sociologists, regardless of whether any real affinity existed between
the original members and those that followed. For more on this subject, see Yoav Gelber,
History, Propaganda, and Memory (2007) (in Hebrew).
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parties can live. We have identified three major approaches to the use of
narrative for the promotion of peace or a compromise settlement:

1. An approach maintaining that in order to reach a sustainable peace
agreement, each side must recognize the legitimacy of, but not
necessarily accept, the narrative of the other. This approach is
widespread among those engaged in the discourse of the Palestinian-
Arab and Jewish-Israeli narratives.'

2. An approach maintaining that although essential, such recognition will
come only after the conclusion of a peace settlement that proves stable
for a substantial period of time. In other words, this approach is based
on the idea that the next settlement reached will not come from the
‘gut,” but rather from the ‘head’ — as a result of recognition of the
ongoing moral and economic degeneration stemming from the conflict,
and of the fact that reaching a settlement is a bitter pill, but one that
must nonetheless be swallowed. Only after an extended period of time,
as in the case of Germany and France, will each side be capable of
learning the other camp’s narrative in a non-threatening manner (even
if they do not accept it)."”

3. We subscribe to the third approach, which maintains that the very act
of presenting both narratives side-by-side can facilitate recognition
(though not necessarily acceptance) of the narrative of the other and
can serve to change the nature of relations between the rival camps
before or after a political agreement is reached. This approach does not
posit that narrative alone can prevent or facilitate a peace treaty.
Rather, it assumes, as we do, that because to a certain extent the
conflict is about narrative, it is necessary to deconstruct the closed,
one-dimensional structure of each narrative to enable them both to
accept the existence of the other narrative without concern for its own
existence. From our perspective, this is true for those who cling
uncompromisingly to the dominant narrative of their respective
societies. It is also true for those raised and educated in the image of

'S See, for example, Robert 1. Rotberg, “Building Legitimacy through Narrative,” in R.
Rotberg (ed.), Israeli and Palestinian Narratives of Conflict: History’s Double Helix (2006),
pp. 17-18. In particular, see Daniel Bar-Tal and Gavriel Salomon, “Israeli-Jewish Narratives
of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict: Evolution, Contents, Functions, and Consequences,” in R.
Rotberg (ed.), Israeli and Palestinian Narratives of Conflict: History’s Double Helix (2006),
pp. 19-46. Also see Paul Scham, Walid Salem and Benjamin Pogrund (eds.), Shared
Histories: A Palestinian-Israeli Dialogue (2005), p. 12.

'7 For examples of this approach, see Mordechai Bar-On, “Conflicting Narratives: Can the
Zionist Narrative and the Palestinian Narrative of the 1948 War Be Bridged?,” in Mordechai
Bar-On, 4 Time for War, a Time for Peace (2007), pp. 28-47 (in Hebrew).
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the story itself, but who subsequently attempt to critique it and even to
extricate themselves from it out of a sense that it rests on inadequate
moral foundation. Paradoxically, attentive, open-minded, and painful
listening — with a willingness to recognize the story of the other side —
facilitates a return to the basic premises of the founding narratives of
each society.

This text is meant to help foster a dynamic capable of transforming
the narratives of 1948 from a tool for mobilizing people to continue the
conflict, whether before or after an agreement (as demonstrated by the
episode of the Oslo Accords), into a tool for facilitating empathetic
negotiation and the identification of common ground for continued
discussion based on mutual listening. We believe that this limited goal,
which is all we hope to achieve at this juncture, is extremely important in
its own right.

WHOSE NARRATIVE? WHY THE 1948 WAR?

The 1948 war was fought within the borders of the Palestine Mandate
awarded by the League of Nations to Britain after Word War I, with the
minor exceptions of IDF incursions into southern Lebanon and the
Egyptian controlled Sinai Peninsula. However, despite this limited
geographical context, it was also a war with a large number of active
participants, including: the Jews and Palestinian Arabs living in Mandate
Palestine; Britain (until May 1948); the countries of the Arab League in
general and Transjordan, Egypt, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon in particular; the
Zionist Movement; the United Nations (UN); and the two major
superpowers — the United States (US) and the Soviet Union. Because
narrative is concerned first and foremost with the present and the future,
which are most important for the subject at hand, and because our aim here
is to explore the conflict as it has played out in historic Palestine west of the
Jordan River and the possibility of introducing an element of moderation to
it, our discussion will focus on the Jewish and Palestinian Arab inhabitants
of Mandate Palestine, who we regard as the two most important parties to
the war. During and after the war, the majority of the Arabs of Palestine
became refugees living outside the borders of the new State of Israel, while
others became Palestinian Israelis (including a significant number of
internal refugees), and still others came under Jordanian and Egyptian rule
respectively in the areas that came to be referred to as the West Bank and
the Gaza Strip. For the Jews of Palestine, the demographic outcome of the
war was much simpler: they all became full citizens of the new Jewish
state, or ‘Israelis.’

11
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In any conflict, defining the sides is tricky business from both a
historical and a contemporary perspective, and the narratives on this issue
are particularly prominent. For this reason, we have chosen to refer to the
two parties whose narratives lie at the heart of our discussion in the manner
that they — or at least the majority of each group — define themselves. This
is no simple matter. Based on this approach, we use the term ‘Palestinian’
to refer to all those who classify themselves as members of the Palestinian
people, whether they reside in Israel, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, or
outside the borders of historic Palestine. Overall, this includes all Arabs
who lived in Palestine until 1948 and their offspring. In the absence of a
fully sovereign Palestinian state with organized state institutions to shape
physical, educational, and cultural sites of memory, this is the definition we
accept. Moreover, because the Palestinians are still evolving as a people
today, we selected the Palestinian agents of memory used as sources for
this study accordingly. In this somewhat unsettled situation, the personal
stories of individuals, families, and communities continue to play an
extremely prominent role in the shaping of the Palestinian narrative. As a
result, much of the Palestinian narrative is still framed within the confines
of local stories, with relatively limited reference to broader relevant
contexts that are essential for the construction of collective identity.

Since the late 1990s, the institutions of the Palestinian Authority in
Ramallah have been attempting to develop syllabuses that include a
national historical narrative. This process, however, is still in its early
stages due to a variety of limiting factors. The failure of the Oslo process,
Israel’s renewed occupation of some of the cities of the West Bank, and the
prevalent sense of the absence of a partner worthy of negotiating with have
resulted in the erosion of the optimism of the 1990s and a return to the
existential defensiveness that leaves no room for ‘luxuries’ such as the
methodical construction of narrative. The split off of the Hamas-ruled Gaza
Strip from the West Bank and the establishment of two separate
governments, which has pitted the Islamic narrative against the national
narrative, has further complicated the process of formulating a single
unifying Palestinian national narrative. The resulting situation is difficult
enough for those interested in constructing national narrative, not to
mention those interested in constructing narrative about a subject as central
and sensitive as the Nakba. For this reason, it is still difficult for the
Palestinian camp to accommodate different historical narratives.

The situation within the Jewish camp is also complex. Despite the
fact that Israel is a sovereign nation with state institutions responsible for
shaping collective memory, not all Israeli citizens are Jews. In fact, some
Israeli citizens (approximately 17%) are Palestinians, who espouse the
narrative of the competing national group that will be discussed below.
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This means that when we refer to the Isracli narrative, we are actually
talking about the narrative espoused by most Jewish Israelis, and when we
refer to ‘Israeli,” we are talking about Israeli Jews. Similarly, when we use
the terms ‘Jew’ or ‘Jewish,” we are referring only to Jews living in Israel.
Israel defines itself as a Jewish state and maintains its own agents of
narrative. Alongside the narrative of the establishment, which is shaped and
propagated primarily by the Israeli education system and the defense
establishment, are active extra-establishment narratives as well, which are
propagated by academic scholars (of historiography and other fields of
study), literature, film, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and the
media. There are also countless of personal narratives expressed in the
memoirs of people who lived through 1948, and others who wrote about the
period without necessarily having been there.

In the case of other definitions, the narrative chapters of this book
typically use each side’s narrative definitions as they understand them and
tend to employ them. Our guiding principle here has been to employ
concepts and terminology according to context and in accordance with the
perspective of the party in question. The most blatant expression of this
principle in the chapters that follow is the alternating use of different names
to refer to the country itself. In the case of narrative, we will use the Arabic
term Falastin in the Palestinian context and the Hebrew term Eretz Israel in
the Israeli context. In the case of historical analysis, depending on the
context, we will use the terms Falastin, Eretz Israel, Israel, and ‘Palestine,’
in the British case. The narratives use the terminology preferred by those
propagating them in any event, and we see no reason here to correct them.

We chose to focus on the narrative of the 1948 war for obvious
reasons. Here, we will offer only the major ones. The war that broke out in
Palestine in late 1947 was not the beginning of the conflict, and there is no
clear consensus that it was its most intense manifestation. Nonetheless, the
war has become a formative event for the two peoples locked in struggle
over the country due to the circumstances surrounding its outbreak, the way
it played out, and its repercussions. From a schematic, technical
perspective, the war, or the rising tide of violence that quickly evolved into
war, erupted as a result of the ongoing dispute surrounding the
recommendations of the United Nations Special Commission on Palestine
(or UNSCOP, which was appointed in May 1947 and submitted its report in
early September of the same year); the British government’s September
1947 decision to withdraw from Palestine; the UN General Assembly’s
November 1947 resolution to adopt the UNSCOP majority
recommendation calling for the partition of the country into two states, with
international status for Jerusalem; and, of course, the formal end of the
Mandate on 14 May 1948. These developments led to: the war that broke
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out at low intensity in December 1947; the establishment of the State of
Israel on 15 May 1948; the active involvement of five Arab states in the
war; the invasion of the country by four of these states; and the Palestinian
tragedy that turned most of the Palestinian Arabs who had been living in
the 78% of Mandate Palestine that came under control of the new State of
Israel into refugees inside and outside Israel.

The cautious description offered above also contains a narrative.
However, our sole aim at this point is to remind the reader of the main
events in question and to emphasize the fact that the chain of events
described above still has significant bearing on major aspects of identity for
both sides. The Palestinians regard the Nakba and its repercussions as a
formative trauma defining their identity and their national, moral, and
political aspirations. As a result of the 1948 war, the Palestinian people,
which to a large degree lost their country to the establishment of a Jewish
state for the survivors of the Holocaust, developed a victimized national
identity. From their perspective, the Palestinians have been forced to pay
for the Jewish Holocaust with their bodies, their property, and their
freedom instead of those who were truly responsible.

Jewish Israelis, in contrast, see the war and its outcome not merely
as an act of historical justice that changed the historical course of the
Jewish people, which until that point had been filled with suffering and
hardship, but also as a birth — the birth of Israel as an independent Jewish
state after two thousand years of exile. As such, it must be pure and
untainted, because if a person, a nation, or a state is born in sin, its entire
essence is tainted. In this sense, discourse on the war is not at all historical
but rather current and extremely sensitive. Its power and intensity is
directly influenced by present day events.

In the Israeli and the Palestinian cases, therefore, the 1948 war
plays a pivotal role in two simple, clear, unequivocal, and harmonious
narratives, with both peoples continuing to see the war as a formative event
in their respective histories. It is impossible to understand the ongoing
conflict without understanding the war and, equally as important, its
narratives. These narratives are not only results of the war; they also play a
pivotal role in fueling the violent confrontations referred to collectively as
the ‘Israeli-Palestinian conflict’ as they continue to unfold today.

CHARACTERIZATION AND PERIODIZATION OF THE NARRATIVES

Narrative also asks historical questions. In this sense it is similar, or at least
appears to be similar, to historiography, which asks the same questions, in
addition to other questions that narrative either cannot or does not want to
consider. The answers provided by narrative are geared toward and fuelled
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by the developments of the present, and serve the interests of the present as
well. The Jewish/Israeli-Palestinian/Arab narrative dispute regarding the
1948 war is immense in scope, and applies to almost all aspects of the war,
from what it should be called, through elements of its description (when it
began, its different stages, and its conclusion) and details of constituent
events and their causes, to the outcome of the war and its significance.

Because our focus here is the current narratives of the 1948 war
and not the war’s historiography, we found it necessary to make use of our
professional training as historians to first agree on a basic historical and
geographical frame of reference and a series of questions to be addressed in
parallel by the discussion of both narratives. The absence of such an
agreed-upon framework prevents fruitful discussion between Jewish
Israelis and Palestinian Arabs. It also prevents the two sides from
recognizing the main components of the narrative of the other. To this end,
we endeavoured to agree on the events we would relate to and the time and
place they occurred. We also agreed to focus on the narratives that have
been prevalent during the twenty years that have passed since just before
the signing of the Oslo Accords, both for the reasons given above and
because it is a period that is still evolving, in which we are all still
operating, and to which we are all still reacting.

This book’s first chapter, “Historical Background: The Path to
War,” offers a short summary of the conflict from the 19th century through
the end of World War II. This period will not be covered by our
presentation in the narrative chapters, and the historical background
provided by this chapter will serve as a necessary foundation for our
understanding of the Jewish-Israeli and Palestinian-Arab narratives of the
war.

The next chapter, “From the Holocaust to the Partition of Palestine,
1945-1947,” provides a semi-historical, semi-narrative exploration of the
period between the conclusion of World War II in Europe in May 1945,
and the ratification of UN General Assembly Resolution 181 on 29
November 1947. Our decision to mix the genres of historical background
and national historical narrative in this chapter stems from the fact that the
deterioration into war was gradual, and that, in addition to providing
important historical background, we also needed to relate to the main
elements of both camps’ narratives on the primary issues of the time. After
all, both narratives make reference to this two-and-a-half year period in
order to answer many questions related to the 1948 war, including
questions with which the historical national narrative of any war seen as
either facilitating or preventing the establishment of a nation state would be
concerned: What was the original intention of each camp? What were the
diplomatic, political, international, social, economic, and military
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conditions of each camp? And of course, the ever-popular question: Who
started it?

These questions also play a major role in the historiography. Still, it
is difficult to begin a historiographical account (as opposed to a popular
national narrative) at a specific point in time, and it is a mistake to do so.
History, we must remember, is always a process. Upon its answers to such
questions, national narrative builds its positions on fundamental questions
of justice, morality, law, and education. It is this type of meaning that all
narratives seek, and the narratives of the 1948 war are no exception.

In contrast to historiography, historical narrative finds it easy to
identify one clear starting point. However, in the case of 1948 Palestine, as
this chapter will show, both sides tend to reference different points in time
when relating to the war. In this context we chose the end of World War II
as a starting point, both because of the limitations of the scope of this
project and because during the period between World War II and UN
Resolution 181 of November 1947, we found a rare degree of overlap
between the historiography on the one hand and the Jewish-Israeli and
Palestinian-Arab narratives on the other hand. The reputable research-based
academic discussion also typically examines the 1948 war against the
backdrop of the results of World War II and the crystallization of the
historical framework in which the war was fought: the Cold War. From
their part, the narratives of both camps regard the tragedy that befell the
Jews during the Holocaust as a point of departure for their respective
framings of the 1948 war, each in its own way.

The 1948 war lasted for approximately one-and-a-half years.
According to the standard periodization that appears in the academic
literature on the subject, it began with the UN General Assembly resolution
that called for an end to the British Mandate and the partition of Palestine
into three political entities (an international Jerusalem, an Arab state, and a
Jewish state) and concluded with the signing of the final armistice
agreement of the war: the Israeli-Syrian armistice agreement, which was
signed on 20 July 1949. In accordance with the narratives themselves, the
subsequent narrative chapters, which constitute the bulk of this book,
divide the war into four sub-periods.

The first narrative chapter (chapter three), “The Path to
Independence and Nakba,” addresses the period between late November
1947 and mid-May 1948. The narratives discussed in this chapter focus on
the civil war fought within the borders of the geopolitical entity of Mandate
Palestine during the final days of Mandate rule. During this sub-period too,
we find a large degree of correspondence between the national narratives
and the academic literature, although the narratives at times also disregard
this periodization and relate to the war as one unit. The Palestinians often
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relate to the entire war as the Nakba, although they typically note that the
countries of the Arab League joined the fighting at the end of the Mandate,
after the collapse of the Palestinian Arab society. According to this
narrative, the Arab countries assume joint-responsibility with Israel for the
fate that befell the Palestinians, filling the recently vacated shoes of the
British in this respect. The Jewish-Israeli narrative also frequently relates to
the war as one unit, although the Palestinians tend to disappear at the end of
the Mandate and the establishment of Israel, when the emphasis moves
almost entirely to the war against the Arab countries.

The second narrative chapter, “At the Expense of the Palestinians:
The First Isracli-Arab War,” addresses the period between mid-May 1948
and January 1949, the eight months immediately following the end of the
Mandate during which the bulk of Israel’s battles with the surrounding
Arab countries were fought. Although the armies of Egypt, Transjordan,
Syria, and Iraq, and, for a brief period, Lebanon entered the war during this
period, we present only the Palestinian and Israeli narratives and not those
of the other parties to the war. Although the recent literature regards the
July 1949 Israeli-Syrian armistice agreement as the end of the war, at least
in a formal sense, the narratives relate primarily to the end of the fighting —
or to the Israeli-Egyptian ceasefire of 7 January 1949, which brought
relative calm to other fronts as well.

The third narrative chapter, “Ended But Not Completed,” covers
the period between January and July 1949. The armistice agreements that
were concluded during this half-year period were signed as the military
operations continued, before the terms for the cessation of hostilities were
determined and while Israel was working with unrecognized borders. In
this context, the belligerent parties carried out a number of actions to
influence the outcome of the negotiations to end the war (the most
prominent of which was Israel’s Operation ‘Uvda, during which the IDF
seized control of the central and southern Negev). During this period too,
the Palestinians were forced to contend with the wartime atmosphere that
facilitated their ongoing expulsion.

The fourth and final narrative chapter, “The Aftermath: Post-
Trauma, Post-Euphoria,” addresses the longer period immediately
following the war, between the summer of 1949 and 1956. During this
period, the new realities and the new balance of power that resulted from
the war came to the fore for the first time. It concludes with the Sinai war
of late 1956 which, though clearly influenced by the results of the 1948 war
and the agreements signed at its conclusion, also marked the beginning of a
new period for all parties to the conflict: Israel, the Arab countries, and the
Palestinians. We agreed that it would be a mistake to conclude the
presentation of the narratives of the 1948 war with the formal conclusion of
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the war. One may also argue that the 1948 war has still not ended, as
suggested by Chief of Staff Yaalon in his quote at the beginning of this
book. Indeed, it is widely recognized that Jewish Israelis and Palestinian
Arabs are still contending with the outcome of the 1948 war, here and now.
As we noted, this was a major reason for our decision to focus on the
narratives of this war. Because the narratives and the present needs of the
Jewish Israelis and Palestinian Arabs are so different, this period can be
understood as being a different length for each camp. Whereas the
Palestinian-Arab narrative makes a direct connection between the events of
1948 and the massacre at Kufr Qasim in October 1956, the Jewish-Israeli
narrative has less of a need to reference 1956 in order to understand the
1948 war. This is essential, as it is well known that victory for one side of a
conflict often means disaster for the other. In this chapter, as in the chapter
on the period preceding the war (1945-1947), we again permitted ourselves
to incorporate periodic comments as historians. Here too, we made every
effort to avoid disrupting the narratives of the two sides and preventing
them from speaking their piece.

The epilogue, “1948, Here and Now,” brings us back to the
political context of the present, stressing the need for mutual recognition of
narrative that neither threatens identity nor intensifies fears. As we explain
above, we maintain that the exploration of narrative should serve to
facilitate compromise, not to intensify conflict.

In an effort to provide succinct historical and geographical context
for the events referred to in the narratives, the book also contains a number
of relevant maps and historical observations, which appear in an easily
identifiable font. In the narrative chapters, Palestinian and Israeli narratives
are interwoven throughout the text in an effort to allow them to ‘speak’
with one another, and to clearly highlight for readers their main points of
contention. Neither comment nor visible distinction of any kind is made to
distinguish between the Jewish-Israeli and Palestinian-Arab narratives, and
in this way the text is unique. It is not always immediately clear which
narrative is speaking, and the narratives often contradict one another (as
they do in reality), but not always. Nonetheless, we found it unnecessary to
explicitly identify the national belonging of each narrative segment, as the
terminology, the substance, and the criticism and praise they contain
eventually make it abundantly evident which belongs to whom. Readers
will also notice that some arguments are contradictory in substance but
similar in essence. For example, both sides clearly perceive themselves as
the victim. They also see themselves as the few fighting against the many.

As the aim of this book is to enable Palestinians and Israelis to
recognize the narrative of the other, it was important for each of us to be
both critical and empathetic toward the narrative of our respective ethno-
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national groups, and to also try to understand the narrative of the other. We
hope that readers who feel that both narratives are simultaneously receiving
similar levels of criticism and empathy will be more inclined to read the
narrative of the other.

The research presented here is based on a wide variety of sources.
In an effort to make the text as accessible as possible to interested members
of the Palestinian and Israeli public, as well as to whomever else regards
the subject as important (our hope is that it will appeal to educators and
decision makers at different levels on both sides), footnotes will be
provided only in the case of direct quotes or when required to refer readers
to broader discussion. The list of references and detailed bibliography
appearing at the end of the book contains all the sources on which this
study was based.

The use of different terms to describe the same events or processes
is often sufficient to signify a change in narrative. Although this will
undoubtedly make it easier for readers to understand which narrative is
‘speaking’ at any is given point, they may still find the text confusing at
times. Indeed, herein lies the text’s authenticity, and, at the same time, its
fundamental subversiveness. The narratives presented in this book are
intertwined with one another, sometimes overlapping and sometimes
offering clear contradictions. In some cases they address the same subject
or the same period, but emphasize elements with no direct bearing on the
other side (and therefore do not contradict one another). In this way,
although this book’s narrative chapters by no means represent a positivist
historical study, they still have the potential to bring us closer to an
understanding of ‘what really happened.” Indeed, contemporary narratives
on 1948 are complicated and full of contradictions, just like history in
general and the history of the 1948 war in particular. As we have
emphasized, the popular narratives of the 1948 war are based primarily on
the needs and problems of the present. They also stem from the lack of
knowledge of those who espouse them and the fragments of information
their proponents receive from the establishment, the media, and the
historiography. The same can be said about our real-time understanding of
the conflict over the decades, as people at different locations have drawn on
fragments of information that have sometimes been erroneous, always
either toned down or exaggerated, and never complete. As a result, many of
the decisions made in real time at all levels have been based on
understandings of situations rooted in subjective personal or collective
ways of thinking, fears, and aspirations not reflective of any external
reality, but rather of the internal realities of the decision makers themselves.
From this perspective, the interwoven narrative texts presented in this book
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can dialectically bring us closer to the multifaceted historical reality of the
period of the 1948 war.

Consolidating the narratives into one text was no easy task, first
and foremost because neither side espouses a single monolithic narrative.
That being the case, we were obligated to find an ‘average’ narrative to
make the text reflective of the opinions prevalent within both societies and
to reflect what we regard as the currently dominant narrative among
historians, history teachers, and anyone on both sides of the conflict whose
familiarity with the subject transcends the level of popular knowledge.
Therefore, in the first and third narrative chapter on the war (those
addressing the periods of November 1947 through mid-May 1948 and
January through July 1949 respectively), we did not seek out the popular
narrative, which by nature is general, harmonious, devoid of complexity,
and overly simplistic. Instead, we tried to incorporate a higher level of
narrative knowledge — the type that sometimes contains minute details.
Such knowledge is often possessed by those charged with passing on the
‘correct narrative,” most typically educational figures at various levels. This
kind of knowledge is important because those who are attentive to its
lessons typically regard it as no less reliable, and often more reliable, than
well-based critical historical research, which will remain forever suspect in
the eyes of those whose narrative it does not uphold.

This point requires further explanation. The chapters containing the
Israeli and Palestinian narratives of the first and third phases of the war and
the period following the war (until the mid-1950s) present two well-
developed narratives. These narratives are the product of the great interest
that both camps have displayed in these periods and the immense
sensitivity of these two periods in the context of the relations between the
two communities. During these periods we find answers to questions on
major issues, such as ultimate blame; the nature of power relations between
the two sides; the status of Jerusalem; and the delineation of borders
(mistakenly referred to as ‘1967 borders’). The intensive engagement in
these issues is reflected in the academic literature, in teaching, and in public
debate, and this is another reason why the narratives on these periods are
more developed and complex than the popular narratives, which, as we
have noted, tend to be harmonious and overly simplistic.

In the section on the second phase of the war — the first Israeli-Arab
war and the period during which the Palestinians were removed from the
equation by the unholy alliance between Israel and its neighbors between
mid-May 1948 and January 1949 — we chose to present the popular
narrative, which has actually remained unchanged since the 1950s. As we
have noted, the Jewish-Israeli narrative has benefited from state-sponsored
institutional agents of memory, while the Palestinian narrative has been
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characterized by the absence of a comparable dominant institutional
narrative. For this reason, we present a series of older local narratives that
together form the semblance of a Palestinian narrative that has been
crystallizing over the past decades.

Moreover, the narrative of the second phase of the war, the history
of which is less known, has seen fewer radical changes. After all, for both
Israelis and Palestinians, the war was not only a confrontation between
themselves but also a confrontation with a third party: the neighboring Arab
countries. The Jewish-Israeli narrative of the period, like those that deal
with later phases of the war (the period of the armistice agreements and the
period following the war), focus almost exclusively on the confrontation
with the neighboring Arab countries, primarily from a military perspective.
In contrast, the Palestinian narrative of this period is almost completely
preoccupied with local accounts and pays little or no attention to the war
underway between Israel and the countries surrounding it. The Palestinian
narrative regards the Arab armies as another party bearing guilt for its
tragedy, in addition to Israel. Presentation of these two narratives in their
basic form provides both sides with an insufficiently understood, but
nonetheless important picture of a period for which each side’s respective
narratives alone completely ignores the narrative of the other. We
encourage the reader to take special note of the fundamental differences
between the accounts provided by the two narratives of the first and third
phases of the war on the one hand, and the narratives of the second phase of
the war on the other hand.

The attempt to formulate one text consisting of two different and
often contradictory stories was emotionally challenging for both of us, as it
required each of us to take part in formulating a narrative that was
contradictory to our own respective experiences and education and that
often challenged our respective identities. Throughout the process, we each
found it necessary at times to take a break from writing and to remind
ourselves why we took this task upon ourselves in the first place. We
recommend that readers do the same, by periodically putting down the
book and reminding themselves that, more than achieving justice, our goal
should be living together side by side. In this way, the process we
experienced while writing this book can serve as a model (albeit, with
many differences) of the collective process that both sides of the conflict
must undergo for the sake of a better life.

For each of us, working on this book was a difficult personal and
psychological experience. For historians who endorse a critical approach, it
is difficult to take part in the writing of a narrative text that is harmonious
and overly simplistic at times, and that intentionally dodges complexity.
Not only does national narrative seek harmony, but, when necessary, it
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contains arguments and perspectives that crystallized after the fact. As
reflected in the text, national narrative is no fan of dates, at times
disregarding them completely and at other times arranging them according
to its own needs. Narrative makes use of expressions that may sound
accurate and logical to one reader and intolerable to the next. For good
reason, historical research usually strives to employ uniform terminology
that is as universal as possible. This being the case, we sometimes found it
necessary to interrupt the flow of narrative to provide readers with a brief
assessment of relevant historical context based on the current literature. To
do so, we relied on sources appearing in the bibliography at the end of this
book and on our own academic research.

By its very nature, the work of the historian is subject to a
multiplicity of possible approaches and interpretations. Could it be that the
approaches and interpretations used by each of us as historians are based on
the different narratives of the 1948 war on which we were raised in our
respective homes and communities? We are aware of the fact that, no
matter how professional we are, each of us comes from a different narrative
environment and that this has undoubtedly influenced the way we analyze
and interpret the war, its causes, and the circumstances in which it was
waged. We believe that this awareness has enhanced the fairness and
objectivity of our professional additions to the text.

As an essential concluding point of this introductory chapter, we
again remind readers that more than historians shape popular and national
narratives, they are shaped by them. After all, the interpretations of
historians are not only the products of professional tools, training, and
integrity; they are also products of the prevalent narratives of the societies
in which they live and work. Historians are not obligated to agree with
these narratives, but their arguments often reverberate within their work,
whether they are aware of it or not. From this perspective, it is no
coincidence that an increasing number of texts like this one, which have
demonstrated academia’s greater openness to alternative narratives of the
1948 war, have been written in the past few years. Our aim here is not to
impress our readers, to shake things up, or to innovate at any cost. Our
goal, rather, is to expand an opening that already exists.

Above all else, this book is a ‘text of conversation’ in which, as we
explain above, not all existing narratives of the 1948 war participate —
certainly not those on the fringes of society (regardless of the amount of
media coverage they may receive). In this conversation, there is no
agreement on one uniform narrative. It is a conversation whose very
existence nullifies some of the narrative contradictions, listens attentively,
and tries to understand the source of the points on which no agreement
exists. We will have achieved our goal if this conversation does nothing
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more than make it somewhat more difficult for both sides to use the 1948
war as a pretext for intensifying the conflict. Certainly, the current reality
and the conditions facing the two societies under discussion here — both of
which are responsible for the narratives themselves and use them to
advance their own perceived interests — are subjects that must be researched
and discussed. This book is an attempt to bring the two versions of the war
to the surface, on the assumption that many historians have already written
about collective narrative in general and the various narratives of the 1948
war in particular, but that few have written the collective narratives of the
1948 war itself.

Readers in search of precise historical accuracy and analysis will
not find it here. They will find narrative, which by nature seeks neither
precision nor documentation, and which selectively reiterates certain
aspects in order to support certain arguments and to strengthen identity.
Narrative’s selection of which events are to be included and which are to be
passed over is not necessarily consistent with the choices of the historian,
and this must be kept in mind when reading a text such as this one.

This book was written within a sociopolitical reality of extremely
fragile democracy. We believe that, above all else, the narrative text within
is democratic in its overall approach and in the manner in which it was
written. It also reflects concerted efforts to be empathetic toward the
different and often contradictory points espoused by both parties to the
conflict. We hope that the spirit of this book will be passed on to its readers
and help them come to know, understand, and respect the narrative of the
other, while also becoming better acquainted with the narrative of their own
respective camp and examining it with a healthy sense of skepticism before
deciding whether or not to accept it.
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CHAPTER ONE

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: THE PATH TO WAR

The historical roots of the Jewish/Zionist-Palestinian/Arab conflict reach
back to the 19th century, when the Zionist Movement began to organize
itself and to work toward the establishment of a state for Jews in Palestine.
The first Zionist Jews adopted this program in response to anti-Semitism in
Europe and their failure to be accepted and integrated within the new
European nation states. Most were members of educated social groupings
with secular leanings and for that reason they more exposed to and
influenced by the broader European nationalist awakening.

At that time, the Arab nationalist movement, and the Palestinian
nationalist movement in particular, were still in their infancy. National
identity had not yet taken hold among the peoples of the Middle East, who
for centuries had been part of the Ottoman Empire. Nonetheless, the last
quarter of the 19th century witnessed an Arab cultural awakening that
provided fuel for a gradual national awakening.

The 19th century also witnessed the onset of a new phase of
encounters between modern colonial Europe and the peoples of the Middle
East. One of the most important encounters of this kind was that which
resulted from France’s invasion of Egypt and its short but significant
occupation of the country between 1798 and 1801. A few historians view
French rule in Egypt as the beginning of the modern period in the Middle
East, or at least in the land of the Nile. In this context, Britain, France’s
rival at the time, helped the Ottoman Sultan drive out the French, and the
mighty British fleet in the Mediterranean Sea played an important role in
this undertaking. Napoleon attempted to expand his rule eastward from
Egypt but was halted when he failed to breech the walls of Acre in 1799,
mainly due to the steadfast resistance of Acre’s ruler at the time — Ahmad
Pasha al-Jazzar — and the support he received from the British fleet.

Napoleon retreated to Egypt with the remainder of his army, and
his unsuccessful invasion of Palestine appeared to have been an
inconsequential event in the history of the Holy Land, at least in the short
term. The Ottomans continued to rule the country for more than a century,
and soon after the French retreat from Egypt in 1801, the entire episode
almost completely disappeared from the memory of the inhabitants of
Palestine.
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In the long term, the Napoleonic invasion and the arrival of British
naval forces to the shores of Egypt and the Levant does in fact appear to
have marked the beginning of a new era in relations between the Middle
East and the West. The peoples of the Arab world were surprised to
discover that modern Europe possessed military strength and other forms of
power against which the armies of the Ottoman Sultan were unable to
effectively defend the vast territories of the Empire. According to the new
balance of power between the European colonial powers and the Ottoman
Empire, the Sultan sometimes found himself in need of assistance in
maintaining the borders of the Empire. This dynamic intensified as time
passed, and the Ottoman regime in Istanbul, which had threatened Central
Europe during the 16th and 17th centuries, now came to be referred to
unflatteringly as “the sick man on the Bosporus” (although this “sick”
country continued to put up an effective fight until the end of World War I).
This political reality undoubtedly played a role in bringing about the Arab
national awakening in the Middle East.

In the course of the 20th century, other European powers in
addition to Britain and France exhibited a growing interest in the Middle
East in general and the Holy Land in Particular. The Europeo-centric
historiography describes it as the period of the rediscovery of Palestine.
After France’s failed attempt to conquer and rule the country through the
force of arms, competition between the European powers was channeled
into efforts to penetrate the country peacefully, primarily through religious
or quasi-religious activity. Some European contemporaries referred to
Europe’s penetration of the Holy Land during the 19th century as “the
peaceful crusade.” The increasing influence of the European powers by
peaceful means found expression in a quest for religious minorities to
secure their interests. As Britain had no minority to which it would be
natural to extend its protection (in the absence of a local Protestant minority
in the country), it decided to lend most of its support to the Jews.

Britain’s assistance to the Jews, which was also fuelled by religious
sentiments rooted in Protestant religious concepts and the politics of the
Anglican Church, became a valuable political tool for Britain in its
competition with France, Russia, and other powers for influence in the
region. The rediscovery of the Holy Land involved study and research of
the country and its inhabitants. The biblical research that had been carried
out by Britons and others Protestants since the 1830s laid the foundations
for British support of the idea of a Jewish return to the land of their
forefathers. The indigenous inhabitants of the country, the overwhelming
majority of which were Muslim Arabs, were not taken into account by most
of these researchers. In this way, the British constructed a historical
narrative that endowed excessive rights to the Jewish minority.
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Jews had lived in peace and relative tolerance under Muslim rule in
Spain, the Ottoman Empire in general, and the Levant in particular. When
violence erupted in Lebanon and Syria in the mid-19th century, in Aleppo,
Damascus, and other cities, Jews were usually not harmed. Muslim and
Druze anger was directed toward the Christians, who enjoyed the support
of the European powers and undermined the social and political status quo.
During the first half of the 19th century, Jews constituted a small minority
of the population of Ottoman Palestine, but their numbers began to rise as
European influence in the region increased. Notwithstanding, the treatment
of the Jews of Palestine began to change significantly only toward the end
of the 19th century, after the establishment of the Zionist Movement in
Europe, with its declared aspiration to establish a state for Jews in
Palestine. The new national agenda of the Jewish Zionists began to arouse
serious concerns among the Arabs, Muslims and Christians alike, who
quickly came to understand the significance of the possibility of turning
their country into a state for Jews.

In 1882, Britain occupied Egypt and became an active partner in
the gradual dismantling of the Ottoman Empire. Britain, which had helped
the Ottomans expel Napoleon and his army from the Land of the Nile
between 1799 and 1801, had changed its policy. The fact that the Ottoman
Empire was as weak as it had ever been in the 1880s, and the possibility of
controlling the Suez Canal, were two temptations that were difficult to
withstand. Thus began a new and final chapter in the history of the relations
between the Ottomans and the Western powers, which culminated in World
War I. Britain’s occupation of Egypt and the Sinai Peninsula further piqued
its interest in Palestine, its neighbor to the east. Palestine also contained
Christian and Jewish holy places, which provided the Europeans with
reason and pretext to take particular interest in the future of the ‘Holy
Land.’

At that point in time, Palestine was still not a distinct geopolitical
unit but rather an inseparable part of Greater Syria (Bilad al-Sham) and the
Ottoman Empire, which was ruled from the Ottoman capital of Istanbul. In
the early 1880s, the country’s population of 470,000 consisted of a Muslim
Arab majority and a 10% Christian Arab minority. The country was also
home to a number of smaller religious and ethnic minority groups. At the
beginning of the 1880s, the country’s Jewish population stood at
approximately 20,000, the overwhelming majority of which lived in the
four ancient holy cities of Jerusalem, Hebron, Tiberias, and Safad. For the
most part, these Jews belonged to the cultural landscape of the East, even
though a significant portion had come to the country from Europe over the
course of the 19th century. European Christians also discovered the Holy
Land during the 19th century and decided to settle there. The most
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prominent were the Templars, who in the late 1860s began establishing
German colonies at sites throughout the country, including Haifa, Jaffa,
Jerusalem, and a number of other locations.

The Arabs of Palestine in general, the country’s Muslim Arabs in
particular, saw the Ottoman government as a natural and legitimate
continuation of the Muslim rule in the region that had been in place since
the 7th century. As we have seen, the collective identity of people in the
Middle East until that point had been pre-national in nature, and had been
characterized by a combination of religious, tribal, regional, and other types
of identities. Although the final quarter of the 19th century witnessed the
beginning of an Arab national awakening in the large cities, calls were still
not being sounded for independence or even for autonomy under Ottoman
rule. The immigration of Europeans (Christians and Jews alike) also did not
yet arouse any significant opposition among the Arabs because it was not
perceived as a threat but rather as a manifestation of openness and a process
of opening up to the West. This tolerant approach toward the new
immigrants was reinforced by a popular faith in the power of the Ottoman
Sultan and his ability to defend the country from a few thousand European
immigrants.

After 1882, however, the inhabitants of the country began to share
an increasing sense of concern, stemming not only from the British seizure
of Egypt but from the character of the new Jewish immigration to the
country. The Zionist Jews who began arriving in Palestine after 1882 and
who established agricultural settlements in addition to settling in cities
spoke in terms of colonization. That is to say, they had not arrived only to
be in close proximity of their holy places, but rather to settle permanently
within the framework of a community that was growing increasingly
nationalist in character.

To compound matters, the Zionist Movement in Europe that
supported them and that convened its first congress in Basel in 1897 served
to intensify the fears of Arab leaders in Palestine. One such leader, Yusuf
Diya al-Khalidi, wrote a letter to Theodor Herzl, the President of the World
Zionist Organization, in March 1899 to voice his concerns about the Zionist
idea.

Al-Khalidi, a worldly liberal man who was well informed about the
situation of the Jews in Europe, expressed considerable empathy for Jewish
suffering and for the Zionist idea in theory, or at least for the Jewish need
for a territory. At the same time, he warned that implementation of the
Zionist idea in Palestine would result in the opposition of Christians and
Muslims around the world, wars, and a great deal of suffering. The land
was not empty as the Zionist leadership was claiming, he concluded, and its
inhabitants would oppose turning their country into the state of the Jews.
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Al-Khalidi’s letter is one of the few expressions of Palestinian leaders’
opposition to the Zionist idea. It explains that Zionism’s solution to the
“Jewish problem” in Europe would necessarily result in the creation of a
new problem for the Palestinians, whose country would lose its Arab
character. Despite the concerns of al-Khalidi and others, however, most
Arabs in Palestine continued to believe that the Ottoman Empire would not
permit the actualization of the Zionist idea.

The leaders of European Zionism, including Theodor Herzl, the
founder and first president of the World Zionist Organization, did not
assign great importance to the few expressions of resistance displayed by
the Arabs of Palestine. Their efforts were focused on finding a European
power to support the establishment of a state for the Jews in the Holy Land.
The leadership of the Zionist Movement never seriously discussed, whether
orally or in writing, the “Arab question” — that is, what would be the fate of
the country’s Arab population once it became the state of the Jews. For
good reason, the issue is referred to by the historical literature as “the
unseen question.”’ The first Zionists who grew up during the era of
colonialist Europe spoke of the country’s advancement and development as
something that would benefit the indigenous Arab population as well.
Issues of sovereignty, of transforming the Arabs into a minority in their
own land, and the implications of Jewish rule over the country’s Arab
population were not paid the attention they deserved, even after the
emergence of signs of opposition and sporadic outbursts of violence
between Jewish settlers and their Arab neighbors. On the eve of World War
I, Zionist leaders still attributed this resistance to urban effendis who were
thought to be inciting the peasants out of their own fear of losing control
over them and their lands.

Indeed, as long as the Sultan’s rule in Palestine remained in place,
until the end of World War I, the Arab inhabitants of the country, who were
part of the greater Muslim Empire, launched no national resistance to the
Jewish Zionist settlement carried out during the tail end of Ottoman rule.
However, this reality changed completely during World War I, when the
Ottoman Sultan was replaced by a European colonial power whose
government expressed explicit support for the establishment of a national
home for the Jewish people in Palestine. On 2 November 1917, British
Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour explicitly expressed this position
in what came to be known as the Balfour Declaration, marking a dramatic
turning point in the relative status of Palestinian Arabs and the Jews in

! See Yosef Gorny, The Arab Question and the Jewish Problem (1985) (in Hebrew).
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Palestine and, to a great extent, the beginning of the Jewish/Zionist-
Palestinian/Arab conflict.

The Arabs who had rebelled against the Ottomans and fought
alongside the British in 1916 under the leadership of Sharif Hussein and his
sons from Mecca expected the British to make good on their promise of
independence and the establishment of a Hashemite-ruled Arab kingdom.
The Balfour Declaration, and the earlier Anglo-French Sykes-Picot
agreement, which called for carving up the Arab East into areas of colonial
influence, ran counter to the promises made by Henry McMahon, the
British High Commissioner in Egypt, to the Sharif of Mecca and his
supporters. From the Arabs’ perspective, Britain’s support of Zionist
national aspirations in Palestine was a betrayal and patently illegal. For this
reason, the Arabs in general and the Palestinians in particular regard the
Balfour Declaration as the beginning of Zionist aggression and the Zionist
invasion of their country. After 1917, Zionist immigration and settlement
was part of a project supported by the world’s strongest colonial power at
the time. It was also supported by the League of Nations, the new
international organization established in 1919 in the wake of World War I,
which incorporated the Balfour Declaration, word for word, in the Mandate
Charter it issued to Britain in 1922.

In the aftermath of World War I, ostensive nation states were
established on the ruins of the Ottoman Empire within borders delineated
by the European powers, under the leadership of Britain and France. These
two powers divided up the areas of influence in a form of rule designated
by the League of Nations as temporary ‘mandates’ to help enable the
indigenous populations to rule themselves in their own independent
countries when the time came. Like the Syrians, the Lebanese, the Iraqis,
and other groups who initially objected to the new geopolitical situation,
the Palestinians were also ultimately obliged to accept the new state
framework and to work within its limits to achieve local national
independence in their country.

It was through this process that the Palestinian national movement
emerged between 1917 and 1923. During these years, this movement
formulated its positions regarding the right of Palestinians to their country
and their opposition to transforming it into a state for the Jews, and all this
implied with regard to their future. In the early 1920s, the Palestinian
national movement formulated three major demands: opposition to free
Jewish immigration to Palestine; opposition to the transfer of land to the
organized Jewish community in the country and its institutions; and
Palestinian Arab independence at the earliest possible date. Regardless of
this development, Britain continued its support for the Zionist idea. This
support was manifested in British authorization of Zionist immigration and
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settlement and the establishment of autonomous institutions for the Jews of
Palestine as part of the construction of the state in the making. The
Palestinians regarded this policy as a British betrayal against them and
against the Arabs as a whole.

By the time of the ratification of the Mandate Charter and the
formal onset of British Mandate rule in Palestine in 1922, the Zionist
enterprise, which began in 1882 and had been underway for four decades,
had not yet resulted in major demographic transformation: the country’s
population of 757,000 still consisted of an overwhelming majority of
Arabs, with a Jewish minority that was still relatively small, accounting for
11% of the population, or 83,000 people. For this reason, the Palestinians
regarded the European colonial policy, which was supported by most of the
countries of the West and by the League of Nations, as a foreign invasion
and an injury to their rights, to their own country.

At the same time, the British-Zionist alliance greatly strengthened
the Zionist settlement endeavor in Palestine, both in the cities and towns
and in the agricultural settlements they continued to establish. British
policy from the outset of the Mandate, and during the 1920s in particular,
resulted in the establishment of an autonomous Jewish administration,
particularly in the economic realm (including the issuing of concessions to
exploit the country’s natural resources, electricity production, etc.), as well
as autonomy in the fields of health, local government, religion, and
education. The new legal status of the country’s Jewish community — which
was controlled by Zionists who had proven their political, organizational,
and economic capabilities — attracted new waves of Jewish immigration
and Jewish capital, which, in turn, created employment opportunities that
attracted Arabs as well. In light of the Arab response to the development of
the Jewish Zionist endeavor, the Jews came to increasingly recognize that
the local opposition they were facing was not entirely economic in
character, but rather the opposition of a national collective. Both camps
began to internalize the conflict as part of their identity and their work, and
as a tool for mobilization, each for its own interests and in opposition to its
rival group.

Ratification of the Mandate Charter by the Council of the League
of Nations during its July 1922 session in London marked the conclusion of
some processes and the beginning of others. On the one hand, it confirmed
the League of Nations’ sovereignty over a contiguous territory stretching
from the Mediterranean Sea in the west to the Persian Gulf in the east. In
practice, it provided Britain with a mandate for full rule over the areas in
question, regarding which British leaders committed to submitting an
annual report to the international organization’s Permanent Mandates

33



CHAPTER 1

Commission. The Mandate Charter was officially signed at the League of
Nations in September 1923.

By the summer of 1922, the British had already completed the
process of dividing its Mandate into three separate Mandatory territories:
Iraq in the East, Palestine in the West, and Transjordan nestled between the
two. The border between Transjordan and Palestine was delineated by
British Colonial Secretary Winston Churchill in the White Paper of 1922.
According to the terms of the Mandate Charter, the Mandate power was
charged with preparing the territory in its control for self-government by
the local population. In Iraq and Transjordan, the two eastern Mandates, the
British gradually turned power over to the Hashemite family. This need
became urgent with the Hashemites’ removal from power in Syria in 1920
by the French, and from the Hijaz in 1924 by the Ibn Sa'ud family. The
British were concerned of possible French claims to Transjordan and
Hashemite claims to Palestine. The Hashemites aspired to rule the area of
Greater Syria in its entirety, which included not only the British Mandates
but also the two French Mandates in the Levant: Syria and Lebanon.
Indeed, they had been promised rule over most of the Arab Middle East in
1915-1916 in the correspondence between Henry McMahon, the British
High Commissioner to Egypt, and Sharif Hussein of Mecca.

The British aspired to maintain their influence in Greater Syria by
means of their Hashemite allies. However, they had designated the western
portion of the region — Palestine, whose borders had still not been
determined — as the future “national home” (as they referred to it) for their
Jewish Zionist allies. This policy found official expression in Churchill’s
White Paper of June 1922 and the Balfour Declaration’s incorporation into
the Mandate Charter immediately thereafter. If these documents took the
rights of the Palestinian Arabs into consideration, they were too vague on
the issue to be effective.

In practice, however, the Mandate period began prior to the
conclusion of these formal processes. In late June 1920, just after agreeing
to accept the Mandate idea in principle (at the League of Nations’
conference at San Remo, Italy in April 1920), the British announced the
end of military rule in the country (which had begun when the British army
entered Palestine in 1917) and the transfer of powers to a civilian regime.
In this context, Herbert Samuel — a leader of the British Liberal party, a
former government minister, and a Jewish Zionist — was sent to Palestine to
serve as the first high commissioner to Palestine and Transjordan. In this
capacity, Samuel shaped the fundamental structure of the Mandate
administration during the first five years of civilian rule in the country.

From the vantage point of his official residence at Augusta Victoria
in Jerusalem, and in light of the violent confrontations that rocked
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Jerusalem in the spring of 1920 and Jaffa in the spring of 1921, Samuel was
the first senior British official to recognize that the country he had been
entrusted to govern was actually torn by a bitter national struggle. In June
1921, even before the ratification of the Mandate, Samuel posited that the
Balfour Declaration as formulated was not at all implementable. “Unless
there is very careful steering,” wrote Samuel to Zionist Organization
President Chaim Weizmann, “it is upon the Arab rock that the Zionist ship
may be wrecked.” To his superiors in London, he explained that ignoring
the national conflict in Palestine would be disastrous as far as Britain was
concerned. With these words of warning, the first high commissioner
established the principle of the ‘dual obligation,” which would guide British
policy through the end of the Mandate.

Samuel’s approach found sympathy in London (as reflected in
Churchill’s White Paper of 1922), but at this point did not result in a British
retreat from the Balfour Declaration. Samuel tried to work in both
directions. On the one hand, he encouraged Jewish immigration (resulting
in what Israeli historiography refers to as the “third aliyah,” or the wave of
Jewish immigration to Palestine that lasted from 1919 to 1923) and the
investment of government funds and funds provided by the Zionist
Movement in infrastructure and the establishment of settlements. On the
other hand, he simultaneously began petitioning the government to place
limits on Jewish immigration, and as a result, Jewish immigration to
Palestine was limited from 1924 onward according to quotas set by the
government. He also encouraged the Palestinians to establish their own
national congress, although subsequent congresses were organized by
Palestinian leaders, and to some extent, to their consternation. He also
made sure that Haj Amin al-Husayni, with his clear commitment to
Palestinian nationalism, was selected as the Mufti of Jerusalem.

During the period of military rule (1917-1920) and Samuel’s term
as high commissioner (1920-1925), Palestine witnessed the establishment
of an efficient governing regime in Palestine in accordance with the
Mandate Charter. The Mandate government was administered not only by
British officials, but also by Arabs and Jews, including some who occupied
senior positions in the administration, such as members of the Chief
Secretariat (which served as a government cabinet, for all intents and
purposes), who were meant to help prepare the country for self-rule and
independence. However, as time passed, it became increasingly unclear
who would be the ultimate beneficiary of independence.

2 Samuel to Weizmann, 10 August 1921, Weizmann Archives, 7-600.
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Additional waves of violence in the spring of 1920, the fall of
1921, and the spring of 1922 were followed by a period of relative calm.
Against this background, the Mandate government continued its efforts to
establish a legislative council to constitute the future parliamentary
foundation of a single state that would be a national home for the Jewish
people and, at the same time, a bi-national Jewish-Arab state under British
tutelage. This effort failed.

A combination of factors — the Ottoman’s loss of Palestine, the
British occupation, the spirit of US President Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen
Points, which called for recognizing the national independence of anyone
requesting it, and the Mandate Charter — resulted in concurrent Palestinian
and Zionist national awakenings. This trend was consistent with the
Mandate Charter’s prescription for the establishment of two “agencies” to
represent the respective interests of each ethno-national group vis-a-vis the
British Mandate regime. During the 1930s, when the option of partition was
already on the table, these two agencies were designated to constitute the
foundation of future independent governments.

On the Palestinian side of the divide, it started to become
increasingly clear during the 1920s that the Supreme Muslim Council,
which was established in 1922, was not merely a religious body but was
also capable of articulating Palestinian interests more effectively than the
national congress and its offshoots, as well as the different Palestinian Arab
parties that had started operating during the period. The Palestinian parties
found it difficult to operate within the socio-political realities of Mandate
Palestine, in which loyalty to the extended family was greater than any one
ideological or national-political approach. During the first decade of the
Mandate, Haj Amin al-Husayni was already more prominent than any other
Palestinian leader. Beginning in 1936, he led the Arab Higher Committee,
which provided political representation for the country’s Muslim and
Christian Arab population and which had been established to represent the
Palestinians vis-a-vis the Mandate authorities as their national executive
institution, in accordance with the Mandate Charter.

As for the Jews, it was clear that the agency that would promote
Jewish-Zionist interests vis-a-vis the Mandate authorities would be
established by the international Zionist Movement, and not by the
organized Jewish-Zionist community in Palestine itself. With Chaim
Weizmann at its helm, the World Zionist Organization gained control over
the Zionist Commission that began to operate in Palestine at the end of
World War [, replaced it with its own Zionist Executive in Jerusalem, and
ultimately established the Jewish Agency, which incorporated not only
representatives of the Zionist Movement but other Jewish, non-Zionist
organizations as well. Palestine’s Jewish community, it was clear, had
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broad international Zionist backing, while the Palestinians at the time did
not enjoy similar support from abroad.

In any event, during the 1920s and 1930s, the Mandate entity
became an arena of national struggle between the country’s Jewish and
Arab communities that could no longer be ignored. Arab-Jewish
differences on issues such as immigration, Jewish land acquisition, and the
Legislative Council, in addition to continued British commitment to the
Balfour Declaration, resulted in another outburst of violence. The unstable
peace of the 1920s was shattered by the Western Wall crisis of the summer
of 1928, which erupted even more forcefully in the summer of 1929,
resulting in disaster in the country on a hitherto unprecedented scale.
During these events, dozens of Jews lost their lives and hundreds of others
were injured in Hebron, Safad, and Jewish settlements in the rural
periphery, mostly by Arabs. At the same time, dozens of Arabs were killed
and hundreds injured, primarily by the British.

As a result of the disturbances of the summer of 1929, the British
reassessed their policy in the Shaw Commission Report and the Hope-
Simpson Report, and resolved to limit Jewish immigration in accordance
with the country’s economic absorptive capacity and, for all intents and
purposes, to backtrack on their commitment to the Jewish national home
(as expressed in Colonial Secretary Lord Passfield’s White Paper of
October 1930). Weizmann and his associates, however, were able to thwart
this change in policy, and as a result of the Nazis’ rise to power in Germany
in 1933, large numbers of Jews began to swarm to Palestine in a trend
supported by the fourth high commissioner, General Arthur Wauchope.
Between 1932 and 1936, massive Jewish immigration to Palestine doubled
the country’s Jewish population, from 175,000 to more than 350,000,
making the Jews a large minority accounting for close to one-third of the
overall population.

The Palestinians, who by the 1930s had lost hope of changing
British policy by peaceful means, were concerned about the implications of
the large wave of Jewish immigration that had been underway since the
Nazis had risen to power in Germany. The arrival of tens of thousands of
Jewish immigrants to Palestine significantly changed the demographic and
economic realities in favor of the country’s Yishuv. The Palestinians feared
becoming a minority in their own country and having the rug pulled out
from under their demands for the exclusive right to self-determination in all
of Palestine, and therefore launched a rebellion against British policy. For
the first time since the beginning of the Mandate, the Palestinians directed
active resistance and not just against the Jews and Zionism but against the
British rulers of the country. In November 1935, Sheikh Izz al-Din al-
Qassam of Haifa led a small group of supporters into the mountainous
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terrain near Jenin in order to launch an armed rebellion against the British.
The Palestinians regarded al-Qassam’s death in a battle near Ya'bed along
with a few of his men, as an ideal act of sacrifice, which his followers
strived to emulate during the rebellion that broke out in 1936.

Palestinian frustrations had resulted in a series of violent outbursts
between 1933 and 1935, and the full scale rebellion that broke out in 1936
came to be seen as the culmination of this process. In April 1936, the Arab
Higher Committee called for a general strike in protest of British policy.
The strike lasted for half-a-year, and was lifted only on the eve of the
arrival to Palestine of a royal commission of inquiry led by the Earl
William Peel to investigate the causes of the crisis. In July 1937, the Peel
Commission submitted its recommendations to the British government,
calling for the partition of the area lying west of the Jordan River into two
states: an Arab state (linked to the regime in Transjordan, thus forestalling
Palestinian efforts to achieve the independence they had been seeking since
the 1920s), and a Jewish state. According to the Commission’s
recommendations, the Jerusalem area would remain under Mandatory
control. The British adopted the Commission’s recommendations, while the
Palestinians rejected the idea of partition out of hand. The Zionists, from
their part, accepted the principle of partition but rejected the specific terms
of the plan.

That summer, the Arab rebellion resumed with greater intensity
until it reached the level of a bona fide war between the Palestinian rebels
and the British army in Palestine. The British called in major
reinforcements until the military force in the country accounted for
approximately ten percent of the entire Imperial army. Suppression of the
rebellion involved the demolition of hundreds of homes and in some cases
entire villages and city neighborhoods (such as destruction of Jaffa’s
historic Casbah), exile of the Palestinian leadership, and the near economic
and political collapse of Palestinian Arab society. The British also
encouraged Palestinian opponents of the revolt, and mobilized the Jewish
Yishuv to play a role in suppressing it.

Although the rebellion had not been initiated by the al-Husayni-led
Palestinian leadership, the Mufti of Jerusalem and his colleagues did
ultimately chose to support the rebels, whose actions reflected the deep-
seated feelings and fears of the Palestinians. The Mufti paid a high price for
this decision by alienating himself from the British and bringing about a
rapid deterioration in their relations. In 1937, he was forced to flee the
country and to begin an extended period of exile. In the rebellion of 1936-
1939, the Palestinians proved that they were prepared to sustain heavy
losses in life and property for the sake of their homeland. The British, from
their part, responded by using large military forces to firmly put down the
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rebellion, wearing down the strength of the Palestinians and dismantling
their political leadership through exile and extended prison sentences. The
Palestinian rebellion of 1936-1939 marked a turning point in Palestinian
history from a number of perspectives.

In 1936, the Palestinian leadership sought to involve the leaders of
the surrounding Arab countries in an effort to put pressure on the British to
change their policy and to meet the demands of the Palestinians. This
opportunity for intervention on the issue of Palestine was exploited by a
number of regimes, most notably that of the Emir Abdullah of Transjordan,
for their own interests. After the rebellion, and particularly following the
conclusion of World War II and the establishment of the Arab League in
1945, the Palestinian leadership lost much of its ability to lead the struggle.
The Palestinians were now too weak to take the lead in the campaign
against the British and the Zionists for the future of the country, and
therefore placed their hope in the Arab states and the Arab League. They
soon realized, however, that the Arab League and the Arab states, most of
which were still under either the direct rule or the influence of the European
powers, were very much a “bruised reed,” and that some were pursuing
their own interests at the expense of the Palestinians.

Historically, the Palestinian Arabs paid a heavy price for their
rebellion against the British. Indeed, by 1948, Palestinian Arab society had
not recovered from the outcome of the rebellion of the previous decade.
This state of affairs had a significant influence on power relations just prior
to the civil war that broke out in late 1947 between the Arabs and Jews of
Palestine, as well as on the fighting of the war and its outcome. On the
Jewish side of the divide, the Jewish community’s cooperation with the
British in putting down the Arab revolt was a dramatic milestone. The
military cooperation was undertaken openly, in efforts like the British-run
Jewish police force, which provided Hagana members and others with
training, weapons, and salaries, and the Special Night Squads established
by the British officer Charles Orde Wingate. At the same time, almost sixty
Jewish “tower and stockade” settlements were established in close
coordination between the interests of the Mandate government and the
Jewish Agency. The Jewish Agency’s policy of ‘restraint’ and its ability to
take advantage of the Palestinian Arabs’ war against the British, enabled it
to secure important manifestations of economic independence (for example,
the establishment of the Tel Aviv port) and sovereignty. By the end of the
1930s, the organization of the Jewish community in Palestine had emerged
as a stable and politically organized autonomy with one central national
authority and a significant military force. This had important influence on
the fighting and the outcome of the 1948 war.
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Concurrent with its suppression of the revolt, His Majesty’s
Government retreated from the idea of partition. The winds of war were
blowing through Europe, and Britain sought to ensure stability in the
Middle East in general and Palestine in particular. This interest,
compounded by the Palestinians’ angry response to the partition plan and
the failed attempt to negotiate an agreement between the two disputing
parties at the St. James Conference of January 1939, led Britain in a new
political direction. In May 1939, His Majesty’s Government issued a new
declaration of policy on Palestine with the White Paper of Colonial
Secretary McDonald. The 1939 White Paper contained a clear retreat from
the policy of the Balfour Declaration. It called for the establishment of one
democratic state, which by nature would be controlled by the country’s
Arab majority; a major reduction in the immigration quota, which, once
filled, could only be renewed with the consent of the Arab population of the
country; and limitation of the rights of Jews to purchase land to the
country’s central region alone. The architects of British policy assumed that
the Jewish Yishuv — which had suffered from the revolt, had cooperated in
the war to suppress it, and whose existence was clearly dependent on
Britain — would be able to oppose the new policy in declaration only. At the
same time, British policy makers in London determined that, in light of
their three-year revolt, the Arabs could not expect a more agreeable policy.
Indeed, the Jews regarded the new policy as a clear betrayal, but limited
their response to verbal opposition, demonstrations, and sporadic action
against British targets involved with immigration control. The exhausted
Arab community spoke out against the White Paper because it failed to do
away with the Jewish autonomy within the framework of the single state
and because of a general mistrust of Britain’s true intentions. In practice,
however, they accepted the new policy.

World War II broke out two-and-a-half months later, and the
British suspended all work on the issue. Although the new immigration
regulations came into effect and a new land law was enacted, the
circumstances during the war ensured that very few Jews could reach the
shores of Palestine in any event, and that the British government had
neither the ability nor the desire to strictly enforce the White Paper policies.
Moreover, the majority decision within the Zionist Movement to support
the British war effort, the Mufti’s expulsion from Palestine (1937) and from
his place of exile in Iraq (1941), and his decision to join the German-Italian
Axis with some of his associates, brought about yet another improvement
in British-Zionist relations and distanced the British from the Arabs.

Germany’s June 1941 invasion of the Soviet Union, and Britain’s
success in pushing back the Germans from the Egyptian border in the south
in October 1942, prevented the Germans from taking control of Palestine,
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which had become an operational and logistical hub and an important Rest
& Recuperation location of the British army in the Middle East.
Furthermore, until late 1947, the Palestinians, who were engaged in efforts
to rebuild their institutions and their political capabilities that had been
badly damaged during the revolt, limited their response to political protests
against what they regarded as Britain’s decision to refrain from taking more
decisive action against Zionist activity in accordance with the policy of
May 1939.
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CHAPTER TWO

FROM THE HOLOCAUST TO THE PARTITION OF
PALESTINE, 1945-1947

In the previous chapter, we attempted to paint a picture that was as
balanced as possible, and therefore also extremely general, of the
development of the conflict until 1945. Today, we know that the end of the
war in Europe in May 1945 marked the beginning of Palestine’s rapid
decline into war. Although this period was not part of the 1948 war itself, it
has been appended to the memory of the war by the collective memory of
both parties to the conflict, particularly that of the Jews. For this reason, we
will now allow the narratives to begin speaking for themselves to a certain
extent. Still, because this period belongs to the background of the war, we
will continue to make intermittent interjections in order to facilitate an
understanding that is more complex than what narrative by nature can
provide. This is something we will not do in this book’s subsequent
chapters, which present, without disruption, the Jewish-Israeli and
Palestinian-Arab narratives of the war itself and of efforts to contend with
its outcome in the short term (1949-1956)."

Particularly noteworthy in this context has been the Zionist
narrative’s almost complete disregard for the Palestinian Arabs and their
story during this period. Contemporary awareness of what had happened
during the Holocaust, which has grown stronger with time, and of the
Jewish Yishuv’s struggle against British policy (which includes memory of
a war to expel the British from Eretz Israel) has left no room in the Zionist
memory for what happened to the Arabs. It is no wonder that the
Palestinians, who had still not recovered from the destructive results of
their revolt in the 1930s, were not yet able to come to terms with the
changes that resulted from World War II, certainly not on a collective level.
The absence of a Palestinian response made it easier for the British and the
Jews of Palestine to ignore, albeit not completely, the Palestinian Arabs,
and for Jewish and Zionist memory to completely erase their existence
from its narrative concerning the years 1945-1947, as we will see below.
From its part, the Palestinian-Arab narrative says little about the period of

' Such informational notes based on academic historiography will appear herein in a
different font.
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World War II and the two-and-a-half years that followed, until November
1947. Both narratives, however, relate to this period as one of Palestinian
national weakness.

The end of World War II resulted in renewed conflict between the
ethno-national groups in Palestine. This time, however, the roles were
reversed, and it was the Jews who took to the streets in rebellion against
British policy, while the Arabs sought to leave the work of fighting the
Jewish revolt to the British. In early June 1946, the British succeeded in
putting down the revolt of the Jewish Yishuv. In the meantime, under
American pressure following the failure of the joint Anglo-American
Committee to reach a solution, the idea of partition, which had been
temporarily shelved in 1939, resurfaced. In their desperate economic state,
however, the British were unable to enforce a solution that did not enjoy
the consent of both sides. In January-February 1947, the British made a
final effort to reach reconciliation between the Jews and the Palestinians at
a conference in London. This final effort also ended in failure, and, in April
1947, Britain announced that it would return the Mandate over Palestine to
the UN (the successor of the League of Nations, which collapsed in 1939).

Beginning in 1945, Jews everywhere were forced to confront the
results of one of the greatest tragedies that had ever befallen them: the
Holocaust, during which 6 million Jews from Europe and North Africa
were murdered. In this, the World Zionist Movement and the organized
Jewish Yishuv were no exceptions. They were, however, better organized to
take action than the small number of European Jews that remained, and
more willing to do so than the Jews of North America. The Holocaust
proved the historical relevancy of the Jewish Yishuv in Eretz Israel as the
only geopolitical entity capable of providing refuge for the hundreds of
thousands of homeless Holocaust survivors living in displaced persons
camps of Germany. The Holocaust, it seems, convinced the Jews and the
rest of the world that the Jews had nowhere to go but Palestine, and that the
world was obligated to enable them to go there in order to establish their
national home, in contrast to the situation in the 1930s. With the war behind
them, Zionist leaders and international actors were talking explicitly about
the establishment of a Jewish state — here and now.

This reality found expression in the organizing of Jewish refugee
Holocaust survivors in Europe. Refugees who tried to return to their pre-
war places of residence quickly discovered that either they had no place to
return to or that their homes had been occupied by new ‘owners’ who
refused to vacate them. At times, the local population’s attitude toward the
small number of surviving returning Jews was no different from the attitude
of the Nazis when they had been in power. In light of the many cases of
murder, abuse, robbery, and expulsion, thousands of Jews began fleeing in
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any way possible — with the active assistance of Jewish emissaries from
Palestine — to the relatively safe parts of Europe, and to Italy and the
American zone of occupation in Germany in particular. There, they were
met by emissaries of the Jewish Yishuv and the Zionist Movement, as well
as soldiers of the Jewish Brigade of the British army, who provided them
with food, shelter, orphanages for the thousands of parentless children,
initial instruction in the Hebrew language, and other training geared to
prepare the survivors for immigration to Eretz Israel (whether by legal
means or in contravention of British Mandate law). In Europe, the Jewish
Agency set up a diverse and well-developed network of Jewish emissaries
from Palestine to engage in rescue operations and rehabilitation operations
and the preparation of Jewish refugee Holocaust survivors for immigration
to Eretz Israel. At the same time, they also increased the presence of
emissaries in the independent and partially independent Arab countries in
order to help Jewish communities there contend with the increasing
hostility resulting from the conflict in Palestine and the growing desire to
relocate to Eretz Israel.

In light of the circumstances, most of those who survived the
Holocaust became Zionists even if they had not previously subscribed to
Zionist views. The vast majority of these humiliated individuals, who were
in poor psychological and physical condition and who in most cases had
lost either all or most of their families in the Holocaust, now sought to
immigrate to Eretz Israel as soon as possible. Only few sought passage to
North America, and even fewer wanted to remain in Europe. Even so, the
population with which the Yishuv emissaries had to contend was in a
deteriorated moral and social state, which was only natural after the horrors
they had experienced. In this context, there was clearly only one way to
save the surviving population: by facilitating their quick immigration to
Eretz Israel. This, however, was no simple undertaking. In addition to the
need to prepare the prospective immigrants for lives of rehabilitation so that
they could build and be built, the Zionist Movement and the Jewish Yishuv
faced one primary obstacle: the hostile policy of Great Britain.

From the spring of 1945 onward, the Jewish Yishuv and the Zionist
Movement was dominated by a widespread sense that after the Holocaust
and after the Yishuv had provided Britain with such unequivocal practical
and moral support during the war, the Mandate power would have no
choice but to abandon the policies on Eretz Israel it had formulated in May
1939, on the eve of the war, and that were still in force. The Jews saw these
policies as a complete and sinful repudiation of Britain’s obligations under
the Balfour Declaration and the Mandate, which had provided the basis on
which the League of Nations mandate to Palestine had been awarded, but
which Great Britain was now refusing to honor.
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After World War II, the Palestinians were also led by their
conviction that natural justice, stemming from their rights as the indigenous
population and numerical majority of the country, was on their side. The
Palestinian leadership was divided and weak, and most of its members were
isolated from the larger Palestinian community. To a large extent, they
were also dependent on the leaders of the Arab countries, who were also
weak, divided, and under the influence of the Western powers. From their
part, the countries of the West were occupied with their own problems and
with the task of repairing the heavy damages sustained on the home-front
during the years of the war.

In July 1945, the Conservative Party of Prime Minister Winston
Churchill was unexpectedly defeated in the British general elections,
attesting to the strength of British democracy and at the same time forcing
from power the man who had led the country during its most difficult
hours. Churchill and his party were replaced by a new government formed
by the Labour Party, of which the Zionists in Palestine and around the
world had great expectations. Indeed, the party’s declared policy, as
articulated in the section of its platform addressing the question of
Palestine, was no less favorable to the Zionist position than that of the
Conservatives. Moreover, alongside the new Prime Minister, Clement
Atlee, stood Ernest Bevin, the strongman of the Labour Party, former
General Secretary of Britain’s largest trade union, and Minister of Labour
in Churchill’s wartime government.

The leadership of the Eretz Israel labor movement, which was then
in control of the Zionist Movement in the Yishuv, believed that the British
Labour Party’s similar ideology on social issues would work to their benefit
in the realm of diplomacy as well. They were, however, proven wrong. Not
only did the British government fail to provide the Yishuv with the reward it
deserved, it took punitive measures as well. Bevin followed a British policy
that not only refused to consider retreat from the White Paper of 1939 but
in fact hardened its positions, which from then on also reflected clear anti-
Semitic undertones. This was certainly the approach of Bevin himself, who
just a few months after the war had argued that the Jewish problem should
be solved in Europe, not in Eretz Israel.

It therefore came as no surprise that Britain’s hypocritical policy
reached a clear low point in the war declared by the British Empire against
the old, broken down ships crowded with thousands of Jewish refugee
Holocaust survivors who wanted only to reach the safe shores of their new-
old homeland of Eretz Israel. Few managed to overcome the blockade
instituted by the world’s strongest navy, which was called upon to take part
in the war. One after another, ships were taken into custody inside and
outside the territorial waters of Palestine, some right off shore. At first,
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refugees were held in the detention camp at Atlit, and a small number were
allowed to enter the country under the already small immigration quotas
then in place. Later, when the British were no longer able to contend with
the flow of refugees to the country by sea (and the minority who reached
the country by land, primarily via Syria and Lebanon), they expelled the
‘illegal’ immigrants apprehended en route to Eretz Israel, placing them in
detention camps on the nearby island of Cyprus. For the refugees, the sight
of the camps served as yet another stark reminder of their recent horrifying
past.

The British government’s uninhibited policy reached its height
with the expulsion of the ship known as the Exodus in the summer of 1947.
The ‘illegal’ immigrants en route to Palestine were taken into custody far
out at sea, as the well trained soldiers of the British navy boarded and took
control of the ship by force. The greatly outnumbered refugees and their
organizers from the Yishuv fought the British with anything they could find
until being forced to surrender after suffering deaths and injuries. The
battered ship was towed to the port of Haifa, where the refugees were
transferred by force onto two expulsion vessels set up as temporary floating
prison camps. Although the British attempted to return the refugees to the
ship’s point of origin in France, the refugees refused to de-board and the
French government refrained from removing them by force. France’s moral
position on this point was noteworthy. In this context, the British decided to
transfer the detainees to their zone of occupation in Germany, without
taking into consideration the psychological implications of this move for
the Holocaust survivors themselves. The ships were therefore rerouted to
Hamburg, Germany, where the Jews were forced off the ships in a
spectacle that showed Great Britain at one of its worst hours.

In the international arena, Britain sought to persuade the US to
adopt its anti-Zionist policies as well. In April 1946, the joint Anglo-
American Committee of Inquiry issued its recommendations calling for the
transfer of 100,000 Holocaust survivors to Palestine, but at the same time
recommended the establishment of one state that would be bi-national in
practice. For the Jewish Yishuv, these recommendations were unacceptable.
From their part, the Arabs of course did not accept the recommendation,
recognizing the dangers that would result by flooding Falastin with an
additional 100,000 Jews, which they regarded as intolerable. In this state of
affairs, the British were unable to accept the committee’s recommend-
dations.

The Jewish Yishuv’s great expectations at the end of the war and
the period that followed ultimately resulted in extreme disappointment and
a feeling that it had been betrayed. Now, however, the feeling of betrayal
was doubled and tripled. Beyond the betrayal of the 1939 White Paper, the
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Yishuv was not being credited for its total mobilization within the
framework of the British war effort and for the 30,000 men and women
who joined and fought with the British army, some of whom never
returned. The Jewish Yishuv helped the British establish Palestine as an
essential Imperial center during the war: an air, land, and maritime
transportation hub; an industrial center; a training and Rest & Recuperation
center for the fighting forces; and a place to station reserves for the fighting
in Europe, Africa, and Asia, and, most importantly, for the war against the
secessionist Yishuv underground groups Etzel and Lehi, who aspired to
strike at British representatives in the country in order to compel the
Mandate power to withdraw from Eretz Israel immediately. Under the
auspices of the Jewish Agency, the Hagana had been compelled to use
force to halt the activities of the underground secessionist groups, and now
the British authorities were treating the Hagana as if it was an illegal
underground organization. The issue of the Jewish refugee Holocaust
survivors, the diplomatic deadlock, and the clear hostility to Zionism and
the Yishuv displayed by major British figures — Ernest Bevin and his
associates in the Foreign Office in particular — resulted in the establishment
of the Jewish Resistance Movement. Between October 1945 and August
1946, the Yishuv leadership supported the Resistance Movement, which
brought all the underground movements — the Hagana, the Palmach, Etzel,
and Lehi — together into one united force, with the aim of driving the
British out of the country. The British could not help but be impressed by
the manner in which the Jewish Resistance Movement operated. For
example, in an October 1945 operation known as the ‘Night of the Trains,’
explosives were simultaneously detonated at 153 points along the railway
lines in Palestine. In another operation carried out in June 1946, which was
known as the ‘Night of the Bridges,” the Palmach blew up all the bridges
linking Palestine to neighboring countries in just one night.

In June 1946, the British decided to teach the Jewish Yishuv a
lesson to compel it to halt its rebellion. For this purpose, they planned two
operations: one broad-scale operation aimed at completely disarming the
Yishuv, jailing and expelling its leadership, and bringing an end to its
ability to function autonomously. The operation also called for enabling the
moderate Zionist leadership under Chaim Weizmann to lead the Zionist
Movement and the Jewish Yishuv in a war against Jewish terrorism and
toward a political plan that would be acceptable to the Arabs and that the
British could guarantee. The operation was also aimed at preventing the
Yishuv from establishing a state of its own and from achieving the
capability of contending with the anticipated war with the Arabs when the
time came.

48



FROM THE HOLOCAUST TO THE PARTITION OF PALESTINE, 1945-1947

But the British still had to consider the Holocaust, the US, and their
own concerns regarding the capabilities of the Jewish Yishuv. For this
reason, they chose the more limited plan, which was aimed at arresting the
legal leadership of the Jewish Yishuv, as well as fighters from the Hagana
and the Palmach, and to lay siege to the peripheral agricultural settlements
in an effort to locate and confiscate weapons that had been stored there in
hidden caches. Although the British made an effort to surprise the Jews of
Palestine, they failed. The Hagana’s intelligence arm had been informed of
the details of the British plan, and the Yishuv prepared for their arrival. This
was one important reason for the failure of the British operation against the
Jewish Yishuv on “Black Sabbath.”

During the early morning hours of Saturday, 29 June 1946, the
British arrested the few leaders of the Yishuv who could still be found. The
most prominent figure apprehended was Moshe Shertok (Sharett), director
of the Jewish Agency’s Political Department. Other major leaders, such as
David Ben-Gurion, chairman of the Jewish Agency Executive, and Moshe
Sneh, head of the Hagana’s national command, managed to avoid capture
to the dismay of the British. Throughout the day, a large number of Jewish
settlements were placed under siege, and hundreds of male and female
Palmach and Hagana members, and members of kibbutzim, were arrested
and imprisoned at Latrun and Rafiah. The greatest focus of activity during
the day-long operation was Kibbutz Yagur, where the British found the
Hagana’s main weapons cache. British soldiers treated the men and women
who tried to prevent them from removing the weapons with cruelty and
considerable force, and among the Jewish defenders of the day, a number
ended up dead or injured. On that day, Kibbutz Yagur became the symbol
of the Yishuv’s determined struggle against the “traitor Albion,” as Ben-
Gurion nicknamed Britain at the time.

The British effort failed, and ‘Black Sabbath’ only boosted the
determination of the Yishuv. The Hagana’s intelligence arm had reported
the expected operation prior to 29 June, and the British caught them
prepared. On the whole, very little arms were actually found (except for at
Yagur), those arrested refused to cooperate, and the Zionist leadership led
the remainder of the Yishuv’s rebellion from Paris, in coordination with the
leaders imprisoned at Latrun. The organized Yishuv refused to take action
against Etzel and Lehi, and the rebellion continued. The British were
revealed to be weak and incapable of preventing the Jewish Yishuv from
continuing its struggle. Ultimately, in November 1946, the British were
forced to release all its Black Sabbath prisoners, including the leaders
among them.

A decisive and forceful Jewish response to Black Sabbath was
quick to come, and on 22 July 1946, the rebels struck at the heart of British
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rule in Palestine: the King David Hotel, the location of the offices of the
Chief Secretariat (the governing cabinet of the Mandate government) and
the headquarters of British military forces in the country. Etzel fighters had
managed to infiltrate the hotel basement and to place high-powered
explosives beneath the south-western wing, which housed the British
offices in the hotel. Unlike other national underground movements fighting
for freedom in other parts of the world at the time, Etzel complicated the
operation by informing the British by telephone that the hotel was about to
be destroyed and urging its immediate evacuation. With condescending
arrogance, Chief Secretary John Shaw disregarded the warning, and the
hotel’s south-western wing was brought down on those inside.

The bombing left people in Palestine and around the world in
shock. Aside from the significant tragedy that had taken place, the status
and reputation of the British Empire had suffered a considerable blow. It
appears to have been during that summer that the British began to realize
that they had no chance of continuing to rule Palestine. But cries of joy did
not ring out within the Yishuv and in the halls of the Jewish Agency.
Rather, although they could clearly understand the motivation behind the
Etzel operation, the leaders of the Yishuv were shocked and angered by the
uncoordinated action that had cost so many human lives. The Jewish
Agency denounced the attack and sent condolences to the families of the
victims, in a response the likes of which is extremely difficult to find
among other nations. Similar acts, however, had in the past also been taken
by local Palestinian leaders and notables, who at times denounced and even
prevented violence against their Jewish neighbors. This was especially
prominent in Tiberias during the violence of 1929, when both communities
issued a joint statement denouncing the violence. Such sentiment also
manifested itself in the coexistence in the Hula Valley and among many of
the ethnic groups in the country’s mixed cities.

The fury of the British revealed the true face of the foreign
occupier. “Hit the Jews in their pockets,” urged General Evelyn Barker, the
commander of British forces in Palestine, with clearly anti-Semitic
overtones. The British army carried out violent searches in the country’s
large cities, and the high commissioner threatened to take punitive military
and economic measures against the Yishuv.

Unable to contend with the flow of illegal Jewish immigrants, and
because many British allies refused to help fight illegal immigration at their
ports and were in no hurry to take in expelled immigrants, the British set up
detention camps in nearby Cyprus. The British refused to release those who
had been expelled even after the establishment of the State of Israel in
1948, and the last detainees left Cyprus for Israel only in February 1949.
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The helpless British government again turned to the US, and in the
summer of 1946 the two governments formulated a new policy known as
the Morrison-Grady Plan, which called for dividing Palestine into Jewish
and Arab cantons under a British umbrella regime. The Jewish Yishuv
rejected the idea, as could be expected, as did the Arabs, who during those
years tended to reject all political proposals. With the active support of US
President Harry Truman, the Jewish Agency Executive retracted its demand
for all of Palestine, as formulated in the Biltmore decision of 1942 and
readopted the idea of partition that had been advanced in 1937. Neither the
British nor the Arabs, however, agreed to explore this direction in any
serious manner. Again, both parties refused to discuss any plan that
included the establishment of a Jewish state.

The determination of the Zionist Movement and the Jewish Yishuv
ultimately proved to be effective. After the London conference convened
by the British in the autumn of 1946 ended in failure, they were forced to
hold another meeting in London in January 1947. As usual, the British met
with each delegation separately, due to the Arabs’ refusal to meet with the
representatives of the Jewish Agency. Like the Arabs, the British insisted
on a state in which the Arab majority would be dominant, while the Zionist
delegation was willing to accept partition of the country. After the failure of
the second conference, frustrated and helpless, the British informed the UN,
which had replaced the League of Nations and inherited responsibility for
the Mandate over Palestine, that if the Arabs and Jews could not reach an
agreement regarding the future of the country, they would return the
Mandate they had been given in the early 1920s “without
recommendations,” and allow the new international organization to
continue the seemingly hopeless task of determining the future of the
conflict ridden country. British Foreign Secretary Bevin appears to have
assumed that the UN would not know what to do with the hot potato of
Palestine at the time and would issue Britain a renewed Mandate that would
enable it to implement its policies in the country without damaging its vital
interests in the Arab world.

Even before the UN began discussing the question of Palestine, the
confrontations between the Mandate regime and the Jewish Yishuv became
more frequent. More and more Jewish refugees were reaching the shores of
Palestine, and Britain’s refusal to allow them to enter continued to eat away
at its standing in Jewish public opinion in Palestine. The armed struggle in
Palestine forced the British to impose martial law but to no avail: the
conflict only intensified, and the British had no choice but to terminate
martial law only two weeks after it was imposed. Furthermore, the
operations of Etzel and Lehi forced the British to enclose its institutions
behind barbed-wire fences, and, instead of ruling, the Mandate government
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and British forces in Palestine found themselves imprisoned and unable to
act. The Jewish underground’s daring efforts to paralyze British
transportation, to strike at the heart of the regime in Jerusalem, and to free
its prisoners from the well-fortified prison at Acre in May 1947 again
offered proof that the British were unable to control the country.

In April 1947, the British government announced that it wanted the
UN to discuss the Mandate, and in May 1947 the UN General Assembly
convened in New York for a special session on the question of Palestine.
The outcome, however, proved to be unexpectedly unpleasant for Bevin
and his colleagues at the British Foreign Office. To the surprise of
everyone, Andrei Gromyko, the Soviet delegate to the UN, approached the
podium and argued for the Jews’ right to their own country. This
unexpected support placed the West in general and the US in particular in
an uncomfortable situation. Instead of demonstrating support for the
British, the General Assembly appointed UNSCOP, the UN Special
Commission on Palestine.

UNSCOP visited Palestine in June-July 1947 and then departed for
Geneva to compose its report. As in the case of previous commissions of
inquiry, the Jewish Agency hastened to demonstrate its cooperation while
the representatives of the dominant Arab groups boycotted it. However,
representatives of the internal Palestinian opposition and those close to the
regime in Transjordan typically met with the various commissions of
inquiry. The commission members, who all represented independent
countries, were impressed by the economic and political-organizational
development of the Jewish Yishuv, which now had a much greater
geographical presence in the country. They also considered the impressive
development of the Hagana, which had gradually transformed into an army
with professional military units and even a weapons industry, and that was
capable of operating on land, at sea, and in the air, despite the meager
weaponry at its disposal. The Yishuv was clearly capable of defending itself
and of mounting an effective struggle against the British. Moreover, the
Yishuv leadership also included some who understood that at that point in
time, when the Mandate was coming to an end, the most prudent course of
action was to change focus from the struggle against Britain to a possible
war with the Arabs.

Some members of the commission had even witnessed the glorious
British navy towing the battered Exodus to Haifa port, forcefully removing
wounded and helpless refugees from its decks, and immediately placing
them aboard other ships being used to expel them. The scene had a clear
emotional impact on the commission members, influencing many of them
to support the recommendation of immediately establishing a Jewish state.
It was apparent that British policy regarding illegal Jewish immigration
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from the late 1930s onward was partly, even if only indirectly, responsible
for the great tragedy that had befallen European Jewry. This appeared to be
another good reason to dismantle the Mandate and establish a Jewish state.

The UNSCOP report of late August 1947 called for an end to the
Mandate that had been awarded to Britain in 1922. The majority of the
commission, accounting for nine of its eleven members, recommended
partitioning the country into a state for the Jews and a state for the Arabs,
and leaving Jerusalem under an international regime. During the UN
discussions, the British realized that their expulsion from Palestine would
be sealed by the two major superpowers — the US and the Soviet Union,
who came out in support of the partition plan proposed by the UNSCOP
majority recommendation. The British abstained from the UN General
Assembly vote on the premise that they would be unable to guarantee the
implementation of a plan that was not acceptable to both sides of the
conflict in Palestine.

The Jewish Agency delegation to the UN appealed to the world’s
conscience. Indeed, the conscience of most members of the General
Assembly was influenced by what the Jews had suffered at the hands of
Nazi Germany, and on 29 November 1947, the General Assembly approved
the plan for partition and the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine.

Since the end of World War II in 1945, the Palestinians had been
trying to revive their demands for independence and implementation of the
1939 White Paper, with regard to Jewish immigration to the country and
the establishment of one state with an Arab majority in accordance with the
demographic realities of the country. The bitter fate of the Jews of Europe
during the war, the Palestinians maintained, did not obligate them to change
their position on Zionism and its goals, particularly the establishment of a
Jewish state in Falastin. From their perspective, the murder of millions of
Jews during the Holocaust did not excuse the injustice embodied in the
Zionist solution: the destruction of the Palestinian homeland, either in part
or in its entirety. The Palestinians maintained their conviction that the
Jewish question was a European problem that should be solved in Europe,
and not by the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Falastin. However,
in most Western countries after World War II, there was no sympathetic ear
for the logic and the natural justice of the Palestinian position. The pangs of
guilt that plagued the West in light of the fate of the Jews only increased
their support for the Zionist idea of a nation state for the Jews to absorb the
Jewish refugee Holocaust survivors and to serve as a just solution for the
persecution of the Jews.

The tragedy experienced by the Jews had become part of Western
discourse, and during the early post-war period the Zionist claim for the
necessity of a Jewish state enjoyed more acceptance than at any other time
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in history. Using the meager public relations capabilities at their disposal in
their offices in London and New York, the Palestinians tried to tell the
world, albeit in vain, about the tragedy they would suffer if a Jewish state
were established in Falastin. The two new major superpowers — the US and
its allies in the Western Bloc, and the Soviet Union and its allies in the
Eastern Bloc — and many countries in South America supported the
Zionists. Thus, a majority in favor of the partition plan emerged within the
UN General Assembly in November 1947, without its supporters investing
serious thought in the disastrous effects it would have on the Palestinians.

The Arabs in general and the Palestinians in particular saw the
position of the majority of the UN General Assembly as a continuation of
the colonial scheme to prevent them from controlling their own destiny,
and regarded these countries’ refusal to acknowledge their own
responsibility for solving the Jewish problem in Europe as the root of the
problem. For the Palestinians, it was as if they were facing a global plot by
which they would become the victims of the West. Even if the Palestinian
leadership had wanted to adopt the pragmatic solution of political
compromise and the partition of their homeland into two countries as
prescribed by the UN their hands were tied, as some leaders of Arab
countries would have accused them of selling out their country and of being
unwilling to struggle for its future independence. The Palestinians therefore
found themselves pushing in the direction of a war for which they were
wholly unprepared while their adversaries in the small but well organized
Jewish Yishuv regarded the situation as an opportunity to fulfill the Zionist
idea with the combined support of most countries of the Western Bloc and
the Eastern Bloc alike.

Just before the outbreak of the war, the territory of Mandate
Palestine was home to 1.3 million Palestinian Arabs and 650,000 Jews. The
Arab community in Palestine, which had still not recovered from its revolt
against the British in the 1930s and was led by a bitterly divided Arab
Higher Committee, now faced a Jewish Yishuv that had successfully
established one central authority that efficiently governed most Jewish
inhabitants of the country, and all their political parties.

World War II brought great economic prosperity to Palestine,
which could still be felt during the years immediately following the war
until 1948. Of the country’s gross domestic product during the period, 55%
was produced by Jews, who accounted for one-third of the population, and
45% was produced by the Palestinians, who accounted for two-thirds of the
population. The distribution of income was also clearly disproportional vis-
a-vis the size of each community’s population.

Approximately 60% of the Palestinians lived in rural villages, but
less than 50% worked in agriculture. Indeed, many villagers worked and,
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for periods at a time, lived in the country’s large cities. Some Palestinians
whose income was based on agriculture were tenants, meaning that they
made a living by cultivating land owned by large estates in return for a
portion of the crop (sometimes only 20%). The rest owned their own land.

On the eve of the 1948 war, 30-35% of the Palestinians lived in
cities, with their diverse urban economies. Most worked in handicrafts,
industry, construction, commerce, transport, free professions, public
services, and seasonal agricultural work.

In late 1947, the Jewish population of Palestine was primarily
urban, with only approximately 10% working in agriculture on the eve of
the war. At the time, the primarily urban service sector was the largest
employment sector in the Jewish economy, employing close to 40% of all
wage earners. During this period, the Jewish economy was characterized by
rapid industrialization, with approximately 27% of all wage earners
working in various fields of industry. A major trend was rapid transition
from small industry and handicrafts to factories employing tens and
hundreds of workers, primarily in the textile and food sector, as well as
industries serving the construction industry.
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CHAPTER THREE:

THE PATH TO INDEPENDENCE AND THE NAKBA,
NOVEMBER 1947-MAY 1948

This chapter on the first part of the war will present two well-developed
narratives espoused by historians, history teachers, and people familiar
with the subject on both sides of the ethno-national divide. The detailed
nature of these narratives is the product of the immense public interest in
the first part of the war within both camps, and each camp’s extreme
sensitivity to the attitudes of the other. The intensive engagement in these
issues is reflected in the academic literature, in teaching, and in public
debate, and this is another reason why the narratives on this period is more
developed and complex than the popular narratives, which, as we have
noted, tend to be harmonious and overly simplistic.

The resolution calling for the partition of Falastin into two states and for
international status for Jerusalem was ratified by the UN General Assembly
on 29 November 1947, despite the opposition of the Arab states in general
and the Palestinians in particular, and without the UN taking practical
responsibility for its decision. The partition resolution, and the UN’s failure
to establish a mechanism for its implementation, was the beginning of the
Nakba (Arabic for “catastrophe”) of the Palestinians in their own country.
Most Palestinian leaders, who were divided and dependent on the support
of the member states of the Arab League, had no choice but to reject the
partition resolution, which dispossessed the Palestinian people of their
natural right to their country. Even if the Palestinian leaders had wanted to
discuss partition as a possible solution, their hands were tied by the Arab
League, which had taken it upon itself to represent them. The long-standing
Arab political view that regarded Zionism as a colonial invasion aimed at
dispossessing the Palestinians of their country also had an impact. As could
be expected, the exiled Palestinian leadership led by Haj Amin al-Husayni,
which was isolated from the events taking place in the country and which
the British did not regard as a political partner and therefore did not allow
to work toward the establishment of an independent Palestinian state,
elected to oppose the partition resolution in a determined attempt to prevent
its implementation.

The historic decision to partition Eretz Israel into a Jewish state
and an Arab state was met with a resounding burst of jubilation by the vast
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majority of the Jewish Yishuv. It also quickly swept up many members of
the Revisionist right-wing and the left-wing parties of Ahdut Ha avoda and
Hashomer Hatzair which had all opposed the idea of partition, each for its
own respective reasons. Not even the resolution’s reference to the
internationalization of Jerusalem could spoil the celebration. Before long,
the date of 29 November was Hebraized, at least partially, into the
subsequently mythological date of “kaf-tet b’ November (the 29th).”

The Palestinians, who viewed the Zionist settlement enterprise of
the Mandate period as an illegal invasion under the protection of a colonial
power with no legitimate mandate to award the Jews national rights in
Falastin, also objected to the very principle underlying the partition of their
country. But aside from the principle itself, they regarded the partition
resolution of November 1947 as exploitative and unfair by any measure. It
provided the Jewish minority, which held rights to approximately 7% of the
land of Fualastin, with the ability to establish a Jewish state on
approximately 55% of the Palestinian homeland, while the Palestinian
majority, which accounted for more than two-thirds of the population, was
to receive only 45% of the land of the country.'

According to the UN partition plan, the Arab state would include
only approximately 10,000 Jews, while the Jewish state would have a
sizable Arab minority of more than 400,000 Arabs living alongside some
550,000 Jews (not including Jerusalem). What would be the status of the
many Palestinian residents of the Jewish state? Who would be responsible
for ensuring their human and civil rights and their rights to their land and
property? Why were the Palestinians being asked to sacrifice the unity of
their country and their society to help solve the problem of anti-Semitism
and persecution in Europe by providing the Jews with a state of their own?
For all of the above reasons, the Palestinians opposed the UN resolution to
partition their country for the sake of establishing a state for the Jews at
their expense.

The leadership of the Jewish Yishuv and the Zionist Movement
regarded the UN partition plan as a historic accomplishment presenting
advantages that greatly outweighed its disadvantages. Aside from the
natural justice it represented for the Jewish people returning to its
homeland, they also regarded it as an appropriate response to the terrible,
unprecedented human tragedy that had been perpetrated against the Jewish
people just a few years earlier. From their perspective, it was important to

! The partition resolution allocated approximately 54% of the land in the country to the
Jewish state and approximately 44% to the Arab state. The remainder — greater Jerusalem,
from the three Christian Arab towns of Bethlehem, Beit Jala, and Beit Sahour in the south to
Shoefat in the north — was meant to remain under international rule (corpus separatum).
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establish a Jewish state even in part of Eretz Israel and even without
Jerusalem as its capital, as these sacrifices would ensure that the Jews
would never again find themselves without a place of refuge in times of
trouble and provide a possible solution to the ongoing conflict with the
Arabs of the country.

Palestinian leaders, who were shocked by the UN resolution to
partition their country and grant more than half of it to the Jewish minority,
announced a three day strike to express their opposition to the resolution
and to any attempt to implement it on the ground. At this early stage, they
still hoped that the strike and the demonstration of Palestinian opposition
would discourage the UN from moving forward and to rescind the decree,
with its disastrous implications for Falastin and Palestinian society. But in
the eyes of most of the world, this legitimate Palestinian opposition to the
partitioning of their country was seen as unwarranted diplomatic
stonewalling and as defiance against an international decision. In late 1947,
the Palestinians were still thinking in terms of mobilizing world public
opinion, first and foremost in the Arab and Muslim world, in order to
thwart implementation of a patently unjust resolution. They also hoped that
the Arab states, who were allies of Great Britain, would provide them with
diplomatic and military assistance to prevent the partition of their country.

Jewish Agency Executive Chairman David Ben-Gurion and his
colleagues in the leadership of the Yishuv were not swept up in the euphoria
of late November 1947. They were well aware of the Arabs’ determination
to fight a bitter war in order to prevent the partition plan from being
implemented. It was apparent to them that the small and isolated Yishuv
would have to take a stand against the Arabs of the country — the few
against the many, and that the latter would certainly receive generous
assistance from the neighboring Arab countries and the Arab League.
Indeed, the Arab League met repeatedly on the eve of the UN vote in order
to plan how to go about setting up a Palestinian state in all of Eretz Israel,
if and when the British were to leave, and preventing partition of the
country through the force of their militaries.

Equally important, the Yishuv leadership believed that the fading
Mandate regime regarded the UN resolution as an expulsion order of sorts
that needed to be foiled. This being the case, they believed that the British
would do all they could to create a state of chaos and to incite war between
the Jews and Arabs, and of course to provide the latter with assistance.
Then, while claiming to be trying to save Palestine from itself, they would
remain in the country in contravention of the UN resolution. Britain’s
abstention from the UN General Assembly vote on partition was typical
British behavior aimed at highlighting the moral high-ground of the dying
Empire, a “robbed Cossack” so to speak.
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Unable to agree to the partition of their country, Palestinian leaders
incorrectly assessed the significance of their decision to not accept the UN
resolution, which was supported by the two largest and most powerful Cold
War superpowers of the day: the US and the Soviet Union. They failed to
understand the significance of the superpowers’ rivalry for influence in the
Middle East in light of the decline of Britain and France after World War
II. Their diplomatic defeat in the General Assembly partition plan vote did
not cause the Palestinians to reassess their position in light of the West’s
pangs of guilt regarding the Jews after the Holocaust. In this way, the world
stage was set for a new tragedy in which the Palestinians would be
sacrificed in order to establish a state for the Jews in Falastin in
compensation for the horrors they had suffered at the hands of the Nazis.

The British prevented the Palestinian Arabs from preparing for the
possibility of war, for which they were wholly unprepared in any case.
From the Palestinian perspective, such preparations were necessary to
defend their right to live in their country in face of the threat of being
displaced from their land by recent arrivals from Europe, who enjoyed the
support of Britain and the rest of the Western nations. After World War 11,
the world was simply unable to understand the Palestinians point of view.

The Zionist position, which had won considerable Western support
by the outbreak of World War II, received additional dramatic backing after
the Holocaust. Many countries that had been unsympathetic to the Zionist
cause prior to the war now changed their position. For example, since the
convening of the emergency session of the UN General Assembly in May
1947 to discuss Britain’s request to return the Mandate and during the year
that followed, the Zionist cause also enjoyed the unwavering support of the
Soviet Union. Despite the clear opposition of the US State Department,
President Harry Truman, who was seeking re-election in the upcoming US
presidential election of November 1948, also could not afford not to
support the UN partition plan. As a result, despite the Cold War and in a
rare display of unity on international affairs, both superpowers came out in
favor of the partition of Palestine. In accordance with Cold War diplomatic
dynamics, most UN member states, which were dependent on the
superpowers, followed their lead.

While the Palestinians attempted unsuccessfully to convince the
world of the injustice of the partition plan, the Jewish Yishuv rejoiced in its
opportunity to establish a Jewish state in Falastin in the guise of a victim
fighting for its life after the Jewish Holocaust in Europe. Under the
leadership of David Ben-Gurion, the Jewish Yishuv had long been ready for
a showdown with the Palestinians, who were unorganized and unprepared
for war. The political victory of the passage of the partition resolution only
strengthened widespread belief in the justice of the Zionist position, which
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regarded the establishment of a Jewish state in Falastin as self-evident after
the Holocaust. The Jewish Yishuv and its leadership understood the true
balance of power between the Yishuv and the Palestinians, and put most of
its effort into preparing to push back the Arab armies that would come to
their aid after the end of the Mandate. Based on past experience, they knew
they could count on Arab weakness, division, and the differing and
contradictory interests of the member states of the Arab League. In this
context, however, they were able to portray themselves as David against
Goliath. The Palestinians were victims of the realities of international
politics and the internal dynamics of the Arab world, which was not overly
concerned by the tragedy stemming from the partition resolution.

The three-day strike at the end of late November and early December 1947
served as the opening of the sporadic violent confrontations between Jews
and Arabs that quickly spiraled into the first phase of the war that would
soon engulf the country. This phase, which lasted for approximately six
months, until mid-May 1948, is sometimes described by academic literature
as a “civil war” between the Jews and Arabs of Palestine while the country
was still being ruled by the British Mandate regime, which remained
responsible for maintaining law, order, and peace. Our knowledge
regarding the results of the fighting during this initial phase of the war is
insufficient, except in the case of a few symbolic events that are clearly
highlighted by both the Palestinian-Arab and Jewish-Israeli narratives.

Militarily, the leaders of the Jewish Yishuv typically exercised restraint
during this period, and prepared themselves for the day after the withdrawal
of British Mandate forces and the active intervention of the Arabs states
that would undoubtedly come to the aid of the Palestinians. However,
despite what may be described as the relative restraint of the Yishuv, one
cannot fail to recognize the organization, control, and military superiority
of the Yishuv leadership, in contrast to the weakness, improvisation, and
ineffectiveness of the Palestinian camp and its leadership.

Before long, the Arab resistance grew violent, and, on 30
November 1947, an attack was launched against a Jewish bus traveling near
Kfar Sirkin east of Petah Tikva, in which five passengers were killed. For
the Jewish Yishuv, this marked the beginning of the war. Fear within the
Yishuv, stemming from the numerical superiority of the Palestinian Arabs
and British hostility, was widespread. It was initially decided to exercise
restraint, as in the days of the disturbances of 1936-1939. The leaders of the
Yishuv strived to defend the Yishuv but at the same time to prevent a war
that could be disastrous and could possibly prevent the UN from carrying
out partition. The Jewish leadership also had to organize the Hagana, a
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popular voluntary militia armed with only light weapons, into a force
capable of operating as a standing army in the light of day. In addition to
concern regarding the British and Arab response to such a step, the Yishuv
lacked weapons, funds, and manpower. It did not, however, lack
determination and a spirit of volunteerism, which encompassed all parts of
the Yishuv population.

The Yishuv faced a difficult challenge. Against its scantily armed,
relatively small army stood the Arabs, with their demographic advantage
and the support of the member states of the Arab League. As the British
turned a blind eye, the Arab states began dispatching to Eretz Israel a well-
armed army of volunteers, complete with artillery, known as the Arab
Salvation Army. The British, from their part, placed the Transjordanian
Arab Legion — a British established and commanded army — at the disposal
of the Palestinians, albeit in a selective manner. In addition to these forces,
units of the British army also continued to operate against the Hagana, as it
had in the past, and the armies of the neighboring Arab countries
‘mistakenly’ entered the territory of Mandate controlled Eretz Israel from
time to time. In this way, the Syrian army attacked the sources of the Dan
River and Kibbutz Dan in October 1947, and in January 1947 it did the
same to Kibbutz Kfar Szold slightly to the south. It is therefore no surprise
that the Jewish Yishuv had a clear sense of being engaged in a war of the
few against the many, with their backs to the sea. At the beginning of 1948,
neither the leadership nor the general population of the Jewish Yishuv had
any idea how the war would end and whether they would be able to
establish a state in the territory they had been allocated by the UN
resolution.

Upon the outbreak of the first acts of violence between Arabs and
Jews on the roads and along the borders between Jewish and Arab
neighborhoods beginning in December 1947, the Palestinians had no
organized military force. The hundreds of Palestinians who owned guns,
some of whom had taken part in the revolt of 1936-1939, understood the
events of the period as a revolt, not as the beginning of a decisive war for
the future of the country. Indeed, in its coverage of the first Jewish-Arab
confrontations, the Palestinian press spoke of rebels and of rebellion.

The Jews, in contrast, were mobilized and had prepared for war not
only with the Palestinians but with the armies of the surrounding Arab
countries that were expected to come to the Palestinians’ aid. In the 1920s,
the Jewish Yishuv began organizing and training a military force known as
the Hagana. In addition, two secessionist military groups known as Etzel
and Lehi were established during the 1930s. A large number of Jews had
also volunteered to fight in the British army during World War II, which
strengthened the Yishuv’s military force quantitatively and qualitatively
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upon their discharge. Many Hagana members were soldiers and officers
with combat experience, veterans of the British army, with its long-
standing tradition. Other Yishuv forces, such as the Palmach, the Hagana’s
standing army, were in practice also trained by the British during World
War II. In late 1947, the Jewish Yishuv had a force of trained military units
numbering 30,000 fighters, which were supported by the active protection
of the British army. From their part, the British not only had no intention of
withdrawing from Falastin, but was determined to carry out its
government’s orders to defend the Jewish Yishuv. For example, when the
Syrian army conquered Nuheila and Tel al-Qadi in October 1947, it was
British forces that attacked them and drove them across the border. And
when the Syrians attacked Kibbutz Kfar Szold while attempting to come to
the aid of the Palestinians, the British army entered the settlement to defend
it. The Yishuv also benefited from the pressure exerted by the American
Jewish lobby on the American administration and the British government.
American support of the Yishuv war preparations also included
clandestinely transferred funds, weapons, and volunteers.

The Palestinians were not prepared for war. They failed to organize
and mobilize themselves for the armed struggle in order to defend their
country after rejecting the UN partition plan. At the same time, the hands of
the Arab countries, who had promised to come to Palestine’s aid, were tied
by the British and the French, which controlled their decisions, at times
directly and at other times indirectly. It had also not been long since
Lebanon and Syria gained independence (1943 and 1946 respectively), and
the two countries faced instability and serious domestic problems. The
Egyptian monarchy was also not stable, and the interests of King Abdullah
of Jordan — which had also gained independence only a few years earlier, in
1946 — were not at all clear. For all these reasons, all these Arab countries
were capable of doing in early 1948 was to facilitate the establishment of
an Arab volunteer force known as the Arab Liberation Army under the
command of Fawzi al-Qawugji. Alongside these thousands of volunteers, a
small Palestinian force of volunteers known as Jaysh al-Jihad al-Mugaddas
(Army of the Holy Jihad) also operated under the command of Abd al-
Qader al-Husayni. Palestinians also set up primarily rural local forces
armed for the most part with outmoded rifles. As noted, some of these were
rifles from the days of the Palestinian revolt of 1936-1939 that were now
being removed from their hiding places. The Arab and Palestinian forces
had no unified command, and the relations among them were at times
characterized by open rivalry and competition, as in the case of the force’s
loyalty to the Mufti and the Arab Liberation Army under the command of
al-Qawugqji. In addition to these difficulties, Arab transportation suffered
from major problems, and was often completely paralyzed. One example
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was Acre, which when under partial siege saw the disruption of passage to
and from Haifa. Another was Tiberias, which suffered from a similar
situation. It therefore comes as no surprise that in the major violent
confrontations of the period, the Palestinians suffered heavy losses in life
and property. As a result, a spirit of defeat and despair spread rapidly
throughout the defenseless Arab civilian population.

During the three decades of Mandate rule, the British permitted the
Jews to establish an army and prevented the Palestinian Arabs from doing
so, particularly after the beginning of the revolt in the mid-1930s. During
the last months of the Mandate, they failed to provide protection for their
Palestinian citizens who were now under attack. Residents of the large
cities suffered significantly from the decline in security, and wealthy
Palestinian families in Haifa, Jaffa, Jerusalem, and other cities began to
abandon their homes for safer havens in the neighboring Arab countries
until the tensions subsided. Individual reprisal attacks in Palestinian
villages carried out by Palmach and Hagana fighters sowed the seeds of
widespread fear and panic, as a result of the death and destruction they left
in their wake. A few examples of such attacks could be seen as early as
December 1947, as in the attack on al-Khisas in the northern Hula Valley
and the even more brutal attack on the village of Balad al-Shaykh east of
Haifa on 31 December. During the latter attack, 70 village residents —
including men, women, and children — were murdered in their homes, and
in some cases in their beds, by Palmach members who managed to surprise
the villagers toward daybreak. This attack had a detrimental impact on
morale among the defenseless Palestinians, and panic seized the thousands
of residents of the Arab neighborhoods of Haifa and the surrounding area.
Many began to abandon their homes and villages and to seek refuge with
family far from the areas of fighting.

In December 1947, the Jewish Yishuv still did not know if the
violence marked the beginning of disturbances similar to those that had
taken place in the 1930s, or of a full fledged war. In early January 1948,
senior Yishuv defense officials debated whether to treat the hostilities as
disturbances and to let the British restore order, or as a bona fide war, in
which there would be no British intervention. On the ground, the Jewish
Yishuv was already in the midst of war. The restraint exercised by the
Hagana stemmed primarily from the desire to not give the British an
opportunity to impair the strength of the Hagana and the Jewish Yishuv in
general. Travel on the roads now exposed the Jews of the country to mortal
danger, and the number of those killed reached levels that were unknown to
the Yishuv since the days of the events of 1936-1939.

The most prominent instance was the Arab massacre of Jewish
employees of the Haifa bay oil refinery. On the morning of 30 December
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1947, Etzel fighters threw explosive-laden cans from a moving car at a
large group of Arab day workers waiting at the gates of the oil refinery. The
attack left six workers dead and 42 wounded and was quickly followed by a
violent outburst of Arab workers at the refineries, who attacked Jewish
refinery workers with sticks, metal rods, and knives, killing 39 and injuring
another 49. It took over an hour for British forces to arrive and restore
order. Arab busses were brought to the scene and took the Arab rioters to
their homes. Neither the police nor the army made any attempt to
investigate in order to identify those who took part in the massacre.

The attack was a concrete manifestation of the helplessness of the
Jewish Yishuv during this period. In order to deter the Palestinians and to
improve somewhat the panicked mood among the general Jewish
population (after all, the Jewish population of Palestine had nowhere to
run), it was decided to take action against the village of the Arabs who had
perpetrated the murders at the oil refineries: Balad al-Shaykh, which was
located on the eastern outskirts of Haifa. The operation was assigned to the
Palmach, and its success led the Hagana to institute a policy of carrying
out acts of retribution in response to the increasing Arab attacks in the
cities, on the settlements, and, most importantly, on Jewish transportation.
Such operations were usually selective in nature in order to prevent the
injury of innocent bystanders, although in practice some were harmed from
time to time. This was the case with the operation carried out at the village
of al-Khisas and the mid-February 1948 operation against Sa'sa in the
Upper Galilee on the Lebanese border. In the latter operation, a small unit
of Palmach fighters quietly traversed a twenty kilometer wide all-Arab area
in order to blow up a number of buildings in the village as a warning sign.

The violent confrontations that took place during the first three
months of 1948 resulted in hundreds of Palestinian casualties, but did not
change the despondent Arab political reality. Despite the Palestinian
tragedy that was unfolding before their eyes, the member states of the Arab
League continued their ineffective deliberations. As we have seen, their
hands were tied by their commitments to Great Britain. Moreover, it
became increasingly clear that the Arab countries had different and
contradictory interests. For example, King Abdullah saw the Palestinian’s
tragedy as an opportunity to assume the role as a supposed savior sending
his army to their aid, while his true aim was to annex as much of the land
designated for the Palestinian Arab state as possible. The King was a
British protégé, and his army was commanded by British officers headed
by John Glubb Pasha. Able to rely on his loyalty to their interests, the
British consented to Abdullah’s plan, and encouraged him to reach an
agreement with the Jews. He and his emissaries met a number of times with
representatives of the Jewish Yishuv and reached understandings that were
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consistent with their mutual interests, behind the back of the Palestinians,
and at their expense.

In late March 1948, the Yishuv faced a dismal situation. Jewish
transportation throughout the country was paralyzed. Many settlements
were either partially or completely besieged, cut off from the urban centers
of Tel Aviv, Haifa, and Jerusalem. Jewish Jerusalem was sealed tight, with
no one entering or exiting. Water and food was strictly rationed and the city
was gripped with panic. The situation of the residents of the Jewish quarter
of the Old City was particularly serious, as they were under double siege
(the siege on the city as whole, as well as pressure coming from the
Muslim, Christian, and Armenian quarters that surrounded it within the city
walls), as was that of the few small settlements in the city’s nearby
periphery, which were all cut off from the city and faced the possibility of
collapse. These included Gush Etzion in the south, Beit Ha'arava in the
east, Atarot and Neve Yaakov in the north, and Motza, Maaleh Hahamisha,
Kiriyat Anavim, Neve Ilan, and Hartuv in the west.

Arab Jerusalem in general, and the Palestinian neighborhoods in
the west of the city and the adjacent villages, were occupied and
depopulated by the Hagana beginning in December 1947. In the western
outskirts of the city, the inhabitants of the village of Lifta and the Arab
inhabitants of the neighborhood of Romema and the village of Shaykh
Bader were attacked, and many were forced to abandon their homes. Later,
but before the end of the Mandate, Jewish forces conquered neighborhoods
in the southwest of the city, such as Katamon, Talbiya, the German and
Greek Colonies, and Bak’a. After the conquest of these areas, their wealthy
sections were looted. Of the more than 20,000 Palestinian residents who
lived in the west of the city, very few now remained. Those that did were
gripped by ongoing fear about what their future held in store. The
Palestinians of the besieged eastern part of the city, including the Old City,
suffered from a shortage of water and food and the paralysis of its
commercial affairs.

In the meantime, the conditions in Jerusalem worsened. With no
other choice, the Jewish Agency and the Hagana began employing convoys
in order to maintain the population of Jerusalem. Most of the convoys
failed to reach the city. Their passengers and defenders bore witness to
attacks carried out by thousands of armed Arabs who came to demolish the
convoys and loot its contents by means of faz'ah campaigns, which
involved calling into action thousands of armed villagers within a short
period of time. Particularly in the area of Bab al-Wad (Sha'ar Hagai), the
road to Jerusalem was filled with damaged and burned out trucks, busses,
and improvised armed personnel carriers (normal vehicles plated with steel
known as “sandwiches”). The defenders of the convoys embarked upon
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their mission with a clear understanding that they had only small chances of
completing it safely.

During this period, the existence of the Jewish settlements in the
Negev was also in danger, as their water supply was repeatedly cut off and
food convoys reached them only with great difficulty. The same was true
for the settlements of the Western Galilee and the entire north of the
country for that matter, where transportation was under constant threat. If it
was not attacked by the Arabs then it was halted by the British. At the same
time, the Palestinians were able to travel the roads of the country without
disruption, under the protection of the British army.

The Yishuv’s sense of helplessness intensified as a result of
unexpected hostile American action that happened to come at an extremely
difficult point. On 19 March, Warren Austin, the American delegate to the
UN, proposed calling off the 1947 partition plan and to replace it with a UN
“trusteeship” awarded to Britain, or, in other words, a continuation of
British Mandate rule in a slightly different form. The Americans justified
their proposal by emphasizing their concern for the Jewish Yishuv that was
about to be destroyed. Because they would be unable to send military
forces to defend it, they explained, it was necessary to abandon the idea of
partition, which was in any case impossible to implement. More
importantly, maintained the US delegates to the UN, such a maneuver
would cause the Arabs, who were growing stronger as time passed, to lay
down their weapons. In any event, in March 1948, it was abundantly clear
that the Jewish Yishuv remained a loyal and steadfast supporter of the
partition plan, from which a growing number of UN member states were
now attempting to back away. In late March 1948, the sense of isolation felt
by the Jews of Eretz Israel increased considerably.

The more time that passed leading up to the date of the planned
British withdrawal from Palestine, the more the leaders of the Yishuv
intensified their preparations to ensure its military control of the territory
allocated to it by the UN partition resolution and beyond. One of the Jewish
Yishuv’s weak points in this campaign was the transportation routes
between Tel Aviv and the other cities and towns of the Mediterranean
Coast on the one hand, and Jerusalem on the other. In March 1948, the
Palestinians appeared to be succeeding in persuading other countries to
retract their support of the partition of Palestine in favor of the continuation
of the Mandate or the establishment of an international regime. Although
the idea of abandoning partition ultimately lost out, it nonetheless
motivated the Jewish Yishuv to embark on an offensive to prove its ability
not only to establish a Jewish state but also to defend it against the
Palestinians and their Arab supporters. It was during this period that leaders
of the Yishuv and the Hagana drew up Plan-Dalet. This plan called for the
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complete destruction of Palestinian villages and towns that were essential
to the territorial contiguity of the Jewish state, as well as the expulsion of
their inhabitants across the borders of the Jewish state delineated by the
partition resolution. This, it was believed, would enable the Yishuv to more
effectively hold back the Arab countries that would come to the
Palestinians’ assistance.

Although it was not clear whether the British would actually leave,
it was apparent that if they did, the member states of the Arab League
would immediately invade the country to help the Palestinians and the Arab
Liberation Army would wipe out the Jewish state. In addition to the
difficulties of the intensifying war for the roads and surrounding the Jewish
settlements, the Yishuv was faced with an even greater problem: how could
the state in the making, which had still not been established and may not
ever be established, fight off an all-Arab invasion? This problem resulted in
a plan designed to contend with the situation that would result if and when
the British withdrew from Eretz Israel. Work on Plan-Dalet began in
January 1948, and the plan itself, which was meant to be implemented only
in the event of British withdrawal from the country, was issued to the
brigades of the Hagana a few months later, in March 1948. The plan
stipulated the conquest of controlling areas inside and outside the Jewish
state to enable the Hagana to secure the best defensive positions possible
against the all-Arab invasion that was certain to follow. Ben-Gurion
explained to his colleagues that the territory seized outside the Jewish state
would be open for discussion in the event of peace negotiations with the
Palestinians. The plan reflected the Yishuv leadership’s decision to fight for
the establishment and existence of the Jewish state, even in the absence of
external support. As a result of rumors that the timetable for British
withdrawal might be pushed up, and in light of the Yishuv’s late March
military crisis, particularly on the roads, the Hagana began operating in the
spirit of Plan-Dalet in April 1948, approximately one-and-a-half months
before the end of the Mandate.

THE WAR’S TURNING POINT — FROM APRIL THROUGH THE END
OF THE MANDATE

Beginning in early April 1948, the organized Jewish forces went on the
offensive and began conquering Palestinian towns, villages, and
neighborhoods and expelling their Palestinian residents. The road from the
coastal plain to Jerusalem was opened after tough battles in which dozens
of Jews and Arabs were killed and injured in late March and early April
1948. Many villages were completely depopulated, and the Palestinians
commenced unorganized defensive measures that actually marked the

70



THE PATH TO INDEPENDENCE AND THE NAKBA, NOVEMBER 1947-MAY 1948

beginning of a landslide. The battle for the village of al-Qastal located west
of Jerusalem became a symbol of the dramatic turning point in the bitter
fate of the Palestinians in the 1948 war. In a desperate attempt to thwart the
opening of the road to Jerusalem, Abd al-Qader al-Husayni, the commander
of Jaysh al-Jihad al-Muqgaddas joined the defenders of al-Qastal with a
handful of his men. In a difficult battle on 8 April, the Palestinians
succeeded in reconquering this vital point, which had fallen to the Hagana
just a few days earlier. But victory turned to defeat when it became
apparent that the Palestinians had suffered a major loss in the battle: the
death of Abd al-Qader al-Husayni himself. Al-Husayni’s death in the battle
for al-Qastal became a symbol of sacrifice, as well as a symbol of the
helplessness of the Palestinians who were sacrificing themselves, but with
no real ability to defeat the enemy or prevent the tragedy of the people
losing their homes and their homeland. As was fitting for a hero of his
stature, Abd al-Qader al-Husayni was buried in the plaza of the al-Agsa
compound.

Operation Nakhshon on the road to Jerusalem, which got underway
in early April, was a turning point in the war. For the first time, the Hagana
took the initiative. As a result of the hitherto unprecedented massing of
soldiers, the Hagana national command was forced to abandoned
settlements and other entire regions for the sake of the effort to breech the
closed road to Jerusalem. Command of the operation, which was the first of
its kind, was assumed by Shimon Avidan of the Palmach. It was followed
by additional operations, which, although they failed to completely break
the siege on the city, nonetheless allowed Jerusalem’s population a degree
of breathing room and left the Palestinians dumfounded. Their failure to
maintain closure of the road to Jerusalem, the death of their commander
Abd al-Qader al-Husayni in the battle for al-Qastal, and the village’s fall to
the Harel Brigade of the Palmach were major Palestinian failures in the
inter-communal war underway in Eretz Israel. As a military commander,
Al-Husayni enjoyed unrivalled status among the Palestinians, and his death
was a heavy moral blow. Al-Qastal, which had already been occupied by
the Palmach at the beginning of April, was retaken by the Palestinians, and
subsequently returned to Palmach control. The battle quickly emerged as a
symbol of the determination of the fighters of the Hagana and the Palmach,
and particularly their commanders, many of whom were killed and
wounded in the fighting.

By the time the Jews decided to go on the offensive in early April
1948, the balance of power that had not been apparent to many until now
was now clearly manifested on the battlefield in a series of conquests of
Palestinian targets, the expulsion of civilians, and massacres that sowed
seeds of fear and terror and increased the flow of refugees. The most well
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known of these massacres was the Etzel and Lehi attack, undertaken in
coordination with the Hagana leadership in Jerusalem, on Deir Yassin, a
quiet village located just west of Jerusalem. Deir Yassin was known for its
good relations with the nearby Jewish neighborhoods of the western part of
the city. Despite these positive relations, and perhaps because of the
knowledge that few villagers were armed fighters, the village was attacked
on 9 April, one day after the conquest of al-Qastal and the death of Abd al-
Qader al-Husayni, whose funeral was held the same day in east Jerusalem.
The defenseless village was conquered after minimal resistance by two
villagers with shotguns. After it surrendered, the attackers began to kill the
panic-stricken inhabitants: men, women, and children alike. The first
reports issued by the Hagana, the British, and, in their wake, the Arabs,
spoke of a massacre of more than 250 villagers.

Rumors about the actions of the Etzel and Lehi secessionist groups
at Yassin resulted in an unequivocal denunciation of the atrocities by the
“Provisional People’s Administration” (which had just been established in
accordance with the measures that both sides had committed to
implementing just before the end of the Mandate in order to assume the role
of provisional government in the near future). The overwhelming majority
of Arab newspapers reported the same version of events. For the organized
Yishuv, the event again proved that the actions of the secessionist groups
were detrimental to the common interest. The Etzel and Lehi fighters made
a hasty withdrawal based on false claims that the British would exploit the
opportunity presented by such a large concentration of freedom fighters,
who until then had caused them so much damage, to settle the score. The
Gadna (Hebrew abbreviation for Gedudei Noar, or “youth battalions”)
members who were sent to secure the village in the aftermath were exposed
to images that were difficult to bear. Although Etzel and Lehi denied that a
massacre had taken place and maintained that apparently “only” 100
villagers had been killed, the damage was already irreversible. Their
actions had already tainted the Jewish war effort.

Reports of the massacre of village residents, the mistreatment and
burning of their bodies, and the survivors’ humiliating parade through the
Jewish neighborhoods of West Jerusalem spread fear and terror among the
Palestinians. As a result, many abandoned their homes during the following
months any time they suspected that Jewish forces were on their way to
conquer an Arab locality. The tide of Palestinian refugees continued to rise
after the massacre at Deir Yassin, as the psychological and practical
influence of the event continued to influence Palestinian behavior well
beyond the borders of the village itself, long after the massacre had taken
place. Until that point, many Palestinians had believed in their ability to
hold out against the organized Jewish forces in a guerrilla war until the
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arrival of assistance from the Arab armies. The events at Deir Yassin broke
their spirit and sent their morale plummeting. During the weeks that
followed, the Yishuv exploited the Palestinians’ dejected morale and
organizational and military weakness in order to seize control of the cities
of Falastin, and not just its villages.

A few days after the events at Deir Yassin, the Arabs of Jerusalem
carried out a massacre against a Jewish convoy on its way to Hadassah
Hospital on Mt. Scopus. The British stood idly by as 78 doctors, hospital
workers, and patients were shot to death in broad daylight on the road
ascending from Shaykh Jarrah to Mt. Scopus. Only with great difficulty
was the Hagana able to rescue a few survivors of the attack.

Before the conclusion of the battles of Operation Nakhshon along
the road to Jerusalem, the Arab Liberation Army attacked Kibbutz Mishmar
Ha'emeq, which was located at a key point along the Jenin-Megiddo-Haifa
road. With a large force and artillery, the Arab Liberation Army besieged
this isolated settlement. It was the first time during the war that the
Palmach was sent to undertake a counter-attack, and it was the first time
during the war that an Arab army — in this case, the Arab Liberation Army
— was defeated by an organized counter-attack mounted by a force of the
Hagana (14 April). This had an impact on both sides of the conflict. When
al-Qawugqji realized that he was about to be defeated, he sought assistance
from the Arab Liberation Army’s Druze Battalion, which was based in
Shafa *Amr and under the command of Shakib Wahab. In mid-April 1948,
this battalion attacked Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan and Kibbutz Kfar
Hamaccabi on the outskirts of Haifa. As a result of the Druze Battalion’s
failure to conquer the settlements and the relationship between some
leaders of the sect and the Jewish Yishuv, the battalion subsequently struck
an alliance with the Yishuv.

In light of its successes at Mishmar Ha'emeq and Ramat Yohanan,
and the hostile British withdrawal from Safad, the Hagana operated
cautiously in order to prevent a collision with the British in other places as
well, particularly in the mixed cities. By mid-April, the British had left
Safad, leaving the local police station on Mt. Canaan to the Arabs. The
city’s Jewish minority, which consisted primarily of ultra-orthodox Jews
who were unable to defend themselves, found themselves in danger of
being expelled. The Hagana had to work quickly, and sent a Palmach
company to the city in order to defend its Jewish Quarter.

In Tiberias and the surrounding villages, Palestinian localities were
the target of Jewish attacks. The city’s controlling position on the road that
linked the Jewish settlements of the Jordan Valley with Haifa and its
offshoot localities, and with the settlements of the north, again forced the
Hagana to take quick decisive action. The small Jewish Quarter in the old
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city of Tiberias itself, overlooking the Sea of Galilee, was in a tough
situation. It could only be reached by swimming silently under the cover of
darkness. In mid-April 1948, the British announced their intention to
withdraw their forces from the mixed city and from the settlements of the
Tiberias sub-district as a whole. Even before the decision at Tiberias,
Jewish forces conquered a number of villages in close proximity to the city
one after the other. The conquest of Nasir al-Din, which was accompanied
by the demolition of the homes and the mosque of the village, concluded
with a massacre of dozens of unarmed village residents. This massacre,
carried out two days before the fall of Tiberias, greatly increased anxieties
and fear among Palestinians in the region. When the Palmach-led Jewish
forces began shelling the Arab neighborhoods of the lower city of Tiberias,
the Arabs were extremely frightened that massacres and other atrocities
would be carried out there as well. In this atmosphere of weakness and fear
of possible atrocities, the Palestinian leadership of the city agreed to a
British offer to evacuate them, which was accompanied by pressure and
threats by both the British and the Jews. The vast majority of the
approximately 6,000 Palestinians who lived in Tiberias until that point
abandoned their homes and became refugees in Syria and Lebanon. A small
minority of the city’s inhabitants, consisting primarily of a few dozen
Christian families, found refuge in the city of Nazareth.

Although the leaders of the Jewish community in Tiberias
repeatedly urged their Arab neighbors to remain, they refused, based on the
assumption that after the arrival of the Arab League forces that would
certainly come to the Palestinians’ assistance, they would be able to return
to their homes. The good relations in the city, in which Jews and Arabs had
co-existed side by side since the 18th century, did not persuade the Arab
residents of Tiberias to stay. A joint-march of Jewish and Arab notables of
the city before the outbreak of fighting was also to no avail. The entire
Arab population joined the British withdrawal from the city. Prior to the
British-Arab evacuation, a battle was fought in which the Hagana
succeeded in taking control of the city as a whole.

The fall of Tiberias and the departure of its Palestinian residents
marked the beginning of a new phase of fighting, during which the Jews
conquered and depopulated important cities in Falastin even before the
Jewish state was officially established in mid-May 1948. One week after
the fall of Tiberias, the Jewish forces turned their attention to Haifa. Haifa
was an important port city in which some 70,000 Arabs and a comparable
number of Jews lived side by side. As in Tiberias, the Jews enjoyed a clear
advantage in terms of topography, economic and military capabilities, and
the ability to organize and command those capabilities. Aware of this
balance of power, the British worked with the Jews to facilitate a Jewish
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victory that would enable them to continue the withdrawal of their forces
from Palestine via the city’s port without disruption. The Palestinians, who
expected the British to maintain the peace in the city, were extremely
surprised by the Jewish attack on the lower Arab city launched from the
upper neighborhoods on Mt. Carmel. The battle was decided within two
days, 21-22 April 1948.

Despite the great suffering of the Jewish population of Haifa due to
the wave of Arab terrorist attacks that was intensifying throughout the city,
and particularly in the lower city and the port, the Jews of Haifa did not
forget their long-standing good relationship with their Arab neighbors. The
unexpected reality in which the city found itself was caused primarily by
external force. Supporters of the Haj Amin al-Husayni and volunteers from
the Arab countries had made their way to the country along with the Arab
Liberation Army, which also attempted to penetrate the city, and a
contingent of Arab Legion forces also set up base on its outskirts. These
forces attempted to incite discord and strife in the city, which until that
point had been a model of co-existence and good neighborly relations
throughout the entire Mandate. Haifa, which was home to the third largest
Jewish population in Eretz Israel and constituted the economic and political
center of the north, had been designated for inclusion in the territory of the
Jewish state according to the partition plan. The battle for the city was
unavoidable in light of the unacceptable state of affairs on the ground.

To the Hagana’s surprise, their efforts to take control of Haifa
were not disrupted by the many British forces still in the city. The British
had remained hostile to the Jewish Yishuv, and preferred to withdraw from
the city itself and to consolidate its forces in an enclave that included the
port, the train station, and the refineries, with a corridor stretching to the
military air field at Ramat David and to the Christian holy places in
Nazareth. Simultaneously, the Hagana seized the city in a short, quick
maneuver without touching the British coastal enclave, in order to avoid a
confrontation with the Imperial forces that were in the midst of withdrawal.

In negotiations conducted in the meeting hall of the joint Haifa
municipality, which were presided over by General Stockwell, the British
commander of Haifa and the north, the Jewish representatives and
Stockwell himself asked the Palestinians not to leave the city, but to no
avail. The Arab leaders of the city, which now had only two second tier
leaders — Farid Sa'ad and Victor Hayat, appear to have been dependent on
the directives of the Arab Higher Committee, which instructed them to
refrain from signing a surrender agreement and to leave the city until they
could return after the Arab victory that was sure to come.

Thousands of panic-stricken Palestinian residents of Haifa made
their way to the port from whence they proceeded to abandon their homes
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and their city for safe refuge in the towns and villages of the Galilee and
Lebanon, some by ship and some by land to Acre. The Jewish conquest of
Haifa and the failure of the British to come to the defense of its panicked
Palestinians had a major impact on the outcome of the battles in the north.
The tens of thousands of Palestinian refugees from Haifa and the
surrounding villages offered decisive evidence of the Jews’ military
superiority and the British unwillingness to fulfill their governing role and
to defend unarmed citizens during the last months of the Mandate. The
large port city had been a symbol of the development of modern Palestinian
society since the 19th century, and its quick fall and the uprooting of its
Arab residents reflected the socio-political and military helplessness of the
Palestinians. The events at Deir Yassin, Tiberias, and Haifa, and the steady
flow of refugees streaming into the neighboring Arab capitals, increased the
pressure of Arab public opinion on the regimes in the surrounding countries
to come to the aid of the Palestinians. The Arabs of Falastin were losing
their homes and their homeland, while the British refused to defend them,
and at the same time prevented the Arab countries from coming to their aid.

While the Palestinians were licking their wounds in the northern
port town, Jewish forces launched an offensive against the most important
Palestinian coastal town in the center of the country: Jaffa. This historic
port city, which in the 19th century emerged as a symbol of openness and
integration into the European world market, was designated by the 1947
UN partition plan as a Palestinian enclave within the Jewish state.
However, when no international body assumed responsibility for
establishing a mechanism for ensuring its implementation, the UN partition
plan, this designation quickly proved irrelevant.

Clashes between Jaffa and Tel Aviv and between Jaffa and the
Jewish localities to the south began in December 1947. In April 1948, the
Hagana placed Jaffa under siege in order to avoid getting entangled in
urban warfare and confrontation with the British forces in the city. The
Hagana assumed that the city would eventually surrender without
resistance. But in the nature of the secessionist groups of the time, Etzel
again acted independently. In late April, Etze/l members found themselves
entangled in an unnecessary battle in an effort to conquer the neighborhood
of al-Manshiya on the northern border of the city: a difficult to defend Arab
offshoot of Jaffa that bordered Tel Aviv in the east and the Mediterranean
Sea in the west. The Etzel force failed in its effort, and embroiled itself, and
came close to embroiling the People’s Administration and the Hagana, in a
confrontation with the British, which was something they had been sorely
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trying to prevent. Ultimately, the British fought off the Etzel fighters.?
Despite the return of Jaffa Mayor Yousef Heikal, who had left to seek the
assistance of the Arab League, Jaffa eventually surrendered on 13 May
when British forces withdrew from the city. The surrender stemmed
primarily from internal disputes and from the fact that the majority of the
city’s political and economic elite had already left by sea.

As a Palestinian enclave within the territory of the Jewish state,
Jaffa had no chance of surviving an attack. The scenes of the occupation of
this large important city, from which the large majority of its Palestinian
Arab population of approximately 70,000 were forced to leave their country
in exile, by sea and by land, was a major milestone of the Palestinian
tragedy.

April 1948 was a decisive month for Jewish-Arab relations in the country.
At the end of the month, it became apparent that Palestinian society was
unable to defend itself, and that no one else had assumed the responsibility
of doing so, certainly not the British.

The results of the military decision of April 1948 were manifested in the
politics of survival engaged in by a certain group within the Arab
population. As we have seen, it was then that leaders of the Druze minority
on Mt. Carmel, and later in the Galilee, decided to strike an alliance with
the Hagana in order to secure their future existence in their villages. The
same approach was adopted by a number of Bedouin tribes (for example,
‘Arab al-Hayb), two Circassian villages in the Galilee, and other individual
Arab leaders in the Galilee. These politics of survival were welcomed by
the Hagana, especially in light of the fact that the large majority of the
Galilee had been designated by the UN partition plan as part of the
Palestinian Arab state. In addition to this policy of divide and conquer
employed by the leaders of the Jewish Yishuv to crumbling Palestinian
society, the support of part of the Arab population of the Galilee provided
the Jewish state with the political legitimacy it needed to expand into that
region. The disintegration of Palestinian society had not only political and
human dimensions, but socio-political dimensions as well, primarily
manifested in internal disintegration in the face of the tsunami of conquest
and expulsion.

2 The narrative espoused by former Etzel members is different. It maintains that it was Etzel
forces that brought about the conquest of Jaffa. Since 1977, this narrative has been
disseminated by the Etzel Amichai Paglin Memorial Museum (located in Tel Aviv, by the
Mediterranean Sea) to thousands of visitors, including a large number of youth and soldiers.
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In response to the attack on it and to the UN partition plan, a
number of factors helped facilitate the Jewish Yishuv’s survival, and its
success in neutralizing the Palestinians as an active force in the war by the
end of the Mandate. The most important was its ability to administer itself
on a voluntary basis as a country in every way. By 1947, the Jews had
established “Situation Committees” (va'adot matzav) to prepare the
institutions of the state that would be established at the end of the Mandate
on 15 May. Furthermore, the decisive majority of the Jewish Yishuv,
including its many political parties across the entire political spectrum —
right, center, and left — accepted the authority of the Jewish Agency
Executive. The resulting ability of the Yishuv’s one nationwide central
authority to conduct the war was not a foregone conclusion, and was
equally if not more important than the military capabilities the Yishuv had
demonstrated. This state of affairs facilitated impressive mobilization based
on education and social pressure, which enabled the Hagana to enlarge the
existing Palmach brigades and establish new ones during the fighting. On
the eve of the establishment of the State of Israel, the Hagana had at its
disposal twelve fighting brigades (including three Palmach brigades); a
guard force that included primarily older members of the Yishuv; a “youth
battalion” program; supporting forces on the sea and in the air, albeit
without well developed capabilities at this point; and forces that provided
services of various kinds.

To face the organized fighters of the Jewish Yishuv, the
Palestinians were only able to establish a few thousand militiamen in
formations that were primarily local and regional at best, with no command
structure and no common defense. The death of the widely admired
commander of Jaysh al-Jihad al-Muqaddas, Abd al-Qader al-Husayni, was
a good reflection of the weakness and ineffectiveness of these militias
against the proactive organized attacks of the Hagana and the Palmach and
the other Jewish fighting forces. The 4,000 volunteer fighters of the Arab
Liberation Army also made little contribution to the ability of the
Palestinians to hold their ground against the superior Jewish forces. The
Arab Liberation Army usually preferred defensive measures, and in the few
instances that it chose to go on the offensive, as in the case of Mishmar
Ha'emeq, and in the battles at Hawsha and al-Kasayir (near Ramat
Yohanan), it was ultimately defeated. In contrast, when the Jewish forces
decided to go on the offensive and to conquer important targets, they
usually accomplished their goal. The Palestinian cries to the Arab League
during this period were typically answered with empty promises that their
armies would turn the clock back when they invaded on 15 May.

The discussions of the Arab League during the months of fighting
in the first half of 1948 revealed the deep disagreements among the Arab

78



THE PATH TO INDEPENDENCE AND THE NAKBA, NOVEMBER 1947-MAY 1948

countries and their unwillingness to keep their leaders’ promises to save
Palestine and forestall the establishment of the Jewish state. The regimes in
Iraq and Jordan, and primarily King Abdullah, had not yet given up the
dream of the establishment of a large Arab Kingdom throughout the entire
Fertile Crescent. Abdullah did not hide his desire to annex the territory that
the UN partition plan had designated for the Palestinian Arab state. As we
know, the Peel Commission Report of 1937 called for the Arab portion of
the country to be annexed to Transjordan. The British, who in practice were
in control of the regime in Jordan, openly consented to the King’s position
from February 1948 onward. Britain approved of the talks and coordination
between the King and his emissaries on the one hand, and the Yishuv
leadership on the other. These talks continued after the passage of the
partition plan and during the months of the war. The tripartite alliance
between Britain, King Abdullah, and the Jewish Yishuv was a well known
secret, and the other Arab states led by Egypt and Saudi Arabia could do
little to help the Palestinians in practice. It was only in early May, under the
pressure of Arab public opinion, that the Arab states decided on military
intervention. In an effort to prevent him from cooperating with the Jews
and the British, the member states of the Arab League appointed King
Abdullah to head the Arab forces that would intervene to save Palestine and
the Palestinians from the terrible tragedy they were experiencing. The Arab
League decisions to come to the aid of the Palestinians that were made in
early May, without a real military plan and without the Arab armies being
truly ready for the war that was being forced on them by Arab diplomats,
was too little too late.

We now return to the events taking on the battlefield itself. On 11
May, Safad also fell to the Jews, who had been a minority of the city’s
population until 1948. Previously, the Third Battalion of the Palmach
occupied the nearby village of 'Ein Zaytun. The killing of dozens of
prisoners in the village after its surrender and the dashed hopes for the aid
of the Transjordanian Legion broke the spirit of the Palestinian fighters in
the city. Approximately 12,000 Palestinian residents of the Galilee town
and an additional 2,000 from Arab villages in the area (some of which had
been expelled during Operation Matateh (“broom”) a few days prior to the
conquest of Safad) all became refugees in Syria and Lebanon. By the end
of the Mandate, all the mixed cities were in Jewish hands.

The same period also witnessed the conquest of all-Arab towns
such as Beisan (subsequently Beit Shean) and the surrounding Arab
villages. The residents of these localities were also expelled, most across
the border while the Mandate was still in force. In the Western Galilee, the
city of Acre also came under the attack of superior Jewish forces who
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besieged it from all sides, ultimately occupying it on 18 May, a few days
after the end of the Mandate and the establishment of the State of Israel.

Within the Haifa-Jaffa-Jerusalem triangle, two coastal cities
together constituted the socioeconomic foundation of modern Palestinian
society in the country. The fall of the coastal cities of Haifa and Jaffa and
the destruction of the Palestinian communities in both cities left the crown
— Jerusalem — with no solid foundation of developed coastal urban centers.
Two coastal cities also constituted the solid foundation of the Jewish Yishuv
triangle of Haifa-Tel Aviv-Jerusalem. The collapse of the Palestinian basis
of Haifa and Jaffa and the survival of the Jewish basis reflected the
geographical, economic, political, and military victory of the Jewish Yishuv
over Palestinian society. This reality greatly improved the capability of the
Yishuv, which had already become Israel, to hold off a joint attack by the
neighboring Arab countries.

The Few versus the Many

On the eve of the conclusion of the British Mandate, the Jewish Yishuv was
exhausted by the greatest task it had undertaken since the Second Temple
period: the establishment of a Jewish state, after 2,000 years of exile. The
difficult war it had been fighting since November 1947 threatened to
eradicate all chance of achieving this goal. Nonetheless, although the
balance of power was certainly not in its favor and despite the thousands of
casualties and the serious diplomatic difficulties that stemmed from the
hostility of the Arab world, Britain, and even the US, the Jewish Yishuv
was ultimately successful both from a military perspective and a political
one.

Militarily, the Hagana succeeded in establishing territorial
contiguity, albeit extremely narrow at times, from Metula in the north to
Be’er Tuvia in the south. Although the Arab armies did not simply stand
idly by, they were nonetheless forced to limit their actions to relatively
small operations along the country’s borders, with the exception of the
Transjordanian Legion, which operated within the country. Politically, the
Yishuv established the necessary institutional, organizational, and political
infrastructure necessary to establish a state, and the UN remained
supportive of the partition plan. Despite its clear lack of desire to do so,
Britain was forced to terminate its Mandate over the country and to
consolidate its remaining forces and personnel in its Haifa enclave, with no
practical ability to prevent the establishment of the State of Israel. The
Palestinians’ insistence on fighting the partition plan led them to disaster.
As a result of their leadership’s refusal to compromise, so many
Palestinians felt compelled to leave their places of residence, despite the
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calls of their Jewish neighbors asking them to stay. By the end of the
Mandate, the Palestinians were no longer a significant force in the 1948
war.

The many enemies of the Palestinians ultimately collaborated with
Israel to bring about the new tragedy of the 20th century in the Middle East.
Zionist settlement, which enjoyed extremely favorable conditions during
the entire British Mandate, established a national community that was
mobilized, organized, and efficient, and that was capable of establishing a
state and defending it against the country’s Palestinian population and their
Arab supporters. Throughout the British Mandate, the Palestinians were
denied the ability to organize themselves and to establish institutions of a
state in the making. After World War Il and the European Jewish
Holocaust, the Zionist-Colonial alliance received new support and power as
a result of sweeping Western support. The Palestinians’ assertion of their
rights to their homeland had no chance of being actualized in light of the
images and atrocities of the Holocaust, the strength of the World Zionist
Movement, and the interests of the two new superpowers, the heirs of
Britain and France in the Middle East. The states of the Arab League,
which were controlled by Britain and France, were too weak to be effective
and had conflicting interests on a number of issues, including the future of
Falastin. The combination of international interests, reactionary Arab
regimes, and destructive Palestinian weakness enabled the Jewish-Zionist
enemy to emerge victoriously, while all the time portraying itself as a
victim fighting in self-defense. In reality, the Palestinians’ conquest,
expulsion, and dispossession of their homeland carried out in 1948 had
been planned by the Yishuv leadership years earlier. The stronger Jewish
community made effective use of its advantage in order to establish a
Jewish state. It also made sure that the state, whose designated territory was
conquered gradually by the force of arms in the presence of the British
army and Mandate police force, would be depopulated of its Palestinian
inhabitants.

The Jewish camp’s sense of victimization intensified significantly
as a result of the atrocities of the Holocaust that had taken place in Europe
on the one hand, and its self-image as a small Jewish community fighting
for its life against the armies of the surrounding Arab countries on the other
hand. This image served the Jews well in enabling them to conceal from the
world the Palestinian tragedy that was actually taking place right before its
eyes. Without a doubt, the foundation for the establishment of the State of
Israel in mid-May 1948 within undefined boundaries had been well
prepared. The military activities of the leadership of the Jewish Yishuv even
before the end of the Mandate reflected its intention to expand the borders
of the future state far beyond the area designated by the UN partition plan.
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In the case of the Palestinian tragedy, the writing was on the wall, but the
eyes of the world were unable to see.

When the Jewish leadership led by David Ben-Gurion convened in
Tel Aviv in mid-May 1948 in order to declare the establishment of the State
of Israel, its members could take pride not only in the diplomatic victory of
the UN partition resolution but also in their ability to establish the Jewish
state in an area that for the most part was devoid of a significant Arab
population. Plan-Dalet was implemented with great success, and the results
on the ground spoke for themselves. Dozens of Arab villages, towns, and
neighborhoods were conquered, and their residents were expelled or
compelled to go into exile, out of the fear of the massacre and killing that
had been the fate of many hundreds of Arab inhabitants of the country who
were unable to flee for their lives in time.

The Palestinians were easily defeated on the battlefield, and, as a
result of the ongoing British presence in the country, their fate was
determined without the Arab countries being permitted to come to their aid.
The British plot, which began with the Balfour Declaration of 1917, an
official principled, political declaration that provided the Jews with national
rights in Eretz Israel, reached fruition before the eyes of the Mandate
authorities. From the 1920s onward, these officials permitted the Jewish
Yishuv to build a state in the making, with autonomous institutions and a
well-trained organized military force. In mid-May 1948, before leaving the
country, the British left the keys to Falastin with the leadership of the
Jewish Yishuv. In this way, the British-Zionist partnership chalked up a
colonial achievement — one of the last of its kind in the history of European
settlement in third-world countries. The Zionist achievement came at the
cost of the destruction of the homes and homeland of the indigenous
Palestinian Arab population. By the end of the Mandate, the Jewish side to
the conflict had already established a state in practice. In the eyes of the
world, the intervention of the Arab states to save what remained of
Palestine appeared to be an illegitimate invasion in opposition to the policy
of the UN.

By mid-May 1948, the State of Israel had achieved independence, and the
first phase of the Palestinian Nakba had reached its conclusion.

82



CHAPTER FOUR

AT THE EXPENSE OF THE PALESTINIANS:
THE FIRST ISRAELI-ARAB WAR,
MAY 1948-JANUARY 1949

This chapter on the second part of the war presents the popular Jewish-
Israeli and Palestinian-Arab narratives — those that have not changed since
the 1950s. Our decision to focus on this type of narrative is based on two
factors. The first is our desire to present an example of this type of
narrative in the context of the 1948 war. The second is the fact that the
popular narratives of this part of the war, the history of which is not as well
known, have undergone fewer dramatic changes. After all, for both the
Israelis and the Palestinians, the war was not only a confrontation between
themselves but a confrontation with a third party as well: the neighboring
Arab countries. In the case at hand, the intensive interest in the narratives
as they relate to the direct encounter between the two communities within
the country has overshadowed the encounter between both peoples of the
country and the armies of the surrounding Arab countries.

At midnight on 14-15 May 1948, the last British High Commissioner to
Palestine, General Sir Allan Cunningham, left the territorial waters of
Mandate Palestine. The British Mandate had come to an end and the first
war between Israel and the surrounding Arab states had begun, at the
expense of the Palestinians. On the afternoon of Friday 14 May 1948, 5
Iyar 5708, the People’s Council Chairman, David Ben-Gurion, declared the
establishment of an independent Jewish state in the portion of the country
designated by the UN Partition Resolution of 29 November 1947. Seated
next to Ben-Gurion on the stage of the old Tel Aviv Museum were the
members of the People’s Administration, who the following day, on 15
May, became the members of the Provisional Government of Israel. The
hall was filled with distinguished guests, some of whom had served as
delegates to the first Zionist Congress convened by Theodor Herzl in 1897.

Ben-Gurion declared that the new state would be based on
complete equality irrespective of religion, race or sex. Israel “extends its
hand to all neighboring states and their peoples,” Ben-Gurion read aloud
from the Declaration of Independence, “in an offer of peace and good
neighborliness.” With regard to the Palestinians, the Declaration continued
as follows:
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We appeal — in the very midst of the onslaught launched against us now for
months — to the Arab inhabitants of the State of Israel to preserve peace and
participate in the up building of the state on the basis of full and equal
citizenship and due representation in all its provisional and permanent
institutions.

His words were met with loud cheers. One after another, the members of
the People’s Council, with the exception of those who were unable to arrive
from besieged Jerusalem, which was suffering from shelling and shortages
of food, all rose to sign the document. Outside the museum, huge crowds
danced and sang in celebration of the establishment of a Jewish state after
two thousand years of exile.

The State of Israecl was established without borders, and the
Declaration of 14 May 1948 quickly emerged as a collection of
meaningless words aimed at satisfying the UN, other authorities, and
perhaps the Israelis themselves. The Palestinians, who had experienced the
treatment of the Yishuv first-hand during the first phase of the war,
certainly had no faith in the section of the Declaration of Independence
addressed to them. By mid-May 1948, virtually no Arabs were left in the
areas that had been conquered by the Jews. Most had been uprooted and
became refugees. This was the case in Tiberias, Jaffa, Safad, Acre, and the
dozens of villages surrounding these cities. The following weeks and
months proved that there was, in fact, a solid basis for the Palestinians’ lack
of faith. During this period, Israel both continued the expulsion of Arabs
and blocked their return.

As if the hostility of Britain and its efforts to prevent the
establishment of the Jewish state were not enough, Israel also faced
growing hostility from the UN and increasing conciliation with the Arabs
on the part of the US, which retreated from its support of partition in March
1948. Before the ink of the Declaration of Independence had even dried,
before midnight, when the Jewish state was to officially come into
existence, President Harry Truman announced his de-facto recognition of
the Jewish state. Equally important was the fact that the Soviet Union was
the first country to recognize the new state immediately after its
establishment. This consensus between the two major superpowers and
their respective blocs surrounding the establishment of the state lent Israel
considerable strength, which it needed in order to contend with the
immediate threat to its existence.

The already defeated Palestinians pinned their hopes on the Arab
armies, which could now finally come to their aid and prevent the partition
of Falastin and the establishment of the Jewish state, or at least halt the
expansion of the new state and the uprooting of any more Palestinians. In
addition to these hopes, however, Palestinians feared that the intervention
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of the Arab armies was happening too late and too slowly, and involved
insufficient forces. Moreover, the disagreements among the Arab countries
on the one hand, and between some of the Arab countries and the
Palestinian leadership on the other hand, had been well known for some
time now. The Palestinians were tense and anxious to see what the Arab
countries would be able to accomplish in the campaign that had just begun.

INVASION, REPULSING THE INVASION, AND THE CROSSFIRE:
15 MAY-11 JUNE 1948

When the new state was only a few hours old, it was attacked by seven
Arab countries with Great Britain’s blessing. The aim of the invasion was
to annihilate the new state and to throw the Jews into the sea. In this way,
from the moment it came into existence, Israel was forced to fight for its
right to exist. The invading countries were supported by the Arab League
and more than twenty Arab and Muslim countries who expressed
willingness to provide funding, weapons, and fighters for the campaign of
annihilation against the Jewish state that had just been established. The
British not only abandoned the territory of the Mandate in general and left
the Jewish Yishuv to fend for itself — they also made efforts to arm Egypt,
Transjordan, and Iraq with the best weaponry of the times. The armies of
Syria and Lebanon were also provided with similar aid by the French.
Moreover, the regular armies of all these countries benefited not only from
a wealth of weapons but from combat experience as well. Their officers,
some of whom were British, possessed extensive military knowledge and
an age-old familiarity with the country from which they had just been
forced to withdraw. The British sought to return to Eretz Israel on the
backs of the invading armies, but this was not enough for them. They also
made sure to create chaos just before the conclusion of the Mandate
through intentional non-cooperation with the UN and its committees,
abandonment and destruction of the Mandate system, the failure to carry
out an organized transfer of governing institutions even in all-Jewish areas,
and the imposition of limitations on the operations of the Hagana. Until the
very last moment, the British continued its searches for weapons and its
intentional disruption of Hagana for the benefit of the Arabs. In all this,
their aim was to prevent the young state that was soon to be established
from being able to defend itself. The departure of the British made things
easier for the Jewish Yishuv, which, on 15 May 1948, became the State of
Israel. The British were also behind the actions of the Arab League, which
had put the Arab Liberation Army into operation in the country prior to
May 1948.
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The Arab Liberation Army ended up being a disappointment. Not
only did it fail in the isolated instance in which it went on the offensive in a
systematic manner at Mishmar Ha'emeq, but it also failed to protect
locations it was supposed to defend. The shortcomings of this force were
also evident in other areas, which made it a burden on the Palestinian
population. For example, there were many instances in which soldiers of
the Arab Liberation Army appeared in Palestinian localities asking for, and
at times demanding food from the rural population. The lack of
coordination between the Arab Liberation Army and the Palestinian
leadership before and after the end of the Mandate was also readily
apparent. The Arab Liberation Army also lacked this type of coordination
with the various Arab armies, most notably with the army of King
Abdullah, with which there was not only no coordination whatsoever but
actual hostility. This situation did not change after the end of the Mandate,
and the resulting division detracted from the Arab interest in general and
the Palestinian interest in particular.

Britain pulled the strings of the supreme command of the invading
armies, which assumed responsibility for coordinating the invasion in an
effort to add to its effectiveness. The invading armies were under the
command of the Iraqi general Ismail Safwat. The supreme commander was
King Abdullah himself, who answered the Palestinians’ call that he be the
one to lead the invasion. During a meeting held in Amman in late April
1948, the chiefs of staffs of the invading Arab armies concluded an
invasion plan. Carrying out the plan became particularly urgent when the
leaders in the Arab capitals understood that the Palestinians had completely
collapsed and were unable to do the work on their own. According to the
all-Arab invasion plan, the Egyptian army, which was considered to be the
strongest Arab army, was to advance northward into Palestine and conquer
Tel Aviv and the surrounding localities. The British, who had amassed a
large force at the Suez Canal in Egyptian territory, feared a possible Israeli
operation in their direction. Not only did they not prevent the Egyptians
from entering the war, they did the opposite by encouraging them to do so
in order to distract them from the British presence along the Suez Canal as
well. The British also hoped that Isracl would be unable to actualize its
sovereignty in the Negev, which was recognized by the UN partition plan
of November 1947. The British sought to ensure territorial contiguity from
the Suez Canal in the west to the Persian Gulf in the east by means of pro-
British regimes in Egypt, Transjordan, and Iraq. The British columns that
had recently exited the country in the direction of the Suez Canal showed
the Egyptian army, like that of Transjordan, the way back in to Eretz Israel.
They hoped that the invading Arab armies would conquer the former
territory of Mandate Palestine in a way that would enable London to
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control this critical territory, if not officially then at least in practice, and at
the same time secure its interests in the Arab world, particularly in
countries with vast oil reserves.

In this geopolitical context, Transjordan’s location was of
particular importance. The British had established, funded, trained, and led
the army of this puppet state. The entire budget of Transjordan was
dependent on British good will, and King Abdullah typically did the
bidding of the British ambassador in Amman. The Atlee-Bevin government
of traitors wanted Abdullah to control the entire eastern section of the
country that had been designated for the Palestinians according to the UN
partition plan, and perhaps even more. Jerusalem was especially critical for
the King, as his kingdom consisted entirely of desolate desert. His wish was
granted when his army turned toward Jerusalem in total contradiction of the
UN General Assembly resolution, which had designated the city and its
environs as international territory.

Abdullah was joined by the Hashemite regime in Iraq, which,
although it had no common border with Eretz Israel, was particularly active
in preparing the invasion and even asked to lead it. The Iraqi army, which,
like the Jordanian army, was set up by the British, crossed Jordan on its
way to take part in the destruction of the State of Israel. Its aim was to
reach Haifa and to seize control of the refineries through which the oil from
Iraq passed on its way to Europe. The endeavor was looked upon favorably
by the British and IPC, the company that owned the oil refineries.

Israel’s neighbors to the north also joined the all-Arab effort,
aiming to conquer the northern portion of the country on the way to Haifa.
Armed with French weapons, the Syrian army mounted offenses in the
Jordan Valley and the Galilee Panhandle, and aimed at first conquering
Tiberias and Safad and then continuing on to Haifa. The Syrians were
joined by the Lebanese, whose relatively small army launched an attack on
the Upper Galilee. These forces were joined by units from Libya, Saudi
Arabia, and Yemen.

The Palestinians took note that, in practice, only four of the seven
member states of the Arab League sent parts of their armed forces to
participate in the campaign: Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, and Syria. Although the
Lebanese government had supported the Arab League decision to send their
armies to the aid of the Palestinians, it did not instruct its army to cross the
international border to take part in the fighting. Libya, Saudi Arabia, and
far-away Yemen did not instruct their armies to take part in the war at all.

In light of the circumstances, the commanders of the invading
armies assumed that the campaign would be a walk in the park, but they
were mistaken. When the invasion began on Saturday, 15 May 1948, the
IDF had insufficient weapons. They were, however, armed with the
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strength and spirit of a people with no other choice, with their backs against
the wall. The new Israeli army, the few against the many, set out to repulse
the invasion and paid a heavy price in doing so. The invasion was repulsed
by June, on the eve of the first ceasefire.

The Palestinians were concerned by the fact that the Arab armies
were not prepared for war. However, they had no choice but to rely on
them in order to face the superior Jewish forces, as the Jews had already
conquered dozens of their cities and villages. The Palestinian fears quickly
proved to be justified. The Arab armies failed to achieve their objectives
and quickly agreed to a ceasefire, which gave the Jews room to breathe and
the opportunity to reorganize and rearm.

THE ATTACK ON THE EGYPTIAN FRONT IN THE SOUTH AND IN THE NEGEV

On 10 May, the Egyptian offensive had already begun. The Egyptians sent
a semi-regular force of the Muslim Brotherhood under the command of an
officer of the Egyptian army to attack Kibbutz Kfar Darom, located to the
west of Gaza. Although the British, as usual, did not interfere, the attack
nonetheless failed. The Egyptians carried out another preliminary operation
against the Iraq al-Suwaydan police station along the Mjeidel-Faluja road,
which was handed over to them by the British on 14 May. From this point
of advantage, the Egyptian launched their invasion. Upon the British
withdrawal from the country, the volunteers of the Muslim Brotherhood,
who sought to operate independently, were immediately sent far from the
major route of the invasion through the coastal lowlands. They advanced
from "Uja al-Hafir (Nitzana) along the international border between Israel
and Egypt, took control of Bir "Asluj (today, Mashabei Sadeh), and by 17
May had already conquered Beir al-Sabi’. From there they set out to
Hebron to the consternation of the Jordanians, and from there to Jerusalem.
The well known Egyptian-Jordanian rivalry found concrete expression in
the competition between their two armies at the expense of the Palestinians.

The primary Egyptian effort aimed at advancing from Gaza to Tel
Aviv via the coastal lowlands. On 15 May, an Egyptian column teeming
with tanks and advanced weaponry was already making its way north from
Gaza along the coast toward Tel Aviv. On the way, the Egyptians
attempted to destroy all 27 Jewish settlements in the Negev. The Egyptians
again attacked Kfar Darom, as well as Nirim and Kibbutz Yad Mordechai,
which was located directly on their route to Tel Aviv. The first two
operations failed, but in the case of Yad Mordechai (named in memory of
Mordechai Anielewicz, the commander of the 1932 Warsaw Ghetto
Uprising), the defenders of the kibbutz were authorized to retreat after a
desperate but heroic battle against the Egyptian armored forces. The
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Egyptians paid for their efforts with five days of difficult fighting and
heavy losses. The commanders of the invading army understood that if they
took the time required to conquer every settlement along the way, they
would never achieve their ultimate task of conquering Tel Aviv. In their
haste, the Egyptians left most of the Jewish settlements alone, based on the
assumption that they would be unable to disrupt their advance and that they
could be dealt with later, after the occupation of Tel Aviv. The Egyptians,
however, had no idea of how determined the residents of these settlements
were to defend themselves. Their motto was: “The man will be victorious,
not the tank!” The inhabitants of the Negev settlements and the fighters of
the Negev Brigade of the Palmach put this motto into practice with their
own bodies. At the same time, the Egyptians finally succeeded in
conquering their first Jewish settlement, which went a long way toward
raising morale in their ranks.

The inhabitants of the Palestinian localities on the southern front
were caught in the crossfire between the Egyptian and Israeli armies. In
contrast to the organized Jewish settlements that coordinated with the
Israeli army, the Palestinians were exposed to the shelling of the rival
armies without any ability to defend themselves. As a result of this
situation, dozens of Palestinian villages in the south of the country were
abandoned after 15 May. Their residents became refugees in safer locations
far from the battlefield.

With the onset of the Egyptian invasion, the Givati Brigade was
sent to defend the narrow strip surrounding Tel Aviv to the south. Givati’s
efforts (with the assistance of Etzel) to conquer Ramla failed. They did,
however, succeed in conquering the Sarafand military base (Tzrifin), a
large British base located to the west of Ramla that the British had
transferred to the Arabs upon their withdrawal. Next, they conquered the
Julis camp and a number of villages north of Negba, which quickly became
a key target of the ongoing Egyptian invasion.

Because a non-fighting population could not be allowed to remain
on the front lines, Israel evacuated children and non-mobilized women
from many kibbutzim, including Nitzanim, Negba, Gat, Galon, and Kfar
Menachem. There was great concern that those who remained to defend the
kibbutzim would follow their loved ones and abandon the settlements. This
concern, however, turned out to be unfounded. In fact, the opposite was
true: those who remained in the settlements focused more intensely on the
task of defending their settlements, and in this way contributed to the
defense of the country as a whole.

The Egyptian column that pushed northward was held just 35
kilometers south of Tel Aviv, near Isdud (today, the city of Ashdod), south
of the bridge that, for this reason, subsequently came to be known as the Ad
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Halom (Hebrew for ‘up to here’) Bridge. The small force of the Givati
Brigade managed to stop the astonished Egyptians in June 1948. In the
counter-attack that evolved into a tough battle, all four planes then at the
disposal of the new Israeli air force took part for the first time. The planes
were hit, but the commanders of the Egyptian column were alarmed by the
determination of the IDF and by the extreme reactions of their soldiers,
who began to flee. They were concerned for good reasons. After all, no one
had told them why their government had sent them to a foreign land in
which they had no interest. Most of their soldiers were illiterate and had
certainly never heard of Eretz Israel or the Jews living there. They did not
understand why they were being asked to sacrifice their lives for this land.
They were also not familiar with the Palestinians, whom they saw as
complete strangers, and whose Arabic they also were unable to understand.
This, and the sight of their commanders — who were the first to flee —
leaving them exposed to enemy fire, had its effect. The Egyptians’ superior
weaponry and advanced training could not overcome the strong spirit of the
few soldiers of the Givati Brigade who fought them off with their own
hands, sustaining heavy casualties in the process. The panic-stricken
Egyptians now had to change their plans. Their dash to Tel Aviv had been
halted, and they were forced to dig in and take up defensive positions. From
this point on, the Egyptian army limited itself to attempts to cut off the
Negev from the rest of Israel. The IDF, in contrast, succeeded in
conquering ‘Arab Yibnah and setting up an effective barrier on the road to
Tel Aviv.

Within the Jewish Yishuv, fear stemming from the Egyptian
advance toward Tel Aviv prevailed. The calculated Egyptian stop near
Isdud before the charge to Tel Aviv aroused terror. The Palestinians, who
in May 1948 had no choice but to hope that the Arab armies would emerge
victorious, quickly realized that even the army of the largest Arab country
was not ready for the war. The Egyptian army had been stopped south of
the border of the Jewish state according to the UN partition plan, and
proved unable to defend the Palestinian localities. Before long, the
Egyptians moved from digging in to retreat, leaving the area they had
previously held subject to conquest and expulsion by the State of Israel.
Givati’s counter-attack, however, was not seen as a successful holding
action, but rather as a failure. It now appeared to the Jews that it would be
difficult to hold their ground against an army that was so much stronger on
land, at sea, and in the air. In May-June 1948, their feeling of being ‘the
few against the many’ assumed extremely concrete expression.

This impression intensified when the Egyptian army that had
stopped south of Tel Aviv turned southward and eastward to contend with
the Jewish settlements in the narrow strip it had conquered by the
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beginning of June, which in the meantime were still in one piece. Even
before the conclusion of the battles around the Ad Halom Bridge, the
Egyptians attacked Kibbutz Negba. Negba was situated at a critical location
on the junction of the north-south road connecting the Negev to the rest of
the country and the east-west Mjeidel-Beit Jibrin road. Without conquering
Negba and its controlling positions, the Egyptian army would be unable to
resume its drive northward and would have great difficulties imposing an
effective siege on the Negev. Although with the support of the Givati
Brigade Negba put up a heroic fight and did not fall, the Egyptians took
control of the junction itself. Despite the threats posed by Negba in the
north and Hulayqat commanding positions, which were held by the IDF, in
the south, they managed to effectively cut off the Negev from the north and
to enable themselves secure travel between Mjeidel in the west and Beit
Jibrin the east.

After failing to conquer Negba, the Egyptians then turned to
Kibbutz Nitzanim, located north of Mjeidel and west of the coastal road.
The furious Egyptians attacked the kibbutz with an extremely large force.
They were met only by approximately 150 men, members of the kibbutz
and Givati soldiers armed with light weapons. After two days of holding
out against the Egyptians, the men at Nitzanim surrendered to the
Egyptians, even though they had not been authorized to do so by the
commanders of the Givati Brigade which was responsible for the region.
The local commander and the radio operator were shot in cold blood while
making their way to the Egyptians to announce their surrender, and the
others tried to escape or were taken prisoner by the Egyptians. The
following day, the Egyptians also conquered Hill 69, which controlled the
coastal road across from Nitzanim, on the eastern side of the road. The
Egyptians tried to build on their success and to advance eastward and
northward toward Beit Daras and Beer Tuvia, and they were fought off
with great difficulty. “Freedom or death,” wrote Givati education officer
Aba Kovner in light of the despondent atmosphere in the brigade at the
time. He was critical of the fact that the defenders of Nitzanim allowed
themselves to be taken prisoner without fighting to the death.

The Negev to the south was now cut off from central Israel. There,
on the eve of the first ceasefire, the Palmach’s Negev Brigade succeeded in
liberating Bir "Asluj and severing the "Uja-al-Hafir (Nitzana) road — that is
to say, Beir al-Sabi’, and to cut off the Egyptian forces in the north in Beir
al-Sabi’ from the forces at *Uja on the Sinai border. Nonetheless, the Negev
remained cut off. By the first ceasefire, both sides were exhausted but not
defeated. Both sides had a great interest in reaching a ceasefire.
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THE JERUSALEM-LATRUN REGION

In the Jerusalem region, Israel fought primarily against the Transjordanian
Legion and, to the south of the city at Kibbutz Ramat Rachel, against the
volunteers of the Muslim Brotherhood from Egypt as well. The Legion, the
British army of King Abdullah, was forced to leave the country on 14 May
with the end of the Mandate. On its way out, it attacked the Jewish
settlements of the Etzion Bloc with clear British encouragement and
support. The Legion’s attack on the Etzion Bloc began on 4 May after its
settlements had successfully blocked the Jerusalem-Hebron road. The final
Jordanian attack began on the night of 11-12 May, and Kibbutz Kfar Etzion
fell on the 13th of the month. The Jordanian soldiers not only failed to
prevent the Arabs of the surrounding villages from massacring the
surrendered members of the kibbutz and Hagana soldiers who had come
from Jerusalem to help defend the kibbutz, but actually helped them do so.
The attackers entered Kfar Etzion with cries of “Deir Yassin!” That day,
250 men and women were killed. Only four people survived — three men
and a teenage girl. One crawled northward toward Masuot Yitzhak, and two
were allowed to live in exchange for their weapons which they gave to the
Arabs, and were taken prisoner by the Legion. The teenage girl was saved
by an officer of the Legion who rescued her from the hands of the
Palestinian villagers. The children and most of the women were evacuated
to Jerusalem a few months earlier and were therefore spared. The kibbutz
was looted and razed to the ground. On 14 May, the three other kibbutzim
of the Etzion Bloc fell: "Ein Tzurim, Masuot Yitzhak, and Revadim. This
time, the Legion prevented a massacre by firing on the Palestinians
attempting to enter the village. The members of the settlements were taken
prisoner and transferred to Jordan. They were released in the spring of 1949
after the signing of the Israeli-Jordanian armistice agreement. The Legion
had previously supported the Palestinian war effort, but at the Etzion Bloc
it did so in broad daylight, even before the conclusion of the Mandate. The
State of Israel was born the next day, on 15 May, in the glow of the flames
that devoured the settlements of the Etzion Bloc.

The settlements that had served as forward posts protecting
Jerusalem from the outside were conquered one after another. On 15 May,
Hartuv west of Jerusalem fell, and on 16 May Kibbutz Beit Ha'arava and
the northern Dead Sea factory were taken by the Arab Legion. Whoever
remained at these locations were evacuated by boat to the southern factory
in Sedom. Jerusalem was left vulnerable to an attack by the Legion on all
sides. But these few local successes of the Legion soldiers failed to conceal
from the eyes of the Palestinians the true aims of Abdullah, who sent his
army to Falastin not to help them but rather to assume control over the
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territory designated by the partition resolution as the Arab state. Moreover,
the Hashemite King, an old rival of the Mufti and, in practice, an enemy of
the Palestinians, conspired with the British, and with the State of Israel that
had just been established, to dispossess the Palestinians of their homeland
and to prevent them from establishing an independent state.

In actuality, the Legion never left Eretz Israel — not even for a
moment. Even before the end of the Mandate, the British completely
ignored the instructions of His Majesty’s Government itself by allowing the
Legion to begin sending its forces westward via the Allenby Bridge near
Jericho, including the units that had until that point been stationed to the
east of the Jordan River. It was clear to Abdullah and the British
commander of his army, John Glubb Pasha, that the irregular forces of the
‘Zionist gangs’ would last no more than two weeks. The Legion made its
preparations undisturbed in areas populated only by Palestinians — in the
Judean Mountains and, to the north, in the mountains of Ephraim (the
region of Umm el-Fahm).

It was no coincidence that the primary force of the Legion was
focused on Jerusalem. Abdullah sought to conquer the holy places and to
make Jerusalem the capital of his expanded kingdom, or at least the capital
of his country, which consisted mainly of empty desert. Now, the focus of
the King of Transjordan was not the highlands or the lowlands, but rather
Jerusalem.

The fall of the Etzion Bloc settlements south of Jerusalem, and
Neve Yaakov and Atarot to the north, eased the siege that had been
imposed on the Palestinian neighborhoods of East Jerusalem. The arrival of
the Arab Legion, with its demonstrated military capabilities, raised the
spirits of the Palestinians in the area. Abdullah’s men exploited their
presence in the city to establish links with the opponents of the Haj Amin
al-Husayni, the Mufti of Jerusalem. Indeed, the al-Husayni’s rivals in
Jerusalem increased their activities and their cooperation with the King and
his men after his army established effective control of Jerusalem and the
surrounding area. The internal Palestinian political balance of power in the
region began to shift to the detriment of the Palestinian national leadership
and in favor of the Nashashibi opposition and its supporters.

On 17 May, the Legion’s advanced force reached the Mount of
Olives to the east of Jerusalem. From this point until the onset of the first
ceasefire on 11 June, the Legion subjected the Jewish city to incessant
artillery fire from Shuafat and French Hill in the north, from al-Nabi
Samu‘il in the west, and from Beit Jala in the south. At the same time, the
Legion attacked Jewish Jerusalem from the north, from the direction of
Shaykh Jarrah and the police academy. The attack was repulsed in the area
of Mandelbaum Gate and Mea Shearim. At this point, the Legion tried its
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luck on the road ascending from the Damascus Gate to the Notre Dame
Convent, where defenders finally repulsed them on 23 May. The battles in
Jerusalem were no walk in the park, as the Legion had assumed they would
be initially. This marked the end of the Jordanians’ offensive against the
western part of the city. They retained East Jerusalem and the holy places.

The Legion was not alone in Jerusalem. It received support in the
south from the semi-regular Muslim Brotherhood volunteers from Egypt.
On 21 May, these forces launched a joint-attack on Kibbutz Ramat Rachel
which was situated in a high region to the south of the city. The Hagana
and Etzel took part in defending the settlement, which was conquered and
re-conquered by the opposing forces a number of times. Ultimately, the
attackers retreated and the Hagana forces took control of the entire high
region up to the Mar Elias Monastery in the south.

As a result of these failures, the Legion focused its attack on the
Old City of Jerusalem in general and the Old City’s Jewish Quarter in
particular. Although they had been properly trained and were well armed,
the Bedouin soldiers of the Legion had thus far had no experience with
warfare in such a dense urban area. On the 19th of the month, the Legion
attacked the Old City and placed the small Jewish Quarter, which was weak
in population and defenders, under siege. Although the Hagana and the
Palmach attacked the Jaffa Gate and the Zion Gate the same day, the effort
made little difference (although the offensive of the Etzioni soldiers against
the Jaffa Gate failed, it nonetheless served as a distraction from the
ultimately successful Palmach offensive against Zion Gate).

The fighters of the Palmach’s Harel Brigade who had conquered
Zion Gate were forced to abandon it in order to move on to other missions,
and the reinforcements that arrived to the Jewish Quarter consisted of older
men who had not undergone the physical and psychological training
necessary for the task. Moreover, by this time the population of the Jewish
Quarter had dwindled to less than 2,000 men and women and their families.
Virtually all of these were ultra-orthodox families from lower
socioeconomic strata who until that point had been unable to leave their
homes, and the task of defending them was particularly difficult. The
commander of the Jewish Quarter was therefore required not only to battle
the Legion, but also to contend with the desire of the residents of the Jewish
Quarter to surrender, or at least to leave the Quarter and head westward,
into the Jewish section of the city. With the support of the Hagana
headquarters, Hagana command in the Jewish Quarter prevented them
from leaving. This was reflective of the general propensity, primarily
among Jerusalem’s ultra-orthodox population, to do as it pleased, which
was a phenomenon that compelled the heads of the Jewish Agency in the
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city, and later the Israeli government, to use force to prevent this
population’s flight from Jerusalem in the direction of the lowlands.

The Legion significantly increased its pressure in the Old City and
on 28 May conquered the Jewish Quarter, taking its defenders prisoner and
expelling the women, children, and elderly into the Jewish city to the west.
The Legion did not stop the Palestinian residents from looting whatever
possessions remained. The Jewish Quarter did not surrender: it was
conquered. Immediately following the expulsion of the Jewish Quarter
westward, the looting and destruction began, and the thousands of
Palestinian refugees from the Arab neighborhoods of the western section of
the city flooded into east Jerusalem. Many of them were pleased when they
saw that the Jews of the Old City had also been forced to leave their homes.

While the elite units of the Legion were still fighting in Jerusalem,
Abdullah and Glubb Pasha, the British commander of the Legion, sent
other units to conquer the Latrun police station, the Monastery of Silence
and the adjacent villages, which facilitated firm control of the main road
ascending to Jerusalem from Tel Aviv and Jaffa. The British army
withdrew from the Latrun police station on 14 May, leaving it to their
successors: the Transjordanian Legion. But the first to enter were soldiers
of the Givati Brigade, who unintentionally succeeded in opening the road to
Jerusalem, albeit only for a short time. This force, however, immediately
withdrew from the police station and the villages of Latrun and Deir Ayub,
whose residents had fled. The Legion entered the police station on 17 May
with no resistance and without the intelligence service of the Hagana
taking notice. The siege on Jewish Jerusalem was tightened, and no one
was able to enter or exit.

In this context, the IDF forces sent to conquer Latrun from the
Jordanians consisted primarily of the 7th Brigade, which had been
established just a few days earlier. IDF forces launched three attacks on
Latrun and the surrounding villages before the ceasefire: on 24-25 May, on
30-31 May (Operation Ben-Noon 1 and II), and again on 8-9 June
(Operation Yoram). In order to ease the pressure on Latrun during this
period, the Legion launched attacks immediately eastward, against the
former British Radar Hill, which was now occupied by Hagana (now IDF)
forces. After taking the hill, the Jordanians attempted to continue
southward toward Kibbutz Maaleh Hachamisha and Kibbutz Kiriyat
Anavim in an effort to penetrate the large village of Abu Ghosh, which was
situated along the Tel Aviv-Jerusalem road. In addition, Kibbutz Gezer,
located southwest of Latrun, was conquered on 10 June for a few hours.
These attacks by the Legion were repulsed while the battle for Latrun was
still underway. In any event, all the abovementioned attempts by the
Hagana/IDF to conquer Latrun ended in failure, and hundreds of IDF
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soldiers were killed in heroic bloody battles. Most of those killed were
Holocaust survivors who had just arrived in the country. They were sent
into battle as cannon fodder, with no knowledge of the country or its
conditions, while many others, including many Jews who were born in the
country, stayed behind.

The recurring failures at Latrun forced the commanders of the IDF
to think creatively. After a number of fighters of the Harel Brigade of the
Palmach managed to advance westward undetected from Shaar Hagai via
Beit Susin-Beit Jiz south of Latrun on their way to Rest & Recuperation in
the lowlands, the IDF General Staff decided to use this route to bypass the
Latrun complex that controlled the road to Jerusalem. On this basis, Israel
opened its own “Burma Road” (named after the road that the British
opened from Burma to China during World War II, which was used to
transport equipment and weapons via a route that was not susceptible to
Japanese attack), which passed through hidden terrain south of Latrun —
preventing it from being attacked. The route led to the Beit Susin Ridge
(where difficult terrain required that equipment be carried by hand and
loaded onto trucks sent from Jerusalem); from there to Beit Mahsir (today,
the Masrek nature reserve), which had fallen to the Palmach’s Harel
Brigade in a difficult battle in mid-May; and from there via Saris (Shoresh)
to Jerusalem. Although this road prevented the Legion from maintaining an
effective siege on Jerusalem, the Jordanian presence at Latrun continued to
threaten the road to the city, and the battle for the complex was not over.
From Latrun, units of the Legion continued westward to take control of
Ramla and Lod and the international airport there. On the eve of the first
ceasefire (11 June 1948), Jerusalem was not the only city under siege: Tel
Aviv, and Gush Dan in general, were also almost completely surrounded by
the Egyptians in the south and the Jordanians in the east.

During these battles for the road to Jerusalem, Colonel David
Marcus (Mickey Stone), a Jewish American volunteer who Ben-Gurion
briefly appointed as commander of the central front, was mistakenly killed
by friendly fire (of the Palmach). His death in battle was a symbol of world
Jewish solidarity with the new State of Israel.

The Jordanians’ and Egyptians’ entry into the central mountain
region that had been designated for a Palestinian state raised morale and
gave hope to many. Under the protective presence of these armies, some of
the refugees periodically managed to return to their homes, as in the case of
Qalgilyah. The Israeli army, which had conquered many villages in the
south and center of the country during the period, worked aggressively to
expel the inhabitants from their homes in the direction of Gaza and the area
under control of the Jordanian army. Moreover, in an effort to prevent the
return of residents to recently conquered villages, the Israeli army, and
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other Israeli actors, worked to destroy their built areas. One such example
during this period was the case of Isdud and the villages to the south. Other
examples were in the Jerusalem region and the lowlands. During this
period, the Israelis also conquered Palestinian villages located far from the
areas controlled by the Arab armies, expelling their inhabitants eastward
toward the Arab military forces, as in the case of al-Tantura south of Haifa.
Such Palestinian villages, which constituted small, unprotected enclaves
within the territory of the State of Israel, had no chance of resisting the
attacks of the well organized and well trained units of the IDF. In such
attacks on isolated Palestinian villages, dozens of residents were typically
killed, and the rest were expelled across the border of Israeli control.

THE WAR IN THE NORTH

While the battles for the road to Jerusalem and the city itself were still
raging, the war in the north also intensified. Israel took advantage of the
Arab states’ intervention in the war in order to expand its seizure of
territory that had not originally been included in the borders of the Jewish
state.

In the northwest, after the conquest of the city of Acre on 18 May
1948, the Israeli army launched operations to conquer the Palestinian
villages of the Western Galilee. Large number of villages located near the
beach, such as al-Zib, al-Samiriya, al-Bassa, al-Kabri, Umm al-Faraj, and
al-Nahr were conquered and their inhabitants expelled into Lebanon. The
Israeli army also turned eastward and conquered a number of villages deep
in the Western Galilee, such as al-Birwa, Amqa, Kuweikat, and Kufr Yasif.
As in other Arab villages in the region such as al-Judeida and Makr, the
residents of Kufr Yasif preferred to surrender willingly and to save
themselves the bitter fate of brutal conquest and expulsion. In such villages,
leaders of the Druze community (such as Shaykh Jabr Muadi and others)
served as mediators in reaching surrender agreements.

On 15 May, the Syrians attacked in the northeast, capturing the
Arab town of Samakh (Tzemach) on the southern banks of Lake Kinneret,
the police station located to the west of the town, and Kibbutz Sha'ar
Hagolan and Kibbutz Massada located just to the south. The Syrian column
continued its advance until reaching Degania Alef and Degania Bet slightly
to the west. During a battle that became a symbol of heroism, the members
of Degania climbed on top of the tanks and threw improvised Molotov
cocktails inside, and in this way stopped the Syrian drive southward. One
of the many Syrian tanks stopped can still be seen standing at the entrance
to Kibbutz Degania Alef today, in testimony of what happened there in
1948.
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In light of the Syrian advance, the city of Tiberias itself also
appeared to be in danger. It was clear that if Tiberias fell, the Syrians would
have a clear path to Haifa. Prime Minister and Defense Minister David
Ben-Gurion sent a young Moshe Dayan to the area — along with a few old
mountain cannons known at the time as ‘Napoleontchikim’ that did little
more than make noise — to conduct the campaign for the Jordan Valley.
With the help of the Golani Brigade, which provided assistance to the
members of the kibbutzim in the area, Dayan held off the Syrians. News of
the steadfastness of the two Deganias spread quickly, providing significant
encouragement for many settlements that were still not certain of their
ability to hold out against the regular Arab armies. The news from Degania
served as a counterbalance to the news of the fall of the Etzion Bloc on 14
May. As it turned out, despite their meager weaponry, Jewish settlements
and the Israeli army could hold out against an enemy with tanks, artillery,
and an air force.

Faced with this resistance, the Syrians were forced to return
eastward to the Golan Heights. During their retreat, they also withdrew
from all their other conquests, leaving Kibbutz Massada and Kibbutz
Sha'ar Hagolan in ruins, and leaving behind a large quantity of French
ammunition and weaponry. From this point on, the Syrian army no longer
posed a serious threat on the northern front. The IDF was able to conquer
other sections of the Palestinian state in the central Galilee when and how it
saw fit.

This, however, did not conclude matters in the north. Encouraged
by the actions of its older sister Syria, the Lebanese army attacked along
the northern border in an effort to drive into the heart of the Upper Galilee.
They were stopped by the Palmach’s Yiftach Brigade in a battle near the
village of al-Malkiyya, located on the road leading south into Israel from
Lebanon across the northern border. In an effort to prepare for the Lebanese
invasion (which in actuality was an invasion of the Arab Liberation Army),
the Yiftach Brigade conquered al-Malkiyya ahead of time, but was forced to
retreat in face of the Lebanese offensive. In its counter offensive, the
Yiftach Brigade operated inside Lebanese territory as well, and the village
again fell under Israeli control. The Lebanese fell back but did not cease
their efforts to penetrate the border with aid to the Arab League’s
Liberation Army. With this, the first phase of the Syrian-Lebanese invasion
of the Jordan Valley and the northern central Upper Galilee was
successfully halted. Now, the IDF took the initiative and, from early June
1948, began launching attacks on the invading forces. This was by no
means a simple matter.

On 6-7 June, the Lebanese army re-conquered al-Malkiyya, and
then Qadas. This reopened the gate of invasion in the north through which
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Arab Liberation Army forces advanced southward into the predominantly
Arab central Upper Galilee. In the process, they launched an unsuccessful
attack against Ramot Naftali and continued southward with the aim of
conquering the Arab villages of Lubya and al-Shajara (the modern day
location of Golani Junction). The battles in the area continued without
decision until 13 June, as al-Qawugji did not regard himself as obligated by
the decisions of the UN, which ordered a ceasefire on the 11th of the
month. Two days after the beginning of the general ceasefire, a ceasefire
went into effect in this region as well.

At the same time, the Syrians launched their second offensive,
which was coordinated with the Lebanese attack on al-Malkiyya. The
Syrians had failed in the Jordan Valley south of the Sea of Galilee and
decided to try their luck to the north of the lake via the Daughters of Jacob
Bridge along the Rosh Pina-Kuneitra road. After a heavy battle during their
second offensive, the Syrians conquered the defenseless settlement of
Mishmar Hayarden and advanced until Khirbet Yarda, just east of Kibbutz
Machanayim on the way to Rosh Pina. Their advance to Safad and from
there to Haifa seemed assured. To address the situation, units from the
Carmeli Brigade and the recently established Oded Brigade were sent to the
region. However, it was too late. The heavy price for stopping the Syrians
was paid by the two brigades and the residents of Mishmar Hayarden. The
few soldiers and civilians who survived the battle were taken prisoner by
the Syrians. Mishmar Hayarden was destroyed, never to be re-established.
Still, the IDF repulsed the remainder of the Syrian attack on the
Machanayim-Rosh Pina region, leaving the road northward open. At this
stage, it failed to push the Syrian forces eastward across the Jordan River.
When the first ceasefire went into effect in the area on 11 June, the fighting
came to a temporary halt.

Concurrent with the attack on Mishmar Hayarden, the Syrians
sought another territorial gain at Kibbutz 'Ein Gev on the southeast banks
of the Sea of Galilee, the only Jewish settlement in the region. The kibbutz
was attacked from the south, the east, and the north. In a difficult battle, the
members of the kibbutz succeeded in fighting off the charging soldiers,
who ultimately retreated. The members of ‘Ein Gev received
reinforcements from the Golani Brigade, who helped them fight off the
Syrian attacks that continued until 12 June, one day after the declaration of
a ceasefire.

On the eve of the first ceasefire, Israel was able to acquire more
territory designated for the Palestinian state in the Galilee as well. There
was no significant presence of the Arab armies in the Galilee in general and
the Western Galilee in particular, and the Palestinian inhabitants were left
undefended against the Israeli army. Israel, which had purportedly reached
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out a hand to the country’s Arab population in peace in its Declaration of
Independence with promises of full and equal citizenship, did not make
good on its promise. The acts of conquest, expulsion, and destruction of
Arab villages in the Galilee and elsewhere in the country were part of a
planned program of ethnic cleansing. The leadership of the young state of
Israel worked to add as much land as possible to the land it had been
allocated by the UN resolution and to leave as few Arabs as possible living
on this land. The Arab armies’ intervention in the war after the end of the
Mandate and the establishment of Israel did not stop the Palestinians’
expulsion from their homeland. This was also true in Palestinian localities
lying outside Israel’s borders according to the partition plan. In addition,
the Israeli government made a strategic decision during the first few days
of statehood to block the return of Palestinian refugees to their homes and
their villages.

THE WAR IN NORTHERN SAMARIA

While the IDF continued to make desperate efforts to hold off the
Egyptians, the Jordanians, the Syrians, and the Lebanese, the Iraqi army
appeared on the scene. After a long trek, the Iraqi army arrived, by way of
Irbid, to the confluence of the Jordan and Yarmouk Rivers in the southern
Jordan Valley. First, the Transjordanian Legion attacked and conquered
Ruttenberg’s electric power plant at Naharayim on the east bank of the
Jordan River and Kfar Or, the place of residence of most of the plant
employees. Then, the Iraqis launched an offensive against Kibbutz Gesher
and the adjacent police station south of Naharayim on the west bank of the
river, in close proximity to the two bridges over the Jordan (see map). After
the fall of Naharayim, the Hagana (on the eve of its transformation into the
IDF) blew up both bridges. Nonetheless, Iraqi infantry crossed the Jordan
River, and after the construction of an alternative bridge, armored vehicles
also began to move westward into the country. The dams of the Jordan
River were opened in order to hinder the crossing of the Iraqis, but to no
avail.

Still, like the Jordanians in April, the Iraqis were unable to
overcome the defenders of the kibbutz and the battalion of the Golani
Brigade fighting alongside them. Although they succeeded in crossing the
Jordan and conquering the hills to the west, including “the Camel” located
north of Kibbutz Gesher, and although they attempted to make the steep
ascent to Kawkab al-Hawa, which afforded complete command of the area
to the south, the Iraqis were ultimately driven back to the eastern side of the
Jordan by wunits of the Golani Brigade, the field cannons
(‘Napoleontchikim’) that had been moved into the Jordan Valley, and the
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sheer determination of the members of Kibbutz Gesher. The simultaneous
defeat of the Syrians at Degania also appears to have had an effect.

The startled Iraqis, who had arrived in Palestine with a military
column armed with the best British weapons, had been forced to retreat
from Gesher-Naharayim and to turn southward toward Damia Bridge. They
crossed the bridge without resistance, due to the absence of a substantial
Israeli force at the site, ascended via the Jiftlik lands to Nablus, and from
there to the Jenin region and the ‘Triangle’ of northern Samaria (see map).
From this region, the Iraqis made unsuccessful efforts to attack the northern
Sharon region in order to reach the coastal plain. Like the Egyptians, the
Jordanians, the Syrians, and the Lebanese, they too were repulsed by the
IDF. In order to ensure a stronghold on the coastal plain in case the Iraqis
attempted to penetrate the region, forces of the Alexandroni Brigade
occupied the village of al-Tantura on 23 May. After succeeding in
conquering Kfar Ya'avets and Geulim, the Iraqis were driven back. They
remained in occupied Rosh Ha'ayin, but from there did not try to advance
westward again.

In a planned counter-attack aimed at conquering the Jenin area
(including the city itself), the IDF attempted to drive the Iraqis eastward.
After the Carmeli and Golani Brigades seized control of the villages to the
north of the city, the Alexandroni Brigade, which had been sent to attack
Tulkarm, was unable to fulfill its role in encircling the city from the south.
The Iraqis attacked northward from Jenin by land and by air. The heavy
losses, the heat wave at the time, and the resulting thirst of the soldiers
forced the IDF forces to retreat. Nonetheless, a small breaching force was
sent to the city of Jenin and, with a surprise attack, conquered all of it, with
the exception of the police station, in which Iraqi arms had been stockpiled.
Because it had not conquered the city of Tulkarm to the south, the IDF,
lacking the necessary forces, limited itself to using the Alexandroni Brigade
to conquer the village of Qaqun northeast of Tulkarm in early June. As it
appeared that Jenin could not be conquered at that point, the IDF retreated
northward from the city after nightfall to Mt. Gilboa, where they
established a defensive line that held until the end of the war. The Iraqis’
counter-attacks westward were all repulsed.

Palestinians had trouble understanding the strange manner in which
the Iraqi army conducted itself during the war. In many cases where the
Israeli army attacked and sometimes conquered Arab localities in the
Samaria region, the frightened residents turned to the Iraqi soldiers
stationed nearby and asked for their help. In most cases, however, the
Iraqis, who were coordinating with the Jordanians, did not come to the aid
of the Palestinian residents. They justified their failure to intervene with the
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well known justification “maku awamer”: “we have no orders” to act. From

101



CHAPTER 4

the perspective of the Palestinians, the Iraqi soldiers’ behavior at the
Palestinians’ hour of need was ultimate proof that the Arab countries did
not send their armies to Palestine in order to save them from occupation
and expulsion, but rather for different reasons altogether.

The Palestinians, who during this phase of the war were not
sufficiently armed to defend themselves against the large, strong Israeli
army, repeatedly asked the Arab soldiers to provide them with weapons to
enable them to defend themselves and to repulse the attacks on their
localities. But these requests were also refused. The Palestinians suffered
massacres (such as Deir Yassin), occupation, and expulsion even before the
end of the Mandate, and had hoped that the intervention of the Arab armies
would change their fate for the better. However, it quickly became apparent
that the arrival of the Arab armies changed nothing. Massacres took place
during this period as well (for example, in Tantura in late May 1948),
which saw tens of thousands of Palestinians uprooted and turned into
refugees.

The invading armies attacked the newly established country from
the air as well. Their air forces, which were advanced in comparison to the
still fledgling Israeli air force, bombed Tel Aviv, Haifa, and other cities.
The Egyptians also threatened the young state from the sea, and it seemed
that Israel, which had just been established, would not survive this powerful
integrated offensive. The clear advantage of the invading armies in
artillery, planes, and armored vehicles was visible in contrast to the Israelis’
few cannons, light aircrafts known by their nickname “Primuses,” and a
few cargo planes that were forced to operate only at night and had to be
hidden during the day. As a result of this balance of power, the invading
planes were able to repeatedly bomb the Israeli home-front, which was
extremely narrow and located adjacent to the front lines. At the time of the
invasion, the Hagana had only improvised armored vehicles known as
“sandwiches,” and two light Cromwell tanks that had been ‘taken’ from the
British. Had the British had the opportunity, they would have undoubtedly
given the tanks to the Palestinians or the Transjordanian Legion, which,
although under British command, operated against the Yishuv even before
the end of the Mandate and the establishment of the State of Israel.

Ultimately, all the Arab armies that invaded Israel in the south, in
the north, and on the central front were repulsed. Their plan of a quick
invasion to defeat the new state by taking control of the critical points
within it failed. Nonetheless, their few achievements provided them with a
basis for the possible resumption of hostile action, which constituted a
genuine physical threat to the existence of Israel. The most difficult month
of the entire war as far as Israel was concerned, a month during which all
initiative lay with the invading armies, had come to an end. Israel had its
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back to the sea. During just three weeks, between the establishment of the
state and the first ceasefire, Israel lost approximately 1,200 people,
including 300 civilians. Commanders accounted for a significant portion of
the military casualties.

Empty handed and armed with only light weapons, the
Hagana/IDF met the invading armored forces. The newly acquired Israeli
weapons that arrived during the invasion evened out the balance of power
somewhat and played a role in convincing the invading countries to agree
to a ceasefire. More important than the IDF’s weapons, however, was its
spirit, which was the primary factor that enabled it to withstand the
invasion. In many ways, Israel’s success in fighting off the invasion can
only be understood as a miracle. However, in this case, it was a miracle
carried out by men, or, as the Rabbi of Safad explained to the Palmach
commander who came to the defense of the city on the eve of the
establishment of the state: There was a deed here, and there was a miracle.
The deed was our recitation of psalms. The miracle was your coming to
Safad.

THE FIRST TRUCE: 11 JUNE-9 JULY 1948

From the moment the State of Israel was established, its citizens felt that it
was on its own. Moreover, the countries of the West, at the instruction of
the US, imposed an embargo on the shipment of arms, ammunition, and
human reserves to Israel. The meager supply of weapons that began to flow
into Israel after the establishment of the state was disrupted by the
ceasefire, the terms of which prohibited continued armament as long as the
ceasefire was in effect. But then there were the Jewish and non-Jewish
idealists who risked their lives and volunteered to come to the assistance of
Israel, known at the time as Makhal (Hebrew acronym for “volunteers from
abroad”). These volunteers were typically veterans of World War II and
other wars, and many were wounded or killed in the battles for Israel. A
number of them remained in Israel after the war. Overall, they made a
major moral and professional contribution to the war effort and the
establishment of the state. Other supporters, particularly among American
Jewry, decided to ‘break the law’ and to secretly transfer money,
ammunition, weapons, and other supplies that could help the young, weak
State of Israel during the war.

It is not at all clear what brought the Arab countries to agree to a
ceasefire. After all, this is what gave Israel the breathing room it so
desperately needed in order to mobilize new volunteers and purchase
weapons with the active support of the Soviet Union, as the US turned a
blind eye. The Palestinians were furious with the leaders of the Arab
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countries for agreeing to a ceasefire instead of sending new forces to
continue the fighting. The Arab countries were supposed to help the
Palestinians fight off the qualitatively and quantitatively superior Israeli
army, but they failed to achieve this goal.

It is therefore no surprise that Swedish UN mediator Count Folke
Bernadotte, who arrived in the region on 20 May 1948, succeeded in
reaching a full ceasefire in just three weeks, on 11 June. The Israeli
government, which was aware that the mediator himself held anti-Israeli
sentiments which found expression in everything he did, had no choice but
to agree to a ceasefire. As a country attacked immediately after its
establishment facing a balance of power that was clearly in favor of the
invading armies, Israel was in need of this respite. The Arab regimes
agreed to the ceasefire hesitantly, primarily because of their profound shock
at the successful resistance of the IDF and their concern regarding the
threat that would face their regimes in the event of failure, not to mention
outright defeat. The commanders of their armies were in a state of great
confusion, and fear gripped the rank and file soldiers, who lacked an
understanding of the intent of their mission. From their perspective,
therefore, a ceasefire was crucial. On 11 June 1948, the one-month
ceasefire went into effect, stipulating not only a cessation of hostilities but
of all actions related to the continuation of fighting, such as relocating
positions, fortification, and, most importantly, rearmament. Obviously,
Israel abided by the terms of the ceasefire, while the Arab armies, at the
instruction of their governments and the Arab League, attempted to breech
it in every way possible. And of course, the British — who were still present
in Egypt, Jordan, and Iraq — continued to stir up trouble.

Despite the difficulties involved, Israel was able to begin
effectively functioning as a state less than one month after its
establishment. Released from the limitations of the British Mandate, they
were now able to begin operating openly. Within just a few weeks, in an
unprecedented manner, the Jewish Yishuv set up a functioning state, with an
army and all the necessary institutions. However, not everything went
smoothly, as internal divisions rooted in the Mandate period now came to
the surface. For example, in Jerusalem, which was not yet formally
controlled by the State of Israel, the secessionist groups Etzel and Lehi
continued to operate even after the establishment of the state. A stark
manifestation of this anomaly could be seen in the tragic episode of the
Altalena, the arms ship that Etzel sailed to Israel in June 1948, during the
first ceasefire. Etzel tried to unload the weapons illegally at Kfar Vitkin in
order to distribute them in Jerusalem. The IDF prevented Etzel/ from
unloading the cargo, and the ship, which was carrying former Etzel
commander Menachem Begin, was redirected to Tel Aviv where a battle
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erupted in which IDF and Etzel soldiers were killed and the ship was sunk.
Ben-Gurion referred to the cannon that sank the ship as the “sacred
cannon.” Despite this tension, no inter-Jewish violence erupted after the
episode as a result of Begin’s determination to avoid a civil war.

When the ceasefire was still in effect;, UN mediator Folke
Bernadotte tried his hand at crafting a diplomatic plan aimed at satisfying
both parties. Its major elements included a significant reduction in the size
of the Jewish state by transferring the Negev Desert to Jordan, insufficient
compensation to Israel in the Western Galilee (which Israeli forces
controlled by that point in any event), and the practical transfer of
Jerusalem to Jordan. The plan was clearly biased in favor of the Arabs, and
the Israeli government rejected it out of hand, as did the Arab regimes, who
still hoped to destroy the new Jewish state. As far as the Arab countries
were concerned, the mere recognition of the existence of Israel, even with
the minimal territory allocated to it by Bernadotte, made the plan
undeserving of discussion.

As a result, the Arab countries made quick efforts to replenish their
weapons, which had been damaged and lost during the fighting, and to
renew its attacks before Israel had even recovered from the offensives of 15
May. Again, the Egyptians were first, opening their attack before the
official end of the ceasefire on 9 July 1948. Israel was forced to respond.

THE TEN DAYS OF FIGHTING: 9-18 JULY 1948

Indeed, the renewed all-Arab offensive was not long in coming. On 9 July,
the invading armies attacked again, this time from their positions within
Eretz Israel. In light of the small number of troops at its disposal, the Israeli
government was forced to decide where to continue holding off the
attacking armies and where to launch a counter-attack. It was decided to
continue holding the Egyptians although they had placed the settlements of
the Negev under a tight siege by holding the Isdud-Mjeidel line in the west,
via the Iraq al-Suwaydan police station and Faluja, to Beit Jibrin in the east,
with the Muslim Brotherhood holding the territory lying to the east. It was
also decided to continue holding the Iragis in northern Samaria. The
Egyptians, however, took the initiative on the southern front and began a
northward offensive on 8 July, twenty four hours before the end of the
ceasefire.

At the end of the first ceasefire, Israel directed most of its resources
against the dangerous presence of the Transjordanian Legion in the area of
Latrun, Ramla, and Lydda, which posed a direct threat to Tel Aviv, and
against the Syrian enclave at Mishmar Hayarden-Khirbet Yarda east of
Rosh Pina, within the territory allocated to Israel by the UN partition plan.
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In the Upper and Central Galilee, it was decided to continue holding the
Lebanese army at the northern border but to embark on a counter-offensive
against the Arab League’s Liberation Army, which held positions within
Eretz Israel, and to take control of the Lower Galilee, from the outskirts of
Acre in the west, via Nazareth, to the outskirts of Tiberias in the east.

THE CENTRAL FRONT: LYDDA, RAMLA, AND JERUSALEM

In Operation Dani (also known as Operation Larlar, for Lydda, Ramla,
Latrun, Ramallah), the IDF attempted to expel the Legion eastward toward
Ramallah. The operation was commanded by the Palmach’s talented
commander Yigal Alon. During the first stage of the operation, the primary
effort was focused in the eastern sector against Lydda and Ramla, which
posed the greatest threat to Gush Dan. To carry out the operation, Alon had
command of the Palmach’s Yiftach Brigade, the 8th Armored Brigade, and
forces from the Kiriyati and Alexandroni Brigades. On 9-10 July the Dani
forces conquered the Jimzu-Daniel area east of Lydda, lifting the siege that
until that point had been imposed on Ben-Shemen. To the north, fierce
battles were fought with the Transjordanian Legion in the region of Deir
Tarif-Kuleh, and the Israeli forces conquered the Lydda international
airport and a number of villages in the nearby area, north of Lydda itself.
On 11 June, an armored battalion of the 8th Brigade under the
command of Moshe Dayan advanced from Ben-Shemen in the east to
Lydda, to the astonishment of both the Legion forces and the inhabitants of
the city. The column was led by an armored vehicle that had been captured
from the Jordanians (which Dayan referred to as the “Terrible Tiger”). The
column reached the outskirts of Ramla, but quickly withdrew due to heavy
casualties, loss of the element of surprise, and the heavy fire that was
poured down upon it, leaving the task of conquering the town to the
infantry. The column’s operation lasted only 47 minutes. No target was
captured, but shocked Ramla was immediately captured by forces of the
Palmach’s Yiftach Brigade, which entered the town and took advantage of
the pervading confusion to take control. The conquest of Ramla was an
excellent example of the capabilities of an unexpected quick moving
armored force. The city surrendered and its leaders promised to hand over
all their weapons to the IDF. The Legion’s force, however, did not retreat.
The next day, on 12 July, in conjunction with the Arab inhabitants of
Lydda, it attacked the soldiers of the Palmach’s Yiftach Brigade who were
based in the city. The surprised soldiers, who were now actually prisoners
of the inhabitants of the cities, were forced to respond, and in the ensuing
battle the Legion retreated from its strongholds in the two towns. A large
number of Palestinian civilians were killed and wounded, and others who
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feared for their lives because they had broken the surrender agreement,
gladly joined the forces of the Legion based east of Lydda in the area of
Deir Tarif-Beit Naballah. The same day, Ramla surrendered, its young men
were arrested, and others chose to flee eastward, leaving very few residents
in the city. None of those who remained were hurt.

Less than 1,000 Palestinians remained in their homes in Lydda and
a similar number remained in Ramla. The other residents of the two towns
were expelled, along with thousands of refugees from nearby villages who
had taken refuge in Lydda and Ramla. The expulsion of some 50,000
Palestinians from their homes and their homeland during the fast of the
month of Ramadan, in the scorching July heat, was one of the most visible
atrocities stemming from Israel’s policy of ethnic cleansing. In order to
achieve its goal of expelling the tens of thousands of Palestinians eastward
with lightening speed, the Isracli army cruelly massacred hundreds of
residents in the streets and in mosques. The fate of the inhabitants of the
villages in the sub-district of Lydda and Ramla was no different than that of
the residents of the two towns. After the Israeli army conquered the entire
region, it made sure that no Palestinians would remain in the villages of the
region, such as Jimzu, Daniel, and others.

The frightened Palestinians had no choice but to move eastward
into the area controlled by the Arab Legion. Many of them walked dozens
of kilometers to Ramallah and Jerusalem, and there were reports of the
elderly and the ill dying on the way. The Palestinian residents of Lydda and
Ramla, and many others, were furious with the soldiers of Abdullah’s
Legion, who failed to come to the aid of the Palestinians. From their
perspective, the behavior of the Jordanian soldiers was decisive evidence of
a conspiracy between Israel and King Abdullah to divide up the country at
the expense of the Palestinians. The spectacle and stories of tens of
thousands of Palestinians from Lydda and Ramla who reached Jerusalem
and Ramla aroused frustration and anger among the general Palestinian
population.

In a poem aptly expressing the unique spirit of the IDF during the
battle for the city, Israeli poet Nathan Alterman warned against the harm
brought to innocent civilians in Lydda as a result of the circumstances. In
any event, these battles lifted the threat to Gush Dan in the west and to the
road to Jerusalem to the east. The same day, the IDF conquered Rosh
Ha'ayin and the sources of the Yarkon River, which were crucial to the
water supply of Jerusalem and Gush Dan.

During the second phase of Operation Dani, just before the second
ceasefire came into effect (18 July), three more ultimately unsuccessful
attempts were made to drive the Jordanians from their fortified positions at
Latrun (in addition to the efforts of May and June), this time by the Yifiach
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and Harel Brigades of the Palmach. The Harel Brigade, however, was
successful east of Latrun, just south of the main road to Jerusalem, where it
conquered the village of Suba. From there, they took control of the road
descending via Kisla to Ishwa' (Eshtaol), thus opening an additional
alternate route to Jerusalem. The Harel Brigade also succeeded in
expanding its control eastward to Shaar Hagai (although at this point
Hartuv was still being held by Palestinian irregular forces). The Legion’s
counter-attacks from east and north of Lydda caused the IDF heavy
casualties. In any event, the attempt to reach Ramallah had ended in failure.
This had been the IDF’s largest offensive operation up to that point. During
it, crucial key points were conquered and thousands of fleeing refugees
became a burden on the forces of the Transjordanian Legion, whose drive
came to an end.

Nonetheless, Jerusalem remained under threat, as the Jordanians
remained in Latrun. Israel continued using the Burma Road south of Latrun
in order to connect Jerusalem with the coastal lowlands. They also used the
alternative route to overcome the hostility of the UN observers who were
inspecting the convoys ascending to Jerusalem via the main road and
prevented the enlargement of food, weapons, and ammunition stores in the
city even after the ceasefire had gone into effect. Adjacent to Jerusalem,
IDF forces, in conjunction with Etzel forces that had not yet joined the IDF
(based on the claim that Jerusalem had not yet been annexed to Israel),
succeeded in expanding their control southward to Khirbet al-Hamameh
(Mt. Herzl), Beit Mazmil (Kiriyat Hayovel), Malha, "Ein Karem, and Miss
Carrie near the modern day location of Hadassah Hospital. In the city itself,
the IDF effort to breach the Old City in order to re-enter the occupied
Jewish Quarter ended in failure. IDF attacks in the Zion Gate area in the
south and at the New Gate also ended unsuccessfully.

THE BATTLES IN THE GALILEE

Three Arab forces operated in the north of the country: the Syrian army, the
Lebanese army, and the Arab Liberation Army. They were opposed by
three brigades of the IDF: Carmeli, Golani, and Oded. The Israeli effort in
this region was aimed at the strongest of the three, the Syrian army, and the
weakest, the Arab Liberation Army under the command of al-Qawugji. The
efforts against the Syrians aimed at destroying the Syrian bridgehead at
Mishmar Hayarden-Khirbet Yarda, while the efforts against the Arab
Liberation Army aimed at conquering the areas of the Central Galilee not
yet under Israeli control.

In the southern portion of the eastern Upper Galilee, the primary
problem facing the IDF was the Syrian occupation of Mishmar Hayarden
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within Israeli territory. In this context, IDF units from the Carmeli Brigade
tried to push the Syrians eastward across the Jordan River. In a difficult
battle during Operation Brosh, IDF forces had no success against the
Syrians, who responded with an offensive of their own. The IDF crossed
the Jordan River in an effort to besiege the Syrians. From their part, the
Syrian forces emerged from their enclave and launched an attack westward
toward Rosh Pina and northward toward Ayelet Hashachar. The campaign
was not decided, and on the eve of the second ceasefire, the forces still held
the same positions they had held on the eve of the first ceasefire. From
Israel’s perspective, there was still a chance that the Galilee Panhandle
could be cut off. And although the Syrians did not expand their holdings in
the region, they still held favorable positions from which to begin their next
offensive.

Israel’s main achievement during the Ten Days of Fighting was the
advance of the 7th Brigade from the Western Galilee to the Lower Galilee.
Al-Qawugji, the commander of the Arab Liberation Army, again claimed
that he was not obligated by the decisions of the UN Security Council.
Under this pretext, he attempted to launch an attack against Sejera in the
eastern Lower Galilee on the eve of the first ceasefire, and his efforts
continued after the ceasefire went into effect. IDF forces, however, forced
him to a ceasefire. Now, in July, he again launched a north-to-south attack
against Sejera and the positions commanding the Nazareth-Tiberias road.
However, this time, the eastward moving forces of Operation Dani
suddenly appeared at his rear.

The Palestinians had very little faith in the capabilities of the Arab
volunteers that had been amalgamated into the Arab Liberation Army. The
Palestinian residents of the hitherto unconquered villages of the Western
Galilee and in the Nazareth region were struck with fear in light of their
minimal ability to defend themselves and the inability of the Arab
Liberation Army to do so for them. In Shafa "Amr, this concern was
manifested in the alliance struck by a number of Druze leaders with Israel
in April 1948. The Druze residents of Shafa *Amr allowed the Israeli army
to enter the town via their neighborhood, in accordance with the agreement
that had been signed ahead of time, thus making it easier for the Israeli
forces to surprise the defenders of the town. For the IDF, the conquest of
Shafa "Amr opened the path eastward to Nazareth. Indeed, Israeli forces
continued eastward, overcoming the resistance of the large village of
Safouriyya located to the east of Nazareth. Because Safouriyya had been
the point of origin of many fighters battling the occupation of the Galilee,
all of the village’s inhabitants were expelled from their homes and not
permitted to return, despite their repeated attempts to do so. The refugees of
Safouriyya who took refuge in Nazareth established a neighborhood in the
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city named after their village. Many others became refugees living outside
of their homeland, in Syria and Lebanon.

The city of Nazareth remained the largest and most important Arab
locality in the Galilee that had not yet been conquered by the Israelis. Just
one week after the conquest of Lydda and Ramla, the city of the Gospel of
Jesus received significantly different treatment. When the Israeli army
reached the outskirts of the city, its commanders called upon the mayor and
Muslim notable Yousef al-Fahoum and other Christian leaders of the town
and asked them to sign a surrender agreement to prevent them from being
harmed. After their surrender, the Israeli army usually abided by the terms
of the surrender agreement and did not harm the city’s residents and holy
places. The occupation of Nazareth without the killing and expulsion of the
civilian population was clear evidence that the Israeli leadership had chosen
to treat the holy city of Nazareth differently than they had treated other
Arab localities in the country. The Israeli policy of ethnic cleansing was
applied neither to the city of Nazareth nor to most villages of the sub-
district, such as Reina and Kufr Kanna. Of the 24 villages in the Nazareth
sub-district, only four were conquered and their residents turned into
refugees. The other twenty remained in place after the war.

In addition to the village of Safouriyya, which was known for the
quality of its fighters, two other large villages in the Nazareth sub-district
were destroyed. However, the case of the village of 'Ilut, also adjacent to
the city, was different. With the exception of the village of Eilabun whose
residents were allowed to return home from their exile in Lebanon, the
Israeli government usually refused to permit refugees — external refugees
and internal refugees alike — to return to their villages. What caused the
Israeli government to treat "[lut differently? Was it because this village also
experienced massacres, like Eilabun? Was it because the 'Ilut refugees
found refuge in the monasteries of Nazareth, among other places? Although
the answer to these questions are difficult to assess, we do know that only a
few months later, in early 1949, the villagers of ‘'Tlut were allowed to return
to their homes while the residents of the three other large villages in the
region — Safouriyya, Mjeidel, and Ma'lul — were denied the same
opportunity. Similar to the cases of Eilabun and ‘Tlut was the case of the
villagers of Kufr Kara in Wadi *Ara, who abandoned their village and lived
as refugees in the villages of "Ara and "Ar ara for eleven months, beginning
in May 1948. They returned to their village just a few days before the
Jordanian-Israeli armistice agreement in April 1949.

By means of a clever maneuver involving movement without live
fire and the integration of simulated forces into the order of battle, the 7th
Brigade seized control of Shafa "Amr, Nazareth, and the many other
villages in the region, and succeeded in liberating the southern Lower
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Galilee. As a result of these maneuvers, and the Israelis’ success in
convincing the Palestinians that they would not be harmed if they did not
resist, most of the residents of Nazareth and Shafa *Amr remained in their
homes. In this context, the Druze require special mention. Since their defeat
at Ramat Yohanon near Haifa in April 1948, the Druze in Shafa *Amr, Kufr
Yasif, and other places had ceased fighting and requested peaceful
surrenders. The fall of Nazareth resulted in the overall collapse of the
Palestinians in the villages near the city.

In the northwestern sector, Operation Dekel forces stopped near
Birwa (today, Akhihud Junction), creating contiguous Israeli sovereignty,
via Kufr Yasif, north to Hanita on the former Mandate border with
Lebanon. In the east, the fall of Nazareth thwarted al-Qawugqji’s efforts to
conquer Sejera, and his forces were forced into a quick retreat northward.
In this area at the end of the ten days of fighting, Israel controlled a line
from Sejera to Safad and Nebi Yusha, and from there to the former
Mandate border with Lebanon. In the central sector, IDF forces had
succeeded in entering the large village of Sakhnin but were forced to
withdraw due to the great problems faced by the fighting forces there.
Sakhnin therefore became part of a Palestinian enclave in the region, along
with Arraba, Deir Hanna, and other villages. This enclave was linked to the
central Upper Galilee, which at this point also remained in the hands of the
Palestinians, and was actually controlled by the Lebanese army and the
Arab Liberation Army.

In northern Samaria, the Iraqis repulsed the IDF forces that had
been organized in small units north of Jenin northward to the Gilboa ridge.
For the Israelis, it was an organized and successful battle of retreat that
established the future border in the area along terrain that was relatively
easy to defend.

Although most of the Israeli effort in July 1948 was focused on the
central region of the country and the central Lower Galilee, the IDF used its
remaining forces to contend with a number of other problems. The most
prominent was what was known as “the small triangle,” or the southwest
Carmel Mountain villages of Ijzim-Jaba' and 'Ein Ghazal that remained in
Palestinian hands, effectively blocking the road from Zichron Yaakov to
Haifa. In May, Hagana forces (and subsequently the IDF) had made
conquests to the south of the ‘triangle,” occupying al-Tantura at the western
outlet of the al-Milh Valley (Wadi al-Milh) and Umm al-Fahm and Umm
al-Zinat, located along the valley’s eastern section. In this way, they opened
an alternative route via the al-Milh Valley and Yagur. Faradis, located
south of Tantura, and the Druze villages of Daliyat al-Karmel and Ussifiya
on the Carmel ridge opened their doors to the IDF, and ceased blocking
traffic along the road. Nonetheless, there was now an urgency to remove
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the obstacle blocking the lifeline between Tel Aviv and Haifa, which was a
transportation route that was vital to Israel’s existence. The small triangle
was conquered on 24-25 July during Operation Shoter (“policeman”). Its
residents and fighters abandoned their villages during the battle for “the
large triangle” to the east, where the Iraqis took them in and placed them
among the villages of the area. Many eventually returned home with the
Iraqis and settled down in Iraq.

The IDF attacked the ‘small triangle’ during the first ceasefire in
direct contradiction of its terms, first on 18 June and again on 8 July. These
two attempts were unsuccessful, as the villages waged a coordinated and
ultimately successful defensive battle under a solid and assertive command.
Although the villages in question were linked to the Iraqi forces, they were
actually completely isolated. Although the Israeli operation was carried out
by military forces, it was referred to as Operation Shoter, consistent with
Israel’s desire to portray it as an internal policing operation against
inhabitants of the state who did not recognize its authority within the area
allocated to it by the UN partition resolution. Although the villages were
eventually conquered in the middle of the first ceasefire, the strong
resistance of the villages of the small triangle of the Carmel Mountains was
a source of pride for the residents of the three villages. It also served as a
model of the Palestinians’ willingness to fight and make sacrifices in
defense of their homeland.

Despite the momentum of its war effort, Israel agreed to the second
UN ceasefire, which went into effect on 18 July. The Arab countries and
the Arab League were also forced to comply with the ceasefire agreement,
after again losing the momentum of their invasion and at times being forced
into defensive battles. It was clear to both sides, however, that the war was
not yet over.

During the ten days of fighting, Israel’s air force and navy engaged
in proactive operations far from its borders. For example, despite its still
limited capabilities, Israeli naval forces shelled the Lebanese city of Tyre.
From its part, the air force used three heavy bombers known as the “flying
fortresses” to bomb the capital cities of Cairo and Damascus. At the
conclusion of the ten days of fighting, the IDF was stronger and the balance
of power with the Arab armies had clearly tipped in its favor. The Arab
armies were in desperate need of the ceasefire in order to stop — even for
just a short period — their defeat and the troubling spectacle of thousands of
new refugees who they were unable to save.

After the ten days of fighting in July 1948, the Palestinians
throughout the country were in much worse shape than on the eve of the
first ceasefire. Dozens of Palestinian towns and villages had been
conquered, and the majority of their inhabitants had joined the stream of
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tens of thousands of refugees created during the previous months of the
war. The most severe cases were the towns of Lydda and Ramla, which saw
a majority of their 50,000 residents uprooted and turned into refugees. It
was during this stage of the war that the term “Nakba” was born, emerging
in the writings of Arab and Palestinian intellectuals and political activists.

By this stage, the Palestinians could see for themselves that time
was not working in their favor. Isracl and the IDF continued to grow
stronger with every new round of fighting. At the same time, both the
Palestinians and the Arab armies who had come to their aid suffered new
defeats as a result of the changing balance of power. Equally as important,
the lack of faith in the Arab regimes and the divisions between the Arab
countries themselves, and between the Arab countries and the Palestinian
leadership, continued to widen as the dimensions of the Palestinian
catastrophe became evident. Once the second ceasefire (this time, a three
month ceasefire) went into effect, the rivalries between the Arab regimes
themselves rose to the surface. The Palestinians also increasingly came to
accuse the Arab leaders in general and King Abdullah in particular of
betraying them by collaborating with Britain and with the Jews in
destroying their homeland.

THE SECOND TRUCE: 18 JULY-15 OCTOBER 1948

If during the first ceasefire the invading armies at least halted their attacks,
they now tried to take advantage of the lull in the hostilities achieved by the
UN to reinforce the few accomplishments of the invasion and to establish
their presence in the former territory of Mandate Palestine. It was no longer
possible to think in terms of a full ceasefire, as had been the case during the
first ceasefire.

A typical example of this dynamic during the second ceasefire can
be seen in the ongoing battles in the south between the Egyptian army and
the IDF. The battles in this region were not ‘ten days of fighting’ but rather
a continuous war. Between § July and 1 August 1948, fighting in the south
took place primarily around the junction southwest of Negba and west of
Iraq al-Suwaydan (Hulayqat Junction). Although during the first ceasefire
the UN attempted to reach an arrangement whereby the Egyptians would
use the road for part of the day for east-west movement (between Mjeidel
and Beit Jibrin) and the IDF would use it for the other part of the day to
send convoys to the besieged Negev, the Egyptians refused to allow such
an arrangement to be implemented. The fighting began on 8 July, just
before the ten days of fighting, and continued until 1 August. There were
many casualties on both sides. Negba did not fall, but the Egyptians
retained hold of the Iraq al-Suwaydan police station. They even paved a
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‘Burma Road’ of their own south of the main road, which could not be fired
on from Negba and the adjacent commanding positions. The Egyptians
continued to hold Hulayqat Junction despite the IDF’s repeated attempts to
capture it and the positions controlling it in Operation Anfar (“anti-
Farouk™), Operation Death to the Invader, and Operation Gais (Hebrew
acronym for the participating forces). This period witnessed the evacuation
of Kfar Darom (8 July), which again could not be defended, while the IDF
managed to fight off the Egyptian attacks launched in the Beer Tuvia-Beit
Daras area. This left the Egyptians to come to terms with their need to
defend their line in the event that they needed to retreat southward, as well
as the fact that they clearly had no chance of making their longed-for
northward advance to Tel Aviv.

During the second ceasefire, the Israeli air force succeeded in a
hitherto unprecedented operation: flying the entire Yiftach Brigade into the
Negev, and flying the Golani Brigade north to rest up. The twenty-six
besieged settlements in the Negev were also supplied with food and
weapons by air. The new weapons that the IDF received from
Czechoslovakia, which also included planes, tipped the balance of power
even further in Israel’s favor. The Arab defeat was already a fact, and the
tragedy that had befallen the Palestinians was now clearly visible, as
military initiative lay almost entirely with the Israelis.

In the course of the second ceasefire, UN mediator Folke
Bernadotte proposed a new diplomatic initiative that recognized the
existence of Israel, but called for a reduction in the area of the new state
without taking into consideration its military achievements during the war.
He now spoke of the internationalization of Jerusalem according to the UN
resolution. However, the most far-reaching aspect of his initiative was its
removal of the Negev from the territory included in Israel and its transfer to
Jordan, which would also receive the central West Bank of the Jordan
River, including Lydda and Ramla. Bernadotte also spoke of the right of
the Palestinian refugees to return to their homes if they wanted to, or,
alternatively, to receive suitable compensation. Again, the Arab countries
rejected the plan merely because of its recognition of the existence of Israel
as a sovereign state. Israel, of course, was also unable to accept the
initiative of the UN mediator who was himself anti-Israeli, not to mention
anti-Semitic. It therefore needed to work quickly to establish its control of
the Negev in theory and in practice.

But Israel’s plans in this direction were thwarted, this time from
within the Jewish camp. On 17 September 1948, operatives of Lehi, which
was still functioning in Jerusalem at the time, assassinated Bernadotte as
his convoy passed through West Jerusalem. Prime Minister and Defense
Minister David Ben-Gurion took advantage of the murder in order to shut
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down the two secessionist groups, Etzel and Lehi, once and for all. Still,
Bernadotte’s initiative was now his last will and testament, and had a good
chance of being ratified by the UN. But the plan soon became irrelevant
after the large Israeli operations in the fall of 1948 forced the Arab states to
agree to a ceasefire and to begin armistice talks on terms dictated by the
changing military conditions on the ground.

The division within the Arab camp increased during the second
ceasefire, between July and October 1948. Jordan intensified its hold on the
territory that had been conquered by the Arab Legion and tried to translate
its relative military success into a diplomatic accomplishment at the
expense of the Palestinians. At the same time, the Palestinian leadership,
led by Haj Amin al-Husayni and with the help of supporters, tried to
establish a Palestinian state within the parts of the country that had not been
conquered by Israel. Al-Husayni chose Gaza, which was then under
Egyptian occupation, as the center of the Palestinian government, which
was referred to as the “All-Palestine Government” (Hukumat "Umum
Falastin). Simultaneously, King Abdullah was working to mobilize the
support of the Palestinians living in the areas controlled by the Legion with
the intent of annexing this Palestinian territory to his Kingdom. Just before
1 October 1948, the deadline for the establishment of the Jewish and Arab
states according to the UN partition resolution, the rivalry between Haj
Amin al-Husayni and King Abdullah reached new heights. While the
former convened the Palestinian parliament in Gaza and his supporters
declared the establishment of the All-Palestine Government, King Abdullah
assembled his Palestinian supporters in Amman, where they expressed their
desire to receive his protection. The competition between King Abdullah,
who now enjoyed the support of the opponents of the al-Husayni family,
and the Palestinian leadership headed by the Mufti, was clearly visible, and
intensified even further in the months to come. In December 1948,
Abdullah convened a broad-based congress of his Palestinian supporters in
Jericho, which provided the King with legitimacy from the Palestinians to
annex the territory that would later come to be known as the West Bank.

During the second ceasefire, the major question being considered
by the Israeli government was whether to turn its attention to the Egyptian
threat in the south or the Jordanian threat in the east. After a stormy debate,
the government decided, against the opinion of Ben-Gurion, to refrain from
launching an eastward offensive to the Jordan River to secure the highlands
of Judea and Samaria. Ben-Gurion referred to this decision as bekhiya
["dorot, or something to lament for generations, but nonetheless accepted it.
It was decided to improve their positions in southern Jerusalem and to
focus the Israeli effort in the south in order to expel the Egyptian invaders.
The Israeli leadership clearly understood that there was no longer any point
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of a series of limited operations to open up a corridor of some kind to the
Negev. What they needed to do now was to drive out the Egyptians.

The second ceasefire came to an end in mid-October with an Israeli
offensive against the Egyptians.

THE PERIOD OF THE LARGE OPERATIONS: 15 OCTOBER 1948-7 JANUARY 1949,
OPERATION YOAV IN THE NEGEV

With the conclusion of the second ceasefire, the IDF embarked on
Operation Yoav, the largest Israeli operation carried out during the war. The
aim of the operation was to push the Egyptians across the former borders of
Mandate Palestine and to establish continuity with the besieged Negev. The
operation, which involved the first Israeli transport of a full brigade
(Yiftach) to the Negev by plane, advanced in two directions. The first aimed
at separating the bulk of the Egyptian forces in the Faluja-Mjeidel area
from the Egyptian forces to the south by advancing to the Mediterranean
coast north of Gaza. The second aimed at linking up with the besieged
Jewish settlements of the Negev while destroying the Egyptian forces based
in the area.

The operation was only partially successful. The Egyptian siege
was breached, and Beir al-Sabi’ was also taken by the Israelis on 20
October, although this latter conquest was not part of the plan. Nonetheless,
the Egyptian army still remained in the ‘Faluja pocket,” from the Iraq al-
Suwaydan police station to Iraq al-Manshiya, as well as in Gaza area, in Bir
*Asluj south of Beir al-Sabi’, and in ‘Uja al-Hafir (Nitzana). In late October
and early November 1948, IDF forces returned to Hill 69 in the northwest
of the region, to Nitzanim, and to Yad Mordechai, and even seized Isdud
and Mjeidel. In the east, they conquered Ajur, Zakariyya, Beit Jibrin, al-
Kubeiba, and Lakhish. The Egyptian presence was greatly reduced and the
siege on the Negev had been lifted. During Operation Yoav, Israeli forces
also succeeded in effectively neutralizing the Egyptian air force, which,
despite its clear qualitative advantage, was now only able to fly a small
number of missions. The crowning achievement of Israeli naval operations
against the Egyptians during the period was undoubtedly the sinking of the
King Farouk, the flagship of the Egyptian navy.

In mid-October 1948, the IDF began doing the unbelievable —
carrying out general offensives using division-size frameworks and even
larger forces, when less than one year earlier, in January 1948, only 35
fighters, or one platoon — the largest combat framework at the time — had
been sent to defend Gush Etzion. In many ways, Operation Yoav was
inconceivable in scope, initiative, and success for an army that was not yet
five months old. This operation, which was the largest and most important
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of the War of Independence, is what made Israel geographically viable and
defensible.

During Operation Yoav, in which Israel conquered Beir al-Sabi’
and large areas of the Negev, the soldiers of the IDF worked to uproot most
of the Arab inhabitants of the region. Approximately 5,000 residents of the
Arab town of Beir al-Sabi’ were expelled, along with many thousands of
members of the Bedouin tribes in the area. A large number of tribes in the
area were driven into the Gaza region and the Sinai Desert. Others were
expelled eastward into Transjordan, particularly into the area surrounding
the city of Karak. The displacement of the Bedouin from their places of
residence through expulsion or, in some cases, concentration within one
area, was a process that was easy to conceal from the public eye and from
the media and that lasted at least until the mid-1950s.

During the conquest of Beir al-Sabi’ and large parts of the Negev,
Israel also conquered a number of Palestinian localities on the slopes of Mt.
Hebron on the way to the Negev. Here too IDF soldiers tried to remove the
Palestinian civilian population after the conquest. To achieve this goal, they
also carried out a number of massacres. One of the less known and more
brutal was the massacre at al-Dawayima, during which IDF soldiers killed
dozens in the village itself and others in a cave near the village in which
some of its residents were hiding-out. The leadership of the Jewish Yishuv
led by David Ben-Gurion, which denounced the Erzel and Lehi massacre at
Deir Yassin, bore responsibility for the cruel massacres and expulsions
carried out from May 1948 onward. These war crimes were perpetrated by
soldiers in uniform who received support from Ben-Gurion and their
commanders in the IDF in the form of silence. Despite criticism voiced by
state leaders against cruel acts carried out against Palestinian civilians, no
soldiers were tried for these crimes either during or following the war.

OPERATION HIRAM IN THE GALILEE

Between Operation Yoav and Operation Horev, the IDF also operated in the
central Upper Galilee and the northern Lower Galilee with Operation
Hiram, which began on the night of 28-29 October. Al-Qawugji’s forces
had continued operating in the area paying no heed to the UN resolutions,
and this made it easier for Israel to operate in the region. Al-Qawugji’s
attacks against Manara on the northern border marked the beginning of
Operation Hiram. The aim of the operation was to take control of the entire
area within the Lower and Upper Galilee that was still held by the
Palestinians, the Arab Liberation Army, and the Lebanese army. It was also
aimed at driving out the Syrians, who were still present in the eastern
Upper Galilee, and at not allowing the Iraqi army to advance northward in
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the Gilboa region. The operation, which lasted a mere 60 hours, was carried
out by the 7th Brigade, the Oded Brigade, and parts of the Golani and
Carmeli Brigades.

The Palestinians in the ‘Galilee pocket’ had been extremely
worried since the second ceasefire and the beginning of the Israeli-Egyptian
battles in the south. They feared that, as had been the case earlier in the
war, Israel would also go on the offensive in the north and conquer the
entire Galilee. Based on past experience, they knew they could not count on
the ability of the depleted Liberation Army units to withstand an attack by
the large Israeli army, which continued to increase in strength. They feared
that their fate after the conquest of the Galilee would be similar to that of
the tens of thousands of Palestinians whose localities had been destroyed
and who had been turned into refugees. Few among them still hoped that
their fate would be similar to their brethren in Nazareth and the villages in
the surrounding area, who had been permitted to remain in their homes and
villages.

The Liberation Army had no chance of withstanding the renewed
IDF offensive in the Galilee. Its panic-stricken soldiers hastily retreated at
the beginning of Operation Hiram on 29 October 1948, and the residents of
the 60 ‘Galilee pocket’ localities in the Central Galilee were left vulnerable
to Israeli forces, with no military support whatsoever. Their fears were soon
realized, and their hopes for similar treatment to that received by Nazareth
quickly evaporated. The massacres and expulsions carried out by the IDF in
many villages in the Galilee during Operation Hiram today serve as
evidence of Israel’s ethnic cleansing policy. At a later stage of the war after
Israel had overcome the Arab armies, the Galilee, which had been
designated for inclusion in the Palestinian Arab state, no longer posed a
threat to the Jewish state. The massacres and expulsions carried out by IDF
soldiers in the Arab localities of the Galilee were intended to achieve one
clear goal: to conquer more Palestinian territory while leaving as few
Palestinian inhabitants in place as possible.

On the eve of the operation and on its first day, planes appeared in
the sky above the area and dropped bombs on a few villages, such as
Eilabun, al-Rama, Tarshiha, Jish, Kufr Bir'im, and others. In Tarshiha, the
bombing resulted in the destruction of homes and civilian deaths and
injuries. The fear of being bombed from the air had its affect, and many
prepared for the worst possible outcome. By the end of the first day of the
operation, IDF soldiers had already carried out a number of massacres in
villages that had been conquered, and many villagers were expelled from
their homes.

For instance, in the village of Eilabun, a Christian village with poor
relations with the Arab Liberation Army camping outside the village, the
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IDF executed twelve randomly ‘selected’” young men. The act was carried
out before the eyes and ears of the shocked residents of the village. The
repeated pleas of the local ministers to spare the lives of the young men
were ignored. Moreover, following the murder of the young men in the
village, the soldiers ordered all the residents, except for a small number of
ministers who were left in their churches, to head north by foot, into exile
in Lebanon. The soldiers themselves escorted some 800 village residents —
men, women, and children — from Eilabun to the village of al-Maghar, and
from there onward to Kufr 'Inan, al-Farradiyya, Meron Junction, and into
Lebanon. The massacre at Eilabun and the expulsion of its Christian
residents had great reverberations in the region and around the world, as a
result of the complaints of church leaders. Criticism of IDF actions in
Eilabun was also voiced by some government leaders, such as Minority
Affairs Minister Bechor Shitrit.

The case of Eilabun was not unusual. It reflected a pattern that
repeated itself in other Arab localities as well. For example, in the village
of Safsaf, which Eilabun residents passed while walking northward into
exile in Lebanon, IDF forces carried out an even more terrifying massacre
of close to 70 villagers. Rumors also abounded that in addition to the
massacres, a number of young female villagers had been raped by the
soldiers. Similar acts were also carried out in the neighboring villages of
Jish (close to 30 residents), Sa'sa’, Saliha, and others.

Most of these acts took place during the 60 hours in which the IDF
seized control of the ‘Galilee pocket.” However, in some cases, massacres
were carried out after the conquest had been completed. For example,
soldiers returned to the Bedouin tribe of "Arab al-Mawasi living near
Eilabun a few days later and executed thirteen members of the tribe then
and there, in order to compel the members of the tribe to leave. IDF
soldiers also returned to Majd al-Kurum approximately one week after the
surrender of the village, on 6 November 1948. The massacre began after all
the men were asked to assemble around the spring in the middle of the
village. Young men were selected, stood against a wall, and shot in cold
blood by a squad of six soldiers. Eight or nine people were executed in the
village that day, and the number would likely have been much higher had
former Hagana intelligence man Haim Orbach, who was friendly with
some of the village, not arrived on the scene. He intervened and stopped the
executions.

These massacres, and the brutal expulsion of many residents of the
villages of the ‘Galilee pocket,” also caused mass panic in places that had
not been directly harmed by the IDF. Tens of thousands of people fled for
their lives and tried to find refuge in the mountains and in caves, until the
fury passed. Many of them, however, returned to their homes after some
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time had passed, and refused to abandon them and became refugees.
Despite the multiple massacres and expulsions, the behavior of the
Palestinians in the Galilee reflected new insight that had grown
increasingly clear since the summer of 1948. The Palestinians had learned
from the experience of their neighbors who had become refugees that life in
the refugee camps was more difficult and miserable than that of those who
chose to remain in their homes and their homeland at any expense. They
already had a good understanding of the Israeli policy of forcefully
preventing the return of those who had left their homes and wanted to
return.

During and following Operation Hiram, the differing Israeli
policies toward members of different religious groups became increasingly
apparent. The Druze had been promised that their villages would not be
harmed in light of the alliance they struck with the Jews in April 1948, and,
indeed, they were not. For example, the village of Yanuh, where a bloody
battle had been fought in which both IDF soldiers and Druze villagers had
been killed, was not punished, and its residents were not subjected to
revenge or expulsion. As in the Carmel region, all the Druze villages in the
Galilee were allowed to remain. The same was true of the mixed villages
containing a Druze population. In this way, in the mixed Druze-Christian
village of al-Rama the IDF attempted to expel the Christians but allowed
the Druze to remain in their homes. The Christian villagers were ordered to
climb north up the mountain into exile in Lebanon, and had reached the
valley near the Druze village of Beit Jan located north of al-Rama when the
villagers of Beit Jan convinced them to sleep in their village and not to
continue their journey into exile. In the meantime, villagers contacted the
Mu'adi family and other Druze leaders, the expulsion order was rescinded,
and the Christian residents of al-Rama were informed verbally that they
could returned to their homes. In this way, it was the help of their Druze
neighbors in Beit Jan that enabled most of the Christian residents of al-
Rama to remain in their homes and their village. The position of the Druze
of al-Rama itself was unclear. In the village of al-Maghar as well, local
Druze leaders saved the Muslim residents of their village from the
hardships of expulsion and exile. As in the case of Eilabun, the commander
of the unit that ordered the Muslims of the village to begin moving
northward encountered the verbal opposition of the local Druze leader, who
told the commander that: “We are all members of one village — Druze,
Christians, and Muslims. Either expel us all, or let us all stay.” The
commander of the unit cancelled the expulsion of the Muslims.

This differential policy of expulsion sometimes distinguished
between Christians and Muslims. For example, almost all the Muslim
residents of Tarshiha were expelled, and only members of its Christian
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minority were allowed to remain or to return to their village. In Me'eliya,
Deir al-Qasi, and Sabalan, the Christian majority remained, in contrast to
the Muslims who were expelled. There were also cases in which the army
issued orders for Christians to leave their villages ostensibly for a short
period of time, as in Iqrit and Bir'im, whose residents became eternal
refugees in their own country. The more lenient policy applied to Christians
in the Galilee, and the policy of not harming the Druze villages, is
additional evidence of a guiding hand in the ethnic cleansing.

While Israel’s attitude toward the Christians was ambivalent, with
multiple examples of expulsion orders being rescinded and Christians being
permitted to remain in their villages, the policy of expelling villagers across
the border was applied much more decisively to Muslim villages. For
example, unlike the residents of Iqrit and Bir'im, which were expelled
within Israel itself, most of the villagers living in the strip along the
Lebanese border were expelled over the border. The same was true of the
residents of villages deep within the ‘Galilee pocket,” whose brutal
expulsions were accompanied by murders in many villages, such as Kufr
‘Inan, al-Farradiyya, Meron, and others.

In late October 1948, IDF northern front headquarters under the
command of Moshe Carmel launched an essential counter-attack aimed at
taking control of the central Upper Galilee, as the western and eastern
Upper Galilee were already in Israeli hands. Here too there was more
stratagem than fighting, and most of the region was occupied by the IDF
with little serious resistance. The Liberation Army forces were expelled
across the Lebanese border, and for the first time during the war the IDF
entered the territory of an Arab country, Lebanon, in order to ensure that its
army would not re-enter the fighting and to acquire bargaining chips for
future armistices negotiations. There were also hopes of a peace treaty with
Lebanon, whose connections with the Jewish Yishuv reached back to the
early years of the Mandate period. Fourteen Lebanese villages were
conquered by the IDF, which by early November 1948 had reached the
knee of the Litani River.

To the south, IDF forces operating within the framework of
Operation Hiram took control of the areas they had not conquered during
the summer. In the west: from Kaukab-Sakhnin in the south via Majd al-
Kurum to Tarshiha in the north. In the south: from Kaukab in the west to
‘Akbara in the east. And in the east: from Eilabun in the south to Jish in the
north. In essence, it was a conquest in the spirit of the second Bernadotte
plan. From early November 1948, Israel held this area in the north which
included the entire territory of the Mandate up to the northern border with
Lebanon and beyond. The entire Galilee came under Israeli control because
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its inhabitants proved incapable of defending it, as did the armies of the
Arab countries.

Northern front commander Moshe Carmel never ordered
expulsions, and the IDF respected the dignity of the inhabitants of the area.
Villages which showed no resistance were occupied without a battle, and
their residents remained in their homes and villages without harm.
Moreover, after the 60 hour operation, the IDF allowed many Palestinians
to return to their homes. It is no coincidence that such large villages
remained in place in the ‘Galilee pocket,” from Sakhnin in the south to
Tarshiha in the north.

OPERATION HOREV

In December 1948, the IDF launched Operation Horev, which was aimed at
achieving the goals of Operation Yoav that had not been achieved during
the earlier operation. Previously, on 9 November, in the interim between
the two operations, the IDF finally succeeded in its eighth attempt to
conquer the Iraq al-Suwaydan police station (subsequently the Yoav police
station). This success could be credited to the 8th Brigade and its
commander Yitzhak Sadeh (“the old man”). This tightened the siege on the
Faluja pocket, which forced the Egyptian commanders in the pocket —
including an Egyptian officer named Gamal Abdul Nasser — to begin face-
to-face negotiations with Yigal Alon and his colleagues.

During Operation Horev, Southern headquarters’ forces under the
command of Yigal Alon entered the Sinai Peninsula and advanced to al-
Arish. The Egyptians, from their part, remained in their positions in the
region that during this period came to be known as the Gaza Strip.
Concerned about the possible movement of IDF forces southward toward
the Suez Canal where they maintained a large military force, the British
sent its air force to help the Egyptians. In response, the Israeli air force shot
down five British planes. As a result of his development, the British issued
Israel an ultimatum, and David Ben-Gurion was forced to order the forces
of Yigal Alon — who opposed the move — to withdraw from the Sinai
eastward, and to return to the international border. As a result of Israel’s
successful offensive, the Egyptians were forced to sign a ceasefire
agreement with Israel on 7 January 1949. King Abdullah shed no tears at
the defeat of the Egyptian army in general and at Mt. Hebron in particular.
The withdrawal of Egyptian forces from Mt. Hebron enabled the Arab
Legion to take control of their positions and to subsequently work toward
the annexation of this area to the Kingdom of Transjordan.

Despite the relative quiet along the Transjordanian front during this
period, both sides made efforts to improve their positions. In order to
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ensure reasonable access to Jerusalem after its repeated failure to take
Latrun, the IDF expanded its corridor southward. In December 1948, the
expansion of the Israeli corridor to the area of present day Beit Shemesh
facilitated the establishment of a new road from Ramla to Hartuv, and from
there to Shaar Hagai and to Jerusalem: the “Road of Heroism.” The Legion
was expelled from Latrun only in 1967.

At the same time, IDF efforts to conquer the Walaje-Beit Jala
region and the area surrounding the former High Commissioner’s Palace
ended in failure. Continuing the process that resulted in Jordan’s July 1948
recognition of Israel’s presence on Mt. Scopus, the two sides signed a
ceasefire agreement in Jerusalem in November 1948. For Abdullah and the
commanders of the Jordanian Legion, it was evident at this stage that they
could not dislodge the Israelis from West Jerusalem. They were also greatly
concerned by the possibility of an Israeli offensive that could lead to the
fall of the eastern half of the city which the Legion had conquered back in
May-June. The result was the de-facto partition of the city of Jerusalem.

Syrian and Iraqi forces remained in their positions for the time
being. The Syrians would withdraw from their enclave at Mishmar
Hayareden only after the signing of the Israeli-Syrian armistice agreement
in the summer of 1949 (see below). The Iraqis, who never entered into
negotiations with Israel, would slowly withdraw from the areas conquered
by their military forces by the summer of 1949, mainly out of fear of far-
reaching repercussions within Iraq itself.

Israel’s invasion of Lebanese territory in the north and Egypt’s
Sinai Peninsula in the south demonstrated to the Arab regimes that
continuing the war was not in their best interests. The first country to
understand this was Egypt, the strongest of the Arab countries, which was
forced to sign a ceasefire agreement and enter into negotiations with Israel.
Israel’s downing of the five Royal Air Force planes that had come to
Egypt’s aid played an important role in accelerating the end of the war.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

ENDED BUT NOT COMPLETED, JANUARY-JULY 1949

By early 1949, the Arab countries had no choice but to enter into armistice
talks with Israel, despite their reiteration of the fact that they did not
recognize the new state. Egypt led the way. Israel, from its part, sought the
recognition that these talks implied.

By this time, the Nakba’ was a fact, and the term itself was
starting to be used by the Arab elite. Indeed, as early as the summer of
1948, esteemed historian and American University of Beirut vice-president
Constantine Zurayk wrote the first book on the 1948 war and its results
The Meaning of the Nakba.'

As a result of his sharp historical acumen, Zurayk did not wait for
the formal end of the war between Israel and its Arab neighbors. He was
the first to coin the term ‘“Nakba” in reference to the Arab defeat in
Palestine and the war’s serious consequences for both the Palestinians and
the Arab world as a whole. During the remaining months of the war, it
became clear that the scope of the Arab defeat and the dimensions of the
Palestinian catastrophe were even greater than they had been in 1948.

Despite Israel’s clear victory, the Israeli government decided to refrain
from humiliating the vanquished parties in an effort to allow them to
conclude the war with a degree of dignity. Some members of the Israeli
government wished to see the armistice talks as an opportunity to achieve
Arab recognition of the State of Israel and as a precursor to peace talks to
begin in the near future. They believed that this was a realistic approach
with regard to Egypt, Lebanon, and Transjordan. They remembered that
Egypt and Lebanon had no direct interest in the conflict, and that
Transjordan’s significant interest stemmed primarily from Abdullah’s
strong desire to assume control over the parts of Mandate Palestine that had
been designated for the Palestinians.

In early 1949, in light of the emerging results of the hostilities until
this point, Ben-Gurion’s government, which conducted the remainder of the
war against the Arab armies, desired an outcome in which as few
Palestinians as possible would remain within the borders of the Jewish

! Constantine Zurayk, The Meaning of the Nakba (1948) (in Arabic).
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state. When the state was first established in May 1948, Israel’s provisional
government resolved to prevent the refugees from returning to their homes.
The impact of this decision was as crucial to the fate of the 750,000
refugees who had already been uprooted from their homes as were the
circumstances that led to their uprooting in the first place. Moreover, in
contrast to the assurances of Israel’s Declaration of Independence, which
stated that if the Arab residents of the country were to keep the peace they
would be ensured equal rights within the new state, the IDF worked with
determination throughout the war, and during the armistice talks, to expel
hundreds of thousands of Palestinians from their cities and villages. This
dynamic also continued during the final months of the war and the period
that followed.

The fate of the Palestinian refugees now emerged as one of the
most important issues addressed during the initial contacts toward
ceasefires and, later, during the negotiations leading up to the armistice
agreements between Israel and the Arab countries. Israel did not change its
position on the issue and usually insisted on not allowing the Palestinians to
return to their homes, except for cases of ‘family reunification.”> After the
UN General Assembly ratified Resolution 194 regarding the refugees’ right
to repatriation or compensation, Israel maintained its refusal to allow them
to return. Nonetheless, as a result of the great pressure exerted on Israel in
the international arena, and the country’s desire to be accepted as a member
of the UN, the Israeli government decided in principle to allow the
repatriation of 100,000 refugees. In practice, however, the government
reneged on this promise, and only a few thousand were allowed to return as
part of family reunification. Before the demarcation of the actual borders of
the new state the expulsions continued, with the aim at shaping comfortable
borders containing no Palestinian population. During this period, most of
the Palestinians expelled were expelled into the West Bank.

One exception was the case of Eilabun in the Lower Galilee. After
its villagers were expelled into Lebanon in November 1948, their leaders
succeeded in bringing pressure to bear on the Israeli government by means
of the Vatican and other church leaders, and were therefore permitted to
return to their homes. In an unprecedented step, Israel informed the Eilabun
refugees in Lebanon that they could begin returning to their village and that
the IDF would not stop them at the Lebanese border. The return of the
villagers of Eilabun began during the week of Christmas and New Years in
late 1948, and continued gradually until June 1949. It was a unique case of

2 Usually, such cases involved the reunification of married couples or the return of children
under the age of 18 to their families.
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the repatriation of an entire village community that had previously been
expelled from Israel.

During this period, however, efforts continued to expel the rest of
the Palestinian villages located within the Israeli “security strip” along the
Lebanese border. These efforts, which included the refusal to allow the
inhabitants of Iqrit and Bir'im to return to their homes, were justified by
ostensible Israeli security needs. But at the same time, in April-May 1949,
Israeli annexed the Triangle area along the border with Jordan and its
30,000 Palestinians residents (including the residents of Wadi "Ara) after
first agreeing that they would not be expelled. This arrangement stood in
stark contrast to the border with Lebanon, where there had been much less
fighting than along the border with Transjordan.

As in Igrit and Bir'im, the residents of dozens of other Palestinian
villages were uprooted, primarily in the Galilee. These refugees were
allowed to remain within the borders of Israecl and were classified as
“present absentees.” The problems facing this population remain
unresolved today.

Israel’s provisional government was so certain of its military
victory over the Arab states that it decided to hold general elections for the
first Knesset in early 1949, before the war had even ended. The first Israeli
parliamentary elections were scheduled for 25 January 1949. As in Israel’s
1948 declaration of the establishment of the state which stipulated no
borders, the territory in which voting took place was also not limited by the
borders of the Jewish state according to the UN partition plan. The Arab
population of Jaffa, Acre, Nazareth, and many villages located in areas that
had been designated for inclusion in the Palestinian state were permitted to
take part in the elections in order to provide legitimacy for Israeli
sovereignty over these areas. However, the inhabitants of the parts of the
Galilee and Negev that were conquered after the Israeli census of
September 1948 were not permitted to take part in the elections. Thus, in
addition to the trauma of the defeat and the catastrophe in the Arab camp in
general and the Palestinians in particular, Israel reinforced its military
victory with a series of diplomatic, political, and other steps. These actions
transformed the outcome of the war into an irreversible reality before the
war even ended.

The Israeli elections proved that the young state, which had been
established in the midst of a brutal war, was capable of setting a high
democratic standard for itself and of meeting it successfully, even before
the war had ended. The Palestinian Arabs who became citizens of the State
of Israel took part in the country’s first elections, reflecting the
implementation of the principles articulated in the Declaration of
Independence, in theory and practice. Mapai (the Eretz Israel Workers’
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Party), the socialist Zionist party of David Ben-Gurion who had led the
campaign for Israeli independence, won the elections with a decisive
majority. February 1949 marked the first convening of the Knesset — the
first Israeli parliament after 2,000 years in exile.

Egypt was not only the last to join the war effort; it was also the
first to terminate its role in the war. In late January 1949, Israel and Egypt
began armistice talks at the Hotel des Roses on the Greek island of Rhodes.
The talks themselves were unprecedented as direct talks between Israel and
an Arab state, in the manner in which they were conducted, and, most
importantly, in their outcome. The first achievement was the fact that Egypt
began the talks alone, coordinating neither with the other Arab countries
nor with the Arab League. Israel was concerned that negotiations with an
all-Arab delegation would present Israel with extreme terms that it would
be unable to accept. Although it became apparent that the invading armies
now belatedly recognized the borders of the UN partition plan of November
1947, Egypt’s agreement to enter the talks when the IDF held areas that had
been allocated to the Palestinian state and parts of southern Lebanon was
considered an important accomplishment. At the same time, however,
Israel never forgot the fact that the Egyptian army still maintained a
presence in Mandate Palestine.

The talks were difficult. The Egyptian monarchy and the Egyptian
government feared the ramifications of concluding the war without
territorial gains. They were also concerned about appearing in the Arab
world, and in Egypt in particular, as overly anxious to recognize Israel and
as willing to do so alone.

While the Israelis called for recognition of the Mandate border
between the Negev Desert and the Sinai Peninsula, the Egyptians
demanded a complete withdrawal of the brigade that was cut off within the
Faluja pocket, continued Egyptian control of the Gaza Strip, and the
transfer of Beer Sheba, Bir Asluj, and "Uja al-Hafir to Egyptian control,
based on the argument that none of these areas were included in the Jewish
state under the UN partition plan. After about a month of talks, the sides
reached a compromise. The Egyptians remained in what would be referred
to from now on as the Gaza Strip, and the area between "Uja al-Hafir and
the border between the two countries was classified as a demilitarized zone.
On 24 February 1949, the two countries signed an armistice agreement,
which Israel regarded as a diplomatic agreement and Egypt regarded as no
more than a military arrangement. To oversee implementation of the
agreement in the coming years, it was decided to establish a joint armistice
committee consisting of representatives of the two sides headed by the UN.
This model would also be incorporated into Israel’s agreements with some
of'its other Arab neighbors.
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Immediately after the signing of the Israeli-Egyptian armistice
agreement, talks between Israel and Lebanon got underway at Rosh
Hanikra/Ras al-Naqura. Israeli officials were aware of the relationship
between Lebanon and Syria, and Lebanon was therefore asked to facilitate
the withdrawal of Syrian forces from the Syrian enclave at Mishmar
Hayarden-Khirbet Yarda before Israel withdrew its forces from Lebanon.
Ultimately, Israel agreed to withdraw from Lebanon in order to increase the
possibilities of a future peace treaty, and it was decided that the
international border would serve as the border between the two countries.
The Israeli-Lebanese armistice agreement was signed in March 1949.

Although the Israeli-Lebanese border was agreed upon and clearly
visible on the map, in practice it remained breached and open to Palestinian
movement in both directions. Just as dozens of families from the village of
Eilabun had little trouble crossing the border from Lebanon into the Galilee
during the first half of 1949, hundreds and perhaps thousands of other
refugees attempted to return to their homes during this period. During and
after this period, Israel waged an all out war along the border and
throughout the Galilee against these spontaneous attempts by Palestinians
to return to their homes. In many cases these refugees, who Israel regarded
as infiltrators (infiltrating their own localities and homes), were arrested
and forcefully transferred across the border. This game of cat and mouse
between the Israeli authorities, who were trying to prevent the return of
Palestinians from Lebanon to the Galilee, and the Palestinians, who had
taken refuge in Lebanon, lasted for years and cost the Palestinians many
more lives.

Toward the end of 1948, Israel also carried out a population census
among the localities of the Central Galilee, which had recently been
conquered during Operation Hiram. In this part of the Galilee, a relatively
large Palestinian population still remained, despite efforts at intimidation
and expulsion. Interested in minimizing the number of Arabs living in the
region, Israel expelled thousands of Palestinians from their villages during
the first half of 1949. During this process, more than 500 residents of Majd
al-Kurum were expelled across the border during January 1949. The
continued expulsions, justified by claims that those being expelled were
infiltrators, aroused significant criticism in al-Ittihad, the newspaper of the
Israeli Communist Party (Maki). Maki Knesset Member Tawfiq Toubi
voiced loud opposition after the expulsion of hundreds of residents of Kufr
Yasif from the Western Galilee in March 1949. Both Toubi and the other
leaders of Maki fought against the military government and its acts of
expulsion with great determination. Despite their protest, however, Israel
continued its policy of expulsion throughout 1949 and afterward.
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Nonetheless, the Israeli government did, in certain instances, have
an interest in enabling prominent political figures to return to its territory.
One such case was its agreement to allow Archbishop Hakim to return to
Haifa from Lebanon, along with hundreds of other Christian Arabs, who
returned to Haifa, Nazareth, and a number of villages in the Galilee. In
return, the Archbishop was willing to conduct a political campaign against
the communists in Israel and to try to distance the members of his religious
grouping from Communist Party influence. The story of Muhammad Nimr
al-Hawari was similar. After playing an important role in the Palestinian
national movement and representing refugee interests vis-a-vis Israel at
Lausanne, he and his family were permitted to return to Nazareth from
Lebanon in order to take an active part in the struggle against Communist
Party influence among Arabs in Israel. At the same time, however, it is
important to remember that other elements within the Israeli government
also helped facilitate the return of some of the leaders and activists of the
Communist Party who had become refugees in Lebanon. One example was
Emile Touma, who until 1948 had served as the editor of al-Ittihad, the
Arab language publication of the National Liberation League.

Israel also took advantage of its war on infiltration in order to expel
some of the inhabitants of the Palestinian villages that had not been
destroyed during the war. Thousands of Palestinians were expelled by
Israel while the talks to demarcate the armistice lines between Israel and its
neighbors were underway. Some were expelled into southern Lebanon, but
in some cases Israel preferred to expel hundreds of Palestinians into the
northern West Bank. In this way, in January 1949, hundreds of residents of
Majd al-Kurum were loaded onto military trucks and taken to Wadi "Ara,
which was then still under the control of Iraqi army forces. Thousands of
other Galilee villagers were sent into exile in the Jenin area and other
locations in northern Samaria.

In the meantime, the All-Palestine Government lost any real hold
over Palestine, for the most part to Abdullah, who took control over the
West Bank after the Jericho Congress of December 1948. Simultaneously,
the Egyptians intensified their hold over the Gaza Strip. In both cases, the
armistice agreements provided legitimacy for the respective Arab presence
in these areas, which the UN partition plan had designated for the
Palestinian state.

The Israeli-Transjordanian armistice talks were particularly
complex, first, because of King Abdullah’s great desire to rule a future
federation that would include all of Greater Syria and Israel. Ben-Gurion
and his colleagues of course had no intention of agreeing to such an
arrangement, but they did regard it as prudent to take advantage of his
aspirations in order to achieve a separate peace with Transjordan. Second,
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the Jewish Yishuv’s long relationship with the Hashemite King resulted in
talks that were conducted in parallel on two tracks: the formal track in
Rhodes where talks were conducted according to the Egyptian model, and
the secret meetings with the King at Shuneh, where all the significant
breakthroughs were made. Third, the two countries had to deal with the
sensitive issue of Jerusalem, which at this point was occupied by the Israeli
army in the west and the Jordanian army in the east. This situate stood in
contrast to the UN resolution of 1947, which stipulated that greater
Jerusalem would be an international zone.

Moreover, both sides agreed that Palestinian independence needed
to be prevented. Although it had accepted the UN partition plan, Israel
preferred forging an agreement with Abdullah at the expense of Haj Amin
al-Husayni, a common enemy. Nonetheless, the talks were particularly
tense both because of the complex issues they tackled and because the
border between the two countries was supposed to pass through a region
densely packed with residential localities in close proximity to Israel’s
coastal lowland economic and civil center, particularly Gush Dan. From
their part, Abdullah and his government demanded all the territory that had
been designated for the Palestinians according to the UN partition plan,
including areas then held by Israel in East Jerusalem, and areas then held
by the Iraqi army in northern Samaria, that would be transferred to Jordan
during the unilateral Iraqi withdrawal from the region. This included Wadi
‘Ara (the ‘triangle’), the main artery connecting the coastal lowlands with
the country’s internal valleys and the Galilee in the north. The Negev was
another important issue. In this context, Israel based its position on the UN
resolution, while the Jordanians, with British encouragement, also sought to
control it. It was clear to Israel that Britain and Jordan would do everything
in their power to retain as much of the Arava in the eastern Negev as
possible, as well as Umm Rashrash (today Eilat) on the Red Sea to the west
of Aqgaba. In light of these factors, Israel resolved to use both the carrot and
the stick by promising Abdullah significant territorial gains but at the same
time threatening the continuation of hostilities in the case of points that the
government held could not be sacrificed under any circumstances. The
agreement with Jordan, therefore, was reached under an ongoing active
military threat. To this end, the IDF amassed forces in Hadera in order to
compel Abdullah to give up Wadi "Ara. It also carried out Operation "Uvda
(Fact), which was meant to actualize Israeli sovereignty in the Negev in
light of Britain’s demands to recognize Jordanian rights to the region.

On the question of Jerusalem, Isracl met Abdullah half way. In
exchange for full Israeli control over the railway linking the coastal
lowlands and Jerusalem (primarily at Nahal Refaim on the eastern part of
the railway, where the Transjordanians enjoyed effective control of the
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railway), Israel agreed to full Transjordanian control of the Old City of
Jerusalem, despite its significant strongholds along the city walls. Israel
also agreed to continued Transjordanian control of the Jerusalem
neighborhood of Shaykh Jarrah, which meant that the Hebrew University
and Hadassah Hospital on Mt. Scopus would remain an Israeli enclave
within Jordanian territory. More importantly, Israel conceded control of the
Jewish holy places and the Jewish Quarter of the old city.

In contrast, Israel did not yield on two fundamental issues. The first
was full control of the Negev. To this end, IDF forces were sent to
physically seize control of the Negev in the midst of the Israeli-Jordanian
armistice talks (March 1949, Operation ‘Uvda). In this integrated air and
ground operation, the IDF conquered the northern and southern Negev and
the southwest portion of the Dead Sea. During their drive southward, forces
of the Golani Brigade defeated the Transjordanian forces that were present
in the Arava. At Umm Rashrash, which was later renamed Eilat, the
Palmach’s Negev Brigade hoisted the Israeli flag.

The second issue on which Israel did not yield was control over
Wadi ‘Ara, the more sensitive diplomatic and military dispute of the two.
In order to put pressure on Abdullah who refused to withdraw his forces
from this region, Israel concentrated forces near Hadera (Operation Oren).
Abdullah understood the hint and agreed to withdraw from Wadi "Ara and
conceded to Israeli control of the area. In early April 1949, the two
countries signed an armistice agreement at Rhodes. Abdullah changed his
kingdom’s name from Transjordan to Jordan (to indicate its control of
territory on both sides of the Jordan River), and the agreement was
immediately followed by the commencement of ultimately unsuccessful
contacts toward a possible Israeli- Jordanian peace treaty.

More than twenty large and small villages in the ‘Triangle,” from
Kufr Qasim in the south to Umm al-Fahm and its offshoot villages in the
north, were transferred to Israeli control in May 1949 under the Israeli-
Jordanian Rhodes agreement. The approximately 30,000 inhabitants of the
region, who were added to Israel’s population on the eve of the country’s
first Independence Day, significantly increased Israel’s Arab minority,
which now stood at approximately 160,000 people. The transfer of the
villages of the Triangle from Jordan to Israel was a major Jordanian
concession which rekindled the criticism of Abdullah and his policies both
among the Palestinians and throughout the Arab countries.

In May 1949, the UN recognized the State of Israel and granted it
membership to the international organization. This act, in conjunction with
the simultaneous acceptance of Jordan into its ranks, was an expression of
the legitimacy the two countries received from the organization that had
played such a significant role in Israel’s establishment. It also reflected the
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recognition of the outcome of the war that was enshrined in the agreements,
which were mediated by the UN itself.

This left Syria. On the face of things, Syria, like Iraq, was one of
Israel’s more uncompromising enemies at the time. Its army tried to enter
the territory of Mandate Palestine back in October 1947, and then again in
January 1948, in the midst of the war. Syria was also unstable, and suffered
repeated military coups in the course of 1949. For this reason, Israel was
surprised by the proposal of Husni al-Za'im, the ruler of Syria on the eve of
the armistice talks. Al-Za'im maintained that his country wanted more than
an armistice agreement; it wanted a peace treaty, and to achieve this goals
was even willing to absorb hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees.
Ben-Gurion responded with caution, and called for an armistice before the
commencement of peace negotiations. His caution was justified, as just a
few weeks after the conclusion of the Israeli-Syrian armistice agreement,
Husni al-Za'im was removed from power.

The Israeli-Syrian armistice talks began in May 1949 in a tent on
the Rosh Pina-Mishmar Hayarden road next to Khirbet Yarda. Israel’s
primary demand was unequivocal: the complete withdrawal of Syrian
forces to east of the Jordan River. The Syrian enclave was located within
Israeli territory according to the UN partition map as well. This time, it
looked as if the talks would drag on and even fail. The crux of the dispute
was over the Syrian demand to control the sources of the Jordan River, the
river itself, and the north-eastern banks of Lake Kinneret. Under no
circumstances was Israel able to agree to Syrian control of its water
sources, which had no substitute.

The complications were navigated by Ralph Bunche, the American
UN mediator who replaced Folke Bernadotte after his assassination. He
proposed that the Banias spring itself remain demilitarized in Syrian
territory, while two important areas along the Jordan River, from Lake Hula
via the eastern Kinneret to the hot baths at al-Hama, remain demilitarized
within Israeli territory. The agreement to demilitarization would come in
exchange for Syria’s withdrawal of its forces from the enclave at Mishmar
Hayarden, and resulted in the signing of the Syrian-Israeli armistice
agreement on 20 July 1949. This agreement marked the formal end of the
1948 war.

Israel’s armistice agreement with Syria also marked the conclusion
of the demarcation of Israel’s borders. From this point on, Israel undertook
operations along its borders in all regions to prevent the Palestinians from
returning to the country. The Arab countries who signed the armistice
agreements with Israel, particularly Egypt and Jordan, cooperated with the
new Jewish state in attempting to prevent the Palestinians from returning to
their homes out of a desire to avoid Israeli military operations against them.
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THE VICTIMS

In the course of the war, from its beginnings in late November 1947
through July 1949, Israel lost more than six thousand of its most promising
young men and women, representing approximately one percent of the
overall population of the Jewish Yishuv on the eve of the war. Thousands of
others were wounded. The casualties included men and women,
approximately two-thirds of whom were soldiers and the rest civilians of
various ages. Those killed during the war were praised as having sacrificed
their lives for the Jewish people’s renewed independence in its homeland.
They were the ‘silver platter’ on which the people had received the Jewish
state. The mythological generation of 1948 was handsome, honest, and
completely committed. With their own bodies, they secured the
independence of Israel. Many settlements were destroyed, while others —
such as the settlements of the Etzion Block south of Jerusalem, Beit
Ha'arava on the northern Dead Sea, Neve Dekalim and Atarot south of
Jerusalem — remained destroyed under Jordanian rule.

The Palestinians lost between 12,000 and 15,000 people (more than
one percent of the overall Palestinian population on the eve of the war), and
a larger number of Palestinians were wounded. The Palestinians killed in
the war constituted a large and painful sacrifice for their families. Even
greater, however, was the pain of the Palestinians stemming from the loss
of their homeland, the collapse of their society into individual communities,
and the destruction and disappearance of more than 400 cities and villages.
The residents of these localities lost their homes, their property, and all
their land, and became refugees in the Gaza Strip, the West Bank, and
the neighboring Arab countries. Israel was established on the ruins of
Palestinian homes, not just within the borders of the partition plan but far
beyond. Israel conquered and expelled hundreds of thousands of
Palestinians, and then inherited their property. These Palestinians were
forced to rebuild their lives from the ground up, beginning in the tents of
refugee camps. At the end of the war, the Palestinians no longer posed a
military threat to Israel. They had started the war and, ultimately, they were
its primary victims.

After the demarcation of the armistice lines that served as borders
between Israel and the surrounding Arab states, Falastin disappeared from
the map, from popular consciousness in general, and from the
consciousness of the people in the region itself. Falastin had been divided
into three parts: the State of Israel, which occupied approximately 78% of
the area; the West Bank, which was annexed by Jordan; and the Gaza Strip,
which remained under Egyptian military government and administration.
Israel, which had bought its independence with the blood of its children,
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began a period of day-to-day business focused on all aspects of the

establishment of a new country, recovery from a difficult war, and the
absorption of mass Jewish immigration.
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CHAPTER SIX

POST-TRAUMA, POST-EUPHORIA, 1949-1956

By the time Israel completed signing the armistice agreements with its four
Arab neighbors in July 1949, the results of the war were established facts.
The Palestinians were left to fend for themselves outside the international
political process and to contend with their new reality: the loss of their
homeland, the total collapse of their society, and the beginning of their
‘period of loss.” Mandate Palestine disappeared from the map not only
geographically but also as a political entity in public consciousness. For
decades during the Mandate, the Palestinians had struggled to establish
their own sovereign independent state. Now they had lost their country and
were stateless. Not only had the potential of a state of Falastin in the entire
area of the former British Mandate not been actualized, but the possibility
of establishing a Palestinian Arab state according to the borders of the UN
partition plan had also not been acted on. The 78% of Mandate Palestine on
which Israel was established was much larger than the area that the Jewish
state had been allocated on 29 November 1947. This area now contained
only approximately 160,000 Palestinians, who became citizens of the State
of Israel. Most of the Palestinians who had been living in the same area
until the 1948 war — some 750,000 people — became refugees and lost their
homes.

Israeli society and the Israeli leadership received the armistice
agreements with a sense of euphoria that was understandable in light of the
inconceivable accomplishment it represented. This sense of historical
achievement, however, was tempered by major concern regarding the
future in terms of diplomacy, economics, defense, and security. In addition
to hope that the armistice agreements offered a realistic possibility of
peace, after Israeli had demonstrated both its military capabilities and its
willingness for territorial compromise, there was fear that the young state
would be unable to survive in a state of war for an extended period of time.
The longing for an end to the war was so strong that it resulted in a
willingness to pass up possible territorial gains. Within Israel, there was
wall-to-wall consensus that it could live with the borders provided by the
armistice agreements, which reflected its military victory, but also provided
it with a chance to reach a peace treaty, especially with Jordan.

The second largest territory within Falastin, after Israel, was the
West Bank, which the Kingdom of Jordan annexed in practice in 1949, and

139



CHAPTER 6

officially in 1951. The Palestinians of the West Bank, refugees and original
inhabitants alike, were granted Jordanian citizenship, became part of the
population of the Hashemite Kingdom, and held positions within its
governing institutions. King Abdullah now controlled the largest
concentration of Palestinian population, which stood at approximately
800,000 in the West Bank and tens of thousands of refugees living on the
other side of the Jordan River. The Palestinians in Jordan were extremely
frustrated with the outcome of the war and with the King’s policies. Their
opposition to the regime resulted in instability and upheavals during the
1950s and the decades to come.

The small area of land lying within the borders of the Gaza Strip
now had to support an exceptionally large population of Palestinian
refugees who had found safe haven there. In addition to the 80,000 original
inhabitants of the area, it was forced to absorb double that number of
Palestinian refugees who were supposed to begin rebuilding their lives in
its many refugee camps. The Palestinian population of the Gaza Strip was
ruled by an Egyptian military administration, which did not grant them
Egyptian citizenship or citizenship of any other kind. In the Gaza Strip, the
Palestinians faced difficult economic and political conditions stemming
from their isolation from the rest of the Palestinian population, and their
isolation from far-away Cairo, with which contact was hard to maintain
because of the Sinai Desert and the military administration.

The Israelis initially had trouble coming to terms with the transition
from the joy of victory to the new era of day-to-day business, which
required contending with the realities of the end of the war. The greatest
challenge faced by Israel at the end of the war was the mass wave of Jewish
immigration then arriving in the country, which was of a scope and a
socioeconomic character that was unprecedented in the history of the
Yishuv. During the war, and to a greater extent following the war, Israel
opened its gates to all Jews who wanted to come. There were no longer
limitations regarding age, political affiliation, or financial status. The Law
of Return enabled all Jews from around the world to immigrate to Israel
and make it their home. Within the first few years of statechood, however,
the accomplishment of mass Jewish immigration would begin to take its
toll on the young state.

Most of the 600,000 new Jewish immigrants who arrived in Israel
during the first three years of statehood came from Jewish communities in
Arab and Muslim countries. The largest groups came from Yemen, Egypt,
Iran, Syria, and the countries of North Africa. The departure of Jews from
these countries and their immigration to Israel significantly transformed the
character of Israeli society, from a small and primarily European
community to a diverse multi-cultural society. The mass immigration also
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resulted in the decline and, later, the disappearance of Jewish communities
that had lived in the Arab and Muslim countries for many centuries. Many
regarded the departure of the eastern Jews and their immigration to Israel as
a sort of population exchange with the uprooted Palestinians, who had been
forced to flee their homeland and find refuge in neighboring Arab
countries.

Between May 1948 and May 1951, the number of Jews that had
arrived to Israel since the war was greater than the number of Jews that had
been living in the state upon its establishment. Israeli society was exhausted
after the long war, and its economic and social capacity to absorb the new
population was limited. Many of the new immigrants were forced to resign
themselves to living in temporary camps, vulnerable to inclement weather,
illnesses, and a social and cultural situation in which they now suffered the
combined effect of unemployment and the alienation characteristic of
people with foreign customs whose language is different from that of the
society absorbing them.

In addition to the hundreds of thousands of refugees in the Gaza
Strip and the West Bank, new refugee communities sprung up in Lebanon,
Syria, Transjordan, Iraq, and other countries. The approximately 100,000
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon faced particularly dire conditions as a
guest population that was unwanted by the government and by significant
portions of the Lebanese population. Their movement outside the refugee
camps was significantly limited, and they were treated as foreign citizens
who were prohibited from working in more than seventy professions that
were reserved for the Lebanese themselves. The political and sociopolitical
realities in which the Palestinian refugees lived in Lebanon made it
extremely difficult for them to make a living and to rebuild their lives with
dignity.

The conditions facing the more than 100,000 Palestinian refugees
living in Syria were better than those faced by their countrymen in Lebanon
but worse than those faced by the refugees in Jordan. The Palestinian
refugees in Syria were not granted Syrian citizenship, and they were
therefore unable to participate in parliamentary elections and influence
Syrian politics in this manner. However, in contrast to their lack of political
rights, the Palestinian refugees in Syria were granted socioeconomic rights
similar to those enjoyed by Syrian citizens. These rights enabled them to
work in all professions without limitation and to attend state schools and
universities free of charge. In a proactive, unilateral operation, Egypt
returned the thousands of refugees who had entered its borders to Israel and
dismantled its two Palestinian refugee camps, in al-Abbasiyya and al-
Qantara.
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The Arab countries did not wish to absorb the Palestinians, and the
Palestinians did not wish to be absorbed. They continued to long for
revenge and to do what they could to push the Arab countries toward a
second round with Israel. Until then, the Palestinians began to make efforts
to infiltrate Israel’s borders, which would later assume guerilla
characteristics (Fedayin), and to carry out subversive acts among Israel’s
Arab population in order to destabilize the country from within. At the
same time, the young country of Israel needed to contend with two new
populations that had recently arrived in the country. The first was the
Jewish refugee Holocaust survivors from Europe. Thousands of immigrants
reached Israel physically and spiritually devastated, incapable of telling
others about what they had been through and not wanting to do so. From its
part, the Jews who had been living in the country since before World War
II had trouble digesting what little was known about the Holocaust at the
time. Nonetheless, both the new immigrant Holocaust survivors and the
veteran community that absorbed them were determined to do everything
necessary to establish a Jewish state that would prevent the repetition of
such a tragedy. The former wanted to forget what had happened to them
and the latter wanted to erase it from the collective memory for the sake of
a new, healthy, and safe future. The second group consisted of the Jews that
had been rescued from the hostile Arab countries. The 1948 war forced
these communities to leave the villages and cities, in which Jews had lived
for hundreds of years, and to make the journey to Israel, sometimes with
little more than the clothes on their backs. They were met by a society that
was overwhelmingly European in character. This complex encounter left
both sides with scars that took a long time to heal, and certainly made
things even more difficult for the newly established state, the future
existence of which was far from certain.

Palestinian society had been building a national movement since
the 1920s and had aspired to achieve independence. Instead, after 1948 it
found itself broken into smaller communities living under the rule of
others. This new socio-political reality prevented the functioning of a
united and effective Palestinian national leadership capable of pursuing
their interests after the Nakba. Instead of a united leadership, separated
leaderships sprung up on local levels, each working to ensure its survival
and the relative welfare of their communities in neighboring countries.

In addition to the growing social and cultural tensions in Israel
resulting from the charged encounter between the veteran Jewish
inhabitants of the country and the recently arrived newcomers, Israel also
suffered a severe economic crisis. To a large degree, Yishuv society, and
later Israeli society, funded the war, and was subsequently forced to
contend with a large and growing immigrant population that was

142



POST-TRAUMA, POST-EUPHORIA, 1949-1956

economically dependent on the state by nature. In this context, Israel was
forced into extreme economic austerity, which was detrimental for the
entire population, veterans and newcomers alike. In addition to these
challenges, Israel was also faced with objective security considerations that
remained as serious as ever. In light of Israel’s constant security threat and
serious economic and social problems, it was not at all certain at the
beginning of the 1950s if Isracl would be able to survive for the long-term.

The opponents of the Palestinians took advantage of the vacuum
left by the absence of a united national leadership and the trauma of the war
— which caused Palestinian society mortal injuries and splintered it into
separate communities — to obscure Palestinian national identity and
consciousness. During and immediately following the war, Israel forced the
Palestinians who had managed to remain in the country and became
citizens of the new state to adopt an artificial Arab-Israeli identity. This
identity was aimed at erasing all memory of their history, their national
consciousness, and their indigenous connection to their country Falastin.
Jordan also conducted a policy of de-Palestinization and a forced Jordanian
identity, granting the Palestinians living within their borders citizenship and
political rights. In the 1950s, the Palestinians’ rivals appeared to be
succeeding. Falastin disappeared from the map and from international and
regional consciousness, and even the Palestinians themselves appeared to
be cooperating with the de-Palestinization of their national identity by
adopting alternative identities. The trauma caused by the war and its
outcome paralyzed the national Palestinian leadership and prevented them
from maintaining direct and effective contact with the different Palestinian
communities.

Haj Amin al-Husayni and the Arab Higher Committee that led the
Palestinians during the 1948 war lost the little strength and influence they
still had, despite the Mufti’s insistence on continuing to represent the
Palestinian cause and his efforts to oppose the armistice agreements and all
negotiations with Israel. The All-Palestine Government established in Gaza
with the support of the Mufti in early October 1948 was forced to relocate
to Cairo later that month, after the hostilities resumed and it appeared that
Israel might conquer the Gaza Strip. In the absence of a national Palestinian
leadership, many West Bank notables put their hopes in King Abdullah and
cooperated with the Hashemite regime. The Palestinian question vanished
from the international and regional political arena as a national problem,
becoming primarily a humanitarian problem of refugees.

After July 1949, the UN institutionalized its aid to the Palestinian
refugees with the establishment of the United Nations Relief and Works
Agency (UNRWA), which since then has been responsible for providing
educational, health, and welfare services to the Palestinian refugees in their
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various countries of residence. Although this aid has made the daily lives of
Palestinian refugees easier since 1949, it has also fixed their status as
refugees whose return to their homeland has become a theoretical idea that
cannot be implemented. Nevertheless, the Palestinian refugees’ right of
return has attained and retains an almost sacred status. Falastin has become
a lost paradise, and serves as the new glue uniting the Palestinian people in
exile.

EXPULSION, RETURN, AND REPRISAL OPERATIONS

Israel’s security problems after the war remained demanding. The small
and economically weak country was forced to contend with the desire of
the neighboring Arab states to launch another attack and to destroy it the
moment they were capable of doing so. If Israel regarded the armistice
regime as a prelude to peace, the Arab countries saw it as nothing more
than a temporary military situation. Moreover, one clear dimension of these
countries’ refusal to absorb the Palestinian refugees in a proper manner was
opposition to Israel: that is, their desire to maintain the refugee status of the
Palestinians as an easily combustible threat against Israel that, under the
proper circumstances, would provide them with a pretext for war.

Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians who found refuge in the
neighboring Arab countries refused to recognize the armistice borders
agreed upon by Israel and their host countries. Many encountered problem
supporting their families and at times went hungry. They longed for their
homes and their agricultural land in the towns and villages they left behind,
and it was only natural that thousands would try to steal across the borders
in an effort to reach their home localities to bring back food for their
families. Others tried their luck returning to their homes permanently,
particularly in localities which had not yet been destroyed or in which
Israel had not yet settled Jews.

The Israeli government had already decided not to allow a
Palestinian return in May 1948 and now attempted to prevent this
phenomenon by sealing the border with live fire. Israel saw the returning
Palestinians as dangerous infiltrators crossing the borders of the country
without authorization. However, the Israeli authorities did not limit
themselves to preventing the refugees from returning to their country; they
also continued the process of expelling Palestinians even after July 1949.
The expulsion operations were applied to small villages and the remains of
larger villages in the Galilee, the center of the country, the Negev, and the
south as a whole. One particularly well known instance was the 1950
expulsion of more than 2,000 Palestinians who remained in Majdal-
‘Asqgalan (today Ashkelon), most into the Gaza Strip. A few families were
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expelled to the city of Lod. The policy of expelling Arabs from the south of
the country, and Bedouin tribes from the Negev in particular, continued
well into the 1950s. During the Sinai War of 1956, Israel expelled more
than 2,000 residents of two villages in the eastern Upper Galilee, Krad al-
Baqqarah and Krad al-Ghannamah, eastward across the Jordan River. A
small portion of them accounting for a few hundred in total were expelled
to the Lower Galilee village of Sha'ab.

The Palestinians expelled from their towns and villages were not
only expelled across the border; some were expelled internally, within the
borders of Israel. In addition to the cases of Iqrit and Bir'im, there were
many other instances of this phenomenon in the Galilee, such as Kufr
‘Inan, Kadita, al-Farradiyya, al-Ghabisiyya, and other locations. In the
early 1950s, the internal refugees (officially referred to as “present
absentees”) whom Israel did not permit to return to their villages accounted
for twenty percent of the country’s overall Arab population in the country.
The large majority of this population consisted of refugees from the Galilee
living in Nazareth and the dozens of villages located close to their home
villages in northern Israel. Israel’s expropriation of the present absentees’
land and refusal to allow them to return to their villages has become one of
the primary points of contention between Israel and its Arab citizens.

The band of refugees surrounding Israel was a constant threat to
Israel’s everyday security, as well as an existential threat on a very
fundamental level. The former threat disrupted daily life in Israel. The latter
threatened the very existence of the state, as the refugee problem served to
mobilize the neighboring Arab countries, as well as other more distant
countries, against Israel. For this reason, the Israeli government decided
upon a twofold approach: on the one hand, ensuring sustainable borders,
and on the other hand, working toward a solution of the refugee problem.
The first component of Israel’s response involved charging the IDF with
ensuring that no infiltrators entered the country. The second component
meant increasing efforts to reach an agreement with the surrounding Arab
countries on the question of the refugees, including Israeli willingness to
help shoulder the financial burden of their rehabilitation. On the first front,
along the borders, there was a rapid decline in the situation, as infiltration
into Israel grew more and more injurious in terms of damage to property
and, subsequently, loss of life. The refugees quickly organized themselves,
with Egyptian support, into an efficient, semi-military framework known as
fedayun (“those who sacrifice themselves”). Especially vulnerable was
Israel’s new immigrant population living in the periphery along the borders,
primarily with Jordan and Egypt. The residents of these immigrant
settlements suffered from the difficulties of a recently arrived population
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and from concrete threats to their personal security. Nonetheless, these
settlements survived and no one fled.

On the second front, vis-a-vis the neighboring Arab countries, it
became clear that not only had they demonstrated an unwillingness to reach
an agreement with Israel in general and on the refugee issue in particular,
but that they were also either unable or unwilling to prevent the continued
infiltration. From their perspective, the refugees were providing a service as
a source of incitement along the border, and at no cost to the host countries
themselves. The Israeli government clearly understood that something
needed to be done.

Palestinian efforts to return to their homes continued throughout
the 1950s, but the flow gradually decreased as a result of the Israeli
government’s success in sealing the borders, as well as the systematic
destruction of the abandoned villages. Palestinians now started to cross the
border carrying weapons, and a few even attacked Israeli soldiers and
civilians. The desire for revenge ran particularly high among Palestinian
refugees, and their frustration deepened as their hopes of returning to their
homes and their homeland dwindled. Most Palestinian infiltrations into
Israel, during the 1950s as well, were locally and spontaneously organized.
Israel was not alone in being unable to prevent border crossings: so were its
Arab neighbors, despite the heavy price they subsequently paid in revenge
attacks carried out by IDF soldiers deep within their territory.

After a string of failures in trying to thwart infiltrations, Israel
established the Border Guard in 1952 as the border security branch of the
Israeli police force. This, however, proved to be insufficient. The
establishment of Unit 101 under the command of Ariel Sharon in 1953
reflected the decision to take the war against infiltration to the territory of
the neighboring Arab countries, which hosted the infiltrators and helped
them operate. The success of this unit resulted in an increase in the size of
the IDF’s paratrooper force, which began to carry out reprisal operations in
response to attacks in Israel. After the Qibya operation of October 1953 in
which a non-combat Palestinian population was inadvertently harmed, it
was decided to focus reprisal operations on installations of the Arab states
from which infiltrators had entered Israel in an effort to compel them to
stop the infiltrators before they entered Israel. This approach necessitated
large operations that quickly expanded in scope into complex military
operations requiring professional expertise and great determination. These
were two things that Israel had in abundant supply during this period.

Beginning in the mid-1950s, Israel stepped up its bloody attacks on
villages and other targets in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. For
example, in an October 1953 operation in the village of Qibya, IDF soldiers
brutally murdered sixty men, women, and children in their homes in the
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village. In similar large operations carried out between 1954 and 1956,
dozens more innocent Palestinians were murdered, further increasing the
tension between Israel, Jordan, and Egypt. These operations increased
tensions along the borders, and the beating of war drums again sounded
through the region. IDF operations along the borders with Egypt and Jordan
accelerated Israel’s decision to take part in the 1956 Sinai War against
Egypt.

The Israeli military government that ruled the Arab population of
Israel beginning in 1948 played an important role in the war against the
Palestinians returning to their homeland. Representatives of the military
government charged the village leaders (mukhtar) of the Arab population,
and their agents among this population, with informing them whenever
Palestinians returned to their homes. In many instances, the military
government imposed closures and curfews on Arab villages, carried out
searches, and expelled across the borders refugees that had succeeded in
returning to their homes to be with their family. Military governors also
imposed strict limitations on the movement of the Arab population and a
system of permits, which were usually issued to those who cooperated with
the military government. The policy of limiting movement and applying
emergency regulations made it easier for the government and the state
establishment to settle newly-arrived Jews in abandoned villages and in
Arab neighborhoods in the cities. In other cases, the military government
played a role in destroying the abandoned villages in order to establish
exclusively Jewish rural settlements on their ruins.

As if the increasingly severe infiltration problem caused by the
band of refugees that encircled Israel was not enough, Israel’s government
also had to contend with the Arab citizens of Israel, whose loyalties were
naturally unclear under the circumstances. In addition to granting them
citizenship and equal political rights and trying to take needs into
consideration in the realm of family reunification, the government was
forced to maintain military government over the Arab population living
under Israeli sovereignty. This was uncomfortable but necessary, as Israel
was concerned by the possibility of Palestinian operations coming
simultaneously from outside and inside the country. The Arabs in Israel
were seen as a fifth column, and the state authorities treated them
accordingly. Within the Arab countries on the other side of Israel’s borders,
many regarded the Arabs who remained in Israel as collaborators who had
cooperated with the state that had been established on the ruins of their
homeland. These years, during which the Arabs of Israel were isolated from
Jewish society by the military government and from the Arab countries by
virtue of their Israeli citizenship, were the most difficult years in the history
of the Palestinians who had managed to remain in their country.
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AFTERSHOCKS IN THE ARAB WORLD

The bitter fate of the Palestinians clearly reflected the repercussions of the
Nakba. More than half of the Palestinian population had become refugees,
while others suffered from a loss of their independence and national
dignity. The embittered Palestinians blamed the Arab regimes for
abandoning them during the war and, in certain cases, for conspiring with
the Zionist enemy. They regarded these regimes as active partners of the
British, the US, and Israel in the Palestinian Nakba. They were not the only
ones who held this opinion. Arab public opinion in general remained
agitated for years and was unable to come to terms with the results of the
Arab defeat in the war against Israel. The explanations and excuses
provided by the leaders of the Arab countries failed to pacify, not to
mention to convince, Arab public opinion. It is not surprising that these
regimes would experience serious crises during the years following 1948.

Syria was the first to undergo such a political crisis. In December
1948, even before the end of the war, the regime that was perceived as
being responsible for the defeat was removed from power by a military
coup led by Husni al-Za'im. Al-Za'im, in turn, was deposed by another
military coup approximately one month after signing the armistice
agreement with Israel in the summer of 1949.

The case of Lebanon appeared to be less complex, as its army
barely fought Israel in 1948. However, Lebanese Prime Minister Riyad al-
Sulh was a proponent of talks with Israel, and even a peace treaty. He was
perceived as a leader working against the interests of the Palestinians and
against the overall Arab position, which refused to recognize the results of
the defeat. Ultimately, al-Sulh was killed by an assassin’s bullet during a
visit to Amman in June 1951. He was the first Arab leader to pay with his
life for betraying the Arab national position, which in this case was
represented by the Syrian Nationalist Party of which he was an opponent.

The Arab state in which the 1948 war caused the most severe
aftershocks was the Kingdom of Jordan. The Palestinians, who formed a
demographic majority on the two banks of the Jordan River, accused
Abdullah of betrayal and of conspiring with the Zionist enemy. They
disapproved of his efforts to reach a peace treaty with Israel, as such an
agreement would perpetuate the status quo of the end of the war. The cities
of the West Bank naturally became centers of incitement against the
Hashemite regime. In July 1951, King Abdullah paid a visit to Jerusalem,
and was killed before the eyes of his young grandson Hussein Ibn Talal
(who would soon succeed him on the throne) as he went to pray in the al-
Agsa Mosque.
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Although Egypt was the last country to experience a political crisis
stemming from the Arab defeat in the 1948 war (the Hashemite regime in
Iraq was toppled in 1958, after the period under discussion here), the
change it underwent as a result was extremely dramatic. The bitterness of
the young officers in the Egyptian army who had taken part in the 1948 war
in Falastin was no secret. The reasons for bitterness among the officers,
and throughout the public as a whole, were not limited to the 1948 war.
They also included the continuing British presence in the Suez Canal Zone
and the manner in which the Egyptian monarchy was running the country.

In July 1952, a group of “free officers” successfully carried out a
military coup, toppled the monarchy, established a republic, and embarked
upon a policy of political and economic reform. By 1954, Gamal Abdel
Nasser, who took part in the 1948 war, emerged as the strongman of the
“free officers” regime. After becoming president, Nasser instituted a defiant
policy against the British presence in Egypt and against imperialism in the
Middle East in general. Nasser’s rise to power in Egypt endowed the Arab
nationalist movement in the Arab world as a whole with new energy and
gave new hope to the Palestinians, who had been desperately waiting for an
Arab leader to resume the struggle for their rights. Israel’s reprisal
operations in Gaza embarrassed the new regime, and pushed Nasser to sign
an arms deal with Czechoslovakia and to cultivate a closer relationship with
the Soviet Bloc, which was looking for a foothold in the region after its
disappointment by Israel.

Nasser aspired to be more than a revolutionary Arab leader. He
hoped to bring about a real change in the Arab world as a whole through
Arab unity and the liberation of Palestine. Nasser’s new revolutionary
policy was enthusiastically welcomed by various parts of the Arab public in
general and among the Palestinians in particular. Britain and France,
however, were concerned about their status and their influence in Egypt
(primarily on the Suez Canal) and in other parts of the region (Algeria,
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the gulf countries). They responded with a
provocative and aggressive policy toward Egypt and toward Nasser
himself, and tried to thwart the changes and reform that his regime sought
to foster, which included the construction of a large dam at Aswan in
southern Egypt. Nasser’s response was quick to come: nationalization of
the Suez Canal and the use of the revenues from the passage of ships
through the canal for the good of Egypt in general and the construction of
the Aswan Dam in particular. Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal
and his anti-imperialist policies ultimately resulted in a tripartite French-
British-Israeli conspiracy to topple the ruling regime in Egypt.

Although these internal political developments in the Arab world
initially appeared favorable to Israel, they quickly resulted in a new front
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that was much more aggressive and determined to take action against Israel
than the previous regimes. In addition to these changes, Israel suffered from
increasing international isolation. Its leaders had difficulty finding its place
in the Cold War world, with its natural leaning toward the US-led Western
Bloc, and the necessity of maintaining proper relations with the Soviet
Union, which was home to the largest Jewish population during the period.
Israeli leaders feared that if a war were launched against Israel, which
seemed to be a certainty in light of the increasing skirmishes along its
border, Israel would not enjoy political or military support from a major
superpower. Things looked even grimmer when, in September 1955, they
learned that Nasser had signed a Soviet supported arms deal with
Czechoslovakia that was unprecedented in quantity and quality. Egypt
clearly had not learned the lesson of 1948 and was planning to launch a
second round of hostilities against Israel. This state of affairs increased
concerns within Israel.

In this context, Israel, which was in desperate need of a superpower
— even one from the second tier, forged a new relationship with one that
was willing to guarantee its existence. After being refused by the US and
Britain, it was France, which was then in the midst of a war against the
rebels in Algeria, that agreed to help Israel. At the same time that Nasser’s
regime sought to strike at Israel, it was also supporting the rebels in
Algeria. The common interest shared by France and Israel was clear. After
the nationalization of the Suez Canal in late July 1956, in coordination with
Britain and France, Israel launched an attack on Egypt known in Israel as
Operation Kadesh. The operation was intended to eliminate the threat posed
by the Egyptian-Czechoslovakian arms deal, to solve once and for all the
problem of the fedayun operating over the border, and to eliminate the
ongoing Egyptian blockade of the Straits of Tiran. Based on its memory of
the recent past, the Israeli government instructed the IDF to keep a close
eye on Israel’s Arab population during the war.

In the summer of 1956, when the crisis in Egypt’s relations with
Britain and France had reached new heights in the aftermath of the
nationalization of the Suez Canal, Israel’s ‘reprisal operations’ (as it
referred to them) reached new heights of barbarity. Israel took advantage of
the opportunity to join the old colonial powers of Britain and France in an
attack on Nasser’s regime. On 29 October 1956, Israel invaded the Sinai
Peninsula. That evening, Israeli soldiers perpetrated a shocking massacre of
fifty men, women, and children at the village of Kufr Qasim, located within
Israel itself, far from the front lines and the Egyptian border. Israel’s true
face again re-emerged, both in its conspiracy with the colonial powers and
the massacre of innocent Arab civilians.
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From Deir Yassin to Kufr Qasim, Israel was established and
developed on the blood of Palestinians killed unnecessarily in dozens of
massacres during the 1948 war, in aggressive attacks along the border and
beyond during the 1950s, in the massacre at Kufr Qasim, and in the
conquest of the Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula in the war of 1956. In all
of the massacres carried out by IDF soldiers during and after the 1948 war,
no soldiers were ever placed on trial to answer for the murder of innocent
Palestinians. However, when the scope of the atrocity at Kufr Qasim
became known, Prime Minister and Defense Minister Ben-Gurion was
forced, for the first time in history, to order that the perpetrators of a
massacre be put on trial. The murderers were tried and sentenced to a few
years in prison, although most were ultimately pardoned and their sentences
greatly reduced. The Kufr Qasim massacre did not result in an easing of the
restrictions imposed by the military government and did not change Israel’s
attitude toward its Arab citizens at the time. It did, however, become a
symbol, within the IDF and Israeli society as a whole, of the responsibility
incumbent on soldiers to refuse to carry out an order “with a black flag
flying above it.”

After Operation Kadesh, the longed for peace that had not been
achieved after the 1948 war appeared to have finally arrived. Israel’s
security increased, the security of the Arab countries was reduced, and
Palestinian infiltration had almost reached a stand-still. The Israeli public
breathed a sigh of relief for the first time since 1948. Israel had
demonstrated its power and its steadfastness to the world and to its own
public. The following ten years were ten years of peace, development,
building, and the reinforcement of what already existed.

Nasser, who had been defeated by the tripartite aggression
launched against his country, became a hero who had won the war. Israel
was forced to withdraw from the Sinai Peninsula, and the colonial presence
in Egypt came to an end. The Egyptian leader emerged as the hero of the
Arab world and enjoyed immense popularity, especially among the
Palestinians. Nasser’s rise to power and the concept of Arab unity provided
the Palestinians with new hopes that the leader had arrived who would
recover their rights that had been lost in the Nakba of 1948.
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EPILOGUE: 1948, HERE AND NOW

In almost every conversation or argument between members of the two
parties to the conflict, those doing the talking inevitably end up talking
about 1948. Sometimes they are aware of it, and at other times they are not.
Some talk about the war in the past tense, and some talk about it in the
present. Those making reference to 1967 borders are really talking about
the borders demarcated in 1949. Those addressing the issue of refugees
speak first about the refugees of 1948. Those discussing the independence
of Israel are talking about the independence achieved in 1948. Those
arguing about the solution for Jerusalem also go back to 1948. And
discussion of the question of equal rights in Israel and the “Jewish and
Democratic” character of the state ultimately leads back to the Declaration
of Independence of May 1948 and the outcome of the 1948 war.

The State of Israel was established on a legal foundation: UN
Partition Resolution 181 of 29 November 1947, which called for the
establishment of two states. Israel has been established, and Palestine has
yet to be. Whoever negates the Palestinians’ natural right to establish a state
today is actually negating the Partition Resolution of 1947 and, to a certain
extent, the historical and moral foundation on which Israel was established
in 1948 and continues to exist today.

For Palestinian Arabs and Jewish Israelis alike, this formative war
is an integral part of their current realities: politically, legally,
geographically, and emotionally. Nakba is a concept that is present on a
daily basis for all Palestinians in one way or another. In some ways, the
Nakba of 1948 is still going on today. Jewish Israelis still feel that the
independence of the state must be safeguarded, and that it is still the only
solution for the hardships and suffering of the Jewish people throughout the
generations. For both sides, it is a wholly contemporary narrative, and there
is no doubt about its importance for contemporary discourse and
discussion.

Our goal here has not been to dispute or assess one narrative or
another, and certainly not to offer corrections. Our goal, rather, has been to
point out — as professional historians — that it may sometimes be necessary
to disconnect ourselves from the minute details of academic historiography
in order to make a contribution, however minor it may be, to the
understanding that the narratives of 1948 may be based on history, may live
history, and may suffer or rejoice because of history, but are by no means
concerned with historical research. Their purpose, rather, is to express a
reality that is extremely contemporary. This is something we must
remember for the sake of life today, for the sake of those who will live in
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this country in the future, and in memory of the members of both peoples
who gave their lives for it.

Between 1949 and 1967, the struggle between the two peoples
living in the former territory of Mandate Palestine — Falastin/Israel of today
— was displaced by the wars between Israel and the neighboring Arab
states. The 1967 war returned this struggle to the forefront, although not
immediately. Nonetheless, after June 1967, the large Palestinian population
living in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip found itself under an occupation
that, paradoxically, would lead them back to one Palestinian identity,
without a forced identity of any kind. This reality came into clearer focus as
the Palestinians reorganized themselves politically and as the two sides
came into direct contact with one another in the West Bank and the Gaza
Strip. Although the State of Israel appeared to have succeeded in
compelling the ‘Arabs of Israel’ to forget their Palestinian identity and
consciousness, this population also came to see themselves as Palestinians
after 1967. The encounter of the Palestinian citizens of Israel and their
brothers and sisters in the occupied territories, in conjunction with the
emergence of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) (established in
1964) as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, re-
established Palestinian identity and consciousness on the Palestinian
political agenda. Once again, the Palestinians were living under one
political entity whose territory was identical to that of the former British
Mandate over Palestine.

This Palestinian recovery from the events of the Nakba and Israel’s
control of all the former territory of the British Mandate, which to a certain
extent can be understood as a completion of its conquests during the War of
Independence, faced both sides in the struggle — albeit under very different
conditions — with a situation similar to that which existed on the eve of the
1948 war: two national groups with claims to the same piece of land. The
issue of partition is also once again the subject of internal debate within
both camps.

In 1988, the Palestinian national leadership of the PLO resolved,
for the first time in history, to recognize the State of Israel within the
borders of the armistice agreements of 1949 and to establish a Palestinian
state in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The Oslo Accords and their
appendices of 1993-1995 articulated Israel’s recognition of the PLO as the
representative of the Palestinian people and a partner for peace, as well as
its agreement to the establishment of a Palestinian state alongside Israel,
which was a position from which it retreated during the 1948 war.

Thorough exploration of the narratives of both parties to the 1948
war can help both sides better understand the aspirations, the pain, the
sensitivities, the sense of insult, and the fears of the other. Without a doubt,
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becoming more familiar with your own narrative while at the same time
recognizing that of the other can potentially transform narrative from a tool
for intensifying conflict, which unfortunately is usually the case, into one
that can encourage mutual compromise and advance equal and respectful
co-existence for both communities. All other options are a recipe for
disaster.

The conclusion that justice for one group necessarily prevents
justice for the other group, which has been espoused by most members of
the two ethno-national communities since the conflict began, has often
resulted in, and continues to result in, the total negation of the other side’s
right to its own national existence. Even more problematic is the fact that
this sum-zero approach in many ways also leads to the negation of one’s
own right to national existence. In this way, it is a patently suicidal
approach for both sides. Ongoing attentive listening to the voices coming
from without and within teaches that the approach of “it’s either us or
them” is not the only one. Another more constructive approach calls for
focusing on the interests of “us and them.”

Wise listening to the narratives of the 1948 war and its results does
not require historical accuracy, and this is not something we have sought
here. Rather, it must listen for the pain behind the narrative. After all,
narrative and the way it is presented is a reflection of the state of a
community in the present and its aspirations for the future.

This is critical insight, as the basis for a possible Israeli-Palestinian
agreement is not at all similar to the arrangement that Israel has reached
with two of its neighbors: Egypt and Jordan. An Isracli-Palestinian
settlement must also be based on narrative, political, and territorial
compromise that can provide solutions to the fundamental problems caused
by the 1948 war. It must also be based on the recognition of the narrative of
the other. This is true even if such recognition is unpleasant or painful.
Alongside the anger and pain they reflect, both narratives of 1948 contain a
dream, pleasant memories of things that once were and that have ceased to
be, a heritage, and an identity. It is a mistake to argue with these aspects of
the narrative, particularly because they remind us that, in addition to pain
and resentment, they can also offer hope. As long as they do not call for the
destruction of the other, they should be listened to.

We believe that mutual recognition of the narratives of the 1948
war can facilitate a more sophisticated political discussion that is not based
on one-dimensional arguments. Whoever is able to hear the other’s
narrative regarding the formative period of 1947-1949 will ultimately be
capable of overcoming the many other inhibitions preventing a historic
compromise resulting in two sustainable, independent states. The choice is
in our hands.
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The project of this publication was originally conceived as an atlas of the
War of 1948 that would be comprised of maps created by two eminent
Israeli and Palestinian cartographers, with captions by scholars from both
sides. With the worsening of the political conflict and the events in Gaza
during December 2008 and January 2009, the IHJR was confronted with
the challenge of how to complete the work when it became impossible for
two Palestinian partner organizations to continue working with Israeli
partners. A compromise solution was found by asking two of the lead
historians to present a joint study of the Isracli-Palestinian perspectives of
the War of 1948 and to incorporate 24 of the original maps produced for
the project. The IHJR is grateful to the Israeli and Palestinian cartographers
who originally contributed to the map production and to Issa Zboun for his
technical support.
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The Second Bernadotte Plan, 1948
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Present Absentees in the District of Haifa after 1948
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Present Absentees in the District of Nazareth after 1948
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Present Absentees in the District of Safad after 1948
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Present Absentees in the District of Tiberias after 1948
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