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ABSTRACT 

 
       The Palestine Mandate remains one of the most controversial topics in the 

historiography of twentieth-century British foreign policy. With the publication of the 

Balfour Declaration in 1917, Britain committed itself to the Jewish restoration of the 

Holy Land. Almost immediately, Britain found itself at the center of a longstanding feud 

between Jews and Arabs. The nature of the conflict pitted Pro-Zionist policymakers 

inside the British government against policymakers sympathetic to the Arab people. 

Parallel to the Jews and Arabs fighting for supremacy in the Middle East, administrators 

inside the offices of colonial and foreign affairs were locked in an ideological battle, 

pulling British foreign policy into two opposing directions. By 1936, Palestine became 

ungovernable due to a series of work strikes and escalating violence between the Jewish 

settlers and Palestinian Arabs. In turn, the Arab Rebellion of 1936 transformed the 

political landscape of the Middle East by forcing Britain to retreat from its earlier 

commitment to the Jewish people. In 1939, the British government published a new 

“White Paper” that restricted the number of Jewish immigrants allowed entry into 

Palestine every year. The purpose of this policy reversal was to placate the demands of 

Arab states, and shore up their support for Britain against the Axis Powers of Germany 

and Italy. Yet, the 1939 White Paper did not guarantee an end to hostilities between 

Britain and the Arab world. Rather, it had dire consequences for Britain’s relations with 

the Zionist leadership, heretofore Britain’s most dependable ally in the region. Forced 

into a corner, David Ben-Gurion, leader of the Labor Bloc in Palestine and executive 

officer of the Jewish Agency, executed a series of campaigns designed to subvert and 

undermine Britain’s presence in Palestine. In the decade that followed the publication of 

the White Paper, it was the Yishuv of Palestine, not the Arab states, that forced Britain to 

withdraw from Palestine completely.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE ARAB REBELLION, 1936-1939  
 

In the spring of 1936, Palestinian Arabs launched a series of violent attacks against Jewish 

settlers and British administrators in Palestine. The root cause for the attacks was the 

unprecedented increase in Jewish immigration to Palestine. Based on growing fears that the 

Jewish population would overtake the Arabs within a decade, over the next three years, 

Palestine became ground zero for rampant violence and civil unrest. Although the Arab 

Rebellion had taken British administrators by surprise, the rebellion was easily predictable 

and rooted in a series of diplomatic mishaps suffered by British policymakers the previous 

year.    

The origins of the Arab Rebellion can be traced to the autumn of 1935. In October 1935, 

Sheikh Izz al-Dim al-Qassam, a Syrian-born radical and opponent of Zionism, was gunned 

down by British troops in the Nablus Mountains.1 Although radical Islam was still in its 

infancy at the time of al-Qassam’s death, his death sent a shockwave through Palestine, 

leading small militant groups to take up arms the following year.2 Aside from the death of a 

popular Arab leader, al-Qassam’s death also occurred during Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia. The 

significance of Italy’s campaign was two-fold. First, the Italian invasion showed Britain’s 

vulnerability in the Mediterranean world, leading Egyptian and Syrian nationalists to stage 

successful protests against British and French rule.3 Following the successful models of Egypt 

and Syria, many Palestinian Arabs believed they could adopt the same methods of rebellion to 

force Britain’s hand. What the Palestinian Arabs hoped to accomplish with their violent 

attacks was the complete cessation of Jewish immigration.  

Since the establishment of the Palestine Mandate, Jewish immigration had steadily risen 

from 65,000 in 1918 to over 400,000 in 1936. In 1935 alone, the U.S. State Department 

recorded 61,854 Jewish immigrants entering the country; a frightful number for most 

                                                 
1 Yehoshua Porath, The Palestinian Arab National Movement: From Riots to Rebellion, 1929-1939, II (London: 
Frank Cass, 1977), 141.  
2 Porath, 141. 
3 Porath, 159.  
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Palestinian Arabs.4 Based on these figures alone, the Jewish population had risen to 

approximately forty percent of Palestine’s total population, suggesting that the Jews would 

become the majority power within a decade.5 Consequently, many Arabs began preparations 

for a drawn out fight with the British government. On 15 April 1936, the first sign of trouble 

occurred in Jaffa where a small group of Arab men attacked Jewish pedestrians. Jewish 

settlers quickly retaliated and Palestine was plunged into a violent storm. The Arab Rebellion 

had begun.6 

The next ten days proved critical for both the Arab leadership and Britain’s response to 

the violent attacks. First, it should be noted that prominent Arab leaders such as Amin Al-

Husayni, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, did not take immediate command of the rebellion. 

Instead, individual Arabs took the initiative to call for a general strike, shutting down 

Palestine’s economy in the process.7 Reacting to this individual initiative, by 25 April 1936, 

the Mufti formed the Arab Higher Committee to coordinate Arab efforts into a more unified 

movement of terror and violence.8  

By supporting terror, the Arab Higher Committee made three demands on the British 

government. The Mufti’s first demand was an “immediate cessation” of all Jewish 

immigration, followed by the “cessation of all land sales,” and lastly, the AHC called for the 

immediate establishment and recognition of an independent Arab state in Palestine.9 After 

publicizing its demands, the AHC concentrated most of its attacks around the urban centers of 

the country, including the commercial ports of Haifa. Within the first month of the general 

strike, at least seven Jews were murdered, with another thirty-nine wounded. As for Arab 

casualties, it was reported that two Arabs were killed within the first five days of the 

                                                 
4 United States Department of State. The Assistant Chief of the Division of Near Eastern Affairs (Alling) to the 
Assistant Secretary of State (Moore). 6 Nov. 1936. Reprinted in FRUS 1936: the Near East and Africa, III, 433-
469: 453.  
5 Michael J. Cohen, “Secret Diplomacy and Rebellion in Palestine,” International Journal of Middle East 

Studies, 8, No. 3 (July 1977), 379-404: 379.   
6 United States Department of State. The Consul at Jerusalem (Morris) to the Secretary of State. 25 April 1936. 
Reprinted in FRUS 1936: the Near East and Africa, III, 433-469: 440.  
7 United States Department of State. The Consul at Jerusalem (Morris) to the Secretary of State. 25 April 1936. 
Reprinted in FRUS 1936: the Near East and Africa, III, 433-469:437. 
8 Kenneth W. Stein, “The Intifada and the 1936-39 Uprising: A Comparison,” Journal of Palestine Studies, 19, 
no. 4 (Summer 1990) 64-85: 69.  
9 Yehoshua Porath, 143. 
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rebellion, with another fifteen reported wounded on 21 April.10 Addressing Britain’s response 

to the attacks, Britain appeared unmotivated, or at least uncertain about what course of action 

it should take. 

Upon receiving the Arab demands for immediate independence, Britain was “reserved” in 

both temperament and judgment.11 Initially, Britain appeared steadfast in its refusal to meet 

the Palestinian Arabs halfway, arguing that it went against British policy to negotiate with 

radicals.12 In truth, British officials did not wish to antagonize the Arabs any further, reserving 

the option of allowing the general strike to play itself out. As so happened, much of the 

violence had dissipated by midsummer, making the general strike a general disappointed in 

the eyes of many Arabs. However, the Palestinian Arabs did secure a key concession from the 

British. Based on Britain’s indecision to act from the start of the rebellion, British officials 

had agreed to temporarily suspend Jewish immigration until a full investigation into the 

causes of the disturbances was concluded.13 By October 1936, Earl Peel was appointed to 

conduct an investigation into the causes of the Arab rebellion, publishing his findings the next 

summer.  

When members of the Royal Commission convened in the autumn of 1936, they were 

charged with finding a suitable solution to the Arab-Jewish conflict. In its report, the Royal 

Commission concluded that not only were the Arabs reluctant to embrace the British policy in 

Palestine, but because “they really believed that the British Government was so much under 

the influence and control of the Jews, not only the Government but Parliament as well, that 

their case would not get a fair hearing.”14 Zionist leaders also made similar claims, believing 

Britain was under the thrall of Arab interests. Due to the inability of both sides to reconcile 

their differences, the Royal Commission concluded “it was impossible to arrive at any 

settlement, in the present state of feeling,” leaving partition as the best and only viable 

solution to resolve the conflict in Palestine.15  

                                                 
10 United States Department of State. The Consul at Jerusalem (Morris) to the Secretary of State. 25 April 1936. 
Reprinted in FRUS 1936: the Near East and Africa, III, 433-469: 437-438.  
11 Porath, 195.  
12 Kenneth Stein, 66.  
13 Porath, 196-197.  
14 Earl Peel, “The Report of the Palestine Commission,” International Affairs (Royal Institute of International 

Affairs 1931-193.9), 16, no. 5 (Sep 1937), 761-779: 762.  
15 Earl Peel, 772.  
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A two-state solution, as envisioned by the members of the Royal Commission, proved 

problematic for the following reasons. First, the commission’s definition of partition was 

intentionally vague and equally unpopular among the Jewish settlers and Palestinian Arabs. 

As a result, each actor in Palestine—Arabs, Jews and British policymakers, did not know how 

to proceed with a plan that would call for the division of the country.  

Addressing the Jewish concerns for the moment, David Ben-Gurion, leader of the Jewish 

Agency in Palestine, was reluctant to accept the terms of partition. Since 1922, Ben-Gurion 

argued in favor of increasing Jewish immigration based on Palestine’s “economic absorptive 

capacity.” In other words, as long as the Jewish settlers could rebuild Palestine’s 

infrastructure and improve its economy over an extended period of time, Britain would 

welcome more Jewish immigrants.16 By the end of 1937 though, Ben-Gurion embraced 

partition, in part because he believed this was the best deal the Jews could receive from 

Britain. In contrast, the Palestinian Arabs resumed their campaign of violence, forcing Britain 

to abandon all hopes for a peaceful solution between the two people. What followed was the 

complete reversal in British policy. 

By the autumn of 1937, the Palestinian Arabs had renewed their campaign of violence and 

terror. In principle, it was the Arab Higher Committee’s goal to increase the level of attacks 

on both Jewish settlers and British officials in order to irreparably harm Britain’s standing in 

the region. However, there was more to the Arab Higher Committee’s schemes than met the 

eye.  

As the leader of the AHC, the Mufti of Jerusalem was becoming increasingly 

marginalized within Palestine. In large part, there were increasing signs that the Palestinian 

Arabs living outside the urban centers were turning against the more affluent Arab families.17 

The Nashashibi clan, in particular, was targeted for political reprisal by members of the Al-

Husayni clan, as well as Arabs living in the rural areas of Palestine. The reason the 

                                                 
16 Michael J. Cohen, “Secret Diplomacy and Rebellion in Palestine,” International Journal of Middle East 

Studies, 8, No. 3 (July 1977), 379-404: 379.  
17 Kenneth W. Stein, “The Intifada and the 1936-39 Uprising: A Comparison,” Journal of Palestine Studies, 19, 
no. 4 (Summer 1990), 64-85: 71.  
The Nashashibi clan was considered the second most influential Arab family in Palestine, right behind the Al-
Husayni clan. In turn, the first fifteen years of British rule was marked by a power struggle between both clans. 
Since the Al-Husayni clan had a monopoly over local municipals and bargaining power with the British, the 
Nashashibi clan was perceived as the more moderate force in Palestine politics, based on their desire to court 
favor with the British government.  
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Nashashibi clan was marked for violent reprisal had much to do with the evolving nature of 

the rebellion.  

On the one hand, members of the Nashashibi clan were perceived as moderates in league 

with the British, and therefore the Mufti was successful in using the backdrop of the rebellion 

to depose of his political rivals. However, the Mufti was not in a strong position himself. On 

the contrary, based on the disturbances occurring outside the cities, not only was the Mufti 

losing control of the rebellion, but his lack of leadership also invited the intervention of 

Palestine’s neighbors.18 It was the intervention of Palestine’s neighbors that forced Britain to 

reexamine its policy for administering the mandate. Additionally, in the wake of the new 

disturbances, not only did the British step up its military response, Britain also dissolved the 

AHC with the Mufti fleeing to Syria.19 With the Mufti in exile, the Palestinian Arabs were 

leaderless and the rebellion soon collapsed. While the Arab Rebellion fell apart, the 

Palestinian Arabs were successful in convincing British policymakers to abandon support for 

the Balfour Declaration. By the spring of 1938, Britain was in the process of overhauling its 

entire policy for Palestine. The new secretary of colonies, Malcolm MacDonald, took it upon 

himself to review past policy and propose new restrictions on Jewish immigration to the 

country. To accomplish his goals, MacDonald framed British policy around the following 

objectives. 

First, MacDonald used the impending war in Europe as a pretense for correcting Britain’s 

policy in Palestine. Based on the Munich Crisis alone, MacDonald applied the same policy of 

appeasement to the Middle East, concluding that it was in Britain’s best interests to assuage 

Arab concerns over Jewish immigration. Given the fact that Italian and German propaganda 

was being broadcast throughout the Middle East, British policymakers genuinely believed that 

Arab countries would openly court the Axis Powers. As a consequence, MacDonald argued 

that the Balfour Declaration was no longer a workable policy for either Palestine or the 

                                                 
18 Kenneth Stein, 71.  
19 Stein, 77.  
Over the course of the Arab Rebellion, the Mufti was reluctant to negotiate with the British, in part because of 
his “inability to control the rebel bands” rampaging across Palestine’s coastal and rural areas (Kenneth Stein, 
76). The Mufti welcomed Syrian and Iraqi intervention because he believed that if Britain did not bend to the 
demands of the Palestinian Arabs, then perhaps Britain would be more receptive to the demands of Palestine’s 
neighbors.   
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broader region.20  In the interim, MacDonald convened a conference between Arab and 

Jewish leaders to discuss Britain’s new direction in foreign policy.  

On 7 February 1939, Malcolm MacDonald hosted Arab and Zionist leaders at the St. 

James Palace. MacDonald had two goals going into the deliberations: a sharp reduction in 

Jewish immigration, and the extension of the British Mandate in Palestine for at least ten 

years.21  

In principle, the outcome of the St. James’s Palace Conference was predicted before either 

the Jewish Agency or Arab leaders were seated at the negotiating table. MacDonald ignored 

Arab demands for immediate independence, but he did agree to limit Jewish immigration, 

much to the chagrin of the Jewish Agency. What resulted from these deliberations was a 

complete breakdown in diplomacy. Within days, members of both the Jewish Agency and 

Arab delegates left in anger. When negotiations failed, Britain took unilateral steps to impose 

new restrictions on both the Jewish settlers and Palestinian Arabs. Published in the form of a 

government white paper, Malcolm MacDonald made his recommendations public on 17 May 

1939. 

Unlike past white papers, the 1939 White Paper was a complete reversal in British policy 

for Palestine. Between the time of the St. James’s Palace Conference and the White Paper’s 

publication, a committee was formed to draw up a solution that addressed Arab interests. 

Serving on this committee were Sir Grattam Burke, legal advisor to the Colonial Office, and 

Mr. H.L. Baggallay, First Secretary of the Foreign Office. Also present were members of the 

Egyptian and Iraqi foreign delegates, J. Hayworth-Dunne, a leading Arabist at the School of 

Oriental Studies, and lastly, George Antonius, the Secretary of the Supreme Moslem Council 

in Palestine.22 For three months, this small committee met in private to determine Palestine’s 

fate. While the committee remained in concert with MacDonald’s policy of extending the 

                                                 
20 Michael J. Cohen, 572. 
21 Cohen, 589. 
22 British Parliamentary Papers. The McMahon-Hussein Correspondence: Report of Committee set up to 
consider certain correspondence between Mr. McMahon and Sharif of Mecca in 1915 & 1916. Reprinted in 
British Sessional Papers: House of Commons, 1938-1939, xiv, 83-93: 85.  
The Iraqi delegate present at these meetings was interrupted by the political coup of the previous year. At the 
start of these hearings, Nuri al-Said represented the Iraqi Government, but was soon replaced within a short time. 
Also, George Antonius gained recognition in 1938 with the publication of his book, The Arab Awakening. As 
later historians would criticize, Antonius’s work was part history, part political advocacy.  
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mandate and reducing Jewish immigration, the delegation went further by bringing into 

question the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence of 1915.  

At issue were the dispatches Henry McMahon sent to King Hussein on 15 July and 24 

October 1915. The language used by McMahon in these dispatches were left vague and 

opened for interpretation. Referring to McMahon’s correspondence on 15 July 1915, although 

the Arab delegates could not prove that McMahon had promised Palestine to the Hejaz, they 

convinced the British representatives that they could not disprove it either.23 Therefore, the 

committee made the following recommendation:  

The United Kingdom representatives have informed the Arab representatives that they 
agree that Palestine was included in the area claimed by the Sharif of Mecca in his 
letter of the 14th July, 1915, and that unless Palestine was excluded from that area later 
in the correspondence it must be regarded as having been included in the area in which 
Great Britain was to recognize and support the independence of the Arabs.24 

 

Based on the committee’s findings, the Balfour Declaration was invalidated and quickly 

suspended. Without question, the 1939 White Paper marked a departure from Britain’s earlier 

support for political Zionism. However, Britain’s decision to abandon its past support for the 

Jewish settlement must be judged by the following criteria: Was Palestine deemed of strategic 

value to Britain? What was the driving reason behind Britain’s support for Zionism? In 

addition, what effect did the Arab-Jewish conflict have on Britain’s long term goals in the 

Middle East, and how did the gulf between Jewish and Arab interests influence policymakers 

inside the Colonial and Foreign Offices?  

 

 

British Diplomacy and the Question of Zionism 

Addressing each criterion separately, the thesis will make the following observations. 

First, Britain placed great strategic value on Palestine during the First World War. Situated 

across the Sinai, Palestine was ideal for safeguarding the Suez trade route to India. Herbert 

Samuel, Liberal M.P. and future High Commissioner of Palestine, argued for British control 

of Palestine as early as 1915. According to Samuel, Germany posed the most immediate 

                                                 
23 British Parliamentary Papers. The McMahon-Hussein Correspondence: Report of Committee set up to 
consider certain correspondence between Mr. McMahon and Sharif of Mecca in 1915 & 1916. Reprinted in 
British Sessional Papers: House of Commons, 1938-1939, xiv, 83-93: 87-88. 
24 British Parliamentary Papers, 92. 
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threat to British security in the region, stating that “If Germany, or any other continental 

Power, is dominant there, Egypt would be exposed to constant menace.”25 Many in the War 

Cabinet shared Samuel’s concerns, and the decision was made to incorporate Palestine into 

the British Empire. However, Britain’s decision to transform Palestine into a national home 

for the Jewish people has proven problematic for scholars. 

For over three decades, numerous works have appeared on Britain’s decision to restore the 

Jewish people to Palestine. One of the more prominent works, A Peace to End All Peace by 

David Fromkin, suggests that anti-Semitism was the driving factor behind British efforts to 

support Zionism. According to Fromkin, many policymakers inside the British government 

believed Jews were members of an international conspiracy working to subvert the western 

economy to their own ends. Fromkin traces this rationalization of thinking from the Turkish 

Revolution of 1908 to the October Revolution of 1917.  

Beginning with the Turkish Revolution of 1908, Fromkin examines the role played by 

Gerald FitzMaurice. At the time of the revolution, FitzMaurice was the official interpreter at 

the British embassy in Constantinople. According to FitzMaurice’s reports, the Committee of 

Union and Progress was secretly being coordinated by Jewish efforts in an attempt to 

undermine Turkish rule across the Middle East. FitzMaurice based his conclusions on the fact 

that the Turkish Revolution began on the island of Salonika, which had a sizable Jewish 

population.26 Although none of FitzMaurice’s findings could be substantiated by fact, 

nonetheless, the appearance of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion in the British public helped 

advance his allegations over the coming decade. In fact, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion 

had left such an impressionable mark on the British public that the reputable historian Martin 

Gilbert suggests that the fear of communist subversion and the role Jewish radicals played in 

the October Revolution helped cement Winston Churchill’s support for Zionism.  

In his most recent work Churchill and the Jews, Martin Gilbert suggests that one reason 

Churchill remained adamant in his support for the Balfour Declaration was because he feared 

the alternative to Zionism was far less ideal to British interests. After being handed a copy of 

the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, on 8 February 1920, Churchill published an article in the 

                                                 
25 War Cabinet. Note by the Secretary on the Zionist Movement: From the Rt. Hon. Herbert Samuel, M.P. 
October 1917. CAB 21/58. 
26 David Fromkin, A Peace to End All Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire and the Creation of the Modern 

Middle East. (New York, NY: Henry Holt and Company, 1989), 41.  
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Illustrated Sunday Herald, advocating Zionism for the Jewish people.27 In his article, 

Churchill believed that Bolshevism was being advanced by a cabal of Jewish conspirators. In 

order to prevent the spread of Bolshevism, Churchill thought Zionism could serve a more 

constructive purpose in the lives of European Jewry, stating that Zionism presented the Jews 

with a “national character” worthy of admiration and respect.28  

Without question, there is no denying that anti-Semitism influenced the judgment of some 

policymakers inside the British government. The idea that British policymakers were 

convinced Jews secretly managed the world economy and could bring governments to their 

knees is ridiculous by modern standards. However, because the British public knew so little 

about the Jewish people on the eve of the First World War, it was possible for policymakers 

to be swayed by false rumor and prejudice. In addition, scholars have examined anti-Semitism 

in the context of the Evangelical Revival that gripped Britain at the turn of the century. 

At the turn of the century, Evangelical thought was widespread in Britain. Prominent 

politicians, including Arthur Balfour and David Lloyd George, were raised in the Evangelical 

faith. David Lloyd George, in particular, thought in moralist terms, applying religious 

teachings to public policy. Writing in his memoirs, Lloyd George applied the same moral 

philosophy to his policy in Palestine, stating that he shared Chaim Weizmann’s unwavering 

commitment to the Zionist cause.29 Thirty years after David Lloyd George published his 

memoirs, the historian Leonard Stein challenged Lloyd George’s reason for supporting 

Zionism. 

In his seminal work The Balfour Declaration, Leonard Stein was the first to raise 

questions about David Lloyd George’s true intentions of supporting political Zionism. 

Examining his public speeches during the Boer War, for instance, Stein discovered that Lloyd 

George harbored strong anti-Semitic views, blaming Britain’s shortcomings in the war on 

South Africa’s Jewish population. In addition, Stein discovered that Lloyd George expressed 

strong messianic beliefs in his personal diaries, addressing religion as an important factor in 

Britain’s involvement in the Middle East.30 Elaborating on Stein’s argument about the role 

Evangelist thought played in British policy in the Middle East, Alyson Pendlebury examines 

                                                 
27 Martin Gilbert, Churchill and the Jews: A Lifelong Friendship. (New York, NY: Henry Holt and Company, 
2007), 38. 
28 Gilbert, 41.  
29 David Lloyd George, War Memoirs of David Lloyd George, vol. I. (London: Odhams Press Ltd, 1938), 349.  
30 Leonard Stein, The Balfour Declaration (New York, NY: Simon & Shuster , 1961), 149.  
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the conflict between Evangelist teaching and Zionism in her book Portraying ‘the Jew’ in 

First World War Britain. 

According to Pendlebury, members of the Evangelical community found it difficult to 

reconcile Judaism with the Christian faith. On the contrary, Evangelist teaching failed to 

“acknowledge” the simple truth that Christianity “developed from Judaism,” putting the two 

religions at odds.31 In other words, while prominent Evangelical leaders like David Lloyd 

George supported political Zionism as an opportunity to advance their own religious beliefs, 

that is not to suggest that Evangelicals were sympathetic or very understanding of the Jewish 

people. As a result, the historiography has advanced the argument of anti-Semitism being 

pertinent to British policy in Palestine. Whether it was fear of Bolshevism or religious 

bigotry, scholars have concluded that British support for Zionism was not as innocent as 

David Lloyd George claimed. However, it is also easy for the historiography to oversimplify 

the root causes for British policy in the Middle East.  

After all, Zionism was not the monolithic movement British policymakers feared. On the 

contrary, prominent Jews in the Anglican community opposed political Zionism based on 

their strong desire to assimilate into the dominant English culture. Ranking members of the 

Anglo-Jewish Association, including its president Claude G. Montefiore, wrote in opposition 

to the proposed Balfour Declaration, arguing that the declaration ran counter to their religious 

beliefs as Jews and their desires to be patriotic citizens of the British crown.32 In brief, the 

thesis will agree that British policy in Palestine was shaped by social and religious 

misconceptions of Jews. On the other hand, the thesis will also rebut any claim of religious 

intolerance being the sole motivating factor behind Britain’s decision to support political 

Zionism in World War I. Instead, the thesis will suggest that Britain’s support for Zionism 

had more to do with David Lloyd George’s relationship with King Hussein of the Hejaz. 

Specifically, Lloyd George’s disappointment with Hussein’s leadership during the Arab 

Rebellion convinced the War Cabinet to reconsider its policy for Palestine.  

On the eve of World War I, leading Arabists inside the Foreign Office believed King 

Hussein was an ideal candidate for advancing British interests in the Middle East. In exchange 

for his political allegiance, King Hussein assured Britain that he would rally the Arab people 

                                                 
31 Alyson Pendlebury, Portraying ‘the Jew’ in First World War Britain (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2006), 88. 
32 War Cabinet. Confidential Letter sent by Claude Montefiore to the Foreign Office. 12 Oct 1917. CAB 21/58.  
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to the British cause and overthrow the Ottoman Empire.33 Instead, Hussein’s rebellion did not 

amount to much, and Britain’s expectations were not met. In the closing days of the war, the 

majority of Arabs remained loyal to the Ottoman Empire and hostile to British motives in the 

region. Consequently, the Lloyd George government sought a political ally in Palestine that 

would remain loyal and dependent on British goodwill. Based on the minority status of the 

Jews, a Jewish settlement in Palestine was ideal for realizing Britain’s goals of trade security 

in the Sinai. However, if Britain was seeking trade security in the Sinai, what it did not expect 

was a growing conflict between the Jewish settlers and Palestinian Arabs. On the contrary, 

British meddling in Palestine led to endless conflict between competing nationalist 

movements. It was the conflict between Zionism and Arab nationalism in the 1920s and 1930s 

that forever shaped the political landscape of Palestine, and forced Britain to reconsider its 

foreign policy on the eve of World War II. 

 

 

The “Zero-Sum” Game 

The conflict between the Zionist leaders and Palestinian Arabs long preceded the history 

of the British mandate. In recent years, scholars have settled on the year 1882 as an 

appropriate date to chart the growing conflict between Zionist interests and Arab nationalism. 

The year is significant because it marked the beginning of the first Aliyah and the Ottoman 

restructuring of the Levantine provinces.34 For the first time since the Roman conquest of the 

Holy Land, Turkish courts began using the term ‘Palestine’ to describe the collected 

provinces of Jerusalem, Tiberius and Galilee.35 Over time, the Arabs living in Palestine 

became aware of their national identity, putting them at odds with Zionist interests. British 

support for Zionism only exacerbated Arab fears, leading to violent confrontations between 

the two people. By the late 1930s, the polarization between the Jews and Arabs led to what 

the Israeli historian Benny Morris calls a “zero-sum” game: either Palestine would be all 

                                                 
33 Isaiah Friedman, Palestine: A Twice-Promised Land? The British, the Arabs & Zionists, 1915-1920 (London: 
Transaction Publishers, 2000), 136.  
34 Benny Morris, Righteous Victims: A History of the Zionist-Arab Conflict, 1881-2001 (New York, NY: Vintage 
Books, 1999), 34.  
35 Beshara B. Doumani, “Rediscovering Ottoman Palestine: Writing Palestinians into History,” Journal of 

Palestine Studies, 21, no. 2 (Winter 1992), 5-28: 9.  
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Jewish or it would be Arab.36 Not only did the Zionist-Arab conflict confound British 

policymakers, it also divided the Zionist leadership and stunted the political maturity of 

Palestinian nationalism. 

For the Zionist leadership, the World Zionist Organization was divided between the 

political left and conservative right during the 1930s. While left-leaning Zionists sought 

economic solutions to the Zionist-Arab conflict, the conservative right sought the military 

conquest of Palestine and Transjordan. By the close of the 1930s, David Ben-Gurion 

concurred with his conservative rivals that the only solution to the Palestine conflict was 

military force. As for the Palestinian Arabs, although they championed a nationalist cause, 

Arab nationalism was still in its nascent stage at the start of the Arab Rebellion. As a result, 

the Palestinian Arabs lacked the same leadership and organization as the Zionist movement.37 

Furthermore, the political maneuvering between the Jewish settlers and Palestinian Arabs was 

reflected in the opinions of both the Colonial and Foreign Offices. Like the Jews and Arabs, 

staffers in both offices were gripped in an ideological battle, pulling British policy into two 

political extremes.  

 

 

The Battle for Supremacy: The Foreign Office vs. the Colonial Office 

British policy in the Middle East was carried out by staffers in the Colonial Office and 

Foreign Office. While the Colonial Office was given oversight in Palestine, Transjordan, and 

Iraq, the Foreign Office carried out its mission in Egypt. Over time, both offices competed in 

a fierce rivalry to assert supremacy in the Middle East. For example, as long as Winston 

Churchill remained the secretary of the colonies, the Colonial Office promoted the interests of 

the Jewish settlers. Meanwhile, members of the Foreign Office’s Arab Bureau took exception 

with the Colonial Office’s support of Zionism, choosing instead to foster stronger relations 

with the Arab population.38 By pursuing divergent paths, neither the Colonial Office nor 

Foreign Office could reach a consensus in long term strategy for the Middle East. As a 

consequence, staffers in both offices found themselves at increasing odds throughout the 

                                                 
36 Benny Morris, 91. 
37 Morris, 26. 
38 Aaron S. Klieman, “The Divisiveness of Palestine: Foreign Office versus Colonial Office on the Issue of 
Partition, 1937, The Historical Journal, 22, no. 2 (June 1979), 423-441: 426.  
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1920s and 1930s. However, a series of departmental restructurings in the 1930s enabled 

staffers in the Foreign Office to pursue a more robust policy in the Middle East, despite the 

Colonial Office’s mission in Palestine. The reasons for the decline in the Colonial Office’s 

duties were numerous.  

First, the Colonial Office was characterized as a “modest operation” compared to the 

Foreign Office’s large staff. Short on staff, the Colonial Office suffered from a lack of 

oversight and transparency in the field.39 By contrast, the Foreign Office benefited from a 

complete overhaul in the 1930s. After Anthony Eden was appointed foreign secretary, the 

Foreign Office’s eastern department was given complete discretionary oversight in the Middle 

East.40 What distinguished the eastern department was the fact that its ranking members were 

veterans of the Cairo Office. In turn, the same policymakers that encouraged diplomatic 

relations with the Hejaz in World War I were now advocating stronger ties with the 

Palestinian Arabs. While the Colonial Office continued its mission in Palestine, following the 

violent disturbances of 1936, the Foreign Office made Palestine a top priority for its broader 

mission of “Arab friendship” in the Middle East.41 Fearing an Arab alliance with the Axis 

powers, the Foreign Office stepped up its efforts to address Arab concerns, even at the 

expense of the Jewish settlers.  

What resulted from the Foreign Office’s efforts to curb Jewish immigration was a 

complete reversal in policy. Malcolm MacDonald, a novice to Middle Eastern affairs, worked 

in concert with the Foreign Office to overhaul Britain’s policy in Palestine. By 1939, the 

Balfour Declaration was untenable for Britain’s renewed efforts to court Arab opinion. 

Between the destructive nature of dual nationalisms and Britain’s inability to govern 

Palestine, British policymakers no longer perceived the Jewish settlement as a net benefit for 

Britain’s security in the region. Therefore, Britain’s decision to suspend the Balfour 

Declaration in 1939 resulted from the realization that Zionism was not in concert with 

Britain’s renewed push for closer cooperation with the Arab states. Instead, Zionism was now 

perceived as detrimental to British policy in the Middle East based on the polarizing effects 

Zionist aspirations had on the local Arab population.  

 

                                                 
39 Klieman, 424-425. 
40 Klieman, 426. 
41 Klieman, 428.  
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Methodology  

The thesis will lay out its argument in five chapters. The first chapter will serve as an 

introduction to the historical context surrounding the 1939 White Paper and its 

recommendation for suspending Jewish immigration to Palestine. Beginning in chapter two, 

the thesis will examine the formative years of British policy in the Middle East. Namely, 

chapter two will identify the key players responsible for Britain’s Middle East policy during 

the First World War, and address the decisions these policymakers made in drafting a 

recommendation for Jewish colonization in Palestine. In addition, chapter two will address the 

Palestine Question in the context of the Arab Rebellion of 1916, and determine why the 

shortcomings of Hussein’s rebellion led to the War Cabinet’s decision to support a Jewish 

settlement as an alternative to Arab rule in the Sinai.  

In chapter three, the thesis will address the Zionist leadership in the 1930s. By 1931, the 

Zionist leadership was in crisis. Chaim Weizmann, the long serving chairman of the Zionist 

Executive, was perceived as ineffective in fulfilling the promise of an independent Jewish 

state. As a result, David Ben-Gurion and Ze’ev Jabotinsky emerged as the standard bearers of 

the Zionist movement. 

Without question, the contrasts between Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky could not be clearer. 

Whereas Ben-Gurion pursued diplomatic relations with Britain and Arab leaders, Jabotinsky 

advocated militancy and terror. However, there appeared to be a consensus between the two 

leaders by the end of the decade. Although Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky were polar opposites 

in both manner and rhetoric, it is important to consider that Britain’s protracted presence in 

Palestine, along with rising tensions in the Arab quarter, had dramatic effects on Ben-

Gurion’s outlook. While Ben-Gurion initially adopted a more nuanced, disciplined approach 

to leadership, by 1939, David Ben-Gurion conceded to Jabotinsky’s philosophy, accepting the 

role of militancy in procuring a future state for the Jewish people.  

Next, chapter four will examine the role nationalism played among the Palestinian Arabs. 

The chapter will trace the development of Arab nationalism from the 1880s through the 

1930s, and focus on the competition between the Palestinian Arabs and the burgeoning Jewish 

community. Specifically, chapter four will address the conflict between the two people, and 

suggest that the Zionist-Arab conflict was rooted in religious misunderstanding and opposing 
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social ideas. In addition, the chapter will rely heavily on the historiography and analyze how 

the scholarship has evolved over the last four decades to include a dialogue on the 

administrative policies of the late Ottoman Empire. 

Following chapter four, chapter five will address the rivalry between the Colonial Office 

and Foreign Office. Specifically, the chapter will show that both agencies were decentralized 

and lacked the proper oversight to effect meaningful policy in Palestine. It was not until 

Anthony Eden ordered the restructuring of the Foreign Policy’s eastern department that 

staffers in the agency were able to assert greater influence over Palestine, thus undermining 

the Colonial Office’s long term support of political Zionism.  

Finally, it is the intention of the thesis to return the discussion to the judgment British 

policymakers exercised in the three years leading up to the publication of the 1939 White 

Paper. What the thesis will show is staffers in both the Colonial Office and Foreign Office 

executed poor judgment in determining how to reconcile the differences between Zionist 

interests and Arab aspirations for independence. That neither agency understood the social 

dynamic between Jews and Arabs showed a complete lack of commitment to understanding 

why the Arabs rebelled in 1936, or why a complete suspension in Jewish immigration in 1939 

would result in Jewish retaliation against the Palestinian Arabs. In the end, it is the opinion of 

the thesis that the 1939 White Paper did not guarantee an end to hostilities between Britain 

and the Arab world. Rather, the 1939 White Paper threatened to suspend relations with 

Britain’s one true ally in the region, the Yishuv of Palestine.  
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CHAPTER TWO  
DAVID LLOYD GEORGE AND THE MAKING OF THE BALFOUR DECLARATION 

 

On 2 November 1917, Arthur J. Balfour, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, published a 

statement of support for the Jewish restoration of Palestine.  In the ninety years since its 

publication, the Balfour Declaration has remained a controversial chapter in the history of British 

diplomacy. The controversy has surrounded a central question: Why did the Lloyd George 

government support the Jewish colonization of Palestine despite recognizing the presence of an 

Arab population? 

To answer this question, the chapter will address conflicting arguments in the historiography, 

including questions about religious sentiment and anti-Semitism in the British government. 

While some historians have been quick to judge the World Zionist Organization for influencing 

the Lloyd George government’s decision to issue the Balfour Declaration, this is not entirely 

true. On the contrary, the World Zionist Organization remained a marginal actor inside Britain 

during the First World War, having little, if any bearing on Britain’s policy for the Middle East. 

Also, any argument that suggests anti-Semitism was a significant factor in shaping British policy 

for Palestine is unfounded. Instead, military and political strategy was the bulwark of Britain’s 

policy for Palestine. 

Situated across the Sinai, Palestine was ideal for safeguarding the Suez trade route to India. 

Having failed to win the support of the Arab people in its military campaign against the Ottoman 

Empire, it proved necessary for Britain to form an alliance with a people that would uphold 

British interests in the region. In other words, divide and rule was the most important factor in 

considering the publication of the Balfour Declaration. Based on the limited success of the Arab 

Rebellion in 1916, the Lloyd George government desired a willing partner in the Sinai. If the 

Arab people remained uncooperative with British interests, the Lloyd George government looked 

elsewhere for support. Therefore, the Balfour Declaration’s primary goal was to minimize King 

Hussein’s military shortcomings in World War I.  

 

 

The Question of Anti-Semitism in British Policy 

As discussed in chapter one, there has been an ongoing debate over the role anti-Semitism 
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played in Britain’s support for the Jewish restoration of Palestine. To scholars like David 

Fromkin, anti-Semitism surfaced in every discussion about Palestine. According to Fromkin, 

British policy for the Middle East was dictated by an irrational fear of Jews manipulating the 

marketplace. On the eve of World War I, leading authorities believed the Jews were a monolithic 

force capable of carrying out insidious plots against British interests. For example, Gerald Fitz 

Maurice, the official interpreter at the British embassy in Constantinople, accused the Jews for 

orchestrating the Turkish rebellion in 1908.1 Over the next decade, this accusation gained wide 

currency as more and more people came to regard the Jews as subversive. More recently, the 

Israeli historian Tom Segev has built on Fromkin’s earlier argument by accusing members of the 

Lloyd George government for being anti-Semitic in their general support for the Balfour 

Declaration. 

In his controversial work One Palestine, Complete, Segev frames British policy around anti-

Semitism. To Segev, the British lacked a comprehensive policy for the Middle East because said 

policy lacked any political or military consideration. Instead, members of the War Cabinet, 

including Prime Minister Lloyd George, were swayed by the irrational. In believing the Jews to 

be capable of using their “financial instincts to determine the outcome of World War I,” Lloyd 

George gave Palestine to Jewish interests as an attempt to gain a powerful ally.2 In brief, 

“prejudice” of the unknown governed British policy in the Middle East.3 Indeed controversial, 

both Fromkin and Segev’s arguments fall short for a number of reasons.  

Beginning with a discussion on David Lloyd George, much has been made about Lloyd 

George’s personal views about Jews. Since the publication of Leonard Stein’s The Balfour 

Declaration in 1961, historians have focused on the anti-Semitic writings of Lloyd George. 

Based on a series of speeches given during the Boer War, many historians, including Fromkin 

and Segev, have doubted the sincerity of Lloyd George’s support for the Jewish people and 

Palestine. A Christian Zionist, religion played an enormous role in Lloyd George’s daily 

activities, including the policy decisions he made as prime minister. 

Raised in the Evangelical tradition, there is little doubt that David Lloyd George felt a 

personal connection to the Holy Land. Whether or not that leap of faith extended to the respect 

                                                 
1 David Fromkin, A Peace to End All Peace (New York, NY: Henry Holt & Company, 1989), 41. 
2 Tom Segev, One Palestine, Complete: Jews and Arabs Under the British Mandate (New York, NY: Henry Holt & 
Company, 1999), 38. 
3 Segev, 33. 
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and tolerance of Jews has remained debatable. Clearly, Lloyd George’s public career was spotted 

with anti-Semitic comments. Even Arthur Balfour has come under fire for harboring anti-Semitic 

opinions. After all, when Mr. Balfour was prime minister, he supported the 1905 Aliens Act that 

blocked legal entry for Jewish immigrants fleeing Russia.4 Having said this, it is important to 

keep in mind that men like Lloyd George and Balfour were products of their time. While Lloyd 

George affiliated his religious upbringing with Judaism that is not to say he was above anti-

Semitism common in British society. In a sense, both Lloyd George and Balfour viewed Judaism 

as an abstract of Evangelical teaching and its emphasis on the restoration of Jerusalem. 

Without question, Christian Zionism enjoyed a long tradition in Britain. In the nineteenth 

century, Lord Palmerston was one of the earliest proponents of restoring the Jewish people to 

Palestine.5 However, while Christian Zionism resurfaced periodically in the nineteenth century, 

such religious sentiment did not obtain wide currency in either British politics or public opinion. 

In fact Christian Zionism only attracted a small minority within the Evangelical movement. If 

Lord Palmerston was the first politician to propose the Jewish restoration of Palestine, more than 

eighty years would pass before David Lloyd George made it a reality.6  

So if anti-Semitism cannot directly account for the Balfour Declaration’s publication, what 

else can be attributed to Lloyd George’s policy? On one hand, historians have turned to the role 

Chaim Weizmann played in persuading the British government for taking up the Zionist cause. 

 

 

Chaim Weizmann and the Making of the Balfour Declaration  

Since the publication of the Balfour Declaration, much has been made about Chaim 

Weizmann’s influence on the Lloyd George government. In the immediate years following the 

publication of the Balfour Declaration, Weizmann was mythologized for gaining the ear of Lloyd 

George. In more recent years though, historians have doubted the degree of influence Chaim 

Weizmann had over the War Cabinet. 

From the onset of World War I, Chaim Weizmann served in the Ministry of Munitions as a 

                                                 
4 Leonard Stein, The Balfour Declaration (New York, NY: Simon and Shuster, 1961), 149. 
5 Eitan Bar-Yosef, The Holy Land in English Culture, 1799-1917: Palestine and the Question of Orientalism 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005), 186. 
6 Bar-Yosef, 195.  
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chemist.7 Although this would mark the first time Chaim Weizmann directly served under the 

British government, it was not the first time that he came into contact with members of Lloyd 

George’s cabinet. Arthur Balfour, in particular, recalled meeting Weizmann in Manchester years 

earlier, becoming quite impressed with Weizmann’s public engagements.8 From what personal 

memoirs suggest, members of the Lloyd George cabinet respected Weizmann, not because he 

was Jewish, but because he was cosmopolitan and accustomed to living on the Continent.9 In 

other words, what members of the cabinet saw in Weizmann was his Russian heritage and 

German education. While Lloyd George and Balfour were respectful of Weizmann, that is not to 

suggest that Weizmann had regular access to either men. Despite his position within the Ministry 

of Munitions, it was highly unlikely that Weizmann would have frequent opportunities to 

approach either Lloyd George or Balfour.10 Furthermore, the presence of anti-Zionist 

organizations such as the Anglican-Jewish Association, not only undermines the irrational fear 

the British public had about Jews, but it also challenges the arguments advanced by Fromkin and 

Segev. 

 

 

The Anglican-Jewish Association and the Case Against Zionism 

At the turn of the century, Zionism emerged as a nationalist movement on the European 

continent. In many ways, the founding of the World Zionist Organization was a reaction to the 

anti-Semitic policies of Tsarist Russia. Under Tsarist rule, Jews were subjugated to a series of 

violent pogroms, forcing many to flee to the west. Cosmopolitan areas like Berlin, Vienna, and 

Geneva became recruitment centers for the Zionist cause. In Berlin, the World Zionist 

Organization established a central office, leading to the election of Theodore Herzl as the 

organization’s first president.11 Herzl, who started his career as a journalist, adopted a political 

orientation for the promotion of Jewish emigration to Palestine. This political orientation 

included mobilizing world Jewry to the Palestine cause, while simultaneously gaining the 

recognition and support of world governments.12 Entering the new century, Theodore Herzl 

                                                 
7 Stein, 118.  
8 Stein, 147.  
9 Stein, 128.  
10 Stein, 128.  
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propelled Judaism to the forefront of world politics, leading several leaders within the Jewish 

community to question the Zionist agenda altogether. No where was the opposition to Zionism 

more pronounced than in Britain.  

In Britain, Jewish leaders like Chief Rabbi Herman Adler were against the growing tide of 

political Zionism. “What is the political bearing of Judaism?” Dr. Adler asked his congregation 

in the summer of 1878. Adler answered: “I would reply that Judaism has no political bearing 

whatever. The great bond which unites Israel is not one of race, but the bond of a common 

religion.”13  

Opposition to political Zionism gained wide currency among Anglican Jews. Lucien Wolf, a 

journalist and vocal critic of the World Zionist Organization, accused Zionist leaders of 

manipulating the Jewish faith for their own political ends. Speaking on Zionism, Wolf warned 

that Zionism lacked significant support outside the European continent, believing it to be an 

isolated movement, concerned only with the immediacy of anti-Semitism in Russia.14 

Furthermore, figures like Lucien Wolf questioned the loyalty of Zionists on the eve of the First 

World War. Although many Jews supported the Western Allies, the World Zionist Organization 

did not approve of Britain and France’s alliance with Russia, and therefore remained neutral 

during the war. Consequently, not only did the World Zionist Organization lack a strong 

presence in Britain, but the organization was regularly challenged by the Anglo-Jewish 

Association. 

In contrast to political Zionism, the Anglo-Jewish Association was more inclined to promote 

Jewish assimilation into the dominant English culture. Like Rabbi Adler before it, the Anglo-

Jewish Association was more concerned with keeping Judaism in the home, while serving the 

public as English citizens. This emphasis on English citizenship was of great importance to the 

Anglo-Jewish Association. On the one hand, members of the Anglo-Zionist Association were 

sensitive to anti-Semitism in the British public. After all, the passage of the 1905 Aliens Act was 

driven by the irrational fear of Jewish subversion in the British public.15 Yet, despite the 

prevalence of anti-Semitism in British public life, Britain provided Jews with far greater 

opportunities than anywhere else in Europe. As a result, the Anglo-Jewish Association remained 

an important voice in British politics throughout the First World War, challenging, even 

                                                 
13 War Cabinet. Pamphlet on Judaism and Politics: Views of the Late Chief Rabbi, Dr. Herman Adler. CAB 21/58. 
14 War Cabinet. Pamphlet on The Jewish National Movement, by Lucien Wolf. CAB 21/58. 
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doubting the language of the Balfour Declaration. 

Upon receiving an advanced copy of Balfour’s statement, Claude G. Montefiore, president of 

the Anglo-Jewish Association, wrote unfavorably about the declaration’s proposals. To begin 

with, Montefiore was very critical of the language used by Arthur Balfour to describe Palestine 

as a national home for the Jewish people. “Only a small fraction of the Jews could be collected 

together in Palestine,” Montefiore wrote, adding, “It is very significant that anti-Semites are 

always very sympathetic to Zionism. It is no wonder. [Zionism] is a self-defeating attitude.”16 In 

other words, Montefiore assumed that by sewing the seeds for Jewish statehood, Britain was 

condemning world Jewry to future reprisals in Europe and elsewhere in the world. However, 

despite Montefiore’s reservations, he concluded his letter to the Foreign Secretary by writing, “If 

the present words of the draft declaration are, for some reason or reasons unclear to me, believed 

by H.M. Government to be in the interests of British policy, and if H.M. Government is anxious 

to publish this formula for the state of this country as well as for the Jews, I would, of course, 

subordinate my Jewish feelings, wishes and interests to the interests of England and the 

Empire.”17  

This is a very revealing statement. Clearly Montefiore opposed the Balfour Declaration. 

However, as a loyal English citizen, Montefiore could not help but endorse his government’s 

decision, even if such decisions ran counter to his own views about Jewish nationalism. Needless 

to say, if the Anglo-Jewish Association remained unconvinced by the Balfour Declaration’s 

purpose, two questions must be asked. First, why did Palestine factor so prominently in British 

designs for the Middle East, and second why exactly did Britain support the Jewish restoration of 

Palestine?  

Addressing the first question, one must consider the imperial implications of including 

Palestine into the British empire. As the scholar Eitan Bar-Yosef would suggest, any religious 

sentiment David Lloyd George and A.J. Balfour expressed for the Jewish people was a “mask” 

for Britain’s more “imperial objectives” in the Middle East.18 

 

The Geopolitical Importance of Palestine  

    By “imperial objectives,” it was no secret that Britain sought influence in the Middle East. In 
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1882, Britain expanded into Egypt, acquiring the Suez Canal in the process. In a sense, control of 

the Suez Canal came to define British policy in the Middle East. By providing the quickest, most 

economically feasible trade route to India, the Suez Canal was not something the British would 

easily part with. Although Britain would enjoy relatively peaceful rule over Egypt, by 1914, 

Britain faced not only the resurgence of the Ottoman Empire, it also faced the combined threat of 

a Turkish-German alliance. 

     The Turkish-German alliance was of great significance to British interests in Egypt. 

Beginning as early as 1906, both Britain and the Ottoman Empire were in disagreement over the 

political border separating Egypt from Ottoman rule. When the Ottoman Empire sent a small 

expeditionary force across the border near Aqaba, Britain was quick to send reinforcements, 

engaging in a standoff against the Turkish troops. Although nothing would come of this 

territorial dispute, the “Aqaba Incident” was the first of many threats Britain would face in the  

coming years.19 In the wake of the Young Turks Rebellion of 1908, not only did the newly 

established Committee of Union and Progress take necessary measures to reform the Ottoman 

military, it also allowed German officers to command its forces.20 Clearly, a Turkish-German 

alliance was a provocation on British sovereignty in the Middle East. If left unchallenged, Britain 

could have been easily overwhelmed by German hegemony, leading to a British retreat from 

Egypt. To counter such a threat, Britain thought it necessary to acquire additional territory to 

preserve its interests in Egypt. The most likely geographical candidate was Palestine. 

     Geographically, Palestine was well situated across the Sinai Peninsula. On the eve of the First 

World War, a Turkish-German alliance proved aggressive to British interests, threatening British 

rule in Egypt. If Egypt were to fall to Turkish-German aggression, Britain would lose the Suez 

Canal and much of its trading empire in the east. From a strategic standpoint then, it proved 

necessary for Britain to secure the entire Sinai for Egypt’s survival. Perhaps the most credible 

authority to voice concern over the mounting threat of German influence in the Middle East was 

Herbert Samuel. Herbert Samuel, Liberal M.P. and future High Commissioner of Palestine, 

stated that “If the Turks are left ostensibly in control of Palestine, the country is likely to fall, in 

course of time, under German influence. If Germany, or any other continental Power, is 
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dominant there, Egypt would be exposed to constant menace.”21 

      The German menace of Egypt, therefore, was the primary reason for Britain’s expansion into 

Palestine. Granted, members of the World Zionist Organization spent years persuading the 

British government to pursue a policy favorable to the Jewish settlement of Palestine, and while 

David Lloyd George and his ministers remained receptive to the organization’s ideas, it did not 

take the concerted efforts of an outside party to convince Britain to action. One way or the other, 

Britain was prepared to execute a policy that would extend its authority over Palestine. 

      Turning to the second question, although one can make the argument that the Balfour 

Declaration was the accumulation of religious sentiment and the irrational fear of the Jews, more 

accurately, British support for the Zionist movement had less to do with members of the Jewish 

community and more to do with Arab leaders. Returning to Tom Segev, Segev argued that if 

Britain was truly guided by military and diplomatic considerations, the Lloyd George 

government could have easily given Palestine to the Arabs.22 However, what Segev fails to 

consider is Lloyd George did consider both military and diplomatic matters when weighing his 

decisions for Palestine. In truth, Lloyd George pursued relations with the Zionist leadership 

because he did not trust the Arabs. It was Hussein’s inability to gain wide support in the Arab 

world that determined Lloyd George’s decision to support Zionist claims to Palestine, instead.23  

 

 

Britain and the Hejaz: Good Bedfellows?  

      From the onset of World War I, the British government had limited contacts in the Arab 

World. When it appeared that the Ottoman Empire would ally itself with the Central Powers, 

members of the Foreign Office’s Cairo branch grew fearful about Istanbul calling for a jihad 

against Britain, France, and Russia.24 From this chaos emerged Ronald Storrs. As a leading 

authority on the Arab World, Ronald Storrs took the initiative to recruit an ally for Britain. Upon 
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receiving a communiqué from Prince Abdullah of the Hejaz in September 1914, Storrs became 

convinced that he had found Britain’s new partner in the struggle against Istanbul. As Storrs 

relayed to Lord Kitchener, then High Commissioner for Egypt, “consultation with Mecca” would 

“secure not only the neutrality but the alliance of Arabia in the event of Ottoman aggression.”25 

Kitchener concurred with Storrs’s position, allowing the ambitious diplomat to take charge of 

Britain’s Arab policy.  

       As the chief architect of British policy in Arabia, Ronald Storrs gave every assurance to the 

Sherif of Mecca of Britain’s intentions to secure his friendship in the fight against Ottoman rule. 

Based on Hussein’s religious authority, Storrs believed that the Hejaz would be successful in 

mobilizing the majority of Arabs against the Turks. Provided that Britain recognized his title as 

“King of the Hejaz,” Hussein promised no less than a quarter of a million Arabs to his cause.26 In 

turn, British support for Hussein rested on his military success in the coming rebellion. As long 

as Hussein’s army did the heavy lifting, Britain would continue providing all the necessary 

economic and political support to ensure an Arab victory.27 Within the first six months of 

Hussein’s rebellion, the situation on the ground had not met Britain’s expectations.  

       Within the first six months of the rebellion, Hussein’s inability to mobilize the Arab World 

became clear to the British. First, it was the firm belief of most men in the Cairo Office, 

including Ronald Storrs that Hussein’s religious title would appeal to the majority of Arabs 

living under Ottoman rule. On the contrary, the Cairo Office quickly realized that Hussein’s 

prestige did not extend beyond the borders of the Hejaz. As Storrs later wrote in his memoirs, 

“Hussein, who had indeed through Faisal been in touch with the Syrian revolutionaries, claimed 

to wield a general mandate as King of the Arabs for a Spiritual Pan-Araby, to which he knew 

better than we that he could lay no kind of genuine claim.”28 With the vast majority of Muslims 

opposed to Britain’s presence in the Middle East, Ronald Storrs concluded that at the time of his 

negotiations with the Hashemite, it was reasonable to pursue a policy of friendship, uniting 

British interests with that of Hussein and his sons. However, regardless of any preconceived 

notions Storrs may have had about Hussein’s strength, the Cairo Office created a situation where 

Britain’s influence in the region would rise and fall on the success of one family. As members of 
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the Foreign Office soon discovered, the landscape of the Middle East was far more complex than 

it had previously imagined.  

      Between the initial phase of Hussein’s rebellion and the end of World War I, Britain’s 

presence in the Middle East became complicated by the realities shaping the region’s landscape. 

In the wake of Istanbul’s defeat, the question for Britain became how to delegate authority in an 

area of the world hostile to foreign influence. Writing to the Cairo Office on 25 June 1917, 

Gertrude Bell noted that “the Allies have destroyed, or are about to destroy, the only agent of 

union which has existed heretofore, namely Ottoman sovereignty.”29 Bell also warned members 

of the Cairo Office that Britain needed to find a way to not only assert its influence, but to 

delegate power to interests friendly to Britain’s presence. However, no such interest was 

forthcoming in Bell’s estimates. Commenting on the existence of Arab nationalism in areas 

previously under Turkish rule, Bell concluded: 

 

It is well to dismiss from the outset the anticipation if such is indeed entertained—that 
there exists any individual who could reasonably be set up as a head or a figure head for 
the Arab provinces as a whole, or for the two autonomous regions taken together or 
separately, or any single person who could act as head or figure head for either of the 
regions under foreign administration.30 

 

       Furthermore, Bell remarked that while Hussein may be considered as “a possible figure-

head” in the Arab World, “he would never have any real political significance” due to the Shi’ah 

presence in Mesopotamia and the Moslem Christians scattered across the region.31 In brief, 

Britain faced a serious dilemma in its relations with the Hashemite. 

      On the one hand, Britain realized that there was a growing threat of nationalism spreading 

across the Middle East. As Gertrude Bell relayed to the Cairo Office, the threat the C.U.P. posed 

to the Arabs was enough for many intellects living in Damascus and Beirut to organize an 

underground movement dedicated to the overthrow of Ottoman rule and the establishment of an 

independent Arab state. While Bell doubted the political strength of the early Arab nationalists, 

nonetheless, the existence of a nationalist presence was not taken lightly.32 Bell concluded her 

                                                 
29 Foreign Office. Confidential Telegram sent by Gertrude Bell, 25 June 1917. F.O. 882/3. 
30 Ibid.  
31Ibid.  
32 Foreign Office. Confidential Telegram sent by Gertrude Bell, 25 June 1917. F.O. 882/3. 
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dispatch by explaining that while there was a lack of unity among the Arab people, British rule 

would be contingent upon the loyalty of a select few. In brief, if Hussein fell short of meeting 

Britain’s expectations, why then did Hussein agree to lead a revolt, and what were the reasons 

for his shortcomings?  

      As a leader, Hussein did not fully sympathize with the nationalist cause for Arab 

independence. A traditionalist, much of Hussein’s power was dependent on Ottoman recognition. 

Although Istanbul could not directly assert itself over the Hejaz, nonetheless, Ottoman rule 

exploited tribal rivalry, preventing Hussein from emerging as a dominant leader.33 Consequently, 

Hussein remained a loyal subject of the Ottoman Empire on the eve of World War I. It was not 

until the fall of 1915, following the discovery of a government plot to overthrow him, that King 

Hussein entertained thoughts of a British alliance.34  

     There were several reasons behind King Hussein’s support for Britain. First, Hussein did not 

know how much longer he could retain his title under the auspices of the Committee of Union 

and Progress. Between 1908 and 1914, Hussein did everything within his power to prevent 

Turkish military expansion into the Hejaz.35 As a result, it would be this act of insubordination 

that prompted the Young Turks to remove Hussein from power, forcibly if needed. In addition, 

while Hussein remained sympathetic to Ottoman rule, Hussein also knew that if Britain were to 

achieve military victory, Britain would use its naval supremacy to surround the Arab peninsula.36 

In either event, Hussein did not wish to upset the political order of the Ottoman Empire, but at 

the same time, he could not completely discourage thoughts of British supremacy in the Middle 

East. In the end, Hussein entrusted his fate to Britain.  

      However, troubles quickly appeared for Hussein. In the months leading up to the 1916 

rebellion, it became clear that Hussein would be unable to raise an army of a quarter million 

strong. In April, the Foreign Office indicated its doubts about Hussein’s “ability” to engineer a 

successful military campaign, leading many within the British military to rethink its strategy for 
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the Middle East.37 Traditional military campaigners like Captain William Ormsby-Gore 

concluded that Arab “co-operation is not to be counted on in military matters outside the 

Hedjaz.”38  

     Militarily, the Arab Rebellion of 1916 was a disappointment for the British. Having failed in 

his pledge to the British government, can King Hussein’s rebellion be truly considered a 

“revolution”? By revolution, if Hussein’s uprising was intended to bring an immediate end to 

Ottoman rule, then the answer is no. First, the architects of the Arab uprising, never 

“contemplated a complete break from Ottoman tradition.”39 Hussein may have used the language 

of nationalism to rally support, but neither he nor his sons were nationalists. Also, there was 

never enough support among the general Arab population to warrant a “complete break” from 

Ottoman rule. As a matter of fact, not only did most Arabs reject Hussein’s leadership, an 

overwhelming majority of them fought on the behalf of the Ottoman Empire. In short, it can be 

argued that Britain never committed itself to a general uprising in the Arab world. Instead, 

Britain committed itself to King Hussein, and British success or failure was dependent on 

Hussein’s word. Naturally, such policy entailed problems for British interests in the Middle East.    

      The first problem to surface in Anglo-Arab relations was the ascension of Lloyd George to 

the office of prime minister. Initially, it was the Lord Asquith government that opened a dialogue 

with King Hussein. By the time Lloyd George became prime minister, Lloyd George found 

himself the inheritor of an unraveling mess in the Middle East. It was Lloyd George’s natural 

instinct to sever ties with Hussein. However, Lloyd George could not completely break relations 

with the Hejaz. In March 1917, A.J. Balfour addressed members of the Commons, confirming 

Hussein’s title as “King of Hedjaz by the Allied Governments.”40 Public confirmation, alone, 

prevented Britain from withdrawing its support of Hussein. There was, however, a more 

immediate danger to British policy in the Middle East than the Crown’s recognition of King 

Hussein. While Britain was busy committing itself to King Hussein, Britain was also bound to its 

alliance with France.  
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      For many scholars, the implications surrounding the Sykes-Picot agreement have never been 

resolved, especially in light of the Arab-Jewish conflict that emerged following World War I. 

Addressing Palestine, there is very little evidence to suggest that Britain had any intention of 

sharing Palestine with either France or King Hussein. 

     Returning to Herbert Samuel’s statement about the “German menace” of Egypt, Britain had 

every intention of acquiring Palestine for its own strategic advantage. From what has surfaced in 

recent years, scholars now know that David Lloyd George ordered Mark Sykes to exclude 

Palestine from discussions with the French delegate.41 Since Egypt was under British rule, it was 

only natural for Britain to extend its influence across the Sinai. After all, it was Britain that ruled 

the trade route to India, and so it was in Britain’s best interests to obtain leverage over the Suez 

Canal and its surrounding area. As for British relations with King Hussein, relations deteriorated 

throughout 1917.  

      Relations between British policymakers and King Hussein deteriorated for several  

reasons. First, Hussein was viewed as being less than candid during negotiations with British 

diplomats. Although there was never any indication of deceit during the first year of dialogue 

between Britain and King Hussein, by the spring of 1917, Hussein’s behavior became 

increasingly erratic as he charged the British for “defaulting” on their earlier pledge of 

recognizing an independent Arab state.42 There was no question that much of Hussein’s 

posturing was directed towards Arab leaders that “accused him of siding with the infidel against 

a Moslem power.”43  

      As stated before, most Arabs remained loyal to the Ottoman Empire during the First World 

War. Clearly, British policymakers were overconfident in their assessment of Arab hostility 

towards the Turks. While there was little doubt that most Arabs found Ottoman rule unfavorable, 

at the same time, there was little evidence to suggest that the Arabs would fight for a western 

nation like Great Britain. In light of these events, the Lloyd George government made a 

conscious decision to exclude Arab interests from Palestine. Egypt and the Suez Canal were far 

too valuable for the British government to be left in the hands of a people that distrusted British 

interests, let alone fought British forces in the war. Consequently, it became necessary for the 

Lloyd George cabinet to develop a partnership with a people that would prove accommodating to 
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British interests in the Sinai. 

 

 

The Birth of the Anglo-Jewish Alliance  

       The need for an alliance with a trustworthy partner brought British policy in the Middle East 

full circle. While Britain remained committed to King Hussein, at the same time, the British 

government remained receptive to Jewish interests in Palestine. Returning to the Foreign Office 

telegram of 18 July 1917, Lloyd George’s continued support for Zionism must now be put into 

the proper context. By that summer, preparations for the conquest of Palestine were being 

implemented by the British military. Under the leadership of General Allenby, British forces 

were prepared to drive into the Gaza Strip, leading to a massive assault on Ottoman forces.44 In 

many ways, the Palestine Campaign was designed to minimize the shortcomings of Hussein’s 

campaign.  

      Like many traditional military planners, General Allenby did not think highly of King 

Hussein and his uprising. After all, British recognition of an Arab state was “contingent upon” 

the military success of Arab forces.45 Within less than a year, not only was the Arab rebellion on 

the verge of collapse, but British forces had no alternative but to step up their support to include 

military oversight. British oversight of Arab forces made it easier for General Allenby to 

coordinate his campaign in Palestine. While Prince Feisal’s army was used to divert Ottoman 

attention away from the Sinai, General Allenby concentrated all his manpower on Palestine and 

the capture of Jerusalem.46 

     On 9 December, 1917, Jerusalem was brought under British control. One month earlier, 

Balfour addressed members of the Commons, expressing Britain’s desire to restore the Jews to 

Palestine. When asked if the government’s actions met the approval of Britain’s allies, Balfour 

dodged the question, but did comment “His Majesty’s Government hopes that the establishment 

in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people will result from the present war.”47 

Following General Allenby’s victory in Palestine, the restoration of a Jewish home was made a 

reality. 
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     Over the next three years, many western governments would recognize the Jewish settlement 

of Palestine, but in the interim, Britain was prepared to accept the full weight of its responsibility 

for supporting the Zionist movement. While this chapter has repeatedly challenged the strength 

of the Zionist movement in Britain, perhaps it would prove more insightful to suggest that the 

Zionist Organization’s weaknesses were the attraction for the British government. Namely, if the 

Zionist leadership could not agree over a general program for Palestine, then it would not take 

much for Britain to bring a Jewish colony under its influence. Control, in other words, was the 

primary reason for Britain’s endorsement of a Jewish Palestine. If Britain could not mobilize the 

Arab world, at the very least, British officials assumed it would benefit from the dependence of 

the Jewish settlers. Whether or not historians would agree with this assessment is a matter of 

opinion. However, if one were to analyze the language of the British amendment for Palestine, 

one would recognize the vague assurances given to the Zionist leadership. 

      Addressing the vague assurances given to the World Zionist Organization, in the spring of 

1919, Zionist leaders proposed an amendment for Palestine, asking the British government to 

“recognize the historic title of the Jewish people to Palestine,” and to declare Palestine a national 

home for the Jews.48 Instead, the British government proposed the recognition of “the historic 

connection of the Jewish people with Palestine,” confirming eventual support for a national 

home.49 At best, Britain would only support a Jewish colony in Palestine. Otherwise, at no time 

was the Lloyd George government prepared to recognize a national homeland for the Jewish 

people. As for the Arab reaction towards this policy, a response of hostility was predictable. 

     What British policymakers took for granted was the animosity Arabs harbored for Jews. Even 

before Britain recognized the Jewish settlement of Palestine, Jews were subjected to secondary 

citizenship under Muslim rule.50 The concept of establishing a Jewish state equal to Arab rule 

was one that did not gain much currency in the Middle East. Despite knowing the inherent risks 

of its policy, Britain remained supportive of the Zionist enterprise, agreeing to the general terms 

outlined by the Balfour Declaration. On the one hand, the Balfour Declaration can be treated as a 

mistaken attempt to assert Jewish colonialism on a society that remained ambivalent about its 

own Jewish community. On the other hand, it can be argued that Britain’s support of a Jewish 
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settlement was a noble cause and worthy of support. In either case, both assertions are misplaced. 

       The truth of the matter was Britain gave little moral consideration to either the Jewish or 

Arab community. After all, Britain was an empire entering the First World War, and would 

remain so following the Peace of Versailles. The battle for Palestine was not fought out of 

religious conviction, but was predicated upon control for the Suez Canal. In light of a Turkish-

German alliance, it proved necessary for Britain to expand its influence across the Sinai to assure 

the security of the Suez Canal. Initially, Britain turned to Arab leaders for support, but given 

Hussein’s inability to rally the Arab world against Ottoman rule, Britain had little recourse but to 

seek an alternative ally. With the Jews, Britain found a people it assumed weak and easy to bend 

to British rule. However, as the next chapter will show, the Zionist leadership expected to be 

treated as a willing and equal partner in Britain’s designs for the Middle East. In the 1930s, 

Ze’ev Jabotinsky and David Ben-Gurion would emerge as the dominant voices of political 

Zionism, fighting each other for Chaim Weizmann’s mantle in the World Zionist Organization. 

Although both men were ideologically opposed, Jabotinsky and Ben-Gurion shared a common 

goal of establishing an independent Jewish state in Palestine. As we will see, the leading Zionists 

were not as toothless as the British thought.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

ZIONISM IN CRISIS: DAVID BEN-GURION VS. ZE’EV JABOTINSKY 
 
 
 
On 29 June 1931, the 17th Zionist Congress convened in Basel, Switzerland to hold new 

elections for the council assembly of the World Zionist Organization. The congress lasted sixteen 

days with the final vote occurring on 14 July 1931. With the election results being counted on 15 

July, the Labor party won a majority of the delegates.1 Meanwhile, the Revisionist party, 

representing the political right of the Zionist movement, came close to a majority, placing it eight 

seats behind the Labor bloc.2 Throughout the 1930s, David Ben-Gurion, leader of the Labor 

party, and Ze’ev Jabotinsky, founder of the Revisionist movement, emerged as the standard 

bearers of political Zionism.  

Without question, the contrasts between Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky could not be sharper. 

Whereas Ben-Gurion pursued diplomatic relations with Britain and Arab leaders, the Revisionist 

party was founded on a platform of militancy and terror. However, there appeared to be a 

consensus between the two leaders by the end of the decade. Although Ben-Gurion and 

Jabotinsky were polar opposites in both manner and rhetoric, it is important to note that Britain’s 

protracted presence in Palestine, along with rising tensions in the Arab quarter, had dramatic 

effects on Ben-Gurion’s leadership. Although Ben-Gurion initially adopted a more nuanced 

approach to leadership, by 1939, David Ben-Gurion executed a campaign of civil disobedience 

against the British authority, bringing together liberal and conservative-minded members of 

Palestine’s Jewish community.  

In turn, this chapter will lay out the following considerations when assessing Ben-Gurion’s 

change in tactics towards the British in the late 1930s. First, the chapter will examine how David 

Ben-Gurion came to dominate the WZO and Jewish Agency in Palestine, while Jabotinsky was 

halted in his agenda by the mid-1930s. Next, the chapter will focus on Zionism in the broader 

context of British policymaking, and determine how Britain’s lack of a concrete policy for 

Jewish immigration led to a convergence of shared ideas between the Zionist left and right.  

Addressing the first point of consideration, the main reason David Ben-Gurion rose within 

the ranks of the Zionist leadership was because of his ability to consolidate Labor’s influence 
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over Palestine’s economy. Once the Labor bloc took control of Palestine’s agricultural and 

industrial production, Ben-Gurion was in a position to not only dominate politics at the local 

level, he was in a position to directly engage the Zionist Executive and representatives of the 

British government. By contrast, Jabotinsky could never materialize a strong following in 

Palestine, nor could he generate much support inside the WZO following the 1931 elections.  

Next, the chapter will examine Ben-Gurion’s decision to stage a guerilla campaign against 

the British. Since the mandate’s inception, the British government had been slowly retreating 

from the promises made by the Balfour Declaration in 1917. With Britain deciding to halt Jewish 

immigration in 1939, David Ben-Gurion saw few alternatives but to engage the British in a series 

of psychological warfare and public dissent. Consequently, Ben-Gurion adopted a more 

reactionary approach to leadership that directly mirrored Jabotinsky’s ideology of militancy and 

violence. 

This convergence of opposing ideologies posed the most imminent threat to Britain’s 

continued presence in Palestine. Aside from placating the Arabs, the British mandate now faced 

a restless Jewish people. Furthermore, Ben-Gurion’s adoption of militancy, along with his 

tolerance for such radical organizations as the Irgun, threatened Britain’s efforts to restore any 

semblance of order and stability in Palestine. Therefore, in light of Britain’s decision to suspend 

the Balfour Declaration in 1939, the chapter will argue that David Ben-Gurion’s campaign of 

civil disobedience against British rule compromised the Labor party’s social-democratic ideals in 

support of the militancy envisioned by Ze’ev Jabotinsky.  

 

 

The Road to the 17
th

 Zionist Congress: The Arab Riots of 1929 and the Passfield White 

Paper of 1930 

Since the founding of the Palestine mandate in 1920, the British government had been slowly 

retreating from the promises outlined by the Balfour Declaration. In June 1919, Arthur Balfour, 

Secretary of Foreign Affairs, met with Louis Brandeis to discuss Britain’s plan for moving 

forward with a Jewish protectorate. Although Balfour remained supportive of the policy, he did 

express concern over the success of such an endeavor. “We are dealing not with the wishes of an 

existing community,” Balfour warned Brandeis, “but are consciously seeking to reconstitute a 
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new community and definitely building for a numerical majority in the future.”3 Based on rising 

tensions in the Arab world, including Britain’s delayed negotiations with Prince Faisal in Syria, 

Britain was reluctant to give the Zionist leadership its full support.4  

Within a year of Balfour’s meeting with Brandeis, Herbert Samuel, the first High 

Commissioner of Palestine, issued a statement expressing his trepidation for the Zionist agenda. 

“There is an anti-Zionist movement,” Herbert Samuel informed his superior, “based largely upon 

the anticipation that a large Jewish immigration would lead to the reduction of the rest of the 

population to a lower status.”5 Assuming Zionism posed serious risks for British interests in the 

broader region, British policymakers gave vague assurances to Zionist leaders, assuring them of 

their strong commitment to the Balfour Declaration while tamping down Zionist objectives for 

broader immigration rights and a clear road to independence. Over the span of the 1920s, the 

Jewish community of Palestine, or Yishuv, grew at an anemic rate while the Zionist Executive 

showed an even greater reluctance to push the British for more concessions. Consequently, 

Chaim Weizmann, the long serving president of the WZO, drew heavy criticism from his 

supporters for failing to challenge British inaction.   

One reason Chaim Weizmann was scrutinized by his peers in the WZO was because he was 

perceived as being complacent to British rule. Granted, Weizmann was heralded by many for his 

successful lobbying of the British government during the First World War. After all, it was 

Weizmann’s persistence that gave opportunity for the Lloyd George government to adopt a 

policy favorable to the Zionist agenda. However, when pressed for a substantive plan to 

transition power from the British to the Yishuv, Weizmann refused to provide concrete details, 

assuring his supporters that statehood would reveal itself sooner rather than later.6 To Zionists on 

both the left and right, Weizmann’s hesitancy to demand the British for a firmer commitment 
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was unacceptable. By 1929, the future of the Jewish protectorate was left uncertain when a new 

outbreak of violence fanned across Palestine.  

At the time, the Arab Riots of 1929 was considered the worst wave of violence to rock 

Palestine. Initially, the riots were sparked by a misunderstanding between a group of Jewish 

worshippers and local Arabs. After securing a permit by the mandatory government to erect a 

partition separating Orthodox worshippers from onlookers at the Wailing Wall, many Arabs 

misconstrued this simple act as a Zionist scheme to rebuild the Temple.7 The result of this 

misunderstanding was catastrophic for the Yishuv. Within weeks, over a hundred Jews were 

killed with another three hundred seriously injured.8 The British clamped down on security, 

restoring law and order by late autumn. Shaken by the disturbances, British officials authorized a 

commission to recommend a resolution between the Jewish settlers and Palestinian Arabs. A 

year later, the British government published the Passfield White Paper, recommending a sharp 

reduction in Jewish immigration. 

In many ways, the Passfield White Paper posed the first serious challenge to political 

Zionism. Based on recommendations prepared by John Hope-Simpson and Sir Walter Shaw, the 

Passfield White Paper concluded that the only means to secure British interests in the Middle 

East and assuage Arab worries was to restrict Jewish immigration to only a few thousand each 

year.9 Based on these recommendations, the Palestinian Arabs would keep their majority status, 

while the Yishuv would remain a minority dependent on British goodwill. Naturally, such 

recommendations did not sit well with the Zionist leadership. 

Outraged by the British proposal to curb Jewish immigration, members of the WZO 

scheduled its annual congress for mid-summer to determine the fate of Weizmann. In the 

meantime, Weizmann received some promising news from Britain’s new prime minister, 

Ramsay MacDonald. 

In February 1931, Prime Minister MacDonald wrote a personal letter to Chaim Weizmann, 

expressing his concerns for Weizmann’s standing in the WZO. In his letter, MacDonald 

confirmed his government’s decision to “withdraw” any and all recommendations put forward by 
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the Passfield White Paper, allowing Jewish immigration to resume in full.10 There are only two 

explanations for MacDonald’s decision to reverse his government’s recommendation for 

restricting Jewish immigration to Palestine.  

One explanation for Ramsay MacDonald’s decision to withdraw his government’s support 

for the Passfield White Paper had to do with the monetary support provided by Jewish and non-

Jewish Zionists. More importantly however, Ramsay MacDonald was showing greater concern 

for the divisions emerging inside the WZO. Since the inception of the mandate, the British 

government remained as dependent on Chaim Weizmann’s leadership as Weizmann was 

dependent on Britain’s goodwill to the Jewish people. As far as MacDonald was concerned, it 

was more advantageous for the British to keep Weizmann in his place of office than lose the full 

confidence of the Zionist assembly. Unfortunately for Mr. MacDonald, when the 17th Zionist 

Congress convened in July, the majority of those in attendance asked Weizmann to step down 

from the presidency.11  

Following Weizmann’s resignation from office, David Ben-Gurion and Ze’ev Jabotinsky 

emerged as the new standard bearers of the Zionist movement. Before delving into the 

differences between the two leaders, it will prove important to address Ze’ev Jabotinsky’s role in 

the Zionist movement.  

 

 

Ze’ev Jabotinsky and the Revisionist Movement  

To his admirers, Ze’ev Jabotinsky was a great visionary of unequal talent. To his detractors 

though, Jabotinsky was a self-deluded demagogue lacking both the humility and patience 

necessary to champion the Zionist cause. In most regards, Jabotinsky was a provocateur in the 

Zionist assembly, based on his stubborn refusal to compromise his goals for Jewish statehood. 

Based on a reading of his 1923 article “The Iron Wall,” it is reasonable to suggest why many in 

the WZO denounced Jabotinsky as an annoyance and troublemaker.12 

Published in November 1923, “The Iron Wall” became Jabotinsky’s most important 

contribution to political Zionism. In his article, Jabotinsky lay out the foundations of what would 
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become Revisionist Zionism. Conceptually, Jabotinsky did not view his interpretation of 

Zionism as a departure from Theodore Herzl’s teachings. On the contrary, Jabotinsky believed 

himself to be the heir successor of the Zionist movement, restoring Zionism to its original 

purpose of returning the Jewish people to their ancestral land. Since the creation of the British 

mandate, Jabotinsky believed the WZO had compromised itself by placating its role to the 

British government. However, what infuriated Jabotinsky most about his colleagues in the 

Zionist assembly was their acceptance of Britain’s plan to separate Transjordan from Palestine.13 

Believing Transjordan belonged to “Greater Israel,” Jabotinsky articulated an ideology that 

would place the military conquest of Palestine above all else. 

Addressing his concerns for Transjordan in “The Iron Wall,” Jabotinsky expressed the 

following: Transjordan belonged to Greater Israel, and should the British refuse to reconstitute 

the two lands, Zionists would have no alternative but to reclaim Transjordan by military force.14  

Without question, Jabotinsky had sharpened his criticism for both the British mandate and 

WZO. By 1925, Jabotinsky took his criticism further by organizing the Revisionist party. During 

the early stages of the Revisionist movement, Jabotinsky was unable to attract much support, in 

part because he and his supporters adopted militant discipline, including the dress of brown shirts 

to highlight party unity.15 In 1929, for example, the Revisionist party barely registered seven 

percent of the total delegates inside the WZO. Two years later however, the Revisionists 

increased their standing to twenty-one percent of the total delegates.16 Despite being accused as 

reactionary and radical beyond reason, the Revisionist party struck a nerve among Zionist 

supporters restless for the Balfour Declaration to bear fruition. Based on the outcome of the 1931 

elections, Jabotinsky prepared an ultimatum for his peers in the WZO: declare Palestine the 

national home for the Jewish people or else he and his followers would leave the organization. 

Not surprising, the majority body of the Zionist assembly called Jabotinsky’s bluff.17 

There are two reasons why the World Zionist Organization ignored Jabotinsky’s call for 

immediate statehood. First, it was believed by many observers that any act of Jewish 

independence would be premature and futile. Based on the Yishuv’s minority status in Palestine, 
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it was much too soon for the Jewish protectorate to declare its independence from Britain. 

Second, the majority of the WZO viewed Jabotinsky’s ideology as emboldening the Arabs to 

resume their attacks on Jewish settlers. Based on Jabotinsky’s uncompromising approach to 

leadership, let alone his push for the military conquest of Greater Israel, members of the WZO 

ignored Jabotinsky on the basis that his antics served no constructive purpose but to arouse 

partisan bickering.18 Frustrated by the ruling body’s decision to forgo any declaration of 

independence, Jabotinsky and his supporters staged a protest by tearing up their membership 

cards to the WZO.19  

Jabotinsky’s decision to leave the World Zionist Organization prompted many risks for the 

Revisionist party. For one, Jabotinsky’s decision to abandon the WZO reversed all the gains his 

party made in the 1931 elections.20 In effect, Jabotinsky isolated himself from the assembly that 

had much sway with the British government. Although Jabotinsky had a loyal following, he did 

not have the means or the political standing to negotiate directly with British leaders. As a result, 

the Revisionist party became a movement without any significant political clout to change the 

direction of debate inside or outside Palestine. Furthermore, given the circumstances surrounding 

Jabotinsky’s exile from Palestine,21 Jabotinsky was unable to build a strong political movement 

inside the Yishuv. On the contrary, Jabotinsky’s appeal in Palestine was circumvented by Labor’s 

leverage over the mandate’s economy. Consequently, the real power to emerge from the 1931 

elections was the Labor bloc under David Ben-Gurion. Whereas Jabotinsky could only stir 

political controversy from abroad, Ben-Gurion directly shaped policy on the ground, becoming 

the most prominent Zionist leader since Chaim Weizmann.  

 

 

David Ben-Gurion and the Labor Movement  

If Ze’ev Jabotinsky’s attempts at leadership failed, David Ben-Gurion succeeded on all 

fronts. Unlike Jabotinsky, who advocated immediate statehood for Israel, Ben-Gurion pursued a 
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more measured approach to leadership that centered on diplomacy with British officials and 

affluent Arabs. More importantly, Ben-Gurion’s rise in leadership was attributed to the success 

of the Labor bloc in Palestine.  

The Unity of Labor party was founded in 1919 as a means of reaching consensus between 

competing socialist networks in Palestine. What distinguished the Labor party from its 

predecessors was its pragmatic approach to governing. For example, while the party was founded 

on Marxist principles of universal ownership, the Unity of Labor party secretly supported using 

the free market economy to increase Palestine’s agricultural and industrial output.22 To 

accomplish its goal, members of the Labor party participated in the founding of the Histradut, or 

General Federation of Jewish Workers.23 

Founded in 1920, the General Federation of Jewish Workers spent the next decade 

consolidating its control over Palestine’s economy. As a trade union, the federation favored 

Jewish employment over Arab workers, excluding the Arabs from any consideration of joining.24 

By the autumn of 1928, labor disputes between Jewish and Arab employers reached a boiling 

point over the government contracts in northern Palestine. At the Haifa port, Arab 

representatives demanded the British government to curb the hiring of non-skilled Jewish 

laborers over Arabs. Although the Colonial Office agreed that Jewish laborers were earning 

higher wages, nonetheless, the civil administration did little to assuage Arab concerns and the 

Jewish trade unions continued to dominate labor.25 Supported by the Labor party, the General 

Federation continued securing works projects well into the 1930s. In turn, based on the economic 

success of the trade unions, the Labor party was in a strong position to consolidate its political 

authority over Palestine with the formation of the Mapai coalition in 1930.   

The Mapai coalition was founded with the intention of neutralizing competing socialist 

parties and establish a broader scheme of balancing socialist ideals with marketplace realities. 

Reading an excerpt from the Mapai mission statement, the new coalition government expressed a 
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vision that gave credence to the “Socialist International” while distinguishing Greater Israel as an 

“agricultural and industrial economy—autonomously developing its own Hebrew culture.”26 In 

other words, the Labor bloc used Marxist rhetoric for political gain, while secretly pursuing 

market economics to strengthen the Yishuv’s hold over Palestine. One leader that truly excelled 

at balancing their political convictions with practical solutions was David Ben-Gurion.  

A vocal supporter of the Mapai coalition, David Ben-Gurion emerged as the preeminent 

voice on the Zionist left. A leading cofounder of the Mapai coalition, by 1931, Ben-Gurion 

gained direct oversight of the Jewish Agency, including the Haganah.27 With political, as well as 

economic power at his fingertips, it was not surprising that David Ben-Gurion became the 

dominant voice inside the WZO during the 1930s. Yet, despite the Labor party’s victory in the 

1931 election, Ben-Gurion was not ready to completely break from his predecessor, Chaim 

Weizmann.  

As chairman of the Zionist Executive, David Ben-Gurion pursued a policy that closely 

mirrored Chaim Weizmann’s leadership style. Like Weizmann, Ben-Gurion chose caution over 

risk when negotiating with British leaders. From the moment he took the reins of power, Ben-

Gurion immediately recognized Britain’s “displeasure” over Weizmann’s resignation from the 

WZO.28 It was assumed by many British officials that without the stalwart presence of 

Weizmann, the WZO would fall into the hands of radicals on both sides of the political 

spectrum.29 Realizing that he could not risk Britain abdicating its support for the Zionist 

movement, Ben-Gurion swallowed his pride and summoned Weizmann back to the Zionist 

Executive in 1935.30 Ironically, Ben-Gurion found himself dependent on the very man he sought 

to succeed as leader of political Zionism. However, Ben-Gurion’s alliance with Weizmann did 

have its tactical advantages. 
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Tactically, Ben-Gurion’s decision to restore Weizmann to the presidency of the WZO 

alleviated British concerns about the direction the organization was taking. Whereas Ben-Gurion 

set the political agenda, Weizmann represented the public face of the WZO, meeting regularly 

with British officials in London.31 While Weizmann kept up public appearances with the British, 

Ben-Gurion focused on resolving the growing spread of Arab nationalism in Palestine.  

There were two components to Ben-Gurion’s rationale in the 1930s. First, Ben-Gurion 

recognized the Yishuv was not growing at a fast enough rate to catch up with the Arab 

population. Following Ramsay MacDonald’s decision to shelve the Passfield White Paper, the 

Palestine mandate continued processing immigrants based on the country’s “economic 

absorptive capacity.”32 In 1935 alone, 61,854 Jews had been accepted to Palestine.33 As for the 

threat Arab nationalism posed to the Yishuv’s survival, Ben-Gurion did not take the matter 

lightly. 

Addressing the issue of Arab nationalism, Ben-Gurion’s recognition of an Arab political 

movement in Palestine has remained a controversial topic in the historiography. There appears to 

be two aspects to the controversy. The first is pinpointing the exact moment Ben-Gurion became 

aware of an Arab national movement. Second, historians have approached this question by 

examining how Ben-Gurion’s acknowledgement of Arab nationalism influenced his policy for 

Jewish statehood. In other words, how did Ben-Gurion reconcile two competing national 

movements?  

In their excellent work Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, Shabtai Teveth traces the 

development of Ben-Gurion’s governing philosophy from the publication of the Balfour 

Declaration to the war for independence in 1948. According to Teveth, Ben-Gurion recognized 

the emergence of Arab nationalism following the 1921 disturbances.  How Ben-Gurion chose to 

acknowledge Arab nationalism was to “exploit” the violent clashes between the Jewish settlers 

and Palestinian Arabs in the 1921 riots.34 Ben-Gurion chose to exploit the deteriorating situation 

in Palestine by demanding the additional recruitment of at least 50,000 Jewish immigrants every 
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year.35 Immigration, in other words, became Ben-Gurion’s official policy to resolving the 

impasse between Jews and Arabs. In order to achieve majority status for the Jewish settlement, 

Ben-Gurion sought two goals. The first was to implement substantial growth in Jewish 

immigration and the second was to create two “autonomous” bodies in Palestine.36 

Ben-Gurion’s pursuit of separate autonomous governments in Palestine exposed what Teveth 

describes as a contradictory philosophy.37 One the one hand, Ben-Gurion recognized the 

presence of a national movement among the Palestinian Arabs, but on the other hand, Ben-

Gurion did not know how to reconcile key differences between the two people. Instead, Ben-

Gurion pursued a flimsy policy of separate autonomies that would “cooperate with Great Britain 

in the administration of the mandate.”38 How this plan would be implemented remained 

questionable to say the least. The reason for such flimsiness in policy lay with Ben-Gurion’s own 

interpretation of Zionism. 

To Ben-Gurion, the central ideology of Zionism “was grounded in justice, equality, and 

freedom.”39 The problem with this political philosophy was it did not extend to the Palestinian 

Arabs. On the contrary, Ben-Gurion’s unwavering commitment to steady immigration growth 

risked the “self-determination” of the Palestinian Arabs.40 Consequently, the contradiction in 

Ben-Gurion’s political ideology reflects a complexity in his judgment and leadership. To Teveth, 

Ben-Gurion remained sensitive about his own inability to reconcile Zionism and Arab 

nationalism throughout the 1920s and early 1930s. At the very least, Ben-Gurion’s proposal to 

separate Palestine into two separate states is a key difference between the Zionist left and 

revisionist right. Whereas Ben-Gurion recognized the presence of a national movement among 

the Palestinian Arabs, Jabotinsky and others on the Zionist right chose to ignore the threat posed 

by Arab nationalism. As a matter of fact, the failure of the Zionist right to acknowledge the 

existence of Arab nationalism provides opportunity to analyze key differences between Ben-

Gurion and Jabotinsky.  

Perhaps the starkest contrast between Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky was the single-minded 

nature of Jabotinsky’s ideology. According to Jabotinsky, Zionism’s “sole objective” was to 
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transform Palestine into a national home for the Jewish people.41 As far as Jabotinsky was 

concerned, the Arabs were nothing more than a nuisance standing in the Yishuv’s way of 

becoming an independent state. What becomes clear from reading Jabotinsky was his adoption of 

political chauvinism as a means of resolving the potential conflict between Jews and Arabs.  

On the one hand, Jabotinsky did not believe the Arabs could reconcile themselves to the 

presence of a Jewish state in the Middle East. On the contrary, Jabotinsky viewed Arabs as 

“gentiles,” believing they could not stand equal to the Jewish people.42 However, Jabotinsky also 

did not believe the Arabs should be forcefully removed from Palestine. Rather, Jabotinsky 

believed the Arabs could stay in Palestine, provided that they accepted second-class 

citizenship.43 To Ben-Gurion, this line of reasoning was incomprehensible and failed to address 

the facts on the ground.  

According to Ben-Gurion, the Yishuv remained a minority in Palestine, despite its growing 

population in the early 1930s. Ben-Gurion worried that economic exclusion and rising 

immigration would lead to further erosions in Jewish-Arab relations.44 By 1934, Ben-Gurion 

began meeting with Arab leaders in private. In many ways, 1934 was a turning point in Ben-

Gurion’s relations with the Palestinian Arabs. 

In 1934, Ben-Gurion met with a series of Arab leaders to discuss proposals for establishing a 

Jewish majority in Palestine. Musa Alami, the assistant attorney general for the mandate 

government, met with Ben-Gurion in the spring to discuss his proposals for Jewish statehood.45 

What Ben-Gurion proposed was a shared “executive authority.” By agreeing to a shared 

executive authority, Ben-Gurion suggested that both Jews and Arabs could come into agreement 

by ruling Palestine under a broader federation of Arab states.46 Attentive and disarming, Alami 

heard Ben-Gurion and with a shrug, he argued that the time for economic cooperation between 

Jews and Arabs had expired. The Yishuv’s aggressive push for land development had left many 

Arabs restive and ready for a protracted campaign against the Jewish settlers. Following Ben-

Gurion’s meeting with leading Syrian nationalists in Geneva, any hope for reconciliation 

between the two movements came to a halt. In November 1934, Ben-Gurion’s policy for 
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federation was ridiculed as outlandish in the periodical La Nation arabe.47 Despite Ben-Gurion’s 

honest attempt at reaching an accord with the Palestinian Arabs, the fact remained that the Arabs 

had no intention of honoring any agreement with the Zionist leadership. By the close of 1934, the 

battle lines for control of Palestine were drawn. Even before the Palestinian Arabs issued a 

general work strike in the spring of 1936, Ben-Gurion recognized that any peaceful solution 

between the two people was unlikely. Instead, militancy replaced diplomacy and Ben-Gurion 

was prepared to lead the Yishuv against the Palestinian Arabs and British authority. 

 

 

British Policy in 1936: Street Riots and Rebellion  

The debate over Britain’s support for the Jewish settlement became divisive within the 

parliament and offices of foreign and colonial affairs in the late 1930s. On many occasions, 

British policymakers recognized the dangers of keeping an open commitment to the expansion of 

Jewish interests in the Middle East. However, despite the risks, Britain remained committed to 

the proposals lay out by the Balfour Declaration for a few reasons.  

One reason Britain remained opened to the proposals outlined by the Balfour Declaration 

was because the Arab world was divided along tribal and territorial lines. For example, in his 

report to Lord Curzon in May 1920, General Allenby stipulated that in light of the Ottoman 

Empire’s collapse, “the Arabian Peninsula was left without administrative and financial means or 

experience for the preservation of order and for the substitution of effective local Government in 

place of what had existed previously.”48 As explored in the previous chapter, Britain wanted to 

keep the Arab world divided as a means of advancing its interests in the region. The best 

approach to driving a wedge between the Arabs and their pursuit for national strength and unity 

was to promote the interests of a minority group whose loyalty remained with Britain.  

The Zionist community, British policymakers agreed, was instrumental in securing British 

interests in Palestine. If Britain’s intention was to drive a wedge between the Arabs and their 

aspirations for independence, the presence of a Jewish protectorate created the opposite reaction. 

On the surface, Zionism presented Arabs with the ammunition necessary to counter Britain’s 
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presence in the Middle East. The mere mention of the Yishuv became a rallying cry for Arabs to 

take up their grievances with the British government. As long as Britain continued its support for 

the Palestine mandate, Arabs would continue to sharpen their criticism, forcefully if necessary. 

With the continued rise in Jewish immigration throughout the 1930s, Arab protests led to 

renewed violence in Palestine.  

Following the general work strike of 1936, Britain supported the following actions. First, in 

the summer of 1937, the British government published the Royal Peel’s Report. According to the 

report, members of the commission found that neither the Jews nor Arabs could reconcile their 

differences, leaving partition as the best solution for moving forward.49 Ideally, members of the 

committee felt Palestine should be evenly divided between the Jews and Arabs, without 

providing concrete details for executing this plan. Consequently, the Royal Commission’s 

recommendations were rejected out of hand by members of the WZO and Arab leadership. When 

the Peel Report failed to gain traction, Britain pursued a new tactic to win over the trust of the 

Palestinian Arabs.  

The new tactic pursued by the British government in 1939 was to refocus Palestine on the 

Arabs. Malcolm MacDonald, son of Ramsay MacDonald, was named the new colonial secretary 

of Middle Eastern affairs in May 1938. In his capacity as colonial secretary, Malcolm 

MacDonald assumed it was in Britain’s best interests to begin listening to Arab demands rather 

than straitjacket itself to the opinions of the Jewish minority. What followed was a stunning 

reversal in British policy.  

Beginning with the publication of the Palestine Partition Commission’s report in October 

1938, the new colonial secretary rebuked the previous commission’s recommendation for 

partition. Instead, the new report argued that Jewish statehood would “deprive the Arabs of as 

small a number as possible of the places to which they attach particular value,” and furthermore, 

the objectives of Jewish statehood “are irreconcilable” with the interests of the Palestinian 

Arabs.50 The commission’s report acknowledged both sides of the argument, taking into account 

the criticisms of both the Jewish settlers and Palestinian Arabs. However, at the end of the day, 

Britain came down in favor of the Arabs. In its final conclusion, the new commission reported 
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that although it could not “abandon the idea of partition” as being “altogether impracticable,” 

nonetheless, the mandatory government would have to make certain adjustments, including 

placing limitations on Jewish immigration.51 The following spring, the colonial secretary went 

further by publishing a new policy White Paper.  

Published on 17 May 1939, the White Paper argued that Palestine was promised to the Sharif 

of Mecca three years prior to the publication of the Balfour Declaration.52 In effect, Malcolm 

MacDonald completely dismissed the tenets of the Balfour Declaration, arguing that it was a 

mistake for Britain to ever conceive a policy that would benefit the Jewish settlement. Not one to 

back away from a fight, David Ben-Gurion pursued a series of actions that would put the Yishuv 

on a collision course with British interests in the Middle East. 

 

 

Fighting Back: David Ben-Gurion’s Call for Action  

David Ben-Gurion’s path to revolution began in the autumn of 1934. As discussed earlier, 

although Ben-Gurion displayed caution in his leadership, his aggressive push for Jewish 

immigration during his preliminary talks with Arab leaders was not promising. When Arab 

violence resumed in the late 1930s, Ben-Gurion supported the proposals recommended by the 

Peel Report. Partition, Ben-Gurion believed, was not a perfect policy, but it was the best policy 

to assure the continuation of Jewish immigration to Palestine. Provided that Zionists were 

compensated with some parcel of land, Ben-Gurion assumed that partition was merely a first step 

to assuring eventual statehood for the Yishuv.53 Unfortunately, Ben-Gurion was unsuccessful in 

swaying other members of the WZO to adopt his opinion on the matter. After partition failed, 

few opportunities presented themselves to Ben-Gurion. Now facing serious restrictions on 

Jewish immigration, Ben-Gurion found an unlikely ally in Ze’ev Jabotinsky and his conservative 

philosophy. 

Throughout their careers, Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky rarely saw eye-to-eye. As leader of the 

Zionist left, Ben-Gurion found it difficult to embrace Jabotinsky’s chauvinistic rhetoric. 

However, in light of Britain’s decision to halt Jewish expansion, Ben-Gurion found himself 
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agreeing with Jabotinsky’s central tenet: control for Greater Israel could not be achieved through 

peaceful solutions.  

As he envisioned in his article “The Iron Wall,” Jabotinsky believed armed conflict was an 

unavoidable and necessary path for Jews to pursue in their struggle for statehood. Ben-Gurion 

may not have wanted armed conflict to be the final solution in securing a Jewish state, but on the 

eve of the Second World War, Ben-Gurion did what he thought practical. In the months 

following the publication of the 1939 White Paper, Ben-Gurion supported the use of guerrilla 

tactics against the British mandate.54 One such act of civil disobedience deployed by Ben-Gurion 

was turning a blind eye to the actions of radical organizations like the Irgun.  

 The example of the Irgun is important to understanding Ben-Gurion’s change in focus for 

mobilizing the Yishuv to independence. Founded in 1931, the Irgun had broken off from the 

Haganah, drawing the support of only a handful in its years of operation.55 Members of the Irgun 

were attracted to Jabotinsky’s hard line policy of securing Jewish independence through military 

force and intimidation. One method the Irgun utilized to undermine British security was to 

engage in a series of propaganda focused on turning the Yishuv against Britain.  

In an editorial published in the September 1936 edition of World Jewry, the Irgun’s 

leadership argued that the Yishuv “must become a purely political organization, uniting every 

possible Jew to a single purpose, for a single object, to shake off from Palestine the Mandatory 

Power which has rejected us in the hour of our greatest achievement, at the moment when 

millions of footsteps seek to hasten to Zion.”56 If Britain shirked its commitments to the Jewish 

people, the Irgun promised to engage in illegal acts of Jewish immigration, as well as take their 

military fight directly to Arab aggravators.57  

Now, the Irgun did have its limitations. One obvious limitation was the Irgun’s inability to 

win a military confrontation against the British. Compared to the British security force, the Irgun 
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was simply “outnumbered and outgunned.”58 However, the Irgun did not need a display of 

military force to show its resolve. Rather, based on the unpopularity of the 1939 White Paper 

alone, members of the Irgun were provided protection by Jewish homes. Consequently, British 

officials had successfully alienated the Jewish settlers to the point that the Yishuv was finding 

common ground with the Arab community.59 Like the Arabs, the Jewish settlers wanted an end 

to the British presence in Palestine. In order to bring an end to Britain’s presence in Palestine, 

David Ben-Gurion proposed the following objectives for a successful guerilla campaign. 

Ben-Gurion pursued the following objectives in undermining the British mandate. First, 

following Britain’s decision to declare war on Germany in September 1939, David Ben-Gurion 

publicly pledged his support to the British war effort. In private though, Ben-Gurion was 

preparing for a protracted campaign that would utilize every sector of the Yishuv.60 As chairman 

of the Jewish Agency, Ben-Gurion authorized the use of a “Special Actions Squad,” whose sole 

purpose was to engage in propaganda attacks against the British authority.61 As for individual 

members of the Yishuv, they were responsible for providing shelter to guerilla groups like the 

Irgun. In addition, Ben-Gurion used his office in the World Zionist Organization to rally 

American opinion to the Zionist cause. Finally, in 1944, Ben-Gurion was prepared to lead an 

armed uprising, allowing groups like the Irgun to directly engage the British in acts of terror and 

civil disorder.62 The result of Ben-Gurion’s guerilla campaign was reactionary in purpose and 

design, destroying much of the credibility that had distinguished the Labor bloc as the party for 

peace.  

On the one hand, it can be argued that Ben-Gurion never lost sight of the social-economic 

policies pursued by his supporters in the Labor wing of the WZO. After all, the bureaucratic 

control of the Histradut survived the British withdrawal in 1947, as did the Mapai coalition of 

the 1930s.63 However, the path to independence was mired with the blood and violence 

envisioned by Ze’ev Jabotinsky and his followers. By pursuing a policy of civil disobedience 

against the British, Ben-Gurion compromised his ideals with the practical solution promised by 

armed uprising.  
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Conclusion 

Elaborating on this theme of compromising one’s ideals for practical solutions to leadership, 

it is important to understand that David Ben-Gurion’s adoption of militancy did not occur 

overnight. On the contrary, Ben-Gurion’s decision to engage in a policy of civil disobedience 

against the British resulted from Britain’s waning support for the Jewish settlement throughout 

the 1930s. Based on Britain’s decision to suspend the Balfour Declaration in 1939, the reversal 

in British policy made it easier for Ben-Gurion to embrace the tenets of Revisionist Zionism. 

More importantly, the lack of a concrete policy for Jewish immigration to Palestine presented 

numerous dangers to both the British government and Zionist leadership. 

On the one hand, it is reasonable to understand why the British government thought it needed 

to correct its policy for Palestine with its adoption of the 1939 White Paper. After all, Palestine 

was proving a drain on both Britain’s economy and military defense. If Britain could find the 

means to limit its military cost in Palestine, then Britain was correct in reassessing its policy for 

the region. However, the 1939 White Paper proved reckless for the following reasons. 

First, given Britain’s twenty-year support for the Jewish protectorate, it could not be 

expected of the Jewish settlers to accept severe restrictions in annual immigration. On the 

contrary, after developing Palestine’s economy for more than two decades, the Jewish settlers 

believed they had just as much right to the land as the Arabs did. In that case, the British were 

opening themselves up to radicalism on both fronts of the Jewish-Arab divide.  

As for Ben-Gurion’s openness to Jabotinsky’s philosophy of armed rebellion, although Ben-

Gurion personally abhorred the Revisionist party’s platform, nonetheless, Ben-Gurion was boxed 

into either accepting the British terms of restricted Jewish immigration subjected to Arab 

approval, or he could choose to fight and force Britain’s withdrawal from Palestine. In the end, 

there appeared to have been an agreement between the Revisionists and Zionist left over the 

means of achieving Jewish independence. In the process, the Palestinian Arabs would lose their 

battle for self-determination. However, as the next chapter will show, the Palestinian Arabs 

lacked the leadership and organization needed to successfully challenge Zionist claims to 

Palestine.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

IN SEARCH OF UNITTY: THE GRAND MUFTI OF JERUSALEM AND 

THE FAILURES OF ARAB NATIONALISM 
 

 
 
 
In the spring of 1936 the political landscape of Palestine was marred by growing civil unrest 

in the Arab quarter. As discussed in chapter three, the Zionist leadership was aggressively 

pushing for more land purchases and increased immigration. Based on the appearance of British 

compliancy for Zionist demands, Palestinian Arabs were increasingly turning to protest to show 

their national unity against the Yishuv. Finally in April, individual Arabs took the initiative to 

call for a general work strike, crippling Palestine’s economy in the process. Although the 

Palestinian Arabs appeared leaderless in their demonstration, soon Amin al-Husayni, the Grand 

Mufti of Jerusalem, would assume leadership of the work strike.  

On 25 April 1936, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem founded the Arab Higher Committee. The 

purpose of the committee was two-fold. First, the Mufti made a series of demands on the British, 

including the “immediate cessation” of Jewish immigration to Palestine, the “cessation of all 

land sales” to the settlers, and lastly, the Mufti demanded Britain to recognize Palestine as an 

independent Arab state.1 However, the Arab Higher Committee also served an ulterior purpose. 

While the rhetoric of the committee reflected a nationalist spirit, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem 

was not a nationalist leader. On the contrary, the Mufti was reluctant to take charge of the 

deteriorating situation in Palestine, delaying his response to the general strike for at least ten 

days. In addition, the Arab Higher Committee was a compromise arrangement between the rival 

political parties in Palestine, leading to a temporary truce between competing political 

ideologies. For the moment, the Palestinian leaders were forced to set aside their political 

differences and unite against a common threat.2  In turn, the Mufti’s attempts to take command 

of the Arab Rebellion had less to do with sweeping nationalism and more to do with his own 

preservation as the religious authority of Palestine. 
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This disconnect between political leadership and the nationalist sentiment of the Palestinian 

Arabs is the focus of this chapter. First, the chapter will examine the historiography of Arab 

nationalism in Palestine, beginning with George Antonius’s controversial work The Arab 

Awakening. Published in 1938, The Arab Awakening was a reaction to the ongoing clash between 

Palestinian Arabs and Jewish settlers since the establishment of the mandate. In his book, 

Antonius argues that the Balfour Declaration lacked legitimacy because Britain promised 

Palestine to the Sherif of Mecca in 1915. Part history, part advocacy, Antonius’s narrative was 

flawed due to the author’s ambition to advance his reputation among the leading policy circles in 

Britain. In other words, what Antonius hoped to accomplish with his work had less to do with 

presenting an objective history of Arab nationalism and more to do with promoting his own 

career as a policymaker.3 However, Antonius’s work cannot be completely discounted.  

For one, Antonius recognized the existence of a Palestinian identity preceding the British 

mandate. In recent years, historians have examined the court records of the late Ottoman period 

in an effort to determine the origins of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Israeli historian Benny Morris, 

for example, sees the year 1882 as the catalyst for future conflicts between Zionism and Arab 

nationalism. Not only did 1882 mark the beginning of the first Aliyah, the same year also 

witnessed the legal restructuring of the Levantine provinces.4 For the first time in the Ottoman 

Empire’s history, Turkish courts began using the term ‘Palestine’ to describe the collected 

provinces of Jerusalem, Tiberius and Galilee.5 Over time, the word ‘Palestine’ entered the 

collective conscious of the country’s inhabitants. Before the outbreak of World War I, Palestine 

began developing its own news press and literary clubs. Following the British occupation, 

Palestine was inundated with print culture. The print culture was integral to the development of a 

Palestinian national identity. However, as the scholar Adeed Dawisha points out, cultural identity 

is only one aspect of any nationalist movement. In order for a nationalist movement to sustain 

itself, it must have political leadership.6  

What the Arab Rebellion of 1936 lacked, then, was the political leadership committed to the 

development and promotion of Palestinian nationalism. First, the most ideologically driven party 
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in Palestine, the Independence party, lacked the “political machinery” and “grass-roots 

organization” necessary to sustain political momentum.7 As for the Grand Mufti, he did not 

represent the interests of the burgeoning national movement taking shape in Palestine. On the 

contrary, the Mufti represented the old order of wealthy elites controlling local municipals. 

Furthermore, the Mufti perceived all political rivals as a “personal threat,” deposing of his 

political opponents swiftly.8 If anything, the formation of the Arab Higher Committee was an 

attempt by the Mufti to keep a close watch over his political rivals. Consequently, the Grand 

Mufti of Jerusalem failed to advance the cause of national unity among the Palestinian Arabs 

because he lacked the political commitment and vision necessary to sustain a successful 

nationalist movement.  

 

 

George Antonius and the Arab Awakening  

George Antonius was born in Cairo, Egypt in 1891.9 Educated at Cambridge, Antonius 

received his bachelor’s in the natural sciences. Upon completing his degree, Antonius returned to 

Cairo where he became an official translator for Gilbert Clayton at the Arab Bureau.10 Soon 

after, Britain was plunged into World War I and following the war, Antonius sought transfer to 

Palestine where he served as a civil administrator for education.11 It was during his tenure as a 

civil servant in Palestine that Antonius completed The Arab Awakening.  

Published in 1938, The Arab Awakening chronicles the rise of Arab nationalism from the 

mid-seventeenth century to the First World War. According to Antonius, Britain betrayed the 

trust of the Hashemite dynasty when it pursued a policy incompatible with Arab aspirations for 

national unity. Namely, Antonius criticized the civil administration of Palestine for agreeing to 

the establishment of a Jewish community. In the process, Antonius argued that the Balfour 

Declaration was not only disingenuous to the Arabs, but that the document also betrayed an 

earlier pledge made to the Sharif of Mecca in the autumn of 1915. To prove his point, Antonius 

draws connections between the Hashemite and the secret literary societies of Damascus and 

Beirut during World War I. 
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The secret societies of Damascus and Beirut play a pivotal role in Antonius’s argument. 

Antonius traces the first secret society to 1875, shortly before the rise of Abdul Hamid II.12 

Antonius describes the society’s membership as the “enlightened elite,” seeing that members 

were educated either at the Syrian Protestant College in Beirut or in Europe.13 Members of the 

secret societies pursued a general program of independence and the recognition of Arabic as the 

official language of the Levantine states.14 Following Abdul Hamid’s ascension in 1877, 

members of the secret society published anonymous posters and pamphlets, “denouncing Turkish 

rule.”15 In time, secret societies would proliferate in the areas surrounding Damascus and Beirut, 

each articulating the same general program of independence for “Greater Syria.”16 Then, in 1908, 

Arab nationalists enjoyed a brief victory following the overthrow of Abdul-Hamid. At the time, 

it was widely assumed that members of the Committee of Union and Progress would make 

concessions to the Arab people. Instead, the C.U.P. pursued a policy of Turkification, and once 

again, the secret societies were plotting against the Sublime Porte. 

 From here Antonius makes a critical mistake in analysis. When assessing the early 

correspondence between Hussein of the Hejaz and members of the Cairo Office, Antonius 

invokes the role played by Muhammad Sharif al-Faruqi. According to Antonius, al-Faruqi was 

“an accredited emissary” for the secret society al-Ahd, reassuring both the British and Hashemite 

that the secret societies were plentiful in number, and more important, members of the societies 

were prepared to fight for Arab independence.17 In reality, al-Faruqi was a remarkable conman, 

duping the British into believing what they wanted to hear.18 What the British wanted to hear, of 

course, was Hussein commanded influence over “hundreds of thousands of Ottoman troops and 

millions of Ottoman subjects.”19  The truth of the matter was al-Faruqi was not a spokesperson 

for al-Ahd, nor was there a sizable Arab army amassing in secret. The fact that Antonius failed to 

recognize this makes his argument suspect. At the very least, it suggests Antonius was selective 

in the type of argument he wished to advance. 
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The thought of Antonius being selective with his scholarship has been the subject of 

countless scholarly debates. For example, at no time in his work does Antonius address the 

serious flaws in Hussein’s campaign against the Ottoman Empire. To Antonius, the Arab 

Rebellion of 1916 was the fulfillment of a nationalist movement waged by the Arab people. In 

truth, the Arab Rebellion of 1916 was anything but the rousing success Antonius describes it as. 

As discussed in chapter two, in the three decades following the publication of Antonius’s 

work, historian C.E. Dawn published a revised interpretation of the Arab Rebellion. According 

to Dawn, Hussein did not fully sympathize with the nationalist cause for Arab independence. A 

traditionalist, much of Hussein’s power derived from Istanbul. Although Istanbul could not 

directly assert its influence over the Hejaz, nonetheless, Ottoman rule exploited tribal rivalry, 

preventing Hussein from emerging as a dominant leader.20 Consequently, Hussein remained a 

loyal subject of the Ottoman Empire on the eve of World War I. It was not until the fall of 1915, 

following the discovery of a government plot to overthrow him, that King Hussein entertained 

thoughts of a British alliance.21  

In addition to Dawn’s argument about the Arab Rebellion, other historians, including Albert 

Hourani, have questioned Hussein’s commitment to Arab nationalism. According to Hourani, 

Hussein never “contemplated a complete break from Ottoman tradition.”22 Also, there was never 

enough support among the general Arab population to warrant a “complete break” from Ottoman 

rule. As a matter of fact, not only did most Arabs reject Hussein’s leadership, an overwhelming 

majority of them fought on the behalf of the Ottoman Empire. In short, it can be said that Britain 

never committed itself to a general uprising in the Arab world, either. Instead, Britain committed 

itself to King Hussein, and British success or failure was dependent on Hussein’s word.  

Based on the questionable nature of Antonius’s research, why then did Antonius publish his 

work? To Martin Kramer, George Antonius was among other things, an opportunist seeking 

advancement for his career. Above all, Kramer argues that Antonius sought a means to directly 

shape British policy in the Middle East. In his capacity as a civil administrator, Antonius was 

exposed to the daily strife between Arabs and Jews. Indeed, it was during Antonius’ tenure that 

he gained prominence among various policy circles. As a matter of fact, it was during the 1930s 
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that George Antonius became secretary of the Supreme Moslem Council. In his capacity as 

council secretary, Antonius had frequent contacts with members of the Jewish Agency and 

British civil administration. By March 1939, George Antonius sat in a series of meetings 

designed to restrict Jewish immigration to Palestine.23 Despite his position in the Supreme 

Moslem Council, what Antonius lacked was the authority to bring about meaningful change to 

Palestine. By exposing British policy as two-sided, Antonius hoped to achieve greater sway with 

British officials.24 On the contrary, Antonius’s book served only to alienate the British and 

following the outbreak of World War II, Antonius lost all credibility with the civil government in 

Palestine.25  

Without question, The Arab Awakening is a seriously flawed history of Arab nationalism. 

However, that is not to say that Antonius is not without some merit. While he was certainly loose 

with his facts, nonetheless, Antonius was correct in his general assessments about Arab 

nationalism in the Levantine states. That Arab nationalists were articulating an agenda that 

would see the creation of a Greater Syria, was indicative of the period in question. Also, the rise 

in news publications and periodicals in major urban areas gives proof to an emerging nationalist 

spirit in the wake of the Turkish Revolution of 1908. As the next section will show, Palestine 

was developing a print culture that resembled the nationalist aspirations of most Arabs living in 

the country before and during the British mandate.  

 

 

Palestinian Nationalism: The Formative Years  

Since the creation of Israel, scholars have remained divided over whether there was a 

preexisting Palestinian culture. Specifically, researchers on both sides of the Arab-Israeli divide 

have questioned the national character of the Palestinian Arabs, searching for its roots and 

development. In recent years, more and more historians have gone back to the Ottoman court 

records to determine if in fact there was a Palestinian identity before the British mandate. Two 

historians, Benny Morris and Beshara B. Doumani, have written about the formative Palestinian 

culture and both suggest the modern Palestinian identity predated the British mandate. 
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Beginning in 1882, Palestine became the future cite for two conflicting movements. It was 

during this year that the first Jewish aliyah began.26 Based on the arrival of European Jews, more 

and more Arabs became weary of the growing Jewish presence in Palestine. According to 

Morris, the Arabs living in Palestine viewed the Jewish settlers as “strange and alien—people 

whose manner and actions bespoke subversion.”27 Generally, the Arabs living in Palestine 

“disliked” foreigners, especially the Jewish settlers because of the freedoms they enjoyed under 

the capitulations and the fact that most Jews lacked any knowledge of the Arabic language.28 

Furthermore, it was during the same year of the first aliyah that the Ottoman courts began 

restructuring the Levantine provinces.  

By restructuring, the separate provinces of Jerusalem, Galilee, Hebron and Haifa became 

collectively recognized as Palestine. In sum, both Palestine and Lebanon were perceived as 

smaller provinces of a Greater Syria. Following the Ottoman restructuring though, Palestine took 

on a more distinctive character and identity. It is for this reason that the “major cause of tension” 

during the formative period of Jewish immigration was not an “accident,” as Benny Morris 

would suggest, but rather the “conflicting interests and goals” of two people.29 Whereas the 

Jewish settlers sought predominance in Palestine, the Palestinian Arabs sought “to retain” the 

“Muslim character of the region.”30 What emerged from this conflict was dueling nationalisms.  

Unlike similar movements in Lebanon and Syria, the national movement in Palestine “was 

slower to develop,” primarily because of the political squabbling of local notables.31Nonetheless, 

Palestine witnessed a growing national push for unity against the Jewish settlers and Ottoman 

administration. Beginning in World War I, noted literary clubs spread throughout Palestine. In 

Nablus, members of the local community devised ways to counter the growing Jewish 

community.32 After the war, literary critics like Muhammed Izzat Darwazah emerged as vocal 

opponents of the British administration and Jewish Agency. 
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A civil servant in the Ottoman Department of Communications during World War I, 

Darwazah became an early proponent of Arab nationalism in Palestine.33 Following the war, 

Darwazah returned to Nablus where he served on the board of trustees for the local college. 

There, he became involved in local politics, joining the National Bloc party and serving as 

director of the Moslem Waqf in 1928.34 What Darwazah represented was a commitment to Arab 

unity for Greater Syria. At the time, many nationalists like Darwazah defined Arab nationalism 

in the broadest of terms. For instance, George Antonius defined Arab nationalism as the shared 

bond of a common faith and language.35 Despite numerous differences among the Arabs, 

including tribal and religious sect, nonetheless, the early proponents of Arab nationalism 

articulated a general call for unity that would unite all Moslems living in what is today Syria, 

Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine. In turn, the vision of a Greater Syria was the driving force 

behind Arab nationalism during the early half of the twentieth century. However, beginning with 

the British occupation of Palestine, Palestinian nationalism took on an added dimension.  

In many ways, Zionism defined Palestinian nationalism. Although the Palestinian Arabs of 

the late Ottoman period began viewing themselves as separate from other Arabs, Zionism gave 

urgency to the Palestinian cause for unity and nationalism. Nationalists like Darwazah spoke of 

Zionism as an “external threat” that if left unchecked, would destroy the Arab character of 

Palestine.36 Consequently, access to newspapers made the “Palestinian issue more accessible” 

throughout the Arab world.37 It was the proliferation of newspapers and a thriving print culture 

that defined Palestinian nationalism in the 1930s. Such newspapers like Filastin, al-Difa, and the 

Islamic League, were printed in wide circulation—each advocating Arab independence and the 

rejection of Zionism.38 In addition, each newspaper represented the interests of local political 

parties. For example, Filastin expressed the interests of the National Defense party during the 

1930s, whereas al-Difa supported the Independence party.39 These newspapers became the 

official organs and “mouthpieces” of competing political movements in Palestine at the height of 
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the British mandate.40 While each newspaper supported Arab independence from Britain, they 

differed in political orientation and tactics. For this reason, the print culture in Palestine lacked 

agreement for a shared goal of independence.  

On the one hand, the existence of a print culture committed to Palestinian nationalism shows 

that there was indeed a Palestinian identity under British rule. Why then did Palestinian 

nationalism fail to achieve its goals for national independence and unity in the 1930s? As 

Beshara B. Doumani would agree, the existence of political rivalries divided the Palestinian 

Arabs into factions. Although most Palestinian Arabs could agree on a general goal for national 

unity, they could not agree on execution.41 More importantly, it was the obstruction of the 

wealthy notables that prevented the Palestinian Arabs from achieving their goals. As such, it is 

difficult to imagine the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem as a nationalist leader when much of his 

political posturing was an attempt to safeguard the interests of his family’s influence and wealth.  

 

 

 

The Grand Mufti of Jerusalem and the Collapse of the Nationalist Movement 

The Grand Mufti was born into the Husayni family of Jerusalem in 1895. Since the sixteenth 

century, members of the Husayni family controlled the office of the Mufti.42 By the mid-

nineteenth century, the Husayni family attained greater power following a series of legal reforms 

in Istanbul. As the following will show, the urban elites of Beirut, Damascus and Jerusalem 

dominated the municipal powers of local administrations. Based on the need for greater tax 

revenue, Istanbul turned to wealthy notables across the empire to collect taxes from the local 

population. Due to a lack of knowledge of local customs and traditions, and in most cases, the 

dialect of the areas in question, many Ottoman governors came to “rely” on the good standing of 

local notables to enforce the sultan’s will.43 Consequently, members of the urban elite in 

Jerusalem achieved greater prestige and wealth as they came to directly represent the interests of 

the sultan. It was for this reason that most notables refused to support the Hejaz’s rebellion 

during World War I. The Husayni family, especially, did not support nationalist aspirations 
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during the war, believing that such support would compromise their standing in the Ottoman 

court. After the empire’s defeat in 1918, however, local notables began cutting separate deals 

with both the British and French. In exchange for their support and cooperation with the mandate 

governments, local notables were guaranteed their continued wealth and standing in Arab 

society.44 As for young Amin al-Husayni, he began flirting with nationalist ideas during his 

studies in Cairo. 

Studying in Cairo during World War I, Amin al-Husayni became acquainted with several 

nationalist circles. However, what drove Amin to embrace Arab nationalism was Jewish 

immigration to Palestine. Like Darwazah, Amin became an early critic of the Zionist movement, 

perceiving it as an external threat to the Arab identity of Palestine.45 Returning to Palestine after 

the war, Amin was soon wanted by the British for enticing violence among the local Arab 

population in the spring of 1920. 

An exile, Amin soon returned to Palestine following his general pardon by Herbert Samuel. 

As the first High Commissioner of Palestine, Herbert Samuel was an early proponent of Zionism. 

However, Samuel also took note of the general misgivings Arabs had about the Jewish 

settlement. In the aftermath of the Arab disturbances of 1920, Herbert Samuel informed his 

superiors about Arab misgivings, suggesting that “There is an anti-Zionist movement, based 

largely upon the anticipation that a large Jewish immigration would lead to the reduction of the 

rest of the population to a lower status.”46 As a show of goodwill, Samuel pardoned Amin al-

Husayni and others for their roles in the spring disturbances.47 Going further, the British adopted 

the Supreme Moslem Council in 1921 as a means of placating the Arabs.48 This council carried 

out the functions of local municipals, representing the interests of the Palestinian Arabs. As for 

Amin, in the summer of 1921, he was named the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, following popular 

petition.49  
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Granted the title of Grand Mufti, Amin al-Husayni became the highest religious authority in 

Palestine. As the most powerful religious authority in the country, the Mufti “controlled the 

shari’a courts;” he could also appoint court officials to his liking, and dissolve local boards if he 

so choose.50 This alone gave the Mufti great power over the Arab community and British civilian 

government. Amin was successful in concentrating his influence in urban areas like Jerusalem, 

Jaffa, and Nablus.51 By concentrating his authority in the urban regions of Palestine, the Mufti 

sought political dominance for his family. As for his posture towards the British, the Mufti was 

characterized as mercurial. 

By mercurial, it was not easy to read the Mufti’s intentions. Clearly, the Mufti was not in 

favor of any Jewish settlement. In his dissertation, Yehuda Taggar, historian and former Mossad 

agent, discussed in great lengths the Mufti’s personality and motives. According to Taggar, the 

Mufti was an early proponent of violence. Recognizing the power of violence early his career, 

the Mufti supported violent protests “as a political means for the attainment of his political 

ends.”52 But what were those ends?  

On the one hand, the Mufti sought Arab independence for Palestine. However, the Mufti also 

recognized Britain’s strength and knew he could not outright oppose British authority. Instead, 

the Mufti was forced to walk a “tight rope”—looking for any opportunity to undermine Britain’s 

presence while at the same time stopping short of completely alienating the civilian 

government.53 Based on his political posturing, the Mufti pursued a policy that compromised any 

overarching goal for Arab independence. Although the Mufti catered to Arab nationalists by 

defining a broad program for an independent state, at no time under British rule did he display 

the leadership necessary to realize a future state. The British could not be any happier about the 

Mufti’s compromised posture. 

Britain’s relationship with the Mufti was most intriguing, to say the least. It should be noted 

that the British came to understand the divisions within Palestinian society over the course of the 

mandate. As discussed in the previous chapter, field reports, such as the one recorded by General 

Allenby in May 1920, addressed the political vacuum that engulfed the Arab peninsula following 
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the Ottoman Empire’s demise. In his report, Allenby stated, “The Arabian Peninsula was left 

without administrative and financial means or experience for the preservation of order and for 

the substitution of effective local Government in place of what had existed previously.”54 In 

addition, agents like Gertrude Bell reported on the conflict between Shiite Muslims and Sunnis, 

arguing that it was unlikely Britain could quietly resolve any conflict between competing 

groups.55 In effect, Britain formed relationships with local notables, similar to the relationships 

Istanbul pursued in the late nineteenth century. Like the Sublime Porte before it, Britain was now 

cutting deals with wealthy notables to maintain the local peace. In Palestine, the British came to 

regard members of the Husayni and Nashashibi families as full partners. 

The British came to regard members of both families as willing partners in maintaining the 

local peace for a number of reasons. The most important reason was to keep both families in 

political check. For example, Arthur Wauchope, the High Commissioner for Palestine in the 

1930s, kept cordial relations with the Mufti because he saw the Mufti as a natural “counter” to 

the Nashashibi family. Fearing that the Nashashibi family would turn on Britain should it gain 

the upper hand over its political rival, Wauchope thought it best to keep the Arab notables 

divided in order to assure the mandate’s longevity.56 In brief, Wauchope and others in the British 

government understood that Arab politics were “based on personal, internal animosities” 

between clans and families.57 By exploiting these internal animosities, the British could 

guarantee its dominance in an unfriendly region. As for the Mufti, his inability to counter the 

British served to expose these political divisions within the Arab community. 

Within the Arab quarter of Palestine, politics were divided between six competing political 

parties. The dominant party, the Palestine Arab party, was controlled by members of the Husayni 

family, and by extension, the Mufti. Next came the National Defense party, which was 

dominated by the Nashashibi family. Finally, Al-Istiqlal, or the Independence party, represented 

the most successful “challenge” to the Mufti’s leadership.58 Founded in the spring of 1932, the 

Independence party was the most ideologically driven political party in Palestine. Led by such 

nationalists as Darwazah, the Independence party demanded the immediate cessation of Jewish 
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immigration to Palestine and recognition for an independent Arab state.59 The Independence 

party became popular among Palestine’s professional and lower classes because it was the only 

political party that acknowledged the demands of ordinary Arabs. Meanwhile, the Mufti did not 

take kindly to political rivals. At times petty, the Mufti viewed political rivals of all walks as 

“personal challenges to himself.”60 Consequently, the Mufti moved quickly to thwart the 

ambitions of his competitors. In the case of the Independence party, the Mufti exposed Abd al-

Hadi, the general secretary of the party, as supporting land purchases to Jewish settlers in the 

1920s.61 Although the Mufti could be quite effective at humiliating his political opponents, there 

were some people he could not thwart. 

Sheikh Izz al-Dim al-Qassam, in particular, proved a far more capable political adversary 

than expected. A Syrian born radical and fervent opponent of Zionism, al-Qassam’s militant 

message appealed to many Palestinian Arabs. While al-Qassam and the Mufti shared the same 

political ends, they differed over political objectives. Knowing he could not pursue open 

rebellion against the British, the Mufti advocated caution while al-Qassam envisioned bloody 

retribution against both the British and Jewish settlers. Then in October 1935, al-Qassam was 

ambushed by British soldiers in the Nablus mountains and swiftly executed.62 What followed 

was truly extraordinary. More powerful in death than in life, al-Qassam’s death sent a shockwave 

through Palestine.63 Almost immediately young Arab radicals were taking up arms against the 

British. When open rebellion did erupt in Jaffa the next spring, the Mufti found himself 

blindsided. Hoping to avoid rebellion at all cost, the Mufti did not respond to immediate 

demands for a general work strike.64 Instead, the Mufti kept a low profile during the first ten 

days of the Arab Rebellion, weighing his options. By the end of the tenth day, the Mufti 

understood he could no longer avoid the reality of the situation. On 25 April 1936, the Mufti 

agreed to lead the national movement for independence by organizing the Arab Higher 

Committee.65 

The Arab Higher Committee was a comprised arrangement between the heads of the six 

political parties. While the Mufti made some very public pronouncements, including the 
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immediate recognition of an independent Arab state, the Mufti’s primary goal in leading the 

AHC was to prevent the general strike from transforming into all out rebellion against the 

British.66 As the most visible leader of the Palestinian Arabs, the Mufti hoped to use his religious 

office as an appeal to moderation and consent. What the Mufti did not understand, however, was 

he could not control the Arab Rebellion. 

What distinguished the Arab Rebellion of the 1930s from earlier disturbances was the 

complete breakdown in the Arab social order. In the countryside, many Arabs despised members 

of the elite, accusing them for conspiring with the British and Jewish settlers.67 What followed 

can almost be described as a civil war within Palestine. In the second year of the rebellion, 

members of the Arab fellah carried out systematic attacks against wealthy families. Soon, the 

Arab Higher Committee was disintegrating. The first sign of trouble came when the National 

Defense party withdrew its support from the AHC, sighting its decision as “a disagreement over 

methods.”68 Then the next shoe dropped.  

Upon rejecting the Royal Committee’s recommendation for a general partition of Palestine, 

the AHC had little recourse but to resume advocacy for armed rebellion. Assuming the Mufti to 

be responsible for the resumption of violence in the cities and countryside, the civil 

administration issued a warrant for the Mufti’s arrest in July 1937.69 Realizing his fate, the Mufti 

fled Palestine and sought asylum first in Syria then Iraq.70 Within a year of the Mufti’s absence, 

the Arab Rebellion disintegrated into political chaos. 

Several reasons have been cited as the main cause for the Arab Rebellion’s collapse in 1938. 

One reason cited by historians was the lack of trust between members of the urban elite and the 

fellah of Palestine’s countryside. From the onset of the general strike, both the urban elite and 

fellah were united against the continued presence of the British and Jewish settlers. During the 

first wave of the rebellion, most Arabs agreed to the central tenets of the general work strike, 

stopping all economic production in Palestine. However, in light of Britain’s decision to 

temporarily suspend Jewish immigration and appoint a Royal Commission to investigate the 

causes of the rebellion in October, Palestine resumed its economic production.  
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Between the end of the general strike and the publication of the Peel Report in July 1937, 

there were very few disturbances reported in Palestine. However, it was the next autumn that the 

violence resumed. Unlike the first phase of the rebellion, the second phase was greeted with 

greater force and ferocity. In the countryside, Arabs began turning on the ruling elite. 

The main reason the fellah turned on the urban elite was because they assumed the elite 

culpable for the slow demise of Palestine’s Arab identity. Throughout the 1930s, for example, 

one of the Arabs’ general grievances against the civilian administration was its inability to 

redistribute a $30 million surplus to the rural areas of Palestine, despite the fact that the British 

administration promised to do just that in 1933.71 Also, based on the ruling class’s inability to 

budge Britain on its proposed Legislative Council72, many Arabs believed that without equal 

representation, it would prove all but impossible for the Arabs to assert any claim for self-rule.73 

As a consequence, it was a combination of economic and political frustration that forced the 

Arab Rebellion to turn inwards. 

By turning inwards, the Arab Rebellion collapsed on itself. Following the Arab Higher 

Committee’s decision to take up arms against both the British and Jewish settlers in the autumn 

of 1937, the British authority saw little recourse but to use military action against the Arabs. 

Within weeks, British authorities had not only dissolved the Arab Higher Committee, but most of 

the committee’s leadership was imprisoned.74 With the Mufti in exile, a political vacuum 

emerged in Palestine, leaving the success of the rebellion in jeopardy. Consequently, violence in 

the countryside continued uninterrupted, transforming the rebellion “into a series of reprisals and 

counter-reprisals among Arabs.”75 

In the Palestinian countryside, rebel bands continued their attacks on British troops and 

Jewish settlers. However, there was a lack of coordination between the guerillas, causing a 

breakdown in the rebellion’s aims to consolidate self-rule. For example, the more prominent 

guerilla commanders were either imprisoned or executed by the British within the first weeks of 
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the renewed attacks.76 Subsequently, the civilian administration enforced strict curfews and 

policed the Arab villages. Lacking both leadership and the growing disapproval of Arab 

villagers, rebel bands redirected their frustration against fellow guerilla groups.77  

Examining the fellah backlash for the moment, while most Arab villagers expressed strong 

enthusiasm for the rebellion in its initial phase, by the end of the rebellion, the fellah were 

divided over which tactics to use against the British and Jewish settlers. On the one hand, most 

Arab villagers were willing to support the rebel bands. However, it proved difficult for the 

guerillas to organize the villages, based on their general avoidance of politics.”78  In addition, the 

fellah became concerned about their economic security during the rebellion. Since Palestine’s 

economy strongly favored the ruling elite, most villagers believed the rebellion was being 

prolonged at their own expense, leaving to resentment and suspicion.79 Consequently, the 

fellah’s allegiance to the urban leadership was broken. By 1938, although there was a sharp 

decline in Jewish and British causalities, Arab causalities had steadily risen to the point where 

the rebellion transformed into a civil war between rival interests.80  

If the nature of the Arab Rebellion had devolved into a series of needless reprisals against 

fellow Arabs, what can historians make of the rebellion’s success and the role nationalism played 

in Palestinian politics? Without question, there is little doubt that the Arab Rebellion was driven 

by the national interests of the Palestinian Arabs. However, the Arab population lacked unity, 

and therefore the Arab Rebellion was bound to fail. In the absence of strong leadership, it was 

not the Palestinian Arabs that forced Britain to reconsider its foreign policy, but rather, it was the 

intervention of Palestine’s neighbors that made Britain address hanging issues like the 

McMahon-Hussein Correspondence of 1915. Therefore, whatever role nationalism played in the 

course and direction of the Arab Rebellion had little effect on British policy. Instead, it was the 

intervention of Palestine’s neighbors that led the Foreign Office to chart a new course for British 

policy in Palestine. As the next chapter will examine, members of the Colonial Office and 

Foreign Office were locked in an interoffice war for supremacy in the Middle East. For now, the 

chapter will conclude by resuming its earlier discussion on the Grand Mufti.  
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Conclusion 

For all intent and purposes, the Mufti of Jerusalem was a truly remarkable figure throughout 

the mandate’s history. Indeed charismatic and gifted in oration, the Mufti possessed a natural gift 

for leadership. Yet, the Mufti was not a nationalist leader. Granted, the Mufti outlined a general 

vision for an independent Arab state in Palestine. However, despite his rhetoric, not once did the 

Mufti put that vision into practice. If anything, the Arab Rebellion of 1936 exposed the Mufti’s 

reservations about such an ambitious plan. The fact that he avoided leadership during the first ten 

days of the general strike suggests the Mufti did not fully sympathize with the national 

aspirations of the Palestinian Arabs. That the Mufti lacked firm commitment to the nationalist 

cause indicates that the Mufti was more concerned with the preservation of his own office and 

authority.  

Once more, Palestinian nationalism stalled in the middle 1930s. While there has been endless 

debate over the development of Palestinian nationalism—specifically when it emerged, there is 

no question that the Palestinian Arabs witnessed a series of political transformations over the 

course of the 1930s. Based on the appearance of a print culture and competing political parties, 

Palestinian nationalism was in its nascent stage at the start of the Arab Rebellion. What 

Palestinian nationalism lacked was the political leadership committed to the development and 

maturity of a Palestinian movement that could equal the Zionist movement. Instead, the internal 

animosities between local notables doomed the nascent national movement to political 

factionalism and disunity. What the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem represented was the old order of 

wealth and affluence. Notables like the Husayni family benefited under Turkish rule and 

continued prospering under the British. It is for this reason the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem cannot 

be classified as a nationalist leader. Although charismatic, charisma is no substitute for the 

Mufti’s inability to commit himself to a political vision needed to sustain a nationalist 

movement.  

 



 

 67

CHAPTER FIVE 

THE YEARS OF INFIGHTING: THE COLONIAL OFFICE VS. THE 

FOREIGN OFFICE 
 

 

Introduction 

The Arab Rebellion was a watershed for Britain’s continued presence in the Middle East. As 

described in the last chapter, the Arab Rebellion made it virtually impossible for Britain to 

maintain law and order. By the end of the rebellion, Britain abandoned its earlier support for the 

Zionist movement in exchange for better relations with the Arab states. The result of Britain’s 

policy reversal was the 1939 White Paper and its strict limits on Jewish immigration to Palestine. 

To understand the full implications of Britain’s decision to restrict Jewish immigration, this 

chapter will examine the dynamic between the Colonial Office and the Foreign Office, and 

compare the prevailing attitudes of both offices to the realities shaping Arab nationalism in 

Palestine. 

First, the chapter will address the interoffice rivalry between the Colonial Office and Foreign 

Office during the mandate period. Whereas the Colonial Office’s influence extended to Palestine 

and Transjordan, the Foreign Office enjoyed a broader mission in the 1930s, asserting its 

influence over Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq. Based on Anthony Eden’s restructuring of the 

Foreign Office in 1937 and his emphasis on thwarting the collective bargaining power of the 

Arab states, the Foreign Office became the more dominant voice in shaping policy for the 

Middle East. As a result, the Colonial Office was reduced in stature, losing much of its prestige 

over its support for the Royal Commission’s recommendation to partition Palestine. However, 

the chapter will also argue that while the Foreign Office was guided by its belief in maintaining 

friendly relations with the Arab states, at no time in the office’s history did it share the friendship 

of the Arab people. 

Since the early days of World War I, the Foreign Office only won the allegiance of the 

Hashemite Dynasty. Based on a combination of religious, tribal and local divisions, the British 

government was unable to mobilize the greater Arab population beyond the number of 

supporters promised by the Sharif of Mecca. In turn, the Foreign Office fell victim to its own 

misguided attempts to secure an Arab alliance. Blinded to the fact that members of the 
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Hashemite family proved inept allies, nonetheless, the Foreign Office continued promoting a 

flawed policy that tied Britain to competing Arab interests in the Middle East. Consequently, the 

1939 White Paper did not guarantee an end to hostilities between Britain and the Arab world. On 

the contrary, the White Paper threatened to suspend relations with Britain’s one true ally in the 

region, the Yishuv of Palestine.  

 

 

The Foreign Office: The Postwar Struggle and the Rise of the Colonial Office  

 

       Long before there was a Palestine mandate, members of the Colonial and Foreign Offices 

shared an intense rivalry over both short and long term policy for Britain’s presence in the 

Middle East. From the inception of the mandate government, members of the Foreign Office 

were weary of Britain’s support for the Zionist movement. During the First World War, for 

instance, the Foreign Office established the Arab Bureau in order to stave off Turkish 

propaganda and foster stronger ties with Arabs living in Egypt and the Levant.
1
 Operating inside 

the Cairo Office, the Arab Bureau attracted self-professed Arabists and other career diplomats 

familiar with the Moslem world. Aside from thwarting Turkish propaganda, members of the 

Arab Bureau became convinced that Britain should be more proactive in courting Arab support. 

However, in light of the Sharif of Mecca’s inability to gain wider support for his rebellion, 

members of the Arab Bureau found themselves at odds with the Lloyd George Cabinet and its 

general support for Zionism. 

        In 1920, David Lloyd George presided over a divided policy in the Middle East. On the one 

hand, the Foreign Office exerted control over Egypt and Palestine
2
, whereas the India Office had 

military influence in Mesopotamia.
3
 With the India Office withdrawing military power from the 

region, Winston Churchill convinced Whitehall to allow the Colonial Office to assume authority 

                                                 
1 Foreign Office. Committee of Imperial Defence: Establishment of an Arab Bureau in Cairo. 10 Jan 1916. F.O. 
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over Palestine and Iraq, much to the chagrin of the Foreign Office.
4
 One year after the Cairo 

Conference established colonial rule in Palestine, Churchill cemented Britain’s support for the 

Jewish restoration of Palestine by reiterating the words of Palestine’s first High Commissioner, 

Herbert Samuel: 

These words (National Home) mean that the Jews, who are a people scattered throughout 

the world, but whose hearts are always turned to Palestine should be enabled to found 

here their home, and that some amongst them, within the limits fixed by numbers and the 

interests the present population, should come to Palestine in order to help by their 

resources and efforts to develop the country to the advantage of all its inhabitants.
5
  

 

       From 1922 onwards, Churchill and his successors at the Colonial Office remained 

committed to fostering stronger ties with leading Zionists, in part because of the Yishuv’s ability 

to rebuild Palestine’s economy. However, while the Colonial Office directly ruled Palestine and 

Iraq, the Foreign Office still retained influence over Egypt. Consequently, the seeds for 

interoffice rivalry were sewn. The Foreign Office, which always doubted the legitimacy of a 

Jewish presence in the Middle East, remained steadfast in its opposition to the Colonial Office’s 

policy for Palestine. Although both offices bickered back and forth, it was not until the Arab 

Rebellion reached its pinnacle that the Foreign Office became more pronounced in its objections 

to the Colonial Office’s pro-Zionist policy. 

       One reason the Foreign Office remained committed to supporting the Arab states had much 

to do with the personalities of the diplomats serving inside the Cairo Office. Ronald Storrs, as 

shown in chapter two, is a prime example of the attitudes and opinions characterizing the Cairo 

Office throughout the mandate period. The reason Ronald Storrs has been called into question is 

because it was Storrs who initially set the tone and agenda for Britain’s objectives in the Arab 

world. 

       Britain’s political and military objectives during World War I were based on the perception 

of Istanbul joining the Central Powers in the war. According to his memoirs, Ronald Storrs was 

convinced that unless Britain took steps to thwart Turkish propaganda, Britain would fall victim 

to its own Muslim subjects as the Ottoman Empire would call for a jihad against Britain, France, 
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and Russia.
6
 In September 1914, Storrs entered talks with Prince Abdullah of the Hejaz with the 

intention of procuring an Arab ally for Britain. In his communiqués, Storrs assumed that the 

Sharif’s prestige as a religious authority would generate Arab support for Britain.
7
 With Lord 

Kitchener’s approval, Ronald Storrs initiated a policy that would directly tie Britain’s interests in 

the Middle East to one family and one family only.
8
 In brief, Britain’s fortunes would rise or fall 

based on the political support of the Hashemite Dynasty. Although Storrs and others in the Cairo 

Office remained committed to pursuing friendship with leading Arabs, nonetheless, the Foreign 

Office failed to assert its authority following World War I. 

       There are a few reasons why the Foreign Office failed to assert influence in the Middle East 

after the First World War. First, the Foreign Office was unable to contend with the strong beliefs 

and personality of David Lloyd George. Assuming office in 1916, Lloyd George thought the 

worst about Britain’s diplomatic corps, likening career diplomats to small men lacking both 

imagination and conviction.
9
 Most historians have cited Lloyd George’s adventurism as one 

reason why he personally involved himself with the nation’s foreign policy. Within no time, 

Lloyd George transformed the office of the prime minister by assuming greater authority over 

the offices of his cabinet members. As a result, the Foreign Office was reduced in stature with 

the foreign secretary fighting to remain relevant in the international arena.
10

 If that were not 

enough, the Foreign Office also had to contend with the strong personality of Winston Churchill 

at both the War Office and Colonial Office. 

Like David Lloyd George, Winston Churchill was an unapologetic Zionist. Once Churchill 

took command of the Colonial Office he sought direct oversight of the new mandate 

governments in Iraq, Transjordan and Palestine. There were two reasons Churchill made this 

request. First, Churchill believed there was too much “bureaucratic infighting” between the India 
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Office, War Office, Foreign Office and Colonial Office following the First World War.
11

 Given 

the lack of clarity and purpose guiding British policy in the Middle East, Churchill sought fewer 

voices in shaping Britain’s new role as caretaker to these three newly minted countries. In 

addition, given his tenure at the War Office, Churchill sought to cut cost for military forces 

stationed in the region. For this reason, Churchill limited the India Office’s involvement in the 

Middle East, giving the Colonial Office new oversight and power.
12

 How Churchill 

accomplished this task was by convincing the prime minister to adopt an independent Middle 

East Department under the supervision of the colonial secretary.
13

 Given the personalities and 

convictions of the prime minister and colonial secretary alone, the Zionist movement was 

successful in lobbying Britain to its cause between 1917 and 1921. However, soon after the 

Palestine Mandate was established, the Zionist movement quickly lost support based on the 

structure of the Colonial Office and the men who staffed it. 

 

 

The Colonial Office: Failures and Shortcomings in the 1930s 

Over the course of the 1930s, the Colonial Office steadily lost control of its colonial 

possessions in the Middle East. Palestine, especially, proved too much for the Colonial Office to 

police on its own. Structurally, the Colonial Office was too small and too ineffective to address 

the growing conflict between the Jewish settlers and Arab nationalists. Compared to other 

government agencies, including the Foreign Office, the Colonial Office was characterized as a 

“modest operation” with no more than five employees staffed at its London headquarters.
14

 In 

turn, these five staffers were responsible to no less than four under-secretaries to the secretary of 

colonies. Since the office of the colonial secretary preferred to “delegate responsibility” to 

personnel stationed in Palestine, the Colonial Office lacked all necessary oversight in reigning in 

its officials.
15

 As a consequence, the Colonial Office was characterized as a loose structure of 

competing opinions, rendering consensus all but impossible. Aside from problems with structure 
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and organization, the British government began questioning its mission in Palestine as early as 

1921.  

In their article “Was the Balfour Declaration Reversible?” Sahar Hunerdi examines the early 

field reports transcribed by members of the Middle East Department. According to Hunerdi, the 

Middle East Department “seemed intent on downplaying reports from the field,” having failed to 

respond to the Jaffa Riots of June 1921.
16

 Based on recommendations made by outside 

departments, including the War Office, senior officials inside the British government grew 

nervous about the Colonial Office’s policy for Palestine. Fearing that Churchill had set a 

dangerous precedent for supporting Zionism, members of the British parliament were 

considering withdrawing its support for the Balfour Declaration.
17

 Although Churchill was 

successful in defending his department’s policy for Palestine during the parliamentary sessions 

of 1923, by 1929, it became clear that the Colonial Office was endanger of losing control of the 

country.  

In 1929, a new wave of violence swept across the Palestinian landscape. In the aftermath of 

the 1929 riots, J.R. Chancellor, then High Commissioner for Palestine, requested the War Office 

to intervene militarily. Based on a report from Brigadier W.G. Dobbie, the “riots had occurred in 

and around Jerusalem and Hebron, resulting in serious loss of life and destruction of property.” 

Dobbie added, “The Jewish colonies in the vicinity of Jerusalem had been, and were still being, 

systematically attacked and many houses destroyed.”
18

 Soon after, J.R. Chancellor met with the 

Supreme Moslem Council to discuss the cause for these disturbances, noting the Arabs’ mistrust 

of the Zionist leadership and its close ties to senior officials inside the British government. 

According to Chancellor’s report, the Supreme Moslem Council objected to news articles 

reporting the deaths of Jewish settlers, arguing that these news items “were visible signs that the 

Jews were collecting fabricated evidence and that they wanted more time to which to do it.”
19

 

Although Chancellor rejected the Supreme Moslem Council’s criticisms, nonetheless, he was 

struck by their refusal to reconcile their differences with members of the Yishuv. As a 

consequence, in October 1930, Lord Passfield, secretary for colonial affairs, issued a new 
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government White Paper addressing the economic absorption capacity of Palestine. Whereas the 

1922 White Paper focused solely on Jewish immigration, the revised 1930 White Paper would 

accept new immigrants on the condition that Jewish immigration would not upset the 

employment of Palestinian Arabs.
20

 As chapter three has shown, the Passfield White Paper was 

not implemented based on the fears of the new MacDonald government. Although it should be 

noted that Lord Passfield made his recommendations at a time when the Foreign Office saw a 

resurgence in power and prestige. Beginning with the appointment of Robert Vansittart to the 

permanent undersecretary for foreign affairs in 1929, the Foreign Office found new purpose and 

determination in shaping British policy abroad.
21

  

 

 

The Foreign Office Triumphant: The 1930s and the Rise of Anthony Eden  

The appointment of Robert Vansittart in 1929 underscored two things. First, Ramsay 

MacDonald’s appointment of Vansittart was a recognition that the Lloyd George foreign policy 

had failed. Assuming the former prime minister proved reckless in undermining his cabinet, 

Ramsay MacDonald restored the “professionalism” of the Foreign Office, placing a new 

premium on experience in world affairs.
22

 Vansittart represented this new professionalism based 

on his long services to the diplomatic corps. In the process, Vansittart set a new tone for British 

policy. Beginning in the 1930s, the Foreign Office’s new mission was to ensure the “balance of 

power” on both the Continent and colonies.
23

 With the rise of Hitler’s Germany in 1933, the 

Foreign Office worried about the balance of power between European states and the need to 

prevent the remilitarization of the Rhineland. Consequently, the Foreign Office made diplomatic 

judgments based on Britain’s own “political strength and military capacity” to counter the threats 

posed by Germany and Italy.
24

 The man up for the task was Anthony Eden. 
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In 1935, Anthony Eden was named the new foreign secretary. At thirty-eight, Eden was the 

youngest man appointed to the position.
25

 Though young, Eden was both an engaging and 

charming personality, as well as confident in his ability to lead the Foreign Office. Given his 

experience working under Austen Chamberlain in the 1920s, Eden shared many of his mentor’s 

core beliefs, including his dislike for outside agencies meddling with the affairs of the Foreign 

Office.
26

 Having grown to despise Lloyd George’s adventurism in the early 1920s, Anthony 

Eden appreciated Prime Minister Baldwin’s hands-off approach to foreign policy. Like Ramsay 

MacDonald, the Baldwin government respected the autonomy of its cabinet members, trusting 

each office to carry out its duty and responsibility.
27

 When Eden arrived at the Foreign Office, he 

was tasked with “restoring confidence” in the League of Nations and pursuing a policy of 

collective security.
28

 

Restoring confidence to the League of Nations was no easy task for the new foreign 

secretary. In 1935, Eden faced a crisis of confidence within the Foreign Office. Although the 

office had made improvements since 1929, nonetheless, the Foreign Office remained a loose 

structure lacking the necessary oversight to resolve global crises. Like the Colonial Office, the 

Foreign Office lacked a clear chain of command. However, whereas the Colonial Office’s staff 

was manageable, the Foreign Office was doubled in size with “its lines of communication” being 

“more numerous and tangled.”
29

 To reduce the level of confusion, Eden ordered the Foreign 

Office’s eastern department to assume responsibility for the Middle East. In turn, the Foreign 

Office was made responsible to an Arab “clientele,” creating an “asymmetric” dynamic between 

the Foreign and Colonial Offices.
30

 

By asymmetric policy, what is being referred to is the Colonial Office’s shared responsibility 

to the Jewish settlers and Palestinian Arabs. Considering the Colonial Office’s difficulty in 

ascertaining a comparable solution between the two people, the Foreign Office used the schism 

between the Arabs and Jews to its advantage. Not only was the Foreign Office responsible for 

fostering diplomatic relations with the independent Arab states, but based on the Colonial 

Office’s “lower status” in the British cabinet and its “narrower sphere” of influence, the Foreign 
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Office was perceived as the more prestigious office of the two.
31

 Following the Foreign Office’s 

success in extending ties to Iraq and Saudi Arabia, Anthony Eden proved successful in applying 

pressure on the Colonial Office to allow the Foreign Office greater influence over other regions 

of the Middle East, including Palestine. 

The main reason Eden was adamant about asserting control over Palestine was because the 

Foreign Office’s eastern department was charged with facilitating cordial relations with the Arab 

states. Given the Foreign Office’s greater diplomatic reach in the Middle East, Anthony Eden 

worried about Arab unity and its opposition to Zionism. In the aftermath of the Italian invasion 

of Ethiopia and mounting displeasure over the Jewish presence in Palestine, members of the 

Foreign Office assumed the Arabs would ally themselves with the Axis Powers. Fearing this as a 

worst case scenario, Eden concluded that Palestine would have to be viewed in the larger context 

of his office’s policy of “Arab friendship.”
32

 As a result, the Foreign Office made Palestine a top 

priority for ensuring peace with the Arab states. 

 

 

Fear of Collusion: Nazi Germany and the Arab World  

Following the Peel Report’s release, the Colonial Office remained committed to the report’s 

recommendation for partitioning Palestine into two states. Under William Ormsby-Gore, the 

Colonial Office recognized that partition was the only viable solution to resolve the conflict 

between the Jews and Arabs. When Ormsby-Gore addressed members of the Permanent Mandate 

Commission on 21 July 1937, he asked the commission not to shut the door on partition, but to 

keep the door open to the possibility of reaching a peaceful solution in Palestine.
33

 The main 

reason the Colonial Office supported the partition plan was because the office remained 

dominated by policymakers sympathetic to the Zionist cause. 

From Winston Churchill to William Ormsby-Gore, the leading policymakers inside the 

Colonial Office perceived the Jewish presence as a genuine roadblock to Arab unity. As 

Ormsby-Gore reminded members of the Permanent Mandate Commission in 1937, British policy 

had “always been aimed at preventing the growth of unity and solidarity in the Moslem 
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World.”
34

 By supporting a Jewish settlement in Palestine, Ormsby-Gore concluded, it would be 

difficult for the Arabs to unite the Fertile Crescent under one rule.
35

 Whether or not there were 

flaws in Ormsby-Gore’s opinion is secondary to the reality both he and his office faced in the 

autumn of 1937. 

In the months following the Peel Report’s publication, Palestine was rocked by new Arab 

attacks. As discussed in chapter four, unlike the previous year of disturbances, the second wave 

of violence was more destructive, prompting closer scrutiny of the Colonial Office. In light of 

these renewed attacks, not only did the Colonial Office suffer a political setback, but by the 

spring of 1938, William Ormsby-Gore resigned from his post. In Ormsby-Gore’s absence, the 

Foreign Office was given the opening it had long desired. Using its status as an arbiter of peace 

and diplomacy, members of the Foreign Office connected the Jewish presence in Palestine to the 

wider outrage expressed by Arabs living inside and outside Palestine. How the Foreign Office 

achieved its goals was through the appointment of Malcolm MacDonald as the new secretary for 

colonial affairs. 

Unlike his predecessor William Ormsby-Gore, Malcolm MacDonald lacked the same 

strength and commitment to past policy, prompting closer collusion with the Foreign Office. 

Within no time, the tone of debate changed from supporting the principles of partition to 

assuaging Arab grievances. From the autumn of 1938 to the spring of 1939, Malcolm 

MacDonald was committed to withdrawing British support from the Jewish settlement. 

Ironically, Malcolm MacDonald was considered a dear and personal friend to the Yishuv for 

more than a decade.
36

  

Like his father Ramsay, Malcolm MacDonald was genuinely supportive of the Balfour 

Declaration throughout the 1920s and early 1930s. Malcolm helped his father draft a new policy 

opposing the Passfield White Paper, and in return, Malcolm MacDonald was well regarded 

among the senior staff of the Jewish Agency, including David Ben-Gurion.
37

 How then did 

MacDonald change his opinion about Palestine?  

A pragmatist by nature, Malcolm MacDonald expressed the same concerns of the Foreign 

Office: in light of a remilitarized Germany and the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, Britain could not 
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afford to alienate the Arab states, in fear that such action would embolden the Arabs to embrace 

the Axis powers as their natural allies.
38

 Acknowledging the spread of fascist propaganda in the 

Arab world, MacDonald believed the Arabs would side with Germany and Italy in a potential 

war. This fear was shared by other senior officials inside the British government, including the 

new prime minister, Neville Chamberlain.
39

 The general assumption made about Arab relations 

in 1938 was not only could the Arab states “afford” to join the Axis, but they were just as eager 

to abandon Britain as an ally based on Britain’s commitment to the Balfour Declaration.
40

  

Without question, there is no denying the growing appeal of fascism in the Middle East. 

After all, Italian radio and the broadcasting of anti-British propaganda in Egypt was the cause of 

alarm for many inside the Foreign Office.
41

 In Lebanon and Syria, numerous fascist parties 

emerged, leading to public demonstrations and protests.
42

 In the case of Palestine, immediately 

following Hitler’s ascension in 1933, Palestinian Arabs circulated Nazi propaganda, arguing that 

Nationalist Socialism was in concert with their own aspirations for driving the Yishuv out of 

Palestine.
43

 However, a distinction must be made between supporting fascism as a political 

ideology and implementing policies based on racial discrimination and hatred. Based on the Nazi 

regime’s persecution of Jews in general, Germany’s race policies undermined the Arab cause in 

Palestine at every turn. Between 1933 and 1936, for example, the rate of German Jews entering 

Palestine more than doubled, leading to an increase in the Yishuv’s total population.
44

 Not only 

did most Arabs failed to see the connection between German anti-Semitism and Jewish 

immigration, but they also failed to recognize that Hitler was more interested in courting Britain 

as its partner in both Europe and the Middle East. 

Upon accepting the chancellorship of Germany in 1933, Hitler pursued cordial relations with 

Britain.
45

 Thinking in terms of “racial ideology,” Hitler regarded Britons as Germany’s natural 

“cousins,” prompting Hitler’s desire to form an alliance between the two states.
46

 However, 

given Britain’s refusal to ally itself with Germany, not to mention its inability to intervene in the 
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Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935, by 1937, Hitler dropped his courtship all together.
47

 By the 

late 1930s, Germany did come into direct conflict with British interests in the Middle East, but 

not necessarily in the Arab sphere of influence. On the contrary, Iran became Germany’s main 

area of focus in the late 1930s. 

In Iran, Germany found a marginal British presence and successfully exploited the country’s 

resources.
48

 Caught between the Soviets in the north and the British to the south, Reza Shah 

pursued diplomatic relations with Germany, “inviting” German military and economic advisors 

“in great numbers.” By 1939, “over 40 percent of Iran’s foreign trade was with Germany.”
49

  

Based on the evidence, if Germany’s interests lay in Iran, why then did Britain bend to the 

demands of the Arab states? 

      Through the threat of collusion, the Arab states of Transjordan, Egypt, Syria and Saudi 

Arabia threatened to intervene in Palestine’s affairs if Britain did not resolve the current crisis. 

Although the collective bargaining power of the Arab states appeared menacing to Britain, there 

were sharp divisions between the independent states and their plans for Palestine. Given Britain’s 

continued presence in Iraq and Egypt, neither state was in a strong position to act on its own.
50

 

As for Transjordan, while Abdullah desired bringing Jordan and Palestine under his rule, Saudi 

Arabia opposed such a scheme based on a shared rivalry between members of Ibn Saud’s family 

and the Hashemite dynasty.
51

 Consequently, it can be argued that Britain could have exploited 

the Arabs’ internal divisions to its advantage. Instead, Britain chose to accommodate the Arab 

states in 1939. 

There are several explanations for Britain accommodating the Arab states in the late 1930s. 

One reason was Anthony Eden’s resignation in February 1938. Although Eden strongly 

approved better relations with the Arab states, Eden was uncomfortable with Neville 

Chamberlain’s incursion into foreign affairs. Like David Lloyd George, Neville Chamberlain 

subscribed to a foreign policy where the prime minister asserted greater authority over his 

cabinet officials. Consequently, Eden came to blows with the prime minister, fearing 
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Chamberlain was embarking on the wrong foreign policy for Britain. For instance, while 

Chamberlain was committed to fostering better relations with Germany, Eden remained focus on 

Mussolini.
52

 In the process, the two gentlemen disagreed over the policy of appeasement. 

Whereas Chamberlain supported appeasing Germany, Anthony Eden demanded the prime 

minister to apply pressure on Italy to withdraw its forces from both Ethiopia and Spain.
53

 

Frustrated with the prime minister’s refusal to support his policies, Anthony Eden resigned from 

the office of foreign secretary in the winter of 1938. After Eden’s departure, Lord Halifax was 

named the new foreign secretary. Unlike his predecessor, Halifax shared the prime minister’s 

policy of appeasement, and generally agreed with Chamberlain that should Britain be asked to 

“offend” one party in Palestine, it was best to offend the Jews on account of their declining 

influence in world affairs.
54

 As a result, both the Foreign Office and Colonial Office were now 

committed to restricting Jewish immigration to Palestine.  

 

 

The St. James’s Palace Conference and the 1939 White Paper 

The decision to limit Jewish immigration to Palestine was proposed by Malcolm MacDonald 

at the St. James’s Palace Conference in February 1939. In light of the Munich Crisis, Malcolm 

MacDonald designed a new policy that would limit the number of Jews immigrating to Palestine 

every year. On 7 February 1939, MacDonald convened a meeting with representatives from both 

the Jewish Agency and Arab leadership. The purpose of the meeting was to play the Zionist and 

Arab leadership against each other in order to extend the Palestine mandate for at least another 

ten years, and reduce Jewish immigration to 75,000 over a five-year period.
55

  

In principle, the outcome of the St. James’s Palace Conference was predicted before either 

the Jewish or Arab leadership was seated. MacDonald refused the Arabs’ call for immediate 

independence, but he did agree to limit Jewish immigration to a few thousand each year. With 

the St. James’s Conference ending in a stalemate, Britain would have no alternative but to draft 

its own compromise in the form of an official white paper.  
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The White Paper of 1939 was made public on 17 May. Unlike past white papers, the 1939 

White Paper reversed Britain’s earlier support for the Jewish settlement in Palestine. In the 

process, members of the British government colluded with Arab leaders to underscore Britain’s 

long commitment to obtaining Arab friendship. As seen in the introductory chapter, a committee 

of diplomats met to discuss the meaning of the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence of 1915. 

Commenting on the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence, the wording of specific dispatches, 

including the dispatches transcribed on 15 July and 24 October 1915, have been criticized for 

their lack of clarity. For one, the Arab delegates argued that Palestine was originally promised to 

the Hejaz, and not to the Jewish people. Referring to McMahon’s correspondence on 15 July 

1915, for example, although the Arab delegate could not prove that McMahon had promised 

Palestine to the Arabs, they convinced the British representatives that they could not disprove it 

either.
56

 Therefore, the committee made the following recommendation:  

The United Kingdom representatives have informed the Arab representatives that they 

agree that Palestine was included in the area claimed by the Sharif of Mecca in his letter 

of the 14
th

 July, 1915, and that unless Palestine was excluded from that area later in the 

correspondence it must be regarded as having been included in the area in which Great 

Britain was to recognize and support the independence of the Arabs.
57

 

 

      Based on the above statement, not only did Britain undermine its own rule in the Middle 

East, but it also invalidated the tenets of the Balfour Declaration. When Britain published its 

final report on 17 May, a flurry of controversy followed. Aside from the obvious outcries by the 

Yishuv, Britain also earned the ire of the United States. Observing from afar, Franklin Roosevelt 

showed disappointment in Britain’s handling of the Arab Rebellion. Roosevelt believed Britain 

practiced double standards for immigration, punishing Jewish immigration but turning a blind 

eye to the illegal immigration of Arabs to Palestine.
58

  

       Without question, the 1939 White Paper marked a significant departure from Britain’s 

earlier commitment to world Zionism and the Jewish people. Granted, the British government 

made a convincing case to abandon the Balfour Declaration. As discussed earlier in the chapter, 
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Britain reevaluated its relations with the Arab states based on the growing perception of Nazi 

sympathy in the Middle East. Also, there was growing frustration on the part of British officials 

stationed in Palestine. Given the deteriorating situation on the ground, many government 

officials assumed the worst about the Palestinian Arabs and Jewish settlers and acknowledged 

peaceful reconciliation was not forthcoming. As a result, there was a new consensus among staff 

members inside the Colonial and Foreign Offices that Britain should cut its losses and choose the 

better of two partners in Palestine. By the close of the 1930s, the Palestinian Arabs were 

perceived as the better partner in assuring British interests in the Middle East. As for the Jewish 

settlement, while many senior officials inside the British government spoke fondly of the Jewish 

people, the truth of the matter was very few government officials were genuine or sincere in their 

rhetoric.  

      To illustrate this lack of sincerity among senior diplomats, Ronald Storrs remains an 

excellent candidate based on his social class and upbringing. Like most career diplomats, Ronald 

Storrs was born into affluence, rising within the ranks of government through social networks 

and the recommendation of his peers. Based on the insular nature of career networking, Storrs’s 

knowledge of minorities, including Jews, remained rather limited. 

      In his memoirs, Ronald Storrs devoted an entire chapter to his relations with Zionist leaders 

from his governorship of Palestine to the Arab Rebellion of 1936. Although Ronald Storrs was 

not considered a spiritual or religious man, his father was the Dean of Rochester and a leading 

voice in the Anglican Church. Therefore, Storrs opens his chapter by writing that while he did 

not know many Jews growing up, he grew to resent the prejudices expressed by leading Zionists 

during his tenure as military governor of Palestine.
59

 Storrs also stated “Being neither Jew nor 

Arab, but English, I am not wholly for either, but for both. Two hours of Arab grievances drive 

me into the synagogue, while after an intensive course of Zionist propaganda I am prepared to 

embrace Islam.”
60

 While Storrs presented himself as a neutral actor in the Arab-Jewish conflict, 

he showed bias against Jewish interests in Palestine. 

      The bias shown by Storrs is demonstrated in his general criticism of the Balfour Declaration 

and the actions taken by the Colonial Office in the 1920s. In his criticism, Storrs argued that 
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Jewish immigration would inevitably lead to the displacement of local Arabs, and furthermore, 

the one reason the Balfour Declaration succeeded was because it “enjoyed an excellent press,” 

with Zionists organizing themselves into a united movement.
61

 Now, this is not to say Storrs was 

wrong in his general critique of the Balfour Declaration. However, where Storrs is at fault is in 

his overall assessment of the Yishuv. 

      When evaluating Storrs’s criticism of the Yishuv, it is evident that Storrs maintains that the 

Jewish settlement remained an artificial society, lacking roots in Palestine. Based on his 

descriptions of the Hebrew press and Arab backlash, Storrs presents his argument in a vacuum. 

For example, at no time in his memoirs does Storrs provide a counterweight to the Zionist 

movement in Palestine. In other words, Storrs excludes any reference to Arab violence against 

Jews, nor does he provide insight into Arab aspirations for Palestine. As far as Storrs was 

concerned, every problem that befell on Palestine during the British administration was the fault 

of the Yishuv. In turn, similar biases prevailed in his and other written reports about the Yishuv 

and its community in Palestine. 

       From the onset of the Arab Rebellion, written reports and statements being transcribed in 

Palestine showed a range of emotion from condemnation of the Palestinian Arabs to support and 

genuine sympathy for their plight. Several British officers stationed in Palestine concluded that 

British policy had always provided “favoritism towards the Jews” and that this policy was no 

longer worth pursuing.
62

 As a consequence, it was this prevailing attitude of frustration and 

confusion that provided the Foreign and Colonial Offices the opportunity to reverse past policy 

for Palestine. On 30 August 1938, for example, the Charge d’Affairs of Baghdad, sent a dispatch 

to London that stated “Britain should concentrate on placating the Arabs for the next year or two 

until the present European crisis passed. As for the Jews they have waited 2000 years for their 

“home,” they can afford to wait a bit until we are better able to help them get their last pound of 

flesh.”
63
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      This dispatch raises questions for several reasons. On the one hand, it reiterates British plans 

to renege on the Balfour Declaration. Based on Malcolm MacDonald’s general desire to maintain 

the status quo in Palestine and broader region, the dispatch makes clear that Britain had no qualm 

about restricting Jewish immigration to Palestine. Furthermore, it is the dispatch’s description of 

the Yishuv and its “last pound of flesh” that raises doubts about the underlying reasons why 

Britain adopted the Balfour Declaration in the first place. The fact that the senior diplomat to 

Iraq would compare the Yishuv to Shylock and usury suggests not only discriminatory bias, but a 

real lack of commitment and understanding to the aspirations of the Zionist movement. As a 

result, it remains doubtful that Britain had any ambition to see the Balfour Declaration succeed.  

 

 

Conclusion: The “Moral Question” of Palestine and British Policy  

        From the onset, British policy for Palestine proved contradictory. According to the Balfour 

Declaration, Britain was responsible for establishing in Palestine a “National Home for the 

Jewish people,” while at the same time “upholding the rights and political status” of the non-

Jewish inhabitants.
64

 Throughout the 1920s, this open-ended commitment presented challenges 

for the British administration; however, it was not until the 1930s that Britain showed fatigue in 

both resolve and willingness to restore law and order to Palestine. The 1939 White Paper was a 

reflection of Britain’s inability to maintain influence in the Middle East. 

        Critics of the Jewish settlement argued Britain promised Palestine to the Hejaz well before 

it brokered any political agreement with Zionist leaders. However, upon closer examination, this 

argument is flimsy at best. As the main architect of British policy in the Middle East, it was 

Ronald Storrs that initiated contact with members of the Hashemite Dynasty. However, Ronald 

Storrs maintained that in the summer of 1915, the High Commissioner of Egypt could only 

guarantee that Britain would recognize the independence and autonomy of the Hejaz.
65

 In other 

words, Storrs upheld the principle that whatever promises Britain made to the Hejaz were 

contingent upon further evaluation and scrutiny. In other words, Britain never guaranteed 

Palestine to the Hejaz. Twenty years later however, the British government completely 

undermined its own policy in the Middle East by cowering to the outside interests of Arab 
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leaders. Furthermore, it was Britain’s inability to deal with Arab interests that have led to 

questions about the “moral character” of the Palestine Mandate. 

        The “moral character” of Britain’s support for the Balfour Declaration has remained in 

question since Arthur Balfour first proposed the policy in 1917. When Britain opened its 

archives to the public in the 1970s, for example, historians scrambled to understand why the 

1939 White Paper was drafted. In 1970, a young Israeli historian by the name of Isaiah Friedman 

sent a correspondence to Arnold Toynbee. As a member of the Foreign Office and later 

proponent of Arab interests in Palestine, Arnold Toynbee was responsible for misinterpreting 

certain dispatches related to the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence of 1915. In the late 1930s, 

Toynbee maintained that Palestine was originally promised to the Hejaz. However, when 

evidence surfaced to contradict Toynbee’s claims, Toynbee replied that although Palestine may 

not have been promised to King Hussein, the Arab position remained “morally valid.”
66

 If 

Britain’s relationship with the Arab world can be broken down into one of moral imperative, 

does not the same moral imperative extend to the Jewish people? And if the Balfour Declaration 

promised the establishment of a Jewish homeland, did Britain not have a moral obligation to 

continue supporting Jewish interests in Palestine? 

       Obviously, such moral considerations did not extend to the Jewish community in 1939. 

Rather, Britain adopted a double standard for the Arabs and Jews, supporting one people for the 

other when it best suited British interests. In the Yishuv’s case, British policymakers did not think 

it was in their best interest to continue supporting Jewish immigration in light of the Arab 

Rebellion. Considering the limitations of German interests in the Arab World and internal 

divisions within the Arab states, Britain could have effectively put an end to the Arab Rebellion 

without jeopardizing Jewish immigration in the process. However, Britain’s decision to abandon 

the Balfour Declaration shows the failures and shortcomings exercised by the Colonial and 

Foreign Offices in the late 1930s. 

        What was significant about Britain’s policy failures in the Middle East was that neither the 

Colonial nor Foreign Office acted with the confidence and determination needed to succeed in 

their missions. The Foreign Office, in particular, lacked the knowledge and commitment to 

reconcile the differences between the Jews and Arabs. Consequently, it became clear that the 
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1939 White Paper was a “deliberate political act,” and “a concession to the Arab point of 

view.”
67

 Furthermore, the 1939 White Paper highlighted the shortcomings of the Foreign 

Office’s policy for the Middle East since the First World War. 

         Since the end of World War I, Britain lacked real political allies in the Arab world. 

Although the Foreign Office pursued cordial relations with the Hashemite dynasty
68

, the Foreign 

Office failed to broaden its support to other Arab leaders. In light of Britain’s inability to attract 

more allies in the Middle East, the Foreign Office saw little recourse but to alleviate Arab 

anxiety over the Jewish settlement in Palestine. In the process, members of the Foreign Office 

pursued a policy that greatly benefitted Arab interests in both the short and long term. In the 

short term, Arab leaders were promised restrictions on Jewish immigration. In the long term, if 

the Arab leadership agreed to the terms outlined by the 1939 White Paper, the Palestinian Arabs 

would remain the majority population and therefore have a greater opportunity to declare 

independence within a decade’s time. Unfortunately, most Arab leaders did not see the White 

Paper that way and rejected it on account of Britain’s refusal to give the Palestinian Arabs 

immediate control over immigration policy.
69

 As for the short and long term effects the 1939 

White Paper had on the Jewish settlement, it is this thesis that the same moral consideration for 

political reconciliation was not extended to Jewish interests in 1939, and consequently, it should 

be acknowledged that the White Paper revealed Britain’s uneasy alliance with the Zionist 

movement. 

       Throughout its long and turbulent history, British policymakers were resigned to the idea of 

a Jewish homeland in Palestine. With rare exception, most policymakers shied away from 

expressing any opinion about the Palestine Mandate, officially or unofficially. As for those 

committed to the Jewish restoration of Palestine, as this thesis has explored, they were either 

committed to dividing British threats by proxy, or expressed misplaced religious sympathy. As 

for the role anti-Semitism may have played in British policy, although there is little doubt some 

British officials like the esteemed David Lloyd George expressed intolerance for Jews 

throughout their public life, it would be unreasonable to suggest anti-Semitism was the sole 

factor in driving British policy in Palestine. However, it is reasonable to conclude that Britain 
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never placed a high premium on the political prospects of the Jewish settlement, nor did British 

officials believe a Jewish homeland would succeed beyond the initial years of the mandate’s 

establishment. In brief, the 1939 White Paper allowed the British government to rewrite its own 

history in the Middle East and renege on the promises made by the Balfour Declaration. The 

consequences of the White Paper, then, reflect both the moral ambiguity and unfairness Britain 

dealt the Yishuv in its greatest hour of need. As for the Palestinian Arabs, without question, they 

too were wronged by the British. 

        From the inception of the Palestine Mandate, Britain pitted members of the Arab elite 

against each other in order to prevent collusion and solitary among the local population. In turn, 

Arab nationalism was never successful in coalescing into a united movement in Palestine. 

Certainly, the Zionist leadership did not wish to see a successful Arab movement form in 

Palestine. Like the British, the Zionist leadership was not at all innocent in its dealings with the 

Palestinian Arabs. However, what distinguished the early Zionist movement from the political 

posturing of the Palestinian Arabs was the Zionist movement’s ability to unite against a common 

threat. Whereas members of the World Zionist Organization could set aside their political 

differences for the greater goal of achieving Jewish statehood, the Palestinian Arabs were 

divided to the core, dooming any possibility of a successful political alternative to Zionism under 

the British mandate. Perhaps the lasting legacy of the 1939 White Paper was best answered by 

historian Michael Cohen. According to Cohen, the consequences of the Arab Rebellion and the 

Palestinian Arabs’ refusal to accept the terms of the 1939 White Paper has shown “History was 

to prove that whereas the Arab rebellion was incapable of shaking the British position in 

Palestine, Jewish rebellion ultimately forced Britain to relinquish its Mandate to the League’s 

successor—the United Nations. But we cannot judge events of the past with the hindsight of the 

present. British policy in 1939—from the British point of view—had an inevitable logic.”
70

 

      Indeed, the publication of the 1939 White Paper has had lasting consequences for both sides 

of the Arab-Jewish divide. If the British government had done things differently in 1939—had 

the Foreign Office taken advantage of the internal divisions within Arab society and play Saudi 

Arabia, Iraq and Transjordan against each other, perhaps the Palestine Mandate would have 

turned out differently in the 1940s. Unfortunately, this is but a mere hypothetical, and what 
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history has shown is that the adoption of the 1939 White Paper only deepened the animosity and 

mistrust between Jews and Arabs. Whereas the 1939 White Paper restricted the Palestinian 

Arabs’ right to self-rule, the paper also emboldened the Yishuv to step up its attacks on the 

British in the 1940s, leading to the British pullout in 1947 and the creation of Israel the following 

year. In the end, Britain had little grasp on the political and social significance its policy had on 

both people, leading most government officials in the 1940s to conclude the Palestine Mandate 

was a mistake. 

       Perhaps these British officials were correct in their overall assessment of their government’s 

policy for the Middle East.  
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