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Neither Side Innocent

As you know, I am a long-time advocate of an end to Israeli settlements, for full equality for Palestinian citizens of Israel, and a viable independent state for Palestinians who are not Israelis. Still, it saddens me that Outlook continues to pursue the Palestinian-Israeli conflict with a marked one-sided bias. The latest example is three and a half pages of Ismail Zayid’s “The Palestinian Nakba: 60 Years and More to Come” (May/June 2008) with no alternative point of view. 

When you went to press, one of your favourite Israeli commentators, Uri Avnery, had probably not yet written his “1948,” an article that looks at the wrongdoing of both sides in the first critical year of war. He was a combat veteran of the Palmach, the elite strike force of the Haganah. He witnessed what we now call “ethnic cleansing” committed by both sides: 

“Not many Arabs remained in the territories that were conquered by our side, but, also, no Jew remained in the territories that were conquered by the Arabs, such as the Etzion Bloc kibbutzim and the Jewish Quarter in the Old City of Jerusalem. The Jewish inhabitants were killed or expelled. The difference was quantitative: while the Jewish side conquered large stretches of land, the Arab side succeeded only in conquering small areas.”

It is important that both Israelis and Palestinians acknowledge the tragic and violent events that started that conflict and have driven it. Neither side is innocent, but it was an Arab decision to violently reject the UN partition plan of 1947 and to attempt to destroy the Yishuv, the Palestinian Jewish community that forged the State of Israel in a defensive war. The Palestinian refugee problem is a direct result of this decision, something which need not have happened and would not have happened if the Arab side had agreed either to partition or to peacefully oppose the UN’s decision. 

Mr. Zayid needs to acknowledge that the Palestinian national movement was poisonously influenced by its most important leader, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Husseini, who actively supported Hitler and the mass murder of Jews. It is understandable that the Palestinians resented the influx of Jewish refugees before, during and after the Holocaust, but the Arabs’ violent exclusivist nationalism was successful in getting the British to issue its infamous White Paper of 1939, sharply limiting Jewish immigration at precisely the moment that their loss of Palestine as a place of refuge doomed untold thousands. 

Ralph Seliger

Editor, Israel Horizons magazine 
and the Meretz USA Weblog at www.meretzusa.blogspot.com 
New York, NY

Ismail Zayid replies: 

Ralph Seliger states, “The Palestinian refugee problem is a direct result of this decision [the Arab rejection of the UN partition plan of 1947].” This statement is contrary to the longstanding Zionist plan first formulated by Theodor Herzl in 1897 at the First World Zionist Congress in Basle, articulated in his statement: “We shall try to spirit the penniless [Arab] population across the border .... Both the process of expropriation and the removal of the poor must be carried out discreetly and circumspectly.” This plan for the expulsion of the Palestinians from their ancestral homeland was reaffirmed by all future Zionist leaders, including David Ben-Gurion, Joseph Weitz and others, whose statements I quoted in my article. These Zionist designs were formulated long before the Arab rejection of the 1947 UN partition plan. 

The Arabs rejected the 1947 partition plan because it was so unjust. The Jews in Palestine in 1947, with many recent and illegal immigrants, constituted 31% of the population and owned 5.6% of its land. Yet the UN partition resolution apportioned 56% of the land in Palestine for a Jewish state, 42% for the Arabs and 2% for an international zone in Jerusalem. Furthermore, it was not only the Arabs who opposed the partition plan. Some of the Zionist leaders accepted it as a tactical measure, while others rejected it. Menachem Begin, then leader of the Herut party, stated: “The partition of the homeland is illegal. It will never be recognized.” David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, when announcing the creation of Israel on May 14, 1948, refused to define its borders. Israel is the only state in the world that has no defined border. Ben-Gurion later stated in his diaries (edited by Michael Bar-Zohar and published in 1954): “To maintain the status quo will not do. We have set up a dynamic state bent upon expansion.”

Mr. Seliger speaks of the Israeli “defensive war.” Over 300,000 Palestinian refugees were expelled or fled the terror and massacres that they were subjected to before a single Arab army soldier entered Palestine on May 15, 1948. To equate the Zionist actions and massacres with the acts of violence by Palestinians resisting these attacks is ridiculous. The Jews lived in Palestine peacefully until the Zionist program and Balfour Declaration came about. Many Palestinian Jews rejected these plans. Chaim Weizmann, Israel’s first president, stated in 1946 before the Anglo-American Commission of Enquiry in Jerusalem: “I would not like to do any injustice. The Muslim World has treated the Jews with considerable tolerance. The Ottoman Empire [of which the Arabs were a large part] received the Jews with open arms when they were driven out of Spain and Europe, and the Jews should never forget that.” Unfortunately, many Jews today have not taken Weizmann’s advice and have forgotten that. 

Finally, the call on all those who care about ensuring peace and security for Israelis and Palestinians is to demand that Israel comply with international law and support the call for justice for all in this tortured land.

