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Topic 10
Palestine–Israel 1935–1967

Introduction
There is conflict over the region of Palestine because both Jewish and Palestinian peoples have 
claims over the same area of land. In 1948 the state of Israel was created to make a home for 
Jewish people and there has been open conflict since then because of the competing claims.

Jewish claims
The Old Testament refers to Palestine as the ‘Promised Land’ of the Jews; in Biblical terms, it was 
promised by God. Jews were the main group in Palestine until the Roman conquest (AD 70) 
when many Jews were expelled or forced to flee in the Diaspora. Many settled in Eastern Europe 
where they became a persecuted minority (for example, living in ghettos, ie segregated slum 
areas). Jews never lost the hope they would return to the ‘Promised Land’ one day. Many places 
central to the Jewish religion are in Palestine (such as the Wailing Wall, the western wall of the 
Temple Mount). In the 1890s, Zionism grew in strength. Zionism is a movement advocating and 
working towards establishing a home for the Jews in Palestine – Zionism arose and developed 
motivated by worldwide anti-Semitism.

Palestinian claims
From AD 700 onwards, Arabs settled in Palestine. Many were Muslims and believed Mohammed 
rose to heaven from Jerusalem. From 1700 the Ottoman and Turks controlled Palestine, which 
was an area without clear boundaries. Between 1880 and 1914 more than 60 000 Jews 
immigrated to Palestine, mostly from Eastern Europe. Many were inspired by Zionism. They 
built the town of Tel Aviv and purchased land to farm, much of it from Arab landowners. Many 
Arabs were unhappy about this immigration. Anti-Zionist newspapers were published and some 
Jewish settlements were attacked. Sovereignty over Palestine was central to the conflict between 
Arab and Jew throughout the twentieth century.

World War One (1914 –1918)
Palestine was part of the Ottoman (Turkish) Empire and Turkey was fighting on the side of 
Germany and Austria-Hungary. The British wanted an Arab revolt against the Turks as they 
believed this would help to:

•   protect the Suez Canal;

•   reduce Turkish pressure on Russia;

•  protect oil supplies from Persia;

•   win Arab goodwill.

Britain’s policy in the Middle East was confused.

• The McMahon Note (1915)

 McMahon (the British High Commissioner in Cairo) wrote that Britain was “prepared to 
recognise the support and the independence of the Arabs…” in return for Arab help in 
fighting the Central Powers. T.E. Lawrence (“Lawrence of Arabia”) was sent to train and 
organise the Arab forces.
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• Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916)

 This was a secret agreement between Britain and France, planning to divide the Middle East 
between them. It was made public by the Russians after the November 1917 revolution and 
the Arabs felt betrayed.

• The Balfour Declaration (1917)

 A letter from Balfour, the British Foreign Secretary, to Lord Rothschild (a Jew) said that the 
British government “views with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for 
Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this 
objective, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the 
civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine…” Once again, 
the Arabs felt betrayed, although the promise was for “a national home”, not a state.
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After World War One, the future of the area was decided by the Versailles peace conference and 
the League of Nations. The League set up mandates over most of the old Ottoman Empire. 
Britain gained Palestine as a mandate territory and France received Syria. A mandate is the 
authority to control an area until it has been made ready to govern itself.

Britain was made responsible for establishing a Jewish National Home while safeguarding the 
rights and interests of all races and religions. Palestine now had frontiers although they have 
never been accepted as final. Between 1920 and 1935 there were some clashes between the 
Arabs and the Jews. The Jews saw themselves as one people, reclaiming Jewish land and 
building a nation. The Arabs were seen as poor, backward people who would benefit from 
Jewish immigration. As Jews bought land and built kibbutzim, Arabs were afraid that Jews 
would impose a Jewish state on all of Palestine. They wanted Jewish immigration restricted.

In 1920 tension between Jews and Arabs caused the British to limit Jewish immigration but the 
1920 quota of 16 500 immigrants upset the Arabs, who reacted with violence. In May 1921 
there was a clash that left 47 Jews and 48 Arabs dead.
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Focus

What were the sources of conflict in Palestine?

The political situation 1935 –1939
The Jewish Agency was established to help Jews migrate to Palestine and to create work for 
them. To protect Jews against attacks, a defence wing, the Hagannah, was formed. In the 1920s 
Jewish immigration to Palestine slowed – in 1927 more Jews emigrated from the area (mainly to 
the United States) than immigrated and in 1928 the number of Jews increased by only ten.  
The coming to power of Hitler in Germany and the rest of the world’s rejection of large-scale 
immigration of Jews to their countries increased the number of Jews going to Palestine after 
1933.

Jewish immigration into Palestine (1933 –1935)
1933 30 000

1934 42 000

1935 62 000

This altered the balance of the population in Palestine.

Population of Palestine (1880 –1939)
Jews Arabs

1880 24 000  475 000

1919 60 000  640 000

1931 177 000  859 000

1931 429 000  1 010 000

The shift in balance between population groups increased Arab fears. They felt they would be 
displaced.

British policy
The Churchill White Paper (1922)

Winston Churchill visited Palestine as Colonial Secretary in 1921. In 1922, the government 
prepared an official report or “White Paper” to resolve the Palestine issue. It promoted the idea 
that Arabs and Jews should co-operate in establishing an independent nation. It encouraged 
Jewish religious and cultural development in Palestine and refused to accept Arab demands for 
an elected government and Palestinian independence. It was recommended that immigration 
should be limited to ensure that the economy of Palestine could absorb the new arrivals. It 
recognised that “the cause of unrest in Palestine, and the only cause, arises from the Zionist 
movement and our promises and pledges to support it”.

The Peel Commisssion (1937)

A Royal Commission of Inquiry had been set up after the Arab Revolt of 1936. Palestine was 
close to civil war and the British wanted a solution (they had had to send in large numbers of 
troops to restore order). The Peel Commission reported that “the situation in Palestine has 
reached a deadlock. We cannot in Palestine – as it is now – both concede the Arab claim to  



282 Conflict. Topic 10 – Palestine–Israel 1935–1967

ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd  Freephone 0800 372 266Level 1 History Study Guide. Palestine-Israel 1935–1967
© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd, 2012. For individual student use only. No other use permitted.

Level 1 History Study Guide. Palestine-Israel 1935–1967
© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd, 2012. For individual student use only. No other use permitted.

self-government and secure the establishment of the Jewish nation”. The Commission 
recommended that, because it was impossible to reconcile the Arab and Jewish communities, 
Palestine should be partitioned (ie divided into Arab and Jewish sectors) with Jerusalem 
remaining a permanent British mandate. Immigration quotas were set at 15 000 a year for  
1938–1942. For the first time, Jews were being offered a state, not a “national home” and most 
Jews accepted the proposal as a beginning. The Arabs rejected the partition plan, since it would 
increase Jewish ownership of land in Palestine from 6% to approximately 33%.

The plan provoked an Arab uprising.

Royal Commission Partition
Plan for Palestine, 1937
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The White Paper (1939)

In 1939 a conference of all parties was held in London, but they failed to reach any agreement.  
In May 1939, the British Government, having rejected the Peel Commission Plan, announced its 
plan. It assumed it had largely met its promise to set up a Jewish National Home. Britain wanted 
to settle the Palestinian problem because of the coming war in Europe against Hitler. 
Immigration would be restricted to 75 000 over the next five years. After 1945, the Arabs would 
have to approve any further immigration. Land transfers to Jewish communities would be 
limited. In ten years’ time an independent Palestinian State would be set up, in which Arabs and 
Jews would combine in government. The Jews saw the White Paper as a betrayal of the Balfour 
Declaration and the partition plan of the Peel Commission. Jews in Europe would not be able to 
be rescued. The Arabs did not trust the new proposal, because of the changes in British policy 
between 1915 and 1935. Arabs were also dismayed that they had to wait ten years for 
independence and that Britain could possibly extend its mandate beyond that time. 
International events and Nazi atrocities against Jews prevented the White Paper from being 
presented to the League of Nations for discussion.
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The Arab response
After the violence of 1919–1921, the Arabs reluctantly accepted Jewish migration into Palestine.  
Their treatment by Britain led them to distrust any British attempts to improve relations. It was 
believed that British attitudes to the region were dominated by sympathy to Zionists. A boycott 
of British and Jewish goods was announced in 1933; there were demands to stop Jewish 
immigration and land transfers in 1935. Sheik Izzeddin al-Qassam opposed Zionism and British 
rule. In November 1935, he and 25 associates attempted to start an uprising of peasants and 
capture Haifa. Qassam believed in Jihad (holy war). In a clash with British police, he and two 
others were killed  His death became symbolic of the struggle against British rule and Zionism 
throughout Palestine.

The Arab Revolt (1936 –1939)
In April 1936 various Arab groups formed the Arab High Committee. The Mufti (chief Muslim 
lawgiver) of Jerusalem, Amin al Husseini, became President. In 1929, Husseini had called on 
Palestinians to attack all Jews and non-believers. The Mufti called for a general strike, which 
lasted six months. The strike turned violent and 200 Arabs and 80 Jews were killed. It was called 
off after the British Government had pressured neighbouring Arab states into withdrawing their 
support for it. A national revolt broke out – unplanned and unorganised. It was a reaction to

• Jewish immigration;

• military training by Jews in Arab villages;

• the Jewish policy of not employing Arabs on contracts in Arab areas;

•  eviction of Arab peasants from land sold to Jews by wealthy Arab landlords;

• officials who appeared to give preferential treatment to Jews.

The publication of the Peel Report led to renewed Arab violence. The British then arrested most 
of the Arab High Committee and deported them to the Seychelles. Amin al Husseini avoided 
arrest. Rebel leaders used guerrilla warfare tactics of hit-and-run attacks and ambushes of the 
British and on Jewish settlements.

It was partly in response to this renewed violence that the partition recommended by the Peel 
Commission was abandoned. The worsening international situation also encouraged the British 
government to seek a peaceful solution in Palestine. In a war against Germany, Arab friendship 
was vital while Jews could be counted on to fight the Germans anyway. There were 20 000 
British troops in Palestine.

By mid-1939, the revolt was over.

Casualties

Arabs British Jews

3 500 killed 135 killed 350 killed

2 000 wounded 400 wounded 1 000 wounded

World War Two (1939–1945)
Hitler’s policy of anti-Semitism led to the Nazi’s “Final Solution”: an attempt to kill the entire 
Jewish population of Europe. In the Holocaust an estimated six million Jews were killed, many 
in the gas chambers of Auschwitz and Buchenwald. This policy of genocide – the attempt to 
exterminate an entire ethnic group – underlined the need for a Jewish homeland. They needed a 
place in the world where they could be safe.
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The British continued to restrict Jewish immigration into Palestine during the war. Some Jews 
migrated illegally, some were turned back by British troops and some died when their ships sank 
(eg the SS Sturma sank in 1942 with 2 survivors out of 769 refugees). About two million 
European Jews survived the Holocaust. Many were stateless, ie they didn’t belong to any country 
and others found the idea of returning to Germany or Poland unthinkable.

Separate Jewish battalions were established and 27 000 Palestinian Jews served in the British 
army. They provided invaluable military training and leadership skills for future members of the 
Israeli army. The Irgun Zvei Leumi was led by Menachim Begin (a Polish Jew and later a Prime 
Minister of Israel). It had fought against Arabs in Palestine in the 1930s and from 1944 it 
attacked immigration offices, police stations and Palestine Government buildings. These targets 
were seen as part of a conspiracy to exterminate the Jews of Europe. The Stern Gang had an 
early leader (Isaac Stern) killed in a gun battle with British police. This gang was a small group 
of terrorists whose policy was to assassinate individual Britons. One leader was Itzhak Shamir, a 
Prime Minister of Israel. In 1944 David Ben Gurion, leader of the Jews in Palestine, denounced 
both the Irgun and the Stern Gang and the Jewish Agency hunted down members, handing 
many over to the British.

The Mufti Amin Husseini had allied with Hitler in the war and had recruited Arabs to fight for 
Germany.

Activity 10A
1. Why did the Balfour Declaration (1917) cause Arabs to feel betrayed by Britain?

2. What was the recommendation of the Peel Commission (1937) and what was the Arab 
reaction to this recommendation? Why did they react in this way?

3. How did World War Two (1939–1945) influence events in Palestine?

Focus

Why did open conflict break out in 1948?

The road to independence
David Ben-Gurion emerged as leader of the independence movement. From 1935 he was 
Chairman of the Jewish Agency. The Agency represented Jews in Palestine. It promoted Jewish 
immigration to Palestine and administered the local Jewish community.

In May 1942, Ben-Gurion called a conference of American Jews. They established the Biltmore 
Programme, which encouraged the implementation of the Balfour Declaration. It called for 
unrestricted Jewish immigration to Palestine and it provided financial support from the 
American Jewish Community.

British policy was at first indecisive. Winston Churchill rejected Chaim Weizmann’s (President of 
the Zionist Organisation) appeal for unrestricted immigration. The newly elected Labour 
Government established an Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry (consisting of six Americans 
and six Englishmen). They wanted to get the US to share responsibility for Palestine. It 
recommended the immigration of 100 000 Jews. The British Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, 
rejected this proposal. Britain, impoverished after World War Two, wanted to secure the Suez 
Canal and oil supplies from the Middle East. It wanted the goodwill of the Arabs. As long as 
British troops were in Palestine, responsible for law and order, they would be exposed to the 
hostility of both Arabs and Jews. On 18 February 1947, Bevin announced that the British 
Government was handing responsibility for Palestine over to the United Nations.
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American policy
President Woodrow Wilson had suggested support for a Jewish homeland in the Fourteen 
Points, his plan for peace after World War One. In 1945, President Truman called for the 
immediate entry of 100 000 Jews into Palestine. Bevin rejected this. Many Jews had immigrated 
to the United States, where they had significant voting power. There was also significant 
financial support for the Jewish Agency.

Arab reaction
The creation of a Jewish state in Palestine would inevitably cause injustice to Arabs. Palestinian 
Arabs and surrounding neighbours had continually opposed the creation of a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine. They felt they had not been responsible for the Holocaust and so they shouldn’t be 
made responsible for Jewish resettlement. In 1945 the Arab states formed the Arab League. It 
opposed the creation of a Jewish homeland and Jewish migration to Palestine. It also tried to 
encourage economic and military co-operation amongst members.

Renewed Jewish activity
British indecisiveness was met with renewed Jewish activity. Ben-Gurion introduced his 1945 
plan of illegal immigration, civil disobedience to the British authorities and attacks on the 
British. Illegal Jewish immigration reached new heights. Thousands sailed from Europe to 
Palestine. The British Navy intercepted over 50 000 and set up a naval blockade. Four thousand 
five hundred survivors of Nazi death camps were arrested by the British and forced to return to 
internment camps in Germany. This led to worldwide condemnation of Britain. The Irgun and 
Stern Gang again started their terrorist attacks on the British. They attacked British soldiers, laid 
mines, detonated bombs and stole weapons from the British. 

• In November 1944 the Stern Gang assassinated Lord Moyne, the British minister in 
Palestine.

• July 1946 the King David Hotel, headquarters of the British administration of Palestine, was 
blown up and 91 people were killed.

The Jewish Defence Agency was increasing its armaments. Jewish resistance was tying down  
100 000 British soldiers in Palestine.

The United Nations
The Palestine issue was one of the first major problems dealt with by the United Nations.  
In May 1947 the United Nations established the United Nations Special Commisssion on 
Palestine (UNSCOP). It presented its findings in August 1947, in two reports.

The majority report recommended:
•   the partitioning of Palestine into Jewish and Palestinian states;
•   an economic union of the two states;
•   that Jerusalem and the Holy Places should be international zones, administered by the  
 United Nations.

The minority report recommended:
• a federation of Arab and Jewish states for a three-year period;
• that Jerusalem should be the capital;
• that Jewish immigration should be allowed to continue for three years.
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The General Assembly voted 33:13 in favour of the majority plan:

• USA and USSR voted for the plan;

• Arab countries and India voted against;

• Ten countries, including Britain, abstained.

Britain accepted that the mandate should end and agreed to withdraw from Palestine. It 
announced it would leave on 15 May 1948 and stopped its efforts to maintain law and order in 
the area.

David Ben-Gurion (1886–1974)
• Born in Poland.
• 1906 migrated to Palestine and became a Zionist.
• Studied law.
• In World War One he fought in a Jewish Battalion to free  
 Palestine from Turkey.
• His socialist beliefs meant he joined the Jewish Labour  
 Federation as Secretary General.
• 1935–1948 he was Chairman of the Jewish Agency.   
 He promoted Jewish settlement and dealt with the British  
 High Commission.
• He was Prime Minister of Israel (1948–1963 except 1954–1955).
• He tried to develop Israel’s industry and agriculture (eg citrus fruit for exports).
• Honoured as a founding father of Israel.

The First War of Independence
The United Nations vote had been for Jewish and Arab states to exist in Palestine. Britain was 
determined to do nothing to implement the resolution. Arabs and Jews now attacked each other, 
with Britain taking no action. The vote at the UN had been followed by Jewish celebrations and 
Arab riots in Jerusalem. Violence spread. There was fighting between the Haganah and Arab 
forces. The Arabs lacked money and weapons and Haganah was better at planning and co-
ordination. Atrocities occurred on both sides (eg in April 1948, Irgun attacked the village of Deir 
Yassin, near Jerusalem and killed all 250 inhabitants; Arabs killed Jewish doctors and nurses as 
revenge). Jewish forces had started to move into Arab areas. After the attack on Deir Yassin, 
hundreds of thousands of Arabs fled from their areas.

The British protected only themselves and prepared to leave. The Jewish Agency received 
weapons from Czechoslovakia and prepared for action. At 4.00pm on 14 May 1948, David Ben-
Gurion proclaimed the independence of the state of Israel. Within an hour the US and USSR 
officially recognised the new state and fighting intensified between Arab and Jews.
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War
Israel fought the Arab countries of

• Egypt

• Syria

• Transjordan

• Iraq

• Lebanon.

The Arabs, unable to accept the state of Israel, attacked. The fighting was especially intense in 
Jerusalem; Israel kept the New City and built a new road so it could receive supplies. Israel was 
surrounded and outnumbered; it lacked fighter planes and heavy military equipment. However, 
the Arab countries were uncoordinated and more interested in their own rivalries and interests 
than in helping their fellow Arabs. King Abdullah of Transjordan wanted to obtain the West 
Bank of the Jordan River (an Arab area) rather than to destroy Israel. He had no desire for an 
independent Arab Palestine. Egypt and Syria also had their own national interests.

On 11 June the UN negotiated a truce, which both sides used to re-organise their forces. Israel 
was supplied with planes and weapons by France and Czechoslovakia. On 8 July, fighting 
started again; another truce was negotiated on 18 July. Count Bernadotte, the UN mediator 
presented revised partition plans. He was assassinated (17 September), probably by the Stern 
Gang (the Israeli Government imprisoned members to earn international credibility). In 
October, fighting resumed. In December, Transjordan stopped fighting, annexed the West Bank 
and renamed itself Jordan. It had profited from the war. Israel defeated the Egyptians in the 
Negev desert and Lebanese and Syrian forces were driven out of Galilee. Fighting ended in 
December.

In early 1949, the Arab countries (except Iraq) each signed a separate armistice with Israel.  
None signed a permanent peace treaty, as they couldn’t accept the existence of an Israeli state. 
Israel had been strengthened by the war, occupying some land the UN had given to the Arabs 
(they had 77% of Palestine; the UN had given them 56%). Israel had a more united territory that 
was easier to defend. The Arabs felt humiliated. They had lacked organisation and unity and 
their troops had been poorly trained. The Israelis had been well organised and trained and they 
had fought for their survival.
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Arab refugees
Seven hundred and fifty thousand Palestinian Arabs became refugees. They had fled from the 
Irgun and the Stern Gang and later, from the war. They became dispossessed, homeless people 
and many were housed in refugee camps in Jordan, Syrian and Lebanon.

Israel
On 11 May 1949 Israel was admitted to the United Nations. Migration was assisted by the Law 
of the Return, 1950. Every Jew had the right to migrate to Israel and Jewish settlers in Israel 
could, at any time, apply for citizenship. Immigrants poured in from Africa, Asia, Europe and 
the United states. Many Jews were forced to leave Muslim Middle East countries; they were 
welcomed in Israel. 

The constitution established a parliamentary democracy. The Israeli Parliament was called the 
Knesset. Ben-Gurion was the first Prime Minister. Israel became a Westernised, democratic 
society. It was dependent on massive US financial and military support. Money was also raised 
from Jews all around the world and between 1958 and 1964, reparations from West Germany 
were paid, to compensate for Jewish losses during World War Two. The increase in immigrants 
to Israel led to the settlement of border regions. The settlements were kibbutzim (agricultural 
communes). Arabs harassed border kibbutzim and Israeli forces retaliated with raids into 
surrounding states. The Negev desert was turned into good farmland. Water for irrigation came 
from the River Jordan and the Sea of Galilee.

Activity 10B
1. How did the Arab population of Palestine react to the establishment of the new state of 

Israel?

Read the following three points of view regarding the future of the state of Israel, 1948, and 
then answer Questions 2 and 3.

Three points of view regarding the future of the state of Israel, 1948

A: “From the first week of December 1947, disorder in Palestine had begun to mount. The 
Arabs repeatedly asserted that they would resist partition by force. They seemed determined 
to drive that point home.”

B: “This will be a war of extermination and a momentous massacre which will be spoken of like 
the Mongolian massacres and the crusades.”

C: “We extend our hands to all neighbouring states and their peoples in an offer of peace and 
good neighbourliness, and appeal to them to establish bonds of co-operation.”

2. Study the three comments, A, B and C, above. The order or writers of the comments would 
most probably be:

 a. an Arab, a Jew, an historian

 b. an historian, an Arab, a Jew

 c. an historian, a Jew, an Arab

 d. a Jew, an historian, an Arab

3. The feeling that most historians would probably have about comment B above is that it is:

 a. emotional

 b. reasonable

 c. accurate

 d. unbiased
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Focus
How have international pressures affected the 
conflict?
The war had shown the strength of Israel and the weakness of Arab nations. There was a wave of 
Arab nationalism that removed the last British bases in the Middle East. The vast oil resources in 
the Gulf and Saudi Arabia and the area’s strategic importance meant it was still vital in 
international relations. Arab nations built up their military and economic strength and were 
determined to be independent from Western nations. The Arab nations were still divided on 
every issue, except their refusal to recognise the state of Israel. Arab nations went through huge 
changes and tensions and Cold War conflicts added their own pressures.

The Suez Crisis
Gamal Nasser
King Farouk had been ruler of Egypt since 1936. His government was unpopular because of its 
wasteful, excessive spending. The defeat of Egypt in 1948 was blamed on government 
mismanagement. Farouk was overthrown in a coup d’état in 1952 by a group of army officers 
(The Free Officers Movement). They wanted to end monarchy, corruption and Egypt’s military 
weakness. They also wanted to end Britain’s presence in Egypt.

Nasser became Prime Minister in 1954 and in 1956 he became President. He gradually 
developed policies of Pan-Arabism and socialism. Nasser had great personal charisma. His 
economic policy was to modernise Egypt. He broke up large landholdings, setting maximum 
holdings at 200 acres or 80 hectares in 1952. This was reduced to 100 acres (40 hectares) in 
1961. Industrial development and irrigation schemes depended on the construction of the High 
Aswan Dam across the Nile. Irrigation from this dam would increase farmlands and make cheap 
electricity available for industry. Nasser asked the World Bank for financial help. It refused help 
because it feared the growing of Soviet influence in the area; these fears were increased by news 
of a Czechoslovakian arms deal (September 1955). 

Nationalisation of the Suez Canal, 1956
Britain had 70 000 troops stationed near the Suez Canal to protect it. It was a vital route for oil 
supplies from the Middle East to the West. The French- and British-owned Suez Canal Company 
was nationalised by Nasser on 26 July 1956. Nasser claimed the company was exploiting Egypt, 
and that Britain and the USA had stopped their financial aid for the building of the first stage of 
the High Aswan Dam. Nasser hoped to use tolls from the Canal to fund the dam (the tolls were 
worth £35 million a year). He offered to compensate the company’s shareholders. Britain and 
France were angry and British Prime Minister, Anthony Eden said Nasser “would have his hands 
on our windpipe”, because of the oil shipped through the canal to Europe. Britain prepared to 
attack Egypt, with the help of France and Israel.

Egypt and Israel, 1948 –1956
Egypt limited Israel’s trade and communication. In 1948 it prohibited Israel from using the Suez 
Canal. In 1953 it blocked the Straits of Tiran to Israel, which stopped ships reaching the Israeli 
port of Tiran. In 1955, Israeli planes were prohibited from using Sinai airspace. This had little 
effect on Israel’s economy as most trade arrived through the Mediterranean but it did help create 
a siege mentality – it made the Israelis feel surrounded and threatened.
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In terms of the Tripartite Agreement (1950) Britain, France and the US agreed to limit the sale of 
arms to the region and to not trade in arms with Egypt or Israel. The Russians, the Arab states 
and Israel were left out of this agreement. France began to supply weapons (including fighter 
planes) to Israel in retaliation for Egyptian support for rebels against the French in Algeria. In 
1955, the Egyptians made an arms deal with Czechoslovakia. The deal included Russian fighter 
planes, tanks and bombers. Arab terrorist raids on Israel and Israeli reprisals increased after 
1953. Palestinian guerrillas (the fedayeen) raided Israel from Egyptian-held Gaza and the 
Jordanian West Bank. Israel struck back, hoping it would be able to stop Egypt and Jordan 
harbouring the fedayeen. In February 1955, Israeli troops struck, killing 69 people, mostly 
Egyptian soldiers. Nasser was determined to strike back to stop this humiliation. He was 
determined to be well armed. As the attacks intensified, it appeared that the armistice of 1949 
was collapsing. In addition, Britain and France were furious over the nationalisation of the Suez 
Canal.

The 1956 War
In October 1956, Britain, France and Israel met in Sèvres, near Paris. They agreed on a secret 
plan of attack. Israel would attack Egypt and then Britain and France would intervene to protect 
the Suez Canal.

• 29 October: Israeli forces entered the Sinai Peninsula at Kuntilla and moved towards the 
Suez Canal and Sharm al-Sheikh.

• 30 October: Britain and France issued an ultimatum demanding that Egyptian and Israeli 
forces withdraw to 16 kilometres on either side of the Canal (following their secret plan).  
The Israelis, still far from the Canal, agreed. The Egyptians refused (they would have had to 
withdraw).

• The USA said it would not support the British and the French.

• 31 October: British and French planes bombed Egyptian airfields.

• 3 November: Israeli troops seized Sharm el-Sheikh.

• 4 November: United Nations General Assembly called for a cease-fire and a peace-keeping 
force.

• 5 November: the first British and French paratroopers landed near the Canal at Port Said.  
The Egyptians blockaded the Canal by scuttling ships.

• 6 November: further Anglo-French troops moved into the Canal zone.

• Russia threatened to use nuclear weapons on Britain and France, having just put down the 
Hungarian revolt.

• USA pressured Britain and France to withdraw.

• 6 November: the United Nations proclaimed a ceasefire and Britain and France withdrew.

Consequences of the 1956 conflict
The United Nations ceasefire and truce established a buffer zone (on Egyptian territory) between 
Egypt and Israel. Britain and France had been humiliated and neither would play a major role in 
that area again. Nasser had gained huge prestige for standing up to Britain and France and he 
could claim it was only their involvement which had caused his defeat. Israel gained decisive 
victories but had to withdraw to the borders of 1949. Moshe Dayan emerged as a military leader 
in Israel. Russian support for Egypt increased, and Russia supplied Egypt with weapons and 
money for the High Aswan Dam.
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Arab states still refused to sign a permanent peace treaty with Israel, and the crisis showed the 
Middle East was significant in what Henry Kissinger (USA) would later call “geopolitics”, the 
interaction of geographical position and international politics. Oil would complicate this 
situation further. The West could no longer dominate the Middle East. Arab countries were 
united in their hatred of Israel. The Cold War had an impact on the area and conflict has 
continued.

Egypt and Israel after the Suez Crisis
Although Egypt had been defeated, Nasser was seen as a hero. In 1958, Egypt and Syria formed 
the United Arab Republic. Approaches to Jordan failed to persuade King Hussein to join this 
alliance. The only other Arab country that joined was Yemen. 

In 1963 Nasser became involved in an expensive civil war after he helped overthrow the 
government of Yemen. In 1961 Syria left the United Arab Republic following a coup and the 
collapse of the Republic. Egypt and the USSR developed close ties: the Soviets gave technical 
and financial aid, and technical assistance to the Egyptian military; trade ties between the two 
countries developed. By 1965 Nasser’s image was tarnished and his reputation as the leader of 
the Arab world was under threat. Egypt was poor and lacked valuable resources (eg oil), the 
Aswan Dam hadn’t brought the promised prosperity. Many Arabs disagreed with Nasser’s 
interference in the politics of other countries, there was only one pan-Arab appeal left to him:   
to attack Israel, the common enemy. In 1959 he proclaimed that “this time we will exterminate 
Israel”. Israelis saw this as a threat.

The USA and the USSR were involved in a ‘Cold War’ with each other and tried to further their 
interests in the Middle East. The USSR set up naval bases in several countries, including Egypt 
and Syria and it supplied arms to Egypt, Syria and Iraq (the main enemies of Israel). For its part, 
the USA actively supported Israel. Despite massive American aid, the Israeli economy had 
stagnated in the first half of the 1960s, and there was little economic growth. Two wars in eight 
years had exhausted Israel; the costs of defence were huge; there was dramatic inflation; huge 
numbers of immigrants needed to be absorbed, especially the large number of Jews from the 
Middle East, Asia and Africa who arrived after independence and who had few skills and little 
education. The Israelis were bound by the memory of the Holocaust and a world hostile or 
indifferent to them and their fate.

Palestinian refugee camps provided a ready supply of terrorists. In 1958 the fedayeen adopted 
the name Al Fatah and they were led by Yasser Arafat. In 1961 they attacked water installations 
as Israel and Jordan disagreed over water rights for the River Jordan and its tributaries. From 
1964 onwards they attacked Israeli bases and kibbutzim. In 1964 Syria and Jordan recognised 
Al Fatah. Also in 1964 the various Arab terrorist groups (including Al Ratah) were united under 
an “umbrella” organisation: the Palestinian Liberation Organisation or PLO. By 1968, Arafat had 
emerged as its leader. Terrorists had bases in Lebanon, Syria and Jordan and raided Israel from 
these. Israel struck back in retaliation. In November 1966, Israeli troops defeated an Arab 
Legion convoy at El Samu (a village in Jordan).

Mounting tension, 1967
In April 1967, Israel attacked targets in Syria, shooting down six Syrian planes. Tension was 
increasing in the Middle East. In November 1966 Egypt and Syria had signed a mutual defensive 
pact. Nasser believed Israel wouldn’t attack Syria. He realised that placing Egyptian forces in the 
Sinai desert would make Israel vulnerable in the case of a two-front war. UN forces had 
prevented raids into Israel by fedayeen forces from Egypt. Egypt’s army had been rebuilt with 



292 Conflict. Topic 10 – Palestine–Israel 1935–1967

ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd  Freephone 0800 372 266Level 1 History Study Guide. Palestine-Israel 1935–1967
© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd, 2012. For individual student use only. No other use permitted.

Level 1 History Study Guide. Palestine-Israel 1935–1967
© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd, 2012. For individual student use only. No other use permitted.

Soviet help and Israel had rearmed with French and American help. Nasser was under pressure 
to show he was a strong, pan-Arab leader and that he was not just following the militant Syrian 
attitude on Israel. 

On 12 May 1967 Israel’s Prime Minister (Levi Eshol) warned Syria it couldn’t keep attacking 
Israel with ‘impunity’ – ie without risking Israeli retaliation. On 18 May, Nasser ended the right 
of UN observer forces to be in Sinai and they had no choice but to leave Egyptian territory.  
Egypt mobilised 100 000 troops into Sinai, ready for war. On 22 May the Straits of Tiran and the 
Gulf of Aqaba were closed to Israeli shipping. The Arab media attacked Israel in a propaganda 
campaign, stating their aim was to destroy it. Israel felt its survival was threatened. On 30 May 
King Hussein placed his troops under Egyptian command and on 4 June, Iraq joined the 
Jordanian-Egyptian military pact.

Abba Eban, the Israeli Foreign Minister, began a tour of Britain, France and the USA to gain 
support. On 28 May, Israel formed a National Government (a coalition of all parties) and Moshe 
Dayan (chief of staff in 1956) was appointed Minister of Defence. He insisted Israel had to 
defend itself by means of war.

Ceasefire Lines, 1967 war
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The Six-Day War
Fearing invasion, Israel decided it had to attack first.

• 5 June 1967: the Israeli airforce launched surprise attacks on Egyptian, Syrian and 
Jordanian airforces and airfields. Within hours Israel had won supremacy in the air.

• In the next five days the Israeli army won success on the ground. They entered the Gaza 
strip and northern Sinai. By 7 June, Sinai was under Israeli control and by 8 June, Israeli 
troops had reached the Suez Canal. Sharm al-Sheikh was occupied and the Israelis 
controlled the Straits of Tiran.
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Since 1948 the Old Sector of Jerusalem had been part of Jordan. Israel attacked and by 7 June, 
after hand-to-hand fighting, all of Jerusalem was in Israeli hands. By the next day all of the West 
Bank was controlled by Israel. Syria had joined the war on 6 June. The Israelis occupied the 
Golan Heights and had advanced 30 miles into Syria by 10 June. By then the United Nations 
had organised a ceasefire.

Israeli gains
Israel had, by making a pre-emptive strike, defeated its Arab neighbours. It now had “secure and 
defendable borders”. Israel occupied Sinai until 1979, and this gave it access to the Straits of 
Tiran and control of the Gaza Strip. Occupation of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank made Israel 
less vulnerable to a pincer movement (Arab forces attacking from the East and West) that could 
cut Israel in two and also less vulnerable to the possibility that Jordan might cut off water 
supplies. Acquisition of the Golan Heights secured Israel’s borders with Syria (and the Syrians 
had shelled Israeli settlements from the Heights). Israel had again shown its military superiority.  
It was outnumbered (three to one) by the combined Arab forces and yet Israel had easily 
defeated them. Jerusalem was under Israeli control (and later the capital would shift there from 
Tel Aviv).

Territories Occupied by Israel
after the Six-Day War Lebanon
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Jordan
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Egypt
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West Bank

Occupied Territories
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Israel

A – 640000 Palestinians
B – 390000 Palestinians
C – 200000 Palestinians
D – Southern Lebanon

320000 Palestinians
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Reasons for the Israeli victory
• Israel attacked first and had the advantage of surprise.

• Moshe Dayan had planned carefully and co-ordinated air and land forces.

• Israel quickly won control of the air.

• Israel had a professional and efficient army.

• Arab states lacked co-ordination; eg Syria entered the war late.

• Egypt’s troops in the Sinai had problems with transport, communications and backup in 
men and supplies.

• Israel was motivated because it was fighting for its survival.
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Security Council Resolution 242
In November 1967 the United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 242.

‘The Security Council
1.  Affirms that the fulfilment of Charter principle requires the establishment of a just and  
 lasting peace in the Middle East, which should include the application of both the  
 following principles:
 i.  withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories occupied in the recent conflict;
 ii.  termination of all claims or states of belligerency and respect for the  
  acknowledgement of the sovereignty, territorial integrity, and political independence  
  of every state in the area and their right to live in peace within secure and recognised  
  boundaries free from threats or acts of force.
2.  Affirms further the necessity for:
 a. guaranteeing freedom of navigation through international waterways in the area;
 b. achieving a just settlement of the refugee problem;
 c. guaranteeing the territorial inviolability and political independence of every state in  
  the area, through measures including the establishment of demilitarised zones.’

This Resolution was interpreted differently by Israel and the Arabs and it was ambiguous.  
However, it did promise Israel secure borders; required it to withdraw from the territories it had 
occupied and said a solution had to be found for the Palestinian refugee problem. But no dates 
were set down for these things to happen. Israel was not prepared to give up anything it had 
gained without getting something in recognition of Israel’s right to exist. Israel had launched an 
attack on 5 June, it was the aggressor. (France and the USA had asked Israel not to attack.) 
Israel’s occupation of the West Bank had placed 900 000 Palestinians under Israeli occupation.  
The Six-Day War had created a further 350 000 refugees. Arab terrorist groups recognised the 
need for greater unity.

The Palestinians
Palestinians are those Arabs who lived in Palestine until 1947, whether they are in exile or not, 
and anyone born since then (in or outside Palestine) who has a Palestinian father. Palestinian 
Arabs fall into two groups:

• Some remained in Israel or Israeli-occupied territory (in 1949 there were about 150 000).

• Others live in exile, outside Israel; most of them live in refugee camps.

A refugee is a person who flees to a foreign country for protection. The 1948–1949 war created 
750 000 Palestinian refugees. Israel believes these people left Israel willingly and that it has no 
responsibility for them. Arabs believe they were forced out and that they have a right to return 
to their former homes. Most of the refugees fled to the areas proposed by UNSCOP as an Arab 
state – especially the Gaza Strip (occupied by Egypt in 1948) and the West Bank (occupied by 
Jordan in 1948). Israel claimed if the Arab states had not attacked first there would have been 
no refugee problem. The Palestinians and the Arab states refused to recognise the state of Israel.  
They believed it was a creation of ‘Western imperialism’. It was supported by Britain and France 
and financed by the United States.

After the 1948–1949 war, Palestinians became a dispossessed people. About 80% had to settle 
in refugee camps and they were stuck there. Arab countries were unwilling to take them in. The 
existence of the camps and the position of refugees increased anti-Israeli feelings and ensured a 
pool of guerrilla fighters to attack Israel. In 1950 the United Nations Relief and Works Agency 
(UNRWA) was set up to help the refugees. It provided and maintains the camps, where some 
Palestinians have lived since 1949. It also provides food and health services.  Joint programmes 
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with UNESCO have educated many refugees so they could either attend Arab universities or 
undertake skilled work. The camps are a constant source of recruits for terrorist organisations 
because of the squalid conditions. The Six-Day War turned another 350 000 people into 
refugees, stretching UNWRA resources to their limit. This increased the recruitment of guerrilla 
fighters.

The refugees are an obstacle to peace negotiations. Israel refuses to allow them to return. The 
Arab states publicly support the refugees but they have done little to help them, even Arab states 
rich with money from oil exports. Refugees are not allowed to participate fully in the social and 
economic life of the Arab states, who argue that if they absorbed the refugees there would be no 
need for a Palestinian homeland. United Nations Resolution 242 calls for a “just settlement of 
the refugee problem”.

Fadayeen and the PLO
In the early 1950s, Fedayeen (Palestinian guerrilla fighters) launched raids into Israel which 
responded with reprisal raids. The largest Fedayeen group, Al Fatah, was set up in 1956 on the 
Gaza Strip. In 1964 the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) was set up as an umbrella 
organisation for several different groups. They are united only by their determination to crush 
Israel. The two main groups were Al Fatah and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, 
led by George Habash. It opposes any Western influence in the Middle East and believes only 
violence will bring success. Membership of the Fedayeen groups is about 15 000 and another  
20 000 people belong to the Palestinian Liberation Army, the military wing of the PLO. The PLO 
adopted a policy of terrorism to draw the attention of the world to the situation of the 
Palestinians. Tactics included hijacking planes, assassination and suicide attacks on Israel.  An 
extremist group, Black September, attacked the Israeli team at the 1972 Munich Olympic 
Games, killing eleven athletes.

Yasser Arafat (born 1929)
• Born in Jerusalem and educated at Cairo University.
• He became a leader of exiled Palestinians in Egypt.
• In 1956 he established Al Fatah and he became chairman of  
 the PLO in 1968.
• In 1974 the PLO was recognised by Arab states as the only  
 organisation that could speak for the Palestinians.
• In 1974 Yasser Arafat was recognised as leader of the  
 Palestinians by the United Nations and he addressed the  
 UN: “Today I have come bearing an olive branch and a  
 freedom fighter’s gun. Do not let the olive branch fall from  
 my hand.” 
• He has become the spokesperson of the Palestinians,  
 although there is disunity among various Palestinian groups  
 and factions.

Palestinians in Israel
The Six-Day War increased the Arab population living in Israel from 300 000 to 1 300 000.  
Many of these people lived on the West Bank. In theory, Arabs in Israel have a good standard of 
living. They are able to vote and usually between 7 and 10 Arab MPs are elected. Settlements on 
the West Bank elect Arab Mayors and officials. Arabs are provided with their own schools and 
positions are reserved at universities for them. Laws prohibit discrimination in housing and 
employment. However, many Arabs claim they are “second-class citizens” and they don’t have 
the same rights as Jews.
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Until 1962, Arabs were not citizens of Israel. Qualifications for citizenship are restrictive. Arabs 
must be born in Israel, have lived there for three of the previous five years and have some 
knowledge of the Hebrew language. There is discrimination in housing and employment. Few 
civil service positions are filled by Arabs and they can’t serve in the armed forces. Many Israelis 
see the Arab community as a threat to their security.

After 1967 Israel had a policy of gradually incorporating the Occupied Territories into Israel.  
Many Israelis saw the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and East Jerusalem as “liberated” rather than 
“occupied” land. Many Palestinian workers commuted daily from Gaza and the West Bank to 
work at labouring jobs in Israel. The Israelis started establishing settlements in the territories, so 
that they would become part of Israel. Moderate Israelis were prepared to trade land for peace; 
hard-line Israelis refused to consider abandoning these territories.

Israeli society
Israel has successfully cultivated the land, although irrigation is a problem. Israel is increasingly 
becoming self-sufficient, although it lacks mineral resources. It has developed the production of 
light consumer goods, with large-scale construction of cities and ports.

Defence is a priority and a large percentage of the budget is spent on it. There is a well-
developed social welfare system. Israel has been aided by payment of war reparations by 
Germany and by money from the United States.

Religion
Throughout history, Jerusalem has been the focal point of religious wars, invaders and crusaders.  
It is a Holy City for Jews, Christians and Moslems.

• Jews: King David made Jerusalem the capital of all the Israelite tribes in about 100 BC. The 
first Jewish temple was built in Jerusalem.

• Christians: Jesus Christ was crucified in Jerusalem and many events in his life occurred 
there.

• Moslems: Mohammed (the founder of Islam) rose to heaven from the Dome of the Rock.

The Wailing Wall
The Wailing Wall is all that remains of the Holy Temple of Biblical Times. The Temple was 
destroyed and rebuilt many times – it was finally destroyed by the Romans in AD 70. The wall is 
a symbol of Jewish faith and unity and the name is from the prayers of sorrow offered at the time 
of the Temple’s destruction. Many Jews today place letters of prayer in the cracks in the Wall.

Judaism
The religion followed by 15 000 000 Jews is the oldest religion in the Western world. It is a 
monotheistic (ie belief in only one God) religion, based on the Hebrew Bible and the Talmud.

Both Christianity and Islam can trace their origins to Judaism. It is the state religion of Israel; the 
Sabbath is on Saturday; marriage between Jews and non-Jews is not recognised; 20% of Jews are 
strictly religious. Religious political parties generally gain 15% of the vote in Israeli elections, a 
significant percentage in a proportional representation system.
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‘The Melting Pot’
At first, most Jewish immigrants were from Europe and the United States. Many were well-
educated and skilled workers. After 1960, many immigrants came from Asia and Africa. This 
caused racial tension in Israel, especially as many of the new migrants were uneducated and 
unskilled. Education is free and compulsory to age 13. Compulsory military service includes 
education programmes (including religious study). The army is highly efficient and effective.  
Everyone completes two years’ military service between the ages of 18 and 26.

• By 1967 Israel had won secure boundaries but surrounding Arab states refused to recognise 
Israel as a state. Palestinian raids and Israeli attacks have continued since 1967. Israel has 
been involved in two more wars since then.

• In 1979 Egypt and Israel signed a peace treaty, with Egypt formally recognising Israel’s 
existence for the first time.

• In 1993 Israel signed Peace Accords (an agreement) with the PLO. Many Palestinians, 
frustrated with the progress of the PLO, support more radical, fundamentalist Islamic 
groups like Hamas. An Intifada (uprising) has been declared and attacks on Israel continue, 
as does Israeli retaliation.

Activity 10C
1. Who was the ruler of Egypt when the state of Israel was proclaimed in 1948?

2. Who nationalised the French- and British-owned Suez Canal Company in 1956, and why 
did this lead to the Suez crisis?

3. Name three territories occupied by Israel during and after the Six-Day War of 1967.

4. Who was recognised by the United Nations as the leader of the Palestinians in 1974?
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2. CORE leader, James Farmer.

3. In Jackson, Mississippi. For 60 days.

4. At the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, on 28 August 1963, at the culmination of a 
march by 250 000 people.

Activity 8D 
1.  c 2.  e 3.  g 4.  j 5.  m 6.  a 7.  n 8.  b 9.  l 10.  k

11.  i 12.  h 13.  f 14.  d

THEME E: Conflict
Ireland 1909–1922
Activity 9A
1. c.

2. b.

3. d.

4. c.

Activity 9B
1. Ulster Volunteers joined up, hoping to show that they were loyal to the Crown and that 

they wanted Home Rule.

2. Ulster Unionists joined up in such large numbers that they had a troop of their own, the 
38th Brigade.

3. The Irish Republican Brotherhood saw the war as an opportunity for rebellion, since 
British attention was elsewhere. They began preparing for rebellion as early as 1915.

Activity 9C 
1.  n 2.  m 3.  j 4.  g 5.  d 6.  b 7.  a 8.  i 9.  h 10.  k

11.  o 12.  e 13.  l 14.  f 15.  c

Palestine–Israel 1935–1967
Activity 10A
1. The Balfour Declaration (in the form of a letter from Balfour, the British Foreign 

Secretary, to Lord Rothschild (who was Jewish)) stated clearly that the British favoured 
the establishment of a ‘national home’ for Jewish people in Palestine. Balfour also stated 
that Britain would try its best to bring about the establishment of such a Jewish ‘national 
home’. Arabs in the region felt that this would endanger the Arabs who had settled in 
Palestine since AD 700.

2. The Peel Commission recommended that Palestine should be partitioned (that is, divided 
into Arab and Jewish sectors). The Arabs rejected this recommendation, since it meant 
that Jews were being offered a national state, not just a ‘national home’, as proposed by 
the Balfour declaration. 
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3. Hitler’s policy of anti-Semitism led to the Holocaust – an attempt to kill an entire ethnic 
group (the Jews). This underlined the need for a Jewish homeland, where they would be 
safe from further attempts at genocide. Some 27 000 Palestinian Jews served in the British 
Army, and gained valuable military training and leadership skills. On the other hand, the 
Mufti Amin Husseini was a German ally during the war and recruited Arabs to fight for 
Germany.

Activity 10B 
1. Palestinian Arabs had always opposed the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. 

The Arab League was formed in 1945, to consolidate opposition to the creation of 
such a homeland and to Jewish immigration to Palestine. Following the vote at the UN 
supporting the creation of the new state, there were riots by Arabs in Jerusalem, and 
fighting broke out between Arabs and Jews. Once the new state was proclaimed, on  
14 May 1948, the fighting intensified. Many Palestinian Arabs fled, and became refugees, 
housed in refugee camps. Feyadeen groups were formed, and Arab states refused to 
recognise the state of Israel.

2. b.

3. a.

Activity 10C 
1. King Farouk.

2. Nasser, the President of Egypt. His action threatened the supply route for oil from the 
Middle East to the West. Because of this, Britain prepared to attack Egypt, with the help of 
France and Israel.

3. Any three of: Sinai; Gaza Strip; Golan Heights; West Bank.

4. Yasser Arafat.




