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			The Palestine War

			Key information

			
					When: 15 May 1948 – 20 July 1949 

					Where: In Israel and Palestine

					Context: Israeli-Arab conflict

					Belligerents: Israel against the Arab League, a coalition formed between Egypt, Iraq, Transjordan, Syria, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia

					Commanders and leaders: 	Abdallah I, King of Jordan (1882-1951)

	David Ben-Gurion, Israeli politician (1886-1973)




					Outcome: Israeli victory

					Victims: 	Jewish camp: approximately 4 000 soldiers and 2 400 civilians dead

	Palestinian camp: between 12 000 and 20 000 civilians and soldiers dead

	Arab camp: approximately 4 000 soldiers dead




			

			Introduction

			A major contemporary conflict, the Israeli-Palestinian and Israeli-Arab tensions are still the source of front-page news. Between attempts at peace processes, failures in negotiations and terror attacks, the situation does not seem to be improving. The hostilities began in 1947 and took the form of several wars between Israel and several allied Arab States, in 1948 (Palestine War), 1956 (Suez Crisis), 1967 (Six-Day War), 1973 (Yom Kippur War), 1982 and 2006 (First and Second Lebanon Wars).

			The first conflict, called the Palestine War or the War of Independence, followed the civil war (1947-1948) between the Jews and the Palestinians over the question of the territorial future of Palestine after the departure of the British forces, which had been the mandatory power in Palestine since 1922; the Jews, who had been arriving in mass in Palestine since the beginning of the 20th century, demanded the creation of an Israeli state, which the Palestinians opposed fiercely. The tensions between the two communities then continued to intensify. However, the situation evolved in favor of the Israelis and on 14 May 1948, the Zionist leader David Ben-Gurion proclaimed the independence of the Israeli State. The neighboring Arab countries then decided to invade Palestine, in order to put an end to the Zionist claims in the region. This is how the Palestine war began, in which the Jewish forces of Israel fought against a coalition made up of Transjordan, Egypt, Syria, and Iraq from May 1948 onwards and ended with the signing of the armistice at Rhodes on 24 February 1949.

		


		
			Political and social context

			Palestine under British mandate from 1922 to 1948

			Previously belonging to the Ottoman Empire, Palestine became a British protectorate in 1922.

			While the outcome of the First World War (1914-1918) was still uncertain, the French and the British took part in the dismantling of the broad Ottoman Empire and signed the secret Sykes-Picot Agreement in 1916, which planned the division of the control over the Middle East between these two colonial powers. However, the League of Nations (international organization created at the end of the First World War in order to enforce international law and justice and put a stop to war) only officially gave Great Britain the necessary mandate to administer Palestine in July 1922. London was therefore required to deal with the difficult cohabitation involving the local Arab community and the Jews coming mostly from Europe and arriving in great numbers from the late 19th century. This immigration intensified at the beginning of the 20th century with the development of political Zionism.

			
				
					Good to know

					Zionism is a political movement advocating the creation of a Jewish State in Palestine. The Zionist demands, namely the desire to create a national Jewish homeland, were formulated by Austro-Hungarian journalist Theodor Herzl (1860-1904) during the Congress of Basel in 1897, the movement’s first international meeting. There, the territories of the Biblical Kingdom of Israel were chosen by the Jewish people who would thus be able to protect themselves from the rising antisemitism of the time. A Jewish National Fund was then created with the aim of purchasing land in that territory.

				

			

			In 1917, the British Minister of Foreign Affairs, Arthur James Balfour (1848-1930), stated in a letter addressed to Baron Rothschild (1868-1937), the Vice President of the Jewish Knesset Committee, that the British Government intended to create a national Jewish homeland in Palestine, thus advocating a return of the Jews to their historic lands. Although this declaration generated the British support of the Zionist movement at first, the management of the region then forced them to consider the interest of the Arab inhabitants and the opinions of neighboring countries. In 1915, London had already promised independence and control of the territories that would be freed from Ottoman rule to the Egyptian King Hussein ibn Ali (c. 1856-1931), through the British High Commissioner of Egypt Henry McMahon (1862-1949). The Palestinian territories therefore became desireable objects.

			The Jewish emigration towards Palestine grew even more during the thirties, and was reinforced by Adolf Hitler’s accession to power and the enforcement of his anti-Jewish politics: pogroms, stigmatization, ghettoization, deportation and extermination generated a mass exodus. The Jewish population in the territory amounted to 28% in 1940. This important influx continued after the Second World War (1939-1945), but not without difficulty: conflict, strikes and hostilities erupted among the Palestinians between 1920 and 1947 and violence continued to grow between the two communities. However, from 1945, the British opposed the Jewish immigration more and more, as shown by the Exodus affair: a ship, which was carrying 4 500 Jews, was refused access to Palestine and brought back to France and Germany.

			Although tensions were mainly felt between Arabs and Jews, incidents also broke out against the British colonial power, culminating in the Great Revolt of 1936 to 1939, an uprising that sought to establish an Arab Palestinian nation, and was severely repressed by the Zionist militia. In response to the uprising, Great Britain attempted to find a solution by announcing a series of laws called the ‘White Paper’ (1939), which advocated a unitary, independent Palestine governed by the Arabs and the Jews, while restricting Zionist immigration. The measures planned, however, did not satisfy either of the two communities and even provoked further incidents. In view of this new rise of violence, the British attempted to resolve the problem. A report proposing a modification of the ‘White Paper’ was released in July 1946: it proposed a plan for the separation of Palestine into two autonomous provinces whose collective interests would be handled by a mandatory foreign power. Nevertheless, disagreements persisted and a solution that would satisfy both parties seemed unreachable. Moreover, as the process of decolonization began in the Middle East, the British announced their forthcoming withdrawal from Palestine on 18 February 1947. As the end of their mandate was scheduled for 15 May 1948, a special commission of the United Nations (UN) was put in charge of finding a solution to the problem of cohabitation.
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			The Great Revolt of 1936 to 1939.

			A partition plan was voted on by the General Assembly of the UN on 29 November 1947, which abandoned the idea of a united state in favor of a binational state government. Thus, an Arab state and a Jewish state could coexist while the capital, Jerusalem (which would be given the status of international city) would be placed in the hands of the UN. The Jewish community in Palestine quickly accepted the proposed plan, as it corresponded to their expectations. Conversely, the Palestinians and the neighboring Arab states refused to share the territory and therefore opposed both the plan and the creation of a Jewish state, which they believed would endanger Islam and the regional balance. They also refused the Jewish demands based on historical or religious references, and which they considered to be a form of colonialism orchestrated by the European powers and directed by the UN. Following this refusal, the tensions between the two camps grew even more intense and the civil war officially broke out on 30 November 1947.

			The civil war of 1947-1948

			While the Palestinians wished above all to prevent the division of Palestine, the Jews wanted to secure the zone that had been given to them, even if this meant expelling the Arab populations who had settled there. Fighting broke out between the clandestine Jewish defensive militias such as the Haganah, the Irgun and the Lehi, and the Palestinian irregulars such as the Jaysh-al-Jihad al-Muqaddas – which can be translated as “army of the holy war” which was supported by Arab voluntaries who formed the Arab Liberation Army. The British forces, finding that they had lost enough men already, remained relatively passive in this civil war and tried to remain in the sidelines as they awaited the official date of withdrawal.

			From January 1948, the Arab Liberation Army spread out in the coastal cities and strengthened its presence in Galilee (North of Israel) and Samaria (center of Palestine) while the men of the Jaysh-al-Jihad al-Muqaddas organized the blockade of 100 000 Jews in Jerusalem. An operation to resupply them was then put in place by the Israelis to help them, but the operation cost the lives of many men. Moreover, on the Palestinian territory, the circulation between the different Jewish zones, which were relatively far from each other, was difficult.

			Although the Palestinians seemed to have the upper hand until the end of March 1948, the situation evolved in favor of the Israelis. However, the defeats of the Haganah cannot be put down to a weakness of the Jewish forces, but rather to a wait-and-see policy The reorganization of the army with regards to structure, training and equipment, namely thanks to the arrival of weapons from Czechoslovakia in April 1948, allowed them to launch victorious attacks on the Arab populations of the territories that they considered to be rightly theirs. Between early April and mid-May 1948, the Palestinian militias and Arab voluntaries were defeated.

			During the last six weeks of the British mandate, the Zionist militias took control of the mixed regions, with the exception of Jerusalem – which they managed to resupply – and reestablished the communication between the Jewish zones. To do this, they applied the Plan Dalet, an operational plan of the Haganah dating back to March 1948 which, to ensure the territorial continuity of the future state of Israel, planned the destruction of the Arab villages and cities. This was the case, for example, with the villages of Haifa on 22 April, Jaffa on 13 May, etc. The plan also stated that in case of resistance, the armed forces must be destroyed and the population expelled from the Jewish state. Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians (between 700 000 and 750 000 people in total, according to certain sources) fled before the fighting or were chased away by the Jewish forces. They then followed the roads to Galilee or Samaria, or joined the refugee camps set up in the neighboring countries.
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			The exodus of Palestinians.

			The many victories of the Jewish troops during the civil war led the Zionist leader, David Ben-Gurion, to proclaim the independence of the state of Israel on 14 May 1948, on the eve of the departure of the British. This was too much for the neighboring Arab countries, who did not accept this decision, and the next day, the Egyptian, Syrian, Transjordanian and Iraqi armed forces invaded the former mandated Palestine in order to put an end to the Jewish demands. As for the Palestinian forces that had fought during the civil war, they were dissolved or absorbed by the Arab armies. Thus began an inter-state war, the Palestine War.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			David Ben-Gurion, Israeli politician
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			Portrait of David Ben Gurion, 1949.

			David Gruen, known as ‘David Ben-Gurion’, was an Israeli politician, founder of the State of Israel and served as Prime Minister there from 1948 to 1953 and 1955 to 1963. He was one of the main defining figures of the history of Israel.

			Born in Płońsk (Poland), David Ben-Gurion settled in Palestine at the age of 20, before being expelled by the Turks in 1915. Returning in 1917, he founded the first union of Israeli workers (Histadrut) in 1921, before becoming the general secretary of the Zionist Labor Party (Mapai). He also received the political responsibility for the Yishuv (term designating the Jewish community in Palestine at the time of the British mandate). As president of the Jewish Agency from 1935 onwards (one of the political organs in charge of the administration of the Yishuv), he also became the head of the Haganah armed forces, as it was under the control of the Jewish Agency.

			It was he who refused the partition plans offered by the UN in 1947 and 1948, and he was responsible for the declaration of independence of the Hebrew state that same year. As Minister of Defense, he also led the Israel Defense Forces (Tsahal) which he created in 1984 from various armed groups. Supporting the soldiers’ combativeness, he closely followed the military operations of the Israeli forces. This undisputed leader of the Jewish camp was behind all the important political and military decisions made by the Israeli state during the war.

			In 1963, he retired from political life and died in Tel-Aviv in November 1973.

			Abdallah I, King of Jordan
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			Portrait of Abdallah I, King of Jordan. 

			Abdallah bin al-Hussein or Abdallah I of Jordan was born in Mecca in 1882. He became emir then King of Transjordan from 1921 to 1949, then King of Jordan from 1949 to 1951, when he was finally assassinated in Jerusalem by the Palestinian nationalists. He was the son of Hussein ibn Ali (1916-1924), Sharif of Mecca, King of Hejaz (region located west of Saudi Arabia) and was one of the promoters of the Arab revolt of 1916 against the Turks. Abdallah I was at the head of Transjordan when it was under British mandate, and, despite the proclamation of its independence, Britain remained their only ally in the Middle-East during the Palestine War.

			Before the beginning of the war in 1948, he received the honorary title of Supreme Commander of the Arab Liberation Army. The role he played during the Palestine War was significant: he was the leader of the most important army on the Arab side, the Arab Legion. His troops were on every front, even though they focused mainly on Cisjordan and Jerusalem. Aside from his military importance, Abdallah I had great political and diplomatic influence. His ambition was to create a great Arab state, the ‘Greater Syria’, which would include Transjordan, Palestine, Syria and Lebanon, and thanks to his well-trained armies, he had the means to make this dream come true.

			His intentions regarding the Jewish states, however, were ambiguous: he claimed to oppose the creation of a Jewish state, but was mainly looking to prevent the creation of a Palestinian state, in order to acquire the territories himself. He wanted to annex Cisjordan, in accordance with a secret agreement concluded with the Israeli Minister of Foreign Affairs, Golda Meir (1898-1978). Indeed, this agreement stated that the Arab Legion would not fight Israel further than Cisjordan, once the territory had been captured. This region was claimed by Transjordan because there were nearly 70% of Palestinian people living there: Abdallah I wanted to add it to his country under the pretext that they were one same people. However, his territorial ambitions generated mistrust and dissensions inside the Arab camp, namely on the part of Syria and Egypt. 

			Because of his territorial ambitions, his military importance and his ambiguous attitude resulting from secret agreements, King Abdallah I was one of the most important figures on the Arabic side during the Palestine War.
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