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 The most fundamental right of Israel rests on its long ancient history – from the time of 

the first settling of the land by the Twelve Tribes, around 1200 BCE, to the destruction of the 

Second Temple of Jerusalem in 70 CE.  This quasi-uninterrupted period of national Jewish 

presence in the Land of Israel – including long periods of sovereignty – was followed by over 

eighteen centuries of dispersion until the emergence of the political movement of modern 

Jewish nationalism, known as Zionism. 

 

 

 Zionism was effectively born when Theodor Herzl published Der Judenstaat, following 

his witnessing of the show-trial of Captain Alfred Dreyfus in Paris.  Herzl realized that the 

“emancipation” of Jews in Europe, promised by the liberal ideas of the French Revolution, did 

not erase the deeply rooted anti-Semitism in European society.  

 

 

 At the First Zionist Congress – held in Basel, Switzerland, on August 28, 1897 – Herzl, 

acting as president, and his associates formulated the program leading to the rebirth of a Jewish 

state in Palestine.  The region known as Palestine was then part of the Ottoman Empire, 

which explains why Herzl refrained from referring openly to a “Jewish state.”  At the beginning 

of World War One in 1914, the Ottoman Empire – which allied itself with Germany – was 

reduced to its Middle East possessions, including Palestine. 
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 During World War One, intense diplomatic activity was deployed between the British, the 

French, the Russians, the Arabs of the Hedjaz and the Jewish Zionists.  Many agreements – 

secret and not so secret – were signed.  The Balfour Declaration openly expressed the intent 

of Britain to establish a “national home for the Jewish people in Palestine.”  This declaration 

was addressed to the Zionist Federation through Lord Lionel Rothschild. 

 

 

 Ten months before the end of WWI, U.S. President Woodrow Wilson made a landmark 

speech in Congress, known as the Fourteen Points, in which he advocated the creation of a 

“general association of nations”; he opposed secret treaties and he stressed the importance of 

the self-determination of peoples.  Although many of President Wilson’s ideas were not included 

in the Treaty of Versailles – which the U.S. President did not ratify – Wilson certainly succeeded 

in the creation of the League of Nations, the adoption of its Covenant, and the outlawing of 

secret treaties. 

 

 

 At the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, the first item on the agenda was the creation of 

the League of Nations.  The Covenant governing this new international institution contained, in 

particular, Article 22 which established the novel concept of Mandates:  Nations liberated in 

the recent conflict should not be colonized by the Great Powers, but should instead be assisted 

in their pursuit of sovereignty through a limited period trusteeship awarded to an economically 

advanced Mandatory power.  While treaties governing the future status of European countries 

were signed in the vicinity of Paris, the disposition of the territories formerly held by the 

Ottoman Empire in the Middle East was determined at the San Remo Peace Conference. 

 

 

 On April 25, 1920, the San Remo Resolution awarded Britain the two Mandates for 

Palestine and Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq) and France the Mandate for Syria/Lebanon.  

This Resolution incorporated the wording of the Balfour Declaration, and made Britain legally 

responsible for putting it into effect. The Resolution was adopted by the Supreme Council of the 

Principal Allied Powers – Britain, France, Japan and, Italy – which had legal power and, for the 

first time in history, Palestine became a legal entity under international law, destined to become 

exclusively the “national home of the Jewish people.” Even though the borders of Jewish 

Palestine were not clearly defined in San Remo, it was understood that the area would 

encompass both banks of the Jordan River and extend north-south “from Dan to Beersheba”, as 

in Biblical Israel. 

 

 

 The borders of Palestine were settled by the Franco-British Boundary Convention in 

late 1920.  The San Remo provisions for Palestine were included in the Treaty of Sèvres in 

August, 1920.  This Treaty, signed by representatives of the Turkish Sultan, was not ratified by 

the later Turkish government of Kemal Ataturk who signed the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923, in 

which the provisions for Palestine were not included since they were irrelevant to the final status 

of Turkey, and the Mandate for Palestine had already been officially approved. 

 

http://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/Peace_Treaty_of_S%C3%A8vres
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 During the two years that separated the San Remo Conference from the final approval of the 

Mandate for Palestine in July, 1922, a number of draft Mandates were exchanged between 

the Zionist Organization and the British government.  But at the time the Mandate was 

submitted to the Council of the League for confirmation, Jewish Palestine was reduced to the 

western part of the Jordan River. The Mandate for Palestine was eventually approved by the 52 

members of the League of Nations. 

 

 

 Starting in 1922, several events contributed to blur or dilute the territorial rights of the 

Jewish people in Palestine:  The British transferred the Golan Heights to French Mandated 

Syria. A Boundary Demarcation Commission was assigned to mark the definite borders of 

Palestine but its final borders deviated from the decisions contained in the Franco-British 

Boundary Convention, to the detriment of Jewish Palestine.  And finally, the British separated 

the part of Palestine east of the Jordan River and withheld any rights of organized Jewish 

settlement there, as provided for in Article 6 of the Mandate for Palestine.  Britain delegated the 

administration of the eastern territory to Emir Abdullah of the Hedjaz, thus initiating the 

transformation of Eastern Palestine under the Mandate into a separate entity called 

Transjordan which became independent in 1946 and was later renamed the “Hashemite 

Kingdom of Jordan.” 

 

 

 The British move to carve Transjordan out of Palestine was in part due to their desire 

to appease the Arab leaders.  After the French ousted King Faisal from Damascus in 1920, his 

brother Abdullah mobilized a small army in the Hedjaz, intent to fight the French in Syria.  The 

British then stopped Abdullah mid-way, allowed him to remain in Amman, and moved Faisal to 

Baghdad where he became king of Iraq.  In September, 1922, Transjordan and the rest of 

Palestine began to be administered separately. 

 

 

 The United States was not a member of the League of Nations but the U.S. government 

wanted to safeguard the rights of the American citizens and their commercial interests in the 

region.  To that effect, the United States and Britain entered into an agreement in 1924 – the 

Anglo-American Convention – which reiterated word by word the full text of the Mandate, 

thus making the U.S. bound by the provisions of the Mandate.  This Convention is a treaty and 

should therefore be viewed as the “supreme law of the land” in the United States, as per Article 

6 of the American Constitution. 

 

 

 The documents mentioned above – the San Remo Resolution, the Mandate for Palestine, the 

Franco-British Boundary Convention, and the Anglo-American Convention – are acts of 

international law and should be central to any discussion of the Arab-Israeli conflict.  The 

provisions contained in these documents have never been revoked.  The acquired rights of 

the Jewish people in the Land of Israel are valid to this day.  Unfortunately, they are rarely, if 

ever, mentioned in the media and in academic circles.  They should not be circumvented in the 

pursuit of the ongoing peace process.  
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 There is no doubt that successive British governments starting with Lloyd George’s in 1921 

did everything in their power to blur, obstruct or violate the legal rights of the Jewish people in 

Palestine – rights they were expected to preserve and promote under their international 

obligations as the Mandatory power. 
 
 

 Beginning immediately before the San Remo Peace Conference, the sequence of events 

repeated itself with a destructive regularity: 

 

 

 Arab riots – often triggered by calls to violence from the Mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al-

Husseini, acting as the head of the Supreme Muslim Council – led to a British Commission 

of Enquiry, the recommendations of which were put into effect in a White Paper which 

redefined British policy. These successive White Papers systematically curtailed Jewish 

rights in Mandated Palestine. 
 
 

 Within twenty years of the San Remo Conference, the legitimate Jewish rights in Palestine 

were disfigured beyond recognition.  It could be argued that the British responsibility for this 
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erosion of Jewish rights bordered on the criminal, especially on the eve of World War Two and 

in the years immediately following the Holocaust. 
 
 

 Looking at this succession of White Papers, it is clear that Britain overstepped its legal 

powers in Palestine.  It acted as a sovereign whereas it had only the powers of a Mandatory, 

trustee and tutor.  These powers were originally delegated by the Principal Allied Powers to 

Britain at the San Remo Peace Conference when the Mandate for Palestine was entrusted to 

Britain, and were then set out in the Mandate Charter, subsequently confirmed by the League of 

Nations. 

 

 

 Unfortunately, the Permanent Mandates Commission, whose role was to oversee the actions 

taken by the British Mandatory, rarely reacted as it should have.  
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 With retrospect, one can only imagine how many Jews could have been saved from the 

Holocaust, had the British refrained from curtailing Jewish immigration to Palestine in such a 

violation of their Mandatory duties. 

 

 

 The five-year interim period stipulated in the MacDonald White Paper came to an end in 

1945.  During the war years, only 50,000 Jews entered Palestine, both legally and “illegally” 

(according to British rules), thus not even fulfilling the established quota of 75,000. 

 

 

 The horror and magnitude of the Holocaust began to be widely acknowledged soon after the 

end of WWII but the British were adamant in maintaining their Jewish immigration quotas, in 

spite of the large number of displaced persons in Europe with nowhere to go.  The British 

inflexibility led to a strong opposition by the Zionists.  The bombing of the King David Hotel in 

Jerusalem – the headquarters of the British military – occurred at about that time. 

 

 

 The private correspondence of Chaim Weizmann shows that the British were prepared to 

allow 100,000 Jewish immigrants to Palestine and to revoke the MacDonald White Paper, but 
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only on the strict condition that the Jews be disarmed.  Given the continuing hostility of the 

Arabs, these conditions were deemed unacceptable by the Zionists who feared the worst in the 

event of a British evacuation. 

 

 

 After WWII, the British were eager to abandon their obligations under the Mandate and to 

seek help from other powers, especially the United States. Based on the findings of the Anglo-

American Committee of Enquiry, which unanimously condemned the White Paper, U.S. 

President Truman called for an immediate immigration of 100,000 European Jews to Palestine.  

However, the newly elected Labour Party in Britain, under PM Clement Attlee, rejected the 

American proposal on the grounds that public order would be disrupted and all out fighting 

would intensify1. 

 

 

 A few months later, the Anglo-American Morrison-Grady Plan (Herbert Morrison, UK 

Deputy Prime Minister, and U.S. Ambassador Henry Grady) proposed a one-time immigration 

of 100,000 Jews and the federalization of Palestine, with two semi-autonomous regions under 

British control, and only a very small area allocated to the Jews.  Neither the Arabs nor the Jews 

accepted this plan and President Truman later reversed his decision, rejected the Morrison-

Grady Plan and called for “a viable Jewish state in an adequate area of Palestine” in spite of 

strong internal opposition from both the U.S. State Department and the Department of Defense. 

 

 

 Early in 1947, the British turned the Palestine question over to the United Nations.  By the 

end of the year, the General Assembly of the UN recommended the partition of Palestine.  

Violence escalated from November, 1947, to May, 1948, when the State of Israel was proclaimed, 

triggering immediately a combined Arab military offensive.  The War of Independence ended in 

1949.  Armistice agreements were signed with most of the belligerent Arab countries.  But the 

Arab rejection of the Jewish State of Israel persists to this day. 

 

                                                 
1
  British PM Clement Attlee also launched a secret sabotage operation in 1946, codenamed Operation 

Embarrass, aimed at disrupting, often by violent means, the movement of any ship carrying Jewish 
refugees to Palestine, as revealed recently by Keith Jeffery in his book “MI6: The History of the Secret 
Intelligence Service 1901-1949.”  The distinguished British historian Andrew Roberts wrote a summary of 
these events. 

http://www.thedailybeast.com/blogs-and-stories/2010-09-19/mi6-attacked-jewish-refugee-ships-after-wwii/full/
http://www.thedailybeast.com/blogs-and-stories/2010-09-19/mi6-attacked-jewish-refugee-ships-after-wwii/full/

