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Abstract 

This paper analyzes Spiritual Zionist opposition to the ideology proponed by the Political 

Zionists emphasizing the dichotomy between Jewish statehood and binationalism.  Before 1948, 

Zionism was divided into two opposed factions: those who wished to create a Jewish homeland 

of spiritual and cultural cultivation, and Zionists who wanted to create a Jewish state with 

political sovereignty.  Focusing on the major writings of Martin Buber and Judah Magnes, I trace 

the argument for cooperative binationalism from 1896 to 1948.   

Only through a binational state, Spiritual Zionists believed, could the Jews seek liberation 

without creating an entirely new group of displaced persons.  Thus, Spiritual Zionists called for 

the Jewish leaders of Political Zionism to recognize the dire importance of the Arab Question.  It 

was the Political Zionist leaders’ neglect of this question that proved to be the cornerstone of 

most of the critique by the internal critics.  Failing to institute policies of cooperation and 

binationalism, the Political Zionists isolated the Arabs until war was inevitable.  It is ultimately 

because of the Political Zionists’ failure to solve the Arab Question that Israel went from being a 

Jewish homeland to a militarized state.   
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Introduction 

On May 15, 1948, David Ben-Gurion declared Israel to be an independent and sovereign 

state.  The declaration was quickly affirmed by the United Nations with the United States leading 

the charge.  Finally, after nearly 2000 years in exile and fifty years of Zionist struggle, the Jews 

had officially “returned” to their homeland.  It was a great victory for political Zionists but it was 

an utter catastrophe for the Arabs living in Palestine.  The Zionists, having long refused to 

address the Arab Question, seized the land with little regard for the Arab inhabitants, their claim 

or their rights.  The declaration served only to confirm what the Palestinians had long feared: the 

Jews were there to stay and they had every intention of ruling over the Arabs or forcefully 

transferring them from the state.  The Palestinians, devastated and humiliated, were now the 

persons forced into exile, the oppressed Jews had now become the oppressors.   

However, it was not only the Palestinian Arabs who looked upon the formation of a 

sovereign Israel and a partition of the land of Palestine as a disaster.  Jews more aptly called 

Spiritual Zionists believed that the creation of a sovereign state by use of force would only lead 

to a protracted war with the Arabs.  This minority group had served as a critical voice from 

within Palestine and the Jewish community since the Basle Program was instituted at the First 

Zionist Congress in 1897.  The Basle Program called for the establishment of a home for the 

Jewish people in Palestine secured under public law.  Specifically, the Program called for the 

colonization of Palestine, a binding together of world Jewry with appropriate institutions, a 

strengthening of Jewish national sentiment, and preparatory steps to obtain government consent 

of Zionist aims (Weizmann 250).  After this First Zionist Congress, Political Zionism, propelled 

by Theodor Herzl, quickly became popular as Jews, tired of anti-Semitism, began to hope that 

the creation of a Jewish state could provide them with liberation.  However, the Spiritual Zionists 
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argued against such a notion and maintained that the creation of a Jewish state would only serve 

to entrench Jews in a battle of claims with the indigenous Arabs.   

Spiritual Zionists called for neither a Jewish state nor an Arab state, but rather a 

binational state, where the two nations would be afforded absolute equality.  Spiritual Zionists 

believed that Jewish settlement in Palestine should be promoted but with the intent of creating a 

cultural center for the Jews as opposed to a Jewish state.  Thus, it is the issue of statehood that 

clearly emphasizes the distinctions between Political Zionists and Spiritual Zionists.  As Martin 

Buber described it, within Zionism there were two basic tendencies that opposed one another: 

one tendency defined national rebirth to mean the return and restoration of true Israel through the 

spirit and culture of the Jews, while the other tendency defined national rebirth to mean the 

foundation of a sovereign state with full normalization (Buber 221).  Zionism was divided into 

two opposed factions: those who wished to create a Jewish homeland of spiritual and cultural 

cultivation, and Zionists who wanted to create a Jewish state with political sovereignty.   

Only through a binational state, Spiritual Zionists believed, could the Jews seek liberation 

without creating an entirely new group of displaced persons.  Thus, Spiritual Zionists such as 

Ahad Haam, Martin Buber, and Judah Magnes called for the Jewish leaders of Political Zionism 

to recognize the dire importance of the Arab Question.  These internal critics believed that 

Zionism could prove to be successful but only through cooperation with the Arabs.  They 

maintained that how the Jews handled the Arab Question would ultimately define what type of 

state Palestine would become.   

Ultimately, it was the Political Zionist leaders’ neglect of this question that proved to be 

the cornerstone of most of the critiques by the internal critics.  As Judah Magnes would later 

conclude, it was “the failure to make Arab-Jewish understanding and cooperation a major policy 
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objective [that] was Zionism’s ‘great sin of omission’” (Mayer 36).  Thus, for the Jewish internal 

critics, May 15, 1948 was a day of great tragedy, a day when all hope for Arab and Jewish 

reconciliation and a binational state was shattered, and a day that ushered in an era of Jewish 

militarism and Arab hostility. 

 Buber and Magnes maintained that by refusing to compromise on immigration policy, 

stressing the need for a Jewish majority, failing to recognize the Palestinians as a nation of 

people, emphasizing the superior claim of Jewish nationalism, not developing a cooperative 

economic policy, and having a preoccupation with the British the Political Zionist leadership all 

but ensured Arab opposition and hostility.  Failing to institute policies of cooperation and 

binationalism, the Political Zionists isolated the Arabs until war was inevitable.  The Jews 

became the very oppressors they themselves were so ardently fleeing.  Following the 1948 war, 

the Jewish State of Israel was established by force, and since its foundation force has played an 

integral role in Israeli policy.  It is ultimately because of the Political Zionists’ failure to solve 

the Arab Question that Israel went from being a Jewish homeland to a militarized state.  

Continuing the policies of Arab repression that started before statehood, Israel became a state 

where defense went from a necessary injustice to a complete ideology.  And though the Spiritual 

Zionists attempted to persuade the leadership of the necessity for Arab cooperation as a means to 

facilitate peace, Political Zionists refused to heed their advice.  Thus, Political Zionism’s greatest 

mistakes stemmed from not dealing with the Arab Question and this oversight has facilitated one 

of the world’s most protracted conflicts.   
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Zionism: Political and Spiritual 

 The origins of Zionism can be traced back to the late nineteenth century.  Officially, the 

Political Zionist movement began with the publication of Theodor Herzl’s The Jewish State.  

This pamphlet was not the first time that a Jew called for a nation-state to be formed as a 

homeland for the Jews, but when Herzl proposed the idea in 1896, the movement, rooted in the 

concepts of emancipation and nationalism, was able to flourish as Jews began to react to 

prevailing anti-Semitism sentiment.  In many European countries where Jews were granted equal 

civil status for the first time, Jews thought they were finally being granted freedom and equality.  

It was their hope that such emancipation would put an end to discrimination and persecution.  

However, it soon became clear to many Jews, Herzl among them, that emancipation only led to 

assimilation and was thus a form of anti-Semitism in and of itself.  As Hannah Arendt explains 

it, “emancipation, while pretending to give the Jews equality, in fact makes the Jews stand out 

more visibly, as [different] from the rest” (Rose 112).  Emancipation thus only served to isolate 

the Jews further as they became the subject of a special set of laws and continued to face the 

restrictions of anti-Semitism.   Furthermore, emancipation caused Jews to regard themselves to 

be no more than a religious community.  The price for emancipation was “the abandonment of 

any definitive Jewish communal life and aspirations that went beyond religious contexts” 

(Overberg 32).  Assimilation was thus a process whereby the Jews succumbed to the anti-Semitic 

pressures of society.  For Herzl, assimilation would be the ultimate tragedy of Judaism as it 

would lead to a loss of solidarity (Herzl 129) causing the Jew to cease to be a Jew.  Thus, Herzl 

feared that assimilation would lead to a loss of Jewish history.  It soon became clear to Herzl that 

for those Jews unwilling to assimilate, an independent state was the lone answer.  The only way 

to prevent assimilation was mass emigration to a singular area to be the homeland for the Jewish 
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nation (Palestine, while mentioned, was not the only land area suggested for emigration; others 

included Uganda and Argentina).   

Herzl grounded his call for Jewish statehood and mass emigration in the newly developed 

concept of a Jewish nation of people and Jewish nationalism.  In many ways, the Jewish 

nationalism that developed and became the rallying voice behind the call for a Jewish state was 

directly influenced by the nationalistic fervor that was prevalent in most European countries.  It 

was in response to European chauvinist nationalism that Herzl rallied to declare the Jews to be 

their own nation as the Jews are “a historical group with recognizable features that stamp us as 

belonging together” (Herzl 145).  His concepts of statehood and nationhood came to be based on 

the European notions of superiority and singularity.  Since Herzl’s nationalism was in response 

to the nationalism that developed in each European country, Jewish nationalism also carried with 

it its own chauvinist qualities.  Jewish nationalism became rooted in racial qualities and a racial 

basis for the nation, a feeling of racial superiority, and a need for expansion (Kayyali 98).  As 

will be shown later with regard to the Arab Question, Jewish nationalism became a form of 

“racial, exclusive nationalism” (Rose 83).  Jacqueline Rose very pointedly remarks in The 

Question of Zion that “Israel inscribes at its heart the very version of nationhood from which the 

Jewish people had had to flee” (83).  Thus, Jewish nationalism developed as a direct result of 

chauvinistic European nationalism rooted in the idea that Jews constituted an exclusive nation 

and were entitled to an independent state from which they could expand.  Herzl now armed with 

a Jewish national plea for a state, began mobilizing support for the endeavor.   

 Anti-Semitism proved to be a key feature of Herzl’s mobilization effort.  Herzl himself 

was greatly influenced by the Dreyfus case of 1894 which emphasized not only the injustices of 

anti-Semitism but also the deep rooted chauvinistic qualities of European nationalism.  The 
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unjust conviction of Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a French Jew, for treason had a profound effect on 

Herzl and served as a contributing factor in his decision to write The Jewish State.  For Herzl, the 

case proved that Jews would never be free from anti-Semitism even if they assimilated.  Thus, 

Herzl rallied against anti-Semitism and attempted to use the anguish caused by anti-Semitism as 

a means to mobilize the masses.  For example, Herzl used the dire circumstances of the anti-

Semitic pogroms in Russia that began in 1881 as a means to rally the Jews of Russia.  For Herzl, 

the Russian pogroms served as the ultimate proof that the Jewish nation would never be treated 

as equal until they had their own state.  And such an appeal to the Russian Jews was mostly 

successful as the first waves of immigration from 1896-1923 to Palestine were composed 

primarily of Russian Jews.  Herzl also recognized that without the hostility of European anti-

Semitism, mobilizing the support of the masses would have been infinitely more difficult.  Herzl 

maintained that a certain level of anti-Semitism was a good thing as it kept the Jewish people 

together as a people and kept the Jewish communities uncomfortable enough to emigrate and 

create a new state (Overberg 63).  Thus, while acting as the ultimate champion against anti-

Semitism, Herzl was also quick to exploit the suffering it caused.  For Herzl, emphasizing the 

unjust consequences of European anti-Semitism proved to be an ideal method to rally support for 

the creation of a Jewish state.   

Herzl also appealed to the anti-Semites themselves to support his cause.  Herzl 

maintained that the anti-Semites would rally around the establishment of a Jewish state, claiming 

in The Jewish State that “Christians wanting to get rid of the Jews would participate” (Herzl 173) 

in the endeavor.  By contributing monetarily, those eager to see an end to the Jewish question 

would be able contribute to the resettlement of the Jews and thus free themselves of the Jewish 

burden.  Thus, anti-Semitism served a twofold purpose in Herzl’s plan to establish a Jewish state.   
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 Herzl also recognized that as the Jews began to immigrate to their new homeland, they 

would at first need an imperial power to protect them from conflicting interests in the region.  

Within the pamphlet, Herzl made the case for settlement in either Argentina or Palestine.  

However, Herzl felt that Palestine in particular represented an ideal choice and argued that 

Jewish settlement in the region would benefit British interests because it would represent a 

barrier against Asia, “serve as an outpost of civilization against barbarism, remain a neutral state 

allied to Europe, and guard the holy places” (Herzl 149).  He thus appealed to the British, 

offering the Jewish homeland to serve as a foothold in the region and as a buffer to stop other 

expanding empires like that in Egypt.  The Jews would in effect be “erecting a human barrier, a 

colonial Jewish settler-state, in Palestine to serve imperial interest” (Kayyali 100).  Such 

methods of persuasion proved fruitful as Herzl was successfully able to appeal to Western 

attitudes regarding imperialism in order to secure British support for Jewish immigration and the 

establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. 

 When The Jewish State appeared in 1896 with its call for Jews to denounce assimilation, 

embrace Jewish nationalism, and stand up to anti-Semitism, immediate reaction was tepid at 

best.  The intellectual Jewish reaction was split across the board: assimilated Jews were worried 

it could weaken their positions while others felt Herzl was naïve to think he could create a 

Jewish state.  Nevertheless, despite the disappointing reaction of the intellectual Jewish 

community, the pamphlet soon began to sell at a record pace among the Jewish masses and the 

concept of a Jewish state became an important topic of international debate.  As Robert Wistrich 

points out, “Der Judenstaat [The Jewish State] placed Zionism on the map of international 

politics” (Overberg 118-9).  For the first time Jewish history and the Jewish claim for a national 

homeland were being taken seriously   The Zionist movement was quickly given a voice when 
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the Jewish group Kadimah convened a general Zionist Congress in late 1897 at Basle, 

Switzerland.   At the congress, the World Zionist Organization was established and for the first 

time, the general principles and goals of Political Zionism were developed. 

Rallying Jews around the concept of nationalism, Herzl founded a movement that gained 

international prominence.  Of course, with Political Zionism now gaining international attention, 

debates over ideology immediately erupted that countered such political concepts as nationalism 

and racial superiority.  Zionists quickly became divided over key ideological differences: 

Political Zionists who called for a Jewish state grounded in a Jewish nationalism of racial 

superiority and singularity, and Spiritual Zionists who called for a Jewish homeland in a 

binational state rooted in the concepts of equality and cooperation.  Ultimately, the defining issue 

that would create the most dramatic cleavage among the Zionist factions was the Arab Question.   

Ahad Haam began calling for Jews to follow a spiritual Zionist path in the late nineteenth 

century.  Spiritual Zionism developed almost in unison with Herzl’s Political Zionism and 

provided an alternative for those who feared the consequences of the establishment of a 

sovereign state in Palestine.  Within this school of thought, the primary aim of the Jews was to 

overcome anti-Semitism and threats to Jewish survival by establishing a “spiritual center” within 

Palestine.  The “spiritual center” would then serve as a national center, unifying people and 

preserving historical continuity (Don-Yehiya 267).  Such a spiritual center would allow a rebirth 

of the Jewish nation by way of cultural autonomy rather than by statehood (Mayer 105).  

Spiritual Zionists did support Jewish immigration to Palestine and the call for a Jewish 

homeland, but only “insofar as it served the goal of preserving and enhancing the national 

uniqueness and solidarity of the Jewish people” (Don-Yehiya 268).  Spiritual Zionists thus 

wanted to preserve the cultural uniqueness of the Jewish people but they did not however adhere 
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to the notion of racial or cultural superiority over the Arabs.  Instead they called for cultural 

understanding, cooperation, and absolute equality.  They were thus adamantly opposed to the 

creation of a Jewish state.   

 The Arab Question only served to further the divide between the two opposing Zionisms.  

Ahad Haam was immediately cautious when it came to the Palestinian Arabs.  Haam was one of 

the first people to speak out against the notion that Palestine was an uninhabited land.  In a diary 

entry made in May 1891, Haam recognized that it was hard to find “tillable land that [was] not 

already tilled,” and he realistically concluded that if “the time comes when the life of our people 

in Eretz Israel develops to the point of encroaching upon the native population, they will not 

easily yield” (Haam 33).  It was thus his fear that Political Zionists would respond to the Arab 

population with force and with policies that would serve only to exacerbate the inevitable tension 

that was arise between the two national groups.  Haam warned that the persecuted past of the 

Jews, coupled with their form of European nationalism grounded in the ideals of supremacy, 

would predispose the Zionist leaders to act as colonial masters (Mayer 6).  And if there was one 

thing that Spiritual Zionism wanted to prevent, it was the establishment of a militarized state that 

oppressively ruled over the Palestinian Arabs. 

 Instead, the Spiritual Zionists envisioned a binational state created in Palestine rooted in 

cooperation and equality.  Such a binational state would serve as a place “where all together will 

create an international enclave, an interreligious and interracial home” (Magnes 285).   Spiritual 

Zionists hoped that through cooperation, the Arabs and Jews could establish a state with 

effective power sharing methods.  Spiritual Zionism thus called for a peaceful resolution to the 

Arab Question.  Recognizing the complexities of the Arab problem early on, Spiritual Zionists 

called for cooperation and equality both politically and economically. It was their hope that such 
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cooperation could create a peaceful and cooperative relationship with the people whom they 

wished to share their homeland with.  And it was their fear that Zionism would end in 

catastrophe should the Jews and Arabs not find common ground.   

For many internal critics, Spiritual Zionism proved to be a much needed alternative to 

Political Zionism, but their ideology was shared by few.  Spiritual Zionists proposed an 

intellectual argument that found little support among the masses.  Likewise, most of the leaders 

of the Zionist movement were Political Zionists and thus were more concerned with the founding 

of a sovereign state than with the Arab Question.  Arthur Ruppin would later lament the fact that 

only a few could see the “complexity of the Arab Question and foresee the awakening of the 

Arab World” (Mayer 12).  Thus, Spiritual Zionists provided a voice of opposition and caution to 

the Political Zionists that was, unfortunately, largely overlooked. 

 Political Zionists, in marked contrast, believed that only through the establishment of a 

sovereign Jewish state, could the Jewish people achieve deliverance from a history of suffering.  

The main goal of Political Zionism was political sovereignty.  According to Political Zionists, 

the establishment of a state was necessary “to rescue Jews from hatred and persecution they 

suffered in the Diaspora” (Don-Yehiya 268) and to solve the Jewish problem completely.  By 

creating a state, the Jews would be able to eradicate all sources of anti-Semitism as well as create 

a normalization of Jewish national existence.  Such normalization would create a Jewish state 

that would be recognized and equal among the states of the international world.   

For Political Zionists, the Arab Question was something they refused to address publicly.  

The Palestinian Arabs were the main obstacle to Israeli statehood, and thus the Political Zionists 

strove to isolate the Arabs by denying their claims, their national movement, and by facilitating 

massive propaganda campaigns meant to convince the Jewish masses that Palestine was “A land 
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without a people for a people without a land.”  Political Zionists believed that the Jewish interest 

was more important than the concerns of the Arabs.  Thus, they failed to find validity in the 

Spiritual Zionist claims that a binational state would prove beneficial to the Jewish cause.  Most 

Zionist leaders concluded that Zionist politics must serve the Jewish people first and thus they 

could not allow the moral dilemmas of the Arab Question to affect the fundamental political 

priorities of the movement (Buber 7).  Thus, Political Zionists attempted to minimize the Arab 

issue.  

Such minimalization of the Arab Question could be seen at the founding of Political 

Zionism from Herzl.  Herzl rarely referred to the Palestinian Arabs in his diary, books, or 

speeches.  And when the Arabs were mentioned, it was usually in reference to a population 

transfer or if Herzl wished to use them for some exploitive purpose.  One of the few instances 

where Arabs are mentioned is in a diary entry dated June 1895.  Here, Herzl describes his plan 

for the Arabs:  

“We shall try to spirit the penniless population across the border by procuring employment for it 
in transit countries, while denying it any employment in our own country…If we move into a 
region where there are wild animals to which the Jews are not accustomed-big snakes, etc- I shall 
use the natives, prior to giving them employment in the transit countries, for the extermination of 
these animals” (Overberg 92). 
 

There is no hesitation on the part of Herzl in declaring that the Palestinian Arabs will be driven 

out of their homeland or used for exploitative purposes before such transfer.  This is perhaps one 

of the more extreme references to the Arab Question, but the example does serve to show how 

the founder of Political Zionism looked upon the Arabs as nothing more than uncivilized beggars 

that could easily be transferred.  It was believed by Political Zionists that Jewish labor was 

superior to that of the Arabs.  Thus, they had to facilitate methods of transfer whereby Arab 

laborers would be forced to leave the state which would allow the true Jewish owners to cultivate 
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the land.  Such attitudes were prevalent in the foundation of Political Zionism and would only be 

heightened over the fifty years it took Political Zionists to finally attain their sovereign state.   

For Spiritual Zionists, the creation of a sovereign state was completely against the goals 

of spiritual realization of the Jews and the very principals of Judaism.  With a sovereign Jewish 

state, the Jews would have to “apply its best forces to military activity instead of applying them 

to social and cultural enterprises” (Buber 222).  The Jewish rebirth that Spiritual Zionists were 

calling for would in effect be relegated to a secondary position, as matters of defense of the 

newly formed state would be given priority.  Martin Buber in particular condemned the notion 

that the Jews needed to develop a Jewish state that was a normal nation.  According to Buber 

normalization was the ultimate form of national assimilation (Buber 222).  Where individual 

assimilation would only hurt the individual and deprive the individual of a Jewish identity, 

national assimilation would erode the nucleus of the Jewish nation and cause the Jews as a whole 

to lose Jewish identity as they pursue goals counter to those of Zionism.  One of the tenets of 

Spiritual Zionism was “preserving and enhancing the national uniqueness” of the Jewish people, 

and a process of normalization would lead to the exact opposite.   

Additionally, starting with the founding of Political Zionism, the two Zionist factions 

were unable to agree on what a Jewish “historic” right meant.  It is important to note how each 

side defined Jewish claim to Palestine as such a claim would directly influence their given 

policies towards the Palestinian Arabs.  With the Basle Program adopted, Political Zionism had 

officially been given an international voice.  It thus became necessary for the Political Zionists to 

justify to the international world and their fellow Jews their claim to the Holy Land.  Zionism 

was founded upon the concept of “historic right;” the Jews have a historic right to return to the 

land they occupied nearly 2000 years ago.  Chaim Weizmann, a leading Political Zionist, 
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explained that although their Jewish ancestors lost physical hold of Palestine long ago, they did 

not relinquish their claims to Palestine.  These exiled Jews instead created a moral and 

intellectual Palestine until such time as they could set up a political Palestine once again 

(Weizmann 12).  This understanding would thus justify the claim that the Jews were not 

“coming” to Palestine, they were “returning” to it as the natural leaders.  Michael Deshe 

contends that the root of the conflict between the two national groups stems from the fact that the 

Arabs made a terrible error in that they failed to understand  

“that the original people of this land, its legal owners have now returned, and that no temporary 
inhabitant, even if he lives there for 1000 years can claim superseding rights…the land of Israel, 
which was never Arab land, must return to the legal owners of the land” (Chomsky 253).  
 

 It would only be when the Arabs were made to understand this historical fact that the two sides 

would be able to reach a settlement.  Thus, the Jews were justified in immigrating to Palestine 

because they never renounced their claim 2000 years ago.   

In addition to the concept of historical right, David Ben-Gurion, a leading Political 

Zionist, in particular stresses religion as a means to justify his call for Israeli statehood.  Though 

Ben-Gurion and most Political Zionists were known secularists and did not call for a state 

grounded in Judaism, they still resorted to biblical history as a means to justify their claims.  It is 

important to note that Zionism’s founding father Theodor Herzl wanted to establish a secular 

state for he feared the external and internal difficulties that religion always conjured up (Herzl 

196).  He thus wanted to create a state that would not be Jewish but would have a Jewish 

population.  Nevertheless, as the years progressed, messianic claims to statehood became more 

and more prevalent especially from David Ben-Gurion.  For Ben-Gurion, the Bible serves as the 

Jewish mandate as the Bible “endowed the Jews with a self-appointed mission as thinkers, 

questioners, and formulators” (Ben-Gurion 127).  It was the Bible that kept Judaism alive for 

nearly 2000 years, which holds the original claim of the Israelis to the land.  Ben-Gurion makes 
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no denials that Israel is very messianic and that the Jews have a mission in Palestine.  For Jews 

who believe in this messianic justification for claiming Israel, restoration of sovereignty is 

completely tied to the concept of redemption.  Thus, Ben-Gurion grounds his justification for the 

actions of Political Zionism in messianic terms.  

Of course, many internal critics questioned Political Zionism right from the start because 

of such “historical” and religious justifications.  The “historic” right that Political Zionists so 

ardently clung to was extremely difficult for Spiritual Zionists to justify.  History is ultimately 

about different peoples claiming ownership over land and then losing such ownership over time 

to other peoples.  To make such a historic claim, the Political Zionists were in effect disregarding 

all history and ownership of Palestine for the previous 2000 years.  This justification was 

extremely disconcerting to the Spiritual Zionists who feared that such claims rooted in this 

narrow definition of “historic” right could only lead to Arab conflict.  To completely disregard 

Arab claim to the land, the Political Zionists were in effect denying the history of the Palestinian 

Arabs.  Thus, Political Zionism’s “historic” claim to Palestine would serve as a harbinger of 

Israeli policy toward Arabs, a policy rooted in oversight, disregard, and contempt for the 

Palestinian Arabs.   

It is Judah Magnes who provided an alternative interpretation to the concept of historic 

right in a letter he wrote in May 1920.  As he understood historic right, it meant “equal 

opportunities for Jews, Arabs, Syrians, Moslems, Christians to live their lives freely and in 

proportion to their labor of hand and brain” (Magnes 187).  For Magnes, historic right simply 

meant equality, which can be more accurately described as a fundamental human right.  It is a 

historic and fundamental right of all men to live in equality.  It was Magnes’ fear that the 

alternative claim to historic right that emphasized superiority of Jewish claim and ownership to 
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the land, would ultimately lead to political primacy of the Jews rather than equality and he was 

certain such primacy would lead to resentment and conflict (Magnes 188).  Thus, for Magnes, 

the Jews did have a historic right, a right to be treated equally and to work the land equally 

among the Palestinian Arabs.   

Nevertheless the opposition voiced by the Spiritual Zionists directly following the First 

Zionist Congress was largely dismissed as Political Zionism quickly flourished among the 

masses and gave rise to an additional form of Zionism: Revisionism.  Revisionism arose in the 

1920’s partly in response to the creation of Brit Shalom (Covenant of Peace), a Spiritual Zionist 

group founded by Arthur Ruppin and Martin Buber and supported by many Jews such as Albert 

Einstein that called for Jewish-Arab cooperation and binationalism.  The movement, founded by 

Valdimir Jabotinsky, supported a more maximalist view of Political Zionism rooted in ultra-

messianic nationalism which called for a Jewish state to be established in all of historic Palestine.  

Jabotinsky expanded upon the demands of the Political Zionists and led the charge in calling for 

a revision of the geographic terms of the British Mandate: “Zionism could settle for nothing less 

than a Jewish state and majority on both sides of the river” (Mayer 125).  Revisionists were thus 

calling for a sovereign Jewish state to be established which included the British Mandate area as 

well as that area designated as Transjordan after World War I.  Revisionists were willing to 

accomplish such a goal by any many means necessary.  Rejecting the validity of the Arab 

Question, Revisionist Zionists considered the orient “an inferior and wanton civilization” (Mayer 

124) and felt that Palestinians would not accept Zionism “until confronted with an iron wall of 

Jewish bayonets” (Mayer 125).  Jabotinsky first and foremost called for rapid immigration from 

Eastern Europe and a double buildup of the military.  Revisionist Zionism was founded on the 

belief that the only way to compel the Arabs to accede to a sovereign Jewish state, was through 
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force of arms.  According to this ideology, Arabs could and would only understand force.  This 

reliance on force would greatly influence the policies of Political Zionists, as Political Zionist 

leaders such as David Ben-Gurion slowly began to adopt a similar attitude to the use of force as 

called for by the Revisionists.  

The Revisionist Zionist ideology left the Spiritual Zionists aghast.  For Spiritual Zionists, 

the movement stood for everything they were against as the movement took the negative aspects 

of Political Zionism and heightened them.  The ideology lacked any mention of peace, mutual 

tolerance, or reconciliation.  Martin Buber looked upon Revisionism with disgust and was not 

afraid to label Jabotinsky and his followers (many of whom actively participated in terrorist 

activity against the Palestinian Arabs and later the British) “fascists” (Buber 78).  Even Chaim 

Weizmann, who was to become the first president of Israel in 1948 and who was considered to 

be a Political Zionist, denounced Jabotinsky and Revisionist Zionism.  He was quoted in a letter 

in 1931 as describing Jabotinsky as “a danger not only for Zionists but Jewry altogether” 

(Weizmann 162).  For Spiritual Zionists, Revisionism could only lead Jews on a very dangerous 

messianic path that was guaranteed to lead to force by its very creed.   

 Thus, there were three competing factions of Zionism that quickly developed following 

the First Zionist Congress in 1897.  Spiritual Zionism was obviously the most pacific, yet it was 

also primarily an intellectual movement and thus lacked popular support.  Ultimately, most 

people gravitated to the ideas expressed in Political Zionism and later to Revisionist Zionism.  

Most of the leaders of the Zionist movement that came to found Israel were Political Zionists, 

and thus the policies instituted in Palestine from 1896-1948, were grounded in the ideology of 

Political Zionism.  The dominance of Political Zionism did not however prevent the internal 

critics from championing Spiritual Zionist ideals in the hope that the Political Zionists would 
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heed their advice.  Following the foundation of Political Zionism in 1897, Spiritual Zionists 

actively sought to facilitate Jewish and Arab understanding and cooperation as the Arab 

Question became the most divisive issue between the two factions.  And though most of their 

advice and warnings fell on deaf ears, the internal critics’ analyses of Political Zionist concepts 

and policies provide a useful source in understanding what the Zionist leaders did wrong with 

regard to Arab Question. 

 

The Arab Question 

With Political Zionism the dominant ideology of the leaders and the masses, the main 

goal of the leaders was the establishment of a sovereign Jewish state either in all of Palestine or 

in a partitioned portion of land.  The following analysis focuses primarily on how the Political 

Zionists mishandled the Arab Question from 1896 to 1948.  Both Political and Spiritual Zionist 

responses to the Arab Question were shaped by the different events of the time from World War 

I to the first Arab Intifada in 1929 to the Arab Revolt of 1936 to World War II and culminating 

with the foundation of a Jewish state in 1948. 

The main goal of Political Zionism was to offset the Arab demographic superiority by 

creating a Jewish majority as quickly as possible.  The Zionists aimed to present the Arabs and 

the British with a fait accompli “of a Jewish majority entrenched in a prosperous economy and 

vibrant social structure” (Buber 10).  By creating a prosperous Jewish majority, the British and 

more importantly the Arabs would be forced to accept the situation.  Through this policy, the 

Arab Question need not be directly solved, as it would be solved once the Jewish majority was 

achieved.  As Abba Eban points out “mass immigration demanded a quantitative rather than a 

qualitative approach to the solution of social problems” (Weizmann 181).  Thus, mass 
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immigration became the accepted norm among Political Zionists to solve the Arab problem as 

opposed to adopting methods of Arab-Jewish cooperation.   

 With immigration serving as the most important policy of Political Zionism, it soon 

became “in many ways the crux of the [Arab] problem and it is on this issue that agreement will 

be most difficult” (Magnes 293).  David Ben-Gurion, for example, was unyielding in his belief 

that Jewish immigration must not be sacrificed for peace.  He believed that the problem of 

Palestine was exclusively the problem of Jewish immigration and maintained that “It is vitally 

important politically as well as morally that our position on this crucial question should be made 

unequivocal.  Jewish immigration to Palestine needs no consent.  We are returning as of right” 

(Buber 152).  Such a claim was tied to Jewish nationalism and the belief that Jews had the 

ultimate claim to Palestine.  Thus, Ben-Gurion called for an ingathering of exiles.  Such a 

concept was rich in religious connotation, as an ingathering of exiles to Israel was prophesied in 

the Bible as a sign of the coming of the Messiah (Rose 49).  Jews were called upon to return to 

the Holy Land in order fulfill their religious destiny and reclaim that which was always theirs.   

 This need to obtain a Jewish majority was the driving force of the Zionist immigration 

plan.  Creating a Jewish majority was the only way to ensure the safety, equality, and self 

determination of the Jews.  Even Martin Buber stressed that “Just as we do not want our 

neighbors to determine our fate, we do not want to be in the position of determining theirs” 

(Buber 166).  However, Buber was also quick to recognize that simply demanding a Jewish 

majority was not the correct policy that the Political Zionists should follow.  Should the Political 

Zionists simply demand a majority and demand the Arabs to recognize the sole right of a Jewish 

majority by allowing unrestricted immigration, it would inevitably lead to conflict.  Instead, he 

called for agreements to be made with the Palestinian Arabs over immigration issuesm, and as 
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such agreements were being made, Jews would spend their time dispelling Arab fears that a 

Jewish majority would control their fate (Buber 168).  Such agreements would eventually lead to 

an understanding where a binational state could then be created.  It would not matter if the 

Palestinian Arabs became the minority because their equal rights would be protected within the 

binational state in a manner of cooperation and power sharing.  Ideas such as cooperation and 

compromise were quickly discounted, however, as Political Zionists began mass immigration 

programs with the sole purpose of creating a Jewish majority as a means to secure a sovereign 

state.   

 From the start of the twentieth century, the top priorities of the Political Zionist 

movement were thus Jewish immigration and settlement.  The Arab Question was for the most 

part ignored.  Instead, the Political Zionists believed that Jewish settlement would be welcomed 

by the destitute Arab Palestinians as Jewish settlers would bring new technologies to 

revolutionize the agricultural industry and help bring the stagnant Palestinian economy into the 

modern, industrial era.  Believing that the Arab Palestinians would welcome this better standard 

of living and recognize the benefits of Jewish colonization, Political Zionists began policies of 

mass Jewish immigration.  However, at no time did the Zionist leaders institute policies that 

would actually facilitate cooperative Jewish-Arab relations.  Instead of seeking policies of 

cooperation and understanding, the Zionists “ignored, minimized, or distorted its [the Palestinian 

Arab population] nature and reality” (Mayer 91).  Spiritual Zionists contested such policies 

arguing that the Political Zionists relied too heavily on the notion that the Arab Palestinians 

would come to appreciate Jewish settlement and thus not protest as their land was being taken 

over.  And during instances when Arab opposition was expressed, Political Zionists simply 

ignored or dismissed their protests.    Echoing Ahad Haam, it was naïve to think that the 
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indigenous population would simply tolerate colonization no matter the benefits.  Thus, from the 

beginning, internal critics identified this lack of priority given to the Arab Question as a major 

flaw in Political Zionism.   

Between 1896 and the end of World War I, Jewish immigration to Palestine increased 

exponentially.  The Arab leaders were of course concerned over the increase in Jewish 

immigration, but technically, Palestine was still part of the Ottoman Empire and they were not 

fearful of a possible Jewish state as of yet.  There was growing tension to be sure, but during this 

time, open Arab resistance was very small; thus, the Arab Question was able to remain on the 

backburner of Jewish concerns for the time being.  Without the pressure to address the Arab 

Question, the Political Zionists simply continued policies of immigration and settlement without 

attempting to gain the confidence of the Palestinian Arabs.  Thus, it was during these crucial 

years before World War I that the Political Zionists missed the opportunity to address the Arab 

Question when there was only a minimal level of Arab hostility to seeking agreements of 

cooperation.  Arab-Jewish cooperation facilitated from the start could have paved the way for 

peaceful immigration and settlement and perhaps the formation of a binational state.  For 

Spiritual Zionists, this time frame was perhaps the greatest missed opportunity of the Political 

Zionists.   

  Martin Buber in particular to came to look upon this era of exponential Jewish 

immigration and settlement with great disappointment.  He deplored the early Jewish settlers’ 

actions as they failed to gain Arab confidence in political and economic matters and thus created 

a perception that Jews were aliens and outsiders (Mayer 91).  Buber maintained that “Zionist 

policy not only neglected Arab-Jewish relations inside Eretz Israel, but also failed to relate the 

aims of the Jewish people to the geographic reality in which these aims would have to be 
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realized” (Mayer 37).  Likewise, in a speech given in 1907, Yitzhak Epstein expressed his 

disillusionment with how the Political Zionists were failing to acknowledge the utter importance 

of the Arab Question.   He maintained that the biggest question facing Zionism is the Jewish 

attitude toward the Arabs and so far, the Jewish attitude has chosen to “ignore the true masters of 

the land” (Epstein 49);  there were hundreds of thousands of resolute Arabs in Palestine and they 

would not sit idly by as their land was being taken away from them.  Epstein maintained that 

avoidance or denial of the Arab Question would eventually lead the Arabs to curse the day the 

Jews came (47).  Thus, both Buber and Epstein concluded, that by ignoring the Arab Question, 

the Political Zionists were in effect creating the very Arab resistance they would have to so 

heatedly combat after World War I.     

During the World War I, the British, in an effort to garner support from various allies, 

made several promises to different groups of people with regard to the fate of Palestine.  It soon 

became clear that the British had made separate deals with the Arabs (still under Ottoman 

control), the French, and the Jewish Zionists promising each of them that Palestine was to be 

placed under their control.  Under the Husayn-McMahon Correspondence (1915-16), the British 

promised to recognize Arab independence in the territories bound by the 37th parallel in return 

for an Arab revolt against the Ottoman Empire.  Of course, the correspondence left the 

demarcation of land to be granted independence ambiguous, but the Arabs interpreted the 

correspondence to be a promise for an independent Palestine under Arab control.  In May 1916, 

the British then signed the Sykes-Picot Agreement that divided the Arab lands (except for 

Arabia) and southeast Turkey between French and British spheres of direct and indirect control.  

Based on this agreement, after the conclusion of World War I, Eastern Palestine was to fall under 

the British sphere of influence, while the Western portion of Palestine was to be governed by an 



 

26 

international administration.  And finally in November 1917, the British signed the Balfour 

Declaration with Jewish leaders which pledged British support for a Jewish Homeland in 

Palestine.  The agreement while vague and not directly promising a sovereign Jewish state in 

Palestine, was interpreted by many Jews as a British declaration in support of their Zionist 

aspirations for Jewish state.  The Political Zionists were now armed with what they considered a 

mandate to immigrate and settle Palestine with the goal of creating a legitimate Jewish state.   

The Balfour Declaration was particularly interesting in that the Arabs were not referred to in the 

text, they were simply called non-Jewish communities.  As A.M. El-Messiri points out, the 

Balfour Declaration showed how the “indigenous majority was already being ruthlessly relegated 

to the status of a minority” (El-Messiri 252).  For the Arabs, the Balfour Declaration was a 

betrayal of epic proportions and provided absolute proof that their land was in danger.  Such a 

fear was only exacerbated when, in 1921, the British were given a mandate over Palestine at the 

end of World War I by the League of Nations.  The mandate recognized the legitimacy of the 

Balfour Declaration and called for Britain to encourage the development of a Jewish national 

home in Palestine.  The years between World War I and the 1948 war were thus full of hostility 

and resentment as the Arabs watched their dream for independence and self determination 

disappear.   

Magnes and Buber foresaw the consequences that the mandate would bear on Jewish-

Arab relations.  In a letter written in 1920, Magnes stated:  

“I mistrust the mandate, the government that is to exercise it, the peace conference that gave it, 
and the League of Nations that is to sanction it.  I mistrust the motives that prompted the giving of 
it, and I do not want the gift to blind my eyes or to bribe me” (Magnes 184). 
 

In calling for a Jewish homeland and validating the Balfour Declaration, the mandate was 

creating a larger divide among the Jews and the Palestinian Arabs.  The mandate was thus 

allowing the Political Zionist leadership to institute polices further away from cooperation.  
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Magnes warned in this letter that “the gift of political primacy to the Jews in Palestine rather than 

political equality contains the seed of resentment and future conflict” (Magnes 188).  For 

Magnes the mandate of Palestine directly conflicted with the Spiritual Zionist aim of 

binationalism and cooperation.  Buber agreed with Magnes and also noted that the Jews could 

not settle Palestine under the mandate of the League of Nations as it represented the ideology of 

imperialism (Mayer 113).  The settlement of Palestine under the guise of imperialism would 

never allow for cooperative relations to develop between the Palestinian Arabs and the Jews.  

Thus, both Magnes and Buber argued for extreme caution on the part of the Political Zionists 

when accepting the British mandate over Palestine. 

Following the pronouncement of the British mandate of Palestine, the first conflict 

between Arabs and Jews occurred in April 1920 when the celebration of a Muslim holiday in 

Jerusalem turned into a riot against the Zionist invaders.  This was followed by a second riot in 

May 1921 in Jaffa that led to retaliatory acts from both sides.  The riot lasted for six days killing 

50 Arabs and 50 Jews.  The riots only served to confirm the fears of the Spiritual Zionists.  After 

the riots, the internal critics hoped the Zionist leaders would realize the dire importance of 

solving the Arab Question.  As Sir Herbert Samuel, the first British High Commissioner of 

Palestine, saw it, the only way forward now was by means of an agreement.  He bemoaned the 

fact that so far Zionism “had not…done a thing to obtain consent” from the Arabs, and such 

consent was needed in the form of an agreement unless the Zionists wanted to invite a massacre 

sure to come as long the Arabs were disregarded (Mayer 116).  Likewise, as Judah Magnes noted 

in a speech in 1937, “If you can get the consent of the Arabs, it would be different.  But you do 

not even think of asking them for their consent” (Magnes 332).  The Spiritual Zionist wish to 

obtain the consent of the Palestinians for Jewish immigration and settlement was arguably 
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unrealistic.  It is doubtful that the Palestinians would have ever given their consent to open 

Jewish immigration and full settlement.  However, it is possible that a compromise could have 

been reached between the Palestinian Arabs and the Political Zionist leadership had the 

leadership adopted policies of cooperation.  Such a compromise in the form of a written 

understanding could have served as a form of consent and allowed for agreed upon quotas of 

immigration and settlement to be established.  The understanding could have paved the way for 

an agreement to be reached later on which would have established binationalism and equality in 

self determination.  Thus, the Spiritual Zionists hoped that the Arab riots of 1921 would provide 

an incentive for the Zionist leadership to seek an understanding of some kind in an attempt to 

obtain Arab consent over the policies the Jews wished to pursue.   

However, following the Arab riot of 1921, the Political Zionists began to address the 

Arab Question in the exact opposite manner of which the Spiritual Zionists advised.  Much to the 

chagrin of the internal critics, the acknowledgment of the need to address the Arab Question led 

the Zionists to take a more hard-line approach to the Arabs.  Berl Katznelson, founder of the 

Social Labor Party of Palestine, noted that the 1921 Arab riot proved that “Zionist priorities 

cannot be compromised and certainly their realization cannot be made contingent on the 

chimerical hope of Arab consent to the Zionist enterprise” (Buber 8).  The Political Zionists 

remained steadfast in their position not to cooperate with the Palestinian Arabs and gain Arab 

consent in the form of an agreement.  This first outbreak of violence thus had the opposite effect 

of what the Spiritual Zionists had hoped.  The Political Zionists now strove to solve the Arab 

Question by instituting policies that would break the will of the Palestinian Arabs until they 

would acquiesce to the demands of Political Zionism. 



 

29 

Political Zionists attempted to alienate the Palestinian Arabs by failing to concede 

authenticity and legitimacy to the Arab cause.  Believing in the moral and cultural inferiority of 

the Palestinian Arabs, Political Zionists strove to weaken Arab resolve by denying that 

Palestinian Arabs represented a Palestinian Arab nation.  Palestinian nationalism was considered 

an inferior and artificial rendering of the British mandatory power.  Thus no legitimate form of 

Palestinian nationalism was recognized by Political Zionist leadership.   

For Political Zionists, Palestinian Nationalism was nothing more than a byproduct of 

British imperialism.  Zionist leaders immediately dismissed Arab nationalism as an 

inconsequential European import (Mayer 91).  According to David Ben-Gurion, “Palestinian 

Nationalism is highly artificial emanating from British inspiration” (116).  Ben-Gurion 

maintained that the Palestinian leadership only resorted to a call for Holy War as a means to 

distract the Arabs from their dire poverty, such a call for nationalism could neither be recognized 

or legitimate (Ben-Gurion 116).  For Ben-Gurion and other Political Zionists alike, it was 

concluded that the British were implanting ideas of nationalism into the minds of the Palestinians 

as a means to maintain control over Palestine through a “divide and rule” tactic.  The British thus 

wanted to build up Palestinian nationalism to compete with Jewish nationalism without allowing 

either nationalism to reign supreme or pose a serious threat to British control.  It was an attempt 

to maintain the status quo and was dependent upon the British orchestrating a Palestinian 

national movement (Leon 113).  To be sure, the Zionist fear that the British were using the two 

nationalisms against each other in order to weaken both sides to outside rule was arguably 

legitimate.  However, by claiming that the Palestinians only developed a national movement 

solely because of British influence, the Zionists were denying the Palestinian nationalism 
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legitimacy and thus declaring all Palestinian national claims to be inferior to Jewish nationalist 

claims.   

Ultimately, Zionist leaders came to argue that it did not matter whether Palestinian 

nationalism was created by the British since Jewish nationalism had supremacy.  As David Ben-

Gurion explained, “Our title is older by a matter of four thousand years, Arab nationalism is a 

phenomenon of this century” (Ben-Gurion 116).  Ben-Gurion thus took the concept of 

nationalism-only just invented in the last century- and applied it to thousands of years of Jewish 

history.  The Jews had always been a nation and have had national claim for centuries.  Thus, 

Jewish nationalism must reign supreme as Jewish claim was superior.  As Martin Buber 

explained Jewish nationalism in a speech to the Twelfth Zionist Congress in 1921, “We have 

equipped Jewish nationalism with an armor we did not weld, with the awareness of a unique 

history, a unique situation, a unique obligation, which can be conceived only from the 

supernatural standpoint and which must point to a supernatural sphere” (Buber 56).  Buber 

explains how Jews came to believe that Jewish Nationalism was superior not only in terms of 

longevity, but also in terms of supernatural sanctification.  By denouncing Palestinian 

nationalism as both artificial and inferior, the Political Zionists showed yet again their blatant 

disregard for the Arab population and the Arab Question.  Buber later bemoaned that “What 

distances us from Arabs is our national arrogance” (Buber 89).  Without recognizing a legitimate 

Palestinian national claim, the Zionists would never be able to engage in a dialogue with the 

Arabs, which arguably was the main goal all along.  However, what the Zionist leadership failed 

to realize was that by refusing all dialogue, they were in effect contributing to the radicalization 

of Palestinian nationalism and opposition.   
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Further alienating Palestinian Arabs was the manner in which Zionist leadership handled 

the economic policy of the Jewish nation.  Political Zionists failed to establish a cooperative 

economic system which could have helped to lessen the tension between Jews and Arabs and 

provid a basis for an agreement that could have helped to solve the Arab Question.  Of course, by 

choosing to disregard the Arab Question and refusing to recognize the legitimacy of Palestinian 

nationalism, the Political Zionists had no choice but to exclude the Palestinian Arabs from their 

economic development.   

 According to the Political Zionists, there was no incentive for Jews to engage in 

economic cooperation with the Arabs.  After all, the Zionists had the financial support of the 

world Jewry.  Such enormous financial support proved to the Zionists that they did not have to 

take their surroundings into account when developing policies.  There was no immediate 

necessity to develop ties with Arabs.  And the Spiritual Zionist claim that such economic ties 

could lead to cooperation between Arabs and Jews was not sufficient motivation to propel 

Political Zionists to reconsider their stand on the Arab Question.  Thus, the Jewish economy 

developed in complete isolation from its surroundings and quickly became dependent upon 

donations from world Jewry especially in times of emergency.  Indeed, many Political Zionists 

came to the conclusion that the gains made under times of emergency greatly outweighed the 

losses suffered through war (Arendt 96).  After the 1948 war, nearly 80% of Palestine’s Arab 

population evacuated from the region and the Jewish economy was in no way effected.  In fact, 

the economy thrived as donations from the world Jewry increased exponentially in the time of 

war.  Of course, Hannah Arendt was quick to point out that “if the Israeli government cannot win 

its economic independence from such money it will soon find itself in the unenviable position of 

being forced to create emergencies, that is, forced into a policy of aggressiveness and expansion” 
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(Arendt 98).  It was thus feared that Israel’s economy, lacking any cooperative measures with the 

Palestinians or its outside neighbors, would be completely dependent upon emergencies to stay 

adrift.   

Many internal critics came to conclude that because Political Zionists were so insistent 

upon creating a sovereign state with a Jewish majority and a single national voice, they 

overlooked the importance of economics.  As Martin Buber consistently argued, the Jews and 

Arabs needed to facilitate cooperation and, in his opinion, the economy was the perfect place to 

start.  By building cooperative economic premises rooted in an embracing of cultural 

perspective, the two nations could create a feeling of oneness and create a new form of society 

(Buber 212).  Thus, Buber was calling for a precedence of economics over politics and intra-

national policies over international ones (Buber 212).  Economics thus could have played an 

integral role in the development of binationalism if the Political Zionists had not been so overly 

concerned with the establishment of a sovereign state as the ultimate goal.  Ultimately, this 

exclusion of Arab involvement in the economic sphere of the region only led to further 

Palestinian isolation.   

 In response to the Political Zionist policies that served to impede cooperation with the 

Palestinian Arabs and isolate the Arabs from politics, the economy, and society as a whole, 

several Spiritual Zionists established the intellectual group Brit Shalom, or Covenant of Peace, in 

an attempt to make their opinions better known to the public.  The group, founded by Buber and 

Arthur Ruppin in 1925, called for a binational state based on the principle of parity.  Both 

nations would have equal rights and equal representation regardless of numerical balance.  Such 

a plan allowed for self determination for both nations and rendered the divisive issue of the 

majority moot.  It was an attempt to solve the Arab Question through mutual tolerance and 
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reconciliation and was the first group to present an actual alternative to the official blueprint of 

Political Zionism (Mayer 120).  As Gershon Scholem explained, what unified this group was the 

conviction “that the Land of Israel belongs to two peoples, and the peoples need to find a way to 

live together…and to work for a common future” (Buber 72).  Unfortunately, Brit Shalom fell 

victim to the same limitations placed on the Spiritual Zionists themselves.  It was an intellectual 

group and was never able to fully gain the support of the masses or the Political Zionist 

leadership.  Never having more than a hundred members, the group disbanded shortly after the 

Arab Revolt of 1929.   

The Arab Revolt of 1929 served as the first intifada or uprising of the Palestinians against 

the Jews.  It was a confrontation that began on August 23, 1929 at the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem 

and then spiraled out of control through acts of retaliation among the surrounding villages.  The 

Arabs feared that should the Jews obtain control over the wall, they would tear down the al-Aqsa 

mosque and create a new temple of David.  Fighting lasted for seven days and ended with 130 

Jews and 115 Arabs killed.  It was this Arab Revolt that finally “served to actualize the Arab 

Question: thereafter there was no ignoring, obfuscating, or eradicating it” (Mayer 139).  Britain 

immediately called for an investigation as to the causes of the revolt.  The Shaw Commission 

issued its findings in late 1929 and came to conclude that a majority of the blame must be placed 

on the Jewish settlers.  In his report, Shaw echoed Spiritual Zionists by recommending greater 

cooperation among the Jews and the Arabs.  Particularly, Shaw emphasized that the Zionist 

leaders needed to take a more active role in cultivating a better understanding between the Jews 

and the Palestinian Arabs (Mayer 131).   

The Passfield White Paper, issued on October 21, 1930, incorporated the 

recommendations from the Shaw Commission and thus called for limits on Jewish immigration 
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and a cessation on Jewish land development.  The Paper was obviously very pro-Arab and the 

Political Zionists immediately began a campaign against the Paper which eventually resulted in 

Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald writing a letter to Chaim Weizmann renouncing several of 

the positions (particularly the halt on Jewish development) stated in the Paper.  The letter, a great 

victory for the Political Zionists, served as an “example of Zionists having greater access to 

British officialdom than Palestinian Arabs” (Mayer 132) which in turn emphasized the drastic 

imbalance of power between the Jews and Palestinian Arabs.   

The Spiritual Zionist response to the first intifada was one of tragic disappointment.  

With every outbreak of violence between the Jews and the Palestinian Arabs, the internal critics’ 

warnings were continuously proven to be entirely correct.  With force now explicitly tied to 

Political Zionism, the Spiritual Zionist hope for binationalism and cooperation began to appear 

more and more unlikely.   

 For Hans Kohn, a prominent Spiritual Zionist and a student of Martin Buber, the first 

intifada was eye-opening.  His disillusionment with the Political Zionist movement’s obvious 

propensity for violence in the name of creating a Jewish state, led him to renounce his 

involvement with any Zionist movement altogether in protest of the events that transpired.  He 

claimed that the Arab Revolt could more accurately be categorized as a colonial revolt and 

realistically acknowledged that “of course the Arabs attacked us in August.  Since they have no 

armies, they could not obey the rules of war.  They perpetuated all the barbaric acts that are 

characteristic of a colonial revolt” (Kohn 98).  The Arab Revolt was thus a natural response to 

the colonialism displayed by the British and most importantly by the Jews.  Kohn felt powerless 

to change the Political Zionist policies, thus renounced his involvement in Zionism altogether.   
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Leading Spiritual Zionists such as Buber and Magnes also experienced the bitter 

disappointment of the Arab Revolt.  With their warnings of inevitable violence coming true, 

Magnes and Buber wrote about the tragedy of the current events.  Magnes bemoaned the 

leadership of the Political Zionists arguing that “We have done everything we could to encourage 

the extremists among the Arabs, and nothing to encourage or to work together” (Magnes 286) to 

build cooperative channels of dialogue.  Magnes then continued by contending that “we seem 

bent upon using our influence in court in keeping down all Arab aspirations, thus making the 

Arab revolution, of which the August events were only a presage, that much more inevitable and 

tragic” (Magnes 286).  Magnes thus concluded that Political Zionist policy was to blame for the 

events that occurred during the Arab Revolt.  Magnes’ conclusion was tragic in the sense that the 

Political Zionist leadership had the power to prevent the Revolt through cooperation with the 

Palestinian Arabs, but chose instead to rely on the British to secure a sovereign Jewish state.  By 

relying on the British the Political Zionists thus failed to institute cooperative policies to 

effectively address the Arab Question.  Likewise, Buber faced the sad reality that the first 

intifada revealed that Arabs and Jews were not living alongside one another, but against one 

another.  Buber maintained that “we are not blameless for this ‘against’ having found expression 

in the form of religious fanaticism” (Mayer 133).  Thus, both Buber and Magnes recognized that 

policies adopted by the Political Zionist leadership had led to the tragic events of the 1929 Arab 

Revolt.  The Political Zionists had themselves to blame for failing to institute policies of Jewish-

Arab cooperation.   

Their disillusionment, however, did not prevent Magnes and Buber from continuing to 

champion Arab reconciliation and cooperation.  In fact, the Arab Revolt of 1929 gave the 

writings of Magnes and Buber a new sense of urgency.  Magnes felt more strongly than ever that 
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“We must once and for all give up the idea of a Jewish Palestine in the sense that a Jewish 

Palestine is to exclude and do away with an Arab Palestine” (Magnes 279) as “our position in 

Palestine is impossible without an Arab-Jewish understanding” (Magnes 288).  For Magnes, the 

Arab Revolt showed the reality of the Political Zionist aspirations: there could be no peace if a 

Jewish state were to be established.  In September 1929, Magnes appealed to Chaim Weizmann 

in a letter arguing that 

“a Jewish Home in Palestine built up on bayonets and oppression is not worth having, even though 
it succeed, whereas the very attempt to build it up peacefully, cooperatively, with understanding, 
education, and good will, is worth a great deal, even though the attempt should fail” (Magnes 
277). 
 

Rejecting the Iron Wall of bayonets proponed by Jabotinsky, Magnes maintained that it is better 

to attempt to create a binational state through cooperation and fail than to forcefully create an 

independent Jewish state which would only create a protracted conflict.  Likewise, Buber argued 

now is the time “to put ourselves in the place of the other individual, the stranger, and to make 

his soul ours” (Buber 79).  Thus, Buber continued to call for Jewish-Arab cooperation and 

understanding.  Only through understanding each other’s cultures, can successful overtures for 

binational cooperation be facilitated.  Both Buber and Magnes hoped that the Arab Revolt of 

1929 would serve as a catalyst for the Political Zionists and convince them of the importance in 

addressing the Arab Question immediately.   

 Additionally, many of the world’s leading Jewish intellectuals even began to express 

their opinions on the Arab Question after the Revolt.  When asked to sign a petition denouncing 

the Arab Revolt, Sigmund Freud refused and he would go on to concede that “the unrealistic 

fanaticism of our people is in part to be blamed for the awakening of Arab distrust” (Freud 54).  

From his point of view, if the Political Zionists would have addressed the Arabs Question in a 

sincere cooperative manner, then Arab distrust would never have been created.  Likewise, Albert 
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Einstein expressed his disillusionment over the policies of the Political Zionists following the 

revolt.  It was Einstein’s firm belief that a future for Palestine was completely contingent upon a 

peaceful cooperation between the two peoples (Einstein 62).  He thus called for an end to the 

Arab Question by means of reconciliation.  Other internal critics urged the Zionist leadership to 

meet with the native elites, to make an initial move to see if communication and cooperation 

could be facilitated.   

For the Political Zionists, they looked upon themselves as the victims of the first intifada.  

Chaim Weizmann contended that “we do not massacre; we were the victims of a murderous 

onslaught” (Mayer 133).  Such a statement emphasizes how the Political Zionists continuously 

failed to understand the Arab side.  Rather than trying to understand the root causes of the Arab 

unrest, the Political Zionists continued to simply attribute Palestinian Arab unrest to moral 

inferiority and instead continued to justify Jewish actions of force by citing self-defense.  The 

Political Zionist response to the Arab Revolt validated the core concept of Revisionism as 

Political Zionist ideology became rooted in the concept of force.  Justifying Zionist use of force 

through self-defense rhetoric, Political Zionists began to incorporate the ideas of Jabotinsky into 

their ideology.  Political Zionists thus continued to adamantly refuse to compromise with the 

Palestinian Arabs.  After the Revolt, the “Jewish Agency was not inclined to meet the native elite 

any part of the way, as the internal critics [were] urging” (Mayer 139).  It was their contention, 

that should they bend to the will of the Arabs, the Jews would become a dominated minority, the 

very classification they were trying to escape from in the first place.  This was something the 

Political Zionist leadership refused to do.  Thus, Political Zionists avoided cooperative measures 

and instead called for an increase in Jewish immigration so as to establish the Jewish majority 

more quickly.  Such a policy would only serve to exacerbate the Arab Question.   
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 Angry over the increased fervor of Zionist policies calling for mass immigration and the 

creation of a Jewish majority, Palestinian Arabs revolted for a second time on April 15, 1936.  

This second intifada, similar to the first, again did little to force the Political Zionists to take 

constructive and cooperative steps to solve the Arab Question.  In fact, the only response from 

the Jews that the Arabs got was a drastic increase in Jewish terrorism.  Following a suspension in 

the revolt, the British formed the Peel Commission in 1937 to again identify the root causes of 

the unrest and make recommendations on how best to deal with the Jewish-Arab unrest.  The 

commission concluded that the British mandate was no longer viable and that the Jewish 

aspirations were mutually contradicting with the Arab aspirations.  The commission thus called 

for a partition of the land in Palestine among the two nations with 80% of the land to go to the 

Palestinians and the remaining 20% to go to the Jews (Mayer 146).  The report thus called for 

partition enforced by an outside power as a means to solve the Arab Question.  The Arabs 

rejected the plan outright, protesting that they would lose a large chunk of their homeland which 

was overwhelmingly Muslim.  The Political Zionists on the other hand, accepted the report.  To 

be sure, the Jews were allotted a very small portion of Palestine, but David Ben-Gurion was sure 

that the border demarcations were not permanent and could be extended later.  The Peel 

Commission was later overlooked as the British made numerous other reports between the years 

of the Arab Revolt and the 1948 war that took precedence.  However, the Peel Report would 

serve a basis for when the UN voted for the partition of Palestine into two sovereign states in 

1947.   

 For Magnes and Buber, partition was seen as an entirely inadequate solution to the Arab 

Question.  By dividing the two nations into two arbitrary states, the British would in effect create 

an endless battleground in Palestine and neither wanted a Jewish state to be created by warfare.  
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Magnes argued that accepting the land being offered even though three quarters of it are in the 

hands of Arabs would basically be like tossing the Arabs from “sovereignty to sovereignty as if 

they were chattels and pawns in a game” (Magnes 332).  The Jews would in effect be given 

something that does not belong to them and Magnes maintained that such an acceptance was not 

worthy of the Spiritual Zionist ideals.  For Magnes, attempting to solve the Arab Question 

through the creation of a binational state must be tried as it “is the one thing that is worthy of us 

Jews.  Find shelter for the people- that is agreed, but not by strength and not by force, but by 

spirit.  That is the Jewish stronghold” (Magnes 334).  Martin Buber also protested the idea of 

partition and combated the Peel Commission by founding the League for Arab-Jewish 

Rapprochement and Cooperation in 1939.  The goal of the League was to rally those on both 

sides who recognized the “need for Arab rapprochement…and considers it necessary that the 

question of Palestine be solved on the basis of economic advancement and freedom of national, 

cultural and social development of both nations- Arab and Jewish- together” (Mayer 161).  Thus, 

both Magnes and Buber continued to stress the necessity of addressing the Arab Question 

through cooperation. 

 With the internal critics reacting negatively to the British sponsored Peel Commission, it 

is important to take note of how Zionists reacted to the British mandatory power and how this 

affected the Political Zionist leaderships’ policies with regard to the Arab Question.  As the 

mandatory power, Britain was technically the ruling power over Palestine for over 25 years.  It 

was the day that the mandate ended, May 15, 1948, that Israel declared its independence.  With 

the British the ruling power of the land, both the Zionists and the Arabs strove to negotiate with 

the British.  The fact that Britain had negotiated two separate agreements with the two opposing 

nations during World War I was considered a moot point.  The two nations ignored the 
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untrustworthy dealings of the past in the hope of securing British support for their national cause.  

Of course, what both nations failed to realize was that the British were simply manipulating the 

situation in an attempt to maintain the status quo and thus remain in control.  The British walked 

a very fine line but endeavored not to give either nation enough cause to threaten British 

interests.  Constantly moving back and forth between positions (at one point calling for limits on 

Jewish immigration and a single state while later calling for partition with unrestricted 

immigration until parity in numbers was reached), the British played the two national groups 

against each other.  It became, as Abraham Leon called it, “a perfidious game of British 

imperialism” (Leon 113).   

Under such a game, the British upheld an adequate status quo that gave rise to radical 

national fervor on both fronts.  Under the British watch, the peoples of Palestine were “free to 

indulge in all kinds of emotional, nationalistic, illusionary behavior” (Arendt 71).  Anytime 

violence broke out, the British responded with just enough force to stop the uprisings but failed 

to take serious action to prevent further outbreaks.  Generally, the British did little more than call 

upon several different commissions to investigate the root causes of Jewish-Arab hostility and 

issue recommendations such as the Passfield White Paper and the Peel Commission report.  Such 

commission reports, however, did little to assuage Jewish-Arab hostility as the recommendations 

were rarely if ever instituted.  At no time did the British attempt to create conditions where the 

Arabs and Zionists could peacefully come together and negotiate agreements.  In fact, the British 

facilitated the exact opposite.  As Hannah Arendt described the situation in 1950,  

“In hope or in hate both peoples have focused their attention so exclusively upon the British that 
they practically ignored each other: the Jews forgot that the Arabs, not the English, were the 
permanent reality in Near Eastern polices and the Arabs that the Jewish settlers, not the British 
troops, intended to stay permanently in Palestine (Arendt 72). 
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Such a preoccupation blinded the Political Zionists in particular who believed that being 

given land in Palestine by the British was enough to convince the Palestinian Arabs of their 

legitimacy.  It was Judah Magnes who expressed true concern over such a policy.  To take 

sovereignty that was simply given to the Jews, as it was in the Peel Commission, would by no 

means solve the Jewish or Arab problem.  Such an acceptance could only lead to the creation of 

an irridentism within the Jewish state that would create further problems (Magnes 333).  

Nevertheless, the Political Zionists, believing that the British did have the power to grant the 

Jews statehood, attempted to negotiate with the British while continuing their complete disregard 

of the Arab population and the Arab Question for decades.  For Buber and Magnes, such faithful 

trust in the British (who they had distrusted since the time of the mandate in 1920) was 

ultimately seen as a major point of weakness for the Political Zionist ideology.  The British could 

no sooner give the Political Zionists sovereign land than attempt to solve the Arab Question 

through partition.  

 This fear of partition was put on hold however after the White Paper of 1939 was issued 

by Britain and remained in force until the end of the mandate in 1948.  The White Paper was a 

severe blow to Political Zionist aims as it abandoned the idea of partition and instead called for a 

binational Palestine governed by Palestinian Arabs and Jews in proportion to population size.  

The Paper also placed a yearly quota on Jewish immigration for five years after which, both the 

Jews and Arabs would have to agree on a fair level of immigration.  Political Zionists were 

horrified by the 1939 White Paper.  Fearing that the Jews would be rendered a dominated 

minority under an Arab system of government, leading Political Zionists such as Weizmann and 

Ben-Gurion met in May 1942 at the Biltmore Hotel in New York to discuss the future 

development of a sovereign Jewish state.  With British support waning, the meeting was an 
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attempt by the Political Zionists to gain US support for the Jewish national cause.  At the 

meeting the Biltmore Program was adopted as the new platform of the Political Zionist 

movement.   The Biltmore Program could be called the final nail in the coffin of the Arab 

Question as the Program called for a Jewish commonwealth to be established in the whole of 

Palestine with the Jewish Agency taking formal control of immigration and the development of 

the uncultivated land (Mayer 164).  Thus, “by formally laying claim to the full expanse of the 

Mandatory territory…The Arab Question was effectively expelled from discourse” (Mayer 165).   

The Biltmore Program was simply an additional Political Zionist initiative that further 

confounded the internal critics and pushed the Palestinian Arabs to a breaking point.  Martin 

Buber concluded that through the Program, the Zionists officially declared in writing that their 

aim was to conquer the Palestinian land through international measures (Buber 212).  To be sure, 

Political Zionists had always intended to govern over all of Palestine, but the Biltmore Program 

was the first time the Zionists declared that sovereignty of all of Palestine was the official policy 

of Political Zionism.  Such a declaration served to confirm what Palestinian Arabs had feared for 

years: the Jews wished to take all of Palestine and force their rule upon the Arabs.  Whatever 

small level of confidence the Jews still had with the Arabs was now destroyed with the 

declaration.  The Biltmore Program arose in response to the 1939 White Paper which called for a 

binational state and implied that the British were planning to end their mandate as soon as 

possible.  With the mandate possibly coming to end, Spiritual Zionists hoped this would provide 

an opportune moment for Political Zionists to establish a joint Jewish-Arab administration.  

Instead, Political Zionists called for full Jewish sovereignty over all of Palestine.  It was in this 

moment that the Arab Question fell by the wayside in the Zionists’ mad rush to secure statehood 

following World War II.   
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In response to the adoption of the Biltmore Program, Magnes and Buber formed the Ihud 

(Unity) group in August 1942.  Recognizing the increase in pressure from the Political Zionists 

on the international community for a sovereign state in Palestine, Buber and Magnes warned that 

it was a “fundamental error of our political leadership to think that a speedy decision on the 

political status of the Yishuv was in the interests of Zionism” (Buber 218).  Buber cautioned that 

the rush for statehood begun with the Biltmore Program was suicidal (Buber 217).  Attempting to 

interject a reasonable alternative, Ihud came into being and sought to establish a binational state 

where Jews and Arabs were to have equal rights.  Additionally, as proposed by Magnes, Ihud 

championed the creation of a union of Palestine, Transjordan, Syria, and Lebanon into an 

economic and political federation.    In an article published in 1944, Magnes proposed a 

compromise to the heated issue of Jewish immigration and Jewish majority.  Magnes did not 

want to see an end to Jewish immigration nor did he want to see excessively restricted limits be 

placed on it.  Magnes believed that Palestine belonged to everyone, and thus he called for a free 

immigration policy.  But he was also very quick to add that “but always, of course, with due 

regard to the land’s economic power of absorption” (Magnes 272).   

Magnes wanted free immigration, but he did not want the immigration to become the 

driving force of Arab resistance.  Thus, in addition to his call for a union between Jews and 

Arabs within a binational Palestine, Magnes also called for the development of an economic and 

political federation.  A federation would help resolve the problem of immigration as the 

federation would include four states and millions of Arabs.  It would be nearly impossible to 

conceive that a Jewish majority would be formed in the whole of the federation.  Likewise, a 

“federation would make it possible for many thousands of Jewish refugees to find room in 

Palestine and other parts of the federation, and this with Arab agreement instead of Arab 
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animosity” (Magnes 395).  Thus, a federation of regional states represented the ultimate form of 

cooperation and compromise.  Magnes’ plea for a federation was, however, largely unrealistic.  

Such an agreement would have involved extensive negotiations with not only the Palestinians, 

now embittered after years of unrest, but also with the Arabs of other nations who had largely 

been ignored by the Zionists for decades.    Nevertheless, Magnes believed that only through 

such a federation would a disastrous war be avoided and a binational state created.   

After World War II, Political Zionist demand for mass immigration increased 

exponentially.  The call for immigration was now rooted in a plea to solve the Jewish threat and 

Palestine was the perfect place for the hundreds of thousands of misplaced persons.  The Arab 

Question, already rendered moot by various Zionist policies, would remain dormant.  It was 

argued by the Political Zionists that the Jews had greater need for the land as the world had to 

secure their survival even if that involved an inconvenient infringement on Arab rights (Buber 

10).  As Vladimir Jabotinsky explained it, “When the Arabs’ claim is confronted with our Jewish 

demand to be saved, it is like the claims of appetite versus the claims of starvation” (Buber 10).  

The Arabs had many countries in Asia and the creation of a Jewish state with several million 

Jews would not endanger the culture, independence, or existence of the Arab nation (Mayer 

142).  The Political Zionists were in effect continuing to deny the Palestinian Arabs of any form 

of individual nationalism outside of the collective Arab nationalism.  

Arabs naturally protested Jewish immigration and maintained that it should not be the 

Palestinian Arabs who should pay for the Holocaust.  The Biltmore Program in particular called 

for the immediate admission of 100,000 Jews into Palestine.  For the Arabs, such a demand was 

widely unjust.  The Palestinian Arabs were not responsible for Jewish persecution and it was thus 

unfair that they should be forced to atone for the sins of Europe by accepting hundreds of 
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thousands of Jews into their land (Mayer 175).  It is important to note that the Western powers 

fully supported massive Jewish immigration to Palestine.  The European powers and the US had 

no inclination to volunteer to accept the displaced persons into their countries; thus, Palestine 

became the most comfortable alternative.   

In an attempt to develop fair recommendations on how best to deal with the Jewish 

immigration problem and the nature of settlements, the Anglo-American Commission of Inquiry 

was commissioned shortly after the War by the US and Britain to develop a solution to the Arab-

Jewish conflict in Palestine.  As representatives for the Ihud (Union) Association, Magnes and 

Buber were both asked to speak before the commission where they presented the platform of 

Ihud.  They called for the  

“union of Jews and Arabs in a bi-national Palestine based on the parity of the two peoples; and for 
the union of the bi-national Palestine with neighboring countries.  This Union would be a Regional 
Union under the auspices of the U.N.O.” (Magnes, Buber 10).   

 
They argued for Jewish-Arab cooperation and parity, for recognition of the historic rights of the 

Jews and the natural rights of the Palestinians, for the immediate admittance of 100,000 

immigrants into Palestine, and for the eventual parity in population size through an agreed upon 

immigration plan.  According to Magnes and Buber, both sides would have to eventually agree 

to implement binationalism as there would be no other way for them (Magnes, Buber 38).  They 

called for Jewish-Arab cooperation to be the basis of major policy and carried through with 

authority.  This would result in Jewish and Arab “friendship and partnership with one another” 

(Magnes, Buber 41) and the creation a binational Palestine to serve as a “beacon of peace in the 

world” (Magnes, Buber 42).  The Commission then met with Political Zionist leaders who 

championed the ideology of the Biltmore Program and a number of Arab leaders who called for 

an immediate end to Jewish immigration and Arab independence.   
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After hearing from intellectuals and leaders from different perspectives, the Anglo-

American Commission of Inquiry issued its recommendation on May 1, 1946.  The Commission 

rejected both partition and the binational state as possible solutions to the conflict, and instead 

called for a trusteeship to administer the land until both sides were less volatile.  The 

Commission basically called for an extension of the British mandate.  However, the Commission 

did call for 100,000 Jewish refugees to be admitted into Palestine.  Nevertheless, Political 

Zionists immediately rejected the recommendations refusing to administer a document that did 

not call for a sovereign Jewish state.  Likewise, the Palestinian Arabs, confused and angered that 

the sovereignty of their land was being decided by an outside party and subsequently infuriated 

that this third party called for the admittance of 100,000 Jews into Palestine, wholeheartedly 

rejected the recommendations.  Spiritual Zionists were the only Zionist faction to consider the 

Commission’s report feasible believing that the report could serve as a plausible basis for 

binationalism.  However, having been rejected by the Political Zionists and the Palestinian 

Arabs, the recommendations were shelved by the US only a few months after they were 

proposed.  The Commission’s recommendations would also be completely ignored by the UN a 

year later.    

In December 1946, at the 22nd World Zionist Congress, the Political Zionists ratified their 

fallback position from Biltmore which called for a partition of Palestine.  Political Zionists were 

entirely aware that partition would only be successful through strength of arms and they were 

prepared to establish an independent Jewish state through force (Mayer 190).  Britain 

subsequently moved that a UN commission be established to examine the question of Palestine 

as they declared that they would end their mandate on May 15, 1948.  Thus, the UN Special 

Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) was established to determine how best to solve the Palestine 
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problem.  Political Zionists called for partition; the Palestinians Arabs, failing to understand why 

they needed to justify their claim to their land, boycotted the proceedings altogether and  

dismissed UN authority to decide Palestine’s future; while the Spiritual Zionists continued to 

rally around the call for binationalism.  Magnes went before UNSCOP on July 14, 1947 calling 

for a binational state composed of two equal nationalities and maintaining that partition could 

only be imposed through war.  Despite Magnes’ impassioned appeal for binationalism, on 

September 1, 1947, seven of the eleven members of UNSCOP voted to partition Palestine though 

the two states would be linked through an economic union.  Later that September in a final 

appeal to the UN not to adopt UNSCOP’s proposal of partition, Magnes published an article in 

the New York Times in which he wrote:  

“Do not dismember the country.  Do not estrange Jews and Arabs from on another.  Lay down a 
generous bi-national policy and make Jewish-Arab cooperation the chief objective of this policy.  
Give the two peoples the change they have never had of self-government together, and through 
systematic work day by day, year by year, their response will be increasingly joyous and 
constructive” (Magnes 455-6).  
 
Magnes’ final appeal ultimately fell on deaf ears.  On November 29, 1947, in a vote of 33 

for partition, 13 against, and 10 absentees, UN Resolution 181 was adopted which called for the 

partition of Palestine.  Ultimately, the Political Zionist plan to create a fait accompli proved 

successful as it was aided by a vast reservoir of sympathy and Arab isolation.  Political Zionists 

were joyous as the notion of binationalism was finally put to rest.  The Arab Palestinians 

expectedly denounced the authority of the UN to cede Arab land to anyone.  War was now 

imminent.   

 Immediately following the UN adoption of the partition plan, civil war broke out among 

the Jews and the Palestinian Arabs.  When the British officially pulled out of Palestine and 

dissolved the mandate on May 15, 1948, the Political Zionists officially declared Israeli 

independence while the Palestinians Arabs aided by several Arab countries subsequently 
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declared war.  The 1948 War became known as the War for Israeli Independence in Israel and al-

nakba in Palestine, meaning catastrophe.  The war ended with Israel victorious and now in 

control of about 78% of Mandatory Palestine which was about 50% more than the UN partition 

allotted to it.  For Palestinian Arabs, the war was an utter catastrophe as the majority of them 

became displaced persons living in refugee camps in the Jordan occupied West Bank or the 

Egypt occupied Gaza Strip.   

Shortly after the catastrophic war of 1948 occurred, Magnes wrote to the editor of the 

Commentary: 

“It is unfortunate that the very men who could point to the tragedy of Jewish Displaced Persons as 
the chief argument for mass immigration into Palestine should now be ready, as far as the world 
knows, to help create an additional category of Displaced Persons in the Holy Land” (Magnes 
517).  
 

After 1948, all hope for Jewish-Arab rapprochement was destroyed.  A binational state and a 

federation of regional states were near impossible to conceive.  Political Zionists had chosen the 

path of war.  The Jews used World War II to argue that immigration was necessary to save 

hundreds of thousands of Displaced Persons and then they turned around and displaced hundreds 

of thousands of Arab Palestinians themselves.  Nearly 700,000 Palestinians took flight as a 

consequence of the war and these refugees were denied return to their homes after the war ended.  

Instead, Israel immediately adopted a policy of open Jewish immigration and many of the homes 

left behind by these displaced Arabs were used to house incoming Jewish immigrants.  For 

Magnes, this was the ultimate tragedy of Zionism.  A Jewish majority was created in Israel but at 

the cost of peace.   
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Conclusion: The Militarization of Israel 

From the very start, Political Zionists failed to acknowledge the justified claims of 

Palestinian nationalism, and aggravated the growing hostility among the two nations by calling 

for mass immigration and a Jewish majority.  At no point did the Political Zionists develop a 

cooperative economic plan which could have served as a means for reconciliation.  And with the 

Political Zionists so preoccupied with negotiating with the British, they failed to realize that 

accepting a conquered land as a gift from the British would only lead to bitter conflict.  Political 

Zionist leadership refused to listen to the warnings of the internal critics and this only 

exacerbated their mistakes.  In the end, however, such policies proved successful in the fact that 

a Jewish state was established, but also disastrous in that they created a strong Arab opposition to 

Jews among the Palestinian Arabs and the Arabs of the Middle East.   For over three decades, 

conflict between the Palestinian Arabs and the Jews was facilitated by Jewish policies that 

refused to address the Arab Question.  Such Arab opposition evolved from simple riots to 

indignant revolts to all out war in the name of self-determination.  The state of Israel was thus 

created by force, and force has proven to be an integral part of Israeli policy ever since.   

The aforementioned history of policies emphasizes the measures the Political Zionists 

took in their effort to create a sovereign Jewish state.  In their attempt to avoid solving the Arab 

Question through cooperation, the Political Zionist leadership strove to quell Arab resistance by 

simply ignoring the Arab population altogether.  To the Political Zionists, the Palestinians had no 

national identity and thus no claim to the land of Palestine.  With Jewish nationalism reigning 

supreme, Zionists had the right to call for a Jewish majority, to prevent Arab involvement in the 

economy, and to negotiate the fate of Palestine with a third party not directly tied to the land.  Of 

course, by creating an atmosphere of utter isolation, the Zionists were in effect creating a 
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humiliated and seething enemy.  When the Zionists declared Israel to be a state on May 15, 1948, 

this declaration was met with war, a war that would only serve as the beginning of Arab 

resistance and hostility.  And ultimately, the 1948 war would usher into existence the militarized 

state of Israel that would come to rely on force as a justifiable means to uphold Jewish 

sovereignty.   

 After the 1948 war, the Political Zionists, having long relegated the Arabs to a position of 

inferiority, now had very few options with how to deal with the Arabs of the Middle East.  They 

could either reverse decades of official policy and begin acknowledging and negotiating with the 

Arabs, or they could resort to force and uphold the claims of superiority and historic right long 

professed.  Falling back on the position that the Jewish people needed the security and protection 

of a sovereign state in order to survive, the state of Israel adopted an ideology rooted in the 

concept of force.  Force was the only means to guarantee that the Jews would never again be 

forced to suffer and be humiliated at the hands of oppressors.   

 The militarization of Israel is rooted in such concepts as suffering and humiliation.  

Ultimately, it is the militarization of suffering that defines the rise of force in Jewish policy.  

Having suffered for centuries, the Jews finally obtained their own state, and they would not yield 

it.  Fear of losing the state and falling back into a position of disgrace justified the Zionists to use 

any means necessary to secure the safe haven.  And as Jacqueline Rose contends, “once suffering 

had become degradation, any ethical sensitivity toward the indigenous people was viewed with 

abject horror, a form of self indicting passivity, historical repetition, the Jews once again 

enslaved in fear” (Rose 133).  The Political Zionists would not allow the Jews to suffer again.  

Even Chaim Weizmann grounded his plea for a Jewish state in the concept of suffering.  He 

posed the following question before the UN: how much have the Arabs suffered?  He then 
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answered his own question by saying “If you compare it with our suffering, with our casualties, 

with our contribution [to the land]” (Weizmann 24), an Arab claim to the land of Palestine is 

minute at best.   

By grounding militarization in the ideology of suffering, the pleas for binationalism from 

the internal critics such as Buber and Magnes were quickly dismissed as simply a form of “hyper 

moralism” and were nothing more than a “failure of nerve” (Rose 133).  To the Political Zionists, 

they had earned the state of Israel through their suffering.  And in effect morality expressed 

towards the Palestinians became an adversary for the Jewish will to live (Rose 139).  Thus, the 

Political Zionist disregard for the Arab Question reached an even greater height shortly after the 

conclusion of the 1948 war.  Before, the Arab Question was something the Political Zionists 

refused to address, now however, the Arab Question was transformed into being synonymous 

with Jewish destruction and thus served as a means to justify the militarization of the state of 

Israel.   

 This use of force found its greatest champion in David Ben-Gurion.  According to Ben-

Gurion, defense “is the entire doctrine of Zionism” (Rose 153).  He justified the constant 

militarization of Israel by claiming that “the Arabs can be defeated a hundred times and if they 

win the hundred and first time, that is the end for us!” (Ben Gurion 172).  For Ben-Gurion, 

Zionists must promote an image of strength and military superiority in order to preserve their 

survival.  The Jews must protect the Holy Land as a matter of survival against the Palestinian 

Arabs who have neither right nor claim to the land.  Ben-Gurion and the Political Zionists thus 

ground the militarization of Israel in the concept of survival and self defense.   

 By utilizing these concepts, Zionists could in effect justify any act of force.  Political 

Zionists created an “impenetrable and dangerous, ideological shield” (Flaphan 127).  With this 
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ideological shield, Israel was able to justify every action in terms of self defense.  And as Brian 

Klug warns, “Once the conflict with the Palestinians is put in terms of survival, the floodgates of 

collective memory open and Jews are moved to rally round” (389).  Shortly after the 1948 war 

began, the Political Zionists led by Ben-Gurion quickly instituted Israeli polices meant to further 

exclude Palestinians from participating in the newly formed Israeli state and policies actively 

trying to prevent the creation of a Palestinian state.  Ben-Gurion refused to officially demarcate 

the boundaries of Israel as he believed the boundaries would be reset eventually to include the 

Palestinian territory.  Such policies included stimulating a mass Palestinian exodus from Israeli 

controlled areas, calling for a wholesale destruction of Arab villages to prevent subsequent 

return, and a forceful segregation of the remaining Arab minority (Flaphan 135).  Following the 

conclusion of the war, the Arab Question no longer existed for many Zionists as the Palestinians 

now ceased to exist.  For these Political Zionists, the Palestinian Arabs were now simply a 

humanitarian problem.   

 Ben-Gurion also made the claim that it was the Arabs and not the Jews that created the 

current climate of hostility.  He contended that “We didn’t create the hostility.  We have had to 

learn to live with it” (Ben-Gurion 161).  How the Jews have to come to live with Arab violence 

was through violence.  For Ben-Gurion, the Arabs were the unreasonable ones, they were the 

ones that hit the Zionists in the “face with raving unreason” (Ben-Gurion 162).  The Jews were 

thus the victims of Arab hostility and were simply trying to protect themselves.  Such Political 

Zionist propaganda was at once opposed by Martin Buber.  In an article published in the Be’ayot 

Hazman in October 1948, Buber made the very bold claim: “Enough of this!  Let us make an end 

to these ambiguities.  The truth of the matter is that when we started our infiltration into the 

country, we began an attack by peaceful means” (227).   
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For Buber, it was absurd to contend that Zionists were merely reacting to Arab hostility 

and against persecution in their policies with the Arabs.  The Zionists should have held back 

political proclamations and actions of a unilateral nature until after a community of interests 

among Jews and Arabs had found a true practical expression (Buber 228).  The minute that 

unilateral actions were taken, the Palestinians became the victims.  The fact that the Zionists 

made an alliance with Britain and made no attempt to reach an agreement with the Arabs 

represents political aggression.  When the Zionists failed to create an economy based on 

cooperation and thus did not allow Arab capital or labor to share in Jewish economic activity, 

this represents political aggression.  And the fact that the Biltmore Program was instituted when 

rumor rose that an end to the British mandate was near represents political aggression (Buber 

227).  The Jews were anything but the victims.  They had the opportunity to create an 

environment based on cooperation, but they chose to forego it completely.  And the minute they 

resorted to political aggression, the Palestinian Arabs became the victims and the sufferers.   

Ironically, it would be these fears of humiliation and suffering that the Zionists were so 

adamant to avoid that would then be passed on to the Palestinian Arabs.  As Sara Roy points out, 

one of the critical mistakes of the Political Zionists is their failure to recognize the suffering of 

the Palestinian Arabs.  They have “excluded the reality of Palestinian suffering and Jewish 

culpability therein.  As a people, we have been unable to link the creation of Israel with the 

displacement of the Palestinians” (Roy 352).  Arab suffering during and after the war was thus 

overlooked just as the Political Zionists refused to address the Arab Question.   

The Political Zionist preoccupation and dependency on violence for survival utterly 

confused the internal critics.  As a correspondent to the Jewish Chronicle contended, “the 

suggestion that it is Israel, rather than the Palestinians, whose survival is currently threatened 
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is…nonsense” (Klug 389).  It was the Palestinians whose survival was now threatened as their 

right to self determination was quickly taken away.  As a result of policies of force justified in 

the name of self-defense and a matter of dire survival, the Palestinians “became a nation of 

refugees, deprived of their homeland and any real hope for sovereignty, subjected to oppression 

and discrimination by Jews and Arabs alike” (Flaphan 123).  Palestinians were thus rendered 

homeless and oppressed as a direct result of Zionist violence.  And by failing to acknowledge 

their portion of the blame in the current situation, the Zionists only further illustrated their lack 

of concern for the Arab Question.  It was an illusion on the part of the Political Zionists to 

consider the Arab Question solved.   Ben-Gurion did successfully create a Jewish state, but he 

left a heritage of war and destruction that every generation would have to pay for until the Arab 

Question is addressed and solved.   

 Even as they watched their Jewish homeland be transformed into a militarized Jewish 

state, the internal critics made one final plea for Jewish-Arab cooperation shortly after the 1948 

war.  In October 1948, Judah Magnes called for a United States of Palestine or a confederation.  

The confederation would be comprised of two independent states, both of which would 

recognize each other’s independence, and both would be in a federal union with one another in 

political and economic matters (Magnes 512).  It would be mandatory that the two states consult 

each other in foreign affairs and defense.  Jerusalem would be an international, demilitarized, 

neutral city while also serving as the capital of the confederation (Magnes 513).  Immigration 

standards would be made by either state autonomously.  The plan was in effect a compromise 

between binationalism and statehood, between partition and unity.   

Magnes’ final attempt at peace was widely ignored by the Political Zionists in charge of 

the state.  The last hope for Arab-Jewish cooperation died with the foundation of the sovereign 
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state of Israel.  Internal critics, constantly providing a voice of opposition yet sound reason, were 

once again ignored much to the detriment of the Jewish nation.  The Arab Question, long 

regarded by the Political Zionists as something to avoid addressing, was left unresolved and 

continues to be unresolved to this day.  And after the 1948 war and the subsequent militarization 

of the Israel, the Jews became the oppressors to the Arabs.  I.F. Stone contended in a 1969 

article, that “How we act towards the Arabs will determine what kind of people we become: 

either oppressors and racists in our turn like those from whom we have suffered, or a nobler race 

able to transcend the tribal xenophobias that afflict mankind” (206).  For Buber and Magnes, the 

ultimate tragedy of the Political Zionist movement is the fact that the Jews ultimately became the 

very oppressors and racists that they had so adamantly opposed.   

When reflecting on the conflict today, it is perhaps the internal critics who should be the 

most readily recognized.  Martin Buber, Judah Magnes, and Ahad Haam were all Spiritual 

Zionists arguing for cooperation and binationalism.  During a time dominated by the Political 

Zionist desire for statehood at any cost, the internal critics provided articulate and vocal critiques 

of Zionist national policy.  They witnessed the birth of Israel, “but the shape it assumed before 

their eyes made this a cause less for elation than for lament” (Rose 69).  They recognized that a 

state created by violence would only beget more violence.  The fact that Political Zionists failed 

to address the Arab Question doomed their cause from the start.  Many in the world today have 

come to view Israel as a rogue state entrenched in the use of terrorism as a means of oppression.  

It is thus only when Israel is ready to accept the validity of the Arab Question and take 

responsibility for the oppression Zionist policies have caused, that compromise and cooperation 

will be at hand.   
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