
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. and 
the Case of the Palestinian Refugees 

 
 
 
 
 
 

by 
 

Bassel N. Jamali 
 
 
 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements  
for graduation with Honors in History. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Whitman College 
2019 

 
 
 



ii 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Certificate of Approval 
 
 

This is to certify that the accompanying thesis by Bassel N. Jamali has been accepted in 
partial fulfillment of the requirements for graduation with Honors in History. 

 
 
 
 
 

________________________ 
Elyse Semerdjian 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whitman College 
May 08, 2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 



iii 

 
For my grandmother, Khitam al-Abrash
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Write down! 
I am an Arab 
You have stolen the orchards of my ancestors 
And the land which I cultivated 
Along with my children 
And you left nothing for us… or for all my grandchildren  
Except for these rocks… 
So will your State take them 
As it has been said?! 

 
Mahmoud Darwish, “Identity Card.” 
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Introduction 

When the president of the American University of Beirut (AUB) Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. 

died in 1954, the Palestinian representative at the United Nations cabled his widow and 

wrote, “The Palestine Arab refugees lost a champion and hero.” At first glance, it seems 

strange that the son of a president of a small liberal arts college in south-eastern 

Washington would end up some 7,000 miles away as the president of a prestigious 

university in the Middle East, and even stranger that a citizen from the country who in 

many ways became the primary sponsor of the founding of the State of Israel would go 

on to become one of the most recognized advocates for the rights of Palestinian refugees 

in the wake of the 1948 war. The biography of his life, however, and the documents that 

he left behind show how he came to his opinions regarding the Palestinian refugees as 

well as how they changed over the span of about only a decade, from his enlistment into 

the Office of Strategic Services (the precursor to the CIA) to becoming the president of 

AUB. In the backdrop of the evolution of Penrose’s thought were the changing 

circumstances of the international political system that gave rise to new ways of thinking 

about the world, states, and the peoples that inhabit it. By tracing the way that Penrose 

approached the crisis of the Palestinian refugees over the years, along with the position of 

others, most notably policy makers, it is possible to link the worldviews of actors with the 

conclusions they reached regarding the refuge crisis and the solutions (or lack thereof) 

they proposed.  

 Born in Walla Walla, Washington State in 1908, it seemed that Penrose was 

destined to be involved in higher education from an early age. He grew up in the 

environment of Whitman College, where his father was president, and eventually 
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attended Whitman, graduating with a degree in Greek and chemistry in 1928.1 After his 

undergraduate studies, Penrose got his first glimpse of the Middle East when he was 

hired as a physics professor at AUB for a few years, before going back to the United 

States to complete a doctorate and pursue various jobs with several universities. In 1934, 

the successor of Penrose’s father was thinking of retiring from the presidency at Whitman 

College, and Penrose received word that he was being considered for his father’s old job. 

To his disappointment, Penrose did not receive the position, so he left to work in New 

York City with the Near East College Association, an organization that coordinated 

funding and support for several missionary colleges in the Middle East, among them 

AUB. He stayed there until the outbreak of World War II and the entrance of the United 

States into the war, at which point he enlisted with the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) 

in March 1942 and was placed in the Near East Division, due to his previous experience 

in the region. 

 Penrose spent the war years in between the OSS headquarters in Washington D.C. 

and Cairo. Working with the OSS in Egypt meant that Penrose was put into close contact 

with his British counterparts, and it is from there that Penrose formed his first opinions 

regarding the burgeoning Palestinian national movement as well as its counterpart in 

Zionism. Before the end of the war, Penrose continued his work in Washington D.C. for 

the OSS, and in peacetime became the Special Assistant to James Forrestal, the Secretary 

of Defense under President Harry Truman. His stint in the government did not last long 

after the war ended, however, and Penrose resigned and returned to Beirut in 1948, this 

time as president of AUB. At this point, Penrose could not avoid the Palestinian refugee 

                                                 
1 Frances Copeland Stickles, “Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr.: A Biographical Tribute,” 1991, Stephen B.L. 
Penrose Jr. Papers, WCMss 41, Box 6, Folder 14, Whitman College and Northwest Archives. 
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problem, as it was right on his doorstep, sometimes literally, as refugees from the 

massive camps established in Beirut came to knock on his door to ask for assistance. It 

was in this context that Penrose, along with his work as the president of AUB, brought 

his advocacy for Palestinian refugees to the public sphere, embarking on speaking tours 

in the United States to bring attention to the issue and even testifying in front of the US 

Senate.  

 Penrose’s writings, speeches, and the other ways in which he advocated for a 

solution to the Palestinian refugee question as well as other facets of the Palestinian 

question changed in function of the time period, who he was addressing, and, perhaps 

most importantly, the state of affairs in the world and on the ground in Palestine. The 

dynamic and unstable political conditions of World War II and its aftermath in Palestine 

and the greater Middle East meant that the political realities of the region shifted 

constantly. The rapid progression of events had a corresponding effect on Penrose’s 

thinking on the Palestinian refugees, which makes it possible to examine the trajectory of 

his thinking over time in relation to the events and changing political trends and material 

conditions on the ground. 

 The first section of this paper will present the background to the issue of 

Palestinian refugee by examining the period before the outbreak of World War II. 

Understanding the source of the exodus of the Palestinians requires an examination of 

Zionism in the early period of Jewish settlement in Palestine. Britain’s longstanding 

strategic interest in Palestine meant that it played a special role in the early formation 

period of the Yishuv, the Jewish community in Palestine, and so become the focus of 

Zionist lobbying efforts. After World War I, territories previously controlled by the 
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Ottoman Empire became divided among European powers, and Britain came into control 

of Palestine under the League of Nations Mandate system. Leading up to World War II, 

British interest in Palestine played a crucial role in the way that the UK continued to 

handle relations with Jewish and Arab inhabitants of Palestine, as its response to the 

1936-1939 Great Revolt clearly shows.  

 The next section will focus on the debate on Palestine and Jewish nationalism 

during World War II and the first manifestations of Zionism in the United States. This 

marks the beginning of the United States’ involvement in the issue of Palestine, and the 

entrance of the United States into World War II led to the State Department to debate the 

issue among itself. At this point of time, American policy more or less was aligned with 

the British who were more focused on the necessity of keeping tensions low in Palestine 

at this point. To achieve that end, the British had decided to limit Jewish immigration, 

continuing a policy established by the White Paper of 1939, so that Palestine would 

remain a stable outpost for the Empire during these hostilities when it was fighting for its 

survival. With the war comes also Penrose’s appearance as a government employee, and 

his thoughts on Jewish nationalism and Zionism show that he was preoccupied with 

strategic concerns and worried about how the establishment of a Jewish state might 

compromise the United States’ relations with other states and inhabitants in the region. 

 The third section will examine how the new international system of states in the 

immediate aftermath of World War II and the establishment of the United Nations set the 

stage for the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. The emergence of newly independent countries in 

the Middle East and the voting system of the UN changed international politics and posed 

a potential challenge to the old way of conducting diplomacy and state construction. The 
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1947 UN Partition Plan vote to partition Palestine into two states, and the subsequent 

debate within the US government shaped the way Penrose approached the Palestinian 

issue and led him to argue against what he perceived to be the undemocratic use of the 

UN.  

The fourth section of this paper will focus on the period around the declaration of 

the State of Israel and the creation of the Palestinian refugee crisis. The occurrence of the 

1948 War, with the accompanying rapidly changing conditions on the ground, and 

Truman’s unilateral recognition of Israel paved the way for a new Palestine policy that 

anticipated Cold War tensions. It is during this crucial transition period that Penrose 

leaves his post with the government, becoming the president of AUB and arriving in 

Beirut in September 1948, just three months after the declaration of the State of Israel. 

His focus on the issue shifted accordingly with the appearance of the Palestinian 

refugees, one of the consequences of the 1948 war, in camps around the region and in 

Beirut. In his new position of a private citizen, Penrose articulated his support for the 

refugees by arguing for a just resolution to their crisis by giving refugees a choice of 

repatriation or financed resettlement. In some ways, Penrose’s thinking had evolved to 

the point where he would anticipate some of the human right discourse that would later 

become an important component of advocacy for Palestinians. 

Historiography 
 
 The historiography surrounding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been subject to 

much debate, caught in the crosshairs of competing nationalist movements, and the 

continuing political interests in the conflict that endures to this day. The way in which the 

study of the roots of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a classic example of how nationalist 
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movements use the academic institution of history in order to give themselves validity; in 

Israel’s case, efforts have been made mainly to legitimize Israel as a state, while for 

Palestinians the focus has been on documenting the existence of the Palestinians as a 

people and thus legitimizing the Palestinian claim to the land. The deeply polarizing 

nature of the conflict and the important political stakes that accompany different readings 

of history influence the way historians have approached the topic. The continued 

presence of an estimated 5,000,000 Palestinian refugees in refugee camps in neighboring 

countries makes the debate even more controversial and leaves any scholarship open to 

the charge of political bias. This is further complicated by the fact that most of the 

researchers who have traditionally grappled with the issue (Israeli, Palestinian, and 

American scholars) are necessarily implicated in the conflict by the fact of their 

nationality or identity.  

 The scholarship around the origins of the Palestinian refugee problem and the 

1948 war specifically has gone through intense changes over the past 70 years, mainly 

because of the questions it poses towards the character of the pivotal event of 1948. In 

both the Israeli and Palestinian narratives, 1948 holds an extremely important role in the 

way each side views the essential character of their respective nations as well as how it 

determines the validity of their present-day claims in regards to any proposals for peace. 

For Israel, the war of 1948 represents the War of Independence, the glorious culmination 

of the movement for self-determination and liberty for the Jewish people, waged 

defensively against multiple aggressor states who sought to destroy any hope for Jewish 

sovereignty. The moral integrity of the war is underlined, as it justifies the initial 

territorial acquisition of the Yishuv, considering it as recovering territory, “the promised 
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land,” that already belonged to them rather than aggressive expansion. For the 

Palestinians, in contrast, the events of 1948 are known as the Nakba (catastrophe), the 

loss of some of the most important Palestinian cities and the first displacement of 

Palestinians from their land, spawning the refugee crisis that stands to this day. Part of 

the Palestinian historical claim that became developed later on was that the early Israeli 

state institutions and the military formulated and pursued a policy that purposefully 

expelled the Palestinians from their homes. The Palestinian claim emphasizes this 

consequence of the 1948 War, as doing so underlines the need to right the wrongdoing of 

the expulsion of Palestinians.  

 The dominant narrative after the Israeli victory in the 1948 war was the Israeli 

telling of the events, which logically follows from the fact they unquestionably won the 

war and enjoyed support from Western powers. As Rashid Khalidi notes, the asymmetric 

power dynamic between Israel and Palestinians found its academic expression in the clear 

advantage that Israeli knowledge production had over that of the Palestinians. The 

institutions of a state are crucial to the creation of a compelling historical narrative, and 

Israeli historical scholarship benefited from the establishment of Israel, while the 

Palestinians were unable to take advantage of state mechanisms such as education, 

museums, archaeology, and others.2 In addition, after 1948, Palestinian society was 

decimated and most of the intellectuals had fled. The reconstitution of the Palestinian 

intelligentsia class would not come until several decades later, leaving a crucial vacuum 

in which Israeli knowledge production reigned supreme.3 With the dominance of Israeli 

                                                 
2 Rashid Khalidi, Palestinian Identity: The Construction of Modern National Consciousness (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1997), 10. 
3 Ibid., 21-22. 
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scholars in the immediate aftermath of 1948, certain historical claims became entrenched 

in studies of the 1948 war and exodus of the Palestinians, as well as in popular culture, 

most notably in the United States. These formed the core of the traditional historiography 

of the 1948 war, and they played a central role in legitimizing the new Israeli state as well 

as supporting its political interests.  

In regards to the Palestinian refugees, the history written about the roots of the 

problem reflected the political stance of early Israeli officials who maintained that the 

Palestinians had left without any Israeli compulsion, after Arab leaders urged them to flee 

through media campaigns.4 One representative of the traditional historians who upheld 

and, indeed, created the historiography of the 1948 is Shabtai Teveth, who wrote a 

biography of David Ben-Gurion, the first Prime Minister of Israel. In an article for the 

American magazine Commentary, Teveth outlines the traditional Israeli narrative that 

was first put forward by Israeli politicians and then later taken up by historians, writing 

that “the Arab exodus from Palestine . . . was all the work of instruction, whether by 

personal example by word of mouth or in writing, or even better, by the quickest 

telegraph of all, rumor. Having been set so authoritative an example by their leaders, the 

simple folk did not think twice.”5 Proponents of this view claim that this urging of the 

Palestinians to leave their homes came from tactical military considerations on the part of 

the Arab military effort, which sought to get Palestinians out of the harm’s way in 

anticipation of the impending Arab invasion which would see them return victorious in a 

                                                 
4 Avi Shlaim, “The Debate About 1948,” in The Israel/Palestine Question, ed. Ilan Pappé, 2nd ed. 
(London: Routledge, 2007), 149. 
5 Shabtai Teveth, “Charging Israel With Original Sin,” Commentary, September 1, 1989, 
https://www.commentarymagazine.com/articles/charging-israel-with-original-sin/. 

https://www.commentarymagazine.com/articles/charging-israel-with-original-sin/


9 

short amount of time.6 In the debate over whether the Yishuv waged war in a righteous 

manner and whether Palestinian refugee should have a “right to return,” the ultimate 

reason that caused the Palestinians’ flight holds much importance as the traditional 

reading assigns blame to the Palestinians and neighboring Arab states for the creation and 

prolongation of the condition of Palestinian refugees, thus relieving Israel of the moral 

responsibility of resolving the problem. 

 Reconsidering history in light of what the Zionist movement perceived to be the 

Jewish community’s needs was imperative for laying the foundation for Israeli 

nationalism. To this end, as historian Yael Zerubavel argues, from early on in the history 

of the Zionist movement there was a push to reappraise what she calls “traditional Jewish 

memory” in favor of the construction of a “countermemory” that would ideologically 

support the Zionist project and oppose the identity of the exilic Jewish community.7 This 

trend continued on through the immediate period before state formation and directly 

afterward, a crucial time to establish the substance and legitimacy of Israel’s nationalism. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, the close link between the way that Israeli history had been 

written and the political goals of both the Zionist movement and the Israeli state led a 

new generation of Israeli historians to reexamine traditional historiography about Israeli 

history in general and 1948 in particular. These scholars, usually called the “New 

Historians,” were spurred by a number of important events occurring in Israeli society 

and by innovations in scholarly fields, most notably Edward Said’s Orientalism.8 The 

movement can be considered a watershed in the practice of history within Israel and 

                                                 
6 Shlaim, “The Debate,” 149. 
7 Yael Zerubavel, Recovered Roots (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1995), 14-15. 
8 Pappé, The Israel/Palestine Question, 4. 
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about the Israelis and Palestinians, as it opened up questions that had not been previously 

asked and revisited historical problems whose previous answers had been heavily 

influenced by the political needs of Israel at the time of its formation. 

 The traditional view of Israeli historians, that the Palestinians left of their own 

accord and at the urging of their leaders, was thus revisited by these New Historians. In 

his book, The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, historian Benny Morris uses new 

archival material to reopen the question of the cause of the Palestinian refugees and 

refutes the mainstream Israeli narrative about the origins of the Palestinian refugee crisis. 

Although in some circumstances there were evacuations of Arab villages, most notably in 

some incidents involving women, elderly, and children, Morris writes in his conclusion 

that he “found no evidence to show that the AHC [Arab Higher Command] or the Arab 

leaders outside Palestine issued blanket instructions, by radio or otherwise, to the 

inhabitants to flee.”9 Rather, Morris emphasizes that in the rare cases in which orders 

were given by Arab leaders to leave, it was often due to a divide between the local and 

national leadership as local leaders sometimes took the initiative and directed the 

evacuation of civilians.10 In addition, Morris finds evidence that the Arab Higher 

Command, which functioned in some ways as the “national” Palestinian authorities 

despite the absence of a real state, tried in many ways to warn against the exodus of 

Palestinians and even cooperated with Syria and Lebanon to close their borders and 

prevent Palestinians from receiving visas.11 This represents the opposite of the traditional 

Israeli historiographic view of the situation, even though Morris does allow for some 

                                                 
9 Benny Morris, The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem Revisited, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511816659, 594. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., 73-74. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511816659
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instances in which certain populations were evacuated in anticipation of military 

operations by Arabs or the Haganah, the precursor to the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF).  

On the other hand, Morris did not go so far to support the traditional Palestinian 

claim that the Palestinians had been expelled by the Israelis as a consequence of a pre-

mediated master plan carried out by the Haganah on orders from the government. One 

candidate for this kind of policy, upheld by historians, is Plan Dalet, which was a military 

blueprint conceived by the military chiefs of the Haganah. In face of the prospect of 

imminent war after the upcoming British evacuation, the military leadership devised a 

plan that would see the clearing out of “hostile and potentially hostile forces out of the 

interior of the territory of the prospective Jewish State, establishing territorial continuity 

between the major concentrations of Jewish population and securing the future State’s 

borders. . .”12 The traditional Palestinian claim, developed by historians later, was that 

both military and civilian leaders intended and interpreted Plan Dalet as a policy of 

removing Palestinians and destroying villages, which they saw as potential points of 

opposition to the formation of a Jewish State and so could not be tolerated. 

In his comprehensive study of the myriad of cases in the Israeli archives, Morris 

found no evidence for a pre-conceived or uniform plan to expel Palestinians from their 

villages and create a more viable state through such actions, arguing that the 

implementation of Plan Dalet did not necessarily mean that all Palestinians were 

systematically evicted; indeed, the evidence of several villages which continued to exist 

in Israel in the aftermath of the 1948 war with their Arab inhabitants shows that in at least 

some cases, certain villages were considered friendly or as a non-issue to the general 

                                                 
12 Ibid., 163-164. 
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interests of the Yishuv and allowed to stay. Morris argues, “No comprehensive expulsion 

directive was ever issued; no hard and fast orders went out to front, brigade and battalion 

commanders to expel ‘the Arabs’ or level ‘the Arab villages’.”13 The absence of such 

explicit directives in the documents that Morris examined thus prove for him that “there 

was no pre-war Zionist plan to expel ‘the Arabs’ from Palestine or the areas of the 

emergent Jewish State; and the Yishuv did not enter the war with a plan or policy of 

expulsion.”14 The expulsions that did occur, Morris claims, were haphazard 

consequences of military action undertaken by commanders who made individual choices 

that were often inconsistent, as evidenced by the few Arab villages that were left alone.  

 In tandem with the ideological thrust of the New Historians, a new movement 

largely composed of Palestinian scholars emerged, sometimes in collaboration with the 

New Historians and sometimes sharply critical of their work. On the causes and history 

of the Palestinian refugee problem in particular, one author who became especially 

prominent in part because of his criticism of Benny Morris is Nur Masalha, who wrote 

several works on the history of Palestine and specifically the Nakba. His earliest full 

length book in English, Expulsion of the Palestinians: The Concept of “Transfer” in 

Zionist Political Thought, 1882-1948,  focused mainly on repudiating Morris’ (and 

others’) claim that there was no comprehensive plan on the part of Zionist leadership to 

expel the Arabs. Masalha traces the evolution of Zionist philosophy, finding that from the 

inception of Zionism to the aftermath of the 1948 war, the idea of “transfer” was seen as 

an essential requirement for a Jewish state to come into being in the form that Zionist 

leaders envisioned it. Masalha argues that the concept of “transfer” was so widespread 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 236. 
14 Ibid, 588. 
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among the Yishuv’s leadership that Plan Dalet must have been influenced by the desire to 

diminish the population of Arabs in the prospective Jewish State. 

 In a revised edition of his book, Benny Morris does address the subject of 

“transfer” in Zionist thought, in part as a response to Masalha’s criticism which 

contended that the inclusion of the history of “transfer” in Zionism was integral to 

understanding the roots of the Palestinian refugee problem. In many ways, Morris’ 

contribution aligned with Masalha’s interpretation of “transfer.” Morris writes that “the 

logic of a transfer solution to the ‘Arab problem’ remained ineluctable; without some sort 

of massive displacement of Arabs from the area of the Jewish state-to-be, there could be 

no viable ‘Jewish’ state.”15 The presence of a large Arab minority in Palestine, and 

specifically within the partition borders proposed by the UN in 1947, was always an 

obstacle to the mainstream Zionist vision of a Jewish state with which the Zionist leaders 

had to contend. To that extent, Morris recognized (after Masalha’s book was published) 

that there had been many plans for a transfer of the Arab population and that such 

thinking was widespread among the Yishuv’s leaders who came to see the “transfer” of 

Arabs as the only moral solution to the problem of a too-large minority within the Jewish 

state. However, to the extent that “transfer” thinking and the implementation of Plan 

Dalet had any connection, Morris objects. He writes, “My feeling is that the transfer 

thinking and near-consensus [on its necessity] that emerged in the 1930’s and early 

1940’s was not tantamount to pre-planning and did not issue in the production of a policy 

or master-plan of expulsion; the Yishuv and its military forces did not enter the 1948 

War, which was initiated by the Arab side, with a policy or plan for expulsion.”16 

                                                 
15 Ibid., 43. 
16 Ibid., 60. 
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However, many of the details included in Masalha’s book shed light not only on the 

pervasiveness of transfer thinking throughout the Zionism’s history, but also on the 

myriad of ways in which the Yishuv’s government and foreign sponsors of the Zionist 

movement attempted to enact “transfer” and make room for Jewish immigration. 

  The idea of transferring the native population of Palestine so that the dream of 

Zionism could be realized goes back to the beginning of Zionist thought. From Zionism’s 

ideological founder Theodor Herzl, who wrote of a need to “spirit the penniless 

population away” from Palestine, to the far-right Revisionist movement and Ben-

Gurion’s left Mapai party, most Zionists who held any power within the movement saw 

that the Arab population simply had to go.17 A few groups who advocated for a binational 

framework of a new state that would host both Jews and Arabs never held important roles 

within the governing bodies of the Zionist movement and were not able to influence the 

Yishuv’s policy or the thinking of the dominant political actors, all of which saw the 

necessity for a large demographic shift if a truly Jewish state were to come into being.18 

Thus, the debates around transfer were not about whether transfer was desirable, but 

whether it should “voluntary” or “compulsory,” and if either one or both could be 

considered moral. Writing on the Ihud Po’alei Tzion Convention, a summit for the 

Zionist Labor movement held in the wake of the 1937 Peel Commission recommendation 

of population transfer, Masalha notes that “The debates at the convention revealed a 

general endorsement of the ‘moral’ justification of the transfer concept. The differences 

centered on the quest of ‘compulsory transfer’: whether such a course would be 

                                                 
17 Quoted in Nur Masalha, Expulsion of the Palestinians : The Concept of “Transfer” in Zionist Political 
Thought, 1882-1948 (Washington, D.C.: Institute for Palestine Studies, 1992), 1-2. 
18 Ibid., 27. 
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practicable at the present juncture and whether a forced mass transfer would be sufficient 

compensation for accepting the reduced Jewish state called for under the Peel 

Commission’s partition plan.”19 The idea of transfer rapidly approached the level of 

consensus among the mainstream Zionist leaders who were informed by fashionable 

European nationalist thought at the time, which conceived of absolutely separate peoples 

that were each attached to their own nations. 

Although in this case the notes of this convention that outlined the arguments 

around transfer were published publicly by Ben-Gurion, in general the Yishuv’s leaders 

tended to avoid mentioning transfer in public, wary of the political consequences of doing 

so, while at the same time pursuing transfer proposals and lobbying foreign governments 

for transfer. Masalha provides many of Ben-Gurion’s own personal correspondence and 

diary entries that are filled with references to the ultimate need of “compulsory transfer,” 

showing that the inevitably of expelling the Arab population was well-established in Ben-

Gurion’s Zionism.20 This importance of “transfer” thinking also guided the actions of 

important organizations among the Yishuv, although it was often expressed in covert 

ways during this period. In one instance, the Jewish Agency (the main proto-state organ 

of the Yishuv) denounced a prominent leader of the Yishuv who had called for transfer 

publically, even as the organization proposed an internal study of transfer of its own.21 

The mainstream Zionist leadership, and the bureaucracy that existed within several proto-

state institutions, worried that advocating for transfer in public could cause unrest among 

Palestinians and alienate public opinion, specifically in Britain, on which the Yishuv still 
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depended for immigration and future statehood. They sensed that transfer would 

immediately prove unpopular among both the British and the Palestinians, and so strove 

to keep the discussion about transfer within Zionist circles while envisioning its potential 

execution. 

 Another important element that Masalha explores is the relationship between 

transfer, militarism, and the opportunity afforded by war to enact transfer. For the Zionist 

leadership that had been frustrated in their attempts to enact a whole-sale “voluntary” 

transfer through the buying up of land and evicting the tenant farmers who lived there, 

large-scale “compulsory” transfer seemed to be the only way to achieve a Jewish state 

with an acceptably low amount of Arabs. The lead up to the formal outbreak of fighting 

and the beginning of the 1948 War were seen as an opportunity to be seized. To give 

precedent and moral justification for the policy of compulsory transfer, Ben-Gurion, like 

many other Zionist leaders, repeatedly brought up the population exchange of Greeks and 

Turks that took place at the end of World War I, and in one internal memorandum to the 

Yishuv leadership he argued that such a step was a courageous one and the best solution 

in the case of the “dangerous and painful problem of national minorities.”22 He reminded, 

however, that as the exchange of the Greeks and Turks in 1923 came on the heels of 

Turkey’s military victory, the exact same process could not be pursued in Palestine so 

long as the conditions of fighting were absent; in this instance Ben-Gurion advocated for 

lobbying foreign governments to pressure neighboring Arab countries to accept the 
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transfer of Arabs to their lands, as he did not see Britain enforcing compulsory transfer in 

the same way of the Greeks and the Turks anytime soon.23  

In light of the fact that this kind of thinking was prevalent, it is unsurprising that 

the Yishuv’s leaders saw in the hostilities of 1948 an opportunity to evict Palestinians in 

order to make space for Jewish immigrants. In early 1948, Ben-Gurion responded to a 

councilmember who objected to the future prime minister’s support for the establishment 

of settlements in the mountains near Jerusalem. Dismissing his concerns that the Yishuv 

owned no land which could be settled in that area, Ben-Gurion replied, “The war will 

give us the land. The concepts of ‘ours’ and ‘not ours’ are peace concepts, only, and in 

war they lose their whole meaning.”24 Land ownership had become a flexible idea now 

that the Yishuv anticipated war. The hostile atmosphere and war that had already begun 

to trigger the flight of Palestinians was linked concretely with the idea of transfer and its 

successful implementation. 

 According to Masalha, these factors add up and provide for, if not a pre-meditated 

master-plan designed to expel the Palestinians, a consensus which held transfer to be 

central to Zionism and designed the mechanism with which it was carried out in the war. 

He writes: 

It is significant that the intensified planning for and discussions of transfer were 
accompanied by Haganah’s ‘great leap forward’ in terms of military force and 
organization, and the increasing though generally unstated association between 
transfer and military prowess . . . The fact that no written blanket orders 
unambiguously calling for the wholesale expulsion of the Arab population have 
been found has been cited as indicating the absence of premeditated design; in a 
similar vein, the inconsistencies in the behaviors of the various field commanders 
are given as proof that the exodus was born of the exigencies of war. But the 
exodus was not the less the result of painstaking planning and an unswerving 
vision: if this volume has shown anything, it is the tenacity of a shared 
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understanding, stated and restated with almost tedious repetitiveness for almost 
50 years. The exodus is nothing if not testimony to the endurance of a vision that 
runs in an unbroken line from the early days of Zionist colonization to this day.25 
 

In his conclusion, Masalha argues that the Yishuv had no need for a one-hundred percent 

purely Jewish state, and thus had no interest in creating more headache by expelling the 

rest of the Arabs in Israel, which, after the cessation of the hostilities, represented about 

seventeen percent of the population. The Israeli government found itself in a much better 

position than what it expected when the UN voted on the 1947 Partition Plan. Instead of 

gaining 55.5 percent of Mandatory Palestine that carried an Arab minority of 42 percent 

as outlined by the UN, Israel won 77 percent of the Mandate territory and a much 

diminished Arab population that was seen as manageable. Among the Transfer 

Committee’s last recommendations to Ben-Gurion before its dissolution was a warning to 

not allow the population of Arab inhabitants to exceed 15 percent in mixed cities such as 

Haifa and to keep the total percentage of Arabs in Israel under 20 percent.26 With what 

they saw as a secure majority of Jews and with Arabs expelled from frontier locations 

where their villages might serve as points of infiltration for further military action against 

Israel or the return of refugees, Israeli leaders felt that they could rest easy with the 

knowledge that the minority that remained could no longer pose a significant threat. 

While some in the government wished that Israel be 100 percent Jewish, most 

policymakers were comfortable enough with the 80/20 Jewish/Arab split to let those 

Arabs that had managed to survive the war intact and within Israel to stay.  

In fact, some evidence suggests that the presence of a small Arab minority was 

perhaps desired by some Israeli policymakers, as keeping them could provide some 

                                                 
25 Ibid., 208. 
26 Ibid., 198. 



19 

benefits to the newly formed state on the level of international opinion, not to mention 

economic reasons. There was a small faction within the Israeli government who 

attempted to push a policy that would leave a limited number of Arabs who were 

considered to be friendly and accepting of Jewish rule.  

Before Israeli statehood had been declared, Benchor Shitrit, Israel’s Minister of 

Police and Minority Affairs, wrote a memorandum to the precursor of the Provisional 

Government of Israel (PGI) in which he argued that the way Israel treats its minority 

populations during and after the war would go on to play an important role in 

legitimizing the state among the international community. Morris describes the content of 

the memorandum, writing that within it Shitrit argues that “[t]he Jewish people, which 

had suffered centuries of oppression, would be judged according to how it treated its own 

minority. It was incumbent upon the new state to protect the property abandoned by the 

Arabs who had fled and ‘to maintain fair and proper relations with those who had stayed 

or who will want to stay among us or return [to live] among us.”27 However, this 

memorandum was seemingly never debated by the government, nor was a policy like it 

ever formally adopted. Later, after the conquest of Safad and the expulsion of an 

estimated 10,000-12,000 Arabs living there,28 Moshe Shertok, the Foreign Minister of the 

PGI, lobbied the Israeli military to let 36 Christians—who had been transferred to Haifa 

in the meantime—return as he feared a deterioration of relations with foreign churches. 

Morris notes that Shertok’s stance, as described by his aide-de-camp, “was that while 

Israel absolutely refused ‘to accept back Arab refugees from outside Israel, we must 

behave towards the Arabs inside the country with greater moderation. Through this will 
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be tested our ability to govern the Arab minority.’”29 With the knowledge that the world 

was watching, Shertok and a few other civilian leaders wished to show that Israel could 

rule fairly over minorities and demonstrate that Israel was democratic, tolerant, and 

worthy of internationally recognized statehood. This policy, however, was not always 

insisted upon, even by Shertok, and was certainly not popular enough among the leaders 

of the PGI to stop the expulsion of the Palestinians or countermand the execution of Plan 

Dalet during war. The cessation of active hostilities did mean, on the other hand, that the 

primary justification for clearing out Palestinian villages (the “security” or “intelligence” 

risk) was no longer present and allowed the policy to obtain at least some prominence. 

In this instance at Safad and in most other cases during the war, the Haganah 

simply ignored the requests by Shertok to leave certain populations alone and denied both 

leaving the villages intact and refusing to let inhabitants return, citing military reasons 

which required that the Arabs be expelled and their villages destroyed. War proved to be 

a time in which the directives of the military held supreme, and this resulted in a 

weakening of civilian power and local political structures which had already been in 

place. A good illustration of the divide between civilian and military leadership when it 

comes to the Israeli policy towards Arabs can be observed in Haifa, which had been 

subject to a Haganah offensive on April 21-22 that had left Arab neighborhoods within 

the Haganah’s control. In the midst of the mass exodus of the Arab inhabitants of Haifa 

and the pillaging of Arab shops and homes (by both Jewish and Arab looters who took 

advantage of enterprises left vulnerable by the Haganah’s searches), several civilian 

organizations and leaders protested the injustices inflicted upon the Arab community that 
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remained. The Haifa Jewish Chamber of Commerce denounced the ongoing pillaging 

which it felt “stood in contradiction to the official declarations appealing to the Arabs to 

return to Haifa” and “the spirit of Israel,” while several Jewish leaders assured Arab local 

leaders that the Haganah had been ordered to allow the elderly, women, and children to 

return to Haifa and that everything would be fixed shortly.30 As none of these things ever 

happened, it soon became clear that the circumstances of the war pushed control of the 

Haganah out of the hands of many civilian leaders, particularly those on the local level. 

In contrast, the factions of Israeli society who had the biggest contribution to the war 

effort were able to direct things their way; these included the Haganah, the intelligence 

services, and the kibbutz movements who were able to marginalize any civilian 

intervention which would have allowed for coexistence with Arabs.31  

By the time the dust settled, over 80 percent of the Arab population that had 

formerly resided in Israel’s new borders had left, and these individuals were prevented 

from returning by the government. At this point, once the civilian government 

reestablished stronger control in local municipalities, the military could no longer cite the 

exigencies of war to expel more (although “security” and the threat of Arab “infiltration” 

continued to serve as justification for keeping refugees out), about 140,000-150,000 

Arabs were allowed to remain and given citizenship.32 With the end of outright fighting, 

there was no longer any defense to expel the rest of the Arabs, and Israel did not feel the 

need to be rid of a small number of them at a time when it was pursuing very delicate 

negotiations regarding a possible transfer agreement with other countries. Instead, the 
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focus became on preventing the return of refugees, which, if allowed, would undo the 

delicate 80 percent Jewish majority with which the Israeli government felt comfortable, 

and facilitating specifically Jewish immigration to Palestine. The newly founded Israeli 

government, to this end, pursued a mix of policies designed to block a return of 

Palestinian that ranged from the demolition of their villages to the confiscation of their 

land.33   

The long history of debating “transfer” thought among key Zionist leaders and 

thinkers, a process that took decades, culminated in the wholesale dispossession of over 

700,000 Palestinians. However, the creation of the Palestinian refugee crisis did not occur 

in a vacuum and was influenced by events occurring in the unique transitory period of the 

immediate post-World War II era. In examining the longer aspects of the Palestinian 

refugee crisis, this study looks to situate the founding of Israel within a macro worldview 

that takes into account not only the mechanisms of the Zionist project but also how it fits 

within greater global trends of the international political system. For the case of 1948, 

there are two significant and broader historical trends that are linked to one another: the 

emergence of Cold War tensions and the era of decolonization movements. The Cold 

War, of course, plays a significant part in this study, as the State of Israel emerges right 

as the two superpowers begin to actively regard each other as enemies, and, in some 

ways, the history of Palestine would seem to fit the paradigm of decolonization, as the 

events following the 1947 UN Partition Plan vote represent a retreat of the British Empire 
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and the establishment of at least one new state. However, as Walter Mignolo 

convincingly argues, Israel should be seen as a reconstitution of a European presence in a 

colonial space rather than as an evacuation. He draws this conclusion through two 

important points; firstly, by drawing a distinction between a “European nation-state” and 

a “decolonial state” (the examples of which he gives are India and Algeria), and 

secondly, by arguing that the Israeli nation-state model resembles the European one in its 

design, most specifically by the way it excludes Palestinians through its policies related 

to citizenship and immigration.34 This claim, of course, is a contentious one, and not only 

in the political sense but also in the historiographical debates around the essential 

qualities of Zionism. The idea that the founding of the State of Israel runs counter to the 

trend of empire break-up and decolonization rests primarily on an identification of Israel 

within the paradigm of settler-colonialism. 

Israeli history, especially in the connection of the expulsion of Palestinians in 

1948, is commonly cited as a case study within settler colonial studies, a new 

interdisciplinary field that was launched with a series of conferences in the years 2007-

2009 and the emergence in 2011 of the online journal Settler Colonial Studies.35 

Although the characterization of Israel as a settler-colonial society had been advanced 

before, the grouping of it with other settler colonial societies is a relatively recent 

phenomenon. Historian Walter L. Hixson writes, “Settler colonialism refers to a history 

in which settlers drove indigenous populations from the land in order to construct their 
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own ethnic and religious national communities. . . What primarily distinguishes settler 

colonialism from colonialism proper is that the settlers came not to exploit the indigenous 

population for economic gain, but rather to remove them from colonial space.”36 With 

this common definition as it pertains to the primary mode of colonization, it is possible to 

compare Israel with other models of mainly British-style settler colonization as opposed 

to other colonization styles, such as those pursued under the French, the Spanish, and 

others. 

This characterization of Israel as a settler-colonial state, however, is much 

contested both within Israeli society and in the field of history. The political implications 

of considering Zionism as a settler-colonial movement and Israel as a continuation of this 

settler-colonial project are manifold; the legitimacy of decolonization movements in the 

eyes of the world in the latter half of the 20th century sheds damaging light onto Israel if 

Zionism is lumped in with other colonization movements, and the way this assertion 

aligns with central claims of the Palestinian arguments reinforces that historical narrative 

and renders the traditional Israeli line unstable. Sociologist Uri Ram writes, “The 

consideration of Israel as a colonialist society, implying that the Jews conquered and 

expropriated a settled land and exploited or expelled the native dwellers, goes against the 

grain of the Zionist self-portrayal as a movement of a people without land returning to a 

land without people.”37 The colonization perspective runs exactly counter to the 

mainstream Israeli claim and implicates the morality of Zionism and the legitimacy of 

Israel in a post-colonial world. Critics of this idea of Israel as a settler-colonial state, 
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however, argue that not all of the defining characteristics of a colony can be observed in 

Israel’s case. For example, there was no traditional metropole-colony relationship as 

there was in the French colonies, and Zionism, they contend, should be best understood 

as a liberation movement that sought the national self-determination of a people 

previously deprived of it.38 While Zionism is certainly a very unique case if examined 

through the lens of settler colonialism, complicated by its specific historical context, 

some of the key characterizations of settler-colonialism appear in the way that Zionism 

unfolded. 

The first appearance of the settler-colonial characterization in Israeli academia 

came after the 1967 war, a time during which the divisive politics surrounding the 

settlement of the West Bank and Gaza caused scholars to take a critical eye towards 

settler-colonial tendencies in the earlier period. Linking Israel with settler colonialism 

was first done by sociologists and was only later taken up by historians and applied to the 

way that they examined the history of the region and the conflict. In agreement with the 

mainstream assertion that Zionism only represented a movement which sought the 

national liberation of Jews and a return to their rightful land, traditional sociology saw the 

Yishuv in the pre-independence era as well as Israeli society after 1948 as a distinct, 

Jewish entity that could be studied independently of its surroundings and compared to 

other Western democracies. This perspective is put into question once one begins with 

the proposition that the conflict between the Zionists and Palestinians is a significant 

factor, perhaps the defining factor, in the formation of Israeli society and one that sets it 

apart from other states. Ram adds, “While the mainstream perspective in sociology 
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considers Israel ‘from the inside’ as a discrete unit, it is the distinctive uniqueness of the 

colonization perspective that it take the Israeli-Arab binational set of relations as its 

vantage point from which to examine Israeli society.”39 This sociological conception of 

Israeli society, as formed primarily from the underlying conflict with the indigenous 

population, opened up new ways of thinking about the historical pressure on Israeli 

society and statehood, both in the pre-1948 era and after. The debates about 

“immigration” or “a return” become acts of colonization; similarly, the formation of the 

Yishuv in the different forms it took in Mandatory Palestine become reappraised when 

examined through the settler-colonial lens. 

Looking at the founding of the State of Israel from the paradigm of settler-

colonialism opens important insights for the purposes of this study. On one hand, the 

relationship between the Yishuv and Great Britain as its primary sponsor (which the 

United States would later become) becomes reformulated as one of a metropole-colony, 

although an extremely unconventional one at that. Continuing with this idea leaves the 

interests and aims of these two powers, so crucial in the immediate post-World War II 

period, open to examination through the lens of geopolitical strategy, an essential step to 

understand the major political trends of the era that culminated in the UN and its handling 

of the Palestine case. On the other hand, identifying Israel with settler-colonialism reveals 

how the logic of the European model of the nation state necessitated the removal of the 

Palestinians in the specific context of the founding of Israel, rendering them outside the 

nation-state and denying them citizenship, a key complication to the refugee crisis that 

caused the UN to be unable to resolve it. 
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Chapter 1: Zionism and the Construction of a Jewish National 
Home 
 
The foundation of the State of Israel, and the resulting expulsion of the Palestinians, was 

the culmination of Zionism, a political movement that began in the 19th century and that 

sought to establish a nation-state for Jews. There were many forms of Zionism that 

emerged from the beginning, but the most prominent strand stemmed from the thought 

and writings of Theodor Herzl, a Jewish journalist from Vienna who popularized the 

question of Zionism and played a founding role in the creation of the World Zionist 

Organization, the first group of its kind. Early Zionism was characterized by much 

debate; indeed, not all Zionists, including Herzl, agreed that the Jewish state must be 

established in Palestine, although it eventually won out after the creation of the World 

Zionist Organization.40 The impetus for Herzl’s embrace of Zionism came out of the 

environment of virulent anti-Semitism in Europe. Herzl, who in many ways embodied the 

hope that Jews could assimilate in European societies, became disillusioned with the 

promise of enfranchisement for Jews in Europe after the Dreyfus Affair, which saw a 

Jewish officer in the French military baselessly accused of spying.41 He soon became 

convinced that the true emancipation of Jews could only be attained through a 

recognition of their peoplehood and the establishment of a nation-state that would place 

Jews as a people at the same level as other nations. In 1896, Herzl published his pamphlet 

The Jewish State (Der Judenstaat) in which he argued for the need of a Jewish nation-

state and outlines the methods by which it can be achieved.  
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 The primary goal of a Jewish State in Herzl’s eyes was to resolve the problem of 

European anti-Semitism. European countries, Herzl argues, have been unable fully to 

accept Jews despite all of the formal rights given to them. Herzl writes, “The Jewish 

question still exists. It would be foolish to deny it. It is a remnant of the Middle Ages, 

which civilized nations do not even yet seem able to shake off, try as they will. They 

certainly showed a generous desire to do so when they emancipated us. The Jewish 

question exists wherever Jews live in perceptible numbers. Where it does not exist, it is 

carried by Jews in the course of their migrations.”42 The bestowing of political rights 

upon Jews did not free them from anti-Semitism, as wherever Jews go among the 

“civilized” nations of Europe, anti-Semitism surfaces and develops in due time until they 

are forced to flee once again. A true acceptance of Jews within European societies would 

require that there be a fundamental transformation in the prejudices and the culture of the 

majority, something that Herzl does not think will happen anytime soon. Perhaps such a 

change could occur, he says, but “[a] nation is everywhere a great child, which can 

certainly be educated; but its education would, even in most favorable circumstances, 

occupy such a vast amount of time that we could . . . remove our own difficulties by other 

means long before the process was accomplished.”43 Anti-Semitism is too persistent and 

too engrained in European culture to be addressed by political enfranchisement, and a 

campaign targeted at the pervasiveness of anti-Semitism would take too long to produce 

any real benefits for Jews. 

What is needed is a short-term solution that would relieve Jews from 

discrimination in European societies and address the root of anti-Semitism rather than the 
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symptoms of it. Anti-Semitism, Herzl argues, has been misunderstood as simple religious 

bias or jealousy of the success of certain Jews in their professions. He writes, “I think the 

Jewish question is no more a social than a religious one, notwithstanding that it 

sometimes takes these and other forms. It is a national question, which can only be solved 

by making it a political world-question to be discussed and settled by the civilized nations 

of the world in council.”44 The fact that it is a national question, in the sense that Jews 

constitute a people distinct from other peoples in Europe, requires the construction of 

new country that could host the Jewish nation.  The political basis of this new nation 

would primarily come from negotiation with European powers, whom Herzl hoped would 

be willing to assist in the establishment of a Jewish state, as that would solve the Jewish 

question in their countries and therefore benefit them in a myriad of ways. The physical 

building of the nation, on the other hand, would be achieved through acquiring land and 

investing capital into the designated territory on the ground. Herzl divides these two 

separate goals into different organizations: the Society of Jews, which would prepare the 

status of the nation politically, and the Jewish Company, which would handle the 

finances of land acquisition and immigration.45 Although he envisioned initially that the 

Jewish Company would acquire private land and keep it for newly arriving immigrants, it 

was not enough to simply have a gradual influx of Jews. Such a strategy, which he calls 

“infiltration” works only “till the inevitable moment when the native population feels 

itself threatened, and forces the Government to stop a further influx of Jews. Immigration 

is consequently futile unless we have the sovereign right to continue such 
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immigration.”46 Sovereignty and statehood would be ultimate guarantors of the 

continuing possibility of a Jewish homeland in anticipation of backlash from the 

indigenous population. 

Herzl’s writings and activism became the main inspiration for later forms of 

Zionism and many of the organizations that would prove to be instrumental in the 

founding of Israel, such as the World Zionist Organization, the Jewish National Fund, 

and the Jewish Agency. These institutions would form the nucleus of the Zionist mission, 

which relied heavily on the ideas of Herzl as proposed in The Jewish State and elsewhere. 

Another strong element of continuity between the early Zionism as propounded by Herzl 

and its realization in Palestine was the way Zionism positioned itself against the 

indigenous populations. As shown above, Herzl was already sensitive to the possibility of 

the “native population” which could threaten the successful undertaking of the Zionist 

dream at any point once threatened by it. His solution to this problem was to remove the 

indigenous inhabitants to make room for newly arriving Jews. In an 1895 diary entry 

Herzl writes, “We must expropriate gently the private property on the estates assigned to 

us. We shall try to spirit the penniless population across the border by procuring 

employment for it in the transit countries, while denying it any employment in our own 

country.”47 This strategy, which combines exclusive labor practices while also using 

economic pressure to induce the flight of the indigenous, fits perfectly with Herzl’s ideas 

regarding the process in which Jews would come to Palestine and the role of the Jewish 

Fund in acquiring land for settlers. These thoughts as expressed by Herzl, the ideological 

founder of Zionism, would continue to be echoed by mainstream Zionist leaders and 
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thinkers in the future and eventually result in the conviction among them that the 

indigenous population of Palestinians represented a problem that could only be 

surmounted through their removal.  

The idea of removing the indigenous inhabitants of Palestine became expressed in 

different ways before World War II, but it usually took the form of “transfer”. This 

notion of “transfer” was seen as fundamental in the eyes of many Zionists, and was 

widespread especially among the individuals that would play key roles in the formation 

of Israel. Masalha writes, “It should not be imagined that the concept of transfer was held 

only by maximalists or extremists within the Zionist movement. On the contrary it was 

embraced by almost all shades of opinion, from the Revisionist right to the Labor left. 

Virtually every member of the Zionist pantheon of founding fathers and important leaders 

supported it and advocated it in one form or another . . . transfer proposal were put 

forward by the Jewish Agency itself, in effect the government of the Yishuv.”48 This idea 

of “transfer,” then, was necessarily inherent in this Zionism which placed so much 

emphasis on procuring land for future Jewish settlers. 

Although Herzl was mainly preoccupied with gaining support from Western 

powers and European Jews, the diary entry above serves as evidence that he was already 

thinking about dealing with the indigenous population. Once Palestine was settled upon 

as the destination for the founding of the Jewish State in 1905, shortly after Herzl’s death, 

Zionists could not ignore the fact that a people were already living there. While to 

Western governments Zionists repeated the slogan “a land without a people for a people 

without a land,” they were well aware of the presence of the Palestinians. The slogan was 
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not meant to be an accurate demographic measure, even if that is how it appeared in 

Europe and the United States. Rather, Masalha notes, it meant that “there were no people 

worth considering within the framework of the notions of European supremacy that then 

held sway.”49 Thus the Zionists ignored the fact that Palestine was abundantly populated 

when discussing the issue with European leaders, even while they devised plan after plan 

to “transfer” the population away.  

 The mainstream political form of Zionism that would come to dominate the path 

of the Yishuv to statehood was inseparably intertwined with the notion of “transfer,” for 

to have a Jewish state in the way that prominent Zionists imagined it was to have a state 

that was overwhelmingly if not purely inhabited by Jews. From the early days, Zionists 

had been searching to resolve the “Arab demographic problem” as they called it, with 

Chaim Weizmann, a prominent Zionist who worked primarily to lobby Britain on the 

project of a Jewish state, calling for Palestine to be “as Jewish as England is English” at 

the Paris Peace Conference of 1919.50 For these Zionists, the Jewishness of a state would 

only be accomplished when Jews would not only live there and claim sovereignty but 

also dominate the territory demographically. The need for a high concentration of Jews, 

combined with the territorial ambitions of political Zionism that saw itself creating a state 

out of an area much larger than the few settlements and urban areas that were already 

majority Jewish, meant that “transfer” of the Palestinians was inevitable for the 

accomplishment of the Zionist dream.  

 Discussions of transfer between Zionists therefore focused mainly on what 

method would be used to accomplish transfer rather than whether it was a good idea or 
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not. The morality of a hypothetical transfer plan was addressed by Zionist leaders after 

the publication of the Peel Commission Report in 1937, in which Britain proposed, for 

the first time, a partition of Palestine into two states with an accompanying population 

transfer. During a series of conventions after the publication of the Peel Commission, 

Ben-Gurion, the most important leader of the Yishuv at the time and later first Prime 

Minister of Israel, attempted to explain to fellow Zionists both that the main promise of 

the Commission was that it advocated for transfer and that this transfer did not amount to 

dispossession. He said: 

The Commission does not suggest Arab dispossession; it proposes their transfer 
and settlement in the Arab state. It seems to me unnecessary to explain the 
fundamental and profound difference between dispossession and transfer. . . Until 
now, we have also carried out our settlement by way of transferring the 
population from one place to another . . . only in a few places in our new 
colonization did we not have to transfer the earlier inhabitants . . . The basic 
difference with the Commission proposal is that the transfer will be on a much 
larger scale, from the Jewish to the Arab territory.51 
 

The key assumption that Ben-Gurion relies on here, and one repeated not only among 

Zionists but also among officials in the UK and the US, is the conflation of the 

Palestinian identity with a greater Arab one and the absence of any discussion of the 

attachment of Palestinians to the land which they inhabited. This basic assumption would 

have a profound effect on how Zionists would justify their plans for transfer and also how 

the Great Powers would attempt to broker a solution to the Palestinian question. 

Furthermore, Ben-Gurion draws a link between the way that private land had been 

acquired by the Jewish National Fund and future transfer plans. Transferring individual 

Palestinians or Palestinian families one at a time through economic pressure, called 

“voluntary” transfer, was not enough to meet the needs of the future Jewish state. 
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Therefore, Ben-Gurion and other Zionists contemplated a much larger-scale form of 

transfer that would radically change the demographic makeup of Palestine and would 

helpfully be done with the assistance of Britain, the Mandate power in charge of the 

territory. 

 The end of World War I brought with it the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, and 

Britain, France, and Italy quickly divided up the territories among themselves. Former 

Ottoman Palestine became the British Mandate of Palestine under the Mandate system 

devised by the League of Nations in order to facilitate European interests over territories 

that had passed into their control. Although Britain and France wanted to exploit the new 

territories just as they were doing in their other colonies, American President Woodrow 

Wilson’s insistence on self-determination in his Fourteen Points and his opposition to the 

annexation of land as a result of war meant that the international system in the post-war 

period did not allow for the creation of colonies from former Ottoman territory.52 Britain 

and France had to come up with a different way to pursue their interests in the region, one 

that did not explicitly contradict the principles espoused by Wilson that had found such 

support across the world. Thus the Mandate system was put in place by the League of 

Nations. Theoretically, at least, the Mandate power would take into account the will of 

the inhabitants of the territory while governing it, and the system itself would be a 

temporary measure designed to allow these countries to advance and develop.  

 That the Mandate system was little more than a superficially disguised system 

designed to enshrine colonization in the framework of the League of Nations and the new 

international system is difficult to doubt. The language used in Article 22 of the Covenant 
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of the League of Nations makes it clear that the same kind of logic that encouraged and 

justified previous European colonization continued, now dressed up in the language of 

development and self-determination. The authors of Article 22 envisaged the Mandate 

system to be a kind of “tutelage” to those “peoples not yet able to stand by themselves 

under the strenuous conditions of the modern world.”53 This paternalistic tone which 

posited the supremacy of the European countries to be the Mandatory powers shows how 

the drafters of Article 22 envisaged the hierarchy of nations after World War I, a 

hierarchy that did not seem to change much from earlier notions of social Darwinism. 

Countries other than the “advanced nations” were given a certain rank according to how 

the League of Nations perceived their stage of development; former territories of the 

Ottoman Empire were given the highest level and explicitly called nations, whereas 

Central Africans were considered only “peoples.” The regions of South-West Africa and 

Pacific Islands are referred to firstly and primarily as simple territories “best administered 

under the laws of the Mandatory as integral portions of its territory,” and the indigenous 

inhabitants and their interests are mentioned only as an afterthought.54 The content of 

Article 22 as well as the way that the Mandatory powers would go on to administer the 

Mandate territories show that the spirit of European colonialism was alive and well in the 

period before World War II, and the independence of these countries, although 

theoretically guaranteed in the near-future by the Mandate system, would not be given so 

easily by the European powers who had a strong interest in maintaining their presence in 

these countries, mainly to expand and preserve their colonial empires. 
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 Palestine, as a former possession of the Ottoman Empire, should have qualified 

for a promise of independence within the short-term. Due to the Balfour Declaration of 

1917, however, in which the British government affirmed its desire to establish a 

“national home” for Jews in Palestine, the British decided not to incorporate a clause 

promising an independent Palestine into the Mandate (as they did for other Mandates) 

and instead reaffirmed the goal of creating a Jewish national home as outlined in the 

Balfour Declaration. The British had many reasons to support the Balfour Declaration in 

peacetime after its declaration as a desperate wartime policy, and all of them had to do 

with the maintenance of their Empire.55 Although the interpretation of the Balfour 

Declaration and Britain’s commitment would take different forms over the years of 

Britain’s control of Palestine and even be put under serious consideration, certain 

overarching principles served as a bedrock for Britain’s support for the Zionist project. 

The preservation of the overseas territories of the Empire had become progressively more 

expensive, especially after the end of World War I, a time when a staggering one-third of 

the British government’s budget was being spent on accumulated war debt.56 Increased 

Zionist investment in the strategically critical territory of Palestine promised to offset the 

cost of keeping the Mandate running and so was welcomed by British politicians who 

wanted to reduce the money spent overseas whenever they could.  

Zionist capital and ambitions represented a potential way for the British to avoid 

the costly expenditures associated with controlling Palestine while enjoying the benefits 
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of the British presence there. Thus, in the decades leading up to the Great Revolt of 1936-

1939, the British lent their support to the development of a “Jewish national home” in 

hopes that they could hold on to Palestine for less.57 This does not mean that the British 

and the Zionists were always in agreement about British policy in Palestine. British 

acknowledgement of Arab protests and the threat of unrest both in Palestine and the 

greater Arab and Muslim worlds, specifically during the 1936-1939 Great Revolt, meant 

that the British attempted to put forward a policy that would incite as little protest as 

possible and be acceptable to both sides, and Zionists were often at odds with parts of 

those policies. However, Britain’s interests as they pertained to keeping their overseas 

territories and facilitating their control over them aligned with several key Zionist 

initiatives that would play key roles in the founding of Israel. 

 Developments in Palestine before World War II point to a general trend of a 

strengthening Yishuv under British auspices. Inspired by theories of nationalism and the 

unending persistence of and intense anti-Semitism in Europe, Zionism saw itself as a 

national liberation movement that could finally solve the Jewish question in Europe and 

hoped that European powers would see the benefit in that and therefore assist them. 

Towards that goal, Herzl promoted his vision of the Zionist project, in which 

organizations would be established to facilitate Jewish immigration and land purchases. 

The ultimate goal of these measures, the formation of Jewish state, could only be realized 

with a solution to the demographic obstacle posed by the indigenous inhabitants, and talk 

                                                 
57 Ibid., 155-156. The British belief that Zionists could and would relieve the British taxpayer of the burden 
of maintaining an imperial presence in Palestine stemmed in part from the anti-Semitic stereotype of a rich 
international Jewry whose funds were limitless and in part from the money that Zionist organizations had 
already put forward. Lord Curzon, the Foreign Secretary, wrote that “Palestine needs ports, electricity, and 
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of “transferring” the indigenous population accompanied political Zionism from the very 

beginning. As Britain came in control of the region and established itself as the Mandate 

power at the end of World War I, the British and the Yishuv developed a relationship that 

promised mutual benefits for both parties. For Britain, the Zionist project represented the 

possibility that the British would be able to spend less on developing a strategically 

important region; for the Yishuv, it was hoped that Britain would continue to fulfill its 

promise in the Balfour Declaration by facilitating immigration, land purchases, and 

perhaps even statehood. This relationship, although not without a few disagreements and 

difficulties along the way, sustained itself throughout the Mandate period until Britain’s 

priorities switched in anticipation of the impending threat from Germany and its allies. 
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Chapter 2: World War II, Jewish Nationalism, and the 
American Zionist Movement 
 
In response to the Great Revolt of 1936-1939, during which Palestinian Arabs protested 

the continuation of British rule and the development of the Zionist project through Jewish 

immigration, London issued the 1939 White Paper which signaled a shift in British 

commitments towards both Jews and Arabs in Palestine. The quotas and limitations that 

the White Paper placed upon Jewish immigration, in conjunction with the promise of 

independence to Palestine within ten years, meant that a Jewish majority would not be 

reached in the allotted time and so signaled the end of the dream of a Jewish state as the 

Yishuv’s leadership envisioned it.58 Although the Zionists, who had no choice but to 

align themselves against the anti-Semitic and genocidal Nazis, did join and encourage the 

British war effort, they began to turn to look across the Atlantic for a new sponsor, 

hoping that the United States could assist them in creating a Jewish state. Wartime 

exigencies, however, meant that the United States felt the need to stay in step with their 

ally Great Britain, and for most of the war Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration 

attempted to match up their policy with that of Britain. Although at times the American 

government seemed to be engaging in the type of conflicting promises that had landed 

Britain in trouble, the war consumed almost all of the United States’ focus, and American 

officials followed the military logic of the British government that demanded continuing 

the policy of the 1939 White Paper. State Department officials pushed back more often 

than not against Zionist efforts to push policy in their favor. This period was critical, 
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however, for the formation of the American Zionist movement and laid the ground for 

future efforts to convince the American policymakers to support the Zionist movement.  

During this time, Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. joined up with the OSS which exposed 

him to the underlying tensions of the Palestinian question for the first time. As he served 

as part of the war effort, Penrose took his initial assumptions regarding the situation from 

the overarching mainstream military strategy of the United States, but his contention with 

the way that the American Zionist movement attempted to portray the issue to American 

policymakers reveals a special attachment that Penrose had to the cause of the 

Palestinians and a depth of knowledge about the issue, as well as his fear of the damage 

to the war effort that would occur if the United States backed the Zionist project. 

 With the promulgation of the 1939 White Paper, the Yishuv felt especially 

demoralized. The Western power which was still in control of the territory in which they 

wished to declare their state had turned its back to them. This perceived betrayal was all 

the more galling and threatening due to the fact that it came at a time in which anti-

Semitism in Europe was skyrocketing along with the corresponding need for increased 

Jewish immigration; never had the need for Jewish control of their own immigration 

seemed so desperately important and the justification for it self-evident.59 The Zionist 

leadership of the Yishuv, led by David Ben-Gurion, resolved to work as quickly as 

possible to gain the ability to determine their own future independent of Great Britain. At 

the same time, however, the Yishuv knew that they still needed the support of a great 

power, and as Britain proved to be unreliable in this regard, the Yishuv’s leaders began to 

consider the United States as a potential source of aid.  
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 Looking back on the Yishuv’s policy during World War II, in 1964 Ben-Gurion 

wrote about the discussion going on within the Zionist leadership regarding the passing 

of the 1939 White Paper and the Yishuv’s relationship with Britain. In the piece titled 

“We Look Towards America,” Ben-Gurion outlines the difficulties of the Yishuv’s 

dilemma in regards to their total reliance on Britain up to that point and the relatively 

small size of the Zionist movement in the United States. Zionists were disappointed that 

Winston Churchill, who became prime minister in 1940, failed to abrogate the 1939 

White Paper even though he had previously criticized it publicly.60 The Zionists 

concluded that no government, either Labour or Conservative, of Great Britain would by 

itself change course, at least not in crucial wartime during which British strategic 

concerns considered Arab interests more important than the goodwill of Jews who had no 

other country to which to turn. Ben-Gurion wrote, “There was no guarantee that even this 

[Churchill] Government was proof against Arab pressure and the anti-Jewish tradition 

prevalent in certain departments. It was, therefore, essential to mobilize all the strength 

and influence of the Jewish people, and this—apart from the Yishuv itself—was to be 

found primarily in America.”61 Ben-Gurion came to understand the Jewish community in 

the United States as the most promising international avenue to pursue support for the 

Zionist project, now that Great Britain had abruptly changed course. Part of this came out 

of the conviction that America would almost certainly play an important role in the 

shaping of the post-war world order, an order in which the Zionist project would have to 
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adopt if it wished to succeed. Ben-Gurion wrote, “In 1940, the United States was still 

formally and legally neutral, but it was plain to all intelligent Americans that this war 

could determine the fate of America too. . . During the last fifty years the world’s largest 

Jewish community—perhaps the largest in our people’s history—had grown up in this 

vitally important country.”62 Efforts thus, Ben-Gurion contends, should be refocused 

towards America, where the Jewish community was vibrant and held great potential for 

the formation of a strong Zionist movement. 

The American entrance into the war in late 1941, however, complicated matters 

for the Zionist movement both within and outside of America. For one, Weizmann’s 

lobbying efforts in the United Kingdom were somewhat blunted. Previously, Zionist 

lobbying in London relied on convincing Great Britain that it would win the support of 

the United States through the implementation of a pro-Zionist policy. In a personal 

message to Churchill two months before Pearl Harbor, Weizmann argued that British 

sponsorship of an all-Jewish fighting force (the Jewish Division) could convince 

American Jews—who, he argued, are a critical force in American politics—to “tip the 

scales in America in favour of Great Britain.”63 He wrote, “I have spent four months in 

America . . . closely watching the American scene. Forces over there are finely balanced; 

the position is uncertain. There is only one big ethnic group which is willing to stand, to a 

man, for Great Britain, and a policy of ‘all-out-aid’ for her; the five million American 

Jews.”64 Weizmann was able to prolong the idea of a Jewish Division for two years, 

thanks to the supportive presence of Churchill in a Cabinet otherwise hostile to the idea 
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of an all-Jewish army. For Churchill, the main importance of the Jewish Division idea 

was that, in his eyes, it could hasten the entrance of the United States to the war. Once 

that had been accomplished after Pearl Harbor, Churchill found no reason to oppose the 

rest of the Cabinet when they moved to shelve plans for the Jewish Division.65 With it 

quickly becoming clear that the British were holding fast to not only the 1939 White 

Paper but also their refusal to grant the creation of an all-Jewish force, the Zionist 

movement across the Atlantic took on a newfound importance. 

 The starting point of the new American Zionist movement and the concretization 

of the movement’s aim was the Biltmore Program. In 1942, American Zionists, joined by 

pre-eminent Zionist leaders such as Ben-Gurion and Weizmann, called a conference at 

the Biltmore Hotel in New York in order to unify the Zionist movement in the United 

States and clarify their intentions for the post-war order.66 The resolutions adopted at the 

Biltmore Conference are characterized by a heightened ambition of the part of the 

publicly stated goals of the mainstream Zionist movement and an awareness that wartime 

represented a crucial period for the survival of Zionism. The main points proclaimed by 

the Biltmore Program were a call “for the fulfillment of the original purpose of the 

Balfour Declaration and the Mandate. . . [which] was to. . . found there [in Palestine] a 

Jewish Commonwealth,” the establishment of a Jewish army that would fight 

independently of other national armies, and the entrusting of immigration policy in 

Palestine to the Jewish Agency.67 After the Biltmore Program’s proclamation, elections 
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of the American Jewish Congress, in which American Jewish organizations voted, were 

held. Zionist parties were able to gain control of four-fifths of the voting power.68 Upon 

the adoption of the Biltmore Program by the American Jewish Congress in 1943, the 

American Zionist movement emerged with a clear platform and claimed to represent a 

large majority of American Jews. The resolutions contained within the Biltmore Program 

represented the overarching principles which the American Zionist movement would 

advocate for in lobbying the American government. 

There is an unmistakable growth in the sense of urgency of the Zionist movement 

in light of the pressures brought to bear on it by World War II. No longer able to rely on 

Britain’s simple promise of a “national home” to facilitate their goals, mainstream Zionist 

leaders openly called for the founding of a Jewish state in order to secure the autonomy 

necessary to control, above all other things, their own immigration policy. One way in 

which the American Zionist movement attempted to further their interests in face of the 

reluctance of the American government to support a Jewish state was to appeal to the 

public’s longstanding humanitarian sensibilities by highlighting the plight of Jewish 

refugees created by the war.69 Palestine, in this vision, served as the only solution to the 

problem of Jewish refugees, and the American Zionists presented the idea that the 

creation of a Jewish Commonwealth there would be a just solution for the refugees. As 

mentioned previously, the British were worried about their strategic interests in the 

Middle East and did not want to exacerbate the situation by increasing Jewish 

immigration, and so assuaging the plight of the Jewish refugees became a battleground 

between British officials and Zionists, who took their plea to the United States instead.  
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The American alliance with the British meant that the former felt the need to 

support the UK, and as Roosevelt took the initiative in determining American wartime 

policy, it was his administration that led the government’s position on the matter. 

President Roosevelt concurred with the British to some extent and felt that the 

establishment of a Jewish state was not a desirable solution to the Jewish refugee crisis. 

He hoped instead that obstacles to the immigration of Jews to other nations could be 

removed, including those in the United States.70 Historian Richard Stevens writes, “To 

Roosevelt, it seemed dishonest to demand immigration concessions from the Arabs while 

the United States retained its tight and selective quota laws.”71 While perhaps stemming 

in part from Roosevelt’s personal qualms about appearing dishonest, there was a 

significant part to this strategy that directly involved political calculations. During the 

war, Roosevelt sent Morris L. Ernst, a lawyer, on international missions to Europe, one of 

which was directly concerned the policy of accepting refugees. In his memoirs, Ernst 

wrote of Roosevelt’s vision for the post-war situation. “F.D.R. was, it seemed to me, 

always aware of the Palestinian tinder-box,” Ernst wrote, “He had one fixed idea: Hitler 

should not be allowed to win the war on any front, and particularly not one of a racist or 

religious nature. All those pushed around because of race, creed, color or political belief 

must be treated as special wards of the victorious Allies.”72 This sentiment (while sorely 

lacking from Roosevelt’s own policy of interning Japanese-Americans) guided 

Roosevelt’s efforts to push for promises of greater immigration quotas in the U.S. and 

other Allied countries as part of the post-war deal, a lobbying effort in which Ernst 
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directly participated.73 Roosevelt was looking into the future where the domination of the 

United States would place it in a position to institute its own vision of a world order. That 

world vision included a repudiation of the kind of logic that supported Hitler’s anti-

Semitism, and Roosevelt hoped that Jewish refugees would be able to find refuge in all 

nations through the raising of immigration quotas, and not solely in Palestine.  

Roosevelt was also unconvinced about the feasibility of the Zionist project and 

felt that many Jews would want to live elsewhere if other nations followed through with 

his plan to accept greater amounts of immigrants. The Administration’s position, as well 

as that of certain members of Congress, shifted at times in responding to the American 

Zionist movement. The effect of the lobbying efforts of the American Zionist movement 

can be most clearly seen during the presidential election of 1944. Despite his previous 

evasion of any public declaration in favor of the American Zionists, Roosevelt assured 

Senator Robert F. Wagner, a key pro-Zionist figure in the government, a month before 

the election that if re-elected he would work towards the establishment of a Jewish 

commonwealth.74 This promise, which affirmed the most crucial and ambitious 

resolution of the Biltmore Program, meant that, at least for the moment, the White House 

was now in step with the goals of the American Zionist movement, and shows that 

Roosevelt did consider the fact that many of his potential voters cared deeply about the 

Biltmore Program. This did not last, however, for after the election Roosevelt reverted to 

his old policy regarding Palestine, in which strategic concerns (that aligned with the 

British) took precedence over election promises made previously. On December 3, 

Roosevelt wrote in a letter to Senator Wagner that while one million Jews from Europe 
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may want to join the existing Jewish population in Palestine, there are also 

“approximately seventy million Mohammedans who want to cut their throats the day they 

land. The one thing I want to avoid is a massacre or a situation which cannot be resolved 

by talking things over.”75 Although articulated in a different way, Roosevelt was also 

concerned with the greater Muslim community and the unrest that Jewish immigration to 

Palestine might engender. Thus his previous campaign promise, which was a whole-

hearted adoption of the essential tenet of the Biltmore Program, became sidelined once 

reelected and Roosevelt’s mind returned to conducting the war. 

The creation of a purely Jewish Army, one meant to fight with the Allied forces 

and another one of the resolutions of the Biltmore program, had long been one of the 

Zionist movement’s goals since the beginning of World War II. The Biltmore Program, 

in an effort to appeal to American public opinion, justified the creation of the Jewish 

army as “the right of the Jews of Palestine to play their full part in the war effort and in 

the defense of their country” in response to the tyranny and genocide of Jews by the Nazi 

regime.76 Zionist leaders had seen other political benefits that could be gained from the 

creation of an internationally recognized Jewish army, although they sometimes differed 

on its exact purpose. Weizmann believed that the best use of an all-Jewish military unit 

would be to fight in Europe against the Germans so that the Zionists would be present at 

the peace conference where they could finally claim their right to statehood by virtue of 

their participation in the hostilities.77 Ben-Gurion, on the other hand, argued that such a 

military force was needed to ensure the Yishuv’s existence, and so should stay in 
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Palestine in order to assist in the consolidation of the proto-state and defend in case the 

Nazis succeeded in overrunning the British position in Egypt.78 In any case, the creation 

of an all-Jewish fighting force could provide different benefits to the Zionist movement, 

including the international presence of a Jewish force fighting under their own flag 

independent of any other nation. Such a military unit would serve as an important symbol 

of Jewish nationhood and participation in the struggle against the Axis. The primary goal 

here was international recognition of such a force; the Yishuv had already established the 

Haganah, a local militia, through cooperation with the British that served as a domestic 

security force and would later play an important role in the 1948 war.79 Securing Allied 

recognition of such a specifically Jewish force, one fighting under its own flag, would 

elevate the Jewish fighting force to the position of a national army and potentially equip 

it better, a crucial contribution to whatever future the Zionist movement would take. 

As shown previously, the British were suspicious of the idea of an all-Jewish 

fighting force, with many Cabinet members arguing that Weizmann and other Zionists 

had ulterior, political motives in their desire to form a separate military force. This 

sentiment was also shared for the most part by the State Department, who doubted the 

military necessity of the all-Jewish force to defend Palestine after the British consolidated 
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their position in Egypt, successfully defending against German general Erwin Rommel’s 

attack. In addition, the invasion of North Africa by Allied forces in late 1942 marked the 

first time that the United States found itself occupying and administering territory that 

held large populations of Muslims. The same strategic anxieties that Britain felt with 

regard to Muslims in India and other territories, although shared previously by the United 

States, were now intensified by fact of the American presence as an occupying force. 

After the Allied invasion of North Africa in November 1942, American Zionists 

stepped up their efforts to lobby both the Administration and the State Department to 

either pressure Great Britain to allow for the formation of a purely Jewish force or create 

one themselves. One significant American Zionist group was the “Committee for a 

Jewish Army of Stateless and Palestinian Jews,” whose task was to advocate to the 

American government in favor of the realization of an all-Jewish fighting force under its 

own flag. According to a report delivered to the State Department, the Committee, 

created on December 4, 1941, was composed of several different members that ranged 

from former politicians to prominent members of the Jewish community. In a meeting on 

January 27, 1942, many of these members gave short speeches outlining why the 

formation and equipping of a Jewish army was moral and necessary. The main reasons 

listed were the desire of Jews to fight, the potential value of their contribution to the war 

effort, and the unbreakable morale of Jewish fighters fighting against Nazism.80 

However, many members were also very conscious of the Zionist movement’s position in 
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the Middle East and the precarious situation of the Yishuv there. Certain speakers pointed 

to the practicality of simply arming Jews who were already present in the important 

theatres of Palestine and North Africa, rather than transporting American or Allied 

soldiers, to assist in the war effort.81 Not all of the Committee’s reasons were directly 

linked to the current war, however. A former Congressman who was part of the 

Committee asserted in a meeting on January 27 that a Jewish army was needed as a future 

deterrent to the threat of the majority Arab population. The report reads, “The Arabs, 

[former congressman George Hamilton Combs] claimed, are at present held in check 

only because they believe in a United Nations’ victory and do not wish to endanger their 

position by siding openly with the Axis.”82  The idea here is that, if and when the Allies 

achieve victory and the Arabs no longer run the risk of being identified with the Axis 

powers and receiving the wrath of the Allies, they would turn on the Jewish population in 

Palestine. Many of the same goals shared by Weizmann and Ben-Gurion, which included 

the need for a Jewish presence in an Allied victory and a consolidation of the Yishuv’s 

position in Palestine, were thus adopted and articulated by the Committee. 

One of the primary ways in which the Committee went about pursuing its goal 

was by running advertisements in hopes of swaying public opinion and gathering support 

from well-known public figures. An example of these two strategies, along with an 

articulation of the general aims of the Committee, can be found in a newspaper 

advertisement published in the New York Times on December 7, 1942. The text of the 

advertisement, titled “A Proclamation on the Moral Rights of the Stateless and 
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Palestinian Jews,” appeals to the humanitarian sentiment among the American people, as 

well as their patriotic war fever which made them eager to strike against Hitler.83 The 

advertisement links sponsorship of a Jewish army as the ultimate repudiation of Hitler 

and the Nazi ideology, and argues that America’s indecision thus far on the question of 

the Jews in Europe through their reluctance to sponsor a Jewish army is a betrayal of 

American ideals. The advertisement argues that America is complicit in the Jews’ 

suffering, as Jews are “caught between the blows of Hitler’s hammer and the anvil of our 

own passive sympathy.”84 To resolve the issue of inaction, the message encourages the 

United States to take the lead on the issue, urging that “America must not fail [the Jews]. 

The role of leader has fallen to America. The eyes of all the world’s oppressed and 

heavy-laden are on Washington.”85 Contained within this advertisement, then, is a 

recognition of the fact that the United States will assume a preeminent position both 

during the war and right after and so represents an important candidate to sponsor a 

Jewish force or, failing that, to pressure the British to create a Jewish army. Following the 

proclamation that asserts the right of Jews in Europe and in Palestine to “fight in their 

own army, under their own insignia,” is a page long list of signatories, ranging from 

prominent names in the military, education, politics, and more.86 By raising awareness of 

the problem of Jewish refugees and listing the names of prominent American leaders 

from various professions, the Committee hoped to arouse public sentiment to pressure the 
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United States government to create a Jewish army and realize an integral resolution of the 

Biltmore Program. 

Although the Committee’s impassioned appeal made inroads among senators and 

influential public figures, it was not so successful in convincing the State Department of 

the importance or military benefit of a Jewish army. The Allied invasion in North Africa 

intensified the State Department opposition to the American Zionist movement, mainly 

because what before had only indirectly affected them through its relationship with 

Britain now became of direct concern. Although the Committee, whose primary activities 

involved running ads and lobbying American officials, had already been established 

several years prior, its members felt strongly that the new military situation in North 

Africa meant that the United States could be encouraged anew to establish a Jewish 

fighting force and so approached the State Department with new vigor. In a letter to one 

State Department official, the chairman of the Committee, Alfred Strelsin, stressed the 

fact that “The United States military occupation of North Africa has, we believe, 

simplified the realization of [forming a Jewish military unit] . . . There are close to 

400,000 Jews in that area, many of them refugees from Hitler dominated Europe, all of 

them ardent champions of the cause of the United Nations and admirers of this 

country.”87 In the letter, Streslin insists that although the choice was formerly in Britain’s 

hands, the fact that the United States now controlled territory in North Africa meant that 

there were “no political obstacles [that] stand in the way” and that the United States could 
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create a Jewish fighting force.88 In many ways, the changing military situation in North 

Africa and the Zionist movement’s response to it is illustrative of the overall shifting of 

the focus to America, which echoes Ben-Gurion’s desires to cultivate closer ties with the 

United States.  

It is clear from the letter that at some point Berle had rejected the request from the 

Committee for a Jewish Army on the basis of the political unfeasibility of the project. 

This infeasibility on a political level was now solved by the American military presence, 

at least according to Streslin. State Department opposition to the plan went deeper than 

whether the United States was capable of arming and forming a Jewish force, however, 

and had more to do with the wartime strategy. These factors still played an important part 

and figured more prominently within the State Department’s thinking now that the U.S. 

was physically in control of parts of North Africa. In an aide memoire, one official 

outlined the State Department’s position on the matter, writing, “The United States 

Government shares in general the views of the British government regarding the proposal 

. . . for the Jewish Army. . . In particular, it is the opinion of this Government that any 

attempt to organize a separate force of Jews in North Africa would be a hindrance to the 

common war effort, especially as there is no information to support the claim that some 

400,000 Jews in North Africa are desirous of joining such an army.”89 The State 

Department did not take seriously the claims of the Committee that a Jewish army could 

contribute significantly to the war effort, and so dismissed the proposal, seeing that its 

implementation could jeopardize Britain’s position in the Middle East and elsewhere.  
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Concern for the possibility of Muslim or Arab unrest characterizes much of the 

correspondence in the State Department since the United States entered the war. A report 

to the State Department in June 1942, even before the Allied invasion of North Africa, 

discusses a recent Zionist meeting in New Jersey where three Hindu speakers made 

speeches. The report details the fear of a Hindu-Zionist alliance that may push out the 

British in both Palestine and India, something that could jeopardize British interests in 

both strategically important locations.90 Asserted also in the document is the fact that 

although Muslims represent a minority in India, “[Muslims] are much more to be 

depended upon in a crisis than are the 360,000,000 Hindus. [Francis Kettaneh, the 

informant] characterizes the Moslem [sic] as a good fighter and the Hindu as one who 

will run away and give up everything rather than fight.”91 The United States in this 

instance was concerned with the stability of the territories under their ally’s control, and 

Muslims held an outsized importance to them. More than that, the State Department was 

also keen on putting down rumors that the U.S. was arrayed against Muslim interests. 

The document notes that the informant “states without reservation that in his opinion the 

Nazis have successfully created the impression in Moslem [sic] minds that Great Britain 

and especially the United States are coddling the Zionists. He believes that this growth of 

bitterness in the Near East may result in an explosion at almost any time.”92 The State 

Department, like the British, was clearly concerned about the possibility of Axis powers 

appealing to Muslim or Arab populations (or both) and was therefore sensitive to the 
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threat that they could pose. Now that the United States was in direct control of territory 

with large populations of Arabs and Muslims, the formation of a Jewish army did not 

make much strategic sense to them. The State Department’s opposition to Zionism was 

therefore built upon purely strategic concerns, which saw that support for a Zionist army 

or the backing of the Zionist project could compromise the Allied position overseas and 

alienate the inhabitants of those territories now occupied by the United States during this 

crucial war-time period.  

Penrose in Wartime 

In his capacity as an intelligence officer in the Office of Strategic Services, 

Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. became one of the leading voices against the establishment of a 

Jewish army, echoing much of the same concerns about military needs that characterized 

the State Department’s attitude. Unable to secure his father’s old job as president of 

Whitman College, Penrose capitalized on his experience as a professor in Beirut and took 

a job doing administrative work for the Near East College Association, which conducted 

missionary activities and fundraising for colleges in the Middle East. When the United 

States entered World War II at the end of 1941, Penrose applied to a position at the 

Office of Strategic Services which was at that point looking to expand its corps of 

officers. In letters addressed to his father around this time, Penrose explained that while 

he did not like the prospect of living and working in Washington D.C., he wanted to 

contribute and do his “part in the war effort.”93 An internal office memorandum 

recommending Penrose to the head of the Near Eastern Division of the OSS noted that 
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although Penrose “neither speaks nor reads Arabic.  . . The three years which he spent at 

the University of Beirut, during which time he traveled extensively in the Near East, has 

left him . . . with a pretty thorough working knowledge of the geography of the country 

and the habits of the people.”94 Penrose’s experience in the Middle East in addition to the 

value of his administrative work that he had done with the Near East College Association 

landed him the job, which during the war would keep him in between the headquarters in 

Washington D.C. and his various missions abroad, especially in Cairo. 

The first documented interaction of Penrose with the question of Palestine is in 

regards to the lobbying of the American government in favor of the establishment of a 

Jewish Army. Doubtless, Penrose heard of the situation in Palestine during his time in 

Beirut as a professor from 1928-1931, and so must have been at least somewhat familiar 

with the dynamic between Arabs, the Yishuv, and the British. His perspective on the 

issue was much more influenced by the fact that he was serving in the OSS, which had a 

very specific military mission, as evidenced by the fact that he was primarily concerned 

with promoting good relations between the United States and the inhabitants of Arab and 

Muslim-majority countries. As an intelligence officer, Penrose was not directly 

concerned with the creation of policy in regards to military operations. He was, however, 

responsible for counteracting non-military efforts to destabilize the region under his 

purview and undermine the Allied war effort there. The lobbying of the Zionist 

movement, in Penrose’s eyes, threatened to destabilize the Middle East and so fell under 

his jurisdiction. 
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The appearance of Chaim Weizmann in the United States, who was attempting to 

convince the American government to pressure Britain to support the formation of a 

Jewish state, drew the attention of Penrose who wrote to his parents on May 1, 1942 

about the proposition for a Jewish army. This occurred before the Allied invasion of 

North Africa, and the OSS at the time was preparing a report on the feasibility and 

desirability of a Jewish army. According to the letter from Penrose, the chief sources of 

the information that would go into the report seem to be himself and Weizmann.95 In the 

letter, Penrose echoed the argument that the Zionists had political motivations that were 

totally separate from the war effort. He writes, “The Zionists don’t really give a damn 

about the army—they want their flag recognized on the same status as the government in 

exile, so that after the war they can present the allies with a fait accompli which will 

entitle them, in their view, to national sovereignty in Palestine.”96 Penrose saw the 

formation of the Jewish army as part of the Zionist push to be considered a distinct nation 

among the victorious Allies, something that would in reality only trigger “a revolt among 

the Arabs which would be disastrous to the allied cause in the Near East” and “would 

probably take an army of 100,000 men to protect the Jewish army.”97 Clearly, the issue 

took on great importance in Penrose’s mind as it occurred to him to write about it to his 

family, and he felt that the pressure brought to bear on the American government was 

enough to warrant a response.  

The issue of the Jewish army came to Penrose’s attention anew with the activities 

of the Committee for a Jewish Army of Stateless and Palestinian Jews and the publication 
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of the advertisement in December. For Penrose at least, until now the issue had mainly 

been confined to a behind-the-scenes struggle between lobbyists and governmental 

departments. Now, however, the Committee began a concerted public campaign and had 

managed to secure the signatures of many people that Penrose personally knew, 

individuals mainly within academia and university administration. One of these 

signatories, the president of Washington State University Ernest Holland, received a 

letter from Penrose in December 1942 which details Penrose’s reasoning of his 

opposition to the formation of a Jewish army.  

The two main thrusts of Penrose’s argument in the letter revolve around an 

attempt to disassociate the plea for the Jewish army from Hitler’s violence against Jews 

and his outlining of the reasons why the Jewish army does not conform to the military 

interests of the Allied powers. First, Penrose contends that the Zionists are pushing for a 

Jewish army that fights under their own flag because, as a recognized flag must represent 

a recognized state, “the Allies will be presented with the moral necessity of providing a 

country in which the previously recognized state may exist. Obviously that country can 

only be Palestine, according to Zionist ambitions.”98 Penrose’s logic here echoes some of 

the same reasons outlined by the State Department, as well as Weizmann’s ideas for the 

purpose of an all-Jewish fighting force. Penrose continues, “The movement for a Jewish 

army . . . is aimed at building up a strong defense force which can be used to protect the 

Zionist state, when it is established, from the inevitable efforts of the Arabs to oust from 

territory they consider with some justice to be rightfully theirs the usurper who gained it 
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from them with British and American aid.”99 After Rommel failed to conquer Egypt and 

the Allies invaded North Africa, a Nazi invasion of Palestine was no longer a possibility, 

and therefore Penrose did not see much validity in the argument that an army would be 

needed to consolidate the Yishuv against the Axis, instead seeing its purpose as a 

preparation for future independent statehood and war with the Arabs. Penrose does 

recognize, however, that Jews who so wish should be able to fight against Hitler, but 

argues that enlistment in the British military was always an option for them, concluding 

from this fact that the push for an all Jewish fighting force had something more to it than 

simply the desire to fight the Axis.100 

Another interesting dimension of Penrose’s analysis is his insistence on separating 

Judaism from Zionism, something absent from State Department readings of the 

situation. He notes that “this whole question is one of Zionism rather than Judaism . . . 

Fundamentally there would be as much point to demanding a Catholic army, or perhaps a 

Baptist navy, as there would be to setting up a separate Jewish army. In this case it is a 

matter of politics rather than religion, and the attempt to disguise the former under the 

appearance of the latter has been both skillful and misleading.”101 Penrose approvingly 

cites Arthur Sulzberger, the president and publisher of the New York Times, who argued 

against a conflation of Zionism and Judaism, and concludes the letter by noting that he 

writes in the capacity as a friend and not officially.102  
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It is clear from the continuing correspondence between Penrose and Holland that 

the latter was unaware of the complex elements involved with the question of the Jewish 

army and appreciated the information furnished by Penrose. Later, after receiving another 

letter from the Committee informing him of their progress and asking for his further 

participation in supporting and creating awareness about the idea of a Jewish army, 

Holland wrote them back clarifying his position on the matter, writing that he was mainly 

motivated by sympathy for the persecuted Jews of Europe. “On mature consideration, 

however,” he continues: 

I have become convinced of the truth of two judgements: First, the establishment 
in Palestine of a Jewish army which you are promoting would be highly 
disadvantageous to the cause of the Allies. Second, the establishment of a Zionist 
State in Palestine, which is inextricably connected with your desire for a Jewish 
army fighting under its own sovereign flag, is not in accord with the principles of 
the Atlantic Charter, nor is it in the long run anything but a menace to the welfare 
of the very Jews whom we are most anxious to help. They will be aided only by the 
establishment of a peace in which the Jewish Minority may have security in 
whatever land they may choose to live, not by segregating them in what might 
only too easily become a type of international ghetto. Peace will only come after 
the victory of Allied arms over the Axis states and the eradication of fascist 
principles and beliefs.103 
 

In his letter to the Committee, Holland lays out his new position of the issue with reasons 

that were clearly inspired by both Penrose’s letter and Sulzberger’s article. His conviction 

that the Jewish army is “inextricably connected” with the founding of a Jewish state is an 

obvious reflection of Penrose’s efforts to show that the Jewish army proposal is more 

than just a desire for Jews to be able to resist Axis forces. The total dedication to the war 

effort was all that mattered to many Americans, and any other aims that could possibly 

detract from waging it in the most efficient way possible were secondary at best and 
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harmful at worst. Holland takes inspiration from Penrose’s direct intervention and 

concludes that supporting the formation of a Jewish army is not only dangerous for the 

Allied war effort, but also contradicts the expressed war aims of the United States. 

Not all of the signatories of the “Proclamation of the Rights of Stateless and 

Palestinian Jews” that Penrose addressed embraced the arguments advanced by him. Out 

of the eight signatories that Penrose knew personally and wrote, only Walter Cushing 

Eells, who at that time was the head of a prominent advocacy group for higher education, 

had responded to Penrose that he in fact favored the establishment of a Jewish state. 

Eells’ pushback against Penrose merited a special response, and so Penrose drafted 

another argument especially for him. In an unsigned draft of a letter to Eells, Penrose 

adds historical context to his argument and pleads the Arab case of the question. One of 

the chief arguments that Penrose gives is an assertion of the legitimacy of the Arab claim 

on Palestine. He writes, “There is now no question but what [sic] the Arabs were 

promised Palestine in the McMahon correspondence with Sharif Hussein in 1915, a 

correspondence which led to Arab support of the Allied cause in the last war. This 

outdated by two years the Balfour agreement and by one year the Sykes-Picot treaty. . . It 

is no exaggeration to say that Palestine is the twice-promised land. Further, a majority of 

Arabic speaking peoples have lived in Palestine for more than 1300 years, and with some 

reason consider it their ancestral home.”104 Penrose continues by noting that “When one 

realizes too that Palestine . . . now has a population of 1,000,000 Arabs and about 

500,000 Jews, democratic procedure would indicate that the former should be given a 

voice in determining how large an influx of immigration should be permitted. They too 
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watch the ‘Four Freedoms,’ and particularly the independence for which they fought 

against the Ottoman Turks.”105 For Penrose, determining the viability of a Jewish state 

should take into account not only the strategic needs of the Allied forces but also the 

examination of the attitudes of the indigenous population. At the heart of this angle taken 

up by Penrose is his desire to understand the opinion of Palestinians and thus avoid 

potential conflagrations that might occur by the imposition of an offensive policy. This 

approach to the Palestinian question, one raising the history of the Arabs and their claims, 

is not widely invoked in other circles, however. Indeed, in the letter Penrose complains, 

“I can really get worked up on the subject of justice to the Arabs, particularly since they 

have no opportunity comparable to that of their opponents to present their case.”106 His 

frustration expressed in this phrase shows that Penrose sees himself of something of an 

outlier on the issue, not only in the public sphere but also among the officials of the State 

Department, who rarely if ever emphasize this side of the question.    

The arguments that Penrose made to public figures in his capacity as a civilian 

differed from those that he presented in reports to the OSS. In a memorandum on the 

Palestine question given to his superiors in the OSS in the months after the Allied landing 

in North Africa, Penrose outlines some of the dimensions of the problem and also 

suggests some solutions to resolve the Jewish refugee crisis after the war. It is clear that 

military interests dominate the conversation, and as such Penrose spends a great deal of 

time focusing on the sentiment of the Muslim and Arab worlds, although he discusses 

other reasons as to why an independent Jewish state in Palestine would be disastrous for 
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American and Allied interests. In the report, Penrose argues that Axis propaganda is 

eroding the goodwill of Muslims towards the United States, people who had previously 

“realized that the Americans have no imperialistic designs anywhere in the world,” by 

convincing Muslims that Jews control the United States and that, by the same logic that 

Zionists use to claim Palestine as their land, Mussolini could rightfully claim all lands of 

the Roman Empire.107 These two trends would have drawn the attention of Penrose’s 

superiors, as they directly threaten the United States’ ability to wage war and seek peace 

after it is finished. 

Penrose’s suggestions for a resolution to the Jewish refugee crisis and the status 

of Palestine from the perspective of Jews are a reflection of the latent colonial attitudes 

present within the American government as well as the faith in American power to 

resolve any crisis, no matter how difficult the details might be. One example is when 

Penrose suggests that it “would look like a piece of divine justice” if Germany were made 

to resolve the problem by funding Jewish settlement of the Cameroons, which Penrose 

considered to be mostly empty land, therefore avoiding the potential problem of 

dispossessing anyone.108 In this vision, Palestine could remain a “spiritual, educational 

and ideological home for the Jews,” although certainly not an independent Jewish state 

(which Penrose warned against even in the case of Jewish settlement of the Cameroons), 

and be governed on the basis of the Swiss system of cantons.109 Penrose here does not 

discuss any attachment to Palestine that Zionists or Jews have, and proposes that any land 
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is interchangeable for Palestine in regards to the establishment of a refuge for persecuted 

Jews. While Penrose says that “It is fully realized that it is not going to be easy for the 

Zionist leaders, who have been able to build up the movement and collect funds and 

donations on a generous scale . . . to go back and tell their followers that they have given 

up this dream of a restored Jewish kingdom in Palestine,” he concludes, “Life is but a 

series of compromises, and if compromising with their dream is the only way to save the 

lives of millions of persecuted Jews . . . surely the Zionist leaders have enough 

statesmanship to agree to that ultimate but fruitful compromise.”110 By arguing that the 

abandonment of Palestine by the Zionists would save more Jews, which should be the 

ultimate goal of the Zionist movement, Penrose envisions the United States using its 

power in the post-war world and giving the Zionists an offer that they could not in good 

conscience refuse.   

At this point, Penrose’s opposition to the political Zionist movement which saw 

statehood as the ultimate goal came primarily from his deep worry that any American 

policy endorsing the Zionist project would end up harming American interests in the 

region by angering the Arab and Muslim populations. In the vast majority of his writing, 

Penrose directs his critique at Zionism and the American Zionist movement, and he 

repeatedly makes a distinction between Jews and Zionists, arguing that the founding of a 

Jewish state might threaten the position of Jews wherever else they live in the world. 

However, in the same memorandum previously discussed, Penrose draws on racial 

stereotypes to simplify the complex problem of Palestine and engages in an anti-Semitic 

trope in the context of explaining the Zionist historical movement. Describing the 
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volatility of the Palestinian case, Penrose writes that even if the Allied powers are able to 

secure a victory, they may not be able to ensure peace in Palestine without sending troops 

in as “both the Arab and the Jew are Semetic [sic] and as such they are both incapable of 

compromise: they will both sacrifice comfort, possessions and even life for a religious 

idea. However clear-cut a United Nations’ victory may be, it is doubtful whether it could 

keep down 350 million Moslems [sic] throughout the world, and stop them from making 

a fanatically religious issue of this question of a Jewish state in Palestine.”111 Penrose 

wants to emphasize the danger and depth of the Muslim world’s opposition to the Zionist 

project, and in doing so he refers to a racial theory with which his superiors would have 

been familiar: one that conventionally places “Semitic” peoples below Europeans, 

ascribing to them a lack of ability to reason. Later on, in the context of describing 

different solutions for Zionism that involve neither Palestine nor necessarily a Jewish 

state, Penrose writes, “Herzl, the founder of Zionism, was not only a wise and far-seeing 

man, but practically a prophet, and Israel, true to its traditions of persecuting its prophets, 

was instrumental in refusing his plan to take over Uganda for Zionism, thus causing him 

to die of a broken heart.”112 Here, Penrose conflates Zionists with the Jewish people (here 

referred to as “Israel”) and clearly references the Christian anti-Semitic trope about 

persecuting prophets that traces a direct line from the stories in the Old Testament to 

contemporary Jews, ascribing to them a timeless quality that racially essentializes all 

Jews.   
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Penrose’s writing here reflects racist and anti-Semitic attitudes widely held by 

American officials, although perhaps in this instance they are not as emotionally charged 

or explicit as his contemporaries in the British government or the State Department. 

While Penrose’s opposition to any American support for the Zionist project is firmly 

grounded in his concern about overseas American national interests, the influence of his 

racism and anti-Semitism should not be discounted outright. Rather, it must be seen in the 

context of the rest of his discussion of the Palestine case. In this case, Penrose’s reference 

to these stereotypes points to the widespread acceptance of these attitudes within the 

American government to describe complex geo-political problems. This is one of two 

instances in Penrose’s writing where one can see this kind of rhetoric and thinking, and 

he consistently, both in the same document and elsewhere, argues for a differentiation 

between Jews and Zionists as part of his attempt to question the effect that a successful 

realization of the Zionist project might have on other Jews.113 In the same report, Penrose 

writes of the need to resolve the question of Jewish refugees in Europe without attaching 

it to the idea of a state and worries about the effect that the establishment of a Jewish 

state would have on the American public’s opinion of American Jews.114 Penrose’s 

writing in this report, while already considerably more nuanced than the average 

governmental analysis of the situation in Palestine, slips into these easy generalizations 
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about Arabs and Jews, a reflection of both his need to convince his superiors and the 

presence of these attitudes among the officials in the OSS. 

The 1939 White Paper signaled a shift in the focus of the Zionist movement to the 

United States which quickly became recognized as the deciding factor of the post-war 

world system and, in many ways, the arbiter of the future of the Zionist state, especially 

once America joined the war. With the proclamation and adoption of the Biltmore 

Program, the American Zionist movement had a foundation in the United States and 

worked to lobby government officials and to appeal to the American public. Their 

advocacy for the establishment of a Jewish commonwealth and the formation of a Jewish 

army produced different reactions from the Roosevelt administration, the State 

Department, and Penrose. For all three, strategic military worries dominated their 

thinking and demanded that the United States support the British policy of restricted 

immigration and a ban on an all Jewish fighting force. At times, Roosevelt seemed to 

adopt certain policies espoused by the Biltmore Program due to electoral pressure, but for 

the most part he agreed with the State Department that sponsoring the formation of a 

Jewish state could compromise the Allies’ position in the Middle East and so pursued a 

policy of postponing a final resolution to the problem until after the war. Although 

Penrose did articulate his opposition to the Zionist project from a military standpoint, 

especially in reports designated to his superiors in government, in his capacity as a 

civilian he often spoke of the Palestinians’ attachment to the land and the recent history 

of the Arab struggle for independence in the region. The difference between Penrose’s 

position and the attitudes held by both the State Department and the Administration will 
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widen as the relative peace in Palestine ends soon after the end of World War II with its 

accompanying radical shift in the international geo-political situation.
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Chapter 3: Interwar Period and the Context of the 1948 War  
 
The end of World War II in both the European and Pacific theaters did not bring an 

immediate end to the problems that the war created for the United States. Now pulled out 

of its traditionally isolationist positioning in international politics, especially in regards to 

inter-European affairs, the United States now had a whole host of new difficulties that 

Roosevelt’s new kind of internationalism called for the US to play an active role in 

resolving. The death of Roosevelt, followed by Truman’s assumption of the presidency, 

and the end of hostilities signaled great shifts in both the international political arena and 

how the United States would address the new foreign policy challenges it faced. Around 

this time, the first propositions for the formation of an international organization that 

would later become the UN were made, and the United State would come to see the UN 

as an essential tool for American foreign policy in the immediate post-war period. This, 

in conjunction with rising tensions both in relation to the advent of the Cold War and 

within Palestine, set the stage for the 1948 War and the creation of the Palestinian refugee 

crisis. At this critical juncture in the transformation of world politics, Penrose found 

himself back in Washington D.C. working with the Secretary of Defense and growing 

increasingly frustrated both with US foreign policy towards Palestine and the way that 

the UN was unable to prevent the outbreak of the 1948 war.  

 Roosevelt was first elected to the American Presidency in 1932, and for his first 

two terms he mainly focused on instituting a domestic agenda that was designed to pull 

the United States out of the Great Depression. It was only after the beginning of the 

hostilities in Europe and Asia, in his later two terms, that Roosevelt’s priorities shifted to 

encompass ending of the war and also redefining both the way that international relations 
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operated and America’s role in the world.115 It was from a recognition that the conditions 

of the post-war period would demand more involvement from the United States and a 

desire to prevent a repeat failure of the League of Nations that the initial impetus for 

designing an international organization came about. The plan that Roosevelt would 

eventually put forward, however, came from a specific brand of ideas that Roosevelt’s 

internationalism would come to embody. The kind of Wilsonian idealism that had 

resulted in the League of Nations was certainly to be observed at least partly in 

Roosevelt’s own personal American Exceptionalism. But this was also tempered by his 

feeling that, in any case, the end of the war and post-war conditions would be dictated 

mainly by the few Great Powers. With these ideas as his foundation, Roosevelt initially 

sought to institute an organization that would promote free trade and prevent the other 

Allied powers from concluding any secret treaties among themselves.116 At the time, 

Roosevelt wanted to account for the power differentials between the Allied forces within 

the formation of the new international organization, something he felt was crucial for its 

longevity, so he floated his proposal for the “Four Policemen,” guarantors of peace who 

would use their power to make sure that smaller states were keeping in line with the 

directives of the international community.117 Together, the victorious Allied powers 

could continue policies of mutual cooperation within the framework of this new 

international agreement. 

 While the specifics of the UN would later be hammered out under the presidency 

of Truman, much of the logic of how the organization operates stems directly from 
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Roosevelt’s proposals on the matter (the current makeup of the Security Council, with its 

all-powerful veto, is a clear echo of the “Four Policemen” idea). At the time, Roosevelt 

did not envision that this new international organization would become a forum for 

disagreement among the Great Powers. Roosevelt believed that, after the war, there was 

no significant disagreement in terms of major interests between the United States and the 

USSR, and that a friendship between the powers that would make up the “Four 

Policemen” would come from a shared interest in securing peace across the globe.118 

Another crucial component of agreement for Roosevelt was a push for full self-

determination for territories administered by imperial powers and an end to the Mandate 

system of the League of Nations.119 Building upon the principles of Wilson before him, 

Roosevelt felt that there was no longer a place for colonial structures to continue and 

demanded full statehood of the Mandate territories. The new international organization, 

he envisioned, would be the place to ensure the independence of those nations. 

 This component of Roosevelt’s thinking, of course, did not please his British 

allies, who were very committed to keeping their Empire intact, particularly under the 

Churchill cabinet. But American opposition to the preservation of colonies, in tandem 

with the fact that the United States would take on such an important role in the aftermath 

of the war, meant that the era of overt colonization and Empire was coming to an end. Of 

course, the imperial international system would not go down without long and difficult 

struggles on the parts of the inhabitants of the colonies against the continual attempts by 

Britain and France to keep their colonial possessions, and it is really those movements 

and revolutions that forced the colonizing powers to capitulate, at various times, and give 
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up their imperial ventures in various territories across the globe. It is significant that 

official American policy disapproved overt imperialism the way that the UK and France 

conducted it, however, as it meant that the inclusion of colonialism into the structure of 

global politics going forward was impossible, an important change from the Mandate 

system and the League of Nations.  

 Opposition to a continuation of the thinly-veiled colonial structure of the Mandate 

system was a hallmark of early American interaction with the United Nations. With 

Roosevelt’s death in April of 1945, it fell upon Harry S. Truman, who assumed office, to 

actually oversee the implementation and creation of the international organization that 

Roosevelt had envisioned. Truman, who was never consulted prior to the formation of 

Roosevelt’s foreign policy, relied mainly on Roosevelt’s former advisors to inform him 

on the issues and continue Roosevelt’s international policy commitments, one of which 

was the San Francisco Conference to organize the United Nations.120 But Truman was in 

his own right a committed internationalist, shaped by the experience of World War I 

which had caused him to support the formation of an international organization stronger 

than the League of Nations to prevent another outbreak of global war.121 As events 

quickly moved along and Truman had to resolve issues that Roosevelt had not 

envisioned, he operated on his own sense of American Exceptionalism and 

internationalism, which, at the beginning, was more or less in accord with the way 

Roosevelt had handled things prior to his demise. An example of this can clearly be seen 

in Truman’s management of Syrian independence at the San Francisco Conference on 

April 25. After the defeat of the Vichy regime and the reestablishment of the French 
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government under Charles de Gaulle, France attempted to reassert control over Syria, a 

Mandate territory whose bid for independence had intensified since the end of the war.122 

Truman opposed this move, as did the USSR, and both the USSR and the US recognized 

Syria in 1944, eventually giving it an invitation to the San Francisco Conference and 

making it a founding member of the United Nations.123 The episode of Syrian 

independence, and the crucial role played by the UN in expressing American disavowal 

of colonialism is illustrative of Truman’s internationalism at this transitory period before 

the Cold War rivalry precluded possibilities of agreement and cooperation.  

 Although there were points of agreement between the US and the USSR, even at 

this early stage as the final battles in Europe were being fought, tensions began to be 

produced from the negotiations between the two superpowers as each sought to impose 

its own vision of a post-war order in Europe. A key episode in American and Soviet 

relations was the question of the Poland and its post-war status. On his way to the San 

Francisco Conference, Soviet Minister of Foreign Affairs Vyacheslav Molotov stopped 

by in Washington D.C. for a meeting with Truman, during which the American President 

for the first time directly criticized Soviet policy with regards to Poland and refused to 

hear Molotov’s attempts to explain how the USSR’s interest in that country was 

legitimate.124 The meeting between the two officials, followed by a letter from Stalin to 

Truman the following day that reiterated the importance of Poland to the Soviets, was an 

early indication of the developing tensions between the two superpowers. With this turn 

in relations between the erstwhile allies, abetted by State Department officials reporting 
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back with ominous predictions of Soviet aims of world conquest, Truman would change 

the way he used the newly formed UN. Increasingly, the United States would seek to use 

the UN as a tool to block and deter the USSR from taking actions that were contrary to 

American interests, something that seemed to work when the US threatened to bring the 

Soviet occupation of Iran to the UN and so secured the USSR’s withdrawal.125 In contrast 

to Roosevelt’s former policy of maintaining an amicable relationship with the USSR, 

which he considered to be so crucial to the success of the UN, Truman saw in the new 

international organization an instrument with which he could push for the furthering of 

American national interests, even (or perhaps especially) when those interests were at 

odds with the Soviets. By 1947, Truman had embraced the logic of the Cold War 

completely, and he began to ask Congress for assistance to combat communist threats in 

Greece and Turkey rather than to attempt to use the United Nations and multilateralism 

that came with it as the chief executor of American foreign policy.126 This departure from 

Roosevelt’s original thinking regarding the UN, due to the fact that Truman had to deal 

with the perceived Soviet threat, would set the stage for the United States’ handling of the 

1947 Partition of Palestine and the recognition of Israel in 1948.  

One of the challenges that faced the Allied occupation of Europe was the 

condition of a large number of wartime refugees, which continued to worsen long after 

the end of the hostilities. These refugees were known as “Displaced Persons” (DPs) in the 

language of the time, and at the war’s end there were some 50,000 Jewish DPs in Allied 

refugee camps, a number soon to swell to over 250,000 by the summer of 1946.127 Both 
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the British and the United States scrambled to find some way to relieve the plight of these 

DPs, as the issue became especially emotionally charged in international opinion. Both 

the American Zionists and the Yishuv agreed that facilitating Jewish immigration to 

Palestine would be the best method to resolve the problem, a solution that increasingly 

appealed to Truman. The idea that relieving the European DP problem could find a 

logical outlet in immigration to Palestine, however, clashed with official British policy, 

which had since the 1939 White Paper restricted Jewish immigration significantly. Even 

before the issuing of the 1939 White Paper, the Yishuv’s leadership actively subverted 

British policy and supported the clandestine immigration of Jews into Palestine, and in 

1939, over half of all immigrants into Palestine were unauthorized.128 This immigration 

of Jews, primarily from areas of Europe, continued throughout World War II and resulted 

in a souring of international public opinion towards the British, especially in light of 

dramatic cases of boats crammed with DPs being turned away from Palestine back to 

their ports of origin.129 The international focus on the issue, as well as domestic pressure 

from American Zionists and others who sympathized with the plight of the Jewish DPs, 

forced the Truman administration to attempt to address the crisis. 

Part of Truman’s effort to resolve the issue, although ultimately rather 

insignificant, was his attempt to reformulate American immigration laws. The prevailing 

mood at home, while increasingly supportive of Roosevelt’s internationalism, continued 

to be decidedly anti-immigration and even more hostile to the idea of specifically Jewish 
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immigration to the United States. Opposition arose from economic fears, as well as a 

general suspicion of foreign elements, exacerbated by widespread anti-Semitism that 

precluded almost any hope that favorable legislation to the Jewish DPs would emerge 

from Congress.  Although Truman supported legislative attempts to pass bills that would 

facilitate greater immigration to the United States, he was unsuccessful in surmounting 

public opinion and opposition from Congress. After years of proposals, one bill was 

finally passed in 1948, but was written in a way that specifically excluded the 

overwhelming majority of Jewish DPs in preference for non-Jews.130 Congress’ 

intransigence when it came to admitting refugees meant that Truman looked for a 

different, quicker way to bring relief to Jewish DPs, and Palestine, on the back of intense 

lobbying efforts from the American Zionist movement, seemed to be perhaps the most 

promising solution in face of unyielding domestic opposition in the United States. 

By the summer of 1945, Truman had already sent Earl G. Harrison, an American 

lawyer, to Europe to study the conditions of the refugees. Harrison returned in August 

and brought the president’s attention to a proposal made by the Jewish Agency to the 

British government to allow an additional 100,000 Jewish immigrants into Palestine, a 

proposal which, if enacted, would conflict with the 1939 White Paper policies that Britain 

had been upholding.131 What had originally been a Zionist proposal, then, made its way 

to the White House through the efforts of Harrison, and this episode shows how the 
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Zionist movement was reaching both the American and British governments in an effort 

to reverse British policy and permit the entry of Jewish refugees into Palestine. 

Truman would use the 100,000 refugee number introduced by Harrison as his 

benchmark and would attempt to pressure the British government to accept this proposal. 

Eventually, the British acquiesced to the formation of the Anglo-American Committee of 

Inquiry, yet another group formed to study the question of the British Mandate. This 

time, however, the committee would visit refugee camps in Europe to study the 

conditions of the DPs in addition to visiting Palestine and the capitals of the various 

parties involved. At the end of the mission, the committee issued a report that agreed with 

Truman’s suggestion that 100,000 Jewish refugees should be let into Palestine as a 

measure to resolve the problem.132 Angered by Truman’s statement shortly afterward that 

endorsed the immigration recommendation but no other recommendation from the 

committee, King Ibn Saud of Saudi Arabia wrote him a letter in which he conveyed his 

displeasure with the President’s position on Palestine. Formerly, Ibn Saud felt that he had 

reached a good working relationship with the United States when Roosevelt assured him 

that he would take no steps concerning Palestine without consultation with Arab leaders, 

and Ibn Saud felt that Truman’s action constituted a breach of this informal agreement.133 

In his response to Ibn Saud, Truman outlines his policy regarding immigration of Jewish 

DPs to Palestine in humanitarian terms and shows how the President attempted to address 

Arab concerns in the immediate post-war period. 
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 In the letter sent on October 28, 1946, Truman constantly refers back to the 

question of Jewish DPs as a result of the war as his main reason of supporting not only 

the immigration of European Jews into Palestine but also the formation of a Jewish 

National Home. He writes, “Many of these [Jews] look to Palestine as a haven where 

they hope among people of their own faith to find refuge, to begin to lead peaceful and 

useful lives, and to assist in the further development of the Jewish National Home.”134 By 

adopting the vague language of the Balfour Declaration, Truman follows in the footsteps 

of his British allies in not committing the United States to the establishment of a Jewish 

State necessarily while reaffirming support for the development of the Yishuv. This 

allows Truman to claim a certain continuity between the policies of past US 

administrations, which embraced the Balfour declaration while refusing to give concrete 

promises either to the Yishuv or to the Arabs.  

To support his contention that his recommendation to admit Jewish DPs in 

Palestine cannot be anything other than a humanitarian gesture, Truman refutes any 

suggestion that increased Jewish immigration could have any negative effect on the 

situation in Palestine or encourage the outbreak of violence. He writes, “I can assure you 

that this Government stands opposed to aggression of any kind or to the employment of 

terrorism for political purposes. I may add, moreover, that I am convinced that 

responsible Jewish leaders do not contemplate a policy of aggression against the Arab 

[countries] adjacent to Palestine.”135 Although Truman does see that immigration would 

aid in the development of a Jewish National Home, he argues that there is no possibility 
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that such a development might endanger Arab interests. There is, moreover, a complete 

omission of any mention of the Palestinians, and it is only other Arab states that are 

viewed as legitimate entities by the United States and are worthy of guarantees, however 

superficial they may be. Truman goes on to write, “I do not consider that my urging of 

the admittance of a considerable number of displaced Jews into Palestine . . .  an action 

hostile to the Arab people. . . I deplore any kind of conflict between Arabs and Jews, and 

am convinced that if both peoples approach the problems before them in a spirit of 

conciliation and moderation these problems can be solved to the lasting benefit of all 

concerned.”136 Truman here positions himself and the United States as a kind of 

disinterested party that is figuratively above the conflict and is therefore capable of 

rendering just decisions that will not exacerbate the problem, despite what Arabs and or 

the members of the Yishuv say.  

For Truman, the admittance of Jewish DPs into Palestine was foremost a 

humanitarian effort, and Truman attempted to convey that his position was based on 

previous administrations and was not, as Ibn Saud claimed, a break with Roosevelt’s 

policy. In reply to Ibn Saud’s claims, Truman insisted that the development of a Jewish 

National Home in no way conflicted with the interests of Arab states or previous 

promises of consultation with Arab states before any decision was made. This document 

is an illustration of how the United States began to inherit Britain’s stake in the 

development of a Jewish National Home, which would later turn into a relationship with 

the Israeli state. For now though, Truman personally maintained a position of pushing for 

increased Jewish immigration to Palestine but was unwilling to contemplate the creation 
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of either a Jewish or Arab state in the Mandate territory, fearing that such developments 

would eventually entangle American armed forces in Palestine.137 Domestic political 

concerns, most significantly the election for the governorship of New York in 1946, 

pushed Truman to issue a statement on the eve of Yom Kippur, the Jewish holiday. 

Truman’s closest advisors recommended that he release a statement regarding Palestine, 

and in doing so Truman significantly amended a statement drafted by the Jewish Agency 

that called for partition and a Jewish State. Instead, Truman argued for a compromise 

between earlier plans that basically sought to extend the status quo.138 Although most 

observers saw this as the first time the Administration had signaled potential support for 

Jewish statehood, Truman’s statement was interpreted by the Zionist movement as the 

United States abandoning previous policy on Palestine. The British took this as a sign 

that the Anglo-American consensus they had looked for before was now dead, and were 

now seriously contemplating an end to their Mandate. As Britain’s position in Palestine 

deteriorated, the Empire’s will to maintain its presence quickly followed in light of the 

fact that both Arabs and the Yishuv so desperately wanted it out.  

Action was needed soon, especially as British public opinion soured on the idea of 

keeping Palestine, something increasingly difficult to justify once World War II was 

over. With the failure of finding some sort of compromise between the Arabs and the 

Yishuv, Prime Minister Ernst Bevin finally gave up, and the British Cabinet decided to 

refer the issue of administering Palestine to the United Nations for a debate and eventual 

decision.139 As part of the deliberations, the United Nations Special Committee on 
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Palestine was formed, which represented the UN’s attempt to succeed where other past 

committees had failed and hopefully deliver a proposal that could serve as the foundation 

for a permanent settlement. After five weeks of travel in Palestine, where they were 

welcomed by Zionists but boycotted by Palestinian leaders, the committee issued a report 

that called for an end to the British Mandate and a partition of the territory into two 

states, one Jewish that would contain 55 percent of the Mandate territory and one Arab 

that would take up 45 percent.140  

The recommendation was referred to the General Assembly for a vote, and the 

lead up to the UN debate around the partition policy is illustrative of the shift in policy on 

the part of the Truman administration. Initially only intending to support the partition 

vote so as to reinforce the legitimacy of the UN as well as satisfy some domestic political 

interests, the Truman administration felt that it could accomplish its goals by voting yes 

to the committee’s recommendation while refraining from compelling other states to vote 

the same way.141 Domestic lobbying, from members of Congress to Supreme Court 

justices, aimed not only at Truman’s administration but also to other heads of state 

changed this, however, and it meant that the American Zionist movement was able to 

harness the influence of the United States to convince other states who had recently 

gained independence, considered “neutral” by most at the time, to vote yes to partition.142 

This occurred in spite of opposition from the State Department, who were worried that 

the US would be negatively identified with the partition policy as its primary sponsor. In 

addition, to the surprise of many, the Soviet Union and its allies in Eastern Europe also 
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voted for partition, thus bringing the total vote to thirty-three in favor, thirteen against, 

and ten abstentions, obtaining the necessary two-thirds majority by two votes. The 

reasons that the USSR supported partition remain murky, especially in retrospect when it 

seems obvious that Israel would emerge as a steadfast American ally. Historian Douglas 

Little argues, however, that the Soviets perceived the partitioning of Palestine as a way to 

weaken the British position in the region.143 Thus the UN Partition Plan was passed, and 

the idea for a future Jewish state in Palestine had for the first time received support from 

the broader international community. 

The State Department position on the UN Partition Plan, while supportive of the 

general idea itself after its issuing by the UNSCOP, held some key disagreements with 

the Administration over the specifics of the partition plan. One of these points that 

commanded the specific attention of the State Department was the status of the Negev, 

the southern desert portion of the Mandate territory. The recommendation made by the 

committee awarded the Negev to the future Jewish state, despite the fact that the land in 

that sector was almost completely owned by non-Jews and overwhelmingly populated by 

Arabs. This reflected the results of the efforts of Zionists to convince the committee that 

the Negev was an essential part of any viable Jewish state, as it afforded them access to 

the Red Sea.144  

The State Department was unfavorable to this part of the plan and wished to have 

that particular part of the proposal changed before it was put up for a vote. Part of this 

opposition came from the desire to remain in accord with the British, who saw the Negev 
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as strategically important area to be hopefully kept within in Arab control, whom the 

British government foresaw as being friendlier to British interests after any future 

implementation of partition.145 The State Department, as a general rule, was more 

sensitive to the interests of the UK than the Truman administration, which was more 

willing to pressure the British to conform to American goals. One telegram from 

Secretary of State George Marshall dated November 12, 1947, outlines some other 

reasons why the Department thought that the transfer of the Negev to the future Arab 

state would make the partition plan more equitable and practical. The two main points 

given are that, according to figures furnished by the UK, the Negev had historically been 

Arab, and that by conceding the Negev to the Arabs the UN would be able to assuage a 

main worry of the Arab states that the land bridge connecting Egypt to the Levant would 

be broken. This proposition, Marshall argues, is much more workable, as “the forcing of 

a Jewish wedge in an Arab area inhabited by traditionally truculent and fanatical 

Moslems [sic] would immeasurably increase difficulties in connection with 

implementation.”146 The State Department’s chief worry here is the interests of the states 

that surround Palestine who have a say in the matter on the floor of the United Nations. 

However, the Administration overruled the long effort led by the State Department to 

implement its own policy regarding the Negev. David K. Niles, one advisor to the 

President who had a large amount of influence, especially when it came to the question of 

Palestine, convinced Truman to have a pro-Zionist, General John Hilldring, appointed to 
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the American delegation of the UN.147 Through this White House appointee, the Zionists 

were able to counterbalance the influence of the other representatives on the delegation 

who were from the State Department, as illustrated by an episode when Truman 

personally called Hilldring, at the behest of Weizmann, and told him to accept the 

provision that included the Negev in the Jewish State.148 When it came to Palestine, 

President Truman increasingly relied on his advisors and counsel coming from private 

meetings with Zionists rather than the State Department.  

After the vote for partition passed, the State Department now had to deal with its 

successful implementation without compromising American national security interests on 

the way. The fact that the President had ignored several of the State Department’s 

previous recommendations with regards to Palestine made the issue even more 

complicated and difficult for the State Department to resolve. The desperation felt by the 

State Department shortly after the partition vote is well illustrated in a January 27, 1948 

report called “The Partition of Palestine and United States Security” which outlines how 

the United States might begin to approach the minefield that was the Palestinian case 

after the UN vote. The stakes of the success of the UN plan, the report stresses, are 

incredibly high, as “there is a general feeling among the Members of the U.N. that the 

U.S. was primarily responsible for the adoption of the Partition Plan by the Assembly. 

This point is irrefutable. Accordingly, the onus for making the Partition Plan succeed will 
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inevitably rest upon the U.S.”149 With this worry, mentioned rather briefly, about 

American prestige abroad, the report launches into a detailed explanation of Soviet 

designs on the Middle East and how partition might aid the USSR in achieving its 

objectives. Some important points raised are the fear of Communist penetration into the 

chaos that might result from an armed implementation of the plan, the threat of Soviet 

troops in Palestine through the deployment of UN troops, and the possibility that a Jewish 

state could come under the USSR’s sphere of influence.150 Although both the 

Administration and the State Department were preoccupied with the threat of the Soviets, 

the different approaches of the two governmental bodies show that, for the State 

Department, the interests of other states had to also be considered when confronting the 

USSR, while the Administration seemed convinced that pursuing purely American 

interests in regards to Palestine would serve them better. 

To counter the potential Soviet exploitation of the Partition Plan, the report 

explores three different courses of action: actively support partition, remain passive, or 

alter the plan completely. In the conclusion of the report, the author seems to draw from 

all three solutions in the final recommendation. The report argues firstly that abandoning 

the partition vote or asking for a reappraisal of the UNSCOP partition plan is 

unworkable, as that brings up too many questions of the UN’s legitimacy and ability to 

decide on matters pertaining to world peace and stability. The United States should not 

disavow, then, the vote; rather, the US should reiterate that “the action of the General 
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Assembly was only a recommendation.”151 The State Department here seems to desire to 

side-step what the Administration had clearly set as policy prior by calling it a 

recommendation rather than a decision, allowing them to suggest their own solution 

without appearing to contradict the President. The report mentions that a long-term 

objective of the United States should be a new form of a solution, either a transitional 

trusteeship or a federal state that addresses the Zionists’ immigration concerns.152 The 

State Department here seeks to in effect postpone the decision on Palestine so that a more 

workable solution can be found and the interests of the United States could be preserved, 

for the status quo was preferable to any “chaos” that might be wrought by partition.  

The lead up to the recognition of Israel by Truman the same day it was declared 

independent was not necessarily a given at this point, even after United States had backed 

the UN Partition Plan. As outlined above, the State Department continued to oppose the 

partition of Palestine in the effort to retain both American and British interests in the 

region. Their commitment to a reformulation of American policy towards Palestine came 

out of a feeling of desperation that, unless a significant change was made to UN policy, 

war was inevitable and with it would come the risk of American intervention at a time 

when other matters appeared far more important than Palestine. On March 19, the State 

Department announced a new desire on the part of the United States to seek a different 

solution that did not necessarily entail partition, a position that Truman supported and 

authorized. Even after American support for the 1947 Partition vote, it seemed that both 

the Administration and the State Department were on the same page when it came to its 

unfeasibility. 
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However, the division between the State Department and the Truman 

administration increasingly widened leading up to partition, although it may not have 

seemed obvious to the State Department. Truman would go back and forth on the issue of 

partitioning Palestine over this period, but he increasingly leaned towards the side of 

Zionists who supported partition, influenced as he was by domestic electoral politics, 

advice from personal advisors, as well as his conviction that he was preventing further 

bloodshed by endorsing the Zionist project.153 While Truman had accepted the State 

Department’s decision announced on March 19 to the UN that the United States would 

support a UN trusteeship for Palestine and indeed authorized it, the President would 

continue to assure Weizmann in private meetings throughout March and April that he in 

fact favored partition.154 These meetings were held without the knowledge of the State 

Department, who assumed that the President had continued to support them since his 

acceptance of the new policy of trusteeship. Indeed, at least for most members of the 

American delegation in New York, Truman’s recognition of Israel at 6:11 P.M. in 

Washington D.C., eleven minutes after the declaration of the State of Israel, came to a 

complete surprise and even led to other delegations mocking the Americans for being 

unaware of their own Administration’s policy while still attempting to arrange for a UN 

trusteeship.155 As the time of the British Mandate was quickly running out, the existence 
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of an eventual Jewish state seemed to be increasingly inevitable, and part of the reason 

Truman and his advisors decided in the end to recognize Israel stemmed from a desire to 

anticipate Soviet action and beat them to the punch.156 The episode surrounding 

Truman’s recognition of Israel therefore illustrates quite neatly that, despite his 

vacillations around the subject which was characteristic of Truman’s Palestine policy 

since the very beginning, in the most pivotal moment of the Palestine question, Truman 

came down on the side of the Zionists and delivered what they so desperately wanted: 

recognition from the preeminent power of the globe. 

In the immediate aftermath of World War II, both the Truman administration and 

the State Department looked to secure a stable situation in Palestine in order to prevent 

the Soviets from gaining a foothold in the region. The different pressures brought to bear 

on each governmental organ, however, produced vastly different solutions. For Truman, 

it was often meetings with personal advisors, domestic electoral concerns, lobbying from 

Zionists, and his desire to resolve the Jewish DPs refugee crisis as soon as possible that 

pushed him to side at critical moments with the Zionists. The State Department, immune 

from these factors in its decision making, foresaw the difficulties of the implementation 

of the 1947 UN Partition Plan and so attempted to find a different way to prevent the 

outbreak of war and the consequent Soviet threat. Officials both within the Department 

and as part of the delegation in the UN sought to significantly amend the Partition Plan, 

in part to preserve the UN’s reputation but more importantly to preserve American 

strategic interests. These positions stand in contrast to Penrose’s opinions on American 
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policy towards Palestine at this time, which, while taking into account American 

interests, recast national security in terms of a successful backing of the UN. 

Penrose, the U.N., and Internationalism 

The winding down of World War II brought a new level of precariousness to 

Penrose’s professional life. Early in 1945, Penrose was moved to the European section of 

the OSS, a change that came about perhaps due to the fact that the European theater 

became even more important towards the end of the war and the immediate aftermath. 

Starting work in a completely new geographic field was a daunting challenge for Penrose, 

and, although he was up to the task, he did miss his work with the Near East Division. In 

a letter to one of his former colleagues in Cairo, Penrose writes that “The job [in the 

European Division] promises to be interesting but not easy. My chief regret is that it very 

effectively relieves me from close connection with the Middle East but you may be sure I 

will never lose interest in that part of the world.”157 Penrose remained deeply attached to 

the questions facing the situation in the Middle East, and this correspondence shows that 

his investment was more than a purely professional one. Until the OSS was dissolved 

shortly after World War II, however, Penrose occupied himself with matters related to the 

European zone of intelligence work. 

 It became increasingly uncertain towards the end of the hostilities whether or not 

the OSS would continue operating during peacetime. Eventually, despite Penrose’s initial 

optimism that it might be retained, the OSS was officially dissolved by President Truman 

in September of 1945 and was incorporated in several other departments, laying the 
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ground for the future formation of the CIA. In this short transition period, where he 

assisted in the conversion and disbanding of the OSS, Penrose had to find other work. It 

was his determination to pursue work in the government and his superiors’ recognition of 

his skill in his job that he managed to obtain employment in October of 1947 as the 

Special Assistant to the Secretary of Defense, James Forrestal. Although he was hired to 

work on the Secretary’s budget and organizational matters, it is in this capacity that 

Penrose produced several reports for the Secretary that outline his proposals regarding 

Palestine and the need for the United States to restore the UN’s reputation.  

In one undated report for the Secretary titled “The Partition of Palestine—A 

Tragedy in the Making,” Penrose outlines his opposition to the recent November 1947 

vote in the UN for partition and argues that American interests would be better served by 

a reconsideration of the plan. For the most part, Penrose’s argument takes the form of 

addressing how such a reconsideration would be essential to maintaining the United 

States’ position in the world and promoting the national security interests, a priority for 

the Secretary of Defense. Penrose still foregrounds his argument, however, in the kind of 

internationalist rhetoric that is derived from his assumption that what is good for the UN 

is good for American interests. Early on in the report he writes:  

In spite of the face that the recommendation has been made, it should not be 
assumed that a solution to the problem of Palestine has been found. In reality 
partition is not only no solution but is a major step toward intensification of all 
problems compromising that most complex subject. A solution must be found, but 
partition is only postponement of a solution. . . the facts inherent in the partition 
plan must be faced, and consideration must once more be given to the application 
of the principles which ought to govern a future American decision concerning it. 
These last are, without question, the principles of justice and humanity.158 
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This kind of language is striking for a document intended for the Secretary of Defense, 

someone who theoretically has little to do with setting the policy of the United States at 

the UN and does not have much interest in internationalism. Indeed, James Forrestal 

seemed to regard the Palestinian question as disquieting only insofar as the creation of a 

Jewish state might jeopardize relations with Saudi Arabia and the oil that was essential 

for the Marshall Plan along with it.159 As proven here and in other documents he 

produced, especially those later in his life, Penrose felt the need to setup the historical 

context and make the Arab case to those that would otherwise not hear it in search of a 

comprehensive solution to the problem. Central to his critique of the Partition Plan is that, 

despite the fact that it came from the UN, it seemed to contradict the very internationalist 

principles the UN was supposed to espouse. Penrose argues, “The democratic way had 

little part in these [Partition] recommendations, since the United Nations itself chose to 

disregard the majority view of the people of Palestine and cast aside the principle of self 

determination. Let it be said now, and may it be repeated often, that a democratic 

organizational structure is meaningless and illusory if it is devoid of the spirit of 

democracy.”160 For Penrose, internationalism was betrayed by the partition vote, and 

UN’s vote should be revisited by the United States in order to maintain its reputation 

among the Arab and Muslim worlds and save the institution of the UN.  

While his belief in internationalism and the language that goes along with it 

pervades the whole report, Penrose did not neglect discussing the national security 

interests of the United States. The establishment of a Jewish State, Penrose warns, would 

stoke the anger of “300,000,000 Moslems [sic] from Pakistan to Morocco” and could 
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result in a war where the UN would have to intervene to save the Jewish population.161 

With the knowledge that any UN force would be made up in a large part by American 

troops and potentially Soviet ones, this section would have stood out to the Secretary who 

wanted neither to devote American troops to the area when other regions were more 

important nor to let the USSR have a foothold in the region. The Communist threat 

figures prominently in the later parts of the report from Penrose, although he perceives 

the exact form that it might take differently than the State Department. 

The USSR’s support for the partition plan, he argues, should give American 

policymakers pause and attempt to see how the Soviets could benefit from this. Penrose 

analyzes the interests of the USSR in two ways; firstly, he points to the partition vote as a 

kind of internationally sanctioned gerrymandering, which the Soviets could use to their 

advantage and carve out new states friendly to Communism, and, secondly, as way to 

compromise American access to Arab states’ oil.162 These oil resources had taken on a 

newfound importance since June 1947, when the Truman administration introduced the 

European Recovery Program (also known as the Marshall Plan) to rebuild war-torn 

Europe in hopes of keeping it free of Soviet influence, one of the cornerstones of 

Truman-era Cold War policies.163 The prospect of destabilizing the Middle East and the 

possible infiltration of the Soviets that could come with it made Penrose sensitive to the 

possibility that American relations with Arab states could be destroyed by backing 

partition. He adds: 

The cumulative result [of American backing of Partition] over a long period has 
been to produce a situation positively dangerous to American influence in 
international affairs. For America itself to destroy in the minds of some 

                                                 
161 Ibid., 8. 
162 Ibid, 11-14. 
163 Little, American Orientalism, 123. 



93 

300,000,000 people respect for the sincerity, wisdom and dependability of 
American policy is sheer insanity under any imaginable circumstances. We 
ourselves are annoyed or dismayed by the intemperate attacks of [Soviet Deputy 
Foreign Minister Andrey] Vishinsky [sic] upon the real motivation of American 
policy, and we trust that everyone will realize that Vishinsky is misguided and 
misinformed. On the groundwork which we ourselves have laid in the Middle East 
his views sound only too plausible. We need not be astounded if the Middle East 
shows a strong tendency to swallow them whole.164 

 
With these sentences, Penrose makes the case that the maintenance of American 

reputation abroad and the internationalism that is represented by the UN are essential 

components of a comprehensive anti-Soviet policy, something bound to have drawn the 

attention of Forrestal. Reconsidering the Partition Plan is key to such a policy, and, as to 

potential alternatives, Penrose offers the UN trusteeship as envisioned by the State 

Department. Penrose also insists on the opening of UN member states to the Jewish DPs 

as a simultaneous step to be undertaken so that “the problem of the displaced European 

Jew would be placed in its proper context as a world problem rather than as simply a 

constituent factor adding complexity to the puzzle of Palestine.”165 The solutions that 

Penrose propose all are imbued with his strong belief in the internationalism and the 

promise of the UN to fulfill the goal of those principles upon which it was founded. As 

such, Penrose advocated for a reengagement with the UN process, instead of allowing the 

situation in Palestine to devolve into violence and bloodshed. 

 By the time President Truman had recognized Israel on May 14, Penrose had 

already left his position as the Special Assistant to the Secretary of Defense and had been 

elected unanimously to the post of president of AUB. As an individual who had worked 

as a professor in a university located in the Middle East, in an administrative capacity 
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with the Near Eastern Colleges Association, and in a government position dealing with 

the Middle East, Penrose was much sought after by different universities, as is evidenced 

by several job offers that came his way after the war ended. It is difficult to say why 

Penrose decided to leave Forrestal’s office when he did, instead of earlier on when he had 

other offers for various college presidencies. Clearly, there was something about AUB in 

particular that attracted him greatly; his fascination with the institution as well as great 

faith he had in its mission of training the next generation of Arab leaders in the American 

style come out in an article he wrote for Whitman College’s Alumnus magazine early in 

1948, when he was still working for the government. Early on in the article, Penrose 

notes that AUB “operates in the heart of an area of crucial importance to the world’s 

future, at a time when American prestige in that area is at the lowest ebb in history 

because of the short-sighted and misguided policies being pursued by our 

government.”166 Never one to miss an opportunity to draw attention to the situation in 

Palestine, Penrose adds, “If the United States should send troops to protect the proposed 

Zionist state in Palestine, the University would probably find it impossible to continue 

operation because of the flaming resentment against anything American which would 

result.”167 In the article, Penrose goes on to say that, because of the danger and 

uncertainty that the University finds itself in due to political circumstances, the 

opportunity for meaningful service is consequently greater.168 Part of the attraction for 

Penrose, then, was to see if he could rise to the task of being a good representative of 

American ideals and execute the mission of AUB at a time when the situation was 
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particularly precarious. His desire to leave the government at this point perfectly aligns 

with Penrose’s background as the son of a college president and his belief in the capacity 

of the United States to change the world for the better through these missionary 

institutions. 

His frustration at not being able to affect American policy in the Palestinian case 

might also have had something to do with it. A letter from his mother encouraging him to 

take the post at AUB noted that as president he would “command a hearing that plain 

Stephen Penrose, even Stephen Penrose of [the] CIA would not—could not hold both 

with the public and with the government. You could get a hearing from Congress or from 

the UN itself and that intself [sic] will be something. . .”169 While his mother was 

discussing this in context of assuring the Arabs of America’s good intentions, for Penrose 

the question of the United States’ reputation was intertwined with the Palestine case and 

the UN’s handling of it. His preoccupation with the Palestinian question and the fact that 

he on several occasion wrote to his parents about it makes it a strong contender for at 

least being partly what motivated him to resign from Forrestal’s office, which took effect 

May 13, just one day before the declaration of the State of Israel. 

Now released from his post in government, Penrose began immediately to take on 

his new role as a public advocate for the Palestinian case, a position that he would 

continue to cultivate until his death. Appearing six days after the declaration of Israel in 

the New York Times but actually written on May 16, two days after Israel’s independence, 

Penrose sent a letter to the editor in which he criticized the way that President Truman 

unilaterally recognized Israel and warned about the negative consequences that could 
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befall the UN if the US continued to support Israel. Writing on Truman’s extension of 

recognition, Penrose writes, “The President’s curiously personal, unilateral 

pronouncement of recognition took no account of the United Nations, undercut his own 

delegation to the United Nations, by-passed the advice of the national Security Council, 

of the area experts in the State Department, the Military establishment and the Central 

Intelligence agency, to say nothing of the Congress. Such a decision, so hastily and 

secretly taken, on a subject freighted with such import for world peace and security that 

the United Nations has spent months on it without reaching a decision, is not only 

dictatorial but dangerous in its many implications.”170 Free from any duty he might have 

felt to be quiet while he was still technically working for the Administration, Penrose 

castigates the President for what he perceived to be Truman going over the heads of the 

foreign policy experts in Washington who would have otherwise warned against such a 

move. 

In an attempt to appeal to the American public to take more of an active role in 

matters of foreign policy, Penrose writes that “the only comparable situation” to 

Truman’s betrayal of the American delegation at the UN “was the attack on Pearl Harbor 

while [Japanese Ambassador Kichisaburo] Nomura and [Japanese diplomat Saburo] 

Kurusu were supposedly conducting discussions in good faith in Washington.” He 

continues, “On that occasion we were on the receiving end—and we didn’t like it. Yet 

now the general impression given in the press is that the Zionists and the President are 

somehow admirable, while the Arabs merit no consideration anyway. This is a far cry 
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from the spirit of fair play which is supposedly typical of Americans.”171 In the letter to 

the editor, Penrose attempts to link ideas of American values with a Palestine policy that 

would align more with the Arab case instead of Truman’s actions. The unilateralism of 

Truman, the treatment of the issue by the press, and the way that this decision wrongs the 

Arabs are all contrary to American values, Penrose contends. Conforming to his opinions 

that he held during his time in the government, Penrose consistently refers to the 

importance of the UN, but now, in front of the American public as the audience, Penrose 

stresses the importance of preserving what he sees as specifically American values and 

embodying them in the foreign policy of the United States. 

 Before he left for Lebanon, Penrose took the summer months off to spend with his 

family and prepare for the move to Beirut. However, during this time Penrose also gave 

several speeches on American foreign policy and the Palestinian issue in particular in an 

effort to gather some funds for the college. One of these speeches, titled “America and 

the Middle East” is notable because it was given on May 26, 1948, less than two weeks 

after the declaration of the State of Israel and Truman’s recognition of it. While most of 

the speech is directed at extolling American virtues of democracy (which are represented 

by these missionary universities abroad that one should support monetarily) and 

discussing the international reputation of America in the Middle East, Penrose does at 

one point mention Palestine in relation to his overall topic. He said: 

Action by the American government which is inconsistent with the ideals which 
these people [Middle Easterners] have come to think of as being distinctively 
American can only too easily affect their faith in us and turn the sweetness of 
friendship to the bitterness of enmity. . . Rightly or wrongly, our friends in the 
Middle East have come to believe that America stands for justice in international 
relations and brotherhood among people. Rightly or wrongly, our strong support 
of political Zionism, our original pressure on behalf of the partition of Palestine, 
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and our recent frantic haste to extend de facto recognition to Israel, have led 
them to believe that the principle of self-determination of peoples, the foundation 
of international justice, is just a phrase to which America pays lip service only.172 
 

His constant references to terms such as “international justice” and “self-determination” 

that find echo in both his reports to Secretary Forestall and advocacy in front of the 

American public show that at this point of time Penrose’s thinking constantly revolved 

around an internationalism that saw in it the importance of the UN and with it the value 

of America’s reputation abroad. This stands in marked contrast to both the 

Administration and the State Department, who perceived the importance of the UN only 

insofar as it could further American interests in opposing the Soviet threat. Penrose 

emphasized a different side of American interests and national security, one that focused 

on embodying the principles that he saw as uniquely American. His articulation of 

internationalism would come out once again when he would be faced with the Palestinian 

refugee crisis, a product of a war that was ongoing as he prepared to go to Beirut. 
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Chapter 4: Palestinian Refugees and American Policy 
 
The case of Palestine quickly became the testing ground for the new form of international 

politics that brought with it a newfound respect of international law and an enthusiasm 

for the revamped League of Nations, now called the United Nations. Ever since the 1947 

UN vote for the partition of the Mandate of Palestine into two territories, one consecrated 

for a Jewish state and one for an Arab state, the question of the legitimacy of the UN and 

its ability to actualize its decisions became intimately involved with Palestine. With the 

advent of the 1948 war, it became increasingly urgent that the UN could prove itself a 

force in the post-World War II order by finding a resolution to the conflict. The UN had a 

lot to prove in terms of its own ability, legitimacy, and power, as well as its relevance to 

the world, and made several attempts to negotiate a settlement in the aftermath of the 

war, all of which ended in failure. The exodus of an estimated 700,000 refugees from 

Palestine into what are now the West Bank, Gaza, and neighboring countries tested the 

capacities of those areas to host refugees and would have ramifications in the geopolitics 

of the region for decades to come up until the present day. One of the many reasons for 

the failure of the UN to make any headway in resolving the issue of Palestine was the 

status of these refugees, who were the subject of intense debate between the Israeli 

government and neighboring Arab states.  

It quickly became clear to the UN that the November 1947 partition vote had 

created an atmosphere of violence, one that was only going to worsen with the 

withdrawal of the British, announced on December 11.173 As the UN desired a quick end 
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to the hostilities in order to resolve the perceived failure of the UN to enact its vision in a 

peaceful way, the UN decided to send a mediator to study the problem and issue a report 

with recommendations. This decision came on the heels of the UN’s failure to effectuate 

a strategy to enforce the partition plan at the same time that the British were winding 

down their mandate, and it was not until May 14, the day Ben-Gurion declared Israeli 

independence, that the UN finally appointed a mediator.174 The selection of Count Folke 

Bernadotte, a Swedish diplomat widely recognized for his humanitarian work during 

World War II, emerged as a consensus choice of China, France, the Soviet Union, the 

United States, and Britain, and he immediately began working for a ceasefire which was 

backed by Security Council resolutions.175 For about four months Bernadotte visited 

Palestine, the capitals of Arab states, and Europe in an attempt to fashion a proposal that 

could lead to a definite resolution to the conflict. The fact that this was occurring all 

throughout intermittent breakings of the first ceasefire and the resumption of the fighting 

after a four-week truce called for by the Security Council made his job that much harder. 

Bernadotte failed to reach an agreement that was acceptable to either the Israeli 

government or the governments of Arab states before his assassination on September 17, 

1948.176 

The reasons for the unacceptability of Bernadotte’s proposals to both the Israelis 

and the Arabs and its eventual rejection by the UN General Assembly are complex and 

involve a minute examination of each issue at play. What is important for the purposes of 
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this study is that both of Bernadotte’s proposals, the first presented to Arabs and Israelis 

on June 27 and the second in a report to the UN in September shortly before his death, 

proclaimed the need for refugees from the conflict to be allowed to return to their homes. 

The importance of the refugee issue to Bernadotte can be seen from impassioned plea in 

his report of the basic necessity of providing for the refugees. He writes: 

It is, however, undeniable that no settlement can be just and complete if 
recognition is not accorded to the right of the Arab refugee to return to the home 
from which he has been dislodged by the hazards and strategy of the armed 
conflict between Arabs and Jews in Palestine. . . It would be an offence against 
the principles of elemental justice if these innocent victims of the conflict were 
denied the right to return to their homes while Jewish immigrants flow into 
Palestine, and, indeed, at least offer the threat of permanent replacement of the 
Arab refugees who have been rooted in the land for centuries.177 
 

Bernadotte was concerned about the political and economic difficulties that any returning 

refugees might pose to the newly founded Israeli state, but he felt strongly that the status 

quo of the refugees could not be maintained without provoking further long-term 

difficulties for the region’s political stability. In both of his reports, Bernadotte refers to a 

“right” of these Palestinian refugees to return to their homes, something that will figure 

very importantly in the way the United Nations and international law treats the question 

of Palestinian refugees, especially once UN Resolution 194 is passed in December 1948 

that affirms the right of return for these refugees.178 The right of return, therefore, 

represents an important innovation on the part of Bernadotte, who saw no reason that 

innocent refugees driven from their home should not be allowed to return.  
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Bernadotte also concerned himself with the minutiae of tackling the refugee 

problem, outlining in his report short-term and long-term measures to the problem which 

included humanitarian measures to be taken by the UN as well as his hopes for a political 

settlement. Bernadotte spends a considerable amount of space of his report on the subject 

of the refugee crisis, detailing the amount of various goods that would need to be donated 

for short-term relief and the propositions for a resolution of the final status of the 

Palestinian refugees. At the end of his report, he adds before his final conclusion: 

I must emphasize again the desperate urgency of this problem. The choice is 
between saving the lives of many thousands of people now or permitting them to 
die. The situation of the majority of these hapless refugees is already tragic, and 
to prevent them from being overwhelmed by further disaster and to make possible 
their ultimate rehabilitation, it is my earnest hope that the international 
community will give all necessary support to make the measures I have outlined 
fully effective. I believe that for the international community to accept its share of 
responsibility for the refugees of Palestine is one of the minimum conditions for 
the success of its efforts to bring peace to that land.179 
 

Clearly, the UN (represented by its appointed mediator, Bernadotte) had an important 

stake in the resolution of the Palestinian refugee crisis because of how it functioned as a 

test case for the relevancy of international law, at a crucial transition period when 

multiple international agencies were being formed and the first attempts at writing 

comprehensive international laws were being made. Bernadotte saw that relieving the 

refugees of their hardship is an essential contribution to any sort of peace that the UN 

could claim as their own. While other portions of Bernadotte’s proposals aligned closely 

with the joint policy of Britain and the United States that began to emerge at this point, 

his unequivocal support of the refugees was not accepted by the Israeli government. After 

Bernadotte’s death, his chief assistant Ralph Bunche became Acting Mediator and took 
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over from where Bernadotte had left off, securing separate armistice agreements between 

Israel and each of its neighbors in 1949.180 

 State Department officials favored Bernadotte’s process and his eventual plan 

precisely because they were both initiatives of the UN, an institution that the American 

government was eager to support in the hope that it would play an essential role in the 

post-war international system. Part of this came from the State Department’s enduring 

distaste for the partition proposal, which they had never supported and continued to 

consider to be an obstacle to a real resolution.181 For the State Department, the 

appointment of a mediator represented the chance for a fresh start to reverse the failure of 

the partition proposal and perhaps reintroduce ideas of previous committees. Specifically, 

some of the proposals from the Anglo-American Committee of 1946 came up again when 

Bernadotte proposed his first plan on June 28, which clashed significantly with the UN 

partition plan and was wholly unsatisfactory to all of the parties of the conflict except 

perhaps for Jordan.182 The failure of Bernadotte’s first plan led him to reconsider his 

process, and he resolved to create a solution that achieved the sanction of the Americans 

and the British so that it could command support at the UN. His second plan, outlined in 

the report to the UN on September 16, conformed to the new attitudes of both the UK and 

US governments regarding territorial changes that flew in the face of the previous 

partition proposal. One of the most prominent changes that infuriated both the PGI and 

the American Zionist Movement was the transfer of the Negev (a territory previously 

                                                 
180 Touval, The Peace Brokers, 55. 
181 Cohen, Truman, 224. 
182 Ibid., 233. Bernadotte’s first plan awarded a significant amount of the Mandate of Palestine’s territory to 
Jordan, including Jerusalem, something obviously not well received by either the Zionists or the British, the 
latter of whom felt that an exclusive claim to Jerusalem was not one the Arabs would have made 
themselves. 



104 

allocated to the Jewish State) to the Arabs in exchange for Western Galilee, a territory of 

which Israeli forces were in control.183 The Americans and the British had come to a 

consensus regarding this exchange as it reflected more or less the military realities at the 

time of the formulation of the plan.  

 With regards to the refugees, the State Department’s position came to reflect both 

a concern of what they perceived as the growing Soviet threat as well as a desire to back 

Bernadotte’s suggestions and affirm the UN’s legitimacy. As both the President and the 

State Department had lent their support to the legitimacy of Bernadotte’s efforts to 

produce a resolution, it was logical that the American government would declare itself in 

favor of the Bernadotte Plan. Four days after Bernadotte’s report to the United Nations, 

Secretary of State George Marshall declared that “The US considers that the conclusions 

contained in the final report of Count Bernadotte offer a generally fair basis for 

settlement of the Palestine question. My government is of the opinion that the 

conclusions are sound and strongly urges the parties and the General Assembly to accept 

them in their entirety as the best possible basis for bringing peace to a distracted land.”184 

With the British government issuing a similar statement the day after, the embracing of 

the Bernadotte plan by both of the Great Powers directly invested in the Palestinian 

question seemed to offer a path by which it could be enacted. This kind of consensus did 

not last however, and it is with Secretary Marshall’s statement on the Bernadotte plan 

that the divide between the White House and the State Department began to manifest 

once more. Prior to Marshall’s statement, Truman had approved the State Department in 

advance to negotiate with the British and come to a consensus, and he in theory supported 
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the main inflammatory proposal regarding the transfer of the Negev to the Arabs.185 

Truman’s position on the matter, however, would change drastically along with his public 

statements to that effect with the upcoming election in November of that year. The 

presidential election cycle was in full swing, and American Zionist organizations such as 

the American Zionist Emergency Council began to publish advertisements seeking to 

obligate Truman to clarify his position regarding Marshall’s statement.186 Soon, the kind 

of electoral pressure exerted by these organizations began to chip at the consensus 

between the White House and State Department regarding Marshall’s statement of 

support for the Bernadotte plan.  

In a memorandum of a conversation between Clark Clifford, who represented the 

President, and Robert Lovett, the Undersecretary of State, Clifford communicated to 

Lovett that Truman “was deeply concerned by an apparent over-emphasis by the 

Secretary [Marshall] on the necessity for accepting the Bernadotte Plan in its entirety,” 

and sought State Department sanction for a change in the language so that Truman could 

send a letter more palatable to the head of the American Zionist Executive Council.187 In 

response, Lovett argued that such a drastic change would have dire consequences for the 

way that the international community perceived the foreign policy of the United States. 

He argued that a reversal of the White House’s position “would put the Secretary 

[Marshall] in an intolerable position and . . . would label this country as violating its 

agreements and as completely untrustworthy in international matters. The consequences 
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could be absolutely disastrous to us in the United Nations and elsewhere.”188 Whereas 

Truman was feeling the pressure of the election cycle, the State Department was focused 

mainly on maintaining American prestige abroad as well as supporting the United 

Nations. In the end, Clifford and Lovett agreed on a compromise in the language that 

made it seem as though Truman conformed to the wishes of American Zionists without a 

wholesale abandonment of Marshall’s statement.189 Domestic pressure on Truman to 

address this issue mounted however, and these efforts by American Zionists created the 

conditions for Truman and his electoral opponent, Governor Thomas E. Dewey, to 

showdown over the question of Palestine. 

 Although initially both candidates had agreed to keep Palestine, a foreign policy 

concern, out of race, the prospect of using this issue to get not only Jewish votes but 

others as well soon became too attractive for them to ignore. The State Department 

attempted to anticipate the desire of the Republican campaign to weaponize the question 

of Palestine by trying to convince Governor Dewey’s team to leave the situation in 

Palestine alone despite the opportunity it might afford them.  In a telegram from State 

Department official Dean Rusk detailing a conversation with John Foster Dulles, who at 

that time served on the American delegation of the UN as well as the chief foreign policy 

advisor to Dewey, Rusk expressed his desire that the Palestine issue be left out of the 

domestic political debate. He argues, “if [the] position [that] we have now taken in this 

Assembly on Palestine is undermined by bitter political rivalry and controversy in US, 

[the] effect will be to subject [the] US once more to contempt, acrimony[,] and 
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ridicule.”190 For the State Department, the stakes involved with domestic election 

jockeying for votes could have far-reaching consequences for the image of the United 

States abroad, an echo on a constant theme present in the positon of the State 

Department. While Dulles offered little in terms of guarantees on the Republican side to 

keep the Palestine issue bipartisan, Rusk felt optimistic coming away from the 

conversation, writing, “I do think. . . that if [the] Department is able to hold the line on 

[the] Bernadotte report and to persuade Democratic leaders not to start [a] fresh round of 

new bids for Jewish support, there is [a] good chance that Republicans will take [a] 

moderate view and assist in keeping [the] matter from flaring up once again.”191 The 

State Department and the White House were in agreement that any hint of discord 

between the two could produce negative consequences for Truman’s electoral chances 

and open more vulnerable areas for the President’s Republican opponents to attack, a fear 

clearly expressed in an order dated October 17 from the President to the Secretary of 

State explicitly forbidding the UN delegation from taking any action on Palestine without 

prior approval.192 

Eventually, Governor Dewey decided that the occasion offered by Marshall’s 

statement and the anger it generated was too good to miss, and on October 22 he 

published a letter he had written to an American Zionist organization in which he 

denounced the Bernadotte plan and Truman’s backing of it.193 The main critique of 
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Dewey rested upon the fact that Secretary Marshall’s statement contradicted the 

Democratic National Platform, which conformed to the measures called for in the 1947 

UN partition plan and therefore stood in direct contradiction of the new Bernadotte 

proposal, most significantly with regard to the transfer of the Negev to the Arabs. Being 

the leader of the Democratic party and unwilling to let himself be seen in a bad light 

either by American Zionists or other voters who may perceive him to be inconsistent, 

Truman reiterated his support for the position taken in the Democratic platform that 

endorsed the 1947 Partition plan and held that any changes of it could only be made with 

the agreement of the Israeli government.194 The reaffirmation of the 1947 Partition plan 

was a clear revision of the United States’ declared policy and clashed directly with the 

Bernadotte plan. The division between the State Department, on one hand, which had 

supported publicly the Bernadotte plan, and the White House, on the other, now became 

apparent to the public. The position of Truman would stay consistent with the Democratic 

National Platform and the wishes of American Zionists, at least until the election in 

which Truman won an upset victory over his opponent. At that point, however, Israeli 

military prowess had delivered to them most of the Negev and solidified their position in 

Western Galilee, leaving them predictably unwilling to return to any status quo that 

would require them to abandon territory won in wartime.195 The reality of Israeli military 

control of the territories in question thus made it much harder for either the British or the 

Americans to negotiate a settlement as they were unwilling to take measures against 

Israel to actually accomplish that end. 
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The State Department’s attitude towards the refugee crisis during this time agreed 

with Bernadotte’s assessment of the situation but took a softer stance towards the actual 

solving of the crisis. Instead of embracing Bernadotte’s unequivocal support for the right 

of return for all refugees, the State Department (and through them Truman) leaned more 

towards funding humanitarian projects to partly relieve the desperation experienced by 

Palestinian refugees while eschewing any political settlement that might solve the issue 

wholesale. It was in this context that resettlement in Arab countries emerged as a possible 

solution within State Department documents. Referencing Bernadotte’s recommendation 

regarding the right of return, a telegram from the American delegation in Paris contended 

that, in contrast to the Mediator’s suggestions, “It seems almost certain to us that the 

great majority of refugees will either not wish or not be able to return to their homes. 

Resettlement will therefore almost certainly have to take place elsewhere.”196 The 

message goes on to say that United Nations efforts to provide humanitarian aid could 

eventually transform into a resettlement project.197 The UN sanctioned and controlled 

humanitarian project could be harnessed by the American government who saw 

resettlement as the only viable way forward, in part because of Israeli unwillingness to 

accept back substantial numbers of refugees.  

From the outbreak of the war and the expulsion of the refugees, Israel took the 

position of refusing any return of refugees before a formal peace had been made. In 

August 1948, about a month before Bernadotte produced his final report to the UN, a 

speech made by Foreign Minister Moshe Shertok (later Sharett) in front of the PGI’s 
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legislative body eliminated any possibility for a comprehensive return of refugees in 

favor of a policy of examining the issue on a case-by-case basis.198 However, as Shertok 

makes clear, this policy “could in no way be regarded as a means [for] alleviating [the] 

problem of refugees. . . If it were [a] question [of] immediate relief, necessary means 

should be organized and provided for refugees on [the] spot, and not by transferring them 

to [the] state of Israel.”199 Although Shertok is generally seen as one of the more 

conciliatory figures in the Israeli government at the time towards the idea of coexistence 

with the Arabs, here he proposes that other countries take up the burden of the refugee 

crisis and aid them wherever they are currently, thus foreclosing any hope of a return. 

This attitude of emphasizing aid and postponing the resolution of the refugee crisis until 

after peace had been obtained, which came before Bernadotte’s proposal and the State 

Department’s adoption of it, characterized the Israeli approach to the problem during this 

period. In another meeting between Ben-Gurion, Shertok, and American officials, the 

Prime Minister argued that permitting refugees back into Israel will have to wait until 

peace is secured “so that refugees could return as friends and not enemies.”200 The 

reasoning here that Ben-Gurion presents to the Americans is that these refugees posed a 

security risk to Israel, something that he suggests may change once hostilities are 

concluded. In the same meeting, however, Shertok notes that what is needed is a 

“permanent solution of resettlement [of the] majority [of] refugees in Arab areas,” 
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something in which the Israeli government may be willing to help.201 Thus, while arguing 

for a postponement of resolving the issue until peace talks are held, the Israeli 

government also set up the possibility for a long-term resettlement of refugees in 

neighboring Arab countries, a position that the State Department would eventually adopt. 

Later in the war, towards the end of 1948 and the beginning of 1949, the Israeli 

position with regards to the refugees became more hardline. The reasoning for this was 

partly a refrain of the Israeli fear that a return of refugees may pose a security state to the 

newly-founded state, but it also corresponded with a recognition of the advantages 

afforded to the Israeli position now that they were unquestionably dominant militarily 

vis-à-vis their opponents.202 With even more control of their own stability and the 

unwillingness of the United States or the UN to pressure Israel to change its demands, the 

Israeli government felt more comfortable in asking more explicitly for resettlement. In a 

meeting with the Palestine Conciliation Commission (PCC), the UN appointed successor 

to Count Bernadotte’s mission, Shertok reiterated the familiar condition of waiting until 

peace talks to resolve the refugee issue, but also added that “Arab refugees are essentially 

unassimilable in Jewish Israel. Efforts can now be made in direction [of a] radical [but] 

sound solution, namely integration in neighboring Arab states . . . which . . . are 

underpopulated and require more people and development to fill [the] dangerous 

vacuum.”203 Even while the Israeli government was insisting on the need for increased 

Jewish immigration in order that they be able to develop Palestine and redeem the land, 

Israeli leaders argued that Israel, as the small country it is, could not either economically 
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or culturally support a return of the Palestinians who allegedly, as Shertok insists, “fled 

voluntarily and at British instigation.”204 According to the Israeli government, only 

resettlement could provide a framework for a lasting solution to the refugee crisis.  

The State Department did not accept this interpretation outright and without 

reservation. For a time, Washington seemed to prefer repatriation, and attempted to 

convince the PGI to accept at least some refugees back. The PCC’s reports back to the 

State Department had convinced government officials that repatriation would be cheaper 

and that resettlement would be extraordinarily difficult and carried with it dire 

consequences for US foreign policy for decades to come.205 Reports from the various 

officers out in the field seem to agree on the difficulty of resettlement in Arab countries. 

One such report from a consular official in Iraq, considered to be a prime destination for 

resettlement by Israeli governmental officials, describes the difficult economic situation 

in Iraq that would make such resettlement extremely unlikely without massive amounts 

of foreign aid.206 Even if such money was forthcoming, the report goes on that “despite 

common Arab culture, Palestinians [are] regarded as foreigners and [are] unwelcome in 

agricultural areas . . . unusual favors given to outsiders would be certain [to] arouse fierce 

resentment [that] no government could withstand.”207 The fear that the American 

government had of the unrest that these refugees could produce was intimately involved 

with the Cold War tensions that were just beginning to mount. One State Department 
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memorandum on the refugee crisis produced in January 6, 1948 outlines American 

political interest with regards to the situation. It reads: 

From both the political and the strategic point of view, the stabilization of the 
Near East is a major objective of American foreign policy. It is obvious that the 
continued presence of this large mass of suffering, destitute, and discontented 
refugees within the Arab states will militate against the establishment of a lasting 
peace in Palestine and the Near East, and will impede cooperation on the part of 
the Arab states in implementing any settlement which may be negotiated. It is also 
apparent that the continuation of the present conditions of distress among these 
refugees will aggravate unrest throughout the Near East, making it an easy target 
for Soviet penetration. Unrest will inevitably facilitate the spread of Communist 
doctrine in an area of the world which has thus far resisted it successfully.208  
 

Echoing similar arguments made by Secretary of Defense James Forestall, the document 

continues to discuss how American interests in the sector of petroleum production in the 

Middle East had already been compromised by unrest. The idea of investing large 

amounts of money into the rebuilding Western Europe had found voice in Secretary 

Marshall’s announcement of the Marshall Plan in June 1947, and the successful 

execution of this plan relied on the smooth flow of oil from the Middle East.209 Any 

unrest could threaten the Marshall Plan’s ability to reconstruct Europe and defend it 

against Communist incursion. In light of these factors, repatriation seemed to be the 

quickest and cheapest way to offset the prospect of strife that these refugees might 

produce as time went on, and both the State Department and the Truman administration 

pressured Israel to bring in some 200,000 refugees.210 Israel, however, could not 

countenance admitting even this many refugees, which numbered less than a third of the 

total refugee population. Instead, Ben-Gurion and other leaders were busy constructing 
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the myth that Palestinians left on their own accord, and pursued this line of argument 

with the representatives of the PCC whenever the refugee issue came up.211 

 When it came to repatriating refugees, then, the position of the Israel remained 

rather inflexible despite token concessions in the form of family reunification plans and 

the allowance of individual returns on a case-by-case basis. The focus for Israel was on 

facilitating Jewish immigration, a goal that Ben-Gurion characterized as “encompass[ing] 

all the historical needs of the state” and as something that necessarily excluded the 

repatriation of Palestinians.212 The fact that Jewish immigration was considered to be the 

raison d’être of Israel left little room for flexibility or change in the Israeli position 

regarding the repatriation of refugees. The prospect of territorial exchange, however, did 

produce some excitement on the Israeli side and a willingness to explore repatriation of at 

least some Palestinian refugees further. The brief interlude of the “Gaza Plan” illustrates 

how Israeli leaders were thinking about refugees, land, and the international pressure 

being exerted on them. After international powers forced Israel to stop its assault on the 

Egyptian position in the Sinai in late December to early January, the Egyptian army was 

still in control of the Gaza Strip which had some 200,000 or more refugees.213 The basic 

idea of the Gaza Plan, initially formulated over the summer of 1949 in an internal 

discussion among top Israeli officials, was to transfer the Strip to the Israelis, who would 

then grant citizenship to the inhabitants and absorb the refugees. The logic that 

accompanied this proposal was two-fold. First, Israel would have the benefit of acquiring 

more territory and thus could be enticed to repatriate refugees. Secondly, certain officials, 
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Israeli and American alike, believed that Egypt was not all that attached to holding onto 

the Strip in light of the fact that the 200,000 refugees would constitute a very real burden 

for them and may prove to be willing to part with the territory.214 The Gaza Plan could 

constitute, therefore, a serious proposal to untangle key parts of the dispute, namely the 

refugee crisis and Egyptian involvement in opposing Israel. 

 If Israel was not eager to permit Palestinian refugees back into Israel, the 

government was willing to consider accepting at least some repatriation as part of a 

concession to gain territory. The other attractive angle to the Gaza Plan for the Israelis is 

that they felt it would relieve the international pressure on them with regards to the 

refugees. Morris writes, “Israel felt that by accepting Gaza’s local and refugee 

populations, as well as a handful of refugees under the family reunion scheme . . . it 

would have an Arab minority roughly equal in number to the Arab minority it would 

have had under the 1947 UN partition scheme and it ‘would have discharged its full 

obligation’ towards solving the refugee problem.”215 Although Israel would have to 

integrate around 200,000 Arab refugees, something the Ben-Gurion declared previously 

as an impossibility given the imperative of Jewish immigration, this move would absolve 

Israel of any future responsibilities towards other refugees and be accompanied by a 

substantial territorial addition not conquered by the force of arms. While in the end the 

Gaza Plan did not make it through the negotiations due to Egyptian opposition, the Israeli 

willingness to debate the plan and the consensus reached within the Israeli government to 

adopt it if presented to them demonstrates the way that the PGI approached the question 

of land and population. At the Lausanne conference held from April to September of 
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1949, Israel finally proposed to repatriate 100,000 refugees as a starting point for 

negotiations, after a firestorm of debate back in the Knesset and among the general Israeli 

public.216 With this offer rejected by the Arabs, who in theory supported the full right of 

return for refugees but were willing to accept resettling approximately half of the refugee 

population, the Lausanne conference ended in failure, with no settlement reached 

regarding the refugees.217 The disappointment of Lausanne, in effect, left the Palestinian 

refugee crisis to continue for decades to come. Morris writes, “In retrospect, it appeared 

that at Lausanne was lost the best perhaps only chance for a solution of the refugee 

problem, if not for the achievement of a comprehensive Middle East settlement.”218 

Morris highlights the importance of the question of the Palestinian refugee to the 

attainment of overall regional security and that the inability of the different states to come 

to an agreement over the refugees at Lausanne, in some ways, doomed that the refugees 

would remain in their same status. It is perhaps not so surprising, however, that states, 

with their separate interests, would be unable to solve the question of a stateless people at 

Lausanne. A push beyond that framework was needed to produce a solution for the 

Palestinian refugees, and Penrose found it in a reliance on his ideas of internationalism 

and the rights of those refugees.  

Penrose and “Repatriation”  

Penrose’s position on the issue of the refugees became even more pronounced now that 

he had officially moved to Beirut in September 1948. In this latter period of his life, from 

the first appearance of refugees in Beirut his untimely death in 1954, Penrose, now free 
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from his position in government, spent more time publicly advocating for the cause of the 

Palestinians, although his work as AUB’s president did consume much of his time.  The 

explicit language and reasoning that Penrose used differed according to the audience he 

was addressing. Penrose mixed and matched anti-Communist rhetoric, Christian 

humanism, and his own brand of American exceptionalism to argue for a recognition of 

the Palestinian case and the rights of Palestinian refugees. Over the last years of his life, 

in face of the worsening conditions of Palestinian refugees Penrose increasingly moved 

closer to an articulation of the Palestinian question that was grounded in his belief of 

internationalism and America’s role in the world. 

After the initial hostilities of the 1948 war, Penrose found himself face-to-face 

with the refugees that suddenly appeared in Beirut in greater numbers than those that 

appeared beforehand. By 1949, when the first count of refugees was conducted by the 

UN, over 100,000 individuals took refuge in Lebanon.219 For Penrose, the arrival of these 

refugees primarily affected him in two ways in his capacity as the President of AUB. 

Firstly, Penrose became the logical host for a great deal of American diplomats who 

began to funnel through Beirut in the context of diplomatic efforts to end the conflict, 

and, secondly, Penrose had to make sure that the hostilities and the presence of the 

refugees did not hinder the mission of the college of which he was President. The 

dramatic episode of Penrose’s address to AUB students on the anniversary of the UN 

partition vote illustrates how Penrose attempted ensure calm on campus in light of the 

instability of the political situation. In a letter to the family back in the United States, 
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Penrose’s wife Margaret describes the tense situation that pervaded Beirut on November 

29. She writes, “Nov. 29 was perhaps to you just another day. But out here, it is a very 

significant day, it is the date that the United Nations voted for the partition of Palestine . . 

. To the Arab[s], one of their countries has been taken away from them by the larger 

powers, and they have been helpless to prevent it. . . So yesterday, the air was full of 

tension. I am confident had it not been for Binks’ [Stephen Penrose] courage and 

leadership, we might have had trouble.”220 She goes on to transmit the contents of 

Penrose’s address to the students during the chapel service, in which he said: 

November 29. This is the anniversary of a decision in the UN which has thus far 
been freighted with nothing but misfortune for all the people of Palestine. . . I 
believe that there should be an opportunity for all who wish to record their 
awareness of it and to use that opportunity not for fruitless exhibitions of futile 
bitterness or impotent anger, but for solemn thought together and for united 
prayer for God’s guidance . . . If this day is to mean anything, let us turn first our 
thoughts to ourselves, our motives. We cannot justly expect of others, principles to 
which we do not live up to ourselves. . . There are thousands of victims of this 
misfortune in our immediate neighborhood. They need all the help which we and 
the world can give them. Here there is a limitless outlet for our constructive 
energies. May our actions this week measure our sincerity of purpose.221 
 

The speech, Margaret Penrose adds, was highly effective as “the entire day went off 

smoothly and not a ripple disturbed the day.”222 In this address, Penrose uses rhetoric that 

emphasizes the individual’s ability to help refugees in order to defuse any potential for 

demonstrations and uses similar logic that leaders of states employed when they backed 

only the short-term solutions contained within the Bernadotte plan. In his capacity as an 

authority figure addressing students, Penrose’s main goal was to stop any disorder that 

the anger felt by students might engender, and he refrains from making any explicit 
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political appeals. Penrose worried that his institution would suffer from the disrepute that 

the United States had gained as a result of its participation in the partitioning of Palestine, 

a fear that Margaret Penrose outlines in another letter.223 In view of his position, Penrose 

had to balance his desire to keep the calm while also avoiding any political statement that 

might cause the university to seem complicit or friendly to Israeli policies towards 

Palestinians. 

 In his private letters from this time, however, Penrose was much more explicit in 

his advocacy for the Palestinian refugees, although he still focused on the humanitarian 

aspects of the crisis. In a correspondence with W.H. Cowles, an owner of a newspaper in 

Eastern Washington State, Penrose discusses the difficulties that tormented the refugees 

in Beirut. He writes, “[The problem of the Arab refugees] is really one of the great 

humanitarian problems of all times inasmuch as there are well over half a million people 

who have been driven from their homes in Palestine . . . The United Nations has now 

decided to do something effective about relief, but I am terribly afraid that their decision 

has come too late to be of real value this winter.”224 While still foregrounding his 

discussion of the refugee crisis in terms of the humanitarianism, Penrose does 

communicate his belief that UN efforts up to this point have been inadequate. He 

continues his point, writing: 

You can pretty well imagine what my feelings are with regard to this refugee 
problem, inasmuch as it is in such great measure the result of the misguided 
policy of Mr. Truman with regard to Palestine. . . And still we continue before the 
U.N. to maintain a policy which has been proven a failure both from the 
humanitarian point of view and from aspects of its contribution to the future 
peace of the world. It will be generations before the stigma can be lifted from us 

                                                 
223 Margaret Penrose to Frances Hall and Packer Hall, Letter, n.d., ca. December 1948, Stephen B.L. 
Penrose Jr. Papers, WCMss 41, Box 1, Folder 8, Whitman College and Northwest Archives. 
224 Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. to W.H. Cowles, Letter, December 8, 1948, Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. Papers, 
WCMss 41, Box 1, Folder 8, Whitman College and Northwest Archives. 



120 

as a nation, just as it will be generations before the bitterness engendered by this 
present situation can be effaced.225 
 

Perhaps because of his increased self-awareness as an American representative in the 

Arab world, Penrose focuses here on the reputation of the UN and the US abroad. The 

most damaging effects of Truman’s policy, as Penrose sees it, is the way that it will 

continue to linger long after his presidency is over in the minds of Arabs and the role that 

it will have in preventing future UN attempts to guarantee world peace. 

 To be a good college administrator is to be a good fund-raiser, and Penrose was 

no exception to this rule. AUB was rapidly growing and with it the need to secure funds 

to finance the expansion of its facilities and academic programs. Drawing on his 

experience working with the government as well as his expertise on the Palestinian 

question, Penrose embarked on various speaking tours in the United States in hopes of 

bringing back enough money to AUB to secure the college’s well-being for the 

foreseeable future, an imperative made even direr by the precariousness of the political 

situation. During tours such as these, Penrose gave speeches on the Middle East and 

Palestine as it pertained to American interests, often to Christian audiences who were 

being targeted to donate to AUB, a Protestant college.  

One of these speeches, titled “If Jesus Walked in Palestine” is fairly 

representative of other speeches of which there is record. From the notes of the speech, it 

is clear that Penrose, in talking about the Palestinian refugee crisis, used a lot of Christian 

religious imagery in an effort to appeal to Christian audiences. Part of the speech 

involved a description of what Jesus would see if he walked in Palestine today, 

something bound to stoke the imagination and interest of the audience in the room. 
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Penrose mentions that although Jesus would find better roads and modes of 

transportation, he would also find more efficient ways of killing in the modern era.226 

While talking to a Christian audience, Penrose contextualizes the strife in Palestine by 

relating it to stories with which the audience would have been familiar in an effort to 

establish a personal connection between them and the suffering that the Palestinians are 

experiencing. He also elaborates on themes of democratic values and the need for 

Christianity to be present in public service, appealing to the audience’s sense of morality 

when it comes to Palestinian refugees.227 In front of American Christian audiences, 

Penrose nuanced the humanitarian angle of the Palestinian question with an appeal to 

Christian morality even at the highest levels of public office. Penrose also attempts to 

distance the religious arguments of Zionism from those that might be adopted by 

Christians in the United States, an argument directed at the logic of Christian Zionism 

that sees support for Zionism as a fulfillment of religious prophecy.228 This angle of 

Penrose’s advocacy fits in well with his background of working with missionary schools 

and his perception of America’s role in the world, which in his mind overlapped heavily 

with each other.  

 The crystallization of tensions between the USSR and the United States became 

ever-more pronounced during this period, and the possibility that the USSR would use 

the unrest of the situation in the Middle East to exploit the distressed and disaffected 

Palestinian refugees was certainly on Penrose’s mind. While the theme of the Communist 

threat does appear sometimes elsewhere, it comes out most pointedly in various 
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interviews that he gave to newspapers around the United States after his acceptance of the 

presidency. One such article appeared in May 22, 1951 in an article titled “Arab Refugee 

Problem Told by Educator.” The article reads: 

Mr. Penrose. . . said the Arabs fully realize what the Jews went through in 
Hitler’s Germany. ‘But they feel,’ he went on, ‘that it was not a just, humane 
solution to provide a larger refugee problem (through setting up the Republic of 
Israel) than it was designed to solve.’ Communists, with propaganda outlets 
throughout the Middle East, are making capital of the situation, he said, and have 
succeeded in casting the U.S. ‘as Public Enemy No. 1,’ for its leadership in the 
establishment of Israel.229 
 

Here, the familiar theme of concern for America’s reputation abroad emerges, with the 

Communist specter as the ultimate consequence of a failure to maintain that reputation.  

The article continues, emphasizing the point, “While this resentment hasn’t, as yet, 

rubbed off on individual Americans in the area, the Communists are exploiting it for all 

it’s worth, telling the Arab refugees America is responsible for their plight.”230 For an 

American public exceptionally fearful of Communism and the increasing tensions in 

international relations between the USSR and the US, emphasizing the Communist aspect 

to the question of Palestine was an infallible way to draw attention to the issue and to sell 

more copies of the paper.  

However, even in context of the threat of Communism, Penrose continues to 

emphasize that it is America’s reputation that is at stake, and ends the discussion by 

bringing it back to the question of refugees. The article continues, “The ‘political 

background,’ however, balks the United Nations from arriving at a permanent solution to 

the problem, Mr. Penrose explained. The refugees won’t accept resettlement in some 
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other area; they fear that if they do so, international opinion will decide they’ve waived 

their claims on their former land holdings in Israel.”231 Internationalism in the form of the 

UN appears here once again, and shows that Penrose remained committed to the hope 

that the UN may be able to effectuate some change, as soon as some certain political 

obstacles are addressed, which, in this case, is continued American support for Israel. The 

theme of the Communist threat is highlighted in the context of a newspaper that must sell 

to a public interested above all by news that discusses the Cold War, an obsession of both 

policymakers and average citizens at the time of this article. However, in this article 

Penrose refers back to the recurring theme of American reputation, and his argument 

prefigures some of the rhetoric that he would go on to employ in front of the American 

Senate when discussing an ultimate resolution of the refugee crisis.  

Although Penrose was certainly busy in running the day-to-day affairs of the 

college as well as his speaking engagements to raise money for AUB, his position as 

president of one of the most prestigious American colleges in the Middle East meant that, 

at least to American eyes, he was considered a kind of expert on the Palestinian issue. In 

addition, his work with humanitarian organizations made him familiar with the way that 

the UN addressed the problem and the inadequacy of the aid the refugees were receiving. 

It was in this context that Penrose was invited to testify in front of the Senate Committee 

of Foreign Relations on May 23, 1953. There, Penrose addressed the issue from several 

different perspectives but spent most of the time focusing on the question of repatriation 

or resettlement.  
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 Firstly, Penrose opens his testimony about possible solutions to the refugee crisis 

by addressing one of the main lines of argument that had long been used to justify the 

resettlement of Palestinians into neighboring Arab countries: namely, that as Arabs, 

Palestinians had many thousands of square miles that made up their homeland to 

emigrate to, whereas Jews only had Israel. In addressing the idea to an American 

audience, Penrose draws up an American analogy. He told the committee, “[The 

Palestinian refugees] don’t like at the present time the idea of being settled in some area 

far away from them, even though the population of that area speaks Arabic. It is very 

much like asking the population of Rhode Island to settle in Texas. I spoke to some of the 

population of Rhode Island not long ago and they resisted the suggestion that they might 

welcome living in Texas. I said, ‘Why not? They all speak English.’ They said, ‘Of a 

sort.’”232 Penrose attempts to explain the difference between Palestinians and other Arab 

nationalities, a distinction that was clearly lost on both American and Israeli officials in 

their search of a solution through resettlement. He continues, focusing on the right of 

Palestinians to have a connection with the land, “I said, ‘There is plenty of room for you 

[Rhode Islanders], there is loads of room’ but they said, ‘That is not where we want to 

live,’ and that is the situation which the refugees themselves cannot understand. They 

cannot understand why they cannot return to the place where they have lived for so long. 

. . When one visits a refugee camp, over and over and over again he hears the cry, ‘We 

want to go home,’ and ‘When can we go home?’”233 In this testimony, Penrose attempts 

to convey to the Senate Committee the desperation of the refugees as well as their strong 
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connection to the land that they had lived on, land that cannot be simply exchanged for 

other property somewhere else. By starting with the desires of the refugees, Penrose sets 

up his case for the choice of repatriation or willing resettlement.  

 For Penrose, any discussion of the question of Palestinian refugees must begin 

with an acknowledgment of their rights guaranteed by international law through 

resolutions adopted by the United Nations. In talking about repatriation, he said, “Here I 

refer to the policies which were established by the United Nations at the time of partition, 

which have never been fully implemented, implying that the refugees must (a) either be 

repatriated or (b) if they are not repatriated, indemnified for losses of property which are 

involved in their refugee status.”234 Penrose here argues that international precedent 

established by the UN must be the base of a settled negotiation, despite what the status 

quo may be. Once this principal is accepted, the actual implementation of it could 

conform more generally to the desires of the parties involved and be subject to certain 

conditions. For repatriation, Penrose envisioned a situation in which refugees would live 

for up to a year before gaining citizenship.235 In the event that certain refugees do not 

accept a return to Israel, this recognition of their right to return would still “change the 

face of the refugee problem,” as “the problem of the refugees is to a large extent a 

psychological problem, and unless it is approached with an understanding of the 

refugees’ psychology, I do not see how an adequate settlement can be made.”236 Offering 

this choice to Palestinian refugees would entail a recognition of the refugees’ humanity 

and legitimate claims which, in Penrose’s eyes, is the ultimate and crucial step in 
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resolving the refugee crisis, regardless of whether they actually take the offer. Penrose 

concludes his testimony by saying, “Peace must follow a settlement. Peace cannot come 

first, and peace will only follow a just settlement of the refugee problem and the other 

problems relating to the relations between the Arab states and Israel.”237 By highlighting 

the importance of the refugee issue, Penrose pushes back against the status quo of cease-

fires without a real settlement, arguing rather presciently that an end to outright hostility 

between Israel and its neighbors does not mean real peace, nor does it prevent future 

outbreaks of war. Most importantly, the current situation perpetuates the refugee crisis, 

the resolution of which is seen as essential to Penrose. 

In what can perhaps be considered to be his most high-profile effort and the 

culmination of his advocacy efforts, Penrose gave a full-throated defense of the kind of 

internationalist ethos that characterized the rhetoric and actions that brought the United 

Nations into being. Interestingly, throughout his testimony, Penrose does not refer to the 

national security interests of the United States or the threat of Communism, arguing at 

least implicitly that peace is in itself desirable for the United States. The omission of that 

kind of language perhaps points to the fact that he came to the Senate in the capacity as 

the president of a university, discussing the Palestinian refugees from the point of view of 

someone who has worked with humanitarian aid organizations, and not as a military 

strategist or government official. Despite his affiliation with humanitarian aid, however, 

Penrose does not mention it and sees that a comprehensive solution to the refugee crisis, 

rather than simple humanitarian assistance, must be undertaken for there to be justice for 

the Palestinian question.  
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In Arab circles too, Penrose became recognized as the preeminent ambassador to 

the United States for the Palestinian cause. An article published in the Lebanese daily al-

Hayat on July 11, 1954, just a few months before Penrose’s death, outlines his views on 

the prospects of peace and shows Penrose’s continuing role in publicizing the Palestinian 

case in the United States. In the beginning of the piece, the article relates a story that, 

while on a plane during one of his visits to the United States, Penrose came across an 

article written by a certain “Karl Behr,” who is only otherwise identified by the 

newspaper as a Zionist.238 Incensed by what the article calls “allegations against the 

Arabs,” the story goes, Penrose wrote a response on that same plane ride refuting many 

of the claims forwarded by Behr, and a translated snippet of Penrose’s piece is reprinted 

for Al-Hayat’s readership.  

Penrose’s main thrust of his argument is to dispute the claim of Behr that the Arab 

inhabitants who stayed in Israel enjoy civil rights that are nowhere to be found in 

neighboring countries. Drawing on his authority as someone who has lived in one of 

those neighboring countries for the past six years, Penrose highlights the restrictions on 

the movement of Arabs in Israel as well as the passage of laws designed to confiscate 

Arab land and concentrate it in the hands of Israeli companies and institutions.239 

Developing this idea, Penrose writes that “the Arab in Israel . . . feels more accurately the 

sentiment that he is a second-class citizen. For Israel pursues its policies from the basis of 

race [jins] or national socialism [ištirākīya al-waṭanīya] and not from the basis of 
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democracy, or at least not democracy as it is understood in the United States.”240 Penrose 

attempts to distinguish between the concepts of democracy and democratic treatment that 

he knows and the policies promulgated by Israel, attempting to break the identification of 

the United States with Israel. This stance was important for Penrose because it not only 

emphasized a commitment to civil and human rights, but also distanced the United 

States’ ideology from Israel, a crucial step if AUB’s reputation was to be preserved. 

Linking what he saw as American values to the Palestinian cause, Penrose resists the 

trends prevalent in the United States to see Israel as a reflection of American democracy 

and once again presents the Arab side to an American public which would otherwise 

remain unaware of it. 

Penrose’s stance on the Palestinian issue, especially those positions articulated 

near the end of his life, is unique in two important ways. Firstly, it serves as an 

articulation of the need for an internationalist solution in an era when national security 

interests, defined rather narrowly, held supreme in face of the Soviet threat. Secondly, it 

represents a break with the contemporary internationalist discourse which seemed 

incapable of either giving the Palestinian refugees anything other than humanitarian aid 

or considering them as something more than victims. Penrose wished to move away from 

the framework that had denied Palestinian refugees a voice at the UN or the ability to 

control their own future, an idea incompatible with international political trends at the 

time and ever since. The fact that the Palestinian refugee crisis has not been solved up 

until the present day can therefore be seen as a reflection of not only the failure of the 
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states involved but also of the inadequacy of the international system embodied in the UN 

to do so. In doing so, Penrose’s articulation of the Palestinian cause drew ever-closer to 

the defense of human rights and the reaffirmation of the internationalist principles that 

embodied his vision of the UN.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Upon his early death in 1954 at the age of forty-six, Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr.’s 

wife Margaret Penrose’s mailbox was inundated with letters of condolence, not only from 

friends, family, and Penrose’s old coworkers in the OSS, but also from people she had 

never met who were thankful and recognizant of Penrose’s advocacy for Palestinian 

refugees. Many of these letters focused especially on his attempts to bring awareness 

about the issue in the United States, a country which, although far away, held so much 

power in deciding the fate of these refugees and the prospect of peace in the region. 

Penrose’s thinking about the Palestinian case evolved dramatically over the course of the 

latter half of his life, when he came face-to-face with the question of Palestine repeatedly 

throughout his different professional positions in and out of government.   

While working with the OSS during World War II, Penrose was preoccupied with 

questions of national security and a successful execution of the war effort. Consequently, 

his view on Zionist efforts to establish a Jewish army closely aligned with the opinions of 

the State Department; however, his writings show a depth of knowledge about the history 

of the Zionist movement and a personal attachment to the Arab cause which cannot be 

found among State Department officials at the time. Later, when working for the 

Secretary of Defense James Forrestal, Penrose distinguished himself from the Secretary’s 

position, which focused almost exclusively on access to oil, by reframing the question of 

national security in terms of a successful backing of the UN. Internationalism, Penrose 

held, would be the defining factor in determining whether American interests could be 

preserved abroad, and his reports to the Secretary communicate his deep worry that 

American support for partitioning Palestine would make the world lose faith in the UN as 
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an institution. While Penrose’s and the State Department’s views did overlap 

significantly during this period, including over the issue of reformulating partition into a 

UN or US trusteeship, their reasons for coming to that conclusion differed considerably. 

State Department officials also worried about the reputation of the UN (which had led 

them to reject partition in the first place), but they had to walk a fine line between 

conserving the UN’s reputation and Truman’s often unilateral support for the Zionist 

project that culminating in the recognition of Israel during this time. This meant that the 

State Department’s position was focused on preventing the outbreak of war so that US 

troops would not be sent to Palestine and so that the Soviets would be unable to find an 

opening to pursue their interests in the region.  

After the declaration of the State of Israel in May 1948 and the intensification of 

the refugee problem, Penrose’s views began to diverge sharply from both the Truman 

administration and the State Department. While Truman, under domestic election 

pressure, would undermine efforts to repatriate Palestinian refugees by renouncing the 

implementation of the Bernadotte plan, the State Department desired the Israeli 

government to accept a limited number of refugees in order to reach a peace deal with the 

other states in the region and thus avoid potential confrontations with the Soviet Union 

that might compromise America’s access to oil. On the other hand, Penrose, now having 

assumed the presidency at AUB, began to use his weighty public platform to advocate for 

Palestinian refugees and bring attention to the dire humanitarian need of those people. In 

contrast to others who solely focused on humanitarian aid, however, Penrose pressed for 

a comprehensive solution that would solve the root of the problem of Palestinian 

refugees: namely, the fact that they had been driven off their land to which they wished to 
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return. After leaving the government, Penrose began to express his support in language 

that resembles the present-day human-rights discourse that has become a staple of 

Palestinian advocacy, especially in recent times. 

The evolution of Penrose’s thinking about Palestine in a relatively short amount 

of time can in part be attributed to the rapidly changing circumstances that characterized 

the World War II era and the immediate post-war period. During this time, the United 

States sought to enact a new vision of international relations that found expression in the 

formation of the United Nation. Penrose, always concerned with the role of the United 

States in the world, signed whole-heartedly onto the internationalist program and would 

persist in its defense, even after Cold War tensions blunted internationalism’s sway to a 

large degree. After its formation, Penrose repeatedly invoked the UN and the principles 

that underlie its creation in his support of the Palestinian cause and the rights of 

Palestinian refugees. From the 1947 Partition Plan vote to the refugee relief program that 

it continues to this day, the UN has been intimately involved with the status of Palestine 

and the lives of Palestinians, especially those that remain refugees up until the present 

day. In many ways, the case of Palestine was one of the earliest opportunities for the UN 

to try out its institutions and see how effective it would be in the new post-war climate, as 

demonstrated by the fact that, for example, Count Bernadotte was the first Mediator 

appointed by the UN. The fact that the UN was and remains so important to the story of 

Palestine, then, makes it unsurprising that Penrose would repeatedly refer to it and 

international law throughout his advocacy.  

The writings of Penrose show a strong belief in the promise in the principles of 

the UN and that such an institution could take into account the desires of the Palestinian 
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refugees and successfully find a just solution for them. Unfortunately for the Palestinian 

refugees, the case of Palestine seems to point out certain limitations of the UN. The UN 

could work as a good forum for sovereign states to represent their interests, but, in the 

case of a stateless people like the Palestinian refugees, the UN could not bring any 

enduring end to their suffering and displacement, as it was beset with the interests of 

different states, all of which looked to gain something personally out of a negotiation to 

end the conflict. When faced with these competing interests, the UN was able to produce 

a cease-fire among the warring states; the Palestinian refugees, however, were left behind 

in refugee camps where a vast majority of them still reside today. 

Even the international human rights discourse, upheld by the UN through its 

adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in December of 1948, has failed 

to produce a resolution to the question of the Palestinian refugees. This suggests that the 

UN has discovered, in part through the test of the Palestinian case, its own limitation of 

being inextricably tied to the nation-state as the political structure through which it can 

take action. Under this framework, the most the UN has been able to provide to the 

Palestinian refugees has been humanitarian aid and not a more permanent solution that 

would address the actual roots of the problem: statelessness and landlessness. However, 

this limitation was not necessarily clear at the outset of its mission after World War II. As 

the new international organization built to inherit the failed legacy of the League of 

Nations, the UN’s ability to work as a force for stateless people, perhaps along a human 

rights paradigm, was still an open possibility. Penrose certainly believed that the US, 

whose success in foreign policy he regarded as dependent on its reputation in the world, 

damaged itself and the UN by ignoring the interests and rights of the Palestinians. That 
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the US would recognize the indigenous inhabitants as fully formed subjects under 

international law with legitimate interests, regardless of their citizenship status, was a 

cornerstone of Penrose’s advocacy, especially in his later years as president of AUB. The 

case of the Palestinian refugees thus represents one of the first failures of the UN to 

transcend the limitation of the nation-state and demonstrates the flaw in its ability to only 

recognize and work with those states. 
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Appendix 

 

Figure 1: Penrose as a young man, perhaps during his time 
at Whitman College. n.d. Image from Whitman College and 
Northwest Archives, WCMss 41, Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. 
Papers, Box 1, Folder 18. 

 

Figure 2: Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. as a young boy, 
age 12, ca. 1920. Image from Whitman College and 
Northwest Archives, WCMss 41, Stephen B.L. 
Penrose Jr. Papers, Box 1, Folder 18. 

 
 

Figure 3: Penrose's official portrait as the President of the American University of Beirut, ca. 1948. Image from 
Whitman College and Northwest Archives, WCMss 41, Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. Papers, Box 4, Folder 13. 
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Figure 5: The Marquand House, the official residence of the President of AUB. Penrose and his wife, 
Margaret, would live here during their Beirut years, and would host extravagant parties for visiting 
dignitaries and diplomats. This is also where Palestinian refugees occasionally came from camps 
established in Beirut to ask for assistance from Penrose and his wife. ca. 1948. Image from Whitman 
College and Northwest Archives, WCMss 41, Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. Papers, Box 4, Folder 13. 

 

  

Figure 4: Penrose and his family at their house in Beirut, ca. 1948. From left: Margaret Dale “Peggy” Penrose, 
Stephen B.L. Penrose III, Mary Shipman “Dale” Penrose, Margaret Dale “Polly” Penrose, Stephen B.L. “Binks” 
Penrose Jr. Image from Whitman College and Northwest Archives, WCMss 41, Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. Papers, Box 1, 
Folder 18. 
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Figure 6 and Figure 7: The University 
Chapel at the American Beirut, where 
Penrose gave his address on the 
anniversary of the 1947 Partition vote. 
ca. 1953. Image from Whitman College 
and Northwest Archives, WCMss 41, 
Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. Papers, Box 
4, Folder 13. 
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Figure 8: The football field at the University of Beirut, with College Hall, the oldest building of the university, in the 
background ca. 1953. Image from Whitman College and Northwest Archives, WCMss 41, Stephen B.L. Penrose Jr. 
Papers, Box 4, Folder 13. 
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