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THE ARAB REFUGEE QUESTION
B y A. B. MAGIL

bitions of the western powers that ex- 
ploited these nationalisms, has proved 
irreconcilable.

Israel and the Palestine Arabs is the 
most comprehensive study that has yet 
been made of the Arab refugees and 
their relation to Israel. But it does 
not profess to give answers to the 
Damoclean question that overhangs 
the Middle East, though it contains 
hints and glimpses of possible an* 
swers. The book is dedicated to the 
memory of one of the most luminous 
figures in American and Palestine Jew- 
ish life, the late Dr. Judah L. Magnes, 
president of the Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem and founder of Ihud 
(Unity), a group of leading Palestine 
Jewish intellectuals who have cham- 
pioned Jewish-Arab friendship and co- 
operation. Don Peretz, now a vice- 
chairman of the American Friends of 
Ihud, studied at the HebrewT University 
after World War II and in the ensuing 
years gathered material in Israel and 
several Arab countries 011 the refugee 
problem. This he made the subject of 
a doctoral dissertation at Columbia 
University. The dissertation, appa- 
rently completed in 1955, has been 
brought up to date and now published.

Very few Ph.D. theses make good 
reading. This book is no exception.

Israel and the Palestine Arabs by Don 
Peretz, with a foreword by Roger 
Baldwin. Middle East Institute, 
Washington, D. C. 264 pp., $5.

THE Israel-Arab conflict is today 
where it was when the armistice 

agreements with the Arab states were 
signed nearly ten years ago: at dead 
center. The irresistible force of Israel’s 
creation as an independent state and 
the immovable object of the Arab gov- 
ernments’ hostility have produced a 
tension that resists all efforts at abate- 
ment and has become one of the most 
baffling and dangerous international 
problems.

Of the many issues that divide Israel 
and the Arab states, the most difficult 
and complicated is that of the hun- 
dreds of thousands of Arab refugees 
clustered in the Arab countries around 
Israel’s !borders. They are the tragic 
symbols of a conflict which, in terms 
of the clashing nationalisms of Israel 
and the Arab countries and of the am-

A. B. M a g il  is a veteran author and 
journalist. His Israel in Crisis, pub- 
lished in 1950 (International Publish- 
ers, 381 Fourth Ave., N. Y. 16, paper, 
$1.25) is still very useful and avail- 
able.

Je w is h  C u r r e n t s2 2



in time can exacerbate the problem 
(as did the Israeli attack on Egypt 
in 1956), as well as ease and eventu- 
ally resolve it. The conscious human 
factor is necessary to redress the 
crimes and follies of the past.

What makes a solution of the Arab 
refugee problem so difficult even for 
third parties to get at is that, as in 
other aspects of the Israel-Arab con- 
flict, right and wrong are so thickly 
intertwined on both sides. Add for- 
eign imperialist manipulation and cold 
war politics, and the problem is com- 
pounded manifold. Nevertheless, cer- 
tain facts need to be borne in mind 
in any serious approach.

Israel in 1948  was the victim of bru- 
tal and reactionary aggression by Arab 
governments which at the time were 
strongly influenced by British impe- 
rialism. Neither Israel’s government 
nor its people bore responsibility for 
initiating the mass flight of the Arabs. 
It was the appeals of the Arab gov- 
emments and the Palestine Arab lead- 
ership as well as the actions of the 
British that touched off and encour- 
aged that tragic exodus. However, 
as Dr. Peretz notes, massacres per- 
petrated by anti-government Jewish 
terrorist groups and outrages by Israeli 
military forces helped give impetus to 
the flight.

By maintaining an intransigent, bel- 
ligerent posture and using the refu- 
gees as a pretext to bar negotiations 
with Israel, the Arab governments 
have sapped their own economic 
strength and made themselves politi- 
cally more vulnerable to the pressures 
and intrigues of the former as well as 
to the would-be imperialist masters of 
the Middle East. Nor can the Arab 
governments evade their share of re- 
sponsibility for the tension that threat- 
ens peace.

The government of Israel has also

It is stiffly written and suffers from 
an academic neutrality (traditional in 
such documents) that converts the au- 
thor into a mere mechanical recorder 
of facts devoid of passion or opinions 
of his own. Nevertheless, Israel and 
the Palestine Arabs is an important 
contribution to the understanding of 
the Arab refugee problem. It brings 
together in a cogent pattern the most 
important data, many of them pre- 
viously unkown to the general public, 
and reveals the interplay of forces that 
has determined Israel’s approach to 
the question. It should be understood 
that the focus of the book is the Israel- 
Palestine Arab relationship; the prob- 
lem as it affects and is affected by 
the surrounding Arab countries is 
dealt with only peripherally. Within 
this framework the author has been 
scrupulously objective. And the book’s 
story of frustration and failure is a 
challenge to all concerned with Israel’s 
security, the progress of the Arab peo- 
pies and world peace.

Besides tracing the evolution of 
Israeli policy toward the refugee ques- 
tion, the author presents in great de- 
tail the efforts of the United Nations 
to achieve progress toward a solution. 
After many U.N. proposals and plans 
and nearly ten years of labor, Dr. Per- 
etz notes only a mouse of accomplish- 
meni: the release of about 4,000,000 
pounds of Arab refugee funds in Israeli 
banks and the admission of 30,000 
refugees to join their families in Israel. 
The fact is that on the substance of the 
refugee problem not only has there 
been no progress, but positions have 
hardened. It is therefore difficult to 
accept the author’s concluding assur- 
ance that time will prove to be “a heal- 
ing element” and its mere passage will 
somehow automatically generate the 
changes to effect a solution. Time is 
not a vacuum. The economic, social 
and political processes that take place
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ure of whole villages and the exiling 
of their people; the confiscation by the 
Israeli government of millions of dol- 
lars of Arab property—including 40 
per cent of the land of Arabs who re- 
mained in Israel—and its use for 
Israel’s economic benefit (as well as 
private enrichment) ; the discrimina- 
tory treatment of the Arab minority.

“Achievement of security and well- 
being by the Arab minority,” writes 
Dr. Peretz, “would remove one cause 
of friction between Israel and the 
Arab states, especially since the latter 
avidly searched out every flaw and 
weakness in the new state’s internal 
life.” Who can doubt the truth of this 
statement, which was also the view 
of the late Albert Einstein? One can 
add that restoration of the rights of the 
Jewish minority in the Arab countries 
would also remove a cause of friction.

There are aspects of the Israel-Arab 
conflict that extend beyond the poli־ 
cies of the two contending sides. Dr. 
Peretz grasps one of the decisive keys 
to that conflict when he writes in his 
introductory chapter: “The seeds of the 
Palestine struggle were nurtured by the 
irreconcilable promises made to the 
Jews and Arabs by Great Britain in 
an effort to win support of the two 
peoples during the First World War 
and at the peace conference immedi- 
ately following it.”

It is a pity the author failed to pur- 
sue this line of thought further and 
develop the role of Britain and other 
great powers in nurturing later stages 
of the internecine Palestine struggle. 
In fact, Britain’s efforts to promote 
chaos in Palestine in the last months 
of the mandate and its complicity in 
instigating the flight of the Arabs and 
the aggression of the Arab govern- 
ments are conspicuously missing from 
the book. Also missing—a serious de- 
feet—is the whole matrix of interna- 
tional politics in which the Arab refu

played self-defeating politics with the 
refugee question. Dr. Peretz points 
out, for example, that “the primary 
cause of Israel’s infiltration problem, 
a running sore which has frequently 
brought relations with the Arab states 
to an explosion point,” was the Israeli 
government’s refusal to repatriate Arab 
farmers whose homes were on the 
other side of the Israel-Jordan armis- 
tice line but whose fields were in Israeli 
territory.

Dr. Peretz presents in detail the se- 
curity and economic considerations 
by which the Israeli government sought 
to justify its policy. However, the 
negative attitude adopted toward the 
refugees from the outset cannot in my 
opinion be justified morally, legally 
or by Israel’s true national interests. 
Despite Ben-Gurion’s statement in a 
magazine article written early in 1948 
that “the Arabs of Palestine are, with 
few exceptions, unwilling and unable 
to fight the Jews,” the government re- 
fused to repatriate the refugees at a 
time when just and equal treatment 
could have won their loyalty. Instead 
they were publicly branded en masse 
as potential fifth columnists. Thus, the 
smoldering volcano of hate that is to- 
day on Israel’s borders was built not 
only by the Arab governments but by 
Israeli policy.

For a Jew there are passages in this 
scholarly book that make painful 
reading. The wrongs committed against 
Israel by the Arab states, such as the 
permanent economic boycott, the de- 
nial of the use of the Suez Canal and 
the fedayeen incursions, have been 
used by official Israeli and Zionist 
propaganda to deny or obscure the 
wrongs committed by the Ben-Gurion 
government against the Palestine 
Arabs. But here in cold documenta- 
tion are the horrible facts: the looting 
and plunder of Arab homes, farms and 
businesses by Israeli citizens; the seiz

Je w is h  C u r r e n t s2 4



means of accommodation with an Is- 
rael pursuing a different course. This 
is directly related to the question of 
the Arab refugees. In addition, it 
seems to me that four elements are in- 
dispensable for an approach to a solu- 
tion of this intractable problem.

1. Agreement among the great 
powers to promote peace in the Middle 
East. This requires acceptance by the 
Western powers, especially by the 
United States, of the Soviet Union’s 
legitimate role in that area and of at 
least some of the USSR’s constructive 
proposals, such as non-interference in 
the internal affairs of the Middle 
Eastern countries and an arms em- 
bargo.

2. Recognition by the government 
of Israel of the legal and moral right 
of the refugees to return to what was 
their homeland for centuries. No ac- 
tion of the non*Palestine Arab gov- 
ernments has caused the Palestine 
Arabs to forfeit that right. Whether 
a mass return is feasible is, however, 
another matter. The Israeli govern- 
ment should agree to accept as many 
of the refugees who wish to return as 
the Israeli economy can absorb, the 
number to be determined by negotia- 
tion.

3. Recognition by the Arab govern- 
ments that, regardless of past wrongs 
committed against the refugees, the 
status quo ante cannot he restored. 
The homes that the Arabs abandoned 
no longer exist and the traditional 
Arab society in which they grew up 
has been uprooted on the territory of
Israel. The issue is no longer re-
patriation or resettlement. The issue is 
whether hundreds of thousands of 
refugees shall be resettled in the mod- 
ern capitalist society that is Israel,
under conditions to which they are 
not adapted and in an atmosphere
that can hardly foe congenial for them, 
or whether the vast majority shall be

gee problem and the Israel-Arab con- 
flict are embedded. All this would 
probably be regarded as extraneous 
in a doctoral dissertation. But since 
it is part of the flesh and blood of 
Jewish-Arab relationships, the book 
would have profited greatly if Dr. Per- 
etz, in preparing it for publication, 
had made such “digressions” a central 
part of his work. The book does re- 
cord the frequent pressure by the State 
Department on Israel in regard to the 
refugees and boundaries, but much 
more needs to be said about those 
who in the Middle East have divided 
in order to rule.

The corollary of this approach is 
omission of the anti-imperialist motif 
underlying the liberation struggles of 
the Jewish and Arab peoples in Pales- 
tine and the Middle East. Israel’s 
birth was an affirmation, the Arab 
states’ aggression a denial, of that mo- 
tif. Since then the roles have tended 
to be reversed. The Israeli govern- 
ment V  rejection of a neutralist policy 
in the East-West conflict, its economic 
and political dependence on the West 
and its frequent collaboration with 
the predatory designs of Washington, 
London and Paris widen the gulf se- 
parting an Arab world increasingly 
moving in the opposite direction. 
Growing sectors of Israeli public opin- 
ion and important Jewish forces out- 
side of Israel are pressing for a change 
in this respect as well as in the treat- 
ment of the Arab minority. Such 
changes would go a long way toward 
building a bridge to peace with the 
Arab countries.

The o ld  enm ities will not vanish 
overnight. But there is reason to be- 
lieve that just as the growth of Arab 
nationalism, whose dynamic symbol is 
Nasser, collides with a pro-imperialist 
Israeli government policy, so that na- 
tionalism will sooner or later find
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who visit. Proprietor Leo Halper is a 
middle-aged man who wants to keep 
his Hotel Brookville solvent and func- 
tioning so he can go on for still 
another summer ministering to the 
needs of his vacationing guests and 
living a good and friendly life. Yet 
Halper lives for more than bread alone. 
The fate of his friends, his family, 
his neighbors and the world at war 
also concern him. When tragedy oc- 
curs in the middle of the busy season, 
Halper is not too busy to ignore the 
death of a friend. And even in the 
hustle and bustle of running his hotel, 
he has a wary eye out for the good of 
his nephew Ilymie, the band-leader 
and Helen, the daughter of his non- 
Jewish neighbor, working as a wait- 
ress in his hotel.

There is not much plot to the story 
nor too much meat on its bones. Wal- 
lenrod’s tale unfolds leisurely. He 
will introduce a character, dwell on 
him, present another, sketch in details, 
and keep proceeding like a man with 
a camera taking snapshots along a 
country road. Professor Wallenrod 
evidently likes people and enjoys writ- 
ing about them. He knows his char- 
acters sufficiently to enable his readers 
to recognize them too. You will dis- 
cover no new truths here nor acquire 
any especially vivid insights but you 
will meet many people you are likely 
to know and probably enjoy lenewing 
their acquaintance. It’s that kind of 
hook—tender, affectionate, warm, oc- 
casionally brightly satirical—told slow- 
ly and with charm in a minor key. 
Its main weakness lies in its surface 
realism that fails to probe for sig- 
nificance in relationships. The narra- 
tive prose is rendered in go64, intel- 
ligible English, although the ’dialogue 
often has a wooden quality, as though 
the translator were translating word- 
for-word rather than irito natural, 
rhythmic speech.

resettled in the Arab countries where 
social and other conditions make in- 
tegration possible.

4. Compensation by Israel for all 
Arab property confiscated or destroyed.

In all this the United Nations should 
play a part, and both Israel and the 
Arab countries will require interna- 
tional financial assistance. The great 
powers, while they cannot impose a 
settlement of the refugee problem or of 
other differences between Israel and 
the Arab states, can create the political 
climate in the Middle East that nour- 
ishes reason and peace.

WORKS OF FICTION

B y FRANK CANTOR

Dusk in the Catskills by Reuben Wal- 
lenrod. Reconstructionist Press, New 
York, 264 pp., $3.75.

Victoria A t Night, and Other Stories, 
by Uli Beigel. Random House, New 
York, 184 pp., $3.

f  I  'HE first is a novel about Jews in 
an American summer resort, writ- 

ten by a Brooklyn College Hebrew 
professor, published originally in 
Hebrew in Israel and now reprinted 
here in an English translation by a 
Jewish publishing house. Despite its 
unlikely genealogy, Dusk in the Cat- 
skills emerges as a surprisingly com- 
passionate and readable book, abound- 
ing in characters as familiar as your 
neighbors and warm as a June day 
in the mountains.

Professor Reuben Wallenrod, a 
former Guggenheim fellow, author of 
a number of stories and sketches as 
well as the recent Literature of Mod- 
ern Israel, tells a simple story about 
a hotel-keeper, a Summer hotel, the 
people who work there and the guests
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