The Return of the
Displaced: Ironies of the

Jewish-Palestinian Nexus,
1939-49

Omer Bartov

ABSTRACT

Zionist historiography presents the 1948 “War of Independence” as the culmination of
the long Jewish quest for rights and justice, which reached its climax in the immediate
aftermath of World War II and the Holocaust. But as this article suggests, there were
inextricable links between the fate of the Jews in Europe and the fate of Palestine’s indig-
enous inhabitants. For if the mass murder of European Jews allegedly demonstrated
the urgent need for a Jewish nation-state, Jewish national hegemony was established
by transforming the Arab majority in Palestine into a minority through mass expul-
sion. If the Nazi genocide of the Jews was presented as an inevitable consequence of the
diaspora, the Palestinian Nakba and the near-erasure of the remaining material traces
and memory of Palestinian presence in the state of Israel were perceived as a necessary
precondition for the “normalization” of Jewish existence.
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tion of the long Jewish quest for rights and justice, which reached
its climax in the immediate aftermath of World War II and the
Holocaust. Having recently completed a two-decade research project

In Zionist historiography, the year 1948 appears as the culmina-

on the transformation of an eastern European community of ethnic
and religious coexistence into a community of genocide, I have come to
consider the cardinal year of 1948 from a rather different perspective.!
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Indeed, I would like to suggest here that the links between the fate of
the Jews in Europe, especially in its numerous multiethnic towns in
the eastern parts of the continent, and the fate imposed by the trium-
phant political and military leadership of the emerging Israeli state
on the land’s Palestinian inhabitants, transforming a community of
increasingly fraught coexistence into a community of ethnic cleansing
and Jewish national hegemony, are both extraordinarily complex and
filled with profound ironies.?

I. Two Catastrophes

Israeli politicians, scholars, poets, and writers have repeatedly invoked
the relationship between the Holocaust and the establishment of the
state of Israel, often for vastly different purposes.’ Yet some of the more
intricate aspects of these links have never been sufficiently explored,
not least because they have to do with two incontrovertible and yet
irreconcilable ideological axioms: first, that the mass murder of
European Jews demonstrated the urgent need for a Jewish nation-
state; and second, that Jewish national hegemony was established by
transforming the Arab majority in those parts of Mandatory Palestine
that became the state of Israel into a minority through mass expul-
sion. In both cases, the clock of history was reset to begin counting
only after the catastrophe: the Nazi genocide of the Jews was pre-
sented as an inevitable consequence of the diaspora, which therefore
had to be relinquished and forgotten, and the near-total destruction
of Palestinian civilization had to be followed up with the erasure of its
remaining material traces and the wiping-out of its memory, thereby
allowing the newly created status of an “Arab minority” to appear as if
it had always been such.*

The logic of this vast transformation was, so to speak, imprinted on
the identity of the state at the very moment of its birth. As the Israeli
Declaration of Independence of May 14, 1948, put it, this would be
“a Jewish state in Erets Yisrael, which is the state of Israel.” This state,
it was declared, would “be open to Jewish immigration and the gath-
ering of the diasporas.” It would also “strive to develop the land for
all its residents, [would] be based on the principles of liberty, justice
and peace as was envisioned by the prophets of Israel,” and would
“maintain complete social and political equality for all its citizens with-
out any religious, racial, or gender distinction.” Indeed, the new state
would “ensure freedom of religion, conscience, language, education
and culture” and would “protect all the holy sites of all religions.” The
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Palestinians, however, were mentioned only in a different, separate
paragraph, which depicted the local population as hostile to this
endeavor and yet magnanimously promised to tolerate its existence
nonetheless.

We call—even in the midst of the bloody attacks conducted against us for
months—upon the sons of the Arab people who are residents of the state
of Israel to keep the peace and to take part in the building of the state
on the basis of full citizenship and on the basis of appropriate represen-
tation in all its temporary and permanent institutions.

In other words, even as the state was being formed and hundreds of
thousands of Palestinians were being expelled, the state promised those
who might be able to remain in the country, a minority within a Jewish
nation-state, equal individual (but definitely not national) rights.

Thus the Holocaust and the Nakba were both parallel and irrec-
oncilable events. In the wake of the Holocaust, nothing could
sound more right and just than the demand of the Zionists to have
a state of their own. As the Declaration of Independence stated
unambiguously,

The Holocaust that has recently occurred to the Jewish people, in which
millions of Jews were slaughtered in Europe, proved definitively once
more the need for a solution for the Jewish people, deprived of home-
land and independence, by renewing a Jewish state in Erets Yisrael, which
will open the gates of the homeland to every Jew and endow the Jewish
people with the status of a nation of equal rights within the family of
nations.

And yet, in the wake of the Nakba, nothing could sound more right and
just than the demand of the Palestinians to be allowed back into their
own land, from which they were brutally expelled. As the Palestinian
Declaration of Independence of November 15, 1988, stated,

The occupation of Palestinian territory and parts of other Arab territory
by Israeli forces, the uprooting of the majority of Palestinians and their dis-
placement from their homes by means of organized intimidation, and the
subjection of the remainder to occupation, oppression and the destruc-
tion of the distinctive features of their national life, are a flagrant violation
of the principle of legitimacy and of the Charter of the United Nations
and its resolutions recognizing the national rights of the Palestinian peo-
ple, including the right to return and the right to self-determination,
independence and sovereignty over the territory of its homeland.®



The strength of these two arguments is demonstrated by their
astonishing resilience, which is, in turn, sustained by their interde-
pendence. Even as the Holocaust has come to play an increasingly
central role in Israeli political rhetoric and has, moreover, become a
major element of political discourse at least throughout Europe and
the United States, so too the Palestinian discourse of victimhood,
resistance, and the right of return has persisted through numer-
ous mutations and adaptations as a central focus of political and
cultural discourse throughout the West and the Arab and Muslim
world. Considering that, even after its 1967 expansion, Israel still
takes up a minuscule space on the globe, while Palestinian refu-
gees, notwithstanding the quadrupling of their population since
1948, are numerically overshadowed by more recent refugee and
migration crises, the intense international focus on this conflict
may seem disproportionate. That this interest has not diminished is
due not only to the objective dangers that the conflict poses to the
region and beyond but also, I would argue, to its inherent nature as
a confrontation between two assertions of extreme victimhood and
righteousness that appear to keep producing endless wrongs and
injustices.

Yet another reason for the difficulty of sorting out the links
between Jewish fate in Europe and the unfolding of events in
Palestine is that they have often, indeed almost exclusively, been
examined and analyzed by very different scholarly communities
and have appealed to rather disparate constituencies. This too is
somewhat ironic, considering the frequency with which one set of
events has been rhetorically and politically pitted against the other,
not to mention the fact that a considerable number of the pro-
tagonists of one event literally traveled to and participated in the
other. Arguments such as “how could the Jews have done to the
Palestinians what the Germans did to them” or “Israel will never let
the Arabs carry out another Holocaust” clearly reflect the instru-
mentalization of the Holocaust, whereby either the Zionists or the
Palestinians and other Arabs and Muslims are presented as the new
Nazis. But beyond such vacuous demagoguery, thinking in more
depth and with greater nuance about the effects of the realities and
perceptions of Jewish life in eastern Europe on the violent creation
of the Jewish state in Palestine, and considering how both have been
subsequently presented in scholarship, political rhetoric, and popu-
lar discourse, can help us disentangle some of the murkier subplots
that make up the largely exclusionary national narratives of 1948
and its long posthistory.”
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II. Jews and Others in Eastern Europe

At the core of the modern Jewish experience in eastern Europe was
the question of nation and territory. East European nationalisms were
all about land. A good example of this is the case of eastern Galicia,
the context for my study on the city of Buczacz, located in the south-
eastern part of that province. The beginning of nationalism in that
region can be conveniently located around the time of the Spring of
Nations in 1848. The momentum of that upheaval of peoples against
monarchs unleashed national movements throughout the territories
of the great multiethnic empires that straddled the lands of eastern
and southeastern Europe. In the Balkans, these forces eventually
pushed the Ottoman Empire out of Europe in a series of increasingly
bloody wars and massacres. In the Habsburg Empire’s Galicia, the val-
ues extolled by the 1848 revolutions also facilitated the creation of
two new nations, one of peasants and one of Jews. The vast majority
of people living in Galicia, the easternmost and poorest province of
the empire, were serfs. By abolishing serfdom, the empire did not
much improve the lot of the peasants and in some ways made it worse,
as population growth led to the redistribution of ever-smaller plots
of land; but it indirectly enabled peasants to acquire a new identity.
In the parlance of nationalism at the time, the peasant masses awoke
from their slumber and realized they were a nation.

In reality the peasants became the target of nationalizers, many of
them priests and intellectuals, who strove to forge them into a nation
both by attributing to them unique national characteristics and by
insisting on the differences between them and their neighbors. In
Galicia, this meant that the serfs who awoke from their slumber dis-
covered that they were Ruthenians (later called Ukrainians) and that
they had always been colonized and bossed around by the Polish lords
and exploited by parasitic Jews. Liberation from serfdom, therefore,
did not bring wealth and comfort but did make for the creation of a
sense of group solidarity focused both on its alleged innate qualities
and, at least as much, on resentment toward those whose marginally
better economic circumstances appeared to derive from the peasants’
own misery.®

The discourse of liberation and human rights also eventually
brought about the emancipation of the Jews. Whatever the Jewish
people had been prior to emancipation, and whatever linked Jewish
communities near and far to each other, the “people of Israel” was no
modern nation. It became that only in retrospect, in a Jewish national-
ist and Zionist discourse that read future aspirations into a distant past



in ways not much different from the awakening of the peasants from
their proverbial slumber. But the emancipation of the Jews in regions
such as Galicia had a profound effect both on their self-perception
and on their relations with their neighbors. If the Jews were no lon-
ger one of the estates that made up the population, identified since
medieval times both by its religion and by its socioeconomic niche,
then what were they? Jews were not in a hurry to discover that they
were a nation, and Zionism took a long time to reach more than a few
youngsters in the small towns of Galicia before World War 1. But eman-
cipation enabled Jews to move out of the congested neighborhoods
in which they were compelled to reside because of restrictions on
their economic activities and to return to the villages and estates from
which they had been banned in the early period of Austrian rule in
the region. They leased or bought estates, manor houses, taverns, and
various manufacturing facilities. They also came into increasing con-
tact with the recently emancipated peasants who had discovered their
identity but were plunging into poverty due to the scarcity of land, lack
of skills, and meager economic opportunities. The Jews, it was said in
the nationalist press circulating in the villages, were our misfortune:
they brought alcoholism and greed, stole our land and our pride, and
destroyed our culture; the bloodsuckers had no appreciation for the
values of the Ruthenian nation, did not belong to the land, and acted
only out of self-interest or as the lackeys of the Polish lords; they had no
morals, values, dignity, or roots. Only their removal would allow the full
emergence of a proud and healthy Ruthenian nation.'

But the masters, awarded autonomous rule in Galicia by the empire
despite their minority status in that region, were the Poles. For the
Poles, this was their land, part of the kresy, or borderlands of what
had been the vast Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, even though
it was torn off and annexed by the Habsburgs and renamed Galicia
in 1772. It was there, according to Polish national lore, that Poland
had guarded Europe for centuries from the barbarians in the East—
the Tatars, the Cossacks, and the Muscovites—and the Ottoman hea-
thens in the south; it was there that it had built castles and palaces,
churches and monasteries, cities and towns, bringing culture to the
peasants and all the benefits of enlightened and benevolent Polish
rule. If the peasants had rebelled every once in a while, most famously
in 1648 under the leadership of the Cossack Bogdan Chmielnicki
(Bohdan Khmelnytsky), their savagery and destructive predilections
only demonstrated their need for Polish civilization. Indeed, as Polish
nationalist discourse in Galicia asserted, the Ruthenians, unlike those
who began to speak of themselves as Ukrainians east of Galicia, were in
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fact potential Poles who simply spoke a different dialect and adopted
a somewhat different version of Christianity. They were, in that sense,
Poland’s little brothers (just as they were Little Russians for national-
izers in Moscow).!!

As for the Jews, Polish nationalizers never took seriously the notion
that they could become Poles. Especially in the kresy, Polish aspira-
tions to transform the Ruthenian majority into Poles and thus elimi-
nate the demographic imbalance never considered Jews as part of this
endeavor and increasingly viewed them as hampering the nationaliza-
tion of the region. To be sure, Ruthenian-Ukrainian nationalists, for
their part, completely rejected the Polish assertion of brotherhood
and increasingly spoke about Poles as colonizers and exploiters. In
this manner, by the outbreak of war in 1914, Polish and Ruthenian-
Ukrainian nationalists were pitted against each other, even if the
Poles hypothetically wanted to absorb the Ruthenians whereas the
Ruthenians wanted to kick the Poles out. The two groups agreed on
only one thing, namely, that the Jews did not belong to the land, and
thus they featured in neither nation’s schemes for the future.'

But the Jews themselves also did not make claims on the land. Some
might have done so had history turned out differently. The growing
number of Jewish estate owners maintained a close relationship both
to Polish and Ruthenian villagers and to the land itself. But even in
that case, though they spoke Ruthenian in the villages and studied
in Polish schools (often also reading German classics in the original
and speaking Yiddish at home), and even when they tended toward
some combination of Polish nationalism and loyalty to the Austrian
emperor, they remained outside the nationalist discourse, if only
because they also insisted on maintaining at least a modicum of Jewish
identity. For such estate owners and their families, Jewishness was not
a national identity but one that linked them to tradition and culture.
But it did set them apart from their neighbors. As for the majority of
Jews, they made no claims either on particular plots of land or on the
land as a homeland. To be sure, they certainly saw themselves as an
inherent part of their societies and insisted that they were playing an
important, indeed crucial role in its social and economic progress.
After all, it was for that purpose that Polish magnates had invited them
to the region centuries earlier, enticing them with a raft of economic
and legal privileges. In return, the Jews had developed the economy,
commerce, manufacturing, and urban life, as they noted in response
to the new exclusionary rhetoric of Polish nationalism, even as hun-
dreds of thousands of them also left, mostly to North America, fleeing
the poverty of the region along with multitudes of destitute peasants.



But that was not the way they were spoken about by their nationalizing
neighbors. Whether seen as parasites by others or perceiving them-
selves as outside the competition over the land between Poles and
Ukrainians, the Jews were in a place of their own."?

This sense of being elsewhere was also rooted in an internal Jewish
discourse that predated nationalism and Zionism by centuries: it was
one focused on transition. Within their own universe of history, myth,
and lore, the Jews of eastern Europe had come from Ashkenaz, or
Germany, not simply because they were invited there by Polish lords
but also because they had been en route, as they had always been
through faith and destiny, to Erets Yisrael. Traditional Jews could never
entirely call the land in which they lived their own, because they were,
almost by definition, in exile. This was not a diaspora that had to end,
and the talk of Erets Yisrael was not a nationalist one. But they also
could not fully strike roots and call any other land their own, since in
the long run a religious Jew’s destiny and destination was the land of
his ancestors. To be sure, assimilated western Jews in the nineteenth
century, quite apart from shedding much of their religious identity,
also increasingly abandoned that deeply seated notion of transition
and internalized the local national and patriotic discourse. In turn,
they not infrequently encountered much resistance to such assimila-
tion, especially, and ironically, following their emancipation and as a
direct result of their attempt to integrate fully into their societies. Yet
in the small towns of eastern Europe, not least in Galicia, where large
numbers of Jews resided, Jewish tradition remained strong and a sense
of temporariness, however long-term, persisted: the transitory state
of the Jews was, in a sense, what constituted their very identity, since
their ultimate resting point, closely associated with redemption, much
delayed though it was, had always to remain the Land of Israel."

It was in the years before, during, and after World War I that the
rise of ethnonationalism among the neighboring populations left
no room for the Jews. Simultaneously—yet also in response to these
sentiments—the rise of Zionism made for a corresponding Jewish eth-
nonationalism, according to which this newly discovered nation had to
put an end to its centuries-long sojourn in the diaspora and complete
its long-delayed journey to its own homeland. The lands in which the
Jews had resided were now reconfigured as nothing more than a tem-
porary haven, a stopping place, on the way to the promised land."

What happened in the years leading from the aftermath of World
War I to the Holocaust is known. In Galicia, where Ukrainians—whom
the Poles still preferred to call Ruthenians so as to distinguish them
from their numerous brethren in Soviet Ukraine—were the majority,
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the government of the newly established Second Polish Republic
increased its colonizing activities and refused to implement the
local autonomy it had promised at the Paris Peace Conference. This
resulted in growing Ukrainian resistance, which was in turn brutally
suppressed by the Polish police and military, leading to even greater
rage and resentment. Yet the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists,
established in 1929, vowed to create not only a Pole-free but also a
Jew-free Ukraine, and the Polish government, for its part, especially
after the death of Marshal J6zef Pilsudski in 1935, became increas-
ingly antisemitic, with growing sections of the political establishment
calling for the removal of the Jews from the country altogether or
at least for curtailing their civic rights. In other words, as far as the
need to remove the Jews from their respective future nation-states
was concerned, Polish and Ukrainian nationalists were in complete
agreement. The partition of Poland between Nazi Germany and the
Soviet Union seemed to put an end to these ethnic squabbles. The
Soviets, who took over eastern Poland, quickly implemented their
own population policies, deporting large numbers of Polish elites and
politically active or wealthy Jews and then, just before the German
attack, arresting and subsequently executing thousands of Ukrainian
political activists.'®

This set the background for German genocide in the region.
The Germans had little interest in the struggle between Poles and
Ukrainians but used Ukrainian resentment against Jews, whom they
portrayed as Bolshevik collaborators, to transform local militias into
auxiliary police forces and massacre almost the entire Jewish popula-
tion of Galicia despite the extraordinarily thin German presence on
the ground. In the region of Buczacz alone, between 20 and 30 German
Security Police personnel deported to the Belzec extermination camp
or shot in situ approximately 60,000 Jews, mostly between the fall of
1942 and the summer of 1943. The roundups were amply supported
by armed Ukrainian police forces. Once the Jews were largely gone,
the Ukrainian nationalists turned against their Polish neighbors and
unleashed a massive ethnic-cleansing operation. By the time the
Soviets returned to the region, tens of thousands of Poles had been
slaughtered. For their part, the Soviets turned against the Ukrainian
nationalists, killing large numbers of fighters and deporting tens of
thousands of nationalist activists and their families to Gulags or labor
camps in central Asia. By the late 1940s, the region was under control,
populated almost exclusively by a subdued Ukrainian population.
Nowadays, most of the inhabitants of western Ukraine have few mem-
ories and little knowledge of, or interest in, the region’s multiethnic



past and the savage policies of genocide and ethnic cleansing that put
an end to four centuries of coexistence.'”

IIL. Jews and Others in Israel-Palestine

The project of Zionism was to bring Jews to their own land. Its main
engine was the argument that Jews do not belong in the diaspora.
This view was shared by Zionists and antisemites but was also built
into much-earlier Jewish self-perceptions and the perception of Jews
by their neighbors. The mechanism that transformed the age-old rela-
tionship between Jews and gentiles was emancipation and assimila-
tion. Emancipation meant that Jews could “leave the ghetto” and mix
into their surrounding societies with equal legal rights. Assimilation
meant that Jews would follow up (or precede) emancipation by adapt-
ing to and emulating their neighbors, shedding their external and
internal manifestations of otherness. But the process did not work as
many of the maskilim of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had
hoped. The Jews wanted to keep a modicum of their Jewish identity,
and Christian society suspected that behind the facade of “German”
clothes lurked the old Ostjude, the traditional eastern Jew, with caftan
and beard. Even when Jews spoke and wrote “Christian” languages with
the greatest fluency, gentile critics detected echoes of the Jewish “jar-
gon”; specialists in the art of identifying Jewish traits insisted that what
they referred to as Mauscheln—the alleged Jewish manner of speak-
ing that denoted simultaneously Jewish deceit, scheming, and wheel-
ing and dealing—betrayed even the most assimilated and respectable
Jewish members of their societies. As Franz Kafka’s ape remarked in
his speech to the academy, the assimilated often remained neither
here nor there; they could not return to the ghetto (or jungle), yet
neither could they avoid being admired or derided for how well they
emulated real humans, even to the extent that one was threatened by
the inability to discern their innate difference.'®

Vanishing was an issue: for antisemites, it meant that while the
Jewish essence polluted Christian societies, its carriers might go unde-
tected. For the Jews, with some exceptions, vanishing meant giving
up on the entire millennia-long story of Jewish existence. How to
preserve the commitment to Jewish continuity became part and par-
cel of the Jewish Question. There were those who believed that Jews
should retain their particularity among the nations; others believed
they should establish their own separate community. But would a
renewed tie to the soil deprive the Jews of precisely that quality that set
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them apart from other nations? That was the conundrum of Zionism:
“normalizing” Jewish existence might undo the uniqueness of the
Jews, while assimilating into “the nations” might make them disap-
pear altogether. Would the Jews be a light unto the nations or, as in
God’s covenant with Abraham, renew a commitment to blood and
soil? What, after all, was the chosen people chosen to do?*?

Jewish immigration to Palestine was propelled by the growing
anti-Jewish violence in Europe. The more violence there was, the
larger the numbers that crossed the sea. To be sure, most went else-
where, especially to the United States, which offered a safe haven as
a land of immigrants that had never embraced the European idea
of the nation-state, save for lengthy periods of nativism, xenopho-
bia, and racism, which emerged in full force and locked the gates of
the Goldene Medina (the Golden State, as Jews referred to the United
States) just as escaping Europe became a matter of life and death.
But those who went to Palestine were engaged in an entirely differ-
ent undertaking. Even before the mass violence and displacements of
1917-19 in Ukraine, the Zionists settling in Palestine were pushed out
of their homes and insisted on coming home at the same time. By the
1920s, and even more so the 1930s, ever-larger numbers of Jews were
arriving in Palestine both because they were compelled to do so by a
combination of anti-Jewish legislation and economic impoverishment
and because they had fewer and fewer alternative destinations.?

As they streamed into the land by the tens of thousands, these
immigrants, who combined to varying degrees the status of expellees,
refugees, and Zionist ‘olim (“ascenders,” as Zionism and the state of
Israel have always referred to Jews immigrating to Palestine/Israel),
put increasing demographic pressure on the native Arab population.
Not all the Jews who arrived in Palestine at that time were devout
Zionists, and many of them would have preferred to remain where
they had come from or to go elsewhere. But those options had been
closed off, and arguably many of those arriving, especially from east-
ern Europe, had already felt themselves strangers in their homeland
before they left and felt they were traveling to their homeland before
they set eyes on it. These Zionists, then, would be in their own land for
the first time. And yet, just as in the lands they had left, they were not
alone, indeed not even the majority, but were surrounded by a pop-
ulation that responded with increasing resentment and rage to their
encroachments on land and resources. In a sense, the move from
regions such as Galicia to Palestine changed nothing. The Jews were
still a minority and their neighbors still did not want them, certainly
not in such numbers and with such profound economic impact.*



But the Jewish immigrants did not see things this way. For them,
everything had changed. Their centuries-long journey had come to an
end, and now they were finally home. That this home was populated
by another group was an issue that could either be ignored or be con-
tended with later. But whichever way one looked at the land’s indige-
nous population, for most of these immigrants the presence of Arab
neighbors had no impact on their fundamental self-understanding
that, in complete contrast to the nature of their relationship to the
diaspora, they were in their own land by historical and moral right,
the same right claimed by their Christian neighbors for the lands in
Europe out of which they had been pushed.*

It was, however, the crucial moment between the end of the
Holocaust and the aftermath of the 1948 war that fully determined
the relationship of the Zionists to the land, even as it simultaneously
transformed them from a population of displaced remnants into one
of brutal displacement. This moment is, to my mind, at the heart
of all that has happened since and sheds much light on all that had
happened before, going back to the first dribbles of immigration in
the 1880s. The Jews had come to Erets Yisrael as one alternative to
growing hardship in the East European and Ukrainian-Russian dias-
pora and as a response to exclusionary ethnonationalism throughout
Europe; but in the wake of the Holocaust, the hundreds of thousands
of displaced persons, deprived of their former homes, families, and
culture, with no place to return to and no clear idea of where to go,
constituted the very essence of what displacement meant. They had
been shown time and again that they did not belong in the lands
where they had dwelled; indeed, most of their family members had
by then been turned into ashes or buried in mass graves throughout
the lands in which they had lived for centuries. Nor were they wanted
where they were now, in transition camps intended to facilitate their
travel from one place to another but certainly not to allow them to
stay where they were. For years they had been pushed and shoved,
uprooted and hunted, humiliated and robbed of both their property
and their dignity; and yet they still had no place to go.?

It would not be correct to say that this utter displacement of Jews
from everything they had belonged to made them wish to do the same
to others; but by all accounts, it rendered many of them indifferent
and callous and at times vengeful toward the Arab population they
encountered in Palestine. That vague notion that they had been, in a
certain sense, a transitory, alien population, orientals passing through
Europe’s forests on their way elsewhere, had been translated into a
harsh, brutal reality. They did not belong and they were not wanted.
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Jews returning to small towns in eastern Europe, if only in the hopes
of finding other surviving relatives, were told in no uncertain terms
that they would do better to leave if their lives were dearer to them
than their property. Following the July 1946 pogrom in Kielce, those
who had not previously gotten the message packed their bags and con-
tinued on their journey. But that single pogrom, which stands for all
the other acts of violence against surviving Jews throughout eastern
Europe, soon had an equivalent, one that we rarely think about in the
same context. Less than two years later, in April 1948, Jewish militias
perpetrated a massacre in the village of Deir Yassin, which stands for
numerous other cases of violence and intimidation by the military that
set off a mass flight of Palestinians, who similarly got the message that
they were no longer wanted in an emerging Israeli state newly flexing
its muscles.**

It is this relationship between displacement and belonging that
needs to be explored more thoroughly when thinking about the
decade of 1939-49. This is not an exercise in facile comparison, which
can work in favor of either one side or the other. It is an attempt to
understand the complex links to place and the tragedy and legitimiz-
ing power of displacement. The Jews who came to Palestine had been,
as they saw it, displaced twice. One displacement had caused the dias-
pora; the second displacement uprooted them from the diaspora and
brought them home. The encounter with the local Palestinian popu-
lation had some similarities with their experiences in Europe. But in
the minds of the immigrants, the relations were largely reversed. The
land, after all, was theirs, and the people living on it could not possibly
be anything more than a transitory population that had come from
elsewhere and could just as easily continue on its journey to another
site. Or, as some fancied, taking a page from Polish nationalist fanta-
sies about Ruthenians, these were in fact the remnants of the original
Jewish population who had not gone to the diaspora and over time
converted to Islam or Christianity and began speaking Arabic.?

This is not to say that even before World War I, and up to the 1948
war, there were no voices that warned against setting one group against
another or perceived the attachment of the Arab population to the
land or noticed the growth of local nationalism and seething resent-
ment against the Jews, as was repeatedly manifested in the anti-Jewish
riots of 1921 and 1929 and in the 1936 Arab uprising against British
rule. But by and large, the discourse within the Yishuv was not about
the injustice of displacing the local population but instead squarely
focused on the historical justice of returning to one’s own land.
Simultaneously, the sense of justice denied to the Jews only grew



during the 1930s, as those seeking to flee Europe were increasingly
denied shelter throughout the world, and British policies, respond-
ing to the Arab uprising, sought to limit immigration to Palestine.
And once the news began filtering in about the mass murder of
European Jewry, the sense of injustice toward the Jews overshadowed
any remaining sympathy for the local Arab population and the pres-
sure its leadership put on the British to curtail Jewish immigration.
Mufti Haj Amin al-Husseini’s flirtation with Adolf Hitler certainly also
played into this sentiment.?

One might add two other historical moments that are often left out
of this discussion yet contributed to a sense of both imminent dan-
ger and national catastrophe. First, the successes of Erwin Rommel’s
Panzer Corps in Africa temporarily brought the potential of Nazi-led
extermination of the Zionist enterprise in Palestine home to the pop-
ulation, exposing the vulnerability of those who had seen themselves
as having overcome the condition of the diaspora. Indeed, as we now
know, Nazi Germany was preparing a special task force to carry out
genocide in Palestine; it was only thanks to the British Eighth Army’s
victory in El Alamein in November 1942 that this plan had been reluc-
tantly shelved. Second, we should recall that thousands of young men
from the Yishuv volunteered to serve in the Jewish Brigade of the
British Army and were the first representatives of Jewish Palestine to
encounter the survivors of the Holocaust in all their misery. These
young men from Palestine often sought revenge for crimes commit-
ted by the Germans that they had not and could not have prevented
and whose perpetrators were out of their reach. They also wanted to
prove to themselves and to others that they would “no longer go like
sheep to the slaughter.” They returned to Palestine just months before
the 1948 war broke out.””

The violence of 1948 has often been portrayed, as is the case with
many other national wars and, to an even larger extent, ethnic con-
flicts, from two polar perspectives; it is almost as if the two sides are
describing two completely different events. For Jewish Israelis this was
a bitter war of independence (or liberation); for the Palestinians it
was the Nakba, the catastrophe, referring to the mass expulsion of
the Arab population and the destruction of its villages. But these
events are linked not only because the fighting encouraged and facil-
itated the realization of the Zionist dream of creating a Jewish major-
ity in Palestine but also because population displacement—violent
expulsion—was part of the collective Jewish memory of anti-Jewish
violence. To be sure, there was already talk within the Yishuv lead-
ership about population transfer in the 1930s, and the “model” of
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the Greek-Turkish exchange was positively invoked. But something
much deeper was at work once the fighting began in November 1947,
as Jewish losses mounted and a sense of impending doom seized an
anxious population, allowing the demons of Jewish history and the
trauma of the Holocaust to take over.?®

A few, such as the writer Yizhar Smilansky, were troubled by the
sight of Hebrew soldiers (as they were called at the time, in order to
suggest the link between Zionism’s “new Jews” and biblical Hebrew
warriors) expelling Arabs, invoking echoes of German expulsions of
Jews, although such ruminations apparently never rose in his mind—
and certainly not in his public utterances—to the level of criticizing
the violent creation of the state as a whole. The poet Avot Yeshurun
wrote more explicitly about the links between the violence against the
Jews and that perpetrated by them, but his poetic language remained
inaccessible to most readers.* By and large, this nexus played not an
inhibiting but an enabling role (as it does to this day): the power-
ful psychological-ideological engine behind the Jewish expulsion of
the Palestinians was the perceived justification granted the displaced
to displace others, the right of the uprooted to uproot, the ruthless
urge of the forgotten and abandoned to create for themselves a space
under the sun, at any price. The brutality and heavy bloodshed of the
fighting made it all the easier, so to speak, as is often the case. It had
become—as even many of the young men and women who had sup-
ported a binational state until then now asserted—a war of existence.
It was also to a certain extent a war of revenge for acts committed by
others, elsewhere, at other times; displaced vengeance, we might say,
but one with long-term consequences and an inevitable boomerang
effect.”

For as the cunning of history would have it, once the displaced had
displaced others, they became pawns of the fate they had imposed on
themselves, recreating another version of that inescapable trap from
which they had hoped to liberate themselves. Now that the land was
theirs, and they were the majority, their previously indisputable right
to it increasingly came into question. For what of the people they had
evicted? What gave them permission to drive out an entire people and
then act as if it had never existed? The Palestinians refused to accept
the logic of eviction, refused to assimilate into other Arab nations,
refused to forget their homes and their lands. And the Jews, who had
come back to their land and called it their home, discovered that here
too the land would never be fully and entirely theirs, so long as mil-
lions of people, those who had been pushed out and all their progeny,
remained refugees from a land that had once been their own.



This condition leads to doubts and dilemmas. That displaced
population sitting in your midst, across your borders, never giving
up, never forgiving, becomes part of your own condition, your own
state of being and mind. Displacement is at the soul of the very thing
itself—Jewish displacement, Arab displacement, they gnaw at each
other restlessly, for ultimately, it seems, no one came home, no one is
at home, every inch of soil is disputed, conquered, occupied, settled,
and covered up; and as people are moved from here to there, as com-
munities surround themselves with walls and fences and barbed wire,
or enclose their neighbors within walls and fences and barbed wire,
home is nowhere to be found, and uncertainty, doubt, and fear are
ubiquitous. That decade of 1939-49 will not loosen its grip on Jews
and Palestinians alike, the two tragedies rubbing against each other,
never allowing either one to settle down, to live in peace. The land
is patient. It has seen people come and go, the conquerors and the
vanquished, the settlers and the raiders, the builders and the destroy-
ers. But the people are seething, constrained and uncomfortable in
their spaces, violent and fearful. They are not at home. Perhaps the
only way to put an end to displacement is no longer to push out but
to bring in, not to demarcate but to dismantle the barriers, to recog-
nize that this land can be a home only when it is finally all its peoples’
homeland.

Notes

1 Omer Bartov, Anatomy of a Genocide: The Life and Death of a Town Called
Buczacz (New York, 2018).

2 The major study on this issue is Benny Morris, The Birth of the
Palestinian Refugee Problem, 1947-1949 (New York, 1987). The revised
Hebrew edition of the book, Leydata shel be‘ayat ha-pelitim ha-palestinim,
1949-1947, trans. Arnon Magen (Tel Aviv, 1991), had a major impact
on Israeli debates on the issue, since it carefully documented the flight
and expulsion of up to 750,000 Palestinians from what became the
state of Israel and thereby made it no longer tenable to accept earlier
Israeli arguments that the Arab population had fled of its own accord.
Morris does not use the term ethnic cleansing and denies that there
was an a priori plan or that direct orders were issued for wholesale
expulsion. But he clearly states the following (cited and translated from
the Hebrew edition, because it is what Israeli readers were exposed to):
“Until June 1948 the flight of the Arabs was caused, directly or indirectly,
primarily by Jewish attacks. A small (but hardly negligible) part of
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the flight was thanks to direct expulsion orders by the Jews after they
conquered this or that Arab settlement, and to psychological warfare
(‘whisper propaganda’) conducted by them, at times by spreading

false rumors, in order to scare the Arabs and make them leave.... Most
of the expulsions occurred in areas considered strategically essential
and according to the directives of Plan D, which strove to ensure that
transportation routes were cleared of nearby Arab settlements and to
cleanse border territories. The Haganah and the Irgun also routinely
assembled and expelled the residents who remained in captured villages
(mostly the elderly, widows, and handicapped)” (384). Plan D, Morris
writes, “gave regimental and battalion commanders of the Haganah a
free hand to empty strategically essential areas of their populations, and
allowed them to expel actual or potential hostile villagers.” Although
there was no decision or plan “to expel the Arabs” from the Jewish state,
“it was agreed by all those concerned that in this life-or-death struggle
it would be militarily better if the fewest possible Arabs were left in the
Jewish state” (386). Similarly, between July 1948 and early 1949, when
an additional 300,000 Palestinians became refugees, despite the lack

of specific orders for expulsion, “there was a growing tendency among
the units of the IDF to expel Arabs from captured territories,” partly
because of “the feeling, encouraged by the previous flight of Arabs
from Jewish territories, that soon there would be the real prospect

that Israel could be entirely cleansed of Arabs.” To this was added the
sense that “in the second part of 1948 Arab resistance to flight was
much greater than in the months before July. ‘Spontaneous’ flight

had diminished: the villagers tended to stay, and those who left did so
mostly because they were expelled or under the pressure of threats.”
Morris also notes that “Ben Gurion of course wanted as few Arabs as
possible to remain in the state of Israel, and spoke in that spirit to his
colleagues and assistants in meetings held in August, September, and
October,” but “he preferred that his generals ‘understand’ his wish”
rather than issuing explicit orders. Hence “the offensives in July and
October were accompanied by far more expulsions than the attacks in
the first half of the war, as was also the case regarding acts of cruelty
toward the Arab civilian population,” although this varied by region
(390-91). After the fighting ended, “the IDF was given the authority to
expel Arab settlements near Israel’s long borders. ... One goal of this
cleansing operation was to prevent the refugees from infiltrating back to
their homes” (394). Morris has subsequently criticized Ilan Pappé quite
vehemently, especially Pappé’s study The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine
(Oxford, 2006). See, e.g., Benny Morris, “The Liar as Hero,” New
Republic, March 16, 2011, 1-11, 17, https://newrepublic.com
/article/85344 /ilan-pappe-sloppy-dishonest-historian, as well as
Mordechai Bar-On, “Cleansing History of Its Content: Some Critical
Comments on Ilan Pappé’s The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine,” Journal
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of Israeli History 27, no. 2 (2008): 269-75. But it should be noted that
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there was a prior plan (rather than a sentiment or “wish”) to do so and [43]
whether explicit orders were issued or mere verbal “understandings”
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In front of us were the corpses of around 200 tall, strong-looking
Sudanese. ... I ran toward the pile of corpses, and searched.... I spotted
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Nazi commander’s watery-blue eyes were open wide.... I rolled up the
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bloodstained shirtsleeves. Under the armpit I discovered what I was
looking for—two tattooed letters: SS. I pulled out my pistol, cocked
and aimed it between the watery-blue eyes, and fired. ‘That is for my
parents,’ I growled and returned to my unit” (300-301). “We 10 boys
had emerged together from the forest of death near Wels, Austria.

Six of us remained alive. But we were no longer orphaned victims. We
had become six fighters. We fought and would fight again whenever
necessary. We would fight so that Jewish children, wherever they were,
should never become orphans as we had; neither by Nazi hands, nor by
the hands of any other antisemites or some other group of people who
might want to follow in their footsteps” (320). In his suicide note to his
ten-year-old daughter he wrote: “When you grow up you will read this
book about the sad events in the life of your father, who made sure and
will continue to ensure, together with the rest of Israel’s soldiers, that
children like you will never have to experience what I went through”
(335).
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