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When Internationalism 

Stopped Working

The open question, as I see it, is not whether, at the end of those dozen 
years, we [the British] shall go or stay [in Palestine]. I do not think that that 
is an open question. I think that, within that number of years, we shall find 
ourselves going out of Palestine anyway. The real question, I think, is 
whether we shall go out of Palestine, as we are going out of ‘Iraq, with our 
mandate fulfilled, leaving a peaceful country and a stable government 
behind us as the fruits of our labours; or whether we shall go out of 
Palestine, some time in ‘the nineteen-forties’, as the French went out of 
Cilicia in 1920, and as the Greeks went out of Smyrna in 1922.

Arnold Toynbee, Address to the Royal Institute  
of International Affairs, 9 December 19301

Clearly the Palestine problem has become an ‘international’ problem, and 
Geneva will treat it as such. Meanwhile we shall be expected to hold the 
situation in Palestine and deal firmly with any disorder . . . In fact our ‘man-
date’ while the whole future of Palestine is under debate is primarily to 
maintain law and order and the status quo—including the continuance of 
Jewish immigration.

Colonial Secretary William Ormsby-Gore to High Commissioner  
Arthur Wauchope, 24 August 19372

By the late 1930s the League of Nations was in decline. The impressive 
so-called ‘technical’ organizations continued their work—tracking 

epidemics, analysing economic data, managing cross-border traffics and 
exchanges, negotiating labour standards, and promoting humanitarian norms. 
But the security apparatus deteriorated after the Abyssinian debacle. The 
Spanish Civil War, the Austrian Anschluss, and the Czech crisis were all han-
dled outside the League. At Munich in 1938, indeed, we see a great-power 
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 when internationalism stopped working 357

Concert of Europe back in operation, although Hitler’s determined expan-
sionism quickly rendered any agreements worthless.

The mandates regime reeled under those political shocks. The apparatus 
of review, now highly institutionalized, carried on. Petitions flowed in in 
ever larger numbers, those relating to Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine often 
produced by highly organized diaspora networks around the globe. Yet with 
Germany and Italy irreconcilable, the political foundations for the regime 
had crumbled. Now with little to gain from League approbation, the man-
datory powers drew their territories more tightly into the imperial net.

Britain had always been the mainstay of the League system. British offi-
cials had drafted its rules; British pressure had brought the other allied pow-
ers on board. Britain, in other words, had fostered the process of 
internationalization, driven equally by a desire to exercise moral leadership 
in the world and to legitimate its own imperial practices. In Britain, far 
more than in any other country, the mandates system was regularly cited as 
a signal achievement of the League and of British leadership alike; for years, 
the system relied on British official and public support. In the late 1930s, 
however, that alliance suddenly and dramatically ruptured. The reason for 
this was Palestine.

‘Internationalization’—that is, the process of gaining international sanc-
tion for particular foreign-policy aims—had been crucial to British policy 
in Palestine from the start. The conviction that Jews were a powerful inter-
national interest, one whose support would count in the First World War, 
had been one motive behind the Balfour Declaration, and at San Remo in 
1920 and in London in 1922 Britain had deployed considerable pressure to 
persuade its sceptical French and Italian allies to write that promise into the 
Palestine mandate. We have seen, too, how British politicians and their 
Zionist collaborators were able to use the Council to reprimand the 
Mandates Commission for its early criticism of the Zionist effort.3 Britain, 
in other words, had worked hard to make sure that its policy of facilitating 
the Jewish National Home received international approbation.

That very strategy of ‘internationalization’ proved Britain’s undoing. For 
Jews were not the only people outside Palestine to claim an interest in its 
fate. Pan-Arab nationalists, the emerging Arab states, and (especially after 
1933) a host of European regimes and organizations did so too. Yet when the 
British administration in Palestine and then British governments in London 
woke up to the fact that Arab opposition to Jewish immigration could not 
be abated—and, indeed, that anti-Zionism had become the touchstone of 
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358 the guardians

Arab nationalism throughout the Middle East—it was too late to win inter-
national support for a change of course. Not only was the majority of the 
Mandates Commission by 1930 staunchly Zionist, but from the mid-1930s 
both Western humanitarians eager to save Jews and Central European 
anti-Semitic regimes eager to rid themselves of Jews were determined to 
keep the gates of Palestine open. That altered international reality—one in 
which Palestine was viewed in the Middle East as an imperialist affront but 
within Europe almost entirely as a means of resolving Europe’s ‘Jewish 
Question’—placed Britain on a collision course with the Mandates 
Commission, with serious consequences for Britain, for Jews in Palestine 
and Europe, for Arab populations in Palestine and neighbouring Arab states, 
and indeed for the mandates regime.

That conflict could not be resolved. As the British finally were forced to 
admit, Arab and Jewish interests in Palestine genuinely were incompatible, 
and the regional and international interests elbowing their way into the 
room were irreconcilable as well. Britain ultimately withdrew from Palestine 
in disgrace, unable to hand over power to any waiting government at all: 
asked to whom he would turn over the keys to office in 1948, the Chief 
Secretary of the Palestine administration famously replied, ‘I shall put them 
under the mat.’4 But the fact that the Yishuv (the Jewish community in 
Palestine) was, by 1948, able to survive and emerge as a state was due not 
only to international sympathy for the Zionist cause in the wake of the 
Holocaust, nor even to division and disarray among Zionism’s Arab oppo-
nents, but also to the fact that the deadlock created by ‘internationalization’ 
had offered a window of opportunity for state-building.

To a considerable extent, of course, Israel ‘made’ itself—but it was also, 
like Iraq, ‘made’ by the mandates system.5 Unlike in Iraq, however, in 
Palestine the Mandates Commission as much as the mandatory power 
acted as midwife. By elevating the obligation to support Jewish immi-
gration above the obligation to foster representative institutions in the 
1930s, and by opposing concessions to the Arabs during and after the 
Arab Revolt of 1936–39, the Mandates Commission helped to preserve 
Palestine as a target of Jewish immigration and made its emergence as a 
Jewish state possible. The Commission’s deepening fidelity to a largely 
Zionist interpretation of the mandate precisely as British policy was 
moving the other way drove a wedge between Britain and the 
Commission and, in time, between Britain and the system it had largely 
created. Let us trace that history step by step.
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 when internationalism stopped working 359

The Western Wall riots, and the Mandates 
Commission’s Zionist turn, 1929–31

Neither the Balfour Declaration nor the Mandate for Palestine promised a 
Jewish state. Nor did those founding texts promise a Jewish ‘national home’. 
What they promised, rather, was that the British government would ‘look 
with favour’ (as the Balfour Declaration put it) on the Jewish effort to create 
that home themselves. The mandate was explicit on this point. Britain, as the 
mandatory power, was ‘responsible for placing the country under such polit-
ical, administrative and economic conditions as will secure the establishment 
of the Jewish national home’ (Article 2). It was, therefore, both to ‘facilitate 
Jewish immigration’ and to encourage ‘close settlement by Jews on the land’ 
(Article 6). No mention was made, however, of a Jewish state. Indeed, the 
mandate instructed Britain to establish a common Palestinian citizenship and 
to foster self-governing institutions for the population as a whole.

It was Chaim Weizmann’s particular genius to understand that this 
pledge was enough. It was, in fact, more than enough, for if the British had 
said frankly (as the revisionist Zionist Vladimir Jabotinsky put it in 1923) 
that Zionism, like all forms of colonization, had to override the interests of 
the native population and that the job of the British was simply to provide 
an ‘Iron Wall’ behind which settlement could proceed, not only the British 
but many Zionists would have recoiled in horror.6 For Zionism was, in the 
interwar years, a liberal and progressive cause, and the assertion that it meant 
no harm to the Arab population—and, indeed, would do more to improve 
the lot of ignorant peasants than the wily ‘effendis’ opposing Jewish settle-
ment—was crucial to its appeal. Zionists thus did not need to be promised 
a Jewish state. What they needed was simply for Britain to hold to poli-
cies—Jewish immigration up to the ‘economic absorptive capacity’ of the 
territory (as the 1922 White Paper put it), a relatively free market in land, 
and a moratorium on the introduction of responsible government in 
Palestine until either the Arab population had become reconciled to Jewish 
immigration or the demographic balance had turned in their favour—that 
kept that possibility open. But they needed one more amorphous thing as 
well—a willingness, on the part of the British, to let textual interpretation 
trump political negotiation and European interests trump local concerns, 
when deciding policy in Palestine. This is where the Mandates Commission 
came in.
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360 the guardians

For, from 1930, the Mandates Commission acted essentially as a conduit 
for Zionist claims within the international arena. Several factors contributed 
to the Commission’s ‘Zionist turn’. Personal affinity was part of it, for all 
members of the Commission admired Weizmann, and Victor Jacobson, a 
convivial and likeable man who managed the Zionist Organization’s Geneva 
office, developed amicable relations with Rappard, Orts, Lugard, and other 
Commission members in the 1920s. Adept political activity mattered too, 
for through private connections in the Secretariat, Jacobson gained access to 
the uncorrected minutes of Commission sessions and other secret docu-
ments, enabling the Executive in London to carefully calibrate its reports to 
speak to the Commission’s concerns. More important, however, was the fact 
that the Zionist Organization and the Commission shared a common culture 
and orientation—a common habitus, one might say—that made collaboration 
easy and natural. These were men comfortable with legal and textual argu-
ment, and since the mandate was, as J. C. Hurewitz noted, ‘framed unmis-
takably in the Zionist interest’, with precise clauses stipulating Britain’s 
obligations towards the Jews, that common ‘textualism’ inevitably favoured 
the Zionist side.7 Zionists could claim with some justice that their project 
had received the approbation of the ‘international community’ (a term 
nearly synonymous with the West in this period), and that the Commission 
need only be ‘impartial’ to uphold it. Finding this cooperative stance a relief 
from the angry protests of Arab nationalists, the Commission fell into the 
habit of treating Zionist officials as confidential interlocutors and Zionist 
memoranda as impartial guides to Palestinian affairs.

Yet the mandate did contain textual ambiguities, on which basis Palestine’s 
Arabs too appealed for the Commission’s support. For those same articles 
of the mandate that instructed the mandatory power to promote Jewish 
immigration and settlement also required it to foster ‘the development of 
self-governing institutions’ (Article 2) and to ensure ‘that the rights and 
position of other sections of the population are not prejudiced’ (Article 6). 
True, by 1928, Rappard had already decided that those obligations were 
secondary, arguing in a report on an Arab petition that democratic institu-
tions were specifically excluded in a mandate regime. (‘One sees how his 
report has been largely shaped by our memorandum,’ Jacobson—who got 
hold of the confidential report in draft—reported to the Zionist Executive 
in London.)8 At this stage, however, most of his fellows disagreed, accepting 
that Arab desires for self-government were in line with pledges implicit in 
Article 22.9 The Commission thus endorsed both Zionist appeals to uphold 
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 when internationalism stopped working 361

Jewish immigration and land rights and Arab appeals for progress towards 
representative government—that is, until 1929, when riots in Palestine forced 
the Commission to decide whose claims must be given precedence.

Tensions had been building over rival Jewish and Muslim claims to 
Jerusalem’s sacred sites for some time, and especially over Jewish attempts 
to bring chairs and screens to aid their worship at the Western Wall, but 
the communal mobilization and subsequent Arab attacks on Jews that 
summer took the administration by surprise. The police were reinforced 
and order was eventually restored (Figure 12.1), and the British government 
appointed an all-party commission (the Shaw Commission) to travel to 
the country, ascertain the causes of the violence, and make recommen-
dations. But Sir John Chancellor, the new High Commissioner for 
Palestine, was already persuaded that Jewish immigration had under-
mined the status of Palestine’s rural Arab cultivators, and that more had 
to be done to safeguard their rights. In January 1930, Chancellor informed 
the Cabinet of his plans to limit immigration, prevent further sales of Arab 
land, and move towards representative government. Since the Jewish Agency 
had access to Chancellor’s secret correspondence through sympathizers 

Figure 12.1 Palestine police searching suspects by the Jaffa gate during the 1929 
disturbances.
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362 the guardians

within his office, the Zionist Organization learned of his plans as he 
made them.10

That the League would have something to say about this was clear from 
the outset. At the League Council in September 1929 several  states— including, 
ominously, Poland and Romania, new or reborn states in the grip of ethnic 
nationalism and eager to reduce their ‘minority’ populations—urged Britain 
swiftly to restore order. The Foreign Secretary, Arthur Henderson, and 
Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald assured the Council and (at Weizmann’s 
urging) the League Assembly that Britain had no intention of deviating 
from the Balfour Declaration and the mandate, but the Council neverthe-
less asked the Mandates Commission to ‘thoroughly examine’ whatever rec-
ommendations the Shaw Commission advanced.11 Invited to put in its oar, 
the PMC agreed to hold a special session on Palestine alone.12

A period of intense negotiation and lobbying followed, with both Zionist 
and Arab representatives working hard through the spring of 1930 to influ-
ence the Shaw Commission’s report and shape future British policy. In 
Palestine and in a delegation to London that included both Hajj Amin 
al-Husayni, the Mufti of Jerusalem, and his rival, Jerusalem’s Mayor Ragheb 
bey Nashashibi, Arab leaders put forward familiar arguments for an end to 
Jewish immigration and land sales, and for the establishment of an inde-
pendent national government.13 Weizmann opposed those claims by insist-
ing, in meetings and in countless private letters to his formidable network 
of friends, politicians, and officials, on the prior and inviolable nature of the 
Balfour pledge. Yet Weizmann, aware that a Labour government pledged to 
grant devolution to India and independence to Iraq found the autocratic 
Palestine administration anomalous and embarrassing, also sought to appro-
priate the language of self-determination to Zionist ends. Self-determination 
was a right to be exercised by peoples, he pointed out, and not by individ-
uals, and since Arabs had been granted self-governing states elsewhere, they 
could not justly stand in the way of Jewish aspirations in Palestine.14 Further, 
since the Balfour pledge had been made to the Jews of the world, Palestine’s 
existing inhabitants could not ‘be considered as owning the country in the 
sense in which the inhabitants of Iraq or of Egypt possess their respective 
countries’. To set up self-government now ‘would be to assign the country 
to its present inhabitants’ and to cancel ‘in an underhand manner’ the policy 
of the National Home.15

As Weizmann feared, the Shaw Commission’s majority report published 
on 31 March 1930 mirrored Chancellor’s views. Against the Zionist claims, 
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 when internationalism stopped working 363

it held that the riots had not been fomented by a cabal of nationalist leaders 
but rather reflected the Arab population’s genuine anxieties about the 
Zionist project, and it endorsed immigration restrictions and a moratorium 
on land sales pending a survey of the economic capacity of the territory. 
Attention then swung to Geneva, where the Commission would soon con-
vene for its extraordinary session. On 20 May the British government wrote 
to the League accepting the Commission’s findings and outlining plans to 
conduct a land survey and to introduce a measure of local self-government.16 
Weizmann arrived to meet with Rappard, Orts, the French member Martial 
Merlin, and Lugard (who helpfully leaked the not-yet-published British 
statement to him); he also mobilized other sympathizers to approach the 
German member and Theodoli.17 The Zionist Organization also prepared a 
detailed response to the Shaw Commission report, which the British gov-
ernment honourably (if stupidly) forwarded to the PMC even though the 
Colonial Office had not had time to prepare accompanying comments. The 
Arab delegation also visited Geneva, and the Commission received over a 
hundred separate petitions or protests from Arab and Jewish organizations 
around the world.

The PMC’s session opened on 3 June 1930 with Labour’s Colonial 
Under-Secretary, Drummond Shiels, present to answer questions. It’s 
fair to say he was unprepared for the hostility with which he was con-
fronted. On the basis of the Zionists’ report, Orts, Rappard, and the 
voluble Dutch member, Van Rees, challenged Shiels over the validity of 
the Shaw Commission’s findings. Monopolizing most of the third day, 
Van Rees argued that the Arab attacks were the premeditated work of a 
revolutionary movement led by al-Husayni, that the British response 
had been culpably weak, that the British had failed adequately to sup-
port the Zionist effort, and that Arab claims to rights in Palestine were 
without foundation anyway since the British had conquered the coun-
try and could thus dispose of it as they wished—an argument hardly in 
keeping with Van Rees’s normally anti-annexationist stance. Shiels, taken 
aback, objected to the way Van Rees’s arguments echoed the Zionists’ 
memorandum; had the Arabs written a similar memorandum, they too 
‘might have made out a case that seemed convincing, taken by itself ’.18 
In its report to the Council, however, the PMC both defended its ‘spe-
cial attention to the memorandum from the Jewish Agency’ and dis-
sented from the Shaw Commission’s ‘kindly judgement’ about the 
behaviour of the Arab leaders.19 Only very rarely did the PMC accept 
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364 the guardians

third-party claims over the statements of the mandatory power. The fact 
that it did so in this case helped to discredit the Shaw Commission—
already under attack in the House of Commons—further.20

To the government’s distress, the PMC also followed the Zionists’ lead in 
ascribing some responsibility for the riots to the ‘hesitant’ policy of Britain’s 
Palestine administration.21 This criticism too caught the British off-guard. At 
the League Council, Arthur Henderson thought it a matter for congratula-
tion that the British administration had not imposed martial law and tried 
rioters in ordinary civil courts.22 At the PMC session, however, Rappard, 
Merlin, Van Rees, and Orts (not coincidentally the four who drafted the 
Commission’s report) all charged the administration with weakness, sug-
gesting that it should have censored the press more strictly, relied less on 
Arab police, responded much more forcefully to the riots, and, especially, 
not have suspended Jewish immigration, which signalled a willingness to 
shift policy in the face of violence.23 Surely, Shiels protested, the Commission 
was not suggesting that Britain should hold Palestine ‘by force of arms’? 
That would ‘scarcely be a tribute to the success of its regime’.24 The 
Commission, again echoing the Zionist Organization’s arguments, coun-
tered that with strong government, violence might never have occurred. If 
the British now pursued an active economic policy, one that ‘would develop 
the country’s capacity to receive and absorb immigrants in larger numbers 
with no ill results’, the hostility of the Arab population would likely abate.25 
More Jewish immigration and stronger government, in other words, were 
to lessen Arab discontent—a prediction that reveals how little the Commission 
understood the situation on the ground.

Most importantly, in the face of what it saw as British prevarication, the 
PMC offered a definitive interpretation of the mandate itself. The Shaw 
Commission had advised the British government to do this, but the 
Commission pre-empted that role. Thus far, the Commission had simply 
accepted the British claim that its obligations to the Jews and the Arabs were 
equal but reconcilable. Now, it clarified just how those obligations could be 
harmonized. Rappard thought it was obvious that Jewish claims were para-
mount. ‘It was the duty of the mandatory Power to establish the National 
Jewish Home and to develop self-governing institutions so far as was com-
patible with such establishment,’ he stated. If the Arabs rejected that first 
provision of the mandate, then ‘the Mandatory could not be censured for 
failing to apply the second part’. Theodoli, however, disagreed. All mandates 
were subject to Article 22, which placed the welfare of the inhabitants first. 
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 when internationalism stopped working 365

The establishment of the National Home for the Jews must thus ‘be made 
compatible with the introduction of autonomous institutions’ or this funda-
mental purpose of the mandate was compromised.26 In Rappard’s view, 
self-government must give way to Jewish immigration, while Theodoli, 
relying on the Covenant, argued the opposite. Who was right? How could 
the mandate’s two obligations really be reconciled?

In its report to the Council the PMC finally settled on a formulation. 
Yes, the obligations to facilitate the national home and to encourage self- 
government were of equal weight and reconcilable, but it was necessary to 
distinguish the objects of the mandate from its immediate obligations. Building 
the Jewish National Home and establishing self-government were objects of 
the mandate but their achievement understandably would take time. The 
mandate had thus laid on the mandatory power two more limited immediate 
obligations, which were ‘to place the country under such conditions as would 
secure’ those ultimate objects. The mandatory power could thus not be 
blamed for the fact that the National Home and self-government had not 
yet been achieved. It would be culpable only if ‘it aimed at crystallizing the 
Jewish National Home at its present stage of development, or rigidly stabi-
lizing the public institutions of Palestine in their present form’.27 Formally, 
this interpretation looked even-handed. Practically, however, since it turned 
continued Jewish immigration into an ‘immediate obligation’ while leav-
ing self-government a more remote ‘object’, it implicitly accepted that 
self-government could be introduced only if the Arabs dropped their 
opposition to the policy of the ‘National Home’ (a development Zionist 
leaders and politicians in Britain—but not in Palestine—always assured the 
Commission was just around the corner) or the demographic balance 
turned in the Jewish favour. The PMC’s ‘interpretation’ did not stipulate 
that a Jewish state would arise in Palestine—indeed, since the 1922 White 
Paper pledged neither to displace the existing population nor to make 
Palestine ‘Jewish’, it could hardly do so—but it did make clear that no 
move towards representative government could be made that might in any 
way hamper the Zionist project.

The British government greeted the PMC’s report with consternation. 
G. L. M. Clauson at the Colonial Office called it ‘a damaging and rather 
vicious attack on the British Government’ and Ramsay MacDonald ‘a 
dreadful document which every enemy of England had had a hand in draft-
ing’. Its inspiration was ‘clearly Jewish’, Clauson minuted, and he wondered 
whether the government shouldn’t perhaps try to get the Council to crack 
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366 the guardians

down on the Zionists’ ‘very objectionable’ practice of maintaining lobbyists 
in Geneva.28 He was (no doubt wisely) overruled, and the government con-
tented itself with a sharp protest against the PMC’s reliance on ‘ex parte 
statements’,29 but the Council session at which the PMC’s report was 
reviewed was a bit rocky anyway. The Commission’s ‘close and serious 
examination, conducted with frankness, conscientiousness and calmness,’ 
Van Rees complained, had not been given quite the welcome it ‘might in all 
justice have expected’.30

As we know, in the Passfield White Paper issued shortly after this Council 
meeting, the government proposed to restrict Jewish immigration and land 
sales in line with the Shaw Commission’s recommendations and reiterated 
its commitment to develop self-governing institutions. Yet, as we also know, 
those provisions on immigration and land sales were virtually nullified by 
Ramsay MacDonald’s letter to Chaim Weizmann some three months later. 
Historians usually credit Weizmann’s effective lobbying for that volte-face, 
but it is clear that the machinations in Geneva mattered as well.31 For, at that 
Council meeting, Britain let the Commission’s interpretation of the man-
date stand (only the Persian delegate objected)32 and when debate moved to 
the House of Commons, MPs repeatedly cited the Commission’s criti-
cisms.33 Had MacDonald decided to stay the course, then, he may well have 
faced censure both in Parliament and at the Commission’s next session in 
Geneva.34 Instead, the government backed down. In 1931 Sir John 
Chancellor, who had learned the hard way that he was not really master in 
his house, left Jerusalem in humiliation. The battle to safeguard the Balfour 
pledge, Weizmann had warned in January of 1930, would be won not in 
Palestine or through negotiations with the Arabs, but ‘in London, in 
Westminster, and after the voice of Westminster has been heard, in Geneva’.35 
The fate of the Passfield White Paper showed how right he was.

Tipping point: competitive internationalization 
and the fate of the Legislative Council proposal

After the Labour government’s retreat, the work of building up the National 
Home accelerated. Between 1931 and 1936, according to official figures, the 
Jewish presence in Palestine more than doubled, from 175,000 to 370,000 or 
from 17 per cent to 27 per cent of the population. The number of registered 
Jewish immigrants jumped from 11,289 in 1932 to 31,977 in 1933, to 42,349 
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in 1934, and to a peak of 64,147 in 1935—and these figures did not include 
illegal immigrants, also entering in considerable numbers. Sale of land to 
Jews continued, and the Jewish share of GDP also expanded rapidly, reach-
ing 57 per cent by 1933. Tel Aviv sprung up, an entirely Jewish city of tree-
lined boulevards and Bauhaus villas, its population passing the 100,000 mark 
by the mid-1930s. Jewish enterprises, cultural institutions, and newspapers 
flourished. And, as the Jewish state took shape before their eyes, Zionist 
leaders grew more confident. In 1931, under criticism for his close ties to 
the English establishment, Weizmann gave up the Presidency of the Zionist 
Organization, although he remained important in its counsels and would 
return in 1935. Increasingly, however, policy was set by the Zionist Executive 
in Palestine, especially by that gifted and uncompromising state-builder and 
Labour Zionist, David Ben-Gurion.36

A menacing international context lay behind that rapid transformation. 
The Nazi seizure of power in 1933 utterly transformed the situation of 
European Jews and with it the politics of Palestine. Once a magnet for 
convinced Zionists alone, the territory now became a potential refuge for 
hitherto unanticipated numbers of Jews. For the Nazi takeover not only 
imperilled Germany’s own relatively assimilated Jewish population but also 
unleashed a wave of copycat and competitive anti-Semitism, as other East 
European states scrambled to show how eager they too were to rid them-
selves of their (much larger) Jewish populations. Throughout Central and 
Eastern Europe, Jews found their civic status eroding, discriminatory meas-
ures and practices proliferating, and demagogues blaming them for everything 
from the economic depression to the deteriorating international situation. In 
Poland, where the government became explicitly anti-Semitic following the 
death of Marshal Pilsudski in May 1935, the Socialist Party and the Jewish 
Bund put up a brave fight against the ethnic nationalist tide, but the Zionist 
argument that Jews could never achieve full freedom except in a state of their 
own began to seem incontrovertible.37 In 1935 Jabotinsky’s revisionists 
formed the New Zionist Organization, which was committed to bringing 
one million Jews to Palestine within ten years (in 1939, the timeframe was 
cut to two years in view of the worsening situation of Europe’s Jews) and to 
a Jewish state on both banks of the Jordan.38 The majority of the Zionist 
movement continued to stress the need for gradual immigration within the 
framework of the mandate and equally to defend the rights of Jews within 
the diaspora, but as those rights eroded, even European and American liber-
als and assimilationist Jews moved into sympathy with Zionism.39 It seemed 
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368 the guardians

the one thing Zionists, European liberals, and anti-Semitic regimes could 
agree on in the 1930s was that (as the old cynic and anti-Zionist Robert de 
Caix sardonically put it) ‘the Palestinian hen’ should be forced ‘to swallow 
Zionist colonists whether she wants them or not, securely pinned between 
the knees of the English tutor’.40

The Arab population and its divided leadership had difficulty responding 
to that rapidly changing situation. The demographic balance was now shift-
ing, but the determination of European liberals and anti-Semites alike to see 
Palestine primarily as an emigration destination for Europe’s unwanted Jews 
meant that no European state would oppose that transformation. Nazi ide-
ology, of course, entirely deplored the possible construction of a Jewish state, 
but while the Nazi regime gave lip service and a bit of modest aid to Arab 
intellectuals (notably the Arslans and later the Mufti), it was too eager to rid 
itself of its own Jews and until 1938 too reluctant to antagonize Britain to 
commit itself deeply to what it considered a marginal cause.41 Palestine’s 
Arab nationalist leadership also found its inability to staunch the flow of 
land sales particularly demoralizing, especially as local rather than absentee 
landlords constituted an ever larger proportion—from 1933, the majority—
of sellers. Jewish purchases were, in absolute terms, small—by 1937 Jews had 
acquired only about 1.2 million of Palestine’s 26 million dunams of land—
but those acquisitions were concentrated in the most cultivable valleys and 
coastal plains. Much Arab land was heavily indebted, and with prices high, 
landowners sought relief through piecemeal sales, their actions made easier 
by the fact that the Jewish National Fund could be counted on to keep their 
identities secret. The Fund did, however, want to receive the land unencum-
bered, a stipulation that tarred Arab landowners with the opprobrium of 
forcing fellaheen off the land, deepened social antagonisms, and sowed fear 
and mistrust within the rural population.42

Yet Palestine’s Arabs were not without international support. Arab papers 
and populations everywhere had followed the Western Wall conflicts, with 
sympathy strikes and riots breaking out in Egypt, Iraq, and Syria. Now, as 
disillusionment with the British grew, activists within Palestine looked 
abroad for sustenance. ‘Let us leave this Government to flatter the Jews as 
much as they desire,’ declared the Arab Executive following MacDonald’s 
‘Black Letter’, ‘and let us seek help from ourselves and the Arab and Islamic 
World’.43 In the Middle East as in Europe, the struggle for Palestine ‘inter-
nationalized’. Hajj Amin al-Husayni, the Mufti of Jerusalem, reached out to 
Muslim leaders in India and elsewhere, convening an international Islamic 
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 when internationalism stopped working 369

Congress in Jerusalem in December 1931, while a younger generation 
already impatient with the Arab Executive turned to exiled Syrian nation-
alists in Transjordan and Europe (including Shakib Arslan) for support and 
inspiration. There were also independent Arab states eager to lend a hand. 
By 1932, Yemen, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia were all formally independent, and 
in 1937 Egypt—which Britain had unilaterally declared independent in 
1922—would join the League. Transjordan too, while still under the Palestine 
mandate, gained autonomy through a treaty negotiated in 1928. Even the 
French were searching for a way to come to terms with nationalists in 
Syria. True, there were tensions within this supposed Arab community. 
Faysal in Iraq and Abdullah in Transjordan were rivals as well as brothers; 
the Hashemites speculated anxiously about the intentions of Ibn Saud; 
Syria’s republican nationalists were wary of monarchies altogether. Yet pan- 
Arabism enabled rather than hampered Palestinian nationalism. Hopes of 
Arab  federation and of representative government in Palestine went hand 
in hand.44

Most of those Arab states were British allies or British clients, and as 
inter-communal relations in Palestine worsened, the Foreign Office grew 
concerned about the damage the Zionist project was doing to those ties. 
Throughout the 1930s British officials tentatively explored the possibility of 
Arab federation, likely under Hashemite leadership, within which a Jewish 
population might possibly be seen as an asset rather than a threat—a pros-
pect that Ben-Gurion, too, considered.45 Yet the government also remained 
formally committed to the one policy proposal within the Passfield White 
Paper not effectively nullified by the MacDonald Letter: the plan to estab-
lish a Legislative Council. Indeed, the Baldwin government confirmed in 
April 1932 that it still favoured such a Council, while also deciding that 
there should be no public discussion until the new High Commissioner, 
Arthur Wauchope, had a chance to meet with the Mandates Commission 
that autumn.46

Wauchope was well aware of just how impossible it might be to find any 
constitutional formula on which both Jews and Arabs could agree. For as 
Arnold Toynbee had pointed out in a brilliant talk given at Chatham House 
in December 1930, such an agreement could only be crafted if all parties 
accepted three basic realities: that the British would certainly find it impos-
sible to remain in Palestine for more than another decade or so; that the 
pledges Britain had made to Arabs and Jews under pressure of war were 
frankly incompatible; and that, as a result, no party could enjoy exclusive 
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370 the guardians

‘national self-determination’ in Palestine. The only honourable course, 
Toynbee concluded, was thus ‘to build up in Palestine a non-national fully 
self-governing State in which there will be national homes for Jews and for 
Arabs side by side’—a state, in other words, founded not on ‘the odious 
doctrine of Western Nationalism . . . that a country is the national home 
of one nationality only’, but rather on the principle ‘that this doctrine of 
intolerance and fanaticism is not to prevail’.47 The Passfield White Paper 
and Wauchope’s Legislative Council scheme were attempts to move in 
that direction.

The problem was that that vision ran athwart both Palestinian Arab 
desires for a national status comparable to that achieved by their Arab neigh-
bours and most Zionists’ hopes of a specifically Jewish state. From the out-
set, Weizmann had been well aware of the danger ostensibly democratic 
measures posed to Zionist goals. Indeed, when his proposal in 1920 that the 
mandate endorse the aim of a self-governing Jewish Commonwealth in 
Palestine was changed to a pledge to develop ‘self-governing institutions’, 
he had presciently (if unsuccessfully) tried to have the clause deleted alto-
gether.48 In the 1920s, fortunately for the Zionists, the Palestinian Arab 
Congress had rejected all attempts to build representative institutions that 
were not based on majoritarian principles or excluded the key subjects of 
immigration and land from their remit, but by the early 1930s most Arab 
leaders had concluded that that uncompromising stance had backfired. 
When the High Commissioner began to take soundings about a Legislative 
Council, he found even al-Husayni willing to consider the question. True, 
with the exception of a few leaders and groups committed to ‘bi-national’ 
political development, the Jewish organizations in Palestine and abroad 
were opposed, and as the size of the Jewish community grew, that opposi-
tion hardened.49 The Cabinet agreed, however, that the British government 
could not allow one party alone to prevent progress. At the November 1932 
session Wauchope thus informed the Mandates Commission that the gov-
ernment intended to establish the Legislative Council.

The Zionist Organization had learned of Wauchope’s intentions only 
that October, and the news caused consternation. Viktor Jacobson in Geneva 
was told to do his best to persuade the Commission to oppose or at least 
delay the plan, but felt himself, as he told Selig Brodetsky, head of the polit-
ical department of the Zionist Organization in London, ‘very badly prepared’ 
for the job.50 Yet Jacobson immediately got to work, meeting privately with 
PMC members Rappard, Van Rees, Merlin, Ruppel, Sakenobe, Palacios, 
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 when internationalism stopped working 371

Theodoli, and Weaver, sending a memorandum on the subject to Rappard, 
Van Rees, Ruppel, Merlin, and Palacios, and persuading Rappard’s great 
friend William Martin to write an article against the plan in the Journal de 
Genève. In those meetings, Jacobson played on divisions within the 
Commission, alerting Rappard, Orts, and Van Rees to the propensity of 
Theodoli and Catastini to slip their own anti-Zionist views into the 
Commission’s resolutions, and argued that it would be ‘intolerable’ for such 
a plan simply to be announced without ‘an authorized voice, such as that of 
the Permanent Mandates Commission’ calling attention to possible dangers 
or at least indicating possible reservations by a ‘silence significatif ’.51

The battle was hard-fought nonetheless. The Commission had endorsed 
movement towards a Legislative Council only last year, and at the outset a 
majority still favoured the plan. Moreover, although the Arabs had no one 
with Jacobson’s access and skill, the Commission did have a long petition 
from the Palestine Arab Women’s Congress condemning Palestine’s auto-
cratic form of government, calling for a series of educational and social 
reforms, and demanding the introduction of responsible government. 
Rappard insisted that the Commission must rule the latter demand inadmis-
sible since it called ‘for the abrogation of the regime, the application of 
which it is its duty to supervise’—and anyway, the petitioners only ‘wished 
to have autonomous government so as to rid themselves, among other 
things, of the Balfour Declaration’. Palacios and Theodoli countered that 
representative government was ‘a natural aspiration which, moreover, was 
expressly authorized by the Covenant and the mandate’.52 Yet, with Merlin 
and Orts opposed to Arab self-government and the Commission’s ‘inde-
pendents’—Ruppel, Van Rees, Dannevig—wavering, Jacobson’s careful 
work and Rappard’s selective textualism narrowly won out. Having once 
again managed to get hold of the confidential minutes in draft, which 
showed a six-to-five split, Jacobson wrote to Brodetsky in relief that:

It is now clear to me that I’ve managed to bring even a difficult man like 
Rappard on board, to persuade stubborn Palacios for once not to insist on 
his usual endorsement of ‘autonomous institutions’, to erode Ruppel’s indif-
ference, to put all of them on their guard against any intrigue between 
Catastini and Theodoli, to frustrate that intrigue itself, and thus to avert a 
real danger!53

In its report to the Council that year, the Commission thus merely ‘noted’—
and not, as in 1931, ‘welcomed’—the statement that Britain would move 
forward on the Legislative Council plan.54 If the British government wished 
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372 the guardians

to introduce representative institutions, it would do so without the blessing 
of the PMC. Zionist legal scholars astutely recognized the significance of 
this tiny textual shift.55

The Commission never showed much sympathy for representative gov-
ernment again. Indeed, the events of 1933—the coming to power of an 
overtly anti-Semitic and eliminationist regime in Germany, and the mas-
sacre of Assyrian villagers by the army of a newly independent Iraq—left 
Rappard, Lugard, and Orts guilt-ridden about their acquiescence in Iraqi 
independence and determined to protect Syria’s minorities and Palestine’s 
Jews. The British government could not let the constitutional issue die, 
however, and throughout 1933 and 1934 Wauchope attempted at once to 
increase Palestinian participation on various advisory boards, to reorgan-
ize local authorities, and to win support for a Legislative Council. The 
proposal that crystallized in 1934 and 1935—for a Council without an 
official majority, with members elected based on their proportion in the 
population but supplemented by additional nominated members and offi-
cials to lessen Muslim preponderance, with questions of immigration 
excluded from the Council’s remit, and with the High Commissioner 
holding the power of veto—was accepted at least as a basis for discussion 
by several Arab parties but was entirely opposed by the Zionists, who 
vowed to boycott it.56

Yet, as with the Passfield White Paper, opinion in London and Geneva 
outweighed opinion in Jerusalem, Baghdad, or Amman. The growing anxi-
ety of European liberals about the worsening situation of Europe’s Jews 
helped to tip the scales. The main problem confronting civilization, Josiah 
Wedgwood pointed out in a key debate in the Commons, was the shameful 
persecution of Jews, not only in Germany but in Poland and Eastern Europe 
as well, and if ‘we cannot do much here now’ for those persecuted people, 
‘at least we rule Palestine . . . almost the only hope for the Jewish people’. In 
both chambers, speaker after speaker—among them Churchill, Leo Amery, 
and the Liberal leader Archibald Sinclair—insisted that Jewish immigration 
had improved the living standards and well-being of Palestine’s peasants, that 
opening Transjordan to Jewish immigration could only spread those bene-
fits, that Britain had done ample justice to Arabs already by creating states in 
Iraq and Transjordan, and that any Legislative Council proposal was prema-
ture, given the ignorant state of the Arab peasantry and the unscrupulous 
and extremist nature of the Arab leadership.57 The Arab parties in Palestine 
were shocked, and as it became clear that the British government would not 
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move forward in the face of such strong parliamentary and Zionist criticism, 
those (such as the Nashashibis) who had strongly urged cooperation with 
Wauchope’s plan found themselves discredited.58

By the time the Mandates Commission met in June 1936 an Arab gen-
eral strike had already begun. The Commission was ‘most bitter’ about 
the British government’s unwillingness to provide full information about 
the current disorders, Jacobson’s successor Nahum Goldmann in Geneva 
wrote to Ben-Gurion, and was likely to insist on a special session on 
Palestine alone.59 Goldmann also sent along the ‘quite secret’ provisional 
minutes he had somehow acquired, which made clear that the Commission’s 
majority was ‘very friendly to us’. Members had been concerned mostly 
to fend off any move that would restrict Jewish immigration (the Arabs, 
Goldmann warned, were now arguing that as the mandate had promised a 
‘national home’ and not a Jewish state, its purpose had been accomplished),60 
but they made clear their hostility to the Legislative Council as well.61 
Representative institutions, Lugard opined, were ‘quite unsuited to Oriental 
peoples’, and the Jews would rightly resent any system that might give a 
majority to a party opposed to ‘the mandate’ itself. This argument echoed 
Weizmann’s interpretation, made in letters to Lugard and Rappard that 
winter, that that text’s main aim had been to ensure that ‘in this one cor-
ner of the earth’, Jews were to have ‘full freedom of national development’ 
and not the status of a ‘minority’.62 Palacios retorted that the denial of 
representative government would push Arab dissent out of the League and 
into the streets, but his colleagues were willing to run that risk. For the 
Mandates Commission, the Palestine mandate now amounted to little more 
than the steady maintenance of Jewish immigration, whatever the impact 
on the Arab population.

Revolt and the Peel Partition Plan, 1936–38

The Arab revolt, which began with a general strike in April 1936 and lasted 
until British troops mopped up the last pockets of rural resistance in 1939, 
did not ‘internationalize’ (Figure 12.2). It was international from the start. 
Born of the failure of Arab political efforts, and drawing heart from the 
successful example of the general strike in Syria next door (which had 
brought France swiftly to the bargaining table), the revolt was seen across 
the Muslim world as an anti-imperialist cause. Volunteers arrived from Iraq, 
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374 the guardians

Transjordan, and Syria—including the redoubtable Fawzi al-Qawuqji, the 
exiled leader of the 1925 Syrian rising in Hama, who had spent much of the 
preceding decade helping Ibn Saud build up his army. Neighbouring Arab 
governments took an interest in the conflict, their claims to locus standi 
strengthened by the role of the ‘Arab kings’ in ending the general strike in 
October 1936.63

East European states quickly claimed an interest as well. On the League 
Council both Poland and Hungary stressed that Palestine must have (as 
Poland’s Colonel Beck put it in the League Council in 1937) ‘a maxi-
mum capacity of absorption’.64 Immigration to Palestine, Romania’s 
Nicolas Comnene added the following year, would ‘assist appreciably in 
relieving the congestion in the Central and Eastern European countries, 
and would thus make it possible to look forward to a final solution’ to 
Europe’s Jewish Question.65 Now shamelessly aping both Germany’s 
demand for colonies and its drive to purge itself of Jews, Poland also put 
in a bid for membership on the Mandates Commission and advertised 
its  willingness to take over the Palestine mandate.66 In Geneva those 
concerned to save Jews and states eager to rid themselves of Jews both 

Figure 12.2 Arabs in Abu Ghosh pledge support for the rising, Spring 1936.
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 when internationalism stopped working 375

pressed Britain to get Palestine under control so that it could take in as 
many Jews as possible.

Britain tried to restore order. In June, Ormsby-Gore, who had just replaced 
J. H. Thomas as Colonial Secretary, announced measures—including cen-
sorship, curfews, collective punishments, the destruction of houses found 
harbouring weapons, and the introduction of the death penalty for bomb-
ing—to deal with Arab violence.67 Although the rebels for a time controlled 
much of rural Palestine and even briefly held Jerusalem’s Old City, harsh 
counter-insurgency techniques—including the dynamiting of many houses 
in Jaffa’s old city in June 1936, the use of armed convoys and construction 
of fortified police posts, and massive infusions of British troops—finally 
drove the rebels to the wall (Figure 12.3).68 By the summer of 1938, there 
were 20,000 British troops in Palestine, a figure equal to one soldier for 
every fifty Arabs of all ages and sexes, and the hard-pressed rural population 
was suffering under the exactions and bloodletting of increasingly out-of-
control bands as well. Indeed, in the end the main victim of the revolt was 
the Arab population itself, which not only suffered significant casualties but 

Figure 12.3 British engineers dynamite Jaffa old town, June 1936.
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376 the guardians

also lost ground to the Jewish population. The general strike and the policy 
of non-cooperation proved ineffective, for Jewish settlements and importers 
were able to provision the cities, while the withdrawal of Arab workers 
simply shifted more of the economy into Jewish hands. The administration 
also attempted to disarm Arabs, while eventually arming Jewish settlements 
and disproportionately incorporating Jews into the supernumerary police 
force and Orde Wingate’s paramilitary ‘Night Squads’. The Yishuv thus 
emerged from the maelstrom of the revolt more productive, better armed, 
and more ‘state-like’ than ever.

If the Arab Revolt accomplished little else, however, it finally convinced 
the British that the Arab population would never be reconciled to Zionism 
and that all hope of a unitary bi-national state in Palestine was dead. In 
August 1936 the British government appointed a Royal Commission under 
Lord Peel to inquire into the causes of the disturbances and to suggest rem-
edies, but the unrest was so serious that the Commission did not arrive in 
Palestine to begin to interview witnesses—among them Weizmann and Hajj 
Amin al-Husayni—until November (Figures 12.4—12.6). The Commission’s 
400-page report, issued in July 1937, surveyed virtually every aspect of the 
territory’s life, but only two conclusions truly mattered. The first was that 
the mandate was unworkable and would have to be abandoned. The report 
was entirely unambiguous on that score. ‘The obligations Britain undertook 
towards the Arabs and the Jews some twenty years ago’ may have lost none 
of their ‘moral or legal weight’, but ‘they have proved irreconcilable’. ‘To put 
it in one sentence, we cannot—in Palestine as it now is—both concede the 
Arab claim to self-government and secure the establishment of the Jewish 
National Home.’ The argument that the Arabs would grow reconciled to 
Jewish immigration as it brought prosperity to the country had been proven 
false; to the contrary, economic improvement and efforts at conciliation had 
merely deepened communal antagonism. Both communities had become 
irredeemably ‘national’, and ‘to maintain that Palestinian citizenship has any 
moral meaning is a mischievous pretense’. The separate educational systems 
had become ‘schools of nationalism’; violent outbreaks had become com-
mon; efforts ‘to enforce respect for law and order have proved ineffectual’. 
Moreover, ‘it seems probable that the situation, bad as it now is, will grow 
worse’, for Palestinian Arab claims to sovereignty and pressures to grant 
refuge to Europe’s hard-pressed Jews could only grow stronger. No consti-
tutional settlement could possibly reconcile the two sides; instead, ‘peace, 
order and good government can only be maintained . . . by a rigorous system 
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of repression’. ‘The moral objections to maintaining a system of govern-
ment by constant repression are self-evident’, and practically too the policy 
would lead nowhere. It would further exacerbate relations between Arabs 
and Jews; it would damage British interests and British prestige in the world; 
it would ‘mean the gradual alienation of two peoples who are traditionally 
our friends’. No more devastating indictment of the mandate could have 
been imagined.69

Indeed, so desperate was the situation, so deep the wound, that a more 
drastic remedy—a ‘surgical cut’—might be necessary. The frank avowal of 
failure set the stage for the Commission’s explosive second finding. As there 
was no hope of lasting peace in Palestine under the mandate, ‘the Government 
should take the appropriate steps for the termination of the present Mandate 
on the basis of Partition’. Such a plan, obviously, would be replete with dif-
ficulties, yet it alone offered some chance of meeting the national aspira-
tions of both communities. A further inquiry on the ground would work 

Figure 12.4 Members of the Palestine Royal Commission at the King David 
Hotel, Jerusalem. From left: Sir Harold Morris, Professor Reginald Coupland, 
Lord Peel (Chairman), Sir Horace Rumbold (Vice Chairman), Sir Laurie 
Hammond, Sir Morris Carter, J. M. Martin (Secretary to the Commission), and 
Mr Heathcote-Amory (Secretary to Peel).
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the details out; provisionally, however, the Commission suggested that the 
northern coastal areas and Galilee become a Jewish state, the interior and 
the Negev be joined to Abdullah’s Transjordan as an Arab state, and a final 
region around Jerusalem with a corridor to the sea remain under mandate. 
Adjustments and inducements would be necessary. Since the Jewish popu-
lation was better off and the Jewish state would contain the better land, it 
should provide a subvention to the Arab state. Some economic benefits 
would need to be shared and trade relations regularized. Most critically, 
since the Commission carved out a Jewish state of a certain size by includ-
ing districts inhabited by some 225,000 Arabs (compared with only 1,250 
Jews in the proposed Arab state), those lands and populations would need to 
be transferred, with the understanding that often ‘in the last resort the 
exchange would be compulsory’.70

Partition had been in the air for some time and was after all a tried and 
true imperial method of abating communal strife through ‘territorializa-
tion’.71 In Ireland, however, partition had been used to give territorial expres-
sion to a communal division that was three hundred years old, while in 
Palestine it was proposed to create a state for a community that, while pos-
sessing an indisputable historical connection to, and an unbroken presence 

Figure 12.5 Chaim Weizmann arriving to give evidence to the Royal Commission.
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in, Palestine, had recently made up no more than 10 per cent of the popula-
tion. True, that population was now rapidly expanding, but because Jews 
needed refuge from European—not Arab—violence and hatred. The Peel 
Commission admitted this, but pointed out that while the sacrifice demanded 
of Palestine’s Arabs might be great, ‘it is not only the people of that country 
that have to be considered’. For:

The Jewish Problem is not the least of the many problems which are disturb-
ing international relations at this critical time and obstructing the path to 
peace and prosperity. If the Arabs at some sacrifice could help to solve that 
problem, they would earn the gratitude not of the Jews alone but of all the 
Western World.72

That the Royal Commission would in the end conclude that Arabs should 
‘sacrifice’ to solve a ‘problem’ of European invention should not surprise; 
nor should the fact that the Arab national movement rejected this call to 
sacrifice. More revealing is the response of the Mandates Commission to 
the Peel plan.

The Commission was very discontented with the British government 
by the summer of 1937. As the Colonial Office warned the Palestine 

Figure 12.6 Hajj Amin al-Husayni after giving evidence to the Royal Commission.

Pedersen, Susan. The Guardians : The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire, Oxford University Press, 2015. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=2055006.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 00:06:29.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



380 the guardians

administration, its members were itching to interrogate them about the 
causes and handling of the rising and had only reluctantly agreed to wait until 
the Royal Commission reported.73 When that inquiry dragged on and the 
Commission’s proposed special session had to be repeatedly postponed, Foreign 
Minister Anthony Eden had ‘considerable difficulty . . . avoiding an open dis-
pute’ with Orts at the League Council.74 Under the leadership of Orts and 
Rappard, and with Theodoli kept in Rome by Mussolini’s anti-League policy, 
the Commission had also become more strongly Zionist, the Spaniard Palacios 
being now the only Arab sympathizer. And all members—including Orts, 
Rappard, Dannevig, the new Dutch member Van Asbeck, and indeed Palacios 
himself—were anxious about the violence in Palestine and profoundly wor-
ried about the deteriorating situation of Europe’s Jews. In early July 1937, when 
the Royal Commission’s report was finally ready, it was sent directly to the 
PMC members.75 With the grudging consent of the House of Commons, 
Ormsby-Gore gathered his officials and headed for Geneva.76

He found the PMC ‘deluged with propaganda’, with Weizmann (cau-
tiously pro-partition), Rabbi Stephen Wise (anti-partition), and an Arab 
 delegation including the Mufti’s kinsman Jamal al-Husayni (adamantly 
opposed) all in town, and the British papers and the Geneva press corps 
poised for action.77 Behind the scenes, too, a great deal of negotiation was 
going on. Orts had met twice with Nahum Goldmann in June, and in 
another two-hour meeting with him in late July, right before the PMC 
session opened, he made clear his commitment to the Zionist cause. As 
Goldmann reported, Orts had agreed wholeheartedly that the Zionists 
‘could not possibly agree to anything which would make us a permanent 
minority in the country’, and had asked what policy the Zionists would 
prefer. When told that the desiderata was either for the mandate to be 
applied ‘in the manner it was intended’ or for a Jewish state to be set up in 
all areas west of the Jordan (a policy that ‘would represent no injustice to the 
Arabs’ as they had been given Transjordan already), Orts replied that those 
two options were not presently possible, but that the Jewish state suggested 
by the Royal Commission was ‘ridiculously small in relation to the problem 
with which we had to deal’ and should certainly be enlarged to include the 
whole coastal area from Lebanon to Egypt and the Negev. He also expressed 
great interest in a possible population transfer and was very impressed to 
hear that a million Jews might be settled if those 225,000 Arabs could be 
removed. He had asked for a memorandum on this point, ‘as he thought this 
would be of considerable importance for the Mandates Commission’.78 
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Weizmann, heartened, sent Orts a copy of his in camera evidence to the 
Royal Commission and several letters making the case for additional land, 
including the Negev.79

The PMC’s session opened on 30 July and lasted until 18 August, with 
Ormsby-Gore present for eleven of twenty-four of its meetings and Hathorn 
Hall, former Chief Secretary of the Palestine administration, for fully eight-
een. In this tense atmosphere—‘the Mandates Commission very critical & 
difficult, the Jews bad and the Arabs impossible’—Ormsby-Gore tried to 
muster support for partition.80 For seventeen years, he told them, the British 
had sought, without success, to reconcile Arab and Jewish aspirations, and 
current conditions—the urgent search for Jewish refuge in the face of 
European anti-Semitism, the growing force of Arab nationalism—made any 
prospect of success recede further. Partition was ‘the best and most hopeful 
solution’ to this deadlock, and he asked the Commission simply to author-
ize Britain to investigate options and return with a scheme. A summary of 
Ormsby-Gore’s opening statement was released to the press, and he then 
settled down to face almost two weeks of interrogation (Figure 12.7).81

Figure 12.7 William Ormsby-Gore (seated in the middle of the front table) 
before the Mandates Commission’s special session on Palestine, 1937.
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382 the guardians

After it was all over, Ormsby-Gore wrote a long, perceptive summary 
for High Commissioner Wauchope. Orts, Rappard, Van Asbeck, Dannevig, 
and Lugard’s successor, Malcolm Hailey, dominated the proceedings, and 
there was no disguising that all but Hailey were ‘strongly prejudiced in 
favour of the Jews and against the Arabs’. They were ‘particularly resentful’ 
of the involvement of the Arab states (as, indeed, was Weizmann),82 and Iraqi 
claims to represent the Palestinians made them ‘all the crosser’. Ormsby-Gore 
had great difficulty leading them to view Palestine as part of a regional sys-
tem at all, for they saw it almost entirely as a ‘refuge for persecuted Jews of 
Central Europe’. They were thus ‘vividly conscious’ that Poland, an impor-
tant member of the Council, wanted to get ‘as many Jews out of Poland and 
into Palestine as possible’. (Indeed, the Polish Foreign Ministry was busy 
calculating the number of Jews that could be shoehorned into the Jewish 
area and lobbying for it to include the Negev as well.)83 The Commission’s 
main interest in partition was the opportunity it offered of transferring 
Arabs out of any Jewish territory and into Transjordan. ‘I was asked endless 
questions on this subject,’ Ormsby-Gore wrote to Wauchope.84

Once the PMC had started their private discussions, Hailey wrote to 
Ormsby-Gore to say that he thought he could persuade the Commission to 
authorize Britain to explore all options, including partition.85 Yet, it was 
quite clear to Ormsby-Gore that no member—not even Hailey—had much 
faith in the ability of either the Arabs or the Jews to govern themselves, still 
less to treat the other group fairly.86 And indeed, while the Commission did 
grudgingly permit Britain to explore various options, its report forthrightly 
opposed the immediate creation of two independent states, pointing out 
that neither could possibly meet the minimal requirements of administrative 
and defensive capacity that the PMC had laid down for Iraq. There would 
have to be ‘a prolongation of the period of political apprenticeship’, whether 
this took the form of cantonization or of Britain holding two separate man-
dates for the prospective Arab and Jewish states.87

Indeed, what had absorbed the Commission was less the prospects for 
the future than the errors of the past. Although Ormsby-Gore insisted that 
repression had if anything worsened communal antagonisms, the bulk of 
the Commission refused to believe him. With the Zionists, they argued 
that what had failed was Britain’s policy of ‘extreme conciliation’; had the 
mandatory power been firmer in support of ‘the mandate’—by which 
they meant in support of Jewish immigration—violence might never have 
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 when internationalism stopped working 383

broken out. What had caused all the trouble, Baron van Asbeck insisted, 
was the view that the mandate contained a ‘dual obligation’ when its orig-
inal purpose had clearly been to create a Jewish state in which non-Jews 
would be protected as minorities—a declaration of ‘original intent’ in 
keeping with the humanitarian needs of the 1930s but at odds with virtu-
ally every official statement Britain had made. If one were to see it as a 
blueprint for a Jewish state, van Asbeck argued, the mandate was perfectly 
workable, ‘provided, however, that a strong government was imposed on 
the country’.88 That the British had not imposed such a government was 
taken as given; indeed, the Commission’s wholesale endorsement of repres-
sive measures shocked some readers when the minutes of the session were 
published and makes for strange reading today.89 According to Rappard, 
Orts, Van Asbeck, and Dannevig (and, in retirement, Lord Lugard),90 the 
administration should have imposed martial law immediately; it should 
have replaced Arab policemen, imported more troops, and armed Jews; it 
should have exercised stricter censorship and shut down opposition news-
papers; it should have arrested and tried the Arab officials who sent a peti-
tion critical of government policy; it should have imposed the death 
penalty more readily; it should have threatened to bomb villages that har-
boured rebels.

Dragged back to Geneva towards the close of the session to give his opin-
ion about whether such a policy might have successfully deterred Arab 
violence, Ormsby-Gore emphatically said it would not. To the contrary, 
ruthless treatment would likely spread Muslim-Jewish antagonism beyond 
Palestine and was in any case unjust. There genuinely were two communi-
ties in Palestine, and no amount of legalistic interpretation of an inherently 
ambiguous founding text could make one disappear or reconcile their con-
flicting, but both legitimate, claims. Nor could that be done by force—at 
least, not by a democratic government. ‘For better or worse, the people of 
Great Britain were a liberal and democratic people,’ Ormsby-Gore insisted, 
and would not ‘for long be persuaded to use military force to settle a con-
flict between right and right.’91 An entirely new, robustly political, approach 
was necessary.

And yet, throughout the process, Ormsby-Gore—and, in the Council, 
Anthony Eden—never ceased to acknowledge the League’s authority or 
appeal for its aid. The British government could not work out a partition 
plan without the League’s approval, they stated; only with strong League 
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384 the guardians

support had Britain some hope of securing Arab and Jewish collaboration.92 
That attempt to win international backing made sense, for with strong 
international and domestic support Britain could perhaps have forced 
through the Peel plan, but it was not successful. For the dominant view in 
Geneva, as in the House of Commons, was that partition was unacceptably 
unfair to the Jews—this despite the fact that it was the Arabs who unambig-
uously rejected it and that many Zionists (persuaded, unlike the British, that 
the Yishuv could survive, and eager to have Britain handle the tricky task of 
forcible population transfer) had themselves cautiously turned favourable.93 
Nahum Goldmann was strenuously supportive from the start, believing the 
plan offered the only real prospect of providing refuge to a considerable 
number of Jews. Weizmann too came to realize that if partition failed some-
thing better was unlikely to follow. Yet his carping response, not to mention 
his very success in persuading his Gentile supporters in London and Geneva 
that the main problem was not the mandate itself but British weakness in 
enforcing it, lessened the interest of those fellow-travellers in a proposal that, 
at least in some measure, recognized and sought to reconcile both Jewish and 
Arab claims.94

Internationalization alone did not doom the partition plan—the hostile 
parliamentary response was important too95—but the PMC’s obvious scep-
ticism certainly contributed to its demise. Unsurprisingly, at its session 
the following year the PMC spent much of its time reviewing the admin-
istration’s anti-terrorism measures and criticizing its immigration restric-
tions.96 Weizmann had protested to Ormsby-Gore that any departure from 
the old principle of basing immigration on ‘economic absorptive capacity’ 
was a violation of the mandate.97 When Ormsby-Gore refused to budge, 
Weizmann appealed to Rappard ‘in extremis . . . to defend the principles of 
elementary justice and political decency’.98 The PMC did not disappoint, 
reporting to the Council that it considered the mandate had been 
 ‘partially suspended’, since ‘some of its essential objects’ were not being 
pursued.99 Of course, one might say that many of the mandate’s ostensible 
objects were not being pursued, among them the development of self- 
governing institutions and (since the territory was under virtual lockdown) 
the protection of the local population’s civil rights, but this was not 
what the Commission had in mind. The British government replied that 
it could not agree that its immigration controls amounted to ‘a partial 
suspension of the mandate’, but the meaning of that text had long passed 
out of its hands.100
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Britain against the League: the 1939 White Paper

The slow death of the partition plan, still under fruitless consideration 
through the autumn of 1938, left the British with the unenviable task of 
administering a mandate they had publicly declared unworkable under the 
full glare of the hostile publicity of the League, the House of Commons, the 
Zionists, and Arab nationalists alike. Publicly, the government put a brave 
face on the disaster. In May 1938 Ormsby-Gore—‘a broken reed’ in Blanche 
Dugdale’s words101—went off to the House of Lords as Lord Harlech, leav-
ing his successor Malcolm MacDonald (Ramsay MacDonald’s able son) to 
bury the partition plan, supervise the final crushing of the Arab Revolt with 
policies quite as draconian as the most avid anti-terrorist could wish, and 
then bring together the new High Commissioner, Harold MacMichael, and 
the Foreign and Colonial Office staffs to devise a new policy.

Jabotinsky’s New Zionist Organization, now in a ‘marriage of conveni-
ence’ with the Polish government, thought that Poland, surely a more 
important ally than a coterie of dependent Arab states, could put pressure 
on the British to keep the gates of Palestine open. Ben-Gurion understood, 
however, that such lobbying would likely be viewed as ‘a case of pogromists 
preaching morality’ and would only be counter-productive.102 For by 1938 
it was obvious to all that anti-Semitism, and not a concern for the aspira-
tions of its Jewish citizens, was driving Polish, like German, policy. Meeting 
with Nahum Goldmann’s colleague Meir Kahany in Geneva in November 
1938, just after the Kristallnacht pogroms in Germany, Poland’s representa-
tive to the League, Titus Komarnicki, revealed that his government admired 
Germany’s success in expelling Jews and hoped to follow suit. Kahany tried 
to persuade him that such extremism was a tactical error. Poland, by speak-
ing in the name of three and a half million Jewish citizens, had a strong 
claim to influence international policy towards Palestine, but if it said that 
other lands had to be opened up as well, all hope of Western cooperation 
would vanish. Komarnicki retorted that his government was convinced 
that with Germany, Italy, Poland, and all other East European regimes of 
one mind both on colonial revision and on the Jewish question, England 
would be forced to give way. Jews would have to suffer a good deal if the 
Western powers failed to arrange their emigration, he warned, for Poland 
would then be ‘forced to take legal measures to make the situation of the 
Jewish diaspora [Zuflucht] in Poland as difficult as possible’. The fact that 
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386 the guardians

only a shocking (unerhört) pogrom had produced action on the problem of 
Germany’s Jews was the sorry proof ‘that the Western powers would only 
grant concessions when forced by acts of violence’.103

If this was true, however, Britain’s concerns about Arab violence in 
Palestine ultimately trumped their worries about European violence against 
Jews. As the Foreign Office understood, Britain had nothing to gain by con-
ciliating East European anti-Semites, especially since—should the Germans 
actually turn on the Poles—Poland would have no alternative but to be on 
Britain’s side. If war was coming, however, and it now looked likely it was, 
Britain would need to be able to rely on its Arab client states and to reduce 
its troop commitments in Palestine. In the spring of 1939 Britain thus invited 
not only Palestine’s warring parties but the neighbouring Arab states as well 
to a Round Table conference aimed at forcing a new settlement. Out of that 
consultation arose, as we know, the White Paper of May 1939—a document 
that, while allowing entry to a further 75,000 Jews (a figure close to that of 
the entire Jewish population of Palestine in 1919), proposed to make all 
subsequent entry subject to Arab consent and envisaged the creation of a 
unitary state in Palestine within ten years.104 Although the Jewish minority 
was to be protected, this would be an Arab and not a ‘bi-national’ state. 
There would be no Jewish state in Palestine.

The White Paper was rejected by the Arabs as inadequate (despite some 
arguments in favour of acceptance), and since it would have entailed a 
permanent minority status for Jews in an independent Palestine, was 
anathema to the Zionists as well (Figure 12.8). Malcolm MacDonald, once 
Weizmann’s conduit to his father, was reviled as a traitor—his name linked, 
in Weizmann’s correspondence, with ‘Jewish detractors, from Pharaoh 
to  Hitler’.105 This was not quite fair: records of the Interdepartmental 
Committee that hammered out the Round Table policy reveal MacDonald 
striving to keep open the possibility of continued Jewish immigration and 
an eventual Jewish state against the advice of his officials, most of whom 
wanted Britain to declare forthrightly that it would no longer be bound 
by what his Under-Secretary the Marquis of Dufferin called ‘Lord Balfour’s 
error of judgement’. Britain, they insisted, should now come to terms 
with the Arabs—including, if necessary, with the Mufti himself. (‘But His 
Majesty’s Government cannot treat with instigators of murder!’ the High 
Commissioner exclaimed. ‘On the contrary,’ retorted the Colonial Office’s 
Sir Grattan Bushe, ‘peace in Ireland was made by a treaty between Cabinet 
Ministers and “murderers.” ’)
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MacDonald would not go this far. The government was hoping to buy just 
a few years of peace, he told his officials, not to craft a lasting settlement.106 He 
did, however, think it both wrong and politically imprudent to coerce 
Palestine’s Arab population forever, and understood that, with war threaten-
ing, the friendship of the Arab states might be a more valuable asset than the 
crippled League’s approbation. For the first time, British ministers thus made 
it clear that they would not defer to the League. The government was certain 
that their new policy was reconcilable with the mandate, Lord Dufferin stated 
in the Lords, but if the League Council were to take a different view the gov-
ernment ‘would immediately ask the Council to alter the Mandate so as to 
bring it into accordance with the policy laid down in the White Paper’. No 
one, he concluded pointedly, should have ‘a shadow of hope that this policy 
will not go through’.107 Legalism would have to bow to politics in the end.

Opponents of the White Paper looked to the League for salvation none-
theless. Hostile amendments were introduced in both Houses urging 
Parliament to defer its vote on the White Paper until the Mandates 
Commission had had a chance to express its view, and while the govern-
ment forced approval through the Commons in late May anyway, Churchill, 

Figure 12.8 ‘Tear up the evil decree’. The demonstration against the White Paper, 
Jerusalem, 18 May 1939.
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388 the guardians

Amery, and nearly one hundred other prominent Conservatives withheld 
their support—a larger dissenting bloc than had broken with Chamberlain 
over Munich.108 In Geneva, Rappard girded himself for a fight. The Mandates 
Commission had been ‘trailing along’ behind government policy for years, 
he told R. A. Butler, the Foreign Office Under-Secretary, and ‘many of its 
members’ wished to ‘save their self-respect by stating their position a little 
more clearly this time’.109 Weizmann, who had already met with Rappard 
and Orts and had a Dutch friend lobby Van Asbeck,110 now sent Rappard a 
final appeal. The government was ‘flouting both the League and public 
opinion’; the PMC was now ‘the only body still left in this distracted world 
which has courage and [is] capable of an independent judgment’.111

The PMC’s three-week session opened in Geneva on 8 June 1939. One 
week later Malcolm MacDonald arrived to defend his policy. Britain had 
kept its pledge to the Jews, he insisted, for a community numbering some 
80,000 at the beginning of the mandate had grown to 450,000. The ‘National 
Home’ was established, and while the mandate did not preclude its further 
development into a Jewish state, it did not require such a development 
either, nor was it a violation of the mandate for Britain to refuse to impose 
such a state on Palestine against the will of its Arab inhabitants. Britain had 
tried hard to secure Arab consent to the Zionist project but it had failed. To 
the contrary, Arab opposition had swelled into a ‘wide, patriotic national 
protest’. ‘Sooner or later,’ MacDonald told the PMC, ‘the time must come 
when the mandatory Power, which is charged to safeguard “the rights and 
position” of the Arabs, is duty bound to take serious note of this passionate 
protest.’112 It could not just ‘slay large numbers of Arabs’ indefinitely, espe-
cially when the Covenant had clearly envisaged that the mandate was to be 
temporary. ‘It was impossible to set one’s face against the whole spirit of the 
twentieth century, which in many countries was a steady movement towards 
self-government.’113

Most of the PMC, however, flatly disagreed. Palacios had been unable to 
attend this crucial meeting, and in his absence Rappard, Orts, Van Asbeck, 
and Dannevig dominated the questioning. All were not only hostile to 
MacDonald’s policy but frankly dismissive of his claim that the right to self- 
government envisaged under Article 22 of the Covenant applied to Palestine’s 
Arabs anyway. It was not possible for two peoples to be granted the ‘rights 
of a free people’ in a single territory, Rappard stated, so the ‘civil and reli-
gious rights’ guaranteed to Arabs under the mandate must not include the 
right to political development. By contrast, Dannevig stated, the pledge to 
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the Jews was part of the peace agreement; thus, even if that pledge ‘was 
clearly against the will of the Arabs, they had to submit to it’.114 The fact that 
the Arabs were self-evidently not submitting was no reason to change course. 
She was sorry she had ever supported British plans to introduce self-governing 
institutions in Palestine, Dannevig told MacDonald. She now thought 
self-government a very long way off indeed—perhaps fifty or one hundred 
years, not five or ten.115

The PMC was clearly hostile, but would it publicly condemn British 
policy? When the official representatives withdrew, four of the seven mem-
bers—Rappard, Dannevig, Van Asbeck, and Orts—were eager that it do so. 
The fact that it did not (quite) was owing to the intervention of one man, 
Sir Maurice Hankey, who had just retired as Cabinet Secretary and had 
been hastily (and, for some Labour MPs, entirely inappropriately) appointed 
as British member following Lord Hailey’s sudden resignation only a few 
weeks earlier.116 This was Hankey’s first—and, as it would turn out, only—
PMC session; he was by his own admission ill-prepared; and Weizmann 
expected him, as a neophyte, to cut no ice.117 But Hankey was a skilled 
political operator with a rooted mistrust of the League. In 1919, after all, he 
had concluded that ‘the British Empire is worth a thousand Leagues of 
Nations’ and had turned down Lloyd George’s offer to become the organ-
ization’s first Secretary General.118 Now, he had no intention of letting 
Rappard, Dannevig (‘the old “School Marm” ’), or Orts (‘the most bigoted 
and intransigent of the whole narrow-minded, legalistic crew’) slap his 
empire’s wrist.119 When the Commission tried to exclude Hankey from the 
committee appointed to draft a report, he declined to leave; when it voted 
four-to-three to issue majority and minority reports and have done with it, 
he flatly refused to accept the vote.

Over four days of argument, Hankey wore his colleagues down. It was 
hard going. Rappard was ‘desperately keen on publishing his Report 
denouncing the White Paper’, Hankey reported to MacDonald, and Orts, 
Dannevig, and Van Asbeck were lined up behind him. Only the French and 
Portuguese members thought the White Paper policy right, and not even 
they felt comfortable simply asserting that it was in conformity with the 
mandate. For a time it looked as if the Commission would issue three sep-
arate reports, an outcome Hankey said would make them all look ridicu-
lous. By tea-time on the third day, the majority began to crack.120 In place 
of the fierce denunciation Rappard intended, the report simply stated that 
while the White Paper was not in accord with the interpretation the PMC 
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390 the guardians

had hitherto placed on the mandate, the Commission could not decide 
whether it was contrary to the mandate itself. Four members felt that it was 
while three did not—and with that the Commission referred the Council 
to the minutes for the members’ different views.121

In this battle with his fellows, and especially in a long speech not published 
in the minutes, Hankey argued, in essence, that politics mattered. When 
Rappard and Orts insisted that the PMC was a technical body, charged 
only to interpret text, and therefore need not consider the worsening situ-
ation in Palestine itself, Hankey retorted that this position was naive and 
even immoral. As a political creation intervening in a charged field, the 
Commission was obliged to consider the context within which it acted; 
should it fail to do so, it would bear a share of responsibility if bloodshed 
ensued. Moreover, even on the narrow issue of the proper interpretation of 
the mandate, he charged, the PMC had been far too legalistic and rigid. The 
Commission behaved as if the mandate could be made workable if it was 
given an authoritative interpretation but if anything the opposite was true, 
for the simple reason that only the text’s ambiguity, intentional from the out-
set, could allow for adjustments of policy as conditions changed. The essence 
of good government, after all, was adaptability; governments were right, not 
weak, to tack when the winds changed.122 The British government’s written 
response to the PMC’s report reiterated just these points. It was the govern-
ment’s ‘clear duty’ to attend to political conditions and to adjust its policy 
accordingly. The mandate, ‘drawn up at a time when future developments 
could not be foreseen’, had been ‘naturally worded in the most general terms’ 
precisely so that it could be flexibly applied ‘in accordance with the funda-
mental principles of good government’. And one such principle, surely, was 
that ‘government should be not by force but by consent’.123

Few of the League’s dwindling band of supporters in the summer of 1939 
accepted this justification. They wanted to resist Hitler, not pacify Palestine, 
and hoped the League would take a strong stance in defence of the Jews. 
The PMC majority’s condemnation of the White Paper heartened them. 
Nahum Goldmann, speaking to the Zionist Congress in Geneva on 18 
August, called it ‘a ray of light’.124 Now desperate to strengthen its Middle 
East alliances and willing to ignore the crippled League, the British govern-
ment imposed the White Paper anyway. As a tool of reconciliation, however, 
it was a failure, for it infuriated Zionists in Palestine and abroad without in 
any measure ‘appeasing’ Palestine’s Arabs. Indeed, what was most significant 
about the 1939 White Paper was simply its belatedness, for it imposed a 
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policy that all Palestine High Commissioners, the Foreign Office, and even 
one or two Colonial Secretaries, had favoured at least since 1929. That the 
British found it impossible to change course earlier, and thus that the Yishuv 
went into the crucible of the Second World War with the demographic 
capacity to surmount later challenges, was due not only to the Zionist 
movement’s superior political skills and the sentiments of the House of 
Commons. It was due also, in some measure, to the political inflexibility and 
stasis created by the dynamic of competitive internationalization, and to the 
Permanent Mandates Commission of the League of Nations.

* * *

On 8 December 1938, when the partition proposal was in its death throes, 
the House of Lords debated the government’s new plan for a Round 
Table conference. Since so many colonial administrators wound up their 
careers in the Lords, several prominent architects of Britain’s Palestine 
policy were in the chamber. There were moments of recrimination and 
self-justification. Lord Snell read passages from his decade-old Minority 
Report on the Shaw Commission to show he had been right all along. 
Herbert Samuel defended his even older decision to appoint Hajj Amin 
al-Husayni as Mufti of Jerusalem. Yet, by the ferocious standard of parlia-
mentary debates on Palestine, the tone was melancholy and rather mild, 
imbued as it was with the realization that many in the room had acted with 
sincerity and what they thought was impartiality, but had nevertheless failed. 
Ormsby-Gore, who was quite possibly the most capable interwar Colonial 
Secretary but who nevertheless ended his term of office humiliated and 
diminished, tried to shift a portion of the blame in the direction of Geneva. 
The mandate text ‘has been the bane of all administration by successive 
governments in Palestine’. It had forced Britain to continue policies it had 
already learned were unworkable; worse, it was accompanied by a legalistic 
oversight apparatus that made flexible decision-making impossible. He 
knew the Cabinet had been precipitate in their adoption of partition, he 
said, but ‘the parties at Geneva had adjourned and demanded from the 
Mandatory Power an immediate explanation of their policy and an imme-
diate statement. I had to go hot foot to Geneva, which was waiting . . . in 
order to produce something.’125 The need to placate ‘Geneva’, in other 
words, had started to drive Palestine policy itself.

One can understand the noble Lords’ frustration, but their shackles were 
of their own making. Ormsby-Gore had helped draft the Balfour Declaration, 
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392 the guardians

and he and Herbert Samuel had helped secure its incorporation into the 
mandate text. All British governments had worked hard to enhance the 
prestige of that document and of the consultative and oversight bodies in 
Geneva. That attempt to construct, and then defer to, international author-
ity was part of a wider effort to reconcile imperial interests and Wilsonian 
values, and in Tanganyika, Togo, and even Iraq, that effort paid off. When it 
came to Palestine, however, that strategy of internationalization backfired, 
for the simple reason that it made any shift in policy almost impossible. In 
the early 1920s Britain had forced the PMC (initially against its own better 
judgement) to treat the implausible claim that the Balfour pledge did not 
damage Arab interests as a ‘fact’—but, once the PMC had done so, and had 
issued fifteen years of assessments and judgements on that basis, that claim 
took on the status of ‘law’. Britain’s persistent efforts after 1929 to change 
course thus only exposed it to the PMC’s reprimands—chastisements it 
could not easily flout without undermining its status as the mainstay of the 
League and a guardian of international law.

Until 1939, Britain thus put the League first, deferring less to the Zionists 
per se than to an ostensibly global institution that nonetheless saw the world 
through indelibly European eyes. The Zionist project, although initially 
divisive, came to speak to many European interests—to anti-Semitic regimes 
eager to reduce their Jewish populations, to liberals horrified by Nazi doc-
trines and seeking refuge for Jews, to a Mandates Commission eager to do 
what it could to aid in that refugee crisis, and to Eastern European Jews 
inspired by the nation-building project. Indeed, precisely because of its mul-
tivalent Western appeal, the Zionist project in Palestine came to be seen as 
the quintessential League effort, a test of the capacity of ‘the international’ 
to reshape the global order in line with ostensibly textually defined but 
often politically determined collective norms. How one evaluates that pro-
ject depends entirely on where one stands in relation to what Ormsby-Gore 
so presciently called the ‘battle between right and right’. British patronage, 
maintained through international pressure long past the sell-by date of 
British interest, enabled some members of the European Jewish diaspora to 
find refuge in Palestine from the hatred of non-Jewish fellow Europeans, 
but at the cost of subjecting an existing population initially quite uninter-
ested in that quarrel and afire with those same ideals of self-determination. 
It is hard to imagine that, absent the League, the British would have sup-
ported the Zionist project for so long, especially once Britain’s global and 
regional interests favoured another direction.
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By the time Britain repudiated the Palestine mandate, the mandates 
 system was already in crisis. France had given Alexandretta to Turkey, in 
direct violation of the Syrian mandate, refusing to allow the Commission 
even to discuss the question. Japan had formally incorporated the South Sea 
mandated islands. All mandatory powers were ‘imperializing’ their African 
holdings, drawing mandates and colonies into closer strategic and economic 
cooperation as global antagonisms worsened. Britain, as the system’s main 
author and beneficiary, was the last to break faith, but when the logic of 
interest became irresistible, Britain too made clear that imperial imperatives, 
and not League doctrine, would drive policy.

In Geneva the shaken smaller powers realized what was happening, and 
stopped clamouring for League positions and perks. In 1938, the German, 
Italian, and Japanese members having withdrawn, the Council had been pes-
tered by states—notably Poland—eager to take over their seats on the 
Mandates Commission. By the spring of 1939, however, those requests had 
dried up. The director of the Mandates Section, Edouard de Haller, wrote to 
the Secretary General, Joseph Avenol, that in April the Council had asked 
him to look into the problem of PMC membership, but while ‘in normal 
times this announcement would have led to demands from various quarters’, 
they had heard ‘no comment at all’. ‘This silence is a bit embarrassing.’126 
The mandates system was ending.
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