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David Ben-Gurion and the ‘Arab question’ 
	

	

Introduction 

The relationship between Arabs and Jews in Palestine has been an issue for every statesman in 

Israel. For David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first Prime Minister, this question had made him brood and 

ponder for many years before the State of Israel was a reality. When the Zionists came to Palestine, 

four approaches to deal with the local population appeared among the Zionist movements; (1) 

Saying that there was no problem and belittle the issue; (2) Recognizing, that there was a conflict 

with a local population, and that some negotiation would be necessary; (3) Saying that there will be 

a conflict, and if the Arabs attacked, the Zionists would fight them; (4) Accepting that the Arabs 

would never accept the Jews and forgetting about the dream of a Jewish homeland. At the 

beginning of the 20th century until 1948, David Ben-Gurion went through several of these 

approaches before ending with the third.  

 A great deal of literature has been written about Zionism and the Arabs in Palestine. 

Shabtai Teveth’s book “Ben Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs” from 1985 deals directly with the 

Ben-Gurion and his handling of the Arab population of Palestine. Teveth describes the father of 

Israel as a man who developed with the building of the Jewish state, and who had to reevaluate 

himself and his values when the fate of Zionism was in trouble. Teveth gives great insight into the 

mind of Ben-Gurion by having gone through the leader’s personal letters, protocols from party 

meetings and so forth. Anita Shapira’s “Land and Power” from 1992 takes the reader through an 

overall analysis of the ethos used by the Zionist leaders. Also, David Ben-Gurion's many 

biographies, letters, personally written diaries and memoirs serve as great sources on and gives 

great insight into how the statesman dealt with the ‘Arab question,' from when he first touched the 

land of Palestine to when the State of Israel was founded in 1948. 

This article will answer the question: ‘How did David Ben-Gurion deal with the ‘Arab 

question’ up to the declaration of the State of Israel in 1948?’ The article will be divided into four 

sections dealing with four periods of Ben-Gurion’s life and the changes in his thinking about the 

Palestinian Arabs. From 1906 to 1918, when Ben-Gurion first came to Palestine and recognized, 

that there was a fundamental conflict between Jews and Arabs in the area. From 1918 to 1929, 

when he would deny that any conflict between Jews and Arabs existed and that Arabs had no right 
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to deny the Jews immigration to build on the empty land. From 1929 to 1936, Ben-Gurion again 

recognized an actual conflict between Jews and Arabs but felt it could be resolved through 

negotiations among Jewish and Arab leaders. From 1936 to 1948, when the soon to be Prime 

Minister of Israel recognized the conflict as fundamental, and that the only way for the Jews to gain 

a free and independent state was to defend themselves against the Arabs – with violence if needed.  

 

1906-1918: David Ben-Gurion’s first meeting with Palestine 

David Ben-Gurion was only 20 years old when he boarded a Russian ship with Palestine as his 

destination in 1906. He had been born in Plonsk in Poland in 1886, and throughout his youth, he 

described himself as a Zionist1. He arrived in Jaffa, carried from the boat to land by an Arab2, 

during the second wave of Aliya (1904-19143) with no concerns for the already existing population 

of 700.000 people – where only 55.000 were Jewish4. Ben-Gurion spent this first part of his time in 

Palestine visiting the Jewish population and having his first political experiences and ideas for the 

immigration of Jews to Palestine in the newly founded socialist party Poalei Zion, without giving 

much thought to the Arabs, their culture or social problems.  

 Before leaving for Palestine, Ben-Gurion had destined himself to be a Labor Zionist. 

The World Zionist Organization had been established in 1897 to work for a Jewish homeland as a 

reaction to the rise in antisemitism in Europe. Since then several factions developed within. The 

three major factions were Labor Zionism, Liberal Zionism and Revisionist Zionism. Labor Zionism 

originated in Eastern Europe, the area where Ben-Gurion had been born. The movement was 

socialistic in its views, and their general idea was that Jews should prosper a piece of land as 

farmers and workers and that this was the only way to create a Jewish state5. Liberal Zionism was 

initially the general view within the World Zionist Organization, originating in Central Europe. 

Their views were consistent with the views of the typical middle class and a belief in capitalism and 

private property6. Revisionist Zionism came a little later as a revised version of the two first 

factions. The revisionist faction was founded by Russian Ze'ev Jabotinsky, whose principles were 

																																																								
1 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 3-4 
2 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 6 
3 Gorny, Zionism and the Arabs, 12 
4 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 10 
5 Gorny, Zionism and the Arabs, 66 
6 Gorny, Zionism and the Arabs, 57 
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nationalistic and who believed that the sole goal of Zionism was the creation of a Jewish state in 

Palestine7.  

 David Ben-Gurion was never a believer in the historical or religious right to the 

‘Jewish homeland’ in Palestine. And unlike many other Zionists, he never made this claim. He 

believed, that if a piece of land was empty, it belonged to the people who were willing to work the 

land and develop it. As he writes in September 1915 about the early days of his immigration to 

Palestine: “The true right to a country - as to anything else -  springs not from political or court 

authority, but from work. The real and lasting ownership is of the workers. The land of Israel will 

be ours not when the Turks, the English, or the coming Peace Conference so agree and set their 

signatures to a treaty to that effect, but rather when we Jews ourselves build it8.”  

David Ben-Gurion saw a problem in the major employment of Arab workers by 

Jewish employers – particularly in the Jewish settlements. Arabs were willing to work for a pay 

lower than a Jew, and though Ben-Gurion understood the reasons for hiring Arab labor, he felt it 

was necessary for the Zionist cause for Jews only to hire Jewish workers. This became the seed of 

his growing belief in Avodah Ivrit9. He wanted to establish Jewish trade unions that officially 

segregated Jews and Arabs. These unions had two purposes – to promote and organize Jewish 

workers and to encourage Jewish immigration to Palestine in order to build a state10. It was also in 

the employment of Arabs he first started to see a fundamental conflict between Arabs and Jews.  

 Ben-Gurion had moved to the settlement of Sejera in the Galilee in 1908, where he 

would come to experience the beginning of the conflict. Here he was pleased to see that Jewish 

workers were employed by Jewish farmers, but he was disappointed that the settlement’s watchmen 

were all Arabs. "..here, in Sejera, Jewish labor - our labor - was the rule; the place was alive with 

Jewish youngsters – could we entrust all that to strange hands?" Ben-Gurion writes about this 

time11. Along with some others in the settlement, he started to plead with the community to hire 

Jews as watchmen, but the leaders of the community were scared to put Jews in such a ‘dangerous’ 

position for no other reason than a principle12. In the end, he achieved his goal to only have Jewish 

																																																								
7 Gorny, Zionism and the Arabs, 53 
8 Ben-Gurion, Rebirth and Destiny of Israel, 5 
9 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 11 
10 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 11 
11 Ben-Gurion, Rebirth and Destiny of Israel, 14 
12 Ben-Gurion, Rebirth and Destiny of Israel, 15 
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watchmen with a little luck and by using tricks13 to show the council of the settlement, that the 

Arabs were not trustworthy with such an important job.  

But to Ben-Gurion, it was about more than just trust. In Sejera, he had his first 

experiences with violence between Jews and Arabs and a rise in anti-Zionist writings in the Arab 

press in Palestine. "The source of this hatred is the Arab laborers working in the colonies. Like all 

workers, the Arab labourer hates his oppressor and exploiter, but since in addition to the class 

clash there is in this case a national difference between workers and farmers, this hatred takes the 

form of national hostility and, what is more, the national element predominates over the class 

factor, and a fierce hatred of Jews is aroused in the breasts of the masses of Arab workers14,” Ben-

Gurion wrote in 1910 explaining his view on the motives of the Arabs and also giving his first 

recognition of a national conflict between the two peoples. He wrote an account in the memorial 

book Yizkor of the violent incidents in Sejera, where several settlers had been killed by Arabs, who 

he described as robbers and murderers. The book was published in New York in 1916 and widely 

read by the Jewish community in America. Most reacted with outrage at the Arabs, but in some 

circles in garnered critique. One of the critics was Moshe Olgin, a pro-Bundist (referring to the 

organization The Jewish Labor Bund which opposed Zionism and the immigration to Palestine), 

who felt Ben-Gurion was missing a vital point. In a review of Ben-Gurion's writing, Moshe Olgin 

wrote: “Jewish settlement in Palestine is built upon the ruin of Arabs.” Thus, Olgin was arguing 

that Ben-Gurion and the Jewish settlers in Palestine were taking the land of the established 

inhabitants and that the Arabs were merely fighting back. This response angered Ben-Gurion and 

did not change his mind. To him, the Arab hatred against Jews could be eradicated by ‘liberating’ 

the Arabs from serving Jews through a socialistic revolution15. 

In the beginning of Ben-Gurion’s time in Palestine, the land was still under the 

Ottoman rule. But this would soon come to an end with World War I and the collapse of the 

Ottoman Empire. From 1915 to 1918, Ben-Gurion went into exile in America where he kept 

expressing his political thoughts with his friend Yitzhak Ben-Zvi (who would become the second 

president of Israel) on the rights to the land of Palestine in Poalei Zion-circles. They claimed, that 

Jews and Arabs had equal historical rights to the land, and that Jewish immigration was necessary 

																																																								
13 Ben-Gurion, Rebirth and Destiny of Israel, 16-19 
14 Gorny, Zionism and the Arabs, 63, quoting Ben-Gurion, ha-‘Ahdut, Vol. I, No. 3, 1910 
15 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 17-19 
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due to the Jewish need for a homeland and national territory and that this could be possible without 

hurting the Arabs16. By the time he returned, Palestine had come under British rule.  

 

1918-1929: The years of denial 

The Balfour Declaration of 1917 came as sent from heaven to David Ben-Gurion. This could 

change the balance of power between Jews and Arabs in Palestine and reinforce the Zionist 

movement in general. But the Balfour Declaration along with the fall of the Ottoman Empire had 

sparked a national movement in the Palestinian Arabs, and the stronger the Zionist movement 

became, the stronger the Arabs fought back17.  

 Riots against the Zionists and attacks on Jews all over Palestine grew in the years 

1920-1921. In 1920, Tel-Hai, a Jewish outpost, fell. Later that year, riots in Jerusalem lasted for two 

days killing six Jews and wounding two hundred. In 1921, blood was shed in Jaffa when Arabs 

killed 47 Jews and wounding 116 in violent demonstrations against what the Arabs saw as a 

national Zionist movement coming to take over their land18. The Jews blamed the British for not 

taking enough action against the Arabs. The British installed Herbert Samuel, a Jewish Zionist, as 

High Commissioner of Palestine to calm the Jews, but, though he tried to arrest the worst of the 

troublemakers, Samuel put a temporary ban on Jewish immigration to Palestine to conciliate the 

Arabs. The euphoric attitude towards the British that had emerged among the Jews with the Balfour 

Declaration never came back after this. Ben-Gurion called Samuel a coward for his actions in a 

letter he wrote to some friends, but other than that he had very little to say about the rising riots 

against the Jewish settlements19. And more than that, he neglected to see the riots as the beginning 

of a national movement among the Palestinian Arabs20.  

 It was not just Ben-Gurion who was in denial about the conflict that was on the rise. 

In the Hebrew press, there was no discussion about the Arabs, who were given a very small role in 

the debate about Jewish immigration to Palestine. Instead, the Arabs were talked about in a 

stereotypical, derogatory fashion, being called ‘wildmen,' ‘agitators,' and ‘thieves'21. There was no 

dialogue between the Arabs and the Jews. All communication went through the British 

administration since none of the sides wanted to recognize each other, when they both wanted to 

																																																								
16 Gorny, Zionism and the Arabs, 75 
17 Shapira, Land and Power, 85 
18 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 47 
19 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 53 
20 Shapira, Land and Power, 115 
21 Shapira, Land and Power, 115 and Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 54 
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claim hegemony over the land22. Whether Ben-Gurion’s denial was a political tactic or his reality is 

hard to know (in 1936 he claimed he often took dealt with the ‘Arab question’ out of a tactical 

strategy23), but like most of the others on the Jewish side, he continued to rationalize the Arab 

hatred with other explanations such as simple anti-Semitism.  

Ben-Gurion continued to speak of more peaceful solutions so as not to burn bridges, 

and his belief in a social revolution was stronger than ever. In 1919, Ben Gurion had been a co-

founder of a new party called Ahdut Ha’avodah (Hebrew for Labor Unity), containing most of the 

old Poalei Zion and the non-partisan agricultural workers, with the aim of building a socialist 

Jewish state in Palestine. Ahdut Ha'avodah was aware of the Arabs but talked about it as a problem 

for the security of the Jewish settlements. In this aspect, they set up the Haganah (self-defense). 

Zeev Jabotinsky was one of the few Zionists speaking loudly about an unavoidable fight with the 

Arab population as a whole and meant it to be a principle of the Zionist doctrine to use force. But 

Ben-Gurion did not want to go that far. “The homeland cannot be given as a gift,” wrote Ben-

Gurion. “It cannot be purchased like a concession through political contracts, bought with gold, or 

seized by force. The land can be earned only by building, by the sweat of one’s brow24.” From early 

on in the 1920’s, the argument was often that Jews only wanted to settle in the land that was not 

already taken by Arabs. That they were not coming to push the Arabs out or take the land from the 

Arabs, but instead live in communities side by side25.  

In this spirit, Ben Gurion made a proposal called “Relations with Our Neighbors”, in 

which he wrote: "The establishment of comradely relations between Hebrew workers and the 

masses of Arab laborers, grounded in common economic, political and cultural action is an 

essential condition for our redemption as a working people and the liberation of the working Arab 

people from servitude to propertied oppressors. The task of laying the groundwork for common 

action belongs to the Hebrew worker… who must stand at the vanguard of the movement of 

liberation and reawakening of Near Eastern peoples26.” He wanted Jews and Arabs to work side by 

side and unite the workers in one collective, organized front. The Ahdut Ha’avodah had already 

established the Histradut – the General Organization of Hebrew Workers (where Ben-Gurion was a 

member of the Executive Committee) – and Ben-Gurion wanted the organization to cooperate with 

																																																								
22 Shapira, Land and Power, 115 
23 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 56 
24 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 56 
25 Shapira, Land and Power, 116 
26 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 57 
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the Arab workers. He argued that the lower pay of the unorganized Arab worker kept the pay down 

for the organized Jewish worker. Uniting the workers would, therefore, mean equal pay, Arab 

participation, Arab workers as members of the Histradut Sick Fund and organizing Arab workers in 

Arab trade unions. This would also mean, to Ben-Gurion, friendly relations between Jews and Arab 

and create a country where the two sides lived apart, but in harmony27.  

Though Ben-Gurion’s efforts and proposals to unite Arab and Jewish workers never 

actually mounted to a unification of workers, it spun a new way of regarding the Palestinian Arabs. 

In the middle of the 1920's, he talked about them as ‘neighbors’ – the Arabs as an autonomous 

people and the Jews as an autonomous people. He wanted for the Jews to govern themselves and 

not be dominated by others. This meant both personal and territorial autonomy. Ben-Gurion’s aim 

was that Jews would be represented by their institutions and the autonomous government having 

authority over all Jews – including taxation. The British Administration would have the authority 

over tasks such as police, criminal justice, ports, post, railways and public health. He never clarified 

what kind of autonomy the Arabs would enjoy, but said: “What we demand for ourselves, we 

demand for others, and what we wish others to give us, we ourselves are prepared to give, for 

better or for worse28.” Despite these kind words of equality, it was clear that as ‘the neighbors’ the 

Arabs would not have the same kind of autonomy as the Jews with a Jewish majority in Palestine. 

The Jewish community was to have a European economy with European wages and a general 

standard of living as those in Europe. This need for separation was justified by enhancing the 

difference in cultures29. To Ben-Gurion, the Jews were advanced and the Arabs backward, and 

therefore - in his reasoning – it would be unfair to impose the same rules and laws on both 

peoples30.   

Ben-Gurion hoped that this type of Jewish autonomy would one day evolve into a 

Jewish state. But when the British approved a plan for the mandate of Palestine in 1928, it was far 

from what he had wanted. The Jews were given official recognition as a community, but it was 

merely based on religion. This meant that any Jew could choose not to part of the community, and 

therefore any involvement would be voluntary, and it would not account for territorial autonomy. 

With this plan, there would be no self-governing by the Jewish community, as everything would 

																																																								
27 Gorny, Zionism and the Arabs, 134 
28 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 73 
29 Shapira, Land and Power, 138 
30 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 72 
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have to be approved by the British31. Though the Labor Movement through the 1920’s had not 

thought of the ‘Arab problem' as the biggest of issues but instead considered them as one of many 

problems, it became clearer to them by the end of the decade that it was the paramount standing 

between them and the aim of a Jewish state. But to call this out loud, seemed conflicting to David 

Ben-Gurion. For as long as he could, he claimed that the wishes of the Labor movement did not 

clash with that of the Arabs.  

By 1928, the tensions between Jews and Arabs were riding high. Several rapes of 

Jewish women by Arab men in Jerusalem had been reported, robberies and thefts in Jewish cities 

and settlements caused anger and disagreements over Jewish worship at the Western Wall had 

become an issue. On Yom Kippur in 1928, the Jews had put a curtain up, separating male and 

female prayer at the wall, but the British, who – as well as the Arabs – wanted to keep the status 

quo, quickly took it down. But the damage had already been done, and tensions grew even more 

after this incident. Ben-Gurion did not want this to drag the Jewish cause into a war of religion, and 

so he pleaded that people do not do anything that might seem like a provocation to Muslim or 

Christian Arabs. But the revisionist movement led by Jabotinsky thought otherwise. One day in 

August 1929, the revisionists led a demonstration with a nationalist statement of flags, speeches and 

singing through Jerusalem to the Western Wall. The next day, the Arabs joined in a counter-

demonstration. All of this sparked riots that lasted a week and spread all over the country, killing 

133 Jews and wounding 33932. These riots scared and shocked the Jewish community, and caused 

both “an emotional-psychological, and an ideological-political, upheaval33.  

Ben-Gurion's first response to the fall-out of the riots was of anger directed at the 

British officials for not protecting the Jews. At the same time, he did everything to keep 

encouraging Jewish immigration to Palestine and to criticize the position of the revisionists. Ben-

Gurion wrote a response to the violence in the Ahdut Ha’avodah manifesto of September 19, 1929: 

“Like a putrid weed thriving on foul water, the Revisionist pestilence is liable to spread now in the 

Yishuv (Hebrew for the Jewish settlement in Israel). Hooligans of the written and spoken word who 

formerly made their livings through incitements and accusations against the workers have now 

turned to others, and in empty-headed and sickening noisiness, with deceitful and foolish trumper-

calls of victory, they inflame the passions of the enemy, and defile our pure and profound grief. We 

must rise against this perverted national fanaticism, and against the worthless prattle of sham 

																																																								
31 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 74 
32 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 77 
33 Shapira, Land and Power, 173 
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heroes, whose lips becloud the moral purity of our national movement and distort the redemptive 

and humanitarian content of the Zionist idea34.”  

But Ben-Gurion soon had to face, that he could no longer hide from the fact that there 

were contradictions between the Zionist Movement and the national movement of the Arabs, of 

which he had already recognized the existence. For the first time, he spoke of the necessity of 

protection. He feared that the dream of a Jewish state could be in danger if the Jewish people 

outside of Palestine became too scared of what was happening inside the land to migrate to it. This 

would undermine the whole Zionist movement. He concluded, that “for our enterprise and the 

Zionist movement, we must prevent the danger of attack, and must create a feeling of security35.” 

But force would not do it alone. It was time for political action.  

 

1929-1936: Time for political negotiation 

After the violent year of 1929, David Ben-Gurion was as dedicated as ever to his cause. During the 

1920’s, he had been in a naive denial about the peaceful building of a Jewish state in Palestine, 

where 700.000 Arabs were already residing. He had encouraged more and more Jewish immigration 

in the hopes, that they would once become a majority in the land where they were currently a 

minority. But he had not taken into account how much the Arabs would oppose to themselves 

becoming the minority36. Now, the massive violence had put the Zionist mission at risk. Ben-

Gurion was concerned, that no Jew in his right mind would leave his house and family to come live 

in a land where he could be slain upon arrival. It was time to propose a political answer for the 

relations with Arabs37. 

 His first proposal to a political solution was the establishment of a constitutional 

regime in Palestine. The proposal, which he called ‘Plans for establishing a Political Regime in 

Palestine” was presented to the Joint Secretariat on November 23rd, 1929, and was classified a 

secret. The regime was to give equal power and equal rights to both peoples, and it was set to 

evolve in three stages. The first step was based on his previous idea on separate, municipal 

autonomies, which would be introduced within the first ten to fifteen years. The British High 

Commissioner would have the final say over national affairs and Jewish immigration, but the Arabs 

would have an Arab Agency, while a Jewish-Arab council would be set up with equal 

																																																								
34 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 79-80 
35 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 85 
36 Khoury, The Arab-Israeli Dilemma, 41 
37 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 86 
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representation. In the second stage, this would turn into regional autonomies, where the High 

Commissioner would be given less power, and the ruling council would be elected by the peoples. 

In the third and last stage, the Jewish people, Ben-Gurion hoped, would make up at least half of the 

population in Palestine, ending the British mandate and finally constituting an independent 

Palestinian state with two national, autonomous states within the federation. The federation would 

be ruled by a lower chamber and an upper chamber with equality in the number of members from 

the two autonomies, and laws concerning both peoples would have to be approved by both 

chambers38. But the plan did not go down well with the labor movement. 

 The two biggest problems for the colleagues of Ben-Gurion was the betrayal of the 

Zionist aim and the collaboration with Arab leaders. The goal of Zionism was to create a homeland 

for the Jewish people, but as a Jewish state. To many in the movement, this was irrevocable. 

Collaborating with the Arab leaders at the time was also seen as a highly problematic, since the 

Jews considered most of them to be backward-looking crooks and constantly scheming against 

Zionism39. Talking to Arab leaders would also serve as an official recognition of a national 

Palestinian Arab movement, and this was also something his colleagues could not come to terms 

with. Officially recognizing a national movement would be hard to take back, and it would be even 

harder to dismiss the Arab’s claims for a national state. While Ben-Gurion had recognized another 

national movement, it was as part of the greater Arab people – not as a Palestinian people in its 

entity. The plan of a federation also went against the foundation of Ahdut Ha’avodah, which called 

for the “transfer of Palestine’s land, water, and natural resources to the people of Israel as their 

eternal possession40.” The proposal was kicked to the corner, as Ben-Gurion was the only one in 

his party to raise his hand in support41.  

 Despite the harsh resistance to the plan and the fact that it never amounted to 

anything, it is worth to take notice of Ben-Gurion’s analysis of the Jewish situation in Palestine in 

presenting the proposal to his party. In Ben-Gurion’s understanding, they were a small pool of Jews 

among 750.000 people in Palestine, surrounded by a sea of Arabs. In his three-hour long 

presentation, he stressed this danger the Yishuv was in. They could not, and have never been able 

to, rely on the help of the rest of the world because of the world’s “eternal hatred” for the Jews. 

The Yishuv needed to become bigger and stronger in order to assure its security, and therefore they 

																																																								
38 Zionism and the Arabs, 211 
39 Gorny, Zionism and the Arabs, 212 
40 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 99 
41 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 105 
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needed a Jewish majority. First after having a majority could they demand a Jewish state. “It seems 

to me that finding a road to a settlement with the Arab people is the decisive political question of 

Zionism,” and “The hour has come for us to make a serious effort…to arrive at an agreement with 

the Arabs,” Ben-Gurion said in his speech. He underlined that the Arabs were doing everything 

they could to fight to keep the status quo, and therefore would do anything to complicate the 

matters for the Zionists if they were not offered something positive. “Political necessity requires an 

end to the state of war in Palestine, and that means an agreement with the Arabs.” His statement 

left his colleagues with a feeling of bitterness and sadness, and they called it a “tragedy for a great 

man.” But Ben-Gurion did not feel the failure.42.  

 After he assumed the position as the head of the political department of the Jewish 

Agency in 1933, Ben-Gurion immediately aspired to negotiate with the Arabs. He began to initiate 

discussions with Arab national leaders like Musa Alami. Musa Alami was a young, educated man 

who had been the secretary of the British High Commissioner, General Arthur Wauchope (from 

1931-1938), and he was close with the Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Husseini. Since 1929, the 

immigration of Jews to Palestine had grown significantly because of the tensions in Europe, and 

Ben-Gurion hoped that this would have affected the Arabs and their willingness to negotiate. His 

choice of Alami as an interlocutor was about more than just his relationship with the Mufti. Alami 

had given speeches before, that to Ben-Gurion sounded a little towards the ‘Zionist’ side43. 

Together with the Mufti, Alami had also made his proposal for a Palestinian state in 1933. In their 

proposal, the colonial secretary would declare that the Jewish Homeland was accomplished and that 

Great Britain had fulfilled its obligations to the Zionist vis-à-vis the Balfour Declaration. This way, 

the Jews would have an autonomous canton within the Palestinian state reaching from Tel Aviv to 

Atlith, while a legislative council elected by the population would govern the country under the 

supervision of the British High Commissioner44. This showed a sign that there was room for 

negotiation between the Jews and the Arabs. But when Ben-Gurion met him in 1934, Alami told 

him, that he would prefer Palestine to be underdeveloped for another hundred years, if it would give 

the Arabs the opportunity to be ready to do it on their own. Though Ben-Gurion continued to try 

and negotiate with Arab leaders, none of the talks ever mounted to anything and he “emerged from 

these conversations disappointed and more soberly realistic than he had been before45.”  

																																																								
42 Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs, 102-106 
43 Shapira, Land and Power, 210 
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 A few days before the Arab revolt in April 1936, discussions within the Mapai Central 

Committee (Ben-Gurion had helped found the party Mapai in 1930 as a merger of Ahdut 

Ha’avodah and Harpoel Hatzair, and was the leader of the party from 1930-1954 and again from 

1955-1963) showed that they still believed in the possibility of creating a Jewish autonomy within 

Palestine with peaceful means46. And there were more reasons to be optimistic. In 1929, the Jewish 

population of Palestine had only grown to 180.000 since the First Aliya in the late 1800’s, but a lot 

had changed in the 1930’s. The effect of the rise of Adolf Hitler, who became the ruler of Nazi 

Germany in 1933, was noticeable with Jews fleeing Poland, Germany and Austria. 65.000 reached 

the shores of Palestine in 1935 alone47. In 1936, the number of the Yishuv had risen to 400.000 and 

could thereby be seen as a significant force to be reckoned with48. The next three years from 1936 

to 1948 would come to show the biggest downfall and the highest achievement in Jewish history. 

 

1936-1948: The beginning of a never-ending struggle 

The Arab Revolt broke out on April 19th, 1936, which would later become known as the ‘Bloody 

Sunday’ of Palestine. After reports that Arabs had been targeted in Tel Aviv, Arabs from Jaffa 

hurried over to attack random Jews on the street. Nine Jews were killed and ten others wounded. 

This sparked a wave of violence that spread to other towns. An Arab general strike was organized, 

and the rebellion gained a lot of sympathy in the Arab population. The revolt was different than 

other waves of Arab in several ways, and this time it also provoked far more emotional and political 

reactions49. It was a national uprising. The Arab leaders established the Arab Higher Committee and 

thereby turned the revolt into an organized rebellion, sending their demands to the British 

authorities. They wanted the British to halt immigration, prohibit land sales to Jews (the Jewish 

community had made a principle out of buying land from the Arabs and never reselling it to an 

Arab again), and to make a quick establishment of a democratic government with the majority of 

the power given to the Arabs50.  

The next two years, Ben-Gurion went back and forth on the ‘Arab question.' In some 

circles he sharpened his tongue, left his usual consolidating tone behind him, and returned to the 

likings of his earlier sayings when he first arrived in Palestine: “There is a fundamental conflict. We 
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and they want the same thing: We both want Palestine. And that is the fundamental conflict,” as he 

said in May 1936 to the members of the Jewish Agency Directorate, spelling out the problem in 

black and white51. Outwards he still sometimes spoke of the possibility of a peaceful solution, but in 

letters to comrades and his diary, there were no longer much left of the peace-seeking Ben-Gurion. 

Zionist leaders such as Ben-Gurion, Chaim Weizmann (President of the World Zionist Organization 

and later the first President of Israel), Moshe Shertok (second Prime Minister of Israel) and Yitzhak 

Gruenbaum (first Interior Minister of Israel) all agreed that the time was up for the British Mandate 

of Palestine, so that a Jewish state could be created and the development of the national homeland 

would not come to a halt. And it also seemed that the British would not mind getting out of the 

turmoil. The British Peel Commission in 1937 sought to make a solution for partition in Palestine, 

and this was the harshest change in the approach to the problem of the conflict between Jews and 

Arabs.  

Ben-Gurion's problem with the partition-proposal was the transfer of Arab people 

from the land that was to become part of the Jewish state to the land of the Arab state. From the 

beginning, Ben-Gurion had claimed that "we did not come to dispossess the Arabs of their land," so 

on moral grounds he – at first – rejected the idea of an exchange of population52. But the more he 

thought about it, the more he could not help to think of the possibilities it would give the Jews. The 

partition plan would secure a complete Jewish state with no non-Jews while getting a northern 

border to Lebanon was of great political importance. He came to terms with it and put a moral spin 

on the solution in a letter to his son Amos: “We have never wanted to dispossess the Arabs,” he 

explained. “But because Britain is giving them part of the country which had been promised to us, 

it is only fair that the Arabs in our state be transferred to the Arab portion53.” To Ben-Gurion, this 

was an opportunity they might never get again.   

By the time the British had finally defeated the Arab rebellion in early 1939, they had 

also withdrawn their support for the partition plan proposed by the Peel Commission. But the 

partition plan was not dead to Ben-Gurion. Since he had already accepted this plan, he had proven 

his willingness to make certain concessions for the sake of the Zionist cause. Ben-Gurion was ready 

to fight for the rights to Palestine. “I still believe…that after we become numerous and strong, the 
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Arabs will understand that it is best for them to strike an alliance with us, and to benefit from our 

help54…” In February 1939, he had already denounced the need for British assistance in a harsh 

exchange of word with Colonial Secretary MacDonald. In the conversation, he told MacDonald: 

"We inform you that we no longer need your bayonets, not for immigration, and not for our 

security…Our immigration and our Yishuv can stand on their own, with the help of the Jewish 

people55.”  

The signed Munich Agreement between Neville Chamberlain and Adolf Hitler in 

September 1938 and the White Paper of 1939 only made it clearer to him, that he had to lower his 

morals when it came to justice and the use of force. There was no other way then separation. World 

War II erupted in September 1939, and though the darkness of the worst oppression was ascending 

on the European Jews, Ben-Gurion saw a positive aspect in the light of Zionism. “Is it possible,” he 

asked his fellow members of Mapai, “to transform the tragedy of Jewry into a positive force56?” 

Ben-Gurion wanted to use the misery of the Jews to gain mass immigration to Palestine and then 

“harness these forces to his new formula of peace through strength57.” The Zionists were preparing 

a war on the White Paper, which put restrictions on Jewish immigration and land purchasing and 

stipulated that a Palestinian state would be set up in 10 years based on majority-rule – allowing in 

only 75.000 Jews during this time, the Jews would only constitute a third of the population and 

thereby be the minority58. All Jewish immigration would subsequent be under Arab rule. To Ben-

Gurion, there was no other alternative than to fight.   

This became Ben-Gurion’s finest hour. He came up with the slogan: “We must assist 

the British army as though there were no White Paper; and we must oppose the White Paper as 

though there were no world war59.” It became his job to defeat the White Paper. The “Arab 

problem, in his (Ben-Gurion’s) opinion, was limited to the status of the relatively few Arabs living 

in Palestine, where millions of Jews would live60.” His strategy was to aid the British war effort in 

exchange for the Jews to be trained by the British army so that the Yishuv would come out ready to 

fight their war against the Arabs. And though Hitler's extermination of Jews meant that no ships 

were carrying millions of European Jewry to the land of Palestine, as Ben-Gurion had imagined, it 
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served him in another way. The suffering of the Jewish people caught international sympathy, and 

after the war ended in 1945, the Holocaust garnered political force in turning the world's opinion in 

favor of the Zionist cause. In the end, this helped defeat the White Paper61. 

Ben-Gurion was done finding a solution with the Arabs, and he no longer saw a point 

in ‘selflessly aiding’ the Arabs. Zionism was no longer a peace-seeking movement to Ben-Gurion, 

and so he was ready for war when the Biltmore Plan of 1942 declared that the sole aim of Zionism 

was to create a Jewish State in Palestine. His efforts to mobilize and train an army of the Yishuv, 

his appeals to America, which he predicted would become the new world power after World War II, 

brought victory to the Jews. When the British turned over the Mandate of Palestine to the United 

Nations, America would not have voted in favor of a partitioning of the land into Jewish and Arab 

states without being sympathetic to Zionism. The Arabs rejected the partition and did not create an 

Arab state. The Jews accepted the plan, and on the 15th of May 1948, Ben-Gurion could finally 

declare the State of Israel with a population of 650.000. The Arabs subsequently declared war 

against Israel, and Egypt, Syria, Jordan and Iraq invaded the new country. After a year of blood 

shedding, Israel was victorious. 

 

Conclusion 

From 1906 to 1948, David Ben-Gurion went through several stands on the Arab question. From 

recognizing a conflict between two peoples to denying any problem and belittling the issue, and 

then to accepting that there would be no way out of a fight with the Arabs. 

Since his arrival to Palestine Ben-Gurion had significantly underestimated the value of 

understanding the Arab culture and creating friendly ties between Jews and Arabs. When he first 

came to the land, he disliked everything Arab and went straight to the Jewish settlements. Though 

he had worked to involve the Arab workers in a union with the Jews, he had continuously expressed 

his wish for separation, Jewish and Arab autonomy of both the personal and territorial kind. He 

treated the Arabs like an inferior people who should be happy that the Jews were bringing 

development to the country, without considering that the Arabs equally would oppose becoming a 

minority in a Jewish majority state as much as the Jews opposed to being a minority in an Arab 

state.  

 Ben-Gurion began his political career claiming that Zionism would not come to hurt 

the Arabs and that no Arab should fear being moved from their house or their land. The Jews had 
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not come to evict the Arabs but to work the land that was barren. Even when tensions rose in the 

1920’s, Ben-Gurion fought to stay in the denial that the aims of Zionism did not contradict the 

wishes of the local Arab population. He kept speaking of peaceful solutions and refused to see any 

Arab national movement against the Zionists. The attacks on Jewish settlements were merely done 

by crooks and thieves, he claimed. After the riots and violence in 1929, Ben-Gurion admitted that 

there was a problem and that it was time for political negotiations. He first proposed a plan for a 

federation which would contain a Jewish and an Arab autonomy with two chambers to rule the state 

elected by the population. The Zionist parked the idea, so instead, he tried to reach out to the Arab 

leaders to find common ground. But also this proved impossible. 

 The Arab revolt in 1936, changed Ben-Gurion's view on the Arab question yet again. 

It was now clearer than ever that the Arabs would never be okay with a Jewish state in Palestine. 

Though the Zionists had secretly always longed for power and a Jewish state, they had tried to 

retrieve their goal by immigration of Jews, keeping their head down, and working the land until the 

time would be rife for a Jewish state. A romanticization of the Zionist Movement. But with the 

wave of Arab violence, the breakout of World War II and the White Paper of 1939, Ben-Gurion 

shifted his moral and became ready to fight. Before he had opposed Zeev Jabotinsky and his 

advocacy for the use of force as the only way to gain a Jewish homeland, but at the end of the 

1930’s and the beginning of the 1940’s it seemed they were on the same page. Ben-Gurion no 

longer saw Zionism as a peace-seeking movement, and when the Zionist finally decided to claim 

their sole aim of a Jewish state, he was ready for the Yishuv to defend themselves against anyone 

standing in their way. 

 Looking at Ben-Gurion’s ideas when he first arrived in Palestine, he did not expect 

this bloody outcome in the creation of a Jewish state. He might even have been repulsed by the fact, 

that the fate of the state would forever rest on the sword. But in the 1930's, the Jews and Ben-

Gurion had come so far and did not want to give up the dream. This was only fueled by the 

atrocities of the Holocaust, which gave fire to the notion that the Jews needed a homeland so they 

could forever be safe from the rest of the world. 
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