
1 
 

Falk20170117 Palestine’s Three Dark Commemorations by Richard Falk 

Increasingly, Palestinians seem doomed to become subjects, or at best second-class citizens, in their 

homeland. Israeli expansionism, United States unconditional support, and UN impotence. These factors are 

combining to create dismal prospects for Palestinian self-determination and for a negotiated peace that is 

sensitive to the rights and grievances of both Palestinians and Jews. 

Recalling three notable anniversaries to be observed in 2017 may help us understand better how this 

distressing Palestinian narrative unfolded over the course of the past hundred years. Perhaps, such 

remembrances might even encourage the rectification of past failures, and encourage flagging national and 

international efforts to find a way forward even at this belated hour. The most promising initiatives are 

now associated with a growing global solidarity movement dedicated to achieving a just peace for both 

peoples. For now, neither the United Nations nor traditional diplomacy seem to have much leverage over 

the play of social and political forces that lies at the core of the Palestinian struggle. Only the nonviolent 

resistance of Palestinians to their prolonged ordeal of occupation and transnational civil society militancy 

seem to have any capacity to exert positive leverage over the status quo and to sustain hope. 

At the same time, legitimacy and visibility remain important, and here the UN and international society 

have important roles to play, especially to reaffirm the legitimacy of Palestinian goals and grievances, the 

importance of political compromise, and the persisting refusal of Israel to show respect for international 

law, the authority of the United Nations, and the world public opinion. 

1917 

On November 2, 1917 the British Foreign Secretary, Arthur Balfour, was persuaded to send a letter to Baron 

Lionel Rothschild, an influential supporter of the world Zionist project, expressing the support of the British 

government, for the aspirations of the movement. The key language of the letter is as follows: 

His Majesty ‘s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the 

Jewish people, and will use its best endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly 

understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-

Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country. 

An obvious initial observation is why was Britain moved to take such initiative in the midst of World War 

One. The most plausible explanation is that the war was not going so well, nurturing the belief and hope by 

British leaders that siding with the Zionist movement would encourage Jews throughout Europe to back the 

Allied cause, especially in Russia and Germany. A second motivation was to further British interests in 

Palestine, which Lloyd George, then Prime Minister, regarded as strategically vital to protect the overland 

trade route to India as well as safeguard access to the Suez Canal. An apparent third motivation was as an 

expression of gratitude to Chaim Weizmann, a Zionist leader, for his contributions as a chemist to the 

British war effort. And finally, there were many Europeans, including Balfour himself, who agreed with 

Zionism that the only lasting assurance of an elimination of anti-Semitism was for Jews to migrate to 

Palestine. 

The Balfour Declaration was controversial from the day of issuance, even among some Jews. For one thing, 

such a commitment by the British Foreign Office was a purely colonialist undertaking without the slightest 

effort to consider the sentiments of the predominantly Arab population living in Palestine at the time (Jews 

were less than 10% of the population in 1917) or to take account of rising international support for the 

right of self-determination to be enjoyed by all peoples. Prominent Jews, led by Edward Montagu, 
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Secretary of State for India at the time, opposed the Declaration, fearing that it would fan the flames of 

anti-Semitism, especially in the cities of Europe and North America. Beyond this, the Arabs felt betrayed as 

Balfour’s initiative was seen both as breaking wartime promises to the Arabs of postwar political 

independence in exchange for joining the fight against the Turks. It also signaled future troubles arising 

between the Zionist promotion of Jewish immigration to Palestine and the agitation of the indigenous Arab 

population, as well as producing in the midst of the Arab world a country with great military capabilities in 

relation to the surrounding region. 

It should be acknowledged that even Zionist leaders were not altogether happy with the Balfour 

Declaration. There were deliberate ambiguities embedded in its language. For instance, Zionists would have 

preferred the word ‘the’ rather than ‘a’ to precede ‘national home.’ Also, the pledge to protect the status 

quo of non-Jews was seen as inviting trouble in the future, although as it turned out, this assumption of 

colonialist responsibility was never taken seriously. Most importantly, the Zionists received support only for 

the ambiguous reality of a national home rather than a clear promise of a sovereign state with full 

participatory rights in international society. On this latter point, informal backroom British diplomatic 

chatter agreed that a Jewish state might emerge in the future, but it was believed that this could happen 

only after Jews became a majority in Palestine, which happened only by way of the permanent 

dispossession of hundreds of thousands of Arab Palestinians in the course of the violent establishment of 

the state of Israel in 1948, which was also shadowed by the recent confirmation of the magnitude of the 

Holocaust. 

It is worth this backward glance at the Balfour Declaration to realize how colonial ambition morphed into 

liberal guilt and humanitarian empathy for the plight of European Jews after World War II, while creating an 

endless nightmare of disappointment, oppression, and rightlessness for the Palestinian population. 

1947 

After World War Two, with strife in Palestine rising to intense levels, and the British Empire in free fall, 

Britain relinquished its mandatory role and gave the fledgling UN the job of deciding what to do. The UN 

created a high level group of diplomats to shape a proposal, resulting in a set of recommendations that 

featured the partition of Palestine into two communities, one for Jews, the other for Arabs. Jerusalem was 

internationalized with neither community exercising governing authority nor entitled to claim the city as 

part of its national identity. The UN report was adopted as an official proposal by a large majority of UN 

members in the form of General Assembly Resolution 181. 

The Zionist movement purported to accept 181, while the Arab governments and the representatives of the 

Palestinian people rejected it, claiming it encroached upon rights of self-determination and was grossly 

unfair. At the time, Jews formed less than 35% of the population yet were given more than 55% of the land. 

It seems also that the Zionist acceptance of 181 was tactical rather than a principled commitment to 

confine border to the territory granted to Jews. This interpretation is reinforced by Israel’s refusal to 

withdraw from the land allocated to Palestine by 181 after fighting ceased in 1948, and instead Israel 

became a state based on ‘the green line’ borders that greatly enlarged the territorial expanse set aside for 

Jews in the UN plan. 

As is widely appreciated, a war ensued, with armies of neighboring Arab countries entering Palestine being 

defeated by well-trained and armed Zionist militias. Israel won the war, obtaining control over 78% of 

Palestine at the time an armistice was reached, dispossessing over 700,000 Palestinians, and destroying 

several hundred Palestinian villages. This experience is the darkest hour experienced by the Palestinians, a 

continuing occasion of mourning, being known among Arabs as the nakba, or catastrophe. 
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1967 

The third anniversary of 2017 is that associated with the 1967 War, which led to another military defeat of 

Arab neighbors, and the Israeli occupation of the whole of Palestine, including the entire city of Jerusalem 

and the Gaza Strip. The Israeli victory changed the strategic equation dramatically. Israel that had been 

previously viewed as a strategic burden for the United States was now appreciated and acknowledged as a 

strategic partner with impressive military capabilities, and thus deserving of unconditional geopolitical 

support. 

In famous Resolution 242 UN Security Council unanimously decided on November 22, 1967 that the 

withdrawal of Israeli forces should be negotiated, with certain agreed border modifications understood to 

be minor, in the context of reaching a peace agreement that included a fair resolution of issues pertaining 

to Palestinian refugees living throughout the region. There was no expectation that Israel would avoid 

withdrawal, and immediately obstruct diplomacy by embarking on the unlawful settlement undertaking. 

 

During the next fifty years we have come to realize that 242 has not been implemented. On the contrary, 

Israel has further encroached on Occupied Palestine through the continually expanding settlements and 

related infrastructure of roads and security enclaves, including the separation wall found unlawful by a near 

unanimous majority of the International Court of Justice in 2004. 

A point has now been reached where few believe that an independent Palestinian state co-existing with 

Israel is any longer feasible or even desirable, making further reliance on ‘a two-state’ solution delusional, 

playing into Israeli hands by giving additional time to carry forward a hybrid approach that mixes in the 

West Bank and East Jerusalem a de facto pattern of gradual annexation with an apartheid structure of 

occupation. Despair follows because no plausible alternative to the two-state solution enjoys political 

traction, except possibly an Israeli one-state solution imposed upon the Palestinians at the cost of 

effectively relinquishing Israel’s lingering pretensions of democracy. Whether the alternative political form 

of an ethnocracy enjoys political legitimacy is questionable from either a human rights or global public 

opinion perspective. 

Conclusion 

These dark remembrances reveal three stages in the steadily worsening Palestinian reality. They also reveal 

the inability of the UN or international diplomacy to solve the problem of how Palestinians and Jews should 

share the land. It is too late to reverse altogether these strong currents of history, but the challenge 

remains acute to find a humane outcome that somehow finds a way to allow these two peoples to live 

peacefully and securely together or in separated equal political communities that do not trample upon 

Palestinian rights. Let’s fervently hope that a satisfactory solution is miraculously found or achieved before 

another dark remembrance commands our attention.    


