
  
  The Saylor Foundation 1 

The Saylor Foundation’s “Palestine During the Interwar Years” 

  

 At the conclusion of World War I, the Allies (acting through the newly 

created League of Nations) imposed the “mandate” system on various parts of 

the Middle East, Africa, and Pacific islands.  One of Britain’s Middle Eastern 

“mandates” was in Palestine, out of which the British carved Transjordan (later 

Jordan).  The Balfour Declaration promised that the land would be used for the 

establishment of a “national home for the Jewish people,” though only in so far as 

“…nothing be done which might 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.”1  Obviously, these were incompatible goals as the 

history of Palestine during the interwar years demonstrates. 

 Many of Britain’s wartime Arab allies felt betrayed by the mandate system 

in general and the Janus-faced approach to Palestine in particular.  As early as 

April 1920, violence between Arabs and Jews in Jerusalem broke out and 

continued over four days despite the British military’s attempts to suppress it; 

these riots, which came to be called the 1920 Palestine Riots, further poisoned 

relations between Arabs and Jews in Palestine and between both groups and the 

British.  The British did further damage to their standing among Arabs by 

dictating that Palestine be split into two entities; one entity with 77% of the land 

would be called Transjordan (later Jordan), while the other with only 23% of the 

                                                        
1 Fordham University’s Modern History Sourcebook: Paul Halsall, ed.’s version of 
“The Balfour Declaration”  
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land would continue to be called Palestine.  Worse, the area of Transjordan was 

excluded from the British mandate’s provisions regarding a Jewish homeland, 

meaning that would come from the remaining 23% of land still known as 

Palestine.  

 As Jewish immigration to Palestine increased during the 1920s and 

1930s, Arab antipathy toward the new settlers and toward the British grew.  

Because many of the Jewish immigrants were socialists, they refused to hire 

local Arabs; doing so would have represented a form of exploitation under 

Marxism.  Jewish communities grew economically at almost double the rate of 

the local Arab communities, which further engendered antipathy to the recent 

immigrants.  Low-level violence flared between Jewish and Arab communities 

throughout this period, and resentment on both sides simmered just below the 

surface. 

 That resentment explored between 1936 and 1939 in what came to be 

known as the Arab Revolt in Palestine.  The proximate cause was the death of 

Shaykh Izz ad-Din al-Qassam, an Arab militant that was involved in the Syrian 

revolt against the French in 1921 and had organized anti-British, anti-Zionist 

organization called the Black Hand.  Al-Qassam was killed in a firefight with 

British police in November 1935, and his death galvanized Arabs who were 

frustrated with British rule and angry at Zionist immigration to Palestine.  In early 

1936, some Arabs began venting their frustration through strikes and armed 

insurrection, as well as terrorist attacks against British installations like the Trans-

Arabian Pipeline.  Though the violence abated somewhat while the Peel 
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Commission deliberated Palestine’s fate, the report published by the commission 

in July 1937 (which recommended partition of Palestine) set off a new wave of 

anti-British, anti-Zionist activity.  Palestine’s Jewish immigrants responded 

through the Haganah, a paramilitary organization that also engaged in terrorist 

activities against Arab targets and worked in tacit cooperation with the British 

police in trying to quell the Arab Revolt. 

 Ultimately, the Arab Revolt failed to achieve its goals; it did not stop 

Jewish immigration to Palestine, and it did not force the British to turn over 

administration of the area to local Arabs.  In addition, the Arab Revolt increased 

friction between Arabs and Jews; this antagonism lasts until the current day.  In 

addition, while the Revolt convinced the British government to issue its 1939 

White Paper disavowing the Balfour Declaration, by that point it was too late.  

Britain was too preoccupied with World War II to prevent Jewish immigration to 

Palestine.  


