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The UN 
Partition Plan:

70years of 
conflict
later
While territorial division remains 
the focus of the peace process, 
some believe that the core issue 
of the conflict is a rejection of 
any Jewish sovereignty

THE MAP of the UN Partition Plan for 
Palestine adopted in 1947. (Wikimedia Commons)
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'There is regret on the 
Palestinian side for not 
having accepted the 
original partition plan, 
which resulted in us 
losing everything'

Haj Amin al-Husseini, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem 
under British rule, was notoriously antisemitic and 
incited violence against Jews. This included the 1929 
Hebron pogrom, which killed nearly 70 Jewish civil- 
ians, sparked by a false rumor that they were planning 
to seize control of the Temple Mount. In the 1930s, 
Husseini led the campaign against the Peel Commis- 
sion, which had been set up by the British to explore 
the possibility of revisiting the partition of the land.

During World War II, the Palestinian Mufti collab- 
orated with Nazi Germany and even made a trip to 
Berlin to meet with Hitler in order to discuss the im- 
plementation of the “Final Solution” for the Jews liv- 
ing in Palestine. He likewise lobbied local British au- 
thorities to strictly adhere to the infamous 1939 White 
Paper, which prevented European Jewry from fleeing 
the genocide by immigrating to Palestine. (By then, 
Britain had effectively backtracked, largely due to Arab 
pressure, on its promise to promote Jewish sovereign- 
ty in the region and had already allocated more than 
75% of Mandatory Palestine to what would become 
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan).

Such was the context in which Resolution 181 was 
both formulated and rejected by the Arabs. For the 
Arab community that would become known as “Pal- 
estinian,” it would be another 16 years before Yasser 
Arafat in 1964 formed the Palestine Liberation Orga- 
nization, which went on to wage a bloody insurgency 
against Israel for three decades until the signing of the 
1993 Oslo Accords.

Arafat ostensibly committed to a “two-state solu- 
tion” with Israel that would culminate in the creation 
of a self-governing Palestinian entity in the West Bank 
and Gaza; however, he rejected a comprehensive Arner- 
ican-mediated Israeli peace proposal at Camp David

DAVID BEN-GURION reads the declaration of Israel's independence in Tel Aviv in 1948. (KlugerZoitan/GPO)

• CHARLES BYBELEZER/THE MEDIA LINE

onsidered by many as being arguably the 
most significant day in modern Jewish 
history, November 29, 1947 signals the 
first time in 2,000 years that the interna- 
tional community moved to actualize the 

national aspirations of the wounded, albeit unbroken, 
Jewish people.

The United Nations Partition Plan for Palestine, out- 
lined in Resolution 181 and adopted by the General 
Assembly, recommended the division of British Man- 
datory Palestine into two states: one Jewish and one 
Arab. Despite reservations - primarily that a non-con- 
tiguous and vulnerable Israel would be created on less 
than 20% of the territory originally envisioned by the 
1918 Balfour Declaration - the Jewish pre-state leader- 
ship accepted the plan. By contrast, Arab governments 
unanimously rejected it, effectively charting the 
course for seven decades of conflict.

At the time, some leading Jewish figures among 
the Revisionist Zionists also objected to the UN ini- 
tiative. The underground Irgun, for example, led by 
Menachem Begin, who would become Israel’s first 
right-wing prime minister in 1977, warned that parti- 
tion would result not in peace but, rather, would lead 
to a “war on our existence and future.”

Former Israeli ambassador to the United Nations Ga- 
briela Shalev recounted to The Media Line the excite- 
rnent that permeated throughout most of the Jewish 
community in the run-up to and aftermath of the vote 
on Resolution 181. “It was very historic and the mo- 
tion was very dramatic. Everybody was sitting by their 
radios. When the result was announced, I was among 
those on the shoulders of their parents and we were 
dancing in the streets.

“I look back and I wonder what has changed,” she 
expounded, “because at the time the UN embraced 
the [concept] of Israel, which is very different than to- 
day. I also wonder what would have happened had the 
Arabs accepted the resolution. Since then, things have 
deteriorated.”

Indeed, immediately following the resolution's pas- 
sage fighting broke out in Palestine, which, following 
Israel’s unilateral declaration of ind ependence on May 
14, 1948, exploded into full-blown war. Seven Arab 
armies invaded the nascent Jewish state in the first of 
four battles of attrition against Israel, including those 
in 1956,1967 and 1973.

Instead of extinguishing Jewish sovereignty, 
though, Israel would capture additional lands, in- 
eluding half of the Golan Heights from Syria, which 
was ultimately annexed, as well as the Sinai Peninsu- 
la, returned to Egypt as part of the 1979 peace treaty 
between the countries. Israel also gained control over 
east Jerusalem (eventually annexed as well), the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip, which today comprise the core 
territorial elements of a second intended partition 
plan commonly referred to as the peace process. This 
US-led effort aims to realize what Resolution 181 could 
not - to achieve co-existence by dividing contested 
land between Jews and Arabs.

The prevailing narrative suggests that Israeli-Pales- 
tinian tensions stem from the prolonged occupation 
of these areas, however, they in fact preceded the 1967 
war - and the onset of Israeli control over the contest- 
ed lands - by decades.

In the 1920s, then-leader of the Palestinian Arabs




