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Drawing on State Department records and other contemporary

sources, this article shows how biblical romanticism took precedence

over traditional democratic values in shaping the U .S. Middle East pol-

icy as far back as 1917, when it supported Zionism’s aims in Palestine

against the wishes of 92 percent of the population. The article also

makes clear that a dynamic remarkably similar to later patterns was

already in place as of the 1920s: a presidency swayed by religious

belief and electoral considerations, a Congress powerfully influenced

by the Zionist lobby, a State Department attempting to steer a middle

course and resist Zionist pressures, and an Arab American commu-

nity unable to gain an effective hearing. Thus, the anti-Palestinian

rhetoric of today, with its “doublespeak” overtones, has deep roots in

the past.

AM E R IC A N  PU B L IC  PE R C E P T IO N S : TH E  RO O T S O F  DO U B L E

ST A N D A R D S

In the nineteenth and most of the twentieth century, Arab Palestine meant

little to most Americans. When they thought of Palestine they thought of the

Holy Land. A well-rooted religious romanticism defined Palestine as the bib-

lical land of milk and honey, the Old Testament land of the Jews and the

New Testament land of Jesus. This conception, although based on funda-

mentalist belief, transformed an ancient mythical place into something more

real and more important in the Western mind than the contemporary Pales-

tine inhabited by hundreds of thousands of Arabs. Indeed, Arab and Muslim

Palestine was seen as a travesty. With the advent of Muslim control in the

seventh century, Christian dominance over this sacred place was lost, and

the Muslims allegedly proceeded to turn the land of milk and honey into a

“land of dust.”

By the end of the nineteenth century, the aggressive imperialist spirit in

the West made Palestine a candidate for reconquest. If Palestine could be

taken, it could be made part of the modern, progressive West and once more
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a land of plenty. This goal seemed realizable with the British victory over the

Ottoman Empire in World War I. As Speaker of the U.S. House of Represen t-

atives Champ Clark put it on 24 December 1917, “so far as the war opera-

tions are concerned, the one thing that pleases most people is the capture of

Jerusalem, ‘the Holy City.’ That rejoices the hearts of Jews and Christians. . . .

After these hundreds of years the dream of Peter the Hermit, Richard Coeur

de Lion and their fellow crusaders is an accomplished fact.”1 With the Bal-

four Declaration, the Christian British “crusaders” allied themselves with the

Jewish Zionist movement, and the redemption of Palestine proceeded as a

joint “Judeo-Christian” venture. A review of U.S. newspaper reporting on Pal-

estine from 1917 to 1948 shows that Americans understood the colonial dy-

namic that this alliance set in motion in terms of the mission described

above.2

American Zionists took advantage of this outlook to organize support for

their cause. In so doing they made a further connection between Zionism

and the American heritage. Louis Brandeis, the most effective of the early

American Zionist leaders, linked the Puritan concept of America as a “second

promised land” with the Zionist aim of reclaiming Palestine, the first prom-

ised land. “Zionism is the Pilgrim inspiration and impulse over again,” he

said.3  Simultaneously, he identified Zionism with a redemptive social reform

consciousness that was prevalent in the United States at that time, claiming

that Zionism represented “in Jewish life what Progressivism does in general

American life.”4

The result of all this was the creation of an enduring set of double stan-

dards that has shaped American popular perception and political action on

Palestine. The ideals Americans hold dear, such as self-determination, de-

mocracy, and political and civil rights, were found applicable only to those

who could be identified positively with the Holy Land religious mythology

and could best be assigned to those assumed to share American values. The

Zionists seemed to fit this picture while the Palestinian Arabs did not. As we

shall see, these considerations overrode other factors, such as who might or

might not constitute the majority population in Palestine. Thus, long before

the Holocaust, these other religiously and culturally defined perceptions led

Americans into the Zionist camp.

WO O D R O W  WIL S O N ’S  “SE L F -DE T E R M IN A T IO N ” A N D  PA L E S T IN E

On 8 January 1918, Woodrow Wilson appeared before a joint session of

Congress to define the war aims of the United States as its troops prepared to

enter World War I. These were his famous Fourteen Points, many of which

sought to rationalize the carnage as a way of achieving a world of demo-

cratic institutions and freedom. Central to these goals was the promise of

self-determination for peoples previously ruled by enemy empires. For in-

stance, point 12 read, “nationalities which are now under Turkish rule

should be assured an undoubted security of life and an absolutely un-



TH E  PA S T A S  PR E L U D E 23

molested opportunity of autonomous development.”5  The president fol-

lowed this up a month later, again in an address to Congress, with the

assertion that “every territorial settlement involved in this war must be made

in the interest and for the benefit of the populations concerned, and not as

part of any mere adjustment or compromise of claims amongst rival states.”6

These sentiments no doubt reflected certain general principles—such as

the need to “make the world safe for democracy”—that Wilson believed in.

As it turned out, however, their benefits were to be reserved for Europeans

in places like Belgium and Poland. When it came to the Middle East the no-

tion of self-determination ran counter to British and French imperial ambi-

tions. Wilson’s opposition to these interests of his allies was undermined by

the United States’s own status as an imperialist power: there is no record of

Wilson ever having considered granting self-determination to the Philip-

pines. It must also have been undermined by the fact that Wilson himself

was by no means devoid of racism and that he had segregated a number of

federal government agencies. To Wilson, non-European peoples were inher-

ently inferior and in need of guidance from the more civilized white

population.7

In the end, the president negotiated a compromise with the British and

French that resulted in the mandates regime, which fit Wilson’s racial pater-

nalism and the expansionism of his allies. At first glance, it appeared that the

mandate system was the embodiment of Wilsonian idealism. Regarding the

Middle East, Article 22 of the League of Nations Covenant defined the man-

date regime as follows: “to those colonies and territories which . . . are inhab-

ited by peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous

conditions of the modern world, there should be applied the principle that

the well-being and development of such peoples form a sacred trust of civili-

zation.” It also notes that “certain communities formerly belonging to the

Turkish empire have reached a stage of development where their existence

as independent nations can be provisionally recognized subject to the ren-

dering of administrative advice and assistance by a Mandatory until such

time as they are able to stand alone. The wishes of these communities must

be a principal consideration in the selection of the Mandatory.” In other

words, the job of Western nations such as Britain and France as mandatory

authorities in the lands of the former Turkish empire was to tutor the natives

in the skills of self-government. No one, at least among the Western leader-

ship, bothered to note that the tutors were themselves recently responsible

for the bloodiest and most self-destructive war in history.

In truth, the mandates actually masked the spread of the very sort of em-

pire that Wilson was supposed to oppose. This can be seen in the fate of the

King-Crane Commission of 1919. Wilson allowed the commission to come

into existence because of the insistence of Howard Bliss, an American mis-

sionary and president of the Syrian Protestant College (later American Uni-

versity) in Beirut. Bliss was at the time “the most influential American in the

Middle East”8  and represented the Protestant missionary establishment that
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Wilson believed in and supported.9  Bliss wanted at least the leading classes

of Greater Syria to be able to express their preferences for a supervising

mandatory, and the commission was to ascertain this preference.1 0  He had a

naive hope that the United States would get the job. Wilson, cornered by his

championship of self-determination, could hardly refuse the influential Bliss.

Self-determination and free choice of a mandatory, however, threatened the

expansion of the British and French empires into conquered Ottoman terri-

tory as well as Zionist ambitions in Palestine. While the commission went

through the motions, and its report made clear Arab desires for “autonomous

development” and opposition to Zionism, nothing was to come of its

findings.

Probably Wilson himself did not take the commission’s mission very seri-

ously, particularly when it came to Palestine. In January 1919, David Hunter

Miller, the legal adviser to the American mission at the peace talks at Ver-

sailles, warned Wilson that “the rule of self-determination would prevent the

establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine.”1 1 Wilson paid little attention.

Indeed, Palestine, as the Holy Land, was to be an exception to all rules. For

President Wilson, a religious Presbyter ian who read the Bible every day, the

legacy of the Old Testament was more important than, as Lord Balfour put it,

“the desires and prejudices of 700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that ancient

land.”12  “To think,” Wilson once mused, “that I, a son of the manse, should

be able to help restore the Holy Land to its people.”1 3  If there was to be self-

determination in Palestine, it was not to be up to the Arab majority, for they

were of no consequence in the fulfillment of biblical prophecy. Thus, on 2

March 1919, a few months after Hunter had pointed out that the realization

of Zionism violated the president’s own stated principles, Wilson told the

Zionist leader Rabbi Stephen Wise, “Don’t worry Dr. Wise, Palestine is

yours.”1 4

DO U B L E  ST A N D A R D S I N  PR A C T IC E : CO N G R E S S

Almost from its inception, the Zionist Organization of America (ZOA)

sought to be an influential political lobby. This was apparent in its efforts,

through Brandeis, to encourage Wilson’s support for the Balfour Declara-

tion. But the most consistent and energetic government support would come

from Congress.

By 1922, the Zionists were politically powerful enough to approach Con-

gress. In March and April of that year, a Zionist delegation from Massachu-

setts met with Senator Henry Cabot Lodge and another from New York met

with Represen tative Hamilton Fish. Both sought the introduction of a joint

resolution in support of the Balfour Declaration. They were quickly accom-

modated. Prior to the vote, hearings were held on the bill by the House

Committee on Foreign Affairs, led by Fish. Typical of the attitudes expressed

was that of Representative W. Bourke Cockran of New York, who likened

Jewish immigration into Palestine to the white man’s arrival in the New
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World.1 5  (The Zionists at this time were comparing Palestinian resistance to

that of American Indians.16 ) Later, Fish would say of the Zionists, “they will

fashion their government after the ideals of ours and believe in our flag . . .

because it represents freedom, liberty, and justice and that is what we want

to eventually see in Palestine.”1 7

Freedom, liberty, and justice for whom? Well, not the Arabs who had de-

spoiled the Holy Land. In a study entitled “American Images of the Arabs,”

Cindy Lydon tells us that “a survey of Congressional Opinion reveals that

virtually no favorable characterizations of Arabs found their way into debates

on Middle Eastern issues during the lengthy period from 1919–31.” Most of

these debates had to do with Palestine, and in them “the Arab was depicted

as backward, poor, and ignorant” while Zionist colonization held out the

promise of turning “a ravaged and spoiled land” into a modern, Westernized

version of “the land of milk and honey.” Furthermore, Lydon shows that

Congress considered support of the Zionist movement as “in line with the

principles of self-determination.”1 8

Getting Congress and Americans generally to ignore the democratic rights

of an alleged “backward, poor, and ignorant” majority and to assign those

rights to a minuscule Western minority who shared their Judeo-Christian

heritage was an easy success for the American Zionists. Ignoring native

rights had been a sine qua non of the Western imperialist expansion that had

been going on since the 1870s, and it fed the assumption that the natives did

not know what was good for them. As the Washington Post put it in Febru-

ary 1921, “It was supposed that they [the Arabs] would welcome the substi-

tution of the enlightened rule of civilized countries like France and Britain . . .

for the tyrannous and inefficient rule of the sultan. But the expected enthusi-

asm failed to materialize, and the provinces of the former Turkish empire . . .

showed that they preferred self-government with all its faults to good

government under a foreign power.”19  To all of this

can be added the fear and dislike of Islam that had As of 1922, the U.S.
been prevalent in the Christian West at least since the Congress became a
Crusades. Indeed, the British army that captured Pal- champion of a double
estine was consistently depicted in the American standard that reserved the
press as latter day crusaders.2 0 right of self-determination

This environment greatly aided the Zionist aim to for the minority Jews while
have the U.S. government “recognize the Jewish na- denying it to the
tion as one of those oppressed smaller nationalities majority Arabs.
which must have an opportunity to assert them-

selves.”21  The joint congressional resolution of 1922 in support of the Bal-

four Declaration was a step in that direction. In taking it, the U.S. Congress

became a champion of a double standard that reserved the right of self-de-

termination for the minority Jews while denying it to the majority Palestinian

Arabs.

It was not that there were no voices on the other side. During the 1922

congressional hearings, Arab Americans testified. They explained that the
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“Arab people of Palestine ask, first, that a national government shall be cre-

ated that will be responsible to a parliament elected by those inhabitants of

Palestine who live there.”2 2  In other words, while Arab Americans were ad-

vocating a democratic Palestine, the Zionists had to suppress democracy in

Palestine as long as they were a minority. As Chaim Weizmann put it to Ar-

thur Balfour in a May 1918 letter, “the democratic principle, which reckons

with the relative numerical strength and brutal numbers, operates against us,

for there are five Arabs to one Jew.” Under such circumstances, democracy

would be manipulated by “the treacherous Arab” to prevent the Zionist ap-

propriation of Palestine.2 3  No one in the U.S. Congress saw any problem

with this point of view. When in 1917 a Zionist spokesman had declared that

giving Palestine to the Jews was “part of the plan to make the world safe for

democracy,” there was no sense of contradiction.2 4

Thus, Congress was solidly pro-Zionist from 1922 onward. The fact that

early on the ZOA had encouraged American Jewry to petition, campaign,

and pressure their local politicians to support the cause made Palestine and

Zionism a domestic political issue long before the Holocaust. As a result,

during the Palestinian Arab uprising of 1929 and the rebellion of 1936–39,

congressional statements unanimously backed the Zionists and castigated

the Palestinians as savages. For example, on 1 September 1929, while the

Palestinians were in open rebellion against Zionist colonization, Senator

Robert F. Wagner expressed the American consensus that the “accumulated

decay of 2,000 years had been supplanted by Western Civilization” thanks to

“the personal sacrifice of thousands of the best of the Jewish race.” Then he

asked, “is all this to be swept away . . . by the cowardly dagger of the

assassin?”2 5

It is a testimony to how solidly Zionist the Congress had become that

during World War II, it repeatedly  tried to pass pro-Zionist resolutions that

the State and War Departments warned would undermine British and Ameri-

can military positions in the Middle East and North Africa. For instance, in

March 1944, General George Marshall, the army chief of staff, told the Senate

Foreign Relations Committee that a pro-Zionist resolution then under con-

sideration calling for open Jewish immigration into Palestine would cause

unrest in the Arab world and give a boost to Nazi propaganda efforts in the

region.2 6 This delayed the resolution but did not stop its passage. Typical of

the responses to Marshall was that coming from Senator Robert Taft. After

confessing to the New York Times that “I am no expert in military affairs and

I do not know enough about military conditions in North Africa to affirm or

deny the alleged position of the Secretary of War and General Marshall,” Taft

proceeded to do just that—to deny the “alleged position” and to declare, “I

strongly suspect that the real objection [to the resolution] is political and not

military.”2 7 What political interest could the chief of staff have had in stop-

ping the resolution other than the allied military position in the Arab world?

Taft and his fellow senators and representatives, on the other hand, seemed

to have so much political interest in supporting the Zionists that doing so
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had become at least as important as the war effort in the Middle East. Accord-

ing to assessments by the Division of Near Eastern Affairs (NEA) and the

Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the behavior of the U.S. Congress when it

came to pro-Zionist resolutions “led to a material weakening in the American

psychological position in the Near East.”2 8

TR Y IN G T O  ST A Y  NE U T R A L : TH E  ST A T E  DE P A R T M E N T

From the issuing of the Balfour Declaration in 1917 until 1948, the State

Department’s NEA argued for official U.S. neutrality on the issue of Zionist

aspirations in Palestine. The tone was set by Allen Dulles, head of NEA in the

early 1920s, in several memos written in May 1922. According to Dulles,

America had traditional interests in the region that should define its policies.

Zionism, however, was not a traditional U.S. interest. The State Department

saw it as a movement of foreign origin, the aims of which had to do with a

European sphere of influence in the Middle East. To support it incurred the

risk of “entanglement” in European political affairs. This ran counter to U.S.

foreign policy toward Europe and its imperial offshoots almost from the na-

tion’s beginning, and the years following World War I were particularly iso-

lationist. Thus Dulles observed that the “Department has no desire to

interfere in matters which primarily concern the relationship between the

mandatory power and the natives of Palestine.”29  Elsewhere he explained

that he felt “strongly that the department should avoid any action that would

indicate official support for any one of the various theses regarding Pales-

tine, either Zionist, [Jewish] anti-Zionist, or the Arabs.”3 0

This position did not mean the State Department or NEA was anti-imperi-

alist or objected either to British control of Palestine or Jewish immigration

into the country—as long as these activities did not harm U.S. interests as the

department understood them. Indeed, the State Department and the interwar

presidents consistently resisted pressure from the Zionists and their congres-

sional allies to criticize the British in Palestine when they adopted policies

seemingly unfavorable to the Jews. They also did not respond to demands of

Arab Americans and others to speak out against British policies that denied

democratic rights to the Palestinian Arabs. For instance, during the 1929 up-

rising American Zionists and Arab Americans sought to sway U.S. policy con-

cerning the British in Palestine, albeit in different directions. President

Herbert Hoover responded by telling visiting Zionist leaders that he had faith

in British policy in Palestine,3 1  and Secretary of State Henry Stimson did like-

wise. As for the Arab American demands, they were ignored.

State Department officers did not object to the notion that a mandate re-

gime to tutor the natives in self-government was right and necessary. Paul

Knabenshue, the U.S. Consul General in Jerusalem from 1928 to 1932, criti-

cized British policy in Palestine not because it was imperialistic, but because

it failed to create the sort of colonial regime that operated paternally for the

benefit of both Jews and Arabs. He proposed a constitutional setup with a
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parliament elected according to proportional representation. His scheme,

however, reserved veto power over legislation for the British authority.3 2

Knabenshue’s superiors in the State Department suppressed his suggestions

not because they objected to British imperial authority in Palestine, but be-

cause they did not want to meddle with that control in any way.33

Wallace Murray, longtime chief of the NEA, consistently defended the

British position in Palestine and did everything he could to fend off the polit-

ical efforts of American Zionists who wanted increased U.S. pressure on the

British regarding immigration and partition schemes. In July 1936, he suc-

cessfully urged that Britain not be pressured on its restrictive immigration

policies in Palestine,3 4  and as of 1939 he adamantly resisted Zionist and con-

gressional pressure against the British White Paper of that year because of

the State Department’s fear that pro-Zionist American interference in British

Palestine might push the Arabs to support the fascists.3 5

Murray’s concern, and that of NEA, was for U.S. interests in the Middle

East and, eventually, the overriding need to prosecute a war in that region

effectively. He had no objection to a Jewish presence in Palestine as long as

it did not provoke Arab rebellion or Arab anti-Americanism. To this end, he

consistently backed the position of Judah Magnes, a liberal American Jewish

scholar who became the first president of Hebrew University and whose

more moderate attitude toward power sharing with the Arabs seemed to

Murray to make Jewish goals more compatible with American interests.3 6

Finally, it is to be noted that when Murray prescreened the public

speeches of executive branch personnel that touched on the foreign policy,

he never challenged statements that endorsed colonialism, imperialism, the

mandate regime, or the notion that the “civilized” West was superior to the

non-Western world. The only statements he challenged were those implying

some sort of “entangling” commitment on the part of the United States.3 7

Murray was a career diplomat, not an elected or appointed official. His

ability to resist the pressure of lobby groups such as the Zionists and even

their congressional supporters was therefore greater than that of the presi-

dent and secretary of state. He, however, was sensitive to the political posi-

tion of his bosses. Thus, in July 1936, at Murray’s suggestion, Secretary of

State Cordell Hull began an ongoing series of diplomatic efforts to keep the

British Foreign Office informed of growing American Jewish concern over

Palestine.3 8  Over time, these representations took on official form and were

presented as the concerns of the American public at large. Arab American

concerns, which were also being brought to the attention of the U.S. govern-

ment in a consistent and organized fashion, were not passed on to the

British.3 9

For the most part, the State Department was not anti-imperialist or anti-

colonialist when it came to the Middle East nor was it anti-Semitic as some

scholars have suggested.4 0 It was simply pro–American interests, which it

understood largely in traditional terms. It resisted Zionist pressure to make a

Jewish Palestine one of those interests, because this would have com-
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pletely alienated the region’s majority population,

whose trade and friendship seemed important to the The State Department
diplomats. It would also have undermined the con- resisted Zionist pressure to
trolling position of the British, perceived as a friend make a Jewish Palestine
and later an ally. Even as it resisted the Zionists, how- an American interest
ever, the State Department conceded that “in large because this would have
measure” American interests in Palestine itself were alienated the majority in a
increasingly “Jewish.”4 1  As American consul in Jeru- region whose trade and
salem George Wadsworth acknowledged in a 1936 friendship seemed
letter to the American Jewish philanthropist Nathan important to the diplomats.
Straus, “Of the 400,000 who now form the Yishuv,

some 10,000 are American citizens. Of the $300 million . . . invested in Pales-

tine . . . some $33 million is in the form of concrete American capital invest-

ment. . . . These new and important American interests add much to . . . the

work of the Jerusalem Consulate General.”42  The situation created the sort of

tension in the department that comes with conflicting claims and representa-

tions of interest. By 1948 Zionist claims would overcome all State Depart-

ment resistance. The claim and representation that completely lost out in the

process was that of the Arab Americans.

DE M O C R A C Y A S A  LO S T  CA U S E : TH E  AR A B  AM E R IC A N S

By the early 1920s a segment of the Arab American community, largely

immigrants from Greater Syria, had organized and had begun attempts to

express the Arab point of view to U.S. audiences, official and otherwise.

They had two consistent messages: first, there should be self-determination

and democratic government in Palestine; and second, the United States

should not, through material aid or political pressure, favor the Zionists

against the Palestinian Arabs.

The Arab American argument against Zionism first appeared in a book

entitled The Case Against Zionism  published in 1921 by the Palestine Na-

tional League in New York. This was the principal Arab American organiza-

tion of the day that took up the cause of Palestine. It was led at this time by

Fuad Shatara, a U.S. citizen and medical doctor who had immigrated from

Palestine. The Case Against Zionism  called for free elections and parliamen-

tary democracy in Palestine.4 3

It was Shatara who carried this message to Congress during the 1922 hear-

ings on the joint resolution supporting the Balfour Declaration. He called for

democracy in Palestine and pleaded with the representatives to hold off on

their resolution until they could determine the will of the people of the

area.4 4  He and the Palestine National League were ignored. Self-determina-

tion in Palestine had been made the prerogative of the “progressive”

Zionists.

Upon the outbreak of the 1929 Arab uprising in Palestine, the Palestine

National League, now in alliance with two other Arab American groups, the
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New Syria Party and the Young Men’s Muslim Association, sought to contex-

tualize the violence for the American public and officialdom. The Zionists

and the American media were reporting the story in such a way that the

Arabs appeared as religious fanatics and savages.4 5  The Arab Americans is-

sued statements, organized protest meetings, and sent delegations to Wash-

ington in an effort to counter this widespread impression.4 6  For instance, in

September 1929, Arab American representatives led by the well-known Leb-

anese American writer Ameen Rihani met with Secretary of State Stimson.

The official statement of the Arab Americans explained the situation this

way:

For ten years the Arabs of Palestine have in vain protested

and petitioned both the British government and the League

of Nations. . . .Their demands for a national representative

government . . . have been met with a deaf ear. . . . [A]ll this

time a small Jewish minority from Central and Eastern Eu-

rope, supported by funds from the United States and by the

fiat of British power, have been making encroachments

upon the rights of the overwhelming Arab majority. Here is

the fundamental cause of the present uprising.47

The demand for majority rule did not change in the 1930s. In October

1936 a large Arab American organization called the Syrian and Lebanese

American Federation of the Eastern States held a convention at Worcester,

Massachusetts. At its conclusion, the organization’s president, Faris Malouf,

sent a petition to the secretary of state and members of Congress calling for

support of Palestinian rights, which Malouf defined as the realization of “the

principle of self-determination” and “government with the consent of the

governed.” He compared the Palestinian struggle to “the early struggles of

the original 13 colonies in 1776 for independence from foreign

domination.”48

The next year, 1937, Rihani relayed the same message while on a national

speaking tour. At the same time, Peter George, the legal adviser to the Arab

National League (a successor of the Palestine National League), sent the State

Department a lengthy brief arguing that neutrality in the Palestinian-Zionist

conflict was in the best interests of the United States.4 9

George, Malouf, and other Arab American leaders would keep in regular

touch with the State Department throughout World War II. In April 1941,

they met in New York City with Harold Hoskins, an Arabic-speaking repre-

sentative of the State Department. According to Hoskins’s report, they told

him that they were “not asking that the United States do anything for the

Arabs.” Rather, what they wanted was that the United States “not take any

position officially in support of the Zionist movement.”5 0

As noted above, the NEA favored neutrality toward Zionism. Murray actu-

ally took Hoskins’s report on the New York City meeting and distributed it to
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his superiors in the State Department, along with his own plea for neutral-

ity.5 1  The culture of the State Department, however, was such that its officers

almost never engaged in public debate. While the NEA staff wrote thousands

of memos to each other and the secretary of state, they gave their opinions

to other branches of government, like the Congress, only when asked or

when intervening in some potential or real crisis situation. Thus, having Mur-

ray agreeing with George and Malouf did not mean much in terms of coun-

tering the Zionist message.

This became obvious in February 1944. That month, hearings were held

on a House of Representatives resolution demanding U.S. intervention

against British restrictions on Jewish immigration to Palestine. Both Malouf

and Professor Philip Hitti of Princeton University appeared as witnesses de-

manding U.S. neutrality and democracy in Palestine, as well as a liberaliza-

tion of the United States’s own immigration laws to allow in more Jews and

other persecuted people.5 2  The Arab Americans were, once again, ignored.

Nothing was heard from the State Department on these specific points,

though as stated, General Marshall got the resolutions delayed by invoking

military necessity.

Later, in November 1944, the Arab National League held a convention at-

tended by 150 delegates representing chapters from across the country. The

convention’s public declaration stated that “any approval of a Jewish state . . .

in Palestine against the will of its native Arab inhabitants . . . is irreconcilable

with the principles of democracy,”5 3 but to no avail. The Arab American or-

ganizations had long been outorganized and outspent by the Zionists and

their allies. With Harry Truman’s ascendancy to the presidency in 1945, the

Zionists were on the verge of triumph.

In the years leading up to the founding of the State of Israel, the Arab

Americans, despite overwhelming odds, strove to keep alive the debate over

Palestine, continuing to issue public statements and to petition the State De-

partment, the president, and Congress. They even participated in a number

of third-party-sponsored debates with American Zionist leaders. Their mes-

sage was consistent: self-determination, majority rule, and representative

government in Palestine—in other words, democracy. In an open letter to

President Truman (who had refused to receive an Arab American delega-

tion), Malouf and Khalil Totah, as leaders of an organization now called the

Institute for Arab American Affairs, observed that “Zionists are anxious to

form a majority in Palestine. . . . It is then and only then that the Zionists will

concede to let the principles of free election and majority rule operate in that

country. The position of the Arabs, in accordance with the best tradition of

American democracy, is that the rules of free election and legislation be

given the right of way now, before it is too late.”5 4
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In fact, the Palestinian demand for self-determination and the “principles

of free election and legislation” represented a mortal danger to the Zionists

as long as they were so outnumbered. As noted, in 1918, Weizmann had

characterized “the democratic principle” as nothing more than a tool to be

manipulated by “the treacherous Arab.”

This attitude had remained consistent throughout the interwar years. On

22 April 1920, the American Zionist leader Rabbi Wise wrote to the philan-

thropist Straus that the British mandate had freed the Zionists from the pros-

pect of rule under “Arab suzerainty, an indignity and dishonor which Jews

could not have tolerated.”55  In February 1936, Weizmann, Wise, and the rest

of the Zionist establishment successfu lly derailed an effort by the British high

commissioner in Palestine, Sir Arthur Wauchope, to establish a legislative

council “designed to secure the advice and assistance of the people of Pales-

tine in carrying on the government of the country.”5 6  When the British prof-

fered a legislative council scheme that did not draw such vehement Zionist

opposition, representation was skewed against the majority population, who

saw its acceptance as tantamount to acceptance of the Balfour Declaration.

The Arabs rejected it and were accused by the Zionists of being

undemocratic.

Indeed, when it came to the issue of democracy, American Zionists were

particularly skilled at obfuscation and the application of double standards.

For instance, in June 1937 Zionist supporter and senator Robert F. Wagner,

addressing a ZOA convention in New York City, completely ignored the

Zionists’ adamant stand against representative government and proclaimed

that “in the far flung death struggle between democracy and autocracy . . .

the Jewish people and their homeland are a symbol, and democracy must

protect Palestine as an outpost of civilization.”57

In his aptly titled chapter “Delaying Democracy for the Sake of Zionism,”

Rafael Medoff shows that insofar as American Zionists thought about the

Arabs in Palestine at all prior to the 1929 uprising, it was as primitive nomads

devoid of national consciousness and therefore undeserving of self-determi-

nation.5 8  It is beside the point of this essay to address the ignorance on

which such views were based, though one might comment on the problem-

atic notion of using technological advancement as the measure to determine

whether democracy is deserved—especially in light of the devastation

wrought by the technologically advanced West in World War I. Medoff fur-

ther points out, with regard to national rights, that neither the British nor the

American Zionists saw Palestinians as “a distinct national group with national

rights—largely because the Palestinian Arabs themselves did not claim the

status of a specific national grouping.”59  Leaving aside the patent self-inter-

estedness of these colonialist views, it is true that most politically aware

Palestinians of the day saw themselves as Arabs rather than “Palestinians”

and that they saw their future as part of the larger national entity of Greater
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Syria. Arab Americans, however, were presenting the Palestinian case in

terms of democratic rights of a local majority, and no one ruled against self-

determination in other parts of Greater Syria where the same views

prevailed.

In the last analysis, most American Zionists liked to think of their behavior

in Palestine as demonstrating a paternalistic notion of “noblesse oblige, the

concept of the fortunate generously assisting the down-trodden.”6 0  Since

many Americans, Zionist or otherwise, were ignorant of the particulars of

Zionist practices in Palestine,6 1  when the Palestinians rose up in resistance

they were able to see the Zionists’ increasingly aggressive colonialist behav-

ior as a defense of democracy and other progressive Western ideals. Pales-

tinian resistance to imperialist invasion became a form of unwarranted

offense against civilization. The Israelis, and their American supporters, still

think this way.

DO U B L E  ST A N D A R D S  TR IU M P H A N T : HA R R Y  TR U M A N G O E S

ZIO N IS T

With the ascendancy of Harry Truman to the presidency, State Depart-

ment and NEA preferences for neutrality were ignored or overridden. Tru-

man, who knew his Old Testament and had read a lot of Christian and

Jewish sources on Palestine, felt he knew all that he needed to know about

the Holy Land. When the State Department suggested that he might want

their experts to give him a briefing on the situation in Palestine, he became

annoyed. As he told Rabbi Wise in an interview on 20 April 1945, he was

“skeptical . . . about some of the attitudes assumed by the ‘striped pants boys’

in the State Department.”6 2 He did not trust them, in part because “they

thought I really didn’t understand what was going on over there.”63  For Tru-

man, as for so many Americans, the “real” Palestine was the ancient land of

the Jews and of Jesus, not the land of contemporary Arabs. Certainly, Tru-

man was also influenced by political considerations, and his (inaccurate)

statement to journalists in October 1945—“I’m sorry gentlemen, but I have to

answer to hundreds of thousands who are anxious for the success of Zion-

ism; I do not have hundreds of thousands of Arabs among my constitu-

ents”6 4—remains infamous.

For whatever combination of reasons, the United States backed Zionist

ambitions at the UN, in London, and in Palestine. The double standards that

allowed Americans, in Orwellian “doublethink,” to see democracy as appli-

cable to the minority Jewish population but not to the majority Arabs in Pal-

estine, now drove official American policy as formulated by the Congress

and the White House. Three years into Truman’s presidency, however, with

the expulsion of some 750,000 Palestinians, the Jews had become a majority,

and “democracy” could finally be applied.

Thus, because of racism, colonist sentiments, and biblically rooted relig-

ious mythology, the United States betrayed its democratic principles. Arab
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Americans, asserting the democratic rights of a majority to self-determina-

tion, majority rule, and representative government, were ignored.  American

Zionists, claiming the same rights for a minuscule minority, and doing every-

thing they could to delay and undermine democracy in Palestine until the

day Zionism could control and manipulate the governmental process, were

embraced as the civilized purveyors of American principles. As it was then,

so it is now—the past as prelude.
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