
W
ho is a Palestinian? 

A
rie L

evin 
W

H
O

 R
E

A
L

L
Y

 is a P
alestinian? Is 

it som
eone w

ho w
as born in P

ales-
tin

e b
efo

re N
o
v
em

b
er 2

9
, 1

9
4
7
, 

w
h

en
 th

e U
N

 G
en

eral A
ssem

b
ly

 
v
o
ted

 to
 p

artitio
n
 P

alestin
e in

to
 a 

Jew
ish

 an
d

 an
 A

rab
 state? O

r is it 
anyone w

ho w
as born, and w

ill be 
b
o
rn

 to
 p

aren
ts w

h
o
se fo

refath
ers 

are descendants of people w
ho lived 

in P
alestine before 1947? 

O
n

e sh
o

u
ld

 rem
em

b
er th

at u
n

til 
th

is v
ery

 d
ay

, th
ere n

ev
er w

as an
 

in
d
ep

en
d
en

t A
rab

 P
alestin

e. T
h
e 

P
alestin

ian
 A

rab
s o

f M
an

d
ato

ry
 

P
alestine refused to accept the U

N
 

p
artitio

n
 p

lan
, th

e A
rab

 in
v

asio
n

 
follow

ed, and in 1949, the A
rm

istice 
A

greem
ents w

ere signed by E
gypt, 

S
yria, Jordan and L

ebanon, but not 
by any P

alestinian A
rab authority. 

F
ro

m
 1

9
4
9
 u

n
til 1

9
6
7
, Ju

d
ea an

d
 

S
am

aria w
ere occupied by Jordan, 

an
d

 th
e G

aza S
trip

 b
y
 E

g
y
p
t. T

h
e 

P
alestinians never had possession of 

A
rab P

alestine, though the occupy-
ing A

rab countries could have estab-
lish

ed
 su

ch
 a state. 

D
u
rin

g
 th

e w
ar in

 L
eb

an
o
n
 in

 
1982, Y

asser A
rafat and other P

L
O

 
leaders claim

ed that there w
ere ap-

proxim
ately six m

illion P
alestinians 

w
h

o
 d

em
an

d
ed

 P
alestin

e as th
eir 

h
o
m

elan
d
. It is w

o
rth

w
h
ile to

 re-
m

em
ber certain historical facts. 

Just before the F
irst W

orld W
ar in 

1914, there w
ere about 500,000 A

r-
abs and about 100,000 Jew

s living in 
P

alestine, w
est of the Jordan R

iver. 

T
hirty-three years later, in 1947, be-

fo
re th

e o
u

tb
reak

 o
f th

e W
ar o

f 
In

d
ep

en
d

en
ce, ap

p
ro

x
im

ately
 1

.3
 

m
illio

n
 A

rab
s an

d
 6

5
0
,0

0
0
 Jew

s 
liv

ed
 in

 B
ritish

 M
an

d
ato

ry
 P

ales-
tin

e. T
h
e A

rab
s h

ad
 trip

led
 th

eir 
num

ber and the Jew
s had increased 

six-and-a-half. 
T

he grow
th of both the A

rab and 
the Jew

ish population w
as not due 

to
 n

atu
ral in

crease b
y

 b
irth

 alo
n

e, 
but m

ainly to im
m

igration. 
W

h
ereas th

e Jew
s cam

e m
o
stly

 
from

 pre- and postw
ar E

urope, the 
A

rabs m
oved dow

n from
 the S

yrian 
and Jordanian hills, the vast m

ajor-
ity of them

 entering P
alestine ille-

gally. A
s a result of the B

ritish occu-
p
atio

n
 o

f P
alestin

e in
 1

9
1
7
 an

d
 

g
ro

w
in

g
 Jew

ish
 im

m
ig

ratio
n
, th

e 
country becam

e a source of em
ploy-

m
en

t fo
r p

o
o
r an

d
 h

u
n
g
ry

 A
rab

s 
from

 across the Jordan R
iver. 

T
he fact is that P

alestine had be-
com

e a land attracting not only Jew
-

ish im
m

igration, but A
rab im

m
igra-

tio
n
 in

 ev
en

 g
reater n

u
m

b
ers. It 

w
o
u
ld

 b
e fair to

 say
 th

at a v
ery

 
substantial part of the A

rab popula-
tion in P

alestine in 1947 w
ere not-

b
o
rn

 P
alestin

ian
s b

u
t im

m
ig

ran
ts, 

m
ostly illegal. T

he P
alestinian claim

 
th

at th
ey

 liv
ed

 in
 P

alestin
e "fro

m
 

tim
e im

m
em

orial" is therefore not  

true. It w
ould be correct to say that 

ab
o
u
t h

alf o
f th

e A
rab

s liv
in

g
 in

 
P

alestine at the end of 1947 w
ere not 

P
alestinian-born. 

A
C

C
O

R
D

IN
G

 T
O

 U
N

 and Israeli 
o
fficial so

u
rces, so

m
ew

h
ere b

e-
tw

een 500,000 and 700,000 A
rabs 

fled
 to

 th
e W

est B
an

k
 (Jo

rd
an

ian
-

o
ccu

p
ied

 at th
e tim

e), th
e G

aza 
S

trip
 (E

g
y
p
tian

-o
ccu

p
ied

), L
eb

a-
non, Jordan, and, to a m

uch lesser 
extent, S

yria. D
uring the sam

e peri-
o
d
, o

u
t o

f th
e 8

4
0
,0

0
0
 Jew

s w
h
o
 

lived in A
rab lands, 580,000 had to 

flee to
 Israel an

d
 2

6
0
,0

0
0
 h

ad
 to

 
m

ake their w
ay to E

urope and other 
countries abroad. 

T
he P

L
O

 claim
s that the P

alestin-
ians num

ber roughly six m
illion. W

e 
know

 for a fact that out of this esti-
m

ated num
ber, about 600.000 live in 

Israel as Israeli citizens; 1.5 m
illion 

live in Jordan and are Jordanian citi-
zens; and another 1.5 m

illion live in 
Ju

d
ea, S

am
aria an

d
 th

e G
aza D

is-
trict. T

hat m
akes altogether 3.6 m

il-
lio

n
 o

f w
h

o
m

 2
.1

 m
illio

n
 are n

o
t 

P
alestin

ian
s, b

u
t citizen

s o
f Israel 

and Jordan respectively. 
It seem

s grossly exaggerated, to 
say the least, that an additional 2.4 
m

illion (to m
ake up the claim

ed six 
m

illion), really do ex
ist, liv

in
g
 in

 

L
ebanon, S

yria and other countries 
as refu

g
ees. T

h
o
se liv

in
g
 in

 th
e 

A
m

ericas, in E
urope and elsew

here 
have long since becom

e citizens of 
these countries, and can therefore 
not be counted as P

alestinians. 

S
H

O
U

L
D

 O
N

E
 accept the fact that 

A
rabs w

ho w
ere not born in P

ales-
tin

e an
d
 n

ev
er liv

ed
 th

ere are re-
garded as P

alestinians, then it fol-
low

s logically that descendants of 
Jew

s w
ho fled from

 A
rab countries 

should be E
gyptian, L

ybian, A
lgeri-

an
, Iraq

i citizen
s, etc. A

ll th
ese 

could - and should - sim
ilarly lay 

claim
 to rights and property in those 

lands. 
C

onsidering the above, it w
ould 

b
e co

rrect to
 say

 th
at th

ere are n
o
 

P
alestinians at all, but only A

rabs 
w

ho lived in B
ritish M

andatory P
al-

estin
e. T

h
e P

alestin
ian

 en
tity

 is a 
creatio

n
 o

f th
e w

o
rld

 m
ed

ia an
d
. 

legally, never existed. 
T

he A
rab population in S

am
aria, 

Ju
d
ea an

d
 th

e G
aza S

trip
 are th

e 
o
n
ly

 o
n
es w

h
o
 can

 reg
ard

 th
em

-
selv

es as au
th

en
tic P

alestin
ian

s, 
though an A

rab P
alestine w

as never 
estab

lish
ed

. T
h
eir p

o
litical fu

tu
re 

d
ep

en
d
s u

p
o
n
 th

e Israeli g
o
v
ern

-
m

en
t, an

d
 w

ill b
e d

ecid
ed

 tak
in

g
 

into accotm
t, first and forem

ost, the 
security, safety and w

ell-being of the 
Jew

ish state. 

(T
he w

riter is a retired ID
F

 lieuten-
ant-colonel.) 


