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Is this claim a
bargaining
chip to be
negotiated
away in
search of
something
considered
more
valuable?

The Palestinians’ repatriation demand is one they tried and abandoned
themselves 25 years ago, writes David D. Knoll.

HE Palestinian claim of a right of
return to land they once occupied,
now under Israeli rule, is far from
new. Since 1949 ithas beena ¢laim:

based on the view that Israeli occupation of Arab

lands is wrong:A people wrongly displaced

. must be allowed to returm to their homes.

The Israeli position has long been that the
Palestinian refugee problem is the making of
Arab acts of illegal aggression against Israel
Some Arab residents of Palestinewere '/
displaced as the Arab armies invaded. They
were promised a swift victory and a rapid
return to their homes “Some were forcibly.
expelled by the Israeh forces, asthe Israehs
turnedback the invasions and sticceededin
defending themselves.

In the course of many decades of conflict,
both Jews and Palestinian Arabs-were vari-
ously displaced and expelled. The harsh
reality was that close enough to equal numbers
of refugees left Arab countries to live in Israel,
and leftIsrael to live in Arab countries. Inthe
first few years after Israel’s birth as a nation,

-Arab countries expelled or displaced their

Jewish populations. Hundreds of thousands of
Jews, many of whom had no particulardesire
to move to the newborn Jewish state, were

forced to go. Israel wa

T )quxred to prov1de
planes and sh1ps to transp

t1n1an Arabs who ﬂed and thelr descendants

" have not enjoyed any similar benefit.

‘Inshort, there was an exchange of p popu—

lations. As the late ProfessorJuhus Stone wrote :

in an article, “Liberation Movements Arab and
Jewish”, in Quadrant in1974; “The record
since World War IT shows aremarkable recog- ‘

0%

nition of the duty to rese le and rehabil ate

reduction of tensions. These standards areeven
more plainly drawn when c1rcumstances permit
exchanges of populations.”

Stone refers to the Greco-Turkish exchange
of population after World War I and the “less

Right of return claim avoids Arab responsibilit

orderly Hindu-Muslim exchanges in the Indo-
Pakistani partition of 1948”. The Arab nations

were the only ones in the post-World War II

context which refused to resettle displaced
persons who were their ethnic cousins.
Most of the Palestinian Arabsdisplaced in the

o ‘1948 .4‘9 967, 1970 and 1973 conflictsare, not

stefugees under the Convention
of Refugees or its 1967 protocol.

: Indeed they have a separate United Nations

body t ook"’after thelr needs and therr needs

isto prov1de for: and sustain, but
theédisplaced Palestlmans

‘hasa majorlty Palestinian Arab populatlon et
_ the PLO cannot govern there. Its followers are

notwelcome there. After the PLO failed in its
1970.coup attempt against King Hussein, King
Abdullah will not countenance accommodat-

: 1ng Palestlnlan sovereignty within Jordanian

; Now the Palestinians are again pressmg fora
rlght of return against Israel. If the returnis to
be to the: terrltory of a new Palestinian State,
then theissue is not really one for Israel at, all
Any sovereign nation can determine foritself
who will be its citizens. The somewhat

‘Israel and the Palestl
shifting sands ofi

unspoken reason that the issue is on the nego-
tiating table is that it is Israeli territory to which
the right of return is sought to be exercised.

Is this claim of a right of return a bargaining
chip to be negotiated away in search of some-
thing considered more valuable to the
Palestinian leadershlp? Is it noni- negotiable,
that is, seen by the Palestinian leadership as an

v 1na11enab1e rxght'? Isita cause celebre that

cannot be compromised, and thus willremaina
roadblock to peace?
The answerlieslessi in th,

nflict between

‘seh the Palestln-
falled itin

‘ PIt
resolvmg such d1v1510ns the clalm of a Palestin-
ianright of return- when put against Israel -
facesa giant hurdle of history. It seeks to avoid
Arab responsibility by dealing with only the
remaining half of the human displacement
problem, Itis an attempt to resuscitate a
proposal whose abortion Palestinianand other
Arab leaders themselves procured overa quar-
ter of a century 4go.,

David D. Knollis vice-president of the N'SW Jewish Board
of Deputies.




