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Itamar Radai’s micro history of the experiences of the Palestinians in Jerusalem and Jaffa in the closing months of the British Palestine Mandate is a scholarly and informed comparative study. The focus is narrow but the book’s significance is broad, and it augments our understanding of how and why the al-Nakhba, ‘the catastrophe,’ unfolded for the Palestinians. The book is rich on detail on the Palestinian community, based on excellent use of Arabic sources. Radai avoids taking sides in the polarized literature on 1948, but his conclusions reflect poorly on the Palestinian middle class, who fled the shock of war. The book’s human and engaged text vividly brings to life the Palestinians’ lives and their struggle to remain in their homes as Palestine went to war from late 1947.

Radai’s thesis is that prior to 1948, Jaffa, as a coastal port city open to international trade, had changed and become more ‘modern,’ accepting waves of worker immigrants from the Hawran region in southern Syria, and growing an indigenous, prosperous (often Christian) Arab middle class. The immigrants (making up 70% of the Arab population in 1946) were poor, alienated and marginal, figuratively and literally, living in cardboard shantytowns in Jaffa’s vulnerable peripheral areas that abutted neighboring Jewish settlements such as Tel Aviv; the new middle class was alienated in different ways, more interested in preserving its newly found wealth than fighting the common Jewish enemy. The result in 1948 was disaster (p. 177): ‘Jaffa’s characteristics as a coastal city, and the social change it was experiencing, seem to have contributed to its downfall…..it had attracted large numbers of villagers, who lived in alienation from the established urban society and remained unorganized among themselves….this large population suffered from high unemployment. The wealthy and the middle class largely opposed the war….Their exodus from Jaffa considerably weakened the city’. Thus, modernity equaled weakness. Jerusalem was different, geographically isolated in the mountainous interior, conservative, and religious, less affected by change, and so more cohesive and better able to withstand the shock of war. Thus, Jaffa collapsed and Jewish forces took the city in May 1948, only 3,000 Palestinian residents remaining out of an original population of over 70,000; Jerusalem survived the loss of the mixed western city portions to Jewish forces, local Palestinians holding out in the Old City and eastern districts, escaping total collapse.
Radai situates his analysis within theories of mountain versus coastal cities, between orthogenetic cities based on venerable traditions and heterogenetic littoral ports with their melting pots of modernization and rational economic norms: Alexandria, Port Said, Beirut, Tripoli, and Haifa versus Cairo, Fez, Nablus and Damascus. Radai’s dissection of the Palestinians’ societal and political structures in Jerusalem and Jaffa emphasizes internal dynamics as the root cause for the Palestinians’ downfall. This creates a useful paradoxical tension, as Radai simultaneously details resistance and intense organization that suggest victory, while taking the reader on a journey to disaster for the Palestinians, even in Jerusalem where the Jews still displaced tens of thousands of people and captured swathes of territory in the western portions of the city.
The collapse of Palestinian neighborhoods was cumulative not sudden, despite the arrival of irregular forces to fight the Jews. In middle-class Qatamon (p. 107), the ‘population’s bourgeois values and way of life, alongside its practice of relying on the British authorities to defend them, led to a lack of will and ability to take part in the war effort.’ Small defeats wore down morale, as when a stray bullet killed the donkey of the milk seller (p. 66) so ending milk deliveries. War traumatized local children, loud noises disturbing them (p. 68), ‘even the slamming of a door.’ Schools closed and normal life shut down. Richer civilians opposed Palestinian forces firing back, worried that their houses would become targets. They also sought exit from Palestine; ‘I am weary’ (p. 92) wrote one. Wealthy residents relied on rural fighters such as Ibrahim Abu Dayya, now idealized by richer city dwellers who suddenly found a romantic appeal in village life.  Abu Dayya was a natural commander but so much turned on the actions of individuals who were killed or wounded – Abu Dayya was subsequently shot and paralyzed. Palestinians had leadership rather than command – personalities rather than flexible military hierarchies – as when the noted fighter Abd al-Qadir al-Husayni died at al-Qastel village on 8 April 1948, leading to mass mourning and an action that drove the Jews from the battlefield to recover his body, after which the Palestinians left and the Jews reoccupied the village. Palestinian resistance was fierce and determined at the social and military levels but the two were not joined up and a ‘defeatist attitude’ (p. 98) spread. Village militias let off their weapons, shooting at the moon (p. 73), killing innocent bystanders with ‘ecstatic volleys’ (p. 84). Some Palestinians joined up for plunder and were accused of killing wounded Arab soldiers.  Meanwhile, the middle class (p. 73) expected ‘salvation’ to come from outside, rescue that never came excepting the Jordanian Arab Legion’s intervention after 18 May to save Jerusalem. The Jews looted and trashed captured Palestinian neighborhoods, making any return even harder.
Radai touches on Jewish operations, mentioning the use of loudspeakers in ‘psy-ops,’ with messages aimed at particular enemy soldiers, proving that Jewish intelligence was good, operatives tapping enemy messages. This helped give the Jews an edge in fighting where they had only marginal numerical superior – 2,000 Arab soldiers versus 3,000 Jewish in Jerusalem. The Palestinians put up a fierce fight but internal divisions were damning, certainly in Jaffa: rural to urban, Muslim versus Christian, and rich versus poor, compounded by limited coordination, poor military intelligence, and a lack of signals equipment. Irregular forces were also unreliable and there were numerous clashes between the forces of Palestinian leader Hajj Amin al-Husayni and other units such as the Arab Liberation Army. These combined to panic local civilians. Radai makes a strong case for Jaffa’s marginal internal weaknesses leading to its collapse but other external factors helped save the Jerusalemites, ones that had nothing to do with the Palestinians: a strong rescuing army from Jordan, Jerusalem’s status as an international holy city that circumscribed Jewish attacks, and the ancient city walls around the Old City, inside which Palestinians sought sanctuary awaiting the Jordanians. There was no Arab army to save Jaffa. Arguably, without these local complications, the Jews/Israelis would have taken all of Jerusalem, too, as they would do in 1967.
Radai is to be congratulated for his readable, thought provoking, challenging, and sensitive study, one that has been nicely translated from Hebrew by Haim Watzman, and includes good British-made maps of the period to guide readers. It is an interesting, exciting read. The only obvious criticism of the book is Routledge’s exorbitant price.
Matthew Hughes is Chair in History at Brunel University and was formerly Maj-Gen Matthew C. Horner Chair at the US Marine Corps University.
5

