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When the Middle East crisis erupted in mid-May 1967, culminating in the Six 

Day War in early June, Israel was viewed by the Western world as the victim: a tiny 

state, surrounded by formidable Arab enemies determined to destroy her. Because of the 

bloodcurdling Arab threats of annihilation, many believed that Israel, being on the verge 

of destruction, had every right to launch a preventive war. Following its swift military 

victory over Egypt, Jordan and Syria, world sympathy toward Israel soared. The victory 

seemed the triumph of the just. But the international support Israel enjoyed quickly 

started to dwindle, as television screens and front pages of newspapers around the globe 

became increasingly dominated by heartbreaking scenes of the mass exodus of West 

Bank Palestinians crossing over into the East Bank, and the harsh conditions of the new 

refugees in makeshift tent-camps in Jordan.  

These refuges were designated nazihun by the Arabs and “displaced persons” – 

which means the same thing – by the United Nations in order to distinguish them from 

the “old refugees” of 1948. In fact, many were both. According to UN figures, some 

200,000 West Bankers crossed eastward. About half of them were 1948 refugees, who 

now became refugees for the second time. In addition, 100,000 inhabitants of the Syrian 

Golan Heights fled the area, including 17,000 UNRWA-registered 1948 refugees. 

Another 35,000 people from the Gaza Strip and Sinai moved across the Suez Canal into 
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Egypt; 3,000 of them were UNRWA-registered refugees. My paper focuses on the West 

Bank nazihun. 

Unlike 1948, there were no mass expulsions in June 1967. Tens of thousands 

fled their homes as people in war zones always do, and because of fears fed by the 

memories of what had happened in 1948. Yet Israeli troops also played a role in the 

outflow. They applied various “subtle” methods intended to make the Palestinians leave. 

These methods included announcements through loudspeakers mounted on army cars, 

and radio broadcasts, advising the Palestinians that they should take the road to the 

Jordan River “or face the consequences”; nightly shooting in the air or even shooting 

above people’s heads; and a free one-way bus service from Arab Jerusalem and other 

West Bank cities to the river. Some twenty Palestinian villages and towns in the West 

Bank were destroyed, completely or partially, by the Israeli military after the fighting 

had ended. Their inhabitants were rendered homeless, and consequently many of them 

crossed the river. The long columns of refugees from the destroyed villages increased 

fear and served as an additional inducement to flee. 

None of this was ordered by the government. These acts were initiated by senior 

army officers. But the cabinet welcomed the Palestinian exodus. For example, Defense 

Minister Moshe Dayan said in cabinet on 25 June, when the number of new refugees 

from the West Bank was thought to be only 100,000: “I hope they all go. If we could 

achieve the departure of 300,000 without pressure, it would be a great blessing.” Dayan 

was not alone among the policy-makers in hoping that the Arabs will leave. In the 

aftermath of the war, Israel’s controlling consideration was the desire to retain as much of 

the occupied land as possible with as few Arab inhabitants as possible. Time and again 

Prime Minister Levi Eshkol expressed this desire by saying: “We won the war and 

received a nice dowry of territory, but it came with a bride whom we don’t want.” The 

bride was the Arab inhabitants of the occupied territories. And so, when the West Bank 

refugees wished to return to their homes, Israel refused to allow them back. Those who 

attempted to infiltrate across the Jordan were shot dead by Israeli troops who regularly 

ambushed them on the ceasefire line.  

 But the world was watching. Jordan, unable to cope with such a huge influx of 

refugees, cried for help. Friendly governments applied strong pressure on Israel to allow 
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repatriation. Most significant was the pressure from Washington – Israel’s main political 

supporter and Jordan’s ally. Moreover, the UN General Assembly was then debating a 

Soviet motion for a resolution demanding an immediate and unconditional Israeli 

withdrawal. Disregarding the diplomatic pressure might have resulted in a negative 

decision at the UN. Thus, on 2 July the Israeli Cabinet gave in. With eleven in favor and 

seven against it decided to authorize the return of the displaced West Bankers from the 

East Bank. King Hussein was very pleased. He expressed his gratitude for the cabinet 

decision during his secret meeting with Eshkol’s emissary later that day. Little did he 

know.   

The cabinet’s decision permitted West Bankers who crossed to the East between 

7 June and 4 July to go back no later than 10 August, provided that they constituted no 

security risk. The Red Cross warned that the 30-day period allowed by Israel for the 

return would hardly be enough. But this was precisely the Israeli intention. While 

publicly describing the cabinet decision as a “gesture of good will,” Prime Minister 

Eshkol said in a confidential party forum on 7 July that the grand total of Arabs in the 

West Bank, the Gaza Strip and Israel was 1.5 million, “and that is why I was not 

enthusiastic about the idea of bringing back refugees within one month.” Eshkol, widely 

considered a moderate, was one of the seven cabinet members who voted against the 

return. 

The return scheme was dubbed Mivtsa‘ Palit – Hebrew for Operation Refugee. 

The first practical step in carrying it out was the preparation of an application form for 

those wishing to return. The Israeli bureaucratic machinery was in no hurry, however, 

and more American pressure was needed to get it going. When Israel finally delivered 

its proposed form through the Red Cross in mid-July, it was unacceptable to both Jordan 

and the Red Cross itself. The problem was not with its content but with the heading. The 

heading read in Hebrew, Arabic and English: “State of Israel, Ministry of Interior; 

Application for Permit to Return to the West Bank.” Jordan argued that the heading 

gave the impression that the West Bank was now part of Israel and that Jordan was 

dealing directly with Israel. Israel expressed its “dismay” at the Jordanian refusal to 

distribute the forms.  
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The bickering over the letterhead lasted no less than three weeks. Red Cross and 

UNRWA officials, the State Department and many foreign diplomats struggled 

strenuously to introduce the obvious solution: a triple heading which would mention the 

State of Israel, the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan and the Red Cross. Jordan accepted. 

Israel demanded a direct contact between delegates of the two states in order to settle 

the issue. Jordan accused Israel of using a humanitarian issue for political purposes, but 

eventually agreed to a low-level meeting at the Allenby Bridge. Israel insisted on a mid-

to-high-level meeting. Only American intervention made Israel back down. The meeting 

took place on 4 August. Israel was represented by a senior Foreign Ministry official, and 

Jordan by the secretary-general of Jordan’s Red Crescent. The Israeli agreed to the triple 

heading but refused to include the Red Cross emblem. Another Israeli-Jordanian 

meeting was scheduled for 6 August, and only then did the Israeli official withdraw his 

objection to the Red Cross symbol. The Red Cross representative in Jordan viewed the 

Israeli attitude as “harassment and petty obstructionism.” He felt more annoyed when 

the new application forms arrived in Jordan a few days later. They lacked the Red Cross 

insignia. The Red Cross people determined to print the symbol by hand.   

The whole questionnaire saga might seem like a farce, had there not been tens of 

thousands of refugees enduring harsh conditions in the East Bank. Israel and Jordan 

accused one another of obstinacy and making political issues of insignificant 

formalities. Jordan was correct with regard to the political gains Israel had in mind when 

it insisted on a direct contact at the bridge. One of Israel’s paramount demands since its 

military victory in June was for direct negotiations with the Arab states. So, Foreign 

Minister Abba Eban hastened to reap the political fruits of the Allenby Bridge meetings. 

In a press conference in Jerusalem in mid-August he spoke about a “direct agreement 

between Israel and Jordan” on the arrangements concerning the refugees’ return; “This 

agreement,” he went on, “has its instructive quality. It was a direct encounter between 

Israeli and Jordanian representatives that brought about this agreement […].” 

When the questionnaire problem was eventually solved, the deadline set by 

Israel for the return of the refugees (10 August) was about to expire. On 6 August the 

cabinet pushed back the deadline to the end of the month. An interdepartmental 

committee cautioned that the extended deadline would not allow the bulk of the new 
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refugees to be repatriated. The advice went unheeded. The distribution of the 

application forms began on 12 August. By the end of the month some 40,000 

applications covering about 170,000 persons were transmitted to Israel for approval. 

Israel had no intention whatsoever of readmitting such a large number of Palestinians 

into the occupied territories. Israel informed all concerned that it was ready to receive 

returnees at the rate of 3,000 a day. The operation started on 18 August, hence the return 

had to be completed within twelve working days; no return was to take place during the 

Jewish Sabbath. Basic arithmetic will show that Israel was willing to let in no more than 

36,000 new refugees. In fact, Prime Minister Eshkol was hoping for much less: “We 

cannot increase the Arab population in Israel,” he said in a closed party forum on the 

very day Operation Refugee began, “I expect and hope that this will end up with 15-20 

thousand.” Significantly, the prime minister was referring to the West Bank as part of 

the State of Israel.  

When Operation Refugee got finally underway on 18 August, the number of 

persons who crossed to the West was much smaller than the amount authorized by Israel 

to return. Jordan argued that this was a result of Israeli practice: each day, usually in the 

afternoon, the Israelis handed over the approved applications for return on the next day, 

leaving the Jordanian authorities with only twelve hours or even less to contact those on 

the list – who were dispersed between several localities and camps – and transporting 

them to the crossing point. In many cases it was impossible to reach the designated 

people at such short notice; in other instances the approved returnees themselves were 

unable to make it to the bridge in time. On other occasions families refrained from 

going back because one or more of their members were not approved for return; 

frequently the unapproved person was the breadwinner. 

Yet the decisive factor in reducing the inflow to a relatively negligible figure 

was the Israeli strictness in vetoing the return of residents of Jerusalem and its environs 

including Bethlehem; Jericho; and UNRWA refugee camps throughout the West Bank. 

These were the largest groups who had registered for return. According to UNRWA, 

almost the entire population of the three big refugee camps near Jericho, some 50,000 

persons, applied for repatriation and were ready and eager to go back. None was 

allowed to do so. Only one of the 5,000 Old City inhabitants who had fled to the East 
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was readmitted. Washington stressed the high importance it attached to the objective of 

enabling all bona fide West Bank residents, including the 1948 refugees, to return. But 

Israel did not listen. 

Attempting to ward off international accusations of hindering the return of the 

new refugees, the Israelis resorted to a counterattack, putting the blame on Jordan. They 

accused Jordan of inciting the returnees to become the spearhead of subversion against 

Israel and to wage a guerilla war. This was untrue. “We detect no incitement,” the 

American ambassador reported from Amman. With the approach of the deadline and in 

view of the small number of returnees, international pressure on Israel mounted. But the 

Israeli government still refused to budge. Instead, it reiterated the incitement charge and 

pointed to Jordan’s alleged incompetence in facilitating the repatriation operation. The 

Israeli arguments and excuses were rejected by all. Secretary of State Dean Rusk sent 

Israel a strong message, saying that the sudden cut-off of the return program “would 

have severe repercussions […] and leave Israel in a very difficult position.”  

Only then, four days before the deadline expired, did Israel relent. The cabinet 

decided to allow two additional weeks, but only for “no-show” cases – i.e. those who 

had already been approved for return but for various reasons did not cross back. 

However, the government decided to avoid publicity for its decision, but following a 

very harsh letter from Rusk to Foreign Minister Eban sent immediately after the 

deadline’s expiration, the decision was made public, although without mentioning the 

length of the extension. Rusk’s letter was indeed alarming: “The sympathy which the 

American people have for Israel would be weakened,” he warned, “and with it the 

ability of the U.S. Government to take [a] constructive position on Israel’s behalf.” Still, 

the Israeli policy-makers, determined to diminish the Palestinian population under 

Israel’s control, refused to yield further.   

Only 14,000 did eventually return. A month later, UNRWA estimated that the 

number of new refugees in the East Bank remained largely unchanged. This was 

because Palestinians continued to leave the West Bank and the Gaza Strip at the rate of 

several hundred a day. Those who departed from the West Bank after 4 July were 

forbidden from coming back; they left nevertheless because of various economic and 

social reasons and their unwillingness to live under military occupation. In August alone 
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some 15,000 left for Jordan – more than the number of Operation Refugee returnees. 

Unable to cope with the growing diplomatic pressure, Foreign Minister Eban defined 

the cabinet policy as “niggardliness” and insisted on an Israeli gesture. In a cable to 

Prime Minister Eshkol he said: “After we had been fortunate with the flight of 350,000 

[persons] from the administered territories, Israel’s friends – including Jewish leaders – 

found it very difficult to understand why the cabinet refused to consider the return of 

twenty or thirty thousand people, of which a large number would leave within weeks 

anyway.”  

Ever since its foundation in 1948, Israel has insisted on Jewish demographic 

preponderance and thus has refused the repatriation of Arab refugees. But whereas in 

1948 the return of 700,000-odd refugees would have been to the State of Israel whose 

Jewish population barely exceeded 650,000, the 1967 refugees wished to go back to 

their homes in the occupied territories. Israel’s attitude, then, clearly attested to its 

intention to keep the West Bank, and Operation Refugee was nothing but an attempt to 

obscure this. It was part of what later developed into a consistent foreign policy of 

deception. So was the promise to introduce a family reunion scheme whereby more 

“new refugees” would be allowed to return. By the end of 1969, only 11,000 

Palestinians out of 30,000-odd applicants had returned. Not very many returned under 

this scheme in later years either.    

As already noted, Jordan accused Israel of using a humanitarian issue for 

political purposes. This was confirmed by none other than Avi‘ad Yafeh, Eshkol’s 

private secretary. In early September he said to an American diplomat that he wondered 

whether the government of Israel did not have the right to use the refugees as a political 

weapon, since the Arabs had been using them that way during so many years. Yafeh 

went on to say that of course Israel did not want any of the refugees within its control 

and welcomed a reasonable opportunity to cut off the return from the East. 

Unrepatriated, Yafeh concluded, the West Bankers were a means of pressuring Hussein 

toward recognition of Israel. 

In his Annual Review for 1967, Michael Hadow, the British Ambassador in Tel 

Aviv, remarked on Israel’s policy: “A guilty conscience and the dictates of self-interest 

are masked behind the defiant attitude of self-righteousness.” He concluded the dispatch 
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by commenting that it became increasingly hard to detect the humanism and 

humanitarianism so evident in the Jewish people in its exile.  

Forty-five years later, the bulk of the new refugees of 1967 are still outside the 

West Bank.  

 

 


