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Introduction 

The desire to acquire territorial possessions is a very 
natural and ordinary thing, and when those men do it 
who can do so successfully, they are always praised and 
not blamed, but when they cannot and want to do so at 
all costs, they make a mistake deserving of great blame. 

- N. Machiavelli, The Prince• 

Some seventy years since the boundaries of the British Mandate for 
Palestine (E.I.)2 were set, the state of Israel still lacks a defined terri­
tory and agreed-upon borders, other than the Mediterranean Sea and 
the border with Egypt. This unusual situation, as well as the ongoing 
internal debate within Israeli society about the future of the territo­
ries conquered in 1967, influenced my decision to study the percep­
tions of territory and boundaries within the Zionist movement. 

I took a first step in this direction with my colleague Abraham 
Diskin in a content analysis of the positions presented in the Is­
raeli Knesset (parliament) during the debates on the peace agree­
ments with Egypt.3 An additional catalyst was the Lebanon War in 
June 1982, and the Israeli government's declaration at its outset 
that it has no territorial claims in Lebanon.4 The declaration sur­
prised me enough to warrant a reexamination of the biblical sources, 
to confirm that southern Lebanon is part of the Promised Land­
the historic Eretz Israel. It was included in the promise made to 
the Israelites when they came out of Egypt, assigned to the tribe of 
Asher (Joshua 19:28), and certainly part of the kingdom of David 
and Solomon. Furthermore, in 1919 the Zionist Organization claimed 
an area in south Lebanon ("the northern Galilee") as part of the 
"national home" at the Versailles Peace Conference.5 Why, I asked 
myself, is there such a sharp distinction between southern 
Lebanon and other parts of Eretz Israel, parts considered holy and 
nonnegotiable by many Israelis? 

1 
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Next I returned to Machiavelli, where I found unequivocal 
support for the "realpolitik" of territorial conquest. But this raised 
other questions: What is this "natural and ordinary desire" to 
acquire territories? Does territory bear absolute or relative impor­
tance in collective human behavior? Is this how nations actually 
conduct their territorial politics? Is Napoleon's famous dictum­
"La Politique de toutes les puissances est dans leur geographie" 
["The politics of all great powers is inherent in their geography"]­
debatable? 

In conversations with the late Professor Albert Hourani of St. 
Antony's College in Oxford, we discussed Arab and Jewish atti­
tudes toward territory and boundaries in the Middle East. I learned 
from him that this subject had not been researched in the 
wideranging literature on Arab and Palestinian nationalism. Later 
I discovered that there was also no such focused research in the 
many studies on the Zionist movement, the state of Israel, or the 
Arab-Israeli conflict. 

Hence, the subject of this book, crys-tallized in this round­
about way, exceeds the specific case of the local conflict. The gen­
eral question, simply stated, is this: Which has the upper hand in 
territorial decisions-politics or geography? Therefore the book opens 
and closes with a general theoretical discussion of state, territory, 
and boundaries. The more limited purpose of this book, however, is 
to analyze the main internal decisions of the pre-1948 Zionist move­
ment on the question of territory and boundaries and the argu­
ments and positions underlying these decisions. To do this, I examine 
in detail the most important internal decision leading up to the 
establishment of the state of Israel- the Zjonist movement's 1937 
decision in response to the report issued by the British Royal Com­
mission headed by Lord Peel. 

My initial intention was to use the 1937 decision as a pilot 
study for an examination of the theoretical and methodological 
framework. I decided to see it published separately when I realized 
that the partition pulmus6 of 1937 encompasses the territorial 
dilemmas that have attended the Zionist movement and the state 
of Israel (and perhaps also the Palestinian movement) ever since, 
despite profound changes of circumstance and historical context. 
The reader should know, therefore, that ·in writing this book, I 
became increasingly convinced that the pre-1948 decisions are very 
relevant to the understanding of the broader dimensions of the 
current Arab-Palestinian- Israeli conflict. In Chapter Eleven, I 
discuss this issue explicitly. 



The Partition of Palestine:Decision Crossroads in the Zionist Movement   20 2/17/2011   3:45:35 AM

INTRODUCTION 3 

Most of the book is devoted to analysis and comparison of the 
various positions regarding territory and boundaries leading up to 
the 1937 decision. I then examine the decision-making process, the 
content of the decision, its significance for the Zionist movement, 
and the meaning of this decision in terms of the theoretical issues 
raised in Chapter One. The final chapter stands back from the 
1937 decision, placing it in the wider context of the territorial 
decisions made before the establishment of the state of Israel. 

The key question in this book is whether the Zionist move­
ment, in its decisions before 1948, was willing to consider a trade­
off between territory and other values. With this question before 
us, and keeping in mind the more general aims of this book, a 
number of limitations have been imposed on this study, which should 
be noted: 

• This book does not provide a chronology of events, except 
for purposes of background. Accordingly, no attempt is made 
to systematically present the developments in the Jewish 
world, the Zionist movement, or the Jewish community in 
Palestine (the Yishuv) during this critical period on the eve 
of World War II. 

• The focus here is on the decisions adopted within the Zi­
onist movement- its institutions and leadership-follow­
ing publication of the Royal Commission report. All other 
important factors- the British government, the League of 
Nations, the Palestinian Arabs, and the Arab states­
constitute the "environment" for our analysis of the inter­
nal debate and decisions. These external factors come up 
as constraints that influenced the participants' political 
behavior, for example, the feeling among most of those in 
the Zionist movement that a decision could be avoided; 
and, second, as background material that fed the partici­
pants' speculations concerning future events and thus 
influenced their arguments and positions, as well as the 
decision itself. 

• The sources for this study are mainly what was said by 
participants in the various party, movement, and public 
forums. Do these pronouncements really reflect their true 
opinions? For purposes of this study, the inner thoughts of 
the individuals involved are immaterial. We are interested 
only in their political positions as presented in closed meet-
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ings or publicly. When a disparity between their positions 
in the debate and their subsequent votes was discovered, it 
is important to our subject and examined closely. 

• The 1937 debate is discussed in the language of the time, 
hence the need to quote extensively from the available 
material. Occasionally, however, I could not resist the temp­
tation to formulate the issue in the language of the contem­
porary discourse. For example, I labeled the disagreement 
concerning the need for a J ewish majority in the parti­
tioned state as a demographic issue. Indeed, the more I 
read the arguments presented in 1937, the more I realized 
how little has changed over the past fifty years in the fun­
damental debate on territory and boundaries. Not a single 
argument raised today on these issues by both Israelis and 
Palestinians was not expressed back then by the partici­
pants in the debate. 

• The theoretical framework used here forces the arguments 
and choices into categories that do not exist as such in 
political reality. The debaters themselves might well have 
refused to locate themselves on the continuum of positions 
as given in Chapter Four, objecting that their arguments 
were more varied and nuanced than represented here. That 
is quite possible. But to clarify the main positions, it was 
necessary to distill the central arguments and treat them 
comparatively. Sharpening our observations on a specific 
object is a tool for illuminating a complex reality, as long as 
the purpose and the object (in this case, territorial atti­
tudes are well-defined. 

• Finally, the purpose of this study is not to reveal new his­
torical facts or to bring new material to light. It processes 
mainly known material from a different angle and for dif­
ferent research requirements. 

I have allowed myself one small departure from the rather 
strict approach of this study, a visit to the Tonhalle auditorium in 
Zurich where the Twentieth Zionist Congress met in 1937. I brought 
along a photograph of the festive opening session of the congress, 
and was amazed to see that the room had barely changed. I sat in 
the empty hall and imagined the delegates filling up the rows and 
the balconies on either side, Weizmann and Ussishkin at the center 
of the dais, before them a black-bordered inscription, "Nahum 
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Sokolow, of blessed memory," and behind them a looming portrait 
of Herzl. In two corners of the hall stood the flags that, in a decade, 
would become the flag of the state of Israel; and for one brief 
moment, I could feel the burden of responsibility weighing on the 
congress delegates in the fateful decision of 1937. 
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1 State, Territory, and Boundaries: 
A General Discussion 

The land should be large enough to support a certain 
number of people living moderately and no more. 

The Laws of Plato, Book V, § 737 

The ability to link a particular territory to one particular group is 
essential to the definition of the modern nation-state. Does this 
mean that a particular territory associated with one national group 
will have clear and precise bounda1;es? This question raises the 
complexity of the relationships among "nation-state," "territory," 
and "boundaries." Other characteristics of the nation-state-a 
common heritage or a common language, for example- often breed 
territorial fluidity and indistinct boundaries between states and 
peoples. The territorial identity of the nation-state is such a new 
phenomenon that, according to recent research, even France­
perhaps the model of a territorial nation-state-became one only in 
the middle of the nineteenth century and not in the revolution of 
1789. 1 A deeper complication is the question of the territorial moti­
vation of individuals and communities. Is the territorial behavior of 
people analogous to that of animals, that is, essentially instinctive? 
What indeed is the function of territory? 

Territorial Behavior 

The territorial instinct of certain animals, including the need to set 
boundaries, is one of the main research interests of ethology, the 
study of the biology of behavior, particularly the comparative study 
of animal behavior.2 Human ethology examines these behavioral 
patterns among humans. Although the subject is fascinating, find­
ings are not conclusive about the motivations or patterns of human 

7 
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territorial activity. There is consensus among ethologists that 
territoriality among some animals is inherited and instinctive, but 
generalizations about territoriality are not clear for animals at a 
higher level of development. "Pure" territoriality exists, for example, 
among lower primates, while those that an:l more developed-such 
as chimpanzees and baboons-have no group-protected territory.3 

Empirical studies about the territorial behavior of humans as 
individuals and in groups are still few and relatively new. Some 
literature speculates that human territorialism is instinctive, and 
expressed in violence and belligerence, which is intended to ensure 
identity and defense.4 But applying research conclusions about 
animal behavior to the behavior of humans is not possible, also 
because we still lack evidence and a clear understanding of human 
territorial behavior.5 In general, the existence of an inherited 
"territorial imperative" among humans that is rooted in their evo­
lutionary past and that dictates their drive to control or defend 
territory has not yet been proven. 

Critics of the popular approach point out the lack of evidence 
that human territorial behavior is homologous to that of animals.6 

Most ethologists maintain that despite the superficial similarity, 
the needs that human territoriality is intended to satisfy are on an 
entirely different evolutionary plane (and not just ''higher"), such 
as self-identity, prestige and status, and the desire for accomplish­
ment and reward.7 In collective human behavior, the analogy to 
animals is almost entirely obscured by the fact that communities 
and nations compete mainly for power, of which territorial control 
is just one component, and occasionally only instrumental at that. 
For example, human communities have proven that they are capable 
of relinquishing territory not only to survive, but also to attain 
other common goals such as social homogeneity or economic advan­
tage.8 Moreover, the individualism of the modern human being is 
clearly a "deviation" from territorial determinism. 

This short discussion about human territorial behavior raises 
the question of causal relations in the role of territory. Let us set 
aside this question at the level of the individual, and begin to focus 
on the various approaches concerning peoples and states. 

The Roles of Territory 

"Geography does not argue, it simply is," noted Spykman to em­
phasize the influence of geography on the state.9 This approach 
may lead to "geographical determinism," according to which human 
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events, or at least political events between states, are no more than 
an accumulation of geographical facts. A particular territory forms 
a particular community, and this relationship is therefore the 
primary explanation for what transpires inside the community and 
in its external behavior. Interestingly, some determinists actually 
invert the order of the causal explanation. Fichte, for example, 
argued that "it is not because men dwell between certain moun­
tains and rivers that they are a people, but on the contrary, men 
dwell together ... because they were a people already by a law of 
nature which is much higher." 10 

In the same way, the claim that boundaries between states 
must coincide with linguistic maps turns common language, and 
not necessarily common territory, into the main factor behind the 
formation of the nation-state. All these approaches strive for an 
objective standard, or a natural law, to explain how the relation­
ship develops between a human community and territory. The other 
approach is entirely opposite: "The territory is a physical manifes­
tation of the state's authority, and yet allegiance to territory or 
homeland makes territory appear as a source of authority."11 

Here, territory is entirely passive, and it becomes a motivat­
ing and activating factor only through human beliefs and actions. 
Therefore, territory in the modern state has a specific function: the 
expression of political power, the control of access to distinguish 
between the included and the excluded, the determination of social 
relations defined as citizenship, and the conduct of international 
relations according to territorial partitions between states. This 
approach bestows on territory a central role in collective behavior 
while eliminating most of its emotional content. Land becomes a 
natural endowment, a resource like any other, and not the home­
land, fatherland, or motherland. 

But what about the well-known subjective element in the 
territorial behavior of peoples and states? Can it be viewed simply 
as the legitimization of other needs, as a means for attaining other 
goals? We know that peoples identify with a particular territory 
and even imbue it with their national and cultural essence, past 
and future. 12 For this reason, this book separates the collective 
roles of territory into two categories. This first is the emotional 
attachment of people who relate to territory as an inseparable part 
of their individual and collective identity and therefore also of the 
nation. The second is the functional orientation of people who re­
late to territory as a means of satisfying defined needs rooted in 
culture, society, and politics. The first approach, when distilled, is 
reminiscent of the "territorial imperative" argument, whereas the 



The Partition of Palestine:Decision Crossroads in the Zionist Movement   27 2/17/2011   3:45:55 AM

10 THE PARTITION OF PALES TINE 

second approach, when it views territory solely as a device for 
advancing other needs, ignores its symbolic and emotional signifi­
cance, thus exaggerating its functionalism. 13 

The approach adopted in this book is based on Gottmann, who 
refused to create iron-clad rules of motivation, but recognized the 
duality in the attachment to territory "as a geographical expression 
both of a social function and of an institution rooted in the psychol­
ogy of people." 14 It stems from this that emotional needs and func­
tional needs abide together. We cannot ignore them- nor the internal 
tension between them-when analyzing territorial decisions. This 
dualism can be found in the arguments expressed as well as in 
concrete positions adopted in territorial deeision making. 

Gottmann also points out the varied meanings attributed by 
various disciplines to territory. 15 Politicians view territory mainly in 
terms of population and resources; the military, as topography dic­
tating tactical and strategic considerations; jurists, as a matter of 
legal jurisdiction; experts in international law, as an expression of 
sovereignty and its spatial enforcement; whereas to geographers, 
territory is part of an expanse defined by boundaries for specific 
purposes. All these meanings are relevant for the analysis of politi­
cal decisions in territorial matters. We will disregard the question of 
individual motivations in territorial behavior and focus solely on the 
collective aspect of the territorial problem, an issue that also encom­
passes the role of territory in defining the meaning of the state. 

Territory and the Sta te 

The state, like territory, is simultaneously tangible (passport con­
trol at borders) and intangible (a symbol and an object of identifica­
tion).16 We will posit, therefore, that a state's claim to sovereignty 
over a particular territory reflects these two components: an ex­
pressive manifestation and an instrumental manifestation of the 
needs of a particular collective. 

In most definitions, the existence of the state depends on gov­
ernment, population, and territory; that is, on the state's ability to 
maintain social order within a community designated by territorial 
boundaries. Macl ver's four theories of the state will serve as the 
basis for our examination of the territorial implications of each 
definition: 17 

1. The state as a power system. State power means principally 
the monopolistic use of coercive force to ensure social order. 
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2. The state as a social contract. The contract is based on 
natural rights and the free will of individuals in society. 
Hence the state is a result of an agreement based on the 
will of the people to pursue common goals. 

3. The state as a unity. The state is analogous to a living 
organism with its own laws of survival, distinct "personal­
ity," self-consciousness, and even separate will. When this 
unity appears in a particular community, an internal bond 
is created between the state and the nation. 

4. The state as an "association." The state is a normative ar­
rangement that establishes a legal entity for specific pur­
poses of the civil society. It is therefore an artificial organi­
zation (not found in nature), practically a fiction endowed 
with well-defined powers, such as the monopoly on coercive 
force, to attain particular goals. 18 

Table 1.1. Theories of the State and Territorial Concepts 

STATE DEFINITION TERRITORIAL CONCEPTS 

Power system The control of territory is a result of force and 
balance of power. The boundaries of sovereignty are 
determined by the power of the rulers and 
governments. 

Social contract The contract is enforceable on the territory of the 
parties to the agreement. The right to self­
determination is therefore delineated by the 
territory of the participating members sharing 
common goals. If the agreement is irrevocable, it is 
also impossible to change its area of enforcement. 

Unity The territory is determined by the natural borders 
of the organism; "the homeland" is the geographic 
imprint made by history in realizing the 
characteristics of the community-people-nation. 

Association The territory is a legally defined area of jurisdiction 
upon which the state "association" has special 
rights (such as sovereignty) for attaining particular 
goals (such as maintenance of social order). 
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Although Mad ver does not discuss the territorial aspects of 
these four state theories, Table 1.1 attempts to outline some of the 
territorial implications inherent in them. 

In sixteenth-century Europe, the state was considered essen­
tially a power system, hence the theories of J ean Boudein on abso­
lute monarchic sovereignty. The view of the state as social contract, 
whether according to Hobbes, Locke, or Rousseau, discarded most 
of the mysticism attached to the state and replaced it with the 
natural right of free individuals who join together to achieve com­
mon goals. This approach somewhat obscured the distinction be­
tween society and state, says Maciver, which is perhaps why others 
began to look for the organic roots of the state in response to its 
demystification and the emphasis on individual rights. There was a 
new emphasis on the "personality" of the state that, according to 
Fichte, is more pure and rational than the particularistic desires of 
individual members. And so a certain cycle was closed: The social 
contract became holy, with its own irreversible will. Later, it would 
become easy to infuse cultural, religious and other elements into 
this concept and to maintain that the state as a unity also ex­
presses the spirit of the nation. Thus, a three-way link was created 
between the modern state, nationality, and territory. In contrast, 
the state as an "association" returns to the foundations of the social 
contract, adding a normative basis to the agreement among its 
participants. This approach regards the state as an extension of 
society. It can neither grow nor atrophy, but only serve (or fail to 
serve) the goals of its members. In this state, territory is a func­
tional and rather "fluid" component because association members 
(the citizens) have the right to enter or exit according to their own 
perception of the costs and benefits. 

The last two concepts in Table 1.1 contain the components we 
related to territorial arguments. When the state is a unity, the domi­
nant component is expressive- axiomatic identification with the or­
ganic state or the national homeland. When the state is an association, 
the dominant component is instrumental- a continuous assessment 
of the advantages over the disadvantages of belonging. There is a 
specific kind of "geographic determinism" within the concept of the 
state as a unity: The will to have the nation's borders, state's sover­
eignty, and territorial area coincide. For instance, the territory is the 
body of the national organism and the language is the soul. 19 For the 
state as an association, geography is a dependent variable: It can be 
based on national identity as well as on other interests-economic, 
for example. Hence, the territorial extent of the association is the 
result of specific social needs. In theory, self-determination need not 
necessarily be based on national identity. 
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Territory and the Nation-State 

We will not delve into the many questions related to defining 
nationalism and the nation-state. Whether the emphasis is on 
common language, religion, heritage, or unity in the face of an 
external threat, the concept of nationhood is tangibly and symboli­
cally linked to a particular piece of land.20 However, since national­
ism also develops in territories where dissimilar groups have 
undergone a process of convergence, the question of which came 
first, common territory or national consciousness, must remain open. 
The territorial nation-state developed first in Europe as a replace­
ment for the former feudal system and a continuation of the 
concept of territorial sovereignty.2 1 When the aspiration for self­
determination and the ambition to achieve statehood became 
congruent, a major complication arose in determining the "correct" 
territorial boundaries between states. 

The situation was relatively simple, if not "just" in the eyes of 
many communities, as long as military occupation or traditional 
sovereignty on a particular territory served as the de facto basis for 
determining boundaries. But when the search began for an objec­
tive criterion to define the geographic legitimacy of nation-states, it 
could not easily be found, and it was impossible to agree on its 
implementation. Most of the groups that sought and are still seek­
ing territorial self-determination did not and probably will not 
achieve their goal. According to Murdock's "Ethnographic Atlas," in 
the 1960s, in addition to existing states, there were no fewer than 
862 ethnically distinct societies that could seemingly claim self­
determination within a territorial state.22 As Taylor notes, "There 
may well be only one deity, but he or she has certainly been gener­
ous in designating 'chosen people'."23 

In the late twentieth century, the world is divided into about 
200 states. The process of determining sovereign geographical units 
has been more or less completed, with the possibility of some up­
heavals and additions resulting from recent changes in the former 
Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and the Balkans. It can be predicted 
that the issue of establishing national territorial states will not 
engage us to the same extent in the twenty-first century. The prin­
ciple of "self-determination" that illuminated the "Spring of Na­
tions" in nineteenth-century Europe encountered great difficulties 
when the victorious powers tried to apply it at the Versailles Peace 
Conference after World War I. President Woodrow Wilson agreed 
with Robert Frost that "good fences make good neighbors" and 
searched for "an evident principle" for establishing reasonable po­
litical boundaries between the nations that would inherit the 
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Hapsburg and Ottoman Empires. Yet, as a former professor of po­
litical science, Wilson was aware of the difficulties and practical 
obstacles to acting according to the principle of self-determination: 
"All properly defined national aspirations must be satisfied in order 
that the matter will not make existing differences and disagree­
ments permanent or raise new ones."24 

Delegations of peoples demanding self-determination appeared 
before the Versailles Conference, including representatives of the 
Zionist organization, headed by Weizmann, and of the Arab delega­
tion, headed by the Emir Faisal. Most of them left empty-handed. 
The territorial partition of the Middle East and the mandatory 
system of the League ofNations were ultimately determined by the 
interests of the colonial powers. The results in Europe and else­
where are well known, leading Kedourie to write that "in the confu­
sion of the peace conference, liberty was mistaken for the twin of 
nationality."25 

Nationalism is a sense of community that, under particular 
historic conditions, seeks expression through the unity of a state.26 

Indeed, this very powerful motivation found a natural ally, yet one 
full of internal contradictions, in the state. Hence the conflict be­
tween the state as a faithful reflection of primordial loyalties and 
the state as a political and civil entity.2' On the one hand, the 
assumption is that the nation as a collective entity exists before or 
regardless of the state. On the other hand, the nation is a political 
concept that springs to life in the context of a nation-state.28 

A nation-state whose ethnic-territorial composition coincides 
with the political framework is less problematic and generally has 
fewer territorial demands. Yet there are few such monoethnic states, 
and they are also occasionally involved in territorial disputes.29 

Moreover, social differences, strong internal tensions, and even sepa­
ratist demands can develop within monoethnic states. Most states 
are polyethnic. Thus, the nation-state, which one would assume 
creates a clear and agreed-upon criterion for distinguishing be­
tween communities, did not solve the problem of territorial bor­
ders. In the twentieth century, most international conflicts revolved 
around the contradictory demands of peoples and states to a par­
ticular territory. In many, the demand to create a symmetry be­
tween the nation and its sovereign boundaries was only an excuse 
to justify territorial expansionism. Either way, territorial demands 
aimed at protecting the national "cradle" or the "historical home­
land" are quite widespread. 

Concerning "homeland" as the basis for determining the 
national territory, Deutsch writes that the actual place where a 
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person is born "has the size of a bed or a room, not the size of a 
country."30 He maintains that the development of national con­
sciousness results from processes of communication among indi­
viduals and groups and that the erection of social or territorial 
barriers essentially indicates changes in communication patterns. 
The more active the internal communications network becomes, 
the greater the tendency to separate from other excluded groups. 
At a later stage, this process will crystallize into national con­
sciousness, national will, and symbols expressing the uniqueness 
of the community.3 1 Deutsch developed this approach later, when 
he defined organizations and autonomous communities in terms 
of a communication differential: Among members there is more 
rapid and effective communication than with outsiders.32 This is a 
completely different approach to the process of boundary forma­
tion between communities, peoples, and states. Comparing this 
conception to Maciver's model of the state as association, we find 
a common emphasis on the territorial state as a normative ar­
rangement of humans engaged in pursuing common goals. We 
also find a sharp antithesis to the theories emphasizing latent 
forces or seeking out natural laws and organic explanations for 
the rise of the nation-state. In 1953, Deutsch had already pro­
posed an alternative explanation for the phenomenon of national­
ism, emphasizing the social and economic processes of nineteenth 
century Europe. Others linked it directly to the process of mod­
ernization and stressed that nationalism is not only an ideology, 
but also a particular orientation intended to cement a growing 
and developing mass society. 33 

Gellner reversed the order in explaining the growth of nation­
alism.34 A feeling of kinship is generally considered the basis for 
nationalism. In Gellner's opinion, however, the sweeping changes 
in education and communication of the industrial revolution cre­
ated the need for a common "political roof'-the modern nation­
state. Therefore, the mystical elements in nationalism are an 
artificial appendage because nationalism is not a "natural order" 
but an expression of the modern era. The cultural and historical 
"raw materials" from the prenational period are used to justify the 
need for a separate framework. Gellner admits that his definition 
is tautological: Particular conditions cause the appearance of national 
units, within whose framework nations are created. In any event, 
nationalism can be identified only after the fact. Also, there is no 
certainty that the presently strong identification of the political 
unit (the state) with the social-cultural unit (the nation) will con­
tinue in the future. 
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Accordingly, the present territorial partitions between nation­
states will not last just because they exist or because of current 
definitions of sovereignty in international law. Boundaries in the 
modern era are becoming perforated because of global economics, 
communication, or the dangers to the environment.35 At the same 
time, local, communal, and religious loyalties within the nation­
state tend to increase. Note that those who predict that the nation­
state will wither away also tend to emphasize the instrumental 
component in the territorial nation-state and consider expressive 
identification to be transient. They therefore reject any determinis­
tic explanation of the rise of the nation-state and its territorial 
dimensions. Yet one cannot ignore the fact that the terr itorial 
nation-state still represents one of the strongest loyalties around 
the globe. It has been called the new tribalism due to the rise of 
nationalism in the former Soviet bloc and almost a return to the 
situation after World War J.36 The long-term suspension of these 
separate loyalties within the former Soviet Union or within one 
state such as Yugoslavia has not reduced their intensity, despite 
the reverse trend in western Europe. 

In sum, the internal tension among conflicting loyalties in the 
nation-state and beyond, including the territorial significance of 
this conflict, are not a thing of the past. In each case, the question 
is the stage of development and the deg1·ee of intensity: In other 
words, does the national loyalty, including the territorial element, 
predominate. Our approach fully admits chat various and conflict­
ing loyalties may be competing for primaey. For example, patriotic 
loyalty to the national homeland may be placed above personal 
interests and may compete with other loyalties-one's professional, 
communal, or cultural identity or values that transcend the bound­
aries of the national territory.37 The approach here reflects the du­
ality noted in our discussion of the territorial motivations of human 
behavior. Conversely, awarding primacy to the nation-state turns it 
into the sole player in the internationa] arena, as we shall see 
below. 

Geopolitics and International Relations 

The discussion of boundaries requires a long introduction, which is 
beyond the scope of this chapter on the interrelationship of politics 
and geography, but a few pertinent historical facts should be noted.38 

Geopolitics, as it is now called, has roots in the European school of 
"environmental determinism" of the late nineteenth century, which 
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asserted that social and political phenomena can be explained 
through the physical and geographical environment.39 This theory 
was extended by Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904), who claimed that 
human societies are subject to natural laws of growth, develop­
ment, and decay and that states are organic entities which act 
according to these laws.40 Ratzel was the first to use the term 
"living space" (lebensraum) to describe the expansion of states, even 
though he never recommended policies aimed at its realization. 
Next the Swedish political scientist Kjellen (1864-1922) used the 
term geopolitik to refer to a comprehensive theory of the modern 
state and of power relations among states.41 Geopolitics then 
acquired a deterministic bias-as the concrete expression of geo­
graphic facts that politics could not (and therefore should not) 
ignore. For instance, the American geographer Van-Valkenburg went 
further than Kjellen when he mapped the world according to the 
cyclical presence of youthful, adolescent, mature, and old-age stages 
of statehood. 42 

Geopolitics became an ideology in Nazi Germany. Ethnocen­
tricity distinguishes clearly between the writings of Ratzel and 
Kjellen and those of later German geopoliticists. The former strove 
to develop a universal science of political geography. Although the 
latter claimed universalism and adopted Ratzel and Kjellen as their 
spiritual leaders, this was only a cover for their preoccupation with 
Germany alone. Their geopolitics began and ended with the fate of 
Germany in Central Europe (Mittlerupa) and, over time, Europe­
Asia-Africa and the entire world. What began as scientific preten­
sion under the heading geopolitik and the influence of Ratzel, 
Kjellen, and Mackinder (see later) evolved into "geostrategy" and 
the racial theory of territory and space serving Nazi ideology and 
policies. The key figure for understanding these acrobatics was 
General Karl Haushofer (1869-1946). 

Haushofer and his colleagues endeavored to make geopolitics 
the "national science of the state" (di.e nationale staatwissenscha{t), 
a suprascience based on the nation-state and encompassing 
economics, sociology, anthropology, history, and law.43 Haushofer 
preached simultaneously that geopolitics must become the "geo­
graphical conscience of the state."44 This seemingly minor contra­
diction between science and conscience reveals the oversimplification 
and shallowness of a theory that reduced all human needs to con­
cepts of space and boundaries represented by geographic maps. 
According to the geopolitical prescription for what Haushofer called 
applied science, states are measured by only two standards: power 
and territory.45 The terms living space, boundaries, and border 
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areas and the role of geopolitical maps in this context were exten­
sively discussed in the publication Haushofer edited in Munich 
from 1924 to 1944, Zeitschrift fur Geopolitik. However, it is difficult 
to present precise definitions due to their propagandistic nature as 
well as their internal contradictions. 

Haushofer and his colleagues were geographical determinists, 
as evidenced by their intense preoccupation with "space" (raum) as 
the basis for understanding human, particularly political, behavior. 
Accordingly, the needs of the organic state are actually dictated by 
territorial imperatives, justifying the use of political power. Yet 
space is also seen as a flexible component that can change, for 
example, to create symmetry between the political definition of the 
"German State" (Deutsches Reich) and the linguistic definition of 
the "German Land" (Deutschland). Theoretically, therefore, certain 
areas that are outside the relevant space can still somehow be 
related to it, because of their German-speaking populations. Fine 
distinctions like these do not change the basic fact that territory 
fulfills a primary function in this approach that strives for the 
unity of"one land, one people and one geopolitical unit."46 

Living space, a term Haushofer borrowed from Ratzel, includes 
very tenuously bonded components. Following Mackinder, Haushofer 
developed a series of strategic arguments, the central one being 
Germany's need to expand to control the essential heartland of 
Europe and later also of Africa.47 Why must Germany expand? In 
Haushofer's writings, the arguments are still instrumental: the 
need to create security zones and control natural resources, routes 
of transportation, and communication. But later this kind of justifi­
cation was quickly abandoned in favor of statements that the nation's 
combined "needs" determine the living space. The nuanced lan­
guage is eliminated in Nazi ideology. Courses for S. S. officers in­
cluded the explicit declaration that conquest of living space and 
settlement of Eastern European territories by Germans are not 
based on economic interests.48 

The original concept of "living space" encompassed mystical 
foundations, but was not racist. Yet the leap in Nazi ideology to a 
term used in racist argumentation, biologzcal living space, was not 
convoluted but rather an extension of the link between space and 
German "needs." Thus, for example, the Nazis argued that this 
space included areas in which "germanism" historically developed 
a high level of racial purity, which was particularly preserved by 
the pure German peasant family. So the cycle was complete, creat­
ing the link between race and territory, blood and land (blut un 
baden). Familiar romantic associations were added: space as a sym-



The Partition of Palestine:Decision Crossroads in the Zionist Movement   36 2/17/2011   3:46:22 AM

STATE, TERRITORY, AND BOUNDARIES 19 

bol of ancient and untamed nature, the unmediated bond with the 
virgin land awaiting redemption. Religious redemption was com­
bined with national and racial pride and the supremacy of the 
state.49 Nazi propaganda stated clearly and simply: "The laws of 
blood and land" determine German living space. Geopolitics and 
Nazism were thus coupled to serve the dream of a greater Germany. 

The conception of boundaries was derived from the theory of 
living space. Consequently, Haushofer and his colleagues could not 
be satisfied with distinguishing between natural and artificial bor­
ders and thus inadvertently helped shatter many geographic be­
liefs in "natural boundaries." Ratzel regarded boundaries as dynamic 
and temporary, something that changes in accordance with the 
laws of growth and the demise of states. A borderline has no sig­
nificance, only border areas or frontiers. This allowed Haushofer to 
conduct a systematic propaganda campaign to raise the "frontier 
consciousness" of the German people: after all, territorial laws dic­
tate that a growing nation must expand its living space. In his first 
book, Haushofer distinguished between boundaries borrowed from 
nature (rivers, oceans) or natural barriers (mountain ranges, 
swamps, deserts) and artificial boundaries based on strategic mili­
tary, economic or political interests. The latter most interested Ger­
man geopoliticists. They invented the ambiguous term organic 
frontiers in an attempt to combine ideological, historical, and na­
tional justifications with practical arguments such as the need for 
economic depth, strategic buffer zones, and control of communica­
tion channels into one geographic definition. In the final analysis, 
says Bowman, geopolitik in Nazi Germany served simply as an 
apology for theft. 5° 

Analysis of the significance of territory and its place in inter­
national relations greatly predated German geopolitics, especially 
concerning the strategic position of states. A name already men­
tioned is that of the British geographer Halford Mackinder (1861-
194 7), who decisively influenced the development of this field in the 
early twentieth century. Mackinder analyzed relations among the 
world powers and theorized that the central struggle for global 
control is between continental and maritime states. In his book, 
published on the eve of World War I, Mackinder stated that the 
struggle would be won by whoever controlled the central "heart­
land" stretching from Siberia to Persia. Whether we regard his 
rules as a warning against the German danger looming over West­
ern democracies51 or as an impartial analysis of global trends, 
Mackinder belongs to the determinist school. He believed that by 
assembling the pieces of the geographic puzzle, one inevitably un-
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derstands the deployment-and even the intentions-of the world's 
strategic forces. Mackinder directly influenced the statesmen at the 
Versailles Peace Conference who redrew the map of Europe. 

Mackinder also influenced American geographer Nicholas 
Spykman, particularly when he offered strategic policy recommen­
dations for the United States. 52 Spykman's geographic determinism 
is moderate by comparison with geopoliti.cists like Renner, who 
preached American power politics along the lines of the German 
geopoliticists.53 Spykman recognized that political geography exam­
ines geographic considerations together with dynamic changes in 
centers of power. 54 He attacked Haushofer head on, accusing him of 
using the concept of the state as a living organism with hidden 
needs to conceal and justify a policy of ft)rce and expansionism. 
Nevertheless, Spykman's basic approach remained very similar to 
an article he had written in 1938, which caused some to call him­
unjustly- the American Haushofer. 55 

Those who use the term political geography, as opposed 
to geopolitics, have sought to indicate an area of study concerned 
with the interrelationship between politics and geography.56 In 
Hartshorne's opinion, political geography is the study of "politically 
organized areas," and these areas in our t:imes are states. Accord­
ingly, his analysis of boundaries between states addresses ques­
tions of whether the neighboring states agree to their boundaries 
and whether the boundary is a closed buffer or open and accessible. 57 

The reaction of geographers like Hartshorne to the pseudo­
science of geopolitics is understandable. But there is no need to 
ignore territorial questions or negate their importance in interna­
tional relations, as expressed in border conflicts between states or 
in the link between internal and external disputes.58 In two articles 
published after World War II, Gottmann drew conclusions from 
the failure to uncover principles of political behavior stemming 
from geography, as well as from the failed attempt to develop a 
global theory of territorial strategy and a comparative theory of 
border conflicts. In his opinion, intangibl·~ variables such as na­
tional loyalties are more significant than geographic variables in 
international relations. Moreover, political behavior revealed these 
variables to be as rigid as the physical facts.59 Thus, the importance 
of geography in the study of international relations is primarily in 
recognizing the multiplicity of regional life-styles- the national 
iconography-because "the people and not the area determine the 
pattern of external relations."60 

Reticence at using the term geopolitics has diminished in re­
cent years. But neither outmoded geopolitical concepts nor the hope 
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of constructing a grand theory of global strategy resting on "solid 
geographic facts" has disappeared. For example, a book published 
in 1988 recommended a strategy for U.S. foreign policy in accor­
dance with Mackinder's theories. The author maintained that the 
strength of the Soviet Union derived from its control of the "conti­
nental heartland," hence the now embarrassing conclusions: "For 
as far into the future as can be claimed contemporarily relevant, 
the Soviet Union is going to remain the source of danger- narrowly 
to American national security, more broadly (and quite literally) to 
the exercise of values of Western civilization."61 

With the unfolding events in the Soviet Union, it became clear 
already in 1989 that the "relevant future" in this prediction would 
not last even one year. This book is just one contemporary, charac­
teristic example-albeit a minor one-of what is presented as "solid 
geopolitical facts" under geographic determinism. As to the impor­
tance of territory and boundaries in the modern, technological age, 
Jones wrote as early as 1945: "All boundaries that were once con­
sidered strategic have now become tactical."62 Prescott devoted an 
entire chapter to analyzing various types of boundary disputes to 
present questions intended to create an empirical basis for such 
research. 53 These included the following: What is the cause of the 
dispute? Why did it develop at a certain time? What are the aims of 
the involved governments? How do they justify their positions? The 
new political geography thus deals less with mapping physical 
phenomena and more with analysis of spatial political results of 
political behavior. 64 

Boundaries 

The Versailles Peace Conference of 1919 was the last international 
attempt to arrange boundaries on the basis of principles of national 
self-determination. At the time, many believed that this was pos­
sible, and some geographers also thought that advancing geographic 
knowledge would minimize the danger of postwar international 
disputes.65 They also repeated, after more than 100 years, Napoleon's 
dictum that the boundaries of France were outlined by nature.66 

Europe between the wars shattered these beliefs, and many 
geographers began to reexamine the question of boundaries after 
World War II. Among those who discredited the concept of "natural 
boundaries" between states, even as a basis for empirical research, 
Jones was the most outspoken when he absolutely rejected any 
possibility of discovering general laws for the determination of 
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boundaries: "Every border is practically unique and therefore most 
generalizations are of doubtful validity."67 'Ienner was aware of the 
continuing search for boundaries to mark once and for all the "true" 
differences between societies. He therefore outlined the "ideal bound­
ary" with some irony, suggesting the gap with reality: "(It] follows a 
clearly defined physical feature; encloses a homogeneous popula­
tion; excludes none of the same racial stock; does not cut across 
economic regions or religious units; and does not interfere with 
well-established historical relationships."68 

For Tenner, the best boundary depended upon prevailing con­
ditions in the adjoining states and upon their mutual relations. 
Indeed, empirical studies show vast fluctuations in international 
European boundaries over the last 500 years (excluding Portugal, 
Spain, and Switzerland).69 Muir reinforced these findings when he 
presented various typologies for boundary classification and dis­
dained the arithmetical formulas intended to determine whether a 
certain boundary is "alive" or "dead."7° For him, boundaries result 
from political realities, that do not change even if the political 
boundaries coincide with natural contours, because boundaries rep­
resent agreements and the results of conflicts between states. 
Accordingly, territorial boundaries and the conflicts surrounding 
them are rooted in the sense of difference and the need for segrega­
tion of communities and nations, what Deutsch termed the internal 
intensity of communications. Thus a different concept began to 
emerge, emphasizing the communal, national, and political aspects 
of geographic boundaries: "Aspiring to be unique, groups of people 
organize themselves within politically ord1~red societies and asso­
ciations thereof. These societies are territorially framed. The edges 
of the frame are political boundaries."7 1 

Boundaries, in this definition, are first of all political- a 
possible product of human aspirations and social organization. They 
have no determinist foundation and contradict the image of bound­
aries as the external shell of a whole and well-defined "unity" with 
a life of its own. This definition is also commensurate with Maciver's 
concept of the state as "association," including the fact that in the 
twentieth century, the nation-states have become the most impor­
tant "associations." 

This book adopts the position that the search for natural, 
clear, and "correct" boundaries will never be crowned with success, 
because the dividing lines between states are the outcome of politi­
cal processes, that is, human decisions. This approach is also based 
on Douglas's anthropological analysis of the role of external bound­
aries in human behavior. One of her far-reaching conclusions is 
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that boundaries represent an attempt to impose order and system 
on what is inherently an untidy human experience.72 

Natural Boundaries 

Sempel's study (1911) of the historical role of geographic 
factors is based on the environmental theories ofRatzel. It draws a 
lesson from the fact that human development has geographic points 
of reference to exaggerate the influence of natural barriers, such as 
mountain ranges and deserts, on modern civilization.73 Sempel's 
conclusions on geographic boundaries, however, again duplicate 
Ratzel's equivocation: Nature dislikes rigid lines; even rivers and 
beaches change with time. Racial and state boundaries are also 
subject to change, especially where expansive cycles of different 
peoples collide. 74 Accordingly, Sem pel, in a typical mixture of 
organic and political concepts, observes: "All natural features of the 
earth's surface which serve to check, retard or weaken the expan­
sion of peoples, and therefore hold them apart, tend to become 
racial or political boundaries."75 

Where does the doctrine of "natural boundaries" originate? 
Some believe that the need for clear and permanent boundaries 
between European states was already widespread in the seven­
teenth and eighteenth centuries. Others argue that the previous 
historic experience of the expansion waves of tribes and peoples 
(and even animals) influenced the creation of European political 
frameworks. 76 Either way, the hope was to bestow natural meaning 
on the new phenomena of sovereign states bordering one another. 
Hence the search for seas, rivers, lakes, mountains, and deserts to 
form natural barriers for defense or prevention of population move­
ments. Where this was impossible, human-made alternatives were 
built, such as towers, dirt ramparts, or the chain of fortified posi­
tions in the style of the Roman Limes or the Great Wall of China. 

There was a contradiction in German geopolitics between the 
growing organic state, whose boundaries are flexible, and the belief 
that stability is created when natural and political boundaries 
coincide. An attempt to solve this contradiction is the idea that the 
"growing state" expands to the next natural boundary. Concepts 
about the organic state and natural boundaries therefore belong to 
the same category: both are nourished by ideological aspirations 
and myths, not by empirical observation.77 Either way, the idea of 
the natural boundary has lost all meaning. Boggs phrased it with 
sarcasm: "All borders are artificial. Some less than others."78 


