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Preface

This book traces its origins to the first military history seminar at
the University of New Brunswick, 1970-1. Conducted against the
backdrop of the Vietnam War and Canada’s ‘October Crisis’, the
seminar’s focus on civil-military relations directed my interest in
military affairs towards the study of what is now widely referred to
as ‘low-intensity conflict’. I became fascinated by the problems
encountered by governments and military forces when they confront
the unconventional political-military challenge posed by revolution-
ary war. That fascination continues to ignite my curiosity. It was
the source of inspiration for this volume.

The frequent and often simplistic comparisons between the
American ‘defeat’ in Vietnam and the British ‘victory’ in Malaya
persuaded me that the British experience of ‘counter-insurgency’
might prove to be a fruitful subject for exploration. I was struck by
the extent to which the Malayan Emergency ‘model’ had come to
dominate British theory, practice and historiography of counter-
insurgency in the post-war period. Yet, the campaign in Palestine,
which preceded that in Malaya and had involved a much larger
commitment of British troops, had been all but ignored by British
military historians and strategic analysts. The reason for this
asymmetry was abundantly clear. American President John F.
Kennedy, reflecting ruefully on his debacle at the Bay of Pigs, is
said to have quoted Count Ciano to the effect that, ‘Victory has a
hundred fathers, but defeat is an orphan’. Malaya was a British
victory; Palestine was a defeat and in every sense an orphan.
Believing nonetheless that there is often more to be learned from
failure than from success, I chose to make the Palestine campaign
the focus of my doctoral dissertation.

It proved to be a fortuitous choice. First, it provided insights into
the ways in ‘which men’s minds are changed by the interplay of
politics and violence. Second, and more significant for this study, it
shed light on the manner in which an army - as an institution —
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learns to adapt to a new operational environment. Thus, the: study
proved to be enlightening not only for its intrinsic historical value
in respect of Palestine, but also for its relevance to the study of
contemporary low-intensity conflicts and the performance of armies,
as social and professional institutions, in those conflicts. These
matters have been at the heart of the research I have undertaken
at the Centre for Conflict Studies for the past seven years. They
provide the intellectual perspective which informs this book.

This volume sets out to answer two questions. First, to what
extent did the British army adapt effectively to the counter-
insurgency environment and missions of the Palestine campaign
between 1945 and 1947? Second, to what extent did the operations
of the army, in concert with those of the other security forces,
determine the outcome of the conflict? The answers will be explored
in six chapters. Chapter 1 examines the nature of insurgency and
the political and military implications of that form of conflict for
planning and directing counter-insurgency operations. The second
chapter establishes the political setting in which the campaign was
fought. In respect of the British, it explains the historical roots of
the conflict and the place of Palestine in British Middle East policy,
against the backdrop of post-war domestic and foreign policy,
particularly Anglo-American relations. It also describes the state of
the Zionist movement in the wake of the Holocaust: its organisation,
objectives, and its ability to use its political strength in the United
States. Chapter 3 shows how Zionist policy was translated into an
insurgency within Palestine. It explains the origins, organisation and
strategy of each of the insurgent groups. Then it demonstrates these
strategies in action, by showing how violent operations and
propaganda worked together to ‘destabilise’ the British position.in
Palestine. ‘

The next two chapters focus on the British response to the
insurgency. The organisation, strategic direction and operations of
the security forces are discussed in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 identifies
and analyses the sources of the operational problems manifested in
the previous chapter. To this end, it expleres the development of
the army’s strategic thought and ‘doctrine’ of counter-insurgency,
the institutional and organisational obstacles to tactical innovation
in the areas of command and control, training, unit manpower
stability and readiness. Finally, it examines critically intelligence and
counter-propaganda activities. The final chapter addresses the two
questions the book sets out to answer and attempts to place the
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Palestine campaign in the historical context of the British counter-
insurgency experience since 1945.

More than six years have passed since this study was 85@_23
as -a dissertation. In this its revised form, it benefits, I hope, from
the time I have had to reflect on these matters in different and
wider contexts. That reflection and- the process of revision have
benefited as well, I believe, from the considerable expansion of
relevant literature on terrorism, on intelligence activities and on the
Palestine problem itself. In some respects, Palestine is no longer
the historiographical orphan it was once. At the same time the story
remains, in my view, incomplete. For Palestine there still is no
companion volume to Charles Townshend’s excellent history of the
British campaign in Ireland, or to Anthony Short’s authoritative
study of the Malayan Emergency. This modest effort will, I hope,
go some way to redress the balance.

D.A.C.
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I earnestly trust that the Government will,
if they have to fight this squalid war,
make perfectly certain that the willpower
of the British State is not conquered by
brigands and bandits .

Sir Winston Churchill, Io.zwm of Commons, 31 January 1947




