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COORDINATING A PROGRAM OF EXPULSION 

In a key address before the Political Committee of the U.N. General Assembly on 
November 14, 1947, just five days before that body voted on the partition plan for 
Palestine, Heykal Pasha, an Egyptian delegate, made the following key statement in 
connection with that plan: 

The United Nations . . . should not lose sight of the fact that the proposed solution might 
endanger a million Jews living in the Moslem countries. Partition of Palestine might 
create in those countries an anti-Semitism even more difficult to root out than the anti-
Semitism which the Allies were trying to eradicate in Germany. . . If the United Nations 
decides to partition Palestine, it might be responsible for the massacre of a large number 
of Jews. 

Heykal Pasha then elaborated on his threat: 

A million Jews live in peace in Egypt [and other Muslim countries] and enjoy all rights of 
citizenship. They have no desire to emigrate to Palestine. However, if a Jewish State were 
established, nobody could prevent disorders. Riots would break out in Palestine, would 
spread through all the Arab states and might lead to a war between two races.1

Heykal Pasha's thinly veiled threats of "grave disorders," "massacre," "riots," and "war 
between two races" did not at the time go unnoticed by Jews;2 for them, it had the same 
ring as the proposition made six years earlier by the Palestinian leader Hajj Amin al-
Husayni to Hitler of a "final solution" for the Jews of Arab countries, including Palestine. 
But the statement appears to have made no lasting impression, to the point that a historian 
of the Jews in Egypt has described Heykal Pasha as "a well-known liberal."3

Particularly noteworthy is that although Heykal Pasha spoke at the United Nations in his 
capacity as a representative of Egypt, he continuously mentioned the Jews "in other 
Muslim countries" and "all the Arab states," suggesting a level of coordination among the 
Arab governments. Indeed, four days after his statement, Iraq's Foreign Minister Fadil 

http://www.meforum.org/article/263/


Jamali declared at the United Nations that "interreligious prejudice and hatred" would 
bring about a great deterioration in the Arab-Jewish relationship in Iraq and in the Arab 
world at large,4 thereby reinforcing the impression that Heykal Pasha was talking not just 
on behalf of Egypt but for all the independent Arab states. Further confirmation came 
several days later, after the General Assembly had decided in favor of partitioning 
Palestine, when, "following orders issued by the Arab League,"5 Muslims engaged in 
outrages against Jews living in Aden and Aleppo.6

Another indication that Arab rulers coordinated the expulsion of Jews from their 
terrorites comes from a Beirut meeting one and a half years later of senior diplomats from 
all the Arab States. By this time, March 1949, the Arab states had already lost the first 
Arab-Israeli war; they now used this defeat to justify an expulsion that had been officially 
proclaimed before the war even began. As reported in a Syrian newspaper, "If Israel 
should oppose the return of the Arab refugees to their homes, the Arab governments will 
expel the Jews living in their countries."7

According to Walid Khalidi, perhaps the leading Palestinian nationalist historian and a 
highly reputable source, "The Arabs held their ground throughout the period from 
November 1947 to March 1948. Up to March 1, not one single Arab village had been 
vacated by its inhabitants, and the number of people leaving the mixed towns was 
insignificant."8 The mass departure from Palestine of 590,000 Arabs began only in April 
1948; yet , Heykal Pasha had publicly and very formally announced a program to expel 
Jews from Arab countries fully five months earlier. 

To understand how and when the expulsion of Jews from the Arab countries was actually 
carried out, we look at the Iraqi case in some detail, then others more breifly. 

IRAQ 

As mentioned above, the Iraqi authorities openly and formally identified themselves with 
Heykal Pasha's threats just four days after he uttered them. Foreign Minister Jamali 
addressed the United Nations in this manner: 

The masses in the Arab world cannot be restrained. The Arab-Jewish relationship in the 
Arab world will greatly deteriorate. . . . Harmony prevails among Muslems, Christians 
and Jews [in Iraq]. But any injustice imposed upon the Arabs of Palestine will disturb the 
harmony among Jews and non-Jews in Iraq; it will breed interreligious prejudice and 
hatred.9

By "the masses in the Arab world," Jamali in fact meant his own government, which soon 
took a series of steps, including anti-Semitic legislation, against its Jewish population. 
This began with a 1948 amendment to the Penal Code of Baghdad, adding Zionism to 
other ideologies and behavior (communism, anarchism, and immorality) whose 
propagation constituted a punishable offense. Laws in 1950 and 1951 the deprived Jews 
of their Iraqi nationality and their property in Iraq, respectively.10



At times, Iraqi politicians candidly acknowledged that they wanted to expel their Jewish 
population for reasons of their own, having nothing to do with retaliation for the 
Palestinian exodus. Perhaps the most interesting incident took place at the tail end of the 
Israeli war of independence, in late January or early February 1949, when Iraq's Prime 
Minister Nuri Sa'id described a plan to expel Jews from Iraq to Alec Kirkbride, then the 
British ambassador at Amman, and Samir El-Rifa'i, head of the Jordanian government. 
Kirkbride recounts that Nuri 

Came out with the astounding proposition that a convoy of Iraqi Jews should be brought 
over in army lorries escorted by armoured cars, taken to the Jordanian-Israeli frontier, 
and forced to cross the line. Quite apart from the certainty that the Israelis would not 
consent to receive deportees in that manner, the passage of Jews through Jordan would 
almost certainly have touched off serious trouble amongst the very disgruntled Arab 
refugees who were crowded into the country. Either the Iraqi guards would have had to 
shoot other Arabs to protect the lives of their charges. . . 

Samir and I were flabbergasted and our faces must have shown our feelings. . . . 

I replied, at once, that the matter at issue was no concern of His Majesty's Government. 
Samir refused his assent as politely as possible but Nuri lost his temper at being rebuffed 
and he said: "So, you do not want to do it, do you?" Samir snapped back: "Of course I do 
not want to be party to such a crime." Nuri thereupon exploded with rage and I began to 
wonder what the head of the diplomatic mission would do if two Prime Ministers came to 
blows in his study. We then broke up in disorder, but I got them out of the house whilst 
preserving a minimum of propriety.11

Nuri probably chose the British embassy in Amman as the site at which to disclose his 
plan to the head of the Jordanian government because high-ranking British officials had 
often spoken of the need to exchange Palestinian Arab and Arab Jewish populations,12 
and he most likely expected British understanding of, it not support for, his scheme. 

Similarly, when Nuri visited Jerusalem on January 13, 1951, he met 'Arif al-'Arif, the 
Palestinian leader who served as Jordan's district commissioner for Jerusalem. 'Arif asked 
Nuri to hold up the departure of Jews from Iraq "until the problem of Palestine and of the 
refugees had been solved," or at least "for one or two years." Nuri refused to do so. 
Revealingly, his reasons bore only on considerations of internal Iraqi policy: 

The Jews have always been a source of evil and harm to Iraq. They are spies. They have 
sold their property in Iraq, they have no land among us that they can cultivate. How 
therefore can they live? What will they do if they stay in Iraq? No, no my friend, it is 
better for us to be rid of them as long as we are able to do so.13

Nuri candidly acknowledges here that he wanted the Jews out of Iraq, and never mind 
what consequences their exodus might have for the future of the Palestinian Arabs. 



In conversation with foreign diplomats, however, Nuri presented the expulsion of Iraq's 
Jews in a very different light-as an exchange of population. On no less than six occasions 
in 1949, he made this point with foreigners. 

(1) In talks with the U.N. Reconciliation Commission in Baghdad on February 18, 1949 
(in other words, even before the Beirut meeting of Arab diplomats in March 1949, when 
the Arab states coordinated their stand on the matter), he threatened harm to the Jews: 
"Iraq has thus far been able to protect its 160,000 Jews but . . . unless conditions improve 
and unless Jews now demonstrated their good faith with deeds not words Iraq might be 
helpless to prevent spontaneous action by its people."14

(2) To an American diplomat in Baghdad on May 8, 1949, Nuri mentioned his idea of a 
"voluntary exchange on pro rata basis of Iraqi Jews for Pal[estinian] Arabs," adding the 
threat that "firebrand Iraqis might take matters into [their] own hands and cause untold 
misery to thousands [of] innocent persons."15

(3) On August 8, 1949, he raised with an official of the British Foreign Office the idea of 
"an exchange of population."16

(4) On September 29, 1949, a member of the British embassy in Baghdad reported Nuri's 
wish "to force an exchange of population under U.N. supervision and the transfer of 
100,000 Jews beyond Iraq in exchange for the Arab refugees who had already left the 
territory in Israeli hands."17

(5) On October 14, 1949, Nuri spoke with U.N. officials about the exchange of "100,000 
Baghdad Jews and 80,000 other Jews in Iraq for [an] equivalent number [of] urban Arab 
Palestinian refugees."18

(6) To the Clapp Mission in 1949,19 Nuri presented the Jewish expulsion from Iraq as part 
of a population exchange.20

This (and other evidence) leads to the conclusion that while the Iraqi government sought 
to present the explusion of Jews as a crowd-driven retaliatory act for the exodus of the 
Arab refugees from Palestine, it in fact had a full-fledged plan in place before the Arab 
refugee problem even came into existence. 

This interpretation resolves a number of historical questions. It explains the origins of the 
otherwise mysterious legislation in 1950 depriving Jews of their Iraqi nationality. For 
example, Shlomo Hillel cannot understand how this complete reversal of the Iraqi 
attitudes happened, and suggests that Nuri Sa'id did not really intend immediately to 
apply the law.21 This author respectfully disagrees: take into account the U.N. 
declarations, the anti-Jewish legislation, and the government persecution of Jews, and it 
becomes clear that the deprivation of Iraqi nationality was but another step in a plan of 
expulsion. 



The Iraqi plan of expulsion also explains the bombing of the Mas'uda Shem Tob 
Synagogue in Baghdad on January 14, 1951, as Jews were registering there to emigrate to 
Israel. Zionists have been accused of causing the violence in the hopes of spurring the 
Jews to leave Iraq, an accusation whose truth so eminent an authority as Elie Kedourie 
has said "must remain an open question."22 But knowing of the authorities' expulsion plan 
suggests that not Zionists but Muslim Iraqis were behind the incident . That an Iraqi army 
officer arrested for throwing the bomb belonged to the opposition Istiqlal Party points to 
that faction's responsibility.23

OTHER ARAB COUNTRIES 

Similar patterns of Jewish exodus existed in other Arabic-speaking countries, including 
Yemen, Libya, Syria, Egypt, Algeria and Jordan. 

Yemen. Yemeni persecution of Jews prompted a trickle of Jewish emigration to Palestine 
from the third quarter of the nineteenth century on. Heykal Pasha's speech merely added 
momentum to the longstanding Yemeni policy of discrimination against and degradation 
of Jews, based on a particularly pedantic interpretation of the Islamic law. A bribe from 
the American Joint Distribution Committee to Yemen's ruler, Imam Ahmad ibn Yahya, 
led to his agreeing to the mass exodus of Jews to Israel in 1949-50 by airplane via Aden, 
an operation known as "On Eagle's Wings" (or, in journalistic lore, "Magic Carpet"). The 
Jews of Yemen, relying on their own means, sufferng losses of life and deprivations, 
traversed the desert to Aden by foot and on donkeys. There, the Jewish Agency lodged 
them in camps and eventually boarded them onto planes that took them to Israel. In this 
way, some 50,000 Yemeni Jews reached Israel during the two-year period. 

We lack information about the Yemeni government's decision-making process. But this 
case provides the clearest example of Jews' being persecuted and expelled for reasons 
having to do with Islamic law. 

Libya. In Libya, as in Yemen, the exodus of the Jews began even before Heykal Pahsa's 
declaration at the United Nations. Attacks on Jewish quarters in Tripoli and other cities 
occurred in 1945, leading to a death toll the British put at 130 Jews.24 In other words, 
Jews began leaving Libya three years before the establishment of Israel and seven years 
before Libya gained independence. Their departure turned into a mass exodus as soon as 
Israel gained independence and the gates opened to Libyan Jewry. As in Iraq, internal 
policy appears to be the reason both for the Jews' expulsion and for later rhetoric inviting 
them back. 

Syria. In Syria, too, the majority of Jews departed before independence in 1946, and long 
before Heykal Pasha's statement and the establishment of Israel. As in Yemen and Libya, 
crude pressure on the Jews of Syria-such as the 1947 pogrom in Aleppo and the rape and 
murder of four Jewish girls who allegedly tried to smuggle themselves out of Syria-
caused a substantial emigration. 



While Syria is distinguished from other Arab countries by the fact that its legislation does 
not manifest discrimination against Jews, Heykal Pasha's policy was indeed applied there, 
too. The government seized control of Jewish property in Syria on the basis of emergency 
legislation and gave it to Arab refugees. Thus, Palestinians were settled in Damascus's 
Jewish ghetto, while the Alliance Israélite Universelle School, finished 1n 1939, became 
a school for Palestinian children. A diplomat at the French embassy in Damascus 
intervened with the Syrian authorities about this school and was told that the Syrian Jews 
had to provide room for the Arab refugees, the latter having been expelled by their 
Palestinian co-religionsits.25

Egypt. In some cases, the execution of the Arab plan of expulsion extended over a period 
much longer than that of the military hostilities. In Egypt, the expulsion reached its 
climax only after the overthrow of the monarchy by disgruntled army officers back from 
the Palestinian battlefield. In Algeria, which did not attain independence until 1962, the 
expulsion took place later yet. 

Jews in Egypt faced acute problems in the 1940s but these did not set their mass 
departure in motion. Rioting against Jews occurred in November1945, then resumed in 
June-November 1948,26 the latter time inspired by the war with Israel. An amendment to 
the Egyptian Companies Law dated July 29, 1947, required that 40 percent of a 
company's directors and 75 percent of its employees be Egyptian nationals, causing the 
dismissal and livelihood of many Jews, 85 percent of whom did not possess Egyptian 
nationality.27 A letter to the editor of Akhir Sa'a in 1948 offers some insight into the 
predicament of Egyptian Jews: 

It would seem that most people in Egypt are unaware of the fact that among Egyptian 
Muslisms there are some who have white skin. Every time I board a tram I hear people 
pointing at me with a finger and saying "Jew," "Jew." I have been beaten more than once 
because of this. For that reason I humbly beg that my picture (enclosed) be published 
with the explanation that I am not Jewish and that my name is Adham Mustafa Galeb.28

This testimony rather directly refutes the fine rhetoric of Heykal Pasha about Jews' 
enjoying "all rights of citizenship." 

Cairo was slow in carrying out the plan proclaimed by its own diplomat, Heykal Pasha; 
only during and after the Suez Crisis of 1956 did Egyptian Jews leave in substantial 
numbers. At that time, the Egyptian Nationality Law was amended to prohibit "Zionists" 
from holding Egyptian nationality,29 Army Order no. 4 then confiscated property of 
individuals and associations;30 and supervision, imprisonment, or expulsion followed. 
The amendment to the Nationality Law of 1956 defined the term Zionism as "not a 
religion but the spiritual and material bond between those defined as Zionists and 
Israel."31 A furthur ministerial decree in 1958 indicates that all Jews between the ages of 
ten and sixty-five leaving Egypt would be added to the list of persons prohibited from 
reentering the country.32 Clearly, these decrees had little to do with the Arab refugees of a 
decade earlier. 



Algeria. In Algeria, no significant Jewish emigration occurred until the summer of 1961, 
and then nearly the entire population was gone within the year.33 Algeria's independence 
from France was the key event here; Jews were no longer welcome after the French 
depature. The Algerian Nationality Code of 1963 made this clear by granting Algerian 
nationality as a right only to those inhabitants whose fathers and paternal grandfathers 
had Muslim personal status in Algeria.34 In other words, although the National Liberation 
Front in Algeria was known for its slogan "A Democratic Secular State," it adhered to 
strictly religious criteria in granting nationality. 

Jordan. No Jews lived in Transjordan in 1946 (when it became an independent state), as a 
result of Winston Churchill's 1921 decision in favor of "preserving [the] Arab character" 
of Transjordan35 and the resulting British policy forbidding Jews from settling there. 
Legislation passed in 1954 declared that only non-Jews coming from the former British 
Mandate of Palestine were entitled to Jordanian citizenship.36 What is so striking about 
Jordan is that although it lacked a Jewish population, it still shared in the general Arab 
trend of excluding Jews. Further, it actively discriminated against Lebanese and Syrian 
Jews.37

SILENCE, DENUNCIATION, AND ACCEPTANCE 

A strange silence prevails over the expulsion of the Jews from Arab countries. Out of 
fifteen books (mainly autobiographies) written by Iraqi politicians and other public 
figures, only two make any reference to the farhud,38 the Iraqi pogrom of 1941 that first 
shook feelings among the Jews for the land of their very ancient residence and was the 
first step in their leaving the country. In his memoirs, Tawfiq as-Suwaydi, head of the 
Iraqi government and the man with whom the agreement to transport Jews from Baghdad 
to Israel by air was reached, "does not recall, if only by way of a mere hint, the actual 
departure of the Jewish communities from his country."39

On the Israeli side, the establishment did little to break the silence about the dire 
circumstances of the Jewish exodus from Arab countries.40 Quite the contrary, the 
romantic "magic carpet" image for the migration from Yemen and the "Ezra and 
Nehemiah Operation" name attached to the Iraqi migration stress the positive, glossing 
over the unhappy circumstances of the Arab expulsions. Jean-Peirre Péroncel-Hugoz, a 
Frence orientalist and journalist at Le Monde, notes with surprise "that Israel only very 
rarely emphasizes the fact that a part if its population left property and space it 
legitimately owned in the Arab countries of its origin."41

Palestinians are the only Arabs vocally to denounce the expulsion of Jews from Arab 
countries. This began in January 1951 with a telegram from 'Aarif to the Arab Legue 
after he failed in his efforts to persuade Nuri to stop the exit of Jews from Iraq. "Were 
every area of Arab land where Jews reside to retain the Jews and their property as a 
pledge, two problems would easily be solved, that of Palestine generally and that of the 
refugees in particular."42 Along these lines, the Palestinian National Covenant calls for 
sending the Jews back to their lands of origin. Nabil Hga'th, Yasir Arafat's advisor, 
twenty years ago drew attention to the invitation that the Sudan and Libya sent to "their" 



Jews to return, and called upon the Arab states to legislate a kind of "Law of Return" for 
Jews of Arab origins.43

Remarkably, some Palestinians have come to see Jewish sovereignty in Israel in terms of 
a population exchange, and as the necessary price to be paid for the Arab expulsions. 
'Isam as-Sirtawi, who participated in some well-known terrorist operations but later 
excelled in seeking contact with the Israelis, told Ha-'Olam Ha-zé editor Uri Avneir that 
he gave up terrorism against Israel and instead began promoting negotiations when he 
realized that Israel serves as the asylum for Jews expelled from Arab countries; and that 
there is no going back along that path.44 Sabri Jiryis, director of the Institute of Palestine 
Studies in Beirut, enumerated in 1975 the factors leading to the establishment of the State 
of Israel. The Arab states had much to do with this, for they expelled the Jews "in a most 
ugly fashion, and after confiscating their possessions or taking control thereof at the 
lowest price." These Jews then 

Participated in the reinforcement of Israel, its strengthening and fortification to the degree 
we see it as present. . . . There is no need to say that the problem of those Jews and their 
passage to Israel is not merely theoretical, at least from the viewpoint of the Palestinian 
problem. Clearly, Israel will raise the question in all serious negotiation that may in time 
be conducted over the rights of the Palestinians. . . . Israel's arguments take 
approximately the following form: "It is true that we Israelis brought about the exodus of 
the Arabs from their land in the war of 1948 . . . and that we took control of their 
property. In return however you Arabs caused the expulsion of a like number of Jews 
from Arab countries since 1948 until today. Most of these went to Israel after you seized 
control of their property in one way or another. What happened, therefore, is merely a 
kind of 'population and property transfer,' the consequences of which both sides have to 
bear. Thus Israel gathers in the Jews from Arab countries and the Arab countries are 
obliged in turn to settle the Palestinians within their own borders and work towards a 
solution of the problem". Israel will undoubtedly advance these claims in the first real 
debate over the Palestinian problem.45

In brief, 'Arif, Sirtawi, and Jiryis recognize that the expulsion of a million Jews from the 
Arab countries renders the return of Arab refugees infeasible. This realization is 
compounded by the fact that almost half a century has elapsed since the beginning of the 
refugee problem, both Arab and Jewish, within the Arab-Israeli conflict. Those 
individuals to be involved in any future rehabilitation program will mostly be heirs, and 
even grandchildren, of the original refugees. 

CONCLUSION 

Accounts of the late 1940s widely assume that the Arab exodus occurred first, followed 
by the Jewish expulsion. Kirkbride refers to "a decision of the Iraqi government to 
retaliate for the expulsion of Arab refugees from Palestine by forcing the majority of the 
Jewish population of Iraq to go to Israel."46 In Libya, too, there is a similar tendency to 
associate the uprooting of the Jewish community with the establishment of the State of 



Israel. "Jews," John Wright argues, "were forced out of Libya as a result of events leading 
up and following the foundation of the State of Israel in May 1948."47

But these accounts oversimplify the actual sequence of events: as we have seen, in a good 
many cases, Jews were forced out well before the Palestinian exodus. As 'Arif, Sirtawi, 
and Jiryis acknowledge, the Arab states contributed substantially to the Palestinians' 
present predicament. A recognition of the full wrong done to the Jews of the Arab 
countries should put to rest Palestinian claims for restitution by Israel. As Péroncel-
Hugoz correctly points out, the Jews "left property and space [they] legitimately owned" 
in the Middle East. In coming to Israel, then these Jews brought with them certain rights. 

This information not only straightens out the sequence of events fifty years ago but it 
refutes exorbitant claims made in the name of Palestinians. A recognition of the true 
nature of those events represents the best chance for a swift resolution of the Palestinian 
refugee question today. With so many issues that will have a lasting effect on the future 
of their populations awaiting the attention of Israeli and Palestinian negotiators, this is 
one case where the two sides would do well to let history stand and call it even. 
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