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ABSTRACT

Jabotinsky’s two Iron Wall essays of 1923–24 offered solutions to all sorts 
of problems: conflict with the Arabs of Palestine, refocusing Britain’s gov-
ernment on attaining the goals in the Balfour Declaration (at least as 
Jaobtinsky understood them), and energizing the pace of Jewish emigration. 
Above all, after the violence in 1920 and 1921, Jabotinsky articulated a way 
to achieve peace. Although the most people perceive the essays as a predic-
tion of the future—only naked violence will work—I believe the essays have 
their main importance as windows onto Jabotinsky’s present and especially 
on his past, i.e. his political development since the Helsingfors Conference 
in 1906. This is because Jabotinsky changed, having fashioned himself from 
a subaltern representative of a small minority in the Russian Empire into 
a leader of an independent political grouping with specific needs to gain 
popularity in the present.
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INTRODUCTION

My goal in this article is to contribute to an understanding  
of Vladimir (Ze’ev) Jabotinsky’s ideas, especially those in his famous essay, 
“On the Iron Wall” (1923).2 From my perch as a scholar of Russian intel-
lectual history it is clear that to better understand Jabotinsky it is necessary 
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to probe his intellectual origins in the Russian Empire and the pre–World 
War I contexts in which his Zionist views were formulated.3 This will add 
a telling perspective to a question that has baffled scholars: Was Jabotinsky 
a liberal or a radical rightist? And underlying that, two more usually tacit 
concerns: Was he a sympathetic thinker and an estimable contributor to 
the ongoing Zionist project?4

In this study of “On the Iron Wall,” Jabotinsky’s vigorous exposition 
of his mature ideas, I shall follow the intertwining strands of liberal and 
illiberal argumentation to the circumstances that led to his dualistic and 
inconsistent thinking.5 More interestingly to me are the sources of his 
underlying beliefs and the transformation of his prewar ideas to accom-
modate a new ideology.

My claims are that Jabotinsky’s essay offers a utopian vision of Zionist 
Palestine and refashions arguments from Russia’s imperial past and Jewish 
experience under empire, to fit a League of Nations mandated British-ruled 
Palestine. 

Jabotinsky’s vision does not describe reality. It is rather a scenario of 
what might be if certain conditions are met, “utopian” not in the sense of an 
unachievable fantasy, but as a projection of a future ideal requiring human 
navigation, action, and intervention in order to be realized.6 While offering a 
clear exposition of the status of Zionism in Palestine in 1923, Jabotinsky gave 
specific policy prescriptions: What must be done for Zionism to succeed? In 
answer, he offered a vigorous defense of a moral and militant Zionism.7 This 
way of thinking about Zionism—acknowledging an “Endziel,” German for 
“final goal”—became associated with Jabotinsky and his condemnation of 
those who opposed the espousal of an ultimate objective.8

At the same time, his portrayal of Palestine as a political entity governed 
by a Zionist majority (whether as a sovereign state or as an autonomous 
member of the British Commonwealth) springs from the historical ideology 
of Imperial Russia9 where Jabotinsky identified what I call third-party colo-
nization: colonization by a major power that transfers political control to a 
different power. In other words, Palestine might remain under British mili-
tary supervision, but could be turned over to Jews for political control. We 
encounter this paradigm often in nineteenth century Imperial Russia and 
its conquered lands to the north, east, and southwest10 where the govern-
ment settled diverse ethnic groups—Jews, Germans, Ukrainians, Tatars, 
and Baltic peoples—rather than ethnic Russians, who were sent in smaller 
numbers mainly to manage the military and state apparatus. Odessa, for 
example, was one-third Jewish, and Siberia was inhabited by various peoples 
transferred there by the state to colonize its mineral-rich lands.11
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Nor did Jabotinsky lose sight of the demands for minority rights Jews 
had envisioned in Russia after the Revolution of 1905. Jabotinsky promised 
Palestinian Arabs the same rights to a good life under its rule.

In his vision of a successful Zionist colonization project in Palestine, 
Jabotinsky assigned specific roles to the three main players, the British, the 
Palestinian Arabs, and the Jews. His paradigm incorporated the positions 
of Europe before World War II, Britain in World War I, and the Russian 
Empire, particularly during the 1905 Revolution. Because Jabotinsky 
adopted many of the ideas he articulates in “On the Iron Wall” for his 
Revisionist Party program two years later, one may assume that they were 
adopted by the Zionist right. An analysis of these ideas and their sources 
will allow us to judge whether he was liberal or conservative, charitable or 
cruel in attitude and whether he deserves to be labeled realistic, utopian, 
pragmatic or Quixotic.12 

***

“The Iron Wall” actually features in two essays, “O zheleznoi stene” (“On 
the Iron Wall”) and “Ob etike zheleznoi steny” (“On the Ethics of the 
Iron Wall”) published a week apart in late November 1923, in the Russian-
language Revisionist periodical, Rassvet, which had relocated from Saint 
Petersburg to Berlin and from there to Paris13 and which Jabotinsky edited 
from 1923 until the paper’s demise in 1932.14 

“On the Iron Wall” presents a conception of a Jewish Palestine very 
different from others circulating at the time. Jabotinsky considered his version 
of Zionism superior to Constructivist Zionism, favored by socialists who 
sought legitimacy for Jewish politics in Palestine through successful agricul-
tural labor. Jabotinsky for his part emphasized “colonization” as the goal of 
Jewish settlement in Palestine, with a majority population of Jews who would 
govern themselves and secure the right to unlimited Jewish immigration.15 

In the “Iron Wall” articles Jabotinsky takes issue with the Constructivist 
view that Jewish labor should benefit everyone, insuring that Zionism 
would ultimately benefit Palestinian Arabs as well.16 The Constructivist 
argument, according to him, would never convince Palestinian Arabs that 
the Jews did not aspire to gain control of the land. But sovereignty or some-
thing like it was precisely the goal Jabotinsky claimed, since no native popu-
lation would ever voluntarily cede power. Since Jews did not have enough 
money to purchase the land, Jabotinsky announced that the land would 
have to be acquired by force. In “The Ethics of the Iron Wall,” he writes:
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The conclusion: we can compensate neither the Palestinian nor any other 
Arabs for Palestine. Therefore, voluntary agreement is unthinkable. Thus 
people who consider an agreement a conditio sine qua non can say ‘no’ and 
reject Zionism. Our colonization either has to stop or must continue against 
the will of the indigenous population. And therefore it must continue and 
develop only by means of a defensive force independent of the local popula-
tion, an iron wall; meaning violent opposition will not be tolerated.”17 

It might be noted here that Jabotinsky’s vision of Jewish habitation in 
the region included not only the West Bank of the Jordan River, but the 
East Bank and Transjordan as well. He strongly opposed the partition 
of Palestine and the surrender of the East Bank to King Abdullah of the 
Hashemite Kingdom. 

But how could the Arabs be disarmed if the Jews of Palestine were weak? 
Jabotinsky looked to Britain, since it had made a solemn commitment to 
make Palestine the Jewish homeland with the Balfour Declaration.18 The Iron 
Wall would consist of British military power. As Jabotinsky understood it, 
once the Arabs of Palestine realized that they could not stop the Zionists by 
force, they would resign themselves to a minority status and seek the best 
deal possible through negotiations. The deal would be a good one, Jabotinsky 
claimed with pride, as the Jewish victors would be magnanimous. The Arab 
minority would receive full citizenship and cultural rights, the entire set of 
rights to which Jabotinsky believed all national minorities were entitled.19

Jabotinsky’s words at the outset of “On the Iron Wall” convey his lack 
of animus toward the Arabs of Palestine. As he maintains in what he calls 
his “personal” perspective on a structural conflict:

Contrary to the good rule of beginning an article with the crux of the matter, 
I begin this one with an introduction, and a personal one too. The author 
of these lines is considered an enemy of the Arabs, a proponent of driving 
them out, etc. This is not true. My emotional attitude toward the Arabs is the 
same as to any other peoples—respectful indifference. My political attitude is 
dictated by two principles. First, I consider driving the Arabs out of Palestine, 
in whatever form, absolutely impossible; there will always be two peoples in 
Palestine. Second, I am proud of belonging to the group that formulated 
the Helsingfors Program. We formulated it not for the Jews alone but for all 
peoples, and its basis is the equal rights of nations.20 

Two points stand out in this critical introduction: Palestine will always be 
a nation inhabited by two peoples, albeit one would constitute a majority, 



The Iron Wall Revisited  •  219

and the other, a minority. However, the minority nation would acquire 
special cultural and national rights on the basis of the Helsingfors Confer-
ence in Russia of 1906.21 

***

To understand why Jabotinsky wrote the articles it is necessary to appreciate 
the political context. In 1923, he was preoccupied by (what he considered 
to be) a “crisis” in Zionism.22 In his perception Zionism was failing due 
to local Arab resistance, British fecklessness, and Jewish indifference. For 
example, the Arab riots of 1920 and 1921 were frightening away potential 
Jewish immigrants. But that was not the only setback. In 1922, the League 
of Nations recognized the Transjordan Memorandum that permitted 
Britain to partition the land, granting the territory east of the Jordan River 
to King Abdullah for his Hashemite state. Jabotinsky saw this step as an 
unforgivable blow to Zionism. He had hoped the Jews would secure enough 
territory to accommodate both Jews and Arabs. But Britain was inclining 
its policies toward the Arabs, he realized. Jewish immigration had slowed 
down, and at this rate, the Zionists would never attain a Jewish majority.

To solve the problem, Jabotinsky conceived of what he thought would 
be a narrative advantageous to the Zionists, assigning more effective roles 
to the central players: Britain as militarily omnipotent, Jews as morally 
justified colonizers, friends of Britain, and the Arabs as holders of minority 
status sweetened with national cultural rights. 

Jabotinsky’s impulse to cast Britain in the central role derived from his 
experience during World War I, as organizer and head of the Jewish Legion 
which had boosted his faith in British commitment to Zionism.23

Jabotinsky was fixated on the Jewish Legion at the time because it had 
brought dignity both to the Jews and to Britain and had liberated Palestine 
from Turkish rule. This had made him a lifelong admirer of Britain, as 
evidenced by the hyperbolic statements he made in 1928 in his Russian 
book, Story of the Jewish Legion.24 There he writes, for example, that a “good 
part of the Balfour Declaration belongs to the Jewish Legion.”25 Elsewhere 
he is barely more realistic. “I dreamed of a great Jewish Army, no more than 
five thousand men, yet those five thousand ‘succeeded,’ the Legion played a 
part, a decisive one, in the history of Zionism. That is my opinion; and as 
sure as I am that the sun will rise tomorrow I am sure posterity will equally 
esteem the suffering and sacrifices of the Jewish Legion.” He continues:
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England could have liberated Palestine without us; but she liberated it with 
us, and, moreover, stationed us at one of the most difficult posts. It is not 
much, nor little, it is as much as it is. The ancient regiment, Royal Fusiliers, 
whose name our battalions bore during the campaign, was throughout given 
the right to inscribe on its flag—on which are already inscribed in golden 
letters, Crimea, India, Sudan, South Africa—a new name: Palestine. And 
the old British regiment is proud of its achievement. So are Patterson and 
Margolin, and I.26 

In addition to everything else, Jabotinsky was keenly aware that he 
was credited with the establishment of the Legion; it had helped make 
him famous. He not only loved the Legion, but raved about its patriotic 
displays, visible flags, uniforms, and insignias.27 Jabotinsky’s portrayal of 
Britain in “On the Iron Wall” shows how fundamental he considered the 
Zionist-British alliance to the success of Zionism. 

He had several precedents for his conception of Britain as a colonial 
power and Jews as a client people. One quickly recalls the Uganda Affair in 
1903, when Britain offered Zionists a land in Uganda (present-day Kenya) 
on which to build a Jewish community.28 That would surely be an example 
of third-party colonization. 

The Uganda Affair, as it is known, consisted of Britain’s offer and 
the split in the movement that resulted. Although nearly everyone at the 
time considered Britain’s offer a generous one, especially in response to 
the Kishinev “massacre” of 1903, many Russian Jews, Jabotinsky included, 
voted against it. The so-called “Neinsagers” (nay-sayers to colonization 
in Uganda) felt Eretz Israel was the only possible goal, otherwise their 
program would not be Zionism but territorialism. Additionally, while some 
sympathized with the plan of a “Nachtasyl” (shelter for the night)—the 
term Max Nordau used to describe the purpose of a Jewish community 
in Uganda—the Neinsagers claimed that the movement was not strong 
enough to achieve two goals simultaneously. Thus, all efforts had to be 
concentrated on Eretz Israel.

Present at the World Zionist Congress of 1903 (his first), Jabotinsky 
wrote about his impressions for Odesskie Novosti. In a series of articles about 
Herzl, Jabotinsky made a prediction that might seem prophetic. He noted at 
that time that, “History has its own laws, but to us, observing from below, it 
will seem for a long time to come as a chain of chance events. The same event 
that gave Herzl East Africa today might give him Palestine tomorrow. Politics 
is a game of ‘chance events’ in which the strong and intelligent always have at 
least a 50 percent chance, if only he wants to win.”29 In other words, Britain 
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offered Uganda in 1903 and showed its commitment to a Jewish political 
entity yet what would stop it from giving Palestine to the Jews sometime in 
the future? Of course, Jabotinsky could not have known that the Balfour 
Declaration was a mere fourteen years in the future.30 

Notably, Jabotinsky had other models for his conception of Britain 
as a colonial power and the Jews as its client people. One was the above-
mentioned re-settlement of Jews inside the Russian Empire. Moreover, 
while Jabotinsky was in Constantinople in 1909 as advisor and editor of 
Zionist-subsidized newspapers, he appealed to the newly formed Young 
Turk government with the claim that inviting Sephardic Jews to immigrate 
to Eretz Israel might yield incalculable advantages. Beyond all else, Jews 
could form a political wedge of patriotic pro-Turkish support in a region 
that was exclusively Arab and largely hostile to Turkish rule. As Jabotinsky 
wrote, “The interests of Zionism completely coincide in this regard with 
the interests of this part of Ottoman Jewry: the national politics of the 
Sephardim would clearly be staunchly Turkophilic, and the preservation 
of political dominance would surely be a leading principle.”31 The Young 
Turks quickly rejected the offer as they did not want to exacerbate the ethnic 
divisions they feared were growing. 

Despite his failure in 1909, in the prewar era, Jabotinsky had clear ideas 
about Zionist development in Eretz Israel under the umbrella of a major 
power.32 As with Britain, he argued that Jews could offer many advantages 
to the Turkish government in exchange for its support of their coloniza-
tion efforts. In retrospect an Ottoman-Zionist alliance of mutual benefit 
seems prescient. The basis for such a proposition was likely Herzl’s offer of 
economic aid to the Ottoman sultan to pay back loans in exchange for the 
sultan’s support of a Jewish colony in Eretz Israel.33 

***

Although Jabotinsky understood the need for military force to realize the 
Zionist project, he looked to universal morals for justification.34 These 
moral arguments reflect an historical era and are a clear departure from past 
times when such justifications were generally deemed unnecessary. 

While the imposition of international law in the form of a mandate 
given by an international political body to a superpower to rule a colony 
was of recent vintage—the British received their mandate to control 
Palestine from the newly formed League of Nations in 1920—the view 
that global powers may control territory and encourage colonization goes 
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back centuries. However, the idea that colonization could serve moral goals 
was only a few decades old. Here Rudyard Kipling or Theodor Herzl might 
come to mind. But 1923 was not 1899, when Kipling’s poem, “White Man’s 
Burden,” was published, or even 1903, when Herzl presented Britain’s offer 
of a piece of land in Uganda to the World Zionist Congress as a means of 
saving the Jewish people from the violence of pogroms. Both expressed a 
novel reconceptualization of colonialism as humane and moral and even 
redemptive. 

Morality and social justice came to be regularly invoked as a reason for 
territorial exploration and acquisition. As individual nations were emerging 
on land abandoned by former empires, the idea of colonization without the 
consent of the local population was coming under scrutiny. In fact, the use 
of violence itself was approached with caution and in some places openly 
disdained. Throughout Europe, antiwar movements grew. In post–World 
War I Europe it was becoming rare to hear the argument that force could 
solve political problems.35 As the only empire to survive World War I intact, 
Britain saw things differently, but it was measurably less confident about 
roughriding over the locals. Tellingly, Herbert Samuel, the first British High 
Commissioner for Palestine endeavored to treat Jews and Arabs both with 
impartiality. 

In this context, Jabotinsky’s efforts made sense. A colonizing project 
with a third-party beneficiary, such as the Jews in Palestine, required a 
reliable, dutiful, and capable ally. But as morality became more and more 
important to England’s self-portrayal and political legitimacy, an appeal to 
force needed a different approach. 

Jabotinsky justified Zionism in 1923 with an argument I characterize 
as proportional suffering. In “On the Ethics of the Iron Wall,” Jabotinsky 
acknowledged that every nation would prefer sovereignty, but appealed to 
people of good will with a question: Is it too much to ask the Arab people, 
who have thousands of miles of land, to sacrifice a tiny bit to save a people 
that has nothing?36 In “The Ethics of the Iron Wall,” Jabotinsky drew atten-
tion to the huge Arab landmass, thousands of square miles with some of the 
least densely populated countries in the world. As he writes: 

There are fifteen million of us in the world; half of them live the life literally 
of a homeless dog, chased from place to place. There are thirty-eight million 
Arabs; they occupy Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Tripoli, Egypt, Syria, Arabia 
and Mesopotamia—a space (not including desert) that is equivalent in size 
to half of Europe. In general, across that vast territory there are sixteen Arabs 
per square English mile; by comparison it is useful to remember that in Sicily 
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there are 352 people per square mile, and in England 669. It is even more 
useful to remember that Palestine consists of approximately one part of two-
hundred parts of this territory. But when homeless Jews call for a homeland in 
Palestine, this is considered ‘immoral’ because it inconveniences the natives.”37 
(Fairly or not, Jabotinsky does not regard the Arabs of Palestine here as a 
separate nation, but as part of the larger Arab world.) 

Jabotinsky’s attitude toward Palestinian Arabs differed from 
Constructivist Zionism apparently intended to enlist local Arabs as 
collaborators in a joint effort to develop the land—even though early 
Zionist socialists of the 1920s put national goals before class interests. In 
contrast, Jabotinsky’s point of departure was competition, in which Arabs 
and Jews alike would strive to become the dominant group in Palestine. 
But whereas most Mapai leaders conceived of a Jewish state over part of 
the land, i.e. they planned to share the land, Jabotinsky as we have seen, 
did not concede either Western Palestine or the East Bank of the Jordan 
River in Transjordan (present-day Jordan) to an Arab majority. He reiter-
ated that, despite an appearance of hostility, he had no personal animus 
against Palestine’s Arabs, though he was nonetheless convinced that they 
comprise part of the greater Arab nation spread across many lands, while 
the Jews do not form a majority anywhere in the world. Since such a 
situation was inherently unfair, it became a moral imperative for Jews to 
control Palestine and the surrounding area. Jabotinsky’s conception of 
Palestine’s Arabs influenced his conception of Jewish political identity in 
its broadest sense. 

While emphasizing the modesty of Jewish territorial demands in the 
context of their penury and suffering, Jabotinsky offered compensation to 
the local Arabs in the form of national cultural, and certain political rights 
in a Jewish state. By national rights for the Arab minority, Jabotinsky had 
in mind the set of rights he helped formulate at the Helsingfors Zionist 
Congress in November 1906 for the Jews of the Russian empire.38 At that 
meeting (also known as the Third Congress of Russian Zionists), Jabotinsky 
had insisted on national cultural autonomy for minorities in addition to 
more general democratic and civil rights for individual citizens in the 
Russian Empire.39

In “The Ethics of the Iron Wall” he boasts with regard to the 
Helsingfors Program: “As one of its authors, I am of course less inclined to 
doubt its fairness. It guarantees both civic equality and national autonomy. 
I am strongly convinced that any rational judge will admit that it [offers] 
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an ideal foundation for the peaceful and neighborly cohabitation of two 
peoples.”40

The resolutions at the Helsingfors Conference express the following 
demands: 

The democratization of the state structure on the basis of a consistent par-
liamentary system, broad political freedoms, autonomy for national regions, 
and the conferral of rights for national minorities.

Full and unquestionable equality for the Jewish population. 
The conferral for the minority of representation in all countrywide, 

regional, and local elections, carried out by means of a general, equal, direct 
secret ballot regardless of gender.

The acknowledgment of the Jewish nation in Russia as a single unit with 
the right to autonomy on the basis of national goals. 

A conference of Russia’s Jews for deliberating the foundations of a 
national organization.

The right to one’s national language in schools, courts, and in public life. 
The right to a rest day on Saturday instead of Sunday throughout  

the country.41

The context of the Helsingfors Conference belongs to the pre–World 
War I era, when Jabotinsky was occupied with the minority question in 
the context of Russian political life because Russia, while remaining a 
monarchy, leaned toward democracy after the 1905 Revolution.42 Moreover, 
Jabotinsky realized that Russia, a multinational empire, was not a nation-
state. Most of its population belonged to different national identities, 
including Ukrainian, Polish, German, Lithuanian, and Jewish.43 As a Jew 
and a Zionist, Jabotinsky wanted to promote Jewish national identity in 
Russia, so he insisted on cultural rights, such as those mentioned above. 

Jabotinsky formulated minority rights based on the writings of 
Dubnov, but also those of Rudolph Springer (a.k.a. Karl Renner), the 
Austrian Marxist. In his conception minorities would have full national 
autonomy to develop their character through separate cultural, educational, 
and legal institutions. 

This exposition of minority rights at the Helsingfors Conference 
inspired further study. In early 1907, Jabotinsky left Russia for Vienna 
where he spent a year in seclusion occupied with the study of nationalism 
and minority rights. It made sense to leave Russia after the Revolution 
of 1905 since it was dangerous to remain; government officials hunted 
individuals perceived as revolutionaries or even out of step with the forces 
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pulling the country into political reaction. Several thousand people were 
summarily hanged with “Stolypin neckties” (nickname for the hangman’s 
noose).

Jabotinsky’s perspective on minority rights are also well known from 
his long 1913 article entitled “The Self-Rule of a National Minority,” which 
appeared in the famous “thick” journal, Vestnik Evropy (Messenger of 
Europe), published in St. Petersburg.44 The article was a truncated version 
of his diploma thesis at the University of Yaroslavl in 1913.45 The diploma, 
equivalent to a Bachelor’s degree today entitled the receiver to greater 
privileges. Many Jews in Russia earned degrees through distance learning 
(correspondence courses) at Russian universities as they did not have the 
right to live outside the Pale for an extended period. Additionally, because 
regional universities were outside the capital cities, their quota on Jewish 
students was ten percent allowing more Jews to earn degrees. A Bachelor’s 
degree afforded Jews a key privilege: the right to live outside the Pale of 
Settlement and in Moscow and St. Petersburg. In Jabotinsky’s biography 
his degree at Yaroslavl might be compared with the university degree he 
had almost attained in Rome in 1900. In his autobiography he describes 
the courses, teachers, and ideological excitement in Rome, whereas his 
studies at Yaroslavl were merely a formality, a means for gaining important 
rights. 

In the Vestnik Evropy article Jabotinsky examined various conceptions 
of minority rights, including territorial, national, cultural, civic, political, 
and juridical rights. He was intrigued by nonterritorial nations in which 
members had political self-rule even where inhabitants lived scattered and 
distant from co-nationals. However, he also recognized the need of majori-
ties to dominate politically and set cultural goals to enhance their sense of 
national and linguistic unity.46 

Although the original context of his ideas was the multinational 
Russian Empire, Jabotinsky insisted that his conception of minority rights 
was independent of geography and could be applied to Arabs in a Jewish-led 
Palestine under British rule. While the Jews would make up the majority 
population, the minority Arabs would be showered with advantages of 
which few others could boast in other states. 

To repeat, regarding the minority rights declared at the Helsingfors 
conference, Jabotinsky’s vision predates World War I.47 However, here too 
Jabotinsky transforms, modernizes, and adapts the framework to his needs; 
in this case, as a sweetener to entice Palestinian Arabs to accept future 
Jewish control over Eretz Israel.
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***

One might wonder why Jabotinsky was so pessimistic that the conflict was 
unresolvable. Of course, he had witnessed the Arab riots of 1920 and 1921 
in Palestine. He participated in the defense of Jerusalem in 1920 and was 
arrested by the British for his actions. However, in “The Ethics of the Iron 
Wall” he gives a general philosophical answer via his description of a world 
without morality. 

Along with the promise of national rights, Jabotinsky formulated a 
condition in which all rights would be withdrawn; for example, in the case 
of attempts to massacre Jews. 

Human cohabitation is built on reciprocity; take away reciprocity, and a right 
will turn into a lie. The person who just walked past my window has a right 
to live only in so far as he recognizes my own right to live. If he wants to kill 
me, I do not recognize his right. This pertains to other nations as well. The 
world would become a furious rate race otherwise where both the weak and 
the small among us would perish. We can only survive in a world of mutual 
responsibility. We must live in a world marked by equality; when death comes, 
it comes to all equally. There is no ethics which allows the greedy satisfaction 
while the modest die under a fence.48

Who could have imagined that the Arab-Israeli conflict would go on for 
so long? But we would be wrong to suppose that Jabotinsky predicted an 
endless conflict; he was referring a hypothetical situation and his judgment 
concerning it: if someone approaches with the intention of murdering me, I 
have the right to defend myself and an obligation to condemn an immoral 
world. Morality entails respect for another’s right to live. Without such 
respect, we would live in a Hobbesian state of nature, unable to trust anyone 
or maintain a peaceful social fabric.

Since he borrowed building blocks for his political program from past 
experience, in “On the Iron Wall” it is possible to trace Jabotinsky’s intel-
lectual development back to his time in Russia. To understand what he 
accepted from the past, it is important to note what he rejected. Jabotinsky 
had an immense repertoire of subjects. He had been a star journalist with 
over five hundred articles in print. In Rome, he studied law for three years 
with such serious scholars as Antonio Labriola and Enrico Ferri.49 The 
Zionist program he advocated in 1925 was tied to political alternatives he 
had explored but ignored. What were these alternatives?
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It is worth noting that Jabotinsky criticized imperialism as early as the 
1890s.50 In an article called “Right and Force” written in 1912 Jabotinsky 
declared, “It is either one or the other: either thou shalt not steal or else 
go ahead and steal but only at the most propitious moment.” He goes on 
to explain, “Honestly, I do not understand why such scruples exist on this 
beautiful planet. Why do we keep up appearances? Would it not be much 
simpler to point to our neighbors—to England’s capturing Egypt, Aden, 
Persia, and Cyprus; to France’s swallowing Algiers, Tunisia and Morocco; 
not to mention Austria-Hungary, gobbling up Bosnia, and so on, and so 
forth—and come back with the Italian proverb: ‘Cosi fan tutti’. Everybody 
does it.”51

In addition to mocking the avarice of these empires, Jabotinsky wrote 
with sympathy about the native populations, especially victims of colo-
nial expansion. For example, in 1912 he drew attention to the United 
States government’s atrocious treatment of Native Americans (the so-called 
Indians). He began by relating how the U.S. government had broken its 
promise to deliver critical supplies to the reservations because certain agents 
had stolen money from the Indians and poisoned them or left them to 
starve to death. He reported that several members of the Cheyenne tribe 
had stolen a few horses and in response President Grant had organized 
a posse that pretended to make peace with them and then “murdered 
170 souls, among them women and children.” Jabotinsky wrote that “the 
corpses of the Indians were scalped and so horribly disfigured that the 
Indian commission, to their Anglo-Saxon shame, did not dare describe it.”52

Several other examples, drawing attention to the order of 1862, 
published by the governor of the territory of Arizona, “to annihilate all the 
men of the Apache tribe and sell into slavery the women and children.”53 
Again, in December 1890, Jabotinsky recounted how government forces 
“acting on a report from the Bureau of Ethnography based on official 
denunciations, ‘operated’ against another branch of the Sioux, shooting 
150 people, women and children, during their escape.”54 

Jabotinsky condemned the American government and mocked expla-
nations that were surprisingly similar to those he would later use in “On 
the Iron Wall.” “Yankees,” he wrote, 

instead of answering the reproach, simply point to the grandiose renaissance 
of their fatherland, the forty-story houses, monstrous factories, the prosper-
ity of their working people, the districts where refugees live and one finds 
livelihood for hundreds of thousands of exiles thrown out of Europe, their 
wonderful schools, and Edgar Allen Poe and Edison. California’s agriculture 
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and much else. They laconically add, if we did not take the land by force there 
would only be prairie grass growing on it. And you cannot say anything back 
to him because the whole world regards these questions in the same way.55 

Jabotinsky’s sympathy for underdogs may have had its origins in the 
feeling of kinship between Jews in Russia, victims of pogroms and unfair 
laws, and other oppressed peoples. I am not the first to detect contradic-
tions in Jabotinsky’s writings, although I recognize that the years before 
the World War I represented another era with a different set of political 
issues. Moreover, while identifying Jews with victims in general, it prob-
ably never occurred to him that the objectionable treatment of Native 
Americans might one day be compared not with the treatment of the Jews 
but with that of the Palestinians. For Jabotinsky in the post–World War I 
era, morality was on the side of the Jews. 

These and similar passages demonstrate that in 1923, Jabotinsky made 
use of the past he needed. It remains to be determined whether he actually 
changed his opinion of imperialism or viewed it as a necessary evil in order 
for Zionism to succeed.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

If the “Iron Wall” was an attempt to go backward in time, it was destined 
to fail. But it was not exclusively backward looking. Rather, Jabotinsky used 
the ideological paradigms of the past to describe a utopia, a better Palestine 
than that offered by other political alternatives. Here we might examine 
“On the Iron Wall” as the ideological backdrop to the political program of 
Ha-Zohar, the Revisionist party Jabotinsky formed in Paris in 1925.56

Calling his party Revisionist Zionism reflected his desire to emphasize 
Herzl’s political approach, in contrast to the policies of the Zionist labor 
parties (which advocated building up the Yishuv through philanthropy).57 
The Ha-Zohar program called for private property and investment, the 
control of both sides of the Jordan River (Western Palestine and Transjordan), 
a strong military (the Legion principle) 58 and a state based on the principle 
of a Jewish majority but granting cultural rights for the Arabs of Palestine. 
All these ideas found expression in the Iron Wall essays in 1923. 

By the late 1920s and throughout the 1930s, Jabotinsky’s political 
thinking had identified certain problems that needed to be solved, but the 
one thing he did not expect was Britain’s complete turnabout.59 He had 
pinned many hopes on Britain and was loath to give them up until he finally 
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did in 1938, when British authorities hanged Shlomo Ben-Yosef.60 By that 
point, he had already begun negotiating with Eastern European leaders over 
the rights of Jews to emigrate from their countries to Palestine. These efforts 
were strongly opposed by Britain.61 And still, even when Britain disappointed 
him, Jabotinsky counseled that Britain was more than its government; that it 
was made up of people who would ultimately do right by Zionism.62

Nevertheless, the admixture of dependence on Britain for military 
power and liberal rights for the Arab minority in “On the Iron Wall” did 
not sit well with many people at the time. Ben-Gurion and the Zionist left 
sharply criticized Jabotinsky as did his own supporters.63

Notwithstanding the many twists and turns in his life, Jabotinsky never 
abandoned his inconsistent views about military dominance and liberalism. 
Even in his final book, The War and the Jews (published posthumously in 
1942), he underscored his commitment to the Helsingfors program,64 and 
reiterated that for the Arabs of Palestine, giving up the claim to sovereignty 
was a small price to pay for the creation of one little Jewish state that would 
grant them full civil and even collective national rights.

Likewise, in the last year of his life (Jabotinsky died in 1940), he 
considered the possibility of a population transfer. Like others, he had 
become discouraged after the Arab violence of 1929 and then 1936–38, but 
historians who have studied Jabotinsky’s thoughts on population transfer 
conclude that ultimately he rejected the idea.65 

Despite the fact that The Iron Wall is perhaps one of the best-known 
aspects of Jabotinsky’s legacy, he did not see himself as cruel or immoral. He 
was proud that his conception of minority rights was based on a generous 
liberal program and maintained that it would secure long-term peaceful 
relations with the Arab minority. Uncompromising commitment to mili-
tary dominance, sweetened with liberalism, would, he believed, bring peace.

It is intriguing that Jabotinsky was silent about his earlier, pre–World 
War I views and experiences of colonialism, imperialism, and the sufferings 
of native peoples. Jabotinsky did not draw special attention to his earlier 
works, but he did not repudiate them either. 

Jabotinsky was a liberal critic of liberalism, an assessment that is as true 
today as it was then. His statement that only those who respect our right 
to live deserve our respect for their right to live resonates eerily today. He 
did not expect an endless conflict in Palestine, but he was realistic enough 
to imagine it. His idealism allowed him to declare that the Jewish state 
would be a fine place for the Arabs to develop their own culture while 
retaining full citizenship; such had been the hope of the Jews in Russia 
at the Helsingfors Conference. There is much to admire in the Iron Wall 
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program, but whether it actually works is another question: walls may 
crumble, iron rusts, and hate grows apace. 

The intellectual origins of Jabotinsky’s Iron Wall derive at least in part 
from his experience in Russia and the Helsingfors program was formu-
lated in its political context. The proposal for a third-party colonization 
of Palestine likewise has roots in Jabotinsky’s experience in Russia, which 
often lacked a large enough population to colonize its conquered lands. As 
a practical matter, an imperial power may take military control of a country 
yet turn over its actual governing to capable and ambitious immigrants, 
consigning so-called natives to a secondary, or tertiary, status. As implied, 
Jabotinsky based his conception of legitimacy for a Jewish controlled Eretz 
Israel less on the Bible than on national longings and moral principles.66

Although Jews did get their state in Palestine, Jabotinsky’s vision did 
not anticipate the tangle of historical forces that would enable that to 
happen. However, while Jabotinsky did predict Palestinian violence, he also 
envisioned an end to that violence at some point. When the Arabs realized 
they could not win, he believed, they would be forced to negotiate and 
would then be surprised to discover the magnanimity of the Jews. 

This essay shows that critics on the right and left are justified in 
picking bones with Jabotinsky. He does not satisfy either side. His vision is 
idiosyncratic and involves a return to the values of the age of imperialism, 
albeit with the sincere aim of establishing a moral and socially just society. 
Jabotinsky modifies, idealizes, and ideologizes colonialism in a postcolonial 
epoch by styling the Jews as suffering victims, underdogs, and thus, morally 
righteous. He could not have predicted the Holocaust (and he didn’t), but 
until Israel’s victory in 1967, its people were indeed viewed worldwide as the 
victims of Nazism. The situation has changed so much since 1923 that we 
would do well not to view the Iron-Wall essay as anything but a document 
of historical value—and certainly not as predictive.67
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