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PREFACE

The conflict between Arabs and Zionists is more than a hundred years old. Almost from the start the subject has been treated with emphatic partisanship by commentators and historians from both sides, as well as by foreign observers.

Thousands of books have been written on various aspects and periods of the conflict; this one attempts to relate the entire story in an integrated fashion, covering Israel, the Palestinians, and the Arab states from the 1880s to the present. I hope it will contribute to a good general understanding of what happened, and why.

The book focuses on what, to my mind, are the central components of the conflict in the political and military spheres. I have not given much attention to other aspects, such as the economic and cultural ones. I realize that these have, at certain times, played significant roles, but in a general study of this sort, one must concentrate on the core events, processes, and issues.

I have devoted relatively little space to the internal politics of the societies that inhabit the Middle East, except where these have had a direct bearing on the development of the conflict. My approach has been based on a rejection of the dictum that “there is no foreign policy, only internal politics.” It will be for the reader to determine whether I have struck the right balances.

The book is based largely on secondary works and is a synthesis of existing research on the various subjects and periods covered. A history of this subject based mainly on primary sources is, I suspect, beyond the abilities of a single scholar. There are simply too many archives, files, and documents. Nonetheless, parts of the present book—the coverage of the 1948 war and the decade after it, and of certain episodes that occurred during the 1930s and the 1982–85 Lebanon War—are based in large measure on primary sources. Otherwise I have relied on what I regard as the principal scholarly works on given subjects and periods in producing this narrative.

Academic history is necessarily based on a wide range of contemporary documentary material. This book deals, of course, with the early periods from which much of the material is available—but then goes on to cover the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, for which it is still largely unavailable. In covering these three decades I have had to make do with secondary works, interviews, newspapers, and memoirs. A full academic history of these latter decades will have to await the opening of the appropriate archival materials.

There is a built-in imbalance in scholarly treatments of the conflict; this study is no exception. The Zionist side tends to be illuminated more thoroughly and with greater precision than the Arab side, and this applies to both political and military aspects. In part this stems from the fact that Zionist and Israeli archives, civil and military, local and national, are relatively well organized and have been open to researchers for many years. By and large, the documents contained in them were written by Zionists, in a Zionist context and from the Zionist perspective. This has almost inevitably affected the historiography based on these documents.

There has been no such access on the Arab side. There are no comparable Palestinian archives, and whatever exists in the archives of the Arab states has been and remains closed to researchers, save for the occasional and usually inconsequential document. Hence “the Arab side,” more often than not, has also had to be illuminated on the basis of Zionist-Israeli and Western documentation.

Second, historiography, in the modern sense, has been far more developed on the Jewish-Zionist side than among the Arabs. Indeed, only in recent years have Arab historians—usually living in the West—begun to publish serious historical work connected with the conflict. Unfortunately most Arab historians still labor under the yoke of severe political-ideological restrictions that are characteristic of nondemocratic societies. The same types of censorship and self-censorship have affected the writings of Arab memoirists. Though Jewish officials, generals, and politicians have often also been self-serving and subjective in their published recollections, and past generations of Zionist-Israeli historians have been less than objective, they have been substantially more accurate and informative than their Arab counterparts.

Lastly, there has been a marked quantitative gap between the two sides. The Arabs have simply produced far less historiography and related published materials (autobiographies, collections of documents, and the like) than the Jews.

I have tried to compensate by using relevant Arab materials to the extent that they were accessible, and by ferreting out the “Arab side” or “perspective” as manifested in documentation in Zionist-Israeli and Western archives (for example, by using intelligence documents reporting on thinking and activities from the Arab side) and writings. In doing so, I have attempted to approach the subject as objectively as possible, to bring reason and fairness to my reconstructions of the past. The reader will judge whether I have succeeded.


ONE

PALESTINE ON THE EVE

THE LAND AND THE PEOPLE


Of all the lands there are for dismal scenery, I think Palestine must be the prince. The hills are barren.… The valleys are unsightly deserts fringed with a feeble vegetation that has an expression about it of being sorrowful and despondent.… It is a hopeless, dreary, heartbroken land.… Palestine sits in sackcloth and ashes.… Over it broods the spell of a curse that has withered its fields and fettered its energies.… Nazareth is forlorn;… Jericho … accursed … Jerusalem … a pauper village.… Palestine is desolate and unlovely.



So wrote Mark Twain in 1867.1 He may have been indulging in hyperbole, but then neither was Palestine, in the mid-nineteenth century, the “land of milk and honey” promised in the Bible. As it is today, the Holy Land—Eretz Yisrael or the Land of Israel for the Jews, Falastin or Palestine for the Arabs—was defined during the years of British rule (1918–48) as the area bounded in the north by a range of hills just south of the Litani River in Lebanon; in the east by the Jordan River, the Dead Sea, and the Arava Valley (Wadi Araba); in the west by the Mediterranean Sea and the Sinai Peninsula; and in the south by the Gulf of Eilat (or Gulf of Aqaba). In all, it consists of about 26,320 square kilometers (10,162 square miles), an area roughly the size of New Jersey.

Of this landmass, about 50–60 percent, the Negev and the Araba, is a wilderness sprinkled with a handful of oases but largely uninhabitable and uncultivable, as is the area called the Judean Desert, between the hilly spine of Judea—running from Ramallah through Jerusalem to Hebron—and the Jordan River and Dead Sea.

Palestine is a dry land, with only one small river—the Jordan—which in fact is not inside Palestine but rather demarcates the borders between Palestine and Syria and, farther south, Palestine and Jordan. Otherwise there are only two small streams with perennial water. Most streams run only in winter and are dry beds for the rest of the year. Natural springs and wells dot the northern half of the country; in the south they are relatively rare. The naturally habitable north has rainfall between October and April each year; the remaining months are dry, with summer temperatures reaching 30–35 degrees Celsius. The Negev has virtually no rain, and temperatures at its southern end reach 40–45 degrees Celsius in summer.

The population has tended to concentrate, in both ancient and modern times, in the hilly central areas of Judea, Samaria, and Galilee, and in the fertile coastal plain and the west-east valley that branches out from it between Haifa and the Jordan River, known as the Jezreel Valley or the Plain of Esdraelon. A further fertile area is the northern Jordan Valley running, from south to north, from Beit Sh’an (Beisan) to the Sea of Galilee and its surrounding lowland, to Lake Huleh and then to the Jordan’s sources, in the foothills of Mount Hermon.

In ancient times, it is estimated, Palestine contained between 750,000 and 6 million inhabitants, with most scholars giving the figure 2.5 million for about 50 A.D.2 During the second millennium B.C. it was inhabited by a collection of pagan tribes or peoples—Canaanites, Jebusites, and others—who jostled for control of this or that area. Toward the end of the millennium the Hebrews, or Jews, invaded and settled the land, and for most of the next millennium constituted the majority of the population and governed the bulk of the country. The core of the Jewish state (at one point there were two Jewish kingdoms) was the hill country of Judea, Samaria, and Galilee. Through most of the period there was a minority population of Philistines, and later, Hellenistic and Romanized pagans concentrated in the coastal plain, in such towns as Caesarea, Jaffa, Ashkelon, and Gaza. The chapter of Jewish sovereignty ended when the Romans invaded and then put down two revolts, in A.D. 66–73 and 132–35, and exiled much of the Jewish population. After successive invasions and counterinvasions by Persians, Arabs, Turks, Crusaders, Mongols, Mamelukes, and (again) Turks, the country—at the beginning of the nineteenth century, under imperial Ottoman rule—had a population of about 275,000 to 300,000 people, of whom 90 percent were Muslim Arabs, 7,000 to 10,000 Jews, and 20,000 to 30,000 Christian Arabs. By 1881, on the eve of the start of the Zionist Jewish influx, Palestine’s population was 457,000—about 400,000 of them Muslims, 13,000–20,000 Jews, and 42,000 Christians (mostly Greek Orthodox).3 In addition, there were several thousand more Jews who were permanent residents of Palestine but not Ottoman citizens.

The small pre-Zionist Jewish population of Palestine—usually referred to collectively as the Old Yishuv (literally, the “old settlement”)—was largely poor. Many if not most lived on charity from their coreligionists abroad. Both Ashkenazim (Jews of European origin) and Sephardim (Jews of Spanish, North African, and Middle Eastern extraction) were almost exclusively Orthodox and were concentrated, in separate areas, in Judaism’s four “holy” towns: Jerusalem, Hebron, Safad, and Tiberias. Most were Ottoman subjects, extremely submissive toward the Turkish authorities and deferential toward the large Muslim communities among which they lived. Many spent their days learning Talmud and Torah; a few were merchants and shopkeepers; more were petty craftsmen. All in all, they were a numerically insignificant minority.

The overwhelming majority of the population was Arab, about 70 percent rural. These were dispersed in seven to eight hundred hamlets and villages ranging in size from fewer than one hundred to nearly one thousand inhabitants. Most of the villages were in the hill country, their location dictated by access to springs or wells and defensive requirements like hilltops or cliffs. Many had been established by invading Bedouin who turned sedentary. The coastal plain and the Jezreel and Jordan valleys were relatively empty, both because of the dangers posed by marauding Bedouin bands and because their swamps presented health hazards and were difficult to cultivate.

Many of the villages fought a continual if low-key battle against the Bedouin, who periodically sortied into the settled areas of Palestine from the desert east of the Jordan, from the Negev, and from the Sinai. There were also protracted land and water disputes between villages and sometimes between clans within villages. These feuds, and rivalries between leading urban families and between various towns, such as Jerusalem and Hebron, were to serve as continuous elements of division and weakness in Palestinian Arab society.

Agriculture was primitive, with little irrigation. During the first half of the nineteenth century, land was usually owned by the villagers privately or collectively. The second half of the century saw the growing impoverishment of the villagers, in large part owing to more efficient Ottoman taxation, and a great deal of rural land was bought up by urban notable families (in Arabic, a‘yan), who had accumulated their new wealth as Ottoman agents, especially in tax collection, and through commerce with the West. By the early twentieth century, villagers in dozens of localities no longer owned their land but continued to cultivate it as tenant farmers.

Almost all the large landowners (effendis) were urban notables, some of them living outside Palestine, many in Beirut, Damascus, and Paris. During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Zionist land purchases from effendis contributed to the roster of dispossessed villagers. The second half of the century witnessed the rapid growth of citrus cultivation, mainly in the humid coastal plain, the produce destined for highly profitable export to Europe. Land became a more attractive investment, and the concomitant price rises led to further sales by impoverished fellahin.

By 1881 a third of Palestine’s population was urban—up from only 22 percent in 1800. Most of the Jews and Christians lived in the towns, making their relative weight there decidedly greater than in the country as a whole. By 1880 Jerusalem’s population numbered 30,000, of whom about half were Jews; Gaza’s population was 19,000, Jaffa’s 10,000, and Haifa’s 6,000. The notables in the towns were nurtured by the Ottoman Empire, which gave them various local positions and tax-collecting functions, and by the British authorities after 1917–18. The elite families—the Khalidis, Husseinis, and Nashashibis in Jerusalem; the Ja’bris and Tamimis of Hebron; the Nabulsis, Masris, and Shak’as of Nablus, and others—supplied municipal officials, judges, police officers, religious officials, and civil servants. Inevitably, given their wealth, power, and influence with the imperial authorities, the a‘yan emerged as the Palestinian Arabs’ local and eventually “national” leadership. A vast gulf—based on disparities in educational level and social, economic, and political position—separated the a‘yan from the largely illiterate masses.

The second half of the nineteenth century saw a gradual modernization of the country, accompanying the growing urbanization. While most villages and towns were connected by footpaths rather than paved roads, and people and goods still moved on foot or by horse, camel, or mule rather than in wheeled vehicles, a carriage-road, the first in Palestine, was constructed in 1869 between Jaffa and Jerusalem. The first railroad was laid down in 1892 (also between these two towns), and a second railroad, connecting Haifa and Deraa, running through the Jezreel Valley, was constructed in 1903–05.

The century also witnessed a steady increase in literacy. It is estimated that around 1800 only 3 percent of the non-Jewish inhabitants of Palestine were literate (mostly elder sons of the a‘yan). As the century progressed, an education “system” emerged, mostly owing to the penetration of European missionaries rather than to Ottoman or local Arab initiative.

During the first half of the nineteenth century, lighting was provided by candles and the burning of olive oil. In the 1860s, naphtha was introduced, and generator-produced electricity reached Palestine during the first decade of the twentieth century. Through the nineteenth century the population was plagued by diseases such as malaria, trachoma, dysentery, cholera, and typhoid fever. Water supplies were inadequate and frequently impure. But the first pharmacy opened its doors in 1842; and the first European hospital, in Jerusalem, in 1843. By the end of the century, there were fifteen hospitals in the town, making it the center of European medicine in Palestine and beyond.

THE TURKISH ADMINISTRATION

The Ottoman Empire, which ruled Palestine from 1517 to 1917–18, was aware of the land’s importance as the cradle of Judaism and Christianity but never made it a separate, distinct administrative district. In the 1870s Palestine was part of the province (vilayet) of Syria, which was ruled by a governor (wali) stationed in Damascus. The province was subdivided into districts (sanjaks), three of them in Palestine: Acre, including Haifa, the area of today’s Hadera, the Jezreel and Jordan Valleys, the Sea of Galilee, Safad, and Tiberias; Nablus, including Beisan, Jenin, and Qalqilya; and Jerusalem, which included Jericho, Jaffa, Gaza, Beersheba, Hebron, and Bethlehem. The sanjaks in turn were divided into subdistricts, administered by local governors called kaymakams.

In 1887 the sanjak of Jerusalem became an independent mutasarriflik (sub-governorate) answerable directly to Constantinople rather than to Damascus. The following year, the rest of Palestine—the sanjaks of Nablus and Acre—were separated from the vilayet of Sam (Syria) and became the responsibility of a newly created vilayet of Beirut. The new entity, which consisted of the area of much of present-day Lebanon, thus also controlled the northern half of Palestine.

During a decade of Egyptian rule in Palestine (1831–40), the authorities had managed to impose more or less centralized government. The powerful Egyptian army, led by Ibrahim ‘Ali, brushed aside most of the local magnates who had managed to carve out de facto fiefdoms in different areas of the country. They also staved off the Bedouin incursions from the eastern and southern deserts that had done so much to keep Palestine insecure and poor.

On their return, the Turks instituted a wide range of reforms (tanzimat)—economic, administrative, legal, military, and political—but with mixed results. The new, more efficient and centralized taxation resulted in massive impoverishment of the rural population, which in turn led to the steady depopulation of villages and an influx into the towns. Efforts to conscript villagers into the Turkish army, a return of brigandage on the roads, and renewed Bedouin incursions—all had the same effect. The village rulers, or sheikhs, who before the Egyptian conquest had had considerable authority, lost much of it as their role as tax collectors for the central government passed into the hands of Ottoman officials and urban notables.

At the same time economic conditions as well as law and order in the towns vastly improved. Trade with the West picked up. The urban notables became wealthier and acquired more land. Turkish reforms of local government, both in Palestine and Syria, including the appointment of town councils, also resulted in increasing the power of the a‘yan and religious leaders (the ulema) at the expense of Ottoman governors and subgovernors. These reforms proved to be milestones on the road to the emergence of centrifugal Arab “nationalisms.” In other ways, too, the tanzimat—which aimed at centralization and unity—contributed to disunity in the Arab provinces of the empire. The impoverishment of the countryside and the growing prosperity of the towns drove a wedge between townspeople and the fellahin, or peasantry.4 And the Sublime Porte’s firmans (decrees) of 1839 and, more decisively, of 1856— equalizing the status of Muslim and non-Muslim subjects—resulted in short order in the dramatic alienation of Muslims from Christians. The former resented the implied loss of superiority and recurrently assaulted and massacred Christian communities—in Aleppo in 1850, in Nablus in 1856, and in Damascus and Lebanon in 1860. Among the long-term consequences of these bitter internecine conflicts were the emergence of a Christian-dominated Lebanon in the 1920s-40s and the deep fissure between Christian and Muslim Palestinian Arabs as they confronted the Zionist influx after World War I.

ISLAM AND THE JEWS

Islam generally, and the Ottoman Empire in particular, treated the Jews in its midst as second-class citizens. During the Islamic High Middle Ages, c. A.D. 850–1250, Judaism and the Jews had flourished, and would later designate the period a “golden era” of Jewish history. Jews figured prominently in politics, finance, and the arts and sciences in a number of Islamic kingdoms and empires; one or two served as chamberlains and ministers to kings and princes. Moses Maimonides, a physician to a sultan, emerged as one of the major philosophers of the Middle Ages. But thereafter the condition of the Jews in the Islamic world deteriorated, along with the general stagnation of that world; throughout they suffered discrimination, humiliation, and a sense of insecurity. Occasionally they were subjected to persecution and violence.

One distinguished Israeli historian, David Vital, has written pithily of “the unrectifiably inferior role allotted the Jews in the Muslim cosmology.”5 Islam—much like Christianity and Judaism—has traditionally divided the world into “us” and “them,” the true believers (Dar al Islam, the “house of Islam”) and the infidels (Dar al Harb, the “house of war,” those who should or could be put to the sword). The principle of equality—between believer and nonbeliever as between man and woman—is alien to Islam, and the Islamic world, normally in conflict with Dar al Harb in one region or another, has traditionally exhibited a deep xenophobia.

From the beginning, Islam suffered from the natural jealousy of a successor or “child” toward the monotheistic parent religions from which it sprang, Judaism and Christianity. In great measure Muslim attitudes down the centuries were determined by the relations between Muhammad, Islam’s prophet and founder, and the Jews of Arabia during the religion’s birth in the seventh century, and the way these relations—and Muhammad’s teachings—were described and codified in Islam’s sacred book, the Koran, and in subsequent traditional texts (hadiths).

Three Jewish tribes in and around the oasis town of Medina, to which Muhammad migrated from Mecca in the year 622, resisted the Prophet and his teachings and were subdued by force. Two of the tribes, the Banu Qaynuka and the Banu al-Nadir, were expelled, losing their lands and much of their other property. Two years later the Nadir were slaughtered by the Muslims at Khaybar, an oasis east of Medina, where they had resettled. The third tribe, the Qurayza, was dealt with more abruptly: Its six to nine hundred menfolk (all but two or three who agreed to convert to Islam) were publicly decapitated, the women and children enslaved and given by Muhammad to his followers.6 A fourth tribe, which inhabited Khaybar, surrendered and was allowed to stay after agreeing to pay an annual tribute. Jewish and Christian tribes in Yemen and in Nejd and Bahrain, to the east, were similarly subdued.

Inspired by such tales of friction, the Koran is full of anti-Jewish asides and references, such as: “Wretchedness and baseness were stamped upon [the Children of Israel] and they were visited with wrath from Allah.…[They] slew the Prophets wrongfully.”7 Muhammad’s relations with the Jews, and subsequent Koranic attitudes, were eventually embodied in the treaty of submission to Muslim rule, or writ of protection, known as the dhimma, or Pact of ‘Umar,8 extended by Muhammad’s successor, the second caliph, ‘Umar ‘ibn al-Khattab (634–44). The dhimma governed Muslim behavior toward both Jews and Christians, the other “People of the Book,” in Muslim parlance. The dhimmi, the subject Jewish or Christian (and later Zoroastrian Persian) communities, were forced to pay a poll tax, the jizya, plus the kharaj, a special tax imposed by the Muslim conquerors on nonbelievers whose lands they had confiscated. By dint of this tax, the dhimmi were allowed to continue to live on and cultivate these lands under Muslim protection, though an apparently later insertion allowed Muslim rulers to tear up the agreement at will and expel the “protected” communities. On this basis ‘Umar expelled all the remaining Jews of the Hejaz, the area of western Arabia around Mecca.

The dhimmi were forbidden to strike a Muslim, carry arms, ride horses, build new houses of worship or repair old ones, and they had to wear distinctive clothing. “Contemptuous tolerance,” in the phrase of historian Elie Kedourie, came to be the attitude adopted by Muslim states toward their Jewish communities. This stance was generally mixed with a measure of hostility, especially in times of political crisis. Tolerance was then superseded by intolerance, which occasionally erupted into violence. Throughout, Muslims treated the dhimmi, and perhaps especially the Jews, as impure.

Nevertheless, in general the Jews under Islam seem to have fared better than the Christians—if only because the former, usually poor, often abject, always powerless, were a threat to no one. The latter, in most places more numerous, and with religious, cultural, commercial, and, sometimes, political links to neighboring Christian states and empires, were a real and powerful threat. Always there lurked the possibility that a Christian fifth column would make common cause with the external enemy.

This situation, which led, for example, to the complete extinction of Christianity in the Maghreb—Muslim North Africa—in the Middle Ages, changed somewhat in the nineteenth century, with the increasing weakness of the Muslim world and the growing assertiveness of the European states. Progressively, Christian minorities in Dar al Islam came under the protection of the European powers and were often shielded from Muslim hostility by the Ottoman authorities, who either feared retaliation or needed European financial and political aid. The Jews, lacking these connections, increasingly fell prey to grassroots hostility. The father of modern Hebrew, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, put it this way: “The Muslim Arabs hate [the Jews] perhaps less than they hate all other non-Muslims, but they despise them as they do not despise any other creature … in the world.”9 Arabs in Palestine in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries often referred to Jews as awlad al-maut (children of death). The dhimmi-Muslim relationship, necessarily one of inequality, was also one of injustice. But the extent of the inequality and injustice actually perpetrated was fluid, depending on the circumstances prevailing in each Muslim state or empire at different times.

Some of the restrictions to which the dhimmi were subjected no doubt originated in real considerations of security. But they came to be codified in Islamic law, and were later invoked and implemented without reference to changing realities. Jews were forbidden to bear arms; were permitted to ride asses only, not camels or horses, and only sidesaddle rather than astride; and were obliged to wear distinctive garb. Other restrictions had nothing to do with security and everything to do with religious and economic discrimination, and Jewish poverty in most of the Ottoman lands in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries appears to have been, in some measure at least, the result of discriminatory practices.

Mass violence against Jews, akin to the pogroms in Western Europe in the late Middle Ages and in Eastern Europe during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, was rare in the Muslim world. But it did occur, often when a Jew who had risen to a senior government position fell from grace, died, or excited the hostility of envious Muslims.10 In 1066 nearly three thousand Jews were massacred in Granada, Spain. In Fez, Morocco, some six thousand Jews were murdered in 1033,11 and massacres took place again in 1276 and 1465.12 There were massacres in Tetuán in Morocco in 1790; in Mashhad and Barfurush in Persia in 1839 and 1867, respectively; and in Baghdad in 1828. The Jewish quarter of Fez was almost destroyed in 1912 by a Muslim mob; and pro-Nazi mobs slaughtered dozens of Jews in Baghdad in 1941. Repeatedly, in various parts of the Islamic world, Jewish communities—contrary to the provisions of the dhimma—were given the choice of conversion or death.13 Usually, though not always, the incidents of mass violence occurred in the vulnerable extremities of the Muslim empire rather than at its more self-confident core. But the underlying attitude, that Jews were infidels and opponents of Islam, and necessarily inferior in the eyes of God, prevailed throughout Muslim lands down the ages.

Maimonides, writing in the twelfth century, lamented: “God has cast us into the midst of this people, the nation of Ishmael, who persecute us severely, and who devise ways to harm us and to debase us.… None has matched [them] in debasing and humiliating us.…”14 But generally the Jews’ lot was not a matter of violence; rather, it was one of petty mortification and harassment, coupled with a general sense of insecurity.

At least initially, Jews may have been concentrated in the late Middle Ages in urban mellahs (ghettos) for their own protection, but this segregation was certainly also a sign of their isolation and marginality. Certainly the mellahs established in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were founded with the intent of ostracism rather than protection.15 In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the Jews of Ottoman Islam prospered in comparison with their coreligionists in Western Europe. But during the following centuries the condition of the Jews grew increasingly debased and precarious as the empire grew progressively weaker and, as a result, less tolerant, prey to the European powers baying at its heels. A Western traveler spoke of the Jews as “the … most degraded of the Turkish non-believer communities … their pusillanimity is so excessive, that they will flee before the uplifted hand of a child … a sterling proof of the effects of oppression.”16

One measure and symbol of Jewish degradation was the common phenomenon—amounting in certain places, such as Yemen and Morocco, to a local custom—of stone-throwing at Jews by Muslim children.17 A nineteenth-century Western traveler wrote: “I have seen a little fellow of six years old, with a troop of fat toddlers of only three and four, teaching [them] to throw stones at a Jew, and one little urchin would, with the greatest coolness, waddle up to the man and literally spit upon his Jewish gabardine. To all this the Jew is obliged to submit; it would be more than his life was worth to offer to strike a Mahommedan.”18

There was a spate of blood-libel incidents against the Jews during the last decades of the empire. The most famous occurred in Damascus in 1840:A Capuchin monk from Sardinia disappeared, along with his Muslim servant. The Christian community in the city, egged on by the French consul, Count Ratti-Menton, accused the Jews of killing the monk and using his blood for ritual purposes. The governor, Sharif Pasha, rounded up seven Jewish elders and had them tortured; two died and one converted to Islam to save himself. Sixty-three children were imprisoned, and several homes were destroyed as the authorities searched for the missing bodies. Six months passed before British government pressure persuaded the authorities, meaning the nominally Ottoman governor of Egypt, Muhammad ‘Ali Pasha, who was semi-independent of Constantinople, to release the remaining prisoners. Soon afterward Constantinople regained full control of Syria and Palestine (though not of Egypt), and the Sublime Porte issued an edict reaffirming its protection of the Jews and denouncing the blood libel.19 But such accusations continued to plague the empire for decades.

There was certainly an increase in Christian anti-Semitism—originating with European diplomats, traders, and clerics—in the empire during the second half of the nineteenth century. As it spread among the Christian Arabs, it also irradiated some of the Muslims among whom they lived. It was not just a matter of ideology; as the Jews, like their Christian dhimmi compatriots, were gradually emancipated, they became, or were feared as, competitors with the Christian merchants and professionals. European-style anti-Semitism penetrated the Levant. Anti-Semitic literature, which flourished in France against the backdrop of the Dreyfus affair, soon appeared in Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt in Arabic translations. An Arabic edition of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, for example, was published in Cairo in 1927.

However, despite continuing discrimination and occasional acts of violence, both by state bureaucracies and by Muslim mobs and individuals, the nineteenth century witnessed a gradual change for the better in the Jews’ status. Both the empire and the Muslim states on its peripheries were subject to emancipatory and egalitarian winds blowing in from Europe.

The penetration of Western influence into Ottoman lands also took a more direct route. British, Prussian, and French consuls were posted in Jerusalem in 1839, 1842, and 1843, respectively.20 Increasingly the powers took the empire’s Christians and subsequently many of its Jews under their wing. Many Jews held European passports. In a series of bilateral treaties with the Sublime Porte, known as the “Capitulations,” the European powers established extraterritorial rights within the Empire, especially in Palestine. For example, visiting or resident European nationals who committed crimes could not be detained or tried by the Ottoman authorities without the express permission of their country’s consul, which was almost never forthcoming.

A formal change in the status of the dhimmi followed shortly. In February 1856 the Sublime Porte promulgated the reformist firman (edict), the Khatt-i Humayun,21 which declared all Ottoman subjects equal, regardless of religion, and repealed all restrictions. Almost two decades earlier, in 1839, another firman (the Khatt-i Sherif) had echoed the egalitarianism of the French Declaration of the Rights of Man—but had gone almost completely unimplemented in the various provinces, largely because of local Muslim opposition. Similar opposition, especially among Christians regarding the emancipation of the Jews, was to greet the 1856 firman, but this time the position of the dhimmi began to improve substantially, at least in terms of the law and government permits.

In practice, however, the dhimmi remained second-class citizens of the empire until its collapse in World War I. As part of the reaction to growing European influence, the Ottoman authorities—in an effort at “Islamization”—transferred tens of thousands of Muslims from the empire’s northern and Balkan peripheries (Bukhara, the Caucasus, Albania, and Bosnia) to its Levantine core, including Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine. This increased the Muslim proportion of the population and, perhaps, intensified Islamic consciousness as well.22 The history and tradition of Muslim attitudes and behavior toward the Jews was to affect profoundly the unfolding of Turkish-Zionist and Arab-Zionist relations in Palestine. The view of the Jews as objects, unassertive and subservient, was to underlie to some degree both the initial weak, irresolute Ottoman and Arab responses to the gradual Zionist influx into Palestine—Why bother, the Jews could achieve nothing anyway!—and the eventual aggressive reactions, including vandalism and murder—the Jews were accursed of God and meant only harm; their lives and property were therefore forfeit. And the traditional view of the Jews as inconsequential weaklings was for decades thereafter to stoke the fires of resentment and humiliation. In the course of the twentieth century the Arabs of the Levant were repeatedly to be humbled by the Jews, and none more so than the Palestinians, ultimately transformed into a weak minority in their own land. Such slights the Muslim world found difficult to countenance; such a situation could not be allowed to endure.

Muslim attitudes to some degree affected the Zionist colonists in Palestine. They drove the colonists, at least during the early decades of Zionism, toward occasional overassertiveness and even aggressiveness in an effort to wipe out the traces of their traditional, and for them humiliating, image. Later, Muslim contempt, as perennially manifested in the Arab states toward their Jewish minorities, redounded against the Arabs when these minorities emigrated to Palestine, and then in much larger numbers to Israel, bringing with them a fiercely inimical attitude toward Arabs in general.

THE RISE OF ZIONISM

Zionism—the drive for the return of the Jews to, and sovereignty in, Eretz Yisrael—was rooted in age-old millenarian impulses and values of Jewish religious tradition and in the flourishing nationalist ideologies of nineteenth-century Europe. Its emergence as a mass political movement was triggered by the outbursts of anti-Semitism to which these ideologies had given rise. The mid- and late-nineteenth century saw the rapid secularization of the millenarian-Zionist goal amid an increasingly secularized Jewish population.

The return to Zion was conceived as a social and political act that would remedy the Jews’ abnormal existence as an oppressed minority in the Diaspora. But ever since the Jews’ exile from the land at the start of the first millennium A.D., the idea or vision of a return had been closely bound up with the cosmic, messianic theme of collective redemption and salvation. The religious energy generated by this idea over the centuries was transmuted during the decades of Zionist fulfillment into that potent political force which swept all before it and ultimately forged a state in circumstances and in an environment where crude logic dictated that no Jewish state could ever arise. There is no understanding Zionist behavior in Palestine or the development of the Arab-Zionist conflict without comprehending the messianic roots and European background and propellants of Zionism’s emergence.

With Zionism, ideology in great measure preceded reality. Its precursors spoke out almost a generation before the start of the Eastern European pogroms that in fact set the movement in motion. But they were not speaking in a void or from their imagination. The reality of Jewish life, when most of the world’s Jews lived in the European part of the Russian Empire known as the “Pale of Settlement,” running from Memel in the north to Crimea on the Black Sea, was one of continuous discrimination and insecurity and occasional oppression and violence. The historian Elie Kedourie once spoke of the “deep insult of diaspora life.” Basic freedoms—of movement, place of residence, language, occupation, and worship—were severely curtailed or regulated by the state. The restrictions, including prohibition of landownership, assured the impoverishment and socioeconomic immobility of most Jews in the Pale. During the mid-nineteenth century, Jews were subjected to a brutal system of twenty-five-year military conscription, which occasionally entailed the virtual kidnapping of their children at the age of twelve, or even sometimes at eight or nine, and their attempted conversion to Christianity by the authorities in special preparatory military schools. Indeed, an official Russian government commission in 1888 defined the Jews’ condition as one of “repression and disenfranchisement, discrimination and persecution.”23 The impulse to Zionism arose out of and was a product of this reality.

The three prophetic harbingers of political Zionism, Rabbi Yehuda Alkalai (1798–1878), Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Kalischer (1795–1874), and Moses Hess (1812–1875), preceded by a full generation the actual emergence of the mass movement, and their visionary works had little immediate impact on their milieu. It took the successive shocks of the Russian pogroms of 1881–84 and the Dreyfus affair in France in the 1890s to set the stage for the blossoming of Zionism.

Alkalai, Kalischer, and Hess were all influenced by the plight of the Jews and by contemporary nationalist movements. Both rabbis, Alkalai in Serbia and Kalischer in Poland (then Prussia), saw a return to the Land of Israel as a stage in the redemption of the Jews. Hess was a thoroughly westernized German socialist ideologue who had collaborated with Karl Marx before dramatically returning to the Jewish fold in the 1850s and publishing his major Zionist work, Rome and Jerusalem: The Last Nationality Question, in 1862. He sensed the emergence of modern anti-Semitism, which would prevent the Jews from assimilating in Christian society, and he also understood that the Middle East was about to be swept by a wave of national liberation movements in conflict with the Ottoman Empire. He felt that the state the Jews would establish in the heart of the Middle East would serve Western imperial interests and at the same time help bring Western civilization to the backward East.

Alkalai, Kalischer, and Hess were dead by the time the Zionist movement was launched. On March 13, 1881, a band of young Russian revolutionaries assassinated Czar Alexander II, unleashing a wave of political unrest. AntiSemites spread the rumor that the assassins were Jews (in fact, only one was). A wave of pogroms swept the empire, particularly the Ukraine, where mobs pillaged and destroyed Jewish neighborhoods, beating, raping, and killing the inhabitants. Moshe Leib Lilienblum (1843–1910), who was to emerge as a major Zionist ideologue, spent May 1881 cowering with his family in a cellar in Odessa. His diary entries afford a glimpse of the terror that gripped the millions of Jews in the Pale of Settlement:


May 5: The situation is terrible and frightening! We are virtually under siege. The courtyards are barred up, and we keep peering through the grillwork to see if the mob is coming to swoop down on us.… We all sleep in our clothes and without bedding … so that if we are attacked we will immediately be able to take the small children … and flee. But will they let us flee?…Will they have mercy on the youngsters?… How long, O God of Israel?

May 7: The rioters approached the house I am staying in. The women shrieked and wailed, hugging the children to their breasts, and didn’t know where to turn. The men stood by dumbfounded. We all imagined that in a few moments it would be all over with us.24



But Lilienblum was fortunate: In Odessa, soldiers intervened, frightening off the rioters.

The pogroms were followed by a series of laws and edicts institutionalizing discrimination against Jews, including the numerus clausus, restricting their entry into secondary schools and universities, hampering them from practicing law, and clamping down on their freedom of movement and residence. In 1891–92, about twenty thousand Jews were expelled from Moscow. The cumulative effect of the destruction of property and the discriminatory edicts was the rapid pauperization of the empire’s Jewish communities, which had not been prosperous to begin with.25

Most people, including the community leaders in each town (there was no central national Jewish communal organization), at least initially assured themselves that all would be well. The pogroms were a passing aberration; full emancipation was on its way. But many of the better-educated, who had previously watched with hope the slow penetration of Russia by Western ideas and had anticipated a gradual liberalization of the czarist realm, began to despair. Things were only going to get worse. Some Jews had identified with the revolutionary movement and had believed that the overthrow of the hated ancien régime would lead to real emancipation. The events of 1881–82 were a stunning slap in the face to both the liberals and the revolutionaries.

The solution had to lie elsewhere. Jews who had toyed with the possibility of assimilation, who believed that the march of Westernism and modernity would bring them to the bright uplands of full and equal integration, at last acknowledged that history was not necessarily moving in that direction; that the blood pulse of modern nationalism also led or could lead back to the dark forests of tribalism and reaction, and to resurgent anti-Semitism.

In the wake of the pogroms, Leo Pinsker (1821–1891), a respected Russian- Jewish doctor, was moved to dash off his classic, Auto-Emancipation: A Warning to His Kinsfolk by a Russian Jew (published anonymously, in German, in September 1882). Pinsker had been something of an assimilationist, who regarded the spread of the Russian language among the Jews as a means to “Russification” and to Jewry’s gradual integration into the body social. Then came the pogroms. A badly shaken Pinsker called, in effect, for a giant exodus. In the Diaspora the Jews were and would forever be unwanted, often reviled strangers. They must evacuate Europe and move to a “Promised Land”; that way alone lay both personal salvation and national resurrection. Pinsker was moved above all by an acute sense of dishonor and shame. The pogroms had highlighted the Jews’ impotence and humiliation: “When we are ill-used, robbed, plundered and dishonoured we dare not defend ourselves, and, worse still, we take it almost as a matter of course.… Though you prove patriots a thousand times … some fine morning you find yourselves crossing the border and you are reminded by the mob that you are, after all, nothing but vagrants and parasites, outside the protection of the law.”26

The Jews, “everywhere [guests], and nowhere at home,” would, in the Diaspora, always be subject to that “incurable … psychic aberration,” anti-Semitism. This, Pinsker argued, was not some illogical holdover from medieval Christendom. It had always existed and always would, primarily because the Jews’ condition was unnatural and abnormal: Lacking territory, they lacked substance, “like a [people] without a shadow,” ghosts, which others perpetually found irritating and threatening. In the modern world this gut abhorrence was compounded by the Jews’ emergence from the ghetto as natural economic and professional competitors to the Christians.

The Jew could not save himself individually, only collectively. No one else, neither God nor gentile, would save him; salvation could be achieved only through exodus and concentration in a homeland, in a collective effort of will, through “autoemancipation,” the re-creation of the Jewish nation, living on its own soil, in a country of its own. That country must gradually be purchased and settled; eventually the Jews would achieve nationhood and gentile recognition. Only there could Jews at last achieve equality with and independence of the gentiles.

Pinsker did not point to Palestine as the necessary haven. Indeed, he seemed to suggest that the Land of Israel was not really suitable for settlement. Rather, he looked vaguely to some stretch of North America that could be turned into a Jewish homeland.

HIBBAT ZION AND THE BILUIM

The pogroms had a dramatic, vital impact on East European Jewry, even before Pinsker explained their deep historical meaning and offered his solution. Many, at first in a slow trickle, then in a veritable flood tide, reacted with their feet. Unorganized, undirected, the Jews of the Pale of Settlement began to emigrate. It was a sporadic, instinctive response to oppression and violence and the threat of more to come. There was no organized communal response and no way to organize one. But all, or at least most, seemed to understand what history was telling them: Jewish life in Russia was no longer tenable.

Russian Jewry began to make tracks primarily toward the United States; by 1914 approximately 2.5 million were to reach the shores of America. Tens of thousands headed for South America and the British dominions, primarily Canada, South Africa, and Australia. Hundreds of thousands more settled in the cities and towns of central and Western Europe. An infinitely smaller number, more or less simultaneously and initially without coordination, responded to events by setting up in the cities and towns of the Pale and Poland clandestine societies of Hovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion), with the aim of emigrating to Palestine or supporting such emigration. Only a very small minority of Eastern Europe’s Jews turned to Zionism, and only a fraction of these actually headed for the Holy Land; this was to remain the situation for decades thereafter.

The dozens of Hovevei Zion groups loosely confederated into what in 1887 was defined as the Hibbat Zion (Love of Zion) movement. Auto-Emancipation had provided them with their ideological charter. Indeed, Pinsker himself was rapidly propelled into the leadership. The movement was far from consensual. Almost all the local leaders opposed the impulse to emigrate immediately to Palestine, and few wealthy Jews were prepared to finance what was regarded as a wild venture. Hibbat Zion’s fund-raising for settlement in Zion proved almost insignificant. Only from ten to thirty thousand Jews ever participated in the societies, and they managed to raise, altogether, about fifty thousand rubles (about five thousand pounds sterling) a year—a sum thought sufficient to cover the settlement in Palestine of perhaps fifteen families. But rather than fully equipping a dozen or so families with all that they would need, the societies preferred to send out “first aid” in small sums to the various settlements established in Palestine during the 1880s and 1890s—here helping the settlers to purchase a cow, there to fix a roof, elsewhere to buy a small tract of land. Between 1883 and 1899, the Hibbat Zion societies, of which there were several hundred around the Pale, Poland, and Western Europe, managed to raise only some eighty-seven thousand pounds sterling (compare this, say, to the contributions to various Zionist enterprises and charities in Palestine by the French magnate Baron Edmond James de Rothschild [1845–1934] during the same period, amounting to 1.6 million pounds sterling).27

One of the societies, set up by students in St. Petersburg, stated that “every son of Israel who admits that there is no salvation for Israel unless they establish a government of their own in the Land of Israel can be considered a member.” A group that originated in Kharkov, called the Bilu, which was to leave an enormous stamp on the Zionist enterprise during the following half century, declared in its founding manifesto: “[The Jews have been] sleeping and dreaming the false dream of assimilation.… Now, thank God, thou art awakened.… The pogroms have awakened thee.… We want … a home in our country … it is ours as registered in the archives of history.…” The manifesto vaguely suggested that the Jewish settlers might “help our brother Ishmael [i.e., the Arabs] in his time of need.” It also stated that the Biluim aimed to establish in Palestine “a state within a larger [Ottoman] state.” A later charter of the association, from 1884, spoke of the need for all male members of Bilu to learn the use of firearms (“very necessary for those inhabiting countries of the East”).28 Fourteen Biluim set out on June 30, 1882, bent at once on “self-redemption” and on national renaissance, through settlement and physical labor in the Land of Israel. Although only fifty or sixty Biluim were to reach Palestine by the end of 1884, they were showing the way. Indeed, they succeeded in establishing at the heart of Zionism what one historian called the “mystique of the pioneer.”29 In July 1882 the first Biluim began working in Palestine as agricultural laborers. In 1884 they set up their own settlement, Gedera, next to the Arab village of Qatra (often, new Zionist settlements retained an approximation of the Arabic name of their sites, much as many Arab place names were derivatives of original Biblical Hebrew names).

Groups of Hovevei Zion began arriving in Palestine in spring 1882. That year the movement established several agricultural settlements, including Rishon Le-Zion, Rosh Pina, and Zikhron Ya‘akov, and reestablished Petach Tikva, which had been founded by Jews from Jerusalem in 1878 but then abandoned. A second bout of settlement activity took place around 1890. By 1891 the dozen or so “New Yishuv” settlements had a combined population of less than 2,500.30 Hovevei Zion’s activities came to be known as “practical” Zionism—that is, realization of the dream by day-to-day, dunam-by-dunam31 settlement of Palestine.

The pioneering enterprise required a great deal of courage and fortitude, and resulted in not a little despair. One of the olim (“those who ascend,” or immigrants to Palestine) in 1885 aptly described the settlers’ travails:


Nothing frightened them, nothing stopped them, neither the barrenness of the country, nor the wildness of the Arabs … nor ignorance of the local language and customs.… Nobody knows of all the hardships, sickness, and wretchedness they underwent. No observer from afar can feel what it is like to be without a drop of water for days, to lie for months in cramped tents visited by all sorts of reptiles, or understand what our wives, children, and mothers go through when the Arabs attack us.… No one looking at a completed building realizes the sacrifice put into it.32



All in all, the movement succeeded in dispatching to Zion in the so-called First Aliyah (“ascension,” or wave of immigration to Palestine), between 1881 and 1903, twenty to thirty thousand people, many of whom eventually returned to Russia or headed for the West. They set up nearly two dozen settlements. And, helped by major Western Jewish philanthropists, the movement managed to purchase, by 1890, about 100,000 dunams of Palestine land, and about 200,000 by 1900.33

Most of the settlements were fairly quickly overtaken by financial difficulties. But Rothschild, an ardent Zionist, was persuaded to provide assistance, and he carried the new settlements (except Gedera) and others set up later in the 1880s and 1890s until they became more or less self-supporting or found alternative funding.

Having launched the Jewish settlement of Palestine, however, Hovevei Zion failed to arouse, mobilize, and launch world Jewry, or even the mass of Eastern European Jewry, toward the shores of the Holy Land. By the mid-1890s the various societies of Hibbat Zion were in decline. Most eventually joined the Zionist Organization, established by Theodor Herzl toward the end of the decade.

POLITICAL (OR DIPLOMATIC) ZIONISM

In the early 1890s Zionism was an ideology waiting for a leader. Planting the odd settlement in godforsaken corners of Palestine was all very well, but would this trigger mass Jewish immigration or bring about the establishment of a nation-state? Would this solve the “Jewish problem” in Europe?

Theodor Herzl (1860–1904) in effect invented Zionism as a true political movement and as an international force.34 In many respects Herzl was an unlikely candidate for the role thrust upon him by history. Before assuming the mantle of leadership, he knew next to nothing about the travails and life of Eastern European Jewry. Born to a prosperous, emancipated Budapest family, he was fluent in German and French but lacked Hebrew, Yiddish, and Russian; he was a secular, cosmopolitan intellectual, a doctor of law, and a minor playwright. He earned his living as the Paris correspondent of the Austrian daily Neue Freie Presse. Yet, within a few years, this quintessentially Western man was to lead a mass movement composed mainly of religious or observant Eastern European Jews.

What catalyzed Herzl’s conversion to Zionism was the Dreyfus affair. In 1894–95 Alfred Dreyfus, a French Jewish officer, was wrongfully convicted of treason and confined to Devil’s Island. The trial triggered a wave of anti-Semitism in the cradle and bastion of Western European liberal democracy. Herzl became obsessed with the need to solve the Jewish problem, and, at one point, even toyed with the idea that he was the Messiah, contrasting himself in his diary with Shabbetai Tzvi, a false messiah of the seventeenth century.35 He set out his analysis of the situation in a prophetic, programmatic thirty-thousand-word pamphlet, Der Judenstaat (translatable as The Jews’ State or The Jewish State), subtitled “An Attempt at a Modern Solution of the Jewish Question,” which appeared in 1896. If France—the home of emancipation, progress, and universalist socialism—could be swept up in an anti-Semitic maelstrom, with Parisian crowds chanting “À mort les Juifs!” where could Jews be safe—except in their own land? Assimilation would not solve the problem because the gentile world would not allow it, as l’affaire Dreyfus so clearly proved. The case was a watershed for many Central and Western European Jews, much as the pogroms of 1881–82 had been for Eastern Europeans.

Herzl regarded Zionism’s triumph as inevitable, not only because life in Europe was ever more untenable for the Jews, but also because it was in Europe’s interest to be rid of the Jews and relieved of anti-Semitism: The European political establishments would eventually be persuaded to promote Zionism. Herzl recognized that anti-Semitism could be harnessed to his own—Zionist—purposes.

Herzl envisioned that settlement in Palestine, and the establishment of a state, would give rise to a “new Jew”—“a wondrous breed of Jews.… The Maccabees will rise again.”36 A central aspiration of Zionist ideology was the attainment of honor and respect in place of the shame and contempt that were the hallmarks of Jewish life in the Diaspora, especially in the Czarist empire. Respect was to be attained by the refashioning of the Jew into something akin to a gentile—aggressive, assertive, straight-backed. “Muscular Judaism,” in the phrase coined by Max Nordau (1849–1923), later Herzl’s deputy at the head of the Zionist movement, was seen as both a means and a goal. Jews, with traditionally well-developed “mental muscles” but physically short and weak, were now also to develop their bodies. Jewish communities across Central and Eastern Europe began to invest resources in physical culture. In 1900 in Berlin a group of Jews set up a sports association called Bar-Kochba, after the Judean leader of the second revolt against Rome in A.D. 132–35.37 The theme of the assertive “new” Jew was to reverberate through Zionist literature around the turn of the century, and would affect the behavior of the colonists who reached the Promised Land.

In public, Herzl made no explicit reference to the fate of the indigenous Arab population of Palestine, but he was aware of its existence and the problem it represented. In 1899 he wrote to the Arab notable Yusuf Zia al-Khalidi of Jerusalem that Zionism did not pose a threat of displacement for the Arab inhabitants of Palestine; rather, the arrival of the industrious, talented, well-funded Jews would materially benefit them.38 He adopted a similar line in his utopian novel Altneuland (Old-New Land) published in 1902 and set in the Palestine of 1923. The Jews had brought only progress and prosperity to the country’s natives, and this was the basis of comity and cooperation. Arabs could become equal citizens in the Jewish commonwealth. In 1903 Herzl reportedly opposed the purchase of the lands of Fula in the Jezreel Valley from the Sursuq family of Beirut, arguing that “poor Arab [tenant] farmers should not be driven off their land.”39

But in private Herzl sang a different tune—one of displacement and transfer of Arabs, albeit with full financial compensation. In 1895 he wrote in his diary: “We must expropriate gently.… We shall try to spirit the penniless population across the border by procuring employment for it in the transit countries, while denying it any employment in our country.… Both the process of expropriation and the removal of the poor must be carried out discreetly and circumspectly.”40

In his 1901 draft charter for a “Jewish-Ottoman Land Corporation,” Herzl proposed that the state have the authority to move native populations from one place to another. But he never openly spoke of the need to transfer Palestine’s Arabs to pave the way for Zionism; and, as a good liberal, he envisioned the propertied Arabs staying and supporting the Jewish state, living under a regime of exemplary tolerance.41

To turn vision into reality required money. Even before fashioning an organization to realize his vision, Herzl began vigorously to seek funds. In mid-1895 he tried to rope in a major Jewish banker, Baron Maurice de Hirsch, to back a Jewish state; subsequently he turned to the Rothschilds. He was unsuccessful with both, as he was with most of the leaders of Western Europe’s Jewish communities—though one of the Rothschilds was at the time busy funding a number of settlements in Palestine. Baron Edmond may have feared for the position of French Jewry if a noisy Jewish nationalist movement got under way, but his rebuff to Herzl was delivered in other, strictly “Palestinian” terms: “A mass migration of Jews would arouse the enmity of the Bedouin, the mistrust of the Turkish authorities, the jealousy of the Christian colonies and pilgrims, and would undoubtedly lead to the suppression of the established settlements.”42

The leaders of British and French Jewry feared that Herzl’s loud public advocacy of Jewish nationalist aspirations would undermine their communities’ standing and might reinforce Ottoman antagonism toward the ongoing small-scale Zionist enterprise in Palestine. Eastern Europe’s Hovevei Zion circles and leaders also, at least initially, reacted to Herzl with extreme wariness: Such a volume of Zionist noise might prove counterproductive. Moreover, Herzl was an outsider, and aloof, and seemed to be dismissing all that Hovevei Zion had accomplished in Palestine. He rejected their piecemeal approach to Zionist realization and, in effect, was supplanting their leadership of the movement.

Eventually, however, the Zionist societies were persuaded that there was no credible alternative, no program better than Herzl’s, and no leader better than the journalist from Budapest. Reluctantly they decided to play ball. Unlike the leaders of Western Jewry, prominent Eastern European Jews agreed to attend the First Zionist Congress, the forum chosen by Herzl for launching the movement to realize his goals, after his failure to mobilize the Western magnates.

The Zionist Organization, which was to serve as the movement’s core and motor, was founded, under Herzl’s orchestration, at the congress convened in Basel on August 29, 1897. It was attended by 200 to 250 delegates from twenty-four countries, with representatives of the Hovevei Zion societies pre-dominating. There were speeches, debates, and arguments, anger and exultation, before the formula of a “home” (or “homestead”—Heimstätte) for the Jewish people in Palestine was adopted as the goal of Zionism. The final phrasing was arrived at only after bitter quarrels. But in the end, under Herzl’s guidance, the delegates decided to avoid the term “Jewish state” so as not to antagonize the Turks, the Russians, and other gentiles.

Immediately after the conclusion of the Congress, on September 3, 1897, Herzl wrote in his diary: “Were I to sum up the Basel Congress in a word … it would be this: At Basel I founded the Jewish State.… Perhaps in five years, and certainly in 50, everyone will know it.”43 In fact, fifty-one years were to pass until the fulfillment of his dream.

Many of the ideas upon which Herzl based his “political Zionism” and the Zionist Organization were to be found in the writings of the largely ignored forerunners—Kalischer, Alkalai, and Hess—rather than in the praxis of Hovevei Zion. Like these predecessors, Herzl wanted to establish a giant philanthropic “Jewish national fund” for the purchase of land (which would then be state-owned) and the underwriting of large-scale settlement; and, like them, he proposed to achieve both settlement and statehood through an alliance with one or more of the Great Powers—Turkey or Germany—or a “charter” by which one of the powers would grant or lease Palestine to the Jews. Herzl believed that, given world political realities, only thus could a Jewish commonwealth be established. In his view such a state was in the Great Powers’ interest, as it would form “an outpost of civilization against barbarism”; enable them to be rid of the Jews within their borders; and, at the same time, offer a useful way of exploiting Jewish power (or potential power), wealth, and skills.

Herzl’s assumptions were echoed by some of Europe’s leaders. Kaiser Wilhelm II wrote in 1898 that perhaps “the tribe of Shem would be directed [once embarked on the Zionist road] to worthier goals than the exploitation of Christians.” True, the Jews had “killed our Savior.” But, given “the tremendous power represented by international Jewish capital in all its dangerousness,” it would be well were the Jews to look upon Germany as their pro-Zionist protector.44

Without Great Power support the Jews would not succeed, through sporadic immigration, in pushing out the Ottoman rulers or establishing a state. Indeed, such unauthorized activity, which angered the Ottomans, might well prove counterproductive. “What is achieved by transporting a few thousand Jews to another country? Either they come to grief at once, or, if they prosper, their prosperity gives rise to anti-Semitism.… [It] is bound to end badly,” Herzl once wrote45—though he eventually came grudgingly to support the settlement in Palestine of those Zionists under whose feet the Russian soil was burning and who could not wait for an international charter.

With a ragtag power base and a minuscule treasury, Herzl set about knocking on the doors of presidents and kings to obtain the coveted “charter.” The initial and chief object of his diplomacy was the power that physically controlled Palestine. The Ottomans had to be persuaded that a Jewish commonwealth would be to their benefit. The advent of “the financially strong and diligent people of Israel” would bring “undreamt-of prosperity” to the Empire, and the “millions [channeled] into Turkish money-bags” would cure the Sick Man of Europe—this was how Kaiser Wilhelm II put it in a letter to a relative.46

Alternatively, if the Turks could not be induced to grant the Jews a charter, perhaps one or more of the Western Powers—Germany or Britain—could be persuaded to back them and either to force a Jewish state upon the reluctant Ottomans or themselves to engineer its establishment. This was to be Herzl’s political-diplomatic strategy during the following decade, in the course of which he met, among other potentates, the king of Italy, Pope Pius X, Kaiser Wilhelm himself (twice, in 1898), and the sultan of Turkey, Abdülhamid II (1901). But all the shuttling to and fro, all the meetings and attempted meetings with the world’s high and mighty, were to no avail.

The Turks would not budge; in Constantinople—which Herzl came to call that “den of Ali Baba and the 40 thieves”47 — he encountered only hostility, frustration, delay, and lies. At least initially there had been some encouragement from the Kaiser. But Wilhelm, keen on an alliance with the Turks, saw no reason to go out of his way to offend the Sublime Porte. The pope, various Frenchmen, and the Italians all similarly proved of no use.

Herzl switched his attention to Britain: “England the mighty, England the free, the England that looks out over all the seas, will understand … our endeavours.” And, indeed, it was England that, at last, in August 1903 offered something concrete—a patch of East Africa (the “Uganda offer”)—while denying a coveted stretch of the Sinai Peninsula around Al-‘Arīsh, vigorously sought by the Zionists, attracted by its proximity to Palestine.48 The proposal sparked a major controversy within the movement, ultimately splitting it into two factions: a “territorialist” minority, who favored (against the backdrop of renewed pogroms in Russia) accepting any territory anywhere for the establishment of a Jewish commonwealth and haven, and the “Zionists of Zion,” who would accept nothing but Palestine. Crucially, the Russians themselves, led by the young Chaim Weizmann, rejected “Uganda.” Herzl, who wavered and then sided with the “Zionists of Zion,” died in mid-controversy, on July 3, 1904, and was buried in Vienna. (His remains were symbolically reinterred in Jerusalem in August 1949, a year after the establishment of the State of Israel.) In July 1905 the Seventh Zionist Congress formally rejected “Uganda,” and many of the territorialists left the movement. Palestine, and only Palestine, was now the goal. In short order Britain’s African offer was withdrawn, never to resurface.

The Zionist movement, which grew rapidly in the years after Basel, received a major boost in 1903–6 from a second wave of Russian pogroms far more vicious than those of the 1880s. The new assaults were a by-product of the grievances and turmoil surrounding the Revolution of 1905, as the Czarist regime tried to thwart the revolutionaries by diverting popular attention and anger from the monarchy to the Jews. A particularly severe jolt was administered by the first pogrom, in Kishinev, on Passover (April 19–20) 1903, when the mobs slaughtered forty-nine people, injured and mutilated hundreds more, and destroyed approximately fifteen hundred Jewish homes and shops.49 The assaults intensified in 1905, against the backdrop of the Russo-Japanese War and accusations that the Jews were fomenting revolution. The most severe outbreaks—in part organized by government officials and the secret police—occurred in November following the Czar’s promise of civil liberties and the establishment of a parliament (duma). There were hundreds of pogroms, in Ukraine, Poland, and Lithuania, leaving altogether about eight hundred Jewish dead; in the worst, in Odessa, about three hundred people died and thousands were wounded. (A third wave of pogroms, during 1917–21, concurrent with the Russian Revolution and the civil wars and mostly carried out by White Russian forces, claimed perhaps as many as sixty thousand lives.)

The pogroms of 1903–06 were a major precipitant of the Second Aliyah, the next wave of Jewish emigration to Palestine. The first pogrom was a turning point: Before, it seemed, Jews accepted slaughter as their fate; after Kishinev they rebelled. No longer would they accept death, beatings, rape, and pillage without resistance. Among a growing militant minority, the rage that had built up over decades, indeed centuries, exploded. Impotence would be replaced by action. Jews would no longer rely on king, baron, or policeman for protection; these had persuasively demonstrated their indifference or malevolence, and could not be trusted. Jews had to protect themselves and their own; at the very least they had to defend or assert their honor and go down fighting.

The single most effective spokesman for Jewish outrage, the man who persuaded the intelligentsia of the need for action, was the poet Hayyim Nahman Bialik. In his epic poem, In the City of Slaughter, he described Kishinev after the pogrom, God’s indifference, and the Jews going off like sheep to the slaughter. Sarcastically, the poet referred to the victims as “descendants of the Maccabees.”

The new wave of immigration to Palestine, even more than the one before it, was an expression of revolt against the helplessness and humiliation of Diaspora life. Some of those who came in the Second Aliyah were veterans of the self-defense groups that had formed inside Russia in the wake of Kishinev. Self-defense was to be a major pillar of their ideology in Palestine. Many of the new olim instantly translated their Russian experiences into Palestinian coinage: Arab was equated with gentile, Arab marauding with pogrom, local antagonism and territorial feuding with anti-Semitism. They discerned in their new surroundings, behind every bush, under every tree, the shadow of the Russian persecutor they had left behind; collectively they were haunted by their awful past. Eventually the Arabs—and they themselves—would pay the price.

THE RISE OF ARAB AND PALESTINIAN-ARAB NATIONALISM

THE HARBINGERS

Zionism emerged about a quarter of a century earlier than Arab nationalism, a head start in political consciousness and organization that proved vital to the Jews’ success and to the Palestinian Arabs’ failure during the following decades of conflict. There were, during the nineteenth century, centers of disaffection with Ottoman rule in Arab provinces. But the Arabs shared an abiding millennium-old loyalty to the encompassing Islamic polity, buttressed by a vague awareness that the European powers were ready to pounce should the empire falter.

Nevertheless, by the late 1870s a handful of Arabs were urging at least a measure of separation from the empire. Earlier, groups had formed in Damascus and Beirut whose purpose, paradoxically influenced by European currents of thought and American missionaries, was the promotion of Arab culture. The Society of Arts and Sciences was founded in 1847, and the Syrian Scientific Society in 1857. The dominant figures were the Lebanese Christian writers and educators Nasif Yaziji (1800–71) and Butrus al-Bustani (1819–83). Separatist impulses and disillusionment with the empire were particularly strong among Lebanese Christians, and grew as a consequence of the Muslim-Druze massacre of Maronites in Mount Lebanon and Damascus in 1860.

Bustani preached a Syrian consciousness and patriotism that transcended religious-ethnic origins. He regarded the area of present-day Lebanon and Syria as one country (bilad suriyya) and wrote that “Syria is our fatherland (watan) and the population of Syria, whatever their creed, community, racial origin or groups are the sons of our fatherland.”50 Separatist impulses also existed in Syria proper. In 1858 the British consul in Aleppo, J. H. Skene, reported that the “Mussulman population of Northern Syria harbors hopes of a separation from the Ottoman Empire and the formation of a new Arabian State under the sovereignty of the Shereefs of Mecca.”51

The years 1876–78 saw a severe crisis in the empire. There were three sultans within eighteen months, the last of whom, Abdülhamid II (1842–1918), who ruled until 1909, promulgated a new constitution at the end of 1876. The first parliament was convened in March 1877. The delegates included dozens of Arabs, for whom this was the first taste of national-level politics. The following month Russia declared war on Constantinople. Thousands of Arab conscripts from Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine died in the war, which ended in Ottoman defeat in March 1878, a month after Abdülhamid dissolved parliament and suspended the new constitution. The casualties stoked Arab hostility toward Constantinople. In 1878 Muslim, Maronite, and Druze leaders from Syria and Lebanon met with the exiled Algerian rebel leader ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jaza’iri, who lived in Damascus, and considered proclaiming an independent Arab republic with him at its head.52 But al-Jaza’iri opposed complete independence, and the Ottoman authorities got wind of the movement, exiled some leaders, and imposed restrictions on others.53

A number of insubstantial secret or camouflaged nationalist societies emerged during 1878–81. Posters appeared sporadically on walls in Damascus, Beirut, Sidon, and Tripoli denouncing Ottoman tyranny and the abolition of the constitution, and calling for an Arab revolt and Syrian-Lebanese unity and autonomy.54 But the poster campaign quickly died down, to be succeeded by a generation of silence, though covert reverberations of discontent continued. In 1883 a Western traveler, Denis de Rivoyre, reported: “Everywhere [there is] hatred of the Turks. An Arab movement, newly-risen, is looming in the distance; and a race hitherto downtrodden will presently claim its due place in the destinies of Islam.”55

But the cause of Arab nationalism—never more than the plaything of a thin layer of intellectuals—abated into quiescence with the passing of the crisis that had attended the start of Abdülhamid’s reign and his heavy-handed stifling of parliament, the press, and all opposition. The later years of his reign also saw a return to Islamic orthodoxy, with greater subsidies for religious institutions, which helped blunt the edge of disaffection among Arab notables.56

Arab nationalism revived in the first decade of the 1900s. Its main spokesmen, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi (1854–1902), Rashid Rida (1865–1935), and Najib Azouri (18737–1916), were apparently unaware of the stirrings of 1877–81 and never mentioned them in their writings. Kawakibi, an Aleppo-born intellectual, is today seen as the main herald of modern, secular pan-Arabism. His two books, Umm al Qura (The mother of villages, meaning Mecca; c. 1903) and Taba’i al Istibdad (The nature of tyranny; c. 1901), assailed Ottoman despotism and called for pan-Islamic unity and revival. He lamented the weakness of the Islamic world and enumerated eighty-six causes for its inferiority, including fatalism, religious rifts, intolerance, the ban on freedom of speech, injustice and inequality, uncritical acceptance of the written word, hostility toward the sciences, inefficient use of time, and neglect of women’s education.57 Though he spoke of Arabia as the heartland of an Arabism uncorrupted by Ottoman values, his message was not really nationalist in the nineteenth-century European sense.58

Rida, born near Tripoli, Lebanon, lived most of his life in Egypt, where in 1898 he founded and edited al-Manar, a daily newspaper that promoted pan-Islamism and Islamic revival, and, later, Arab nationalism. In 1907 he was among the founders of the Society of the Ottoman Council, which sought to reform the empire, unite its nationalities, and convert the despotism of Abdül-hamid into a constitutional government.59 But in the face of the Young Turks’ “Turkification” policies Rida was gradually converted to pure Arab nationalism, and he founded the secret Society of the Arab Association, whose purpose was to unify the Arab provinces and to counter the Young Turks’ Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which he defined as an “enemy of the Arabs and of Islam.” He was prominent in the pre–World War I autonomy-seeking Arab Decentralization Party and in 1915, from Cairo, helped the British establish links with the Hashemites in the Hejaz.60 In 1920 he served as president of the First Syrian-Arab Congress in Damascus.

Azouri, a Maronite Christian, served as assistant governor of the Jerusalem District between 1898 and 1904, when he fell out with his superiors and fled to Cairo. After publishing articles attacking Ottoman corruption, he was sentenced to death in absentia by a Constantinople court. Moving to Paris, he founded the Ligue de la Patrie Arabe, which in December 1904 and January 1905 published two manifestos denouncing Ottoman oppression and calling for an independent Arab state stretching from the Euphrates to the Suez Canal.61 Later in 1905 Azouri published Le Réveil de la Nation Arabe dans l’Asie Turque (The Awakening of the Arab Nation in Turkish Asia). The first public advocate of a secular Arab nationalism, he wrote:


A great pacific change is on the eve of occurring in Turkey. The Arabs, whom the Turks tyrannized, have become conscious of their national, historical, and racial homogeneity, and wish to detach themselves from the worm-eaten Ottoman trunk in order to form themselves into an independent State. This new Arab Empire will extend to its natural frontiers, from the valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates to the Isthmus of Suez, from the Mediterranean to the Sea of Oman.62



He hoped that France (and perhaps Britain) would assist an Arab rebellion and the establishment of a national state, and probably at times received clandestine French government funding. In 1908 the French chargé d’affaires in Cairo (to which Azouri had by then returned) reported that Azouri had “offered his services to the various diplomatic delegations and most adroitly attempted to exploit his relations with each of them to carry out intrigues.” Repeatedly during 1912–14 he asked the Italians and the French to provide him with 100,000 rifles with two hundred bullets apiece and funds to launch a revolt.63 Nothing came of this.

THE YOUNG TURKS’ REVOLUTION AND THE RISE OF ARAB NATIONALISM

The Arab national movement emerged onto the stage of history—although it was not to attain center stage until the Twenties and Thirties—in the wake of the July 1908 revolution of the Young Turks’ Movement, which reintroduced the 1876 constitution, freedom of the press, and the Ottoman parliament. In the Arab world, according to a British resident of Syria, there was “universal rejoicing. Muslims were seen embracing Christians and Jews, and inviting one another to receptions and feasts. The pent-up feelings of the populace everywhere burst forth in loud hurrahs in the public streets. Syria has never seen such rejoicing. The Golden Age seemed to be dawning.”64 There were festive rallies and mass meetings in Beirut, Damascus, Haifa, and Jerusalem, though in Palestine the a‘yan—linked by tradition and financial benefit to the Hamidian regime—were far from enthusiastic.65

Some nationalists feared that the revolution, with its promise of liberalization, might erode the incentive and impetus for Arab liberation and independence.66 But the Golden Age failed to dawn. Certainly, the 260-man parliament duly reconvened in Constantinople in December, with sixty Arab and 140 Turkish delegates, though the Arabs believed that they were more numerous, by a ratio of 3:2, in the empire than the Turks.67 (Estimates of the Turkish-Arab ratio in the population vary radically, from 7.5:10.5 million to 12.5:5.3.) Altogether the parliament had 214 Muslims, forty-two Christians, and four Jews. Arab hopes for equality and autonomy were soon dashed. The Young Turks appeared as keen as Abdülhamid to maintain the empire’s integrity and to ensure Turkish dominance. A process of Turkification was set in motion: Many Arab officials were replaced by Turks; and Turkish, promoted as the only language of government and the courts, was made compulsory in all schools.68 An anti-Arab atmosphere suffused the regime. Indeed, leading CUP members in private correspondence wrote derogatorily of the Arabs, one calling them “the dogs of the Turkish nation.”69 The revolution in Constantinople provoked a counterwave of Arab nationalist feeling and paved the way for its organized political expression by allowing a relatively free press and the establishment of political groups. The governor of Jerusalem, ‘Ali Akram Bey, warned that local notables would exploit the new freedom for anti-Ottoman purposes: “The promulgation of the constitution and its implementation slowly began to awaken feelings of independence among the Arabs. Though this idea remains for the time being secret and covert, to judge by all that is happening here, [in] the press and other manifestations, one can feel that the tendencies of the populace in all of [Greater] Syria are heading that way.”70

Among the more important Arab nationalist or autonomy-inclined parties to emerge after the revolution were the Ottoman Party for Administrative Decentralization, founded in Cairo at the end of 1912 and known as the Decentralization Party; and the secret Society of the Young Arab Nation, founded in Paris on November 14, 1909, known as al-Fatat.71 The former—founded by Syrian, Lebanese, and Palestinian émigrés, both Muslim and Christian, against the backdrop of Ottoman defeat in the Balkan Wars and the loss of Libya to Italy—established secret branches in Damascus, Beirut, Nablus, and Jaffa, and sought the subdivision of the empire into autonomous entities along national-ethnic lines. In part it was motivated by the empire’s increasing weakness and a fear that its Arab provinces might be taken over by European powers. The political platform declared: “The best sort of regime is constitutional and the best sort of constitutional regime is decentralized.” At the start of World War I the party halfheartedly tried to foment anti-Ottoman rebellions in Lebanon and the Persian Gulf, without success.72

The creation of al-Fatat was triggered by a street incident in Istanbul four days after the promulgation of the Young Turks’ constitution. Two Arab students, Ahmad Qadri of Damascus and ‘Awni ‘Abd al-Hadi of Nablus, heard a Turkish officer denouncing “Arab traitors” who had supported the ancien régime. Why wasn’t he also denouncing the many Turks who had supported Abdülhamid? the two Arabs asked. An argument ensued and the students concluded that the Arabs needed a secret society like that of the Young Turks to obtain equal rights within the empire. What emerged was al Fatat.73 Two of its founding members, ‘Abd al-Hadi and Rafiq al-Tamimi (also of Nablus), were to play prominent parts in the Palestinian Arab national movement. All were of Greater Syrian origin, and all were Muslims. The society initially aimed at preserving the “natural rights” of the Arab nation rather than Arab independence, Arab-Turkish equality within the empire rather than secession. But by 1913 leading members were defining its platform as “the liberation of the Arab nation.”74

In June 1913 the reformist societies organized the First Arab Congress in Paris. The idea was to publicize Arab grievances in the West and apply indirect pressure on the Turks to agree to reform. Twenty-three delegates—eleven Muslims, eleven Christians, and one Jew—and about 150 observers met in the auditorium of the French Geographical Society and called not for separation but for “political rights” for the Arabs; “decentralized administration” in the Arab provinces; “foreign [non-Ottoman] advisers” for an autonomous Lebanon; and Arabic to be used—alongside Turkish—in the Ottoman parliament and as an official language in the Arab provinces.

The congress caught the Turks at a particularly difficult moment: The empire had lost Libya to Italy (1912), had just lost the First Balkan War to the Greek-Bulgarian-Serbian-Montenegrin coalition (Treaty of London, May 30, 1913), and was fighting off a renewed challenge in the Balkans (the Second Balkan War would begin on June 29). The grand vizier, Mahmud Shawkat, had been assassinated a week before the congress began. To no avail, Constantinople had attempted to pressure France to cancel the congress. It then mounted an unsuccessful campaign of propaganda and intimidation against the prospective delegates.75 Constantinople decided to stymie the Arab challenge through appeasement. Senior Ottoman officials traveled to Paris in July and hammered out a compromise with the delegates: “recognition” of Arab rights and the need for reforms; service by Arab soldiers near home; Arabic to be the language of instruction in schools in the Arab districts; and more Arab senior officials in the Constantinople bureaucracies. But these provisions were never put into effect.76 “A piece of chicanery” was how the first historian of the Arab awakening described the Turkish promises.77

The empire lost almost all its remaining European domains in 1912–13. World War I was to deprive it of its Arab lands and, indeed, whittle away its realm until only the bare Turkish rump remained. Moved by hostility toward Russia, and a belief that Germany would win the war—or, alternatively, that if the Allies won, they would in any case carve up the empire among themselves—the Young Turks in November 1914 plunged into the fray on the Central Powers’ side. Most of the empire’s Arab subjects remained loyal. Al-Fatat, which a year before had been preaching something close to Arab secession, closed ranks with fellow Muslims. It still aimed for the “liberation and independence” of the Arab provinces, but its Supreme Committee in Damascus ruled: “… in the event of European designs appearing to materialize, the society shall be bound to work on the side of Turkey in order to resist foreign penetration of whatever kind or form.”78

A small number of Arabs, mostly Christian, secretly strove for an Allied victory. In Beirut, Maronite notables approached the British and French consuls general to assist a local uprising with troops and funds. But the British and French—their armies heavily committed in Flanders, and unable to help—cautioned against rash action.79 Nonetheless, the British set about elsewhere fomenting and assisting revolt in the Ottoman rear; the Hejaz, in Arabia, not Lebanon, was to be the focus of British interest. Clandestine contacts between the British and the Hashemite emir of Mecca, Sharif Hussein, and his son, the emir Abdullah, had begun even before the declaration of war. The Sharifians, for their part, established covert contacts with nationalists in Damascus and Beirut. During the following two years the negotiations inched forward, with the Arabs demanding, and the British accepting, the principle of Arab independence in at least part of the crumbling empire. On June 10, 1916, the revolt broke out in Mecca, backed by British and French arms, subsidies, and advisers (of whom the most prominent was to be T. E. Lawrence, “Lawrence of Arabia”). The revolt was seen by the British as mortally subverting Ottoman efforts to turn the war in the East into an anti-Christian jihad (Islamic holy war) and as a complement to an Allied military thrust from Egypt up the Mediterranean coast toward Turkey.

From the beginning of the war, the Turks had feared a revolt and fifth-column activities by Arab nationalists in Damascus and Beirut. At first they tried to conquer Egypt; failing in this, they tried to ward off British counter-thrusts toward Palestine and Syria. In 1915–16 Jamal Pasha, commander of the Ottoman Fourth Army and military governor of the Greater Syria region, instituted a reign of terror in which dozens of Arab nationalists were publicly hanged in Damascus and Beirut and hundreds were arrested. Thousands more Palestinian Arabs (as well as Jews) were deported inland, away from the centers of subversion and from likely axes of Allied invasion (and all this even before any concrete anti-Ottoman subversion had taken place). Additional thousands died of disease and starvation, in part as a result of the Ottoman military requisitioning of crops. These events naturally served to intensify Arab nationalist and separatist aspirations. The Turks gradually came to be seen as a vicious (and increasingly weakened) enemy.

The two strands of Arab discontent, the active one backed by Britain in Arabia and the dormant one in Syria and Lebanon, in a sense came together in September–October 1918, as the Arabian rebels, acting as the right flank of Gen. Edmund Allenby’s advancing army in Palestine, swept northward through Transjordan and occupied Damascus. There they and their nationalist “hosts” established a Syrian Arab state, with Emir Faisal, Sharif Hussein’s son, as ruler, with a cohort of Syrian, Lebanese, Palestinian, and Iraqi advisers.

Jerusalem had fallen to Allenby in December 1917; Beirut, on October 8, 1918—a week after the Arabs entered Damascus. The Ottoman Empire was no more. In the lands south of Turkey there emerged over the years, under French and British tutelage, the states of the Arabian Peninsula, Syria, Lebanon, Transjordan (from 1948 Jordan), and Iraq. And there emerged the problem of Palestine, where, under the umbrella of the British Mandate, two national movements, Arab and Jewish, vied for dominance and, eventually, statehood.

Faisal’s brief rule in Damascus was accompanied by hectic political activity, which marked the effective emergence of modern Arab nationalism. In 1919 Faisal’s supporters set up the Arab Independence Party, al-Istiqlal, aiming at pan-Arab unity and independence. A succession of large nationalist assemblies, known as the Syrian-Arab Congresses, were convened in Damascus that year and in 1920. They upheld Faisal’s territorial claims and advocated his self-proclamation as king of Greater Syria, encompassing Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine. Meanwhile, to preempt or stave off Damascene hegemony, Iraqi “nationalists” invited Faisal’s brother, Abdullah, to become king of Iraq. In Lebanon a coterie of Christians advocated Lebanese nationhood. And political realities in Transjordan and Palestine quickly subverted the dream of Arab political union. The idea of one large, unitary state or federation evaporated, like a puddle of water in the desert, though during the following decades the motif of Arab unity or pan-Arabism was periodically to bedevil and entrance Arab politics, but to no lasting result.

Complementing and to a great degree overshadowing the centrifugal pull of these national movements, France and Britain were largely to determine the geopolitical character and future of the Middle East over the following two or three decades. Their secret Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916 had carved up the Arab lands of the soon-to-be-dissected empire in line with traditional, prewar spheres of influence and economic, political, military, and cultural interests. Iraq and, ultimately, Palestine were left to the British. Transjordan, severed from the Palestine Mandate, was declared a separate entity, ruled by Abdullah under British tutelage. In 1920 Faisal was removed by the French from Damascus and reinstalled in Baghdad as a British-protected sovereign. France assumed the mandate over Syria and Lebanon, which were almost from the first administratively separated. National movements and identities soon congealed in each of the mandated territories, each pressing for statehood in its own area, despite the common bonds of language, culture, and history.

It is difficult to categorize the Arab societies and political groupings that emerged before World War I according to Western definitions. Were they nationalist? Of the twenty-odd groups described and analyzed by Israeli historian Eliezer Tauber, only five included the word “Arab” in their names.80 Most did not aspire to secession, independence, or statehood. They wanted equal rights—cultural, economic, social, and occasionally political—and, perhaps, autonomy. Even the First Arab Congress of 1913 did not aim for secession or statehood. But if nationalism did not figure in these early organizations, some form of “local patriotism”—focusing on Lebanon, Syria, or Iraq—did. Apart from Lebanon, revolt and complete secession were preached only after the outbreak of World War I, when the giant conflagration unleashed apocalyptic expectations. It was only at the start of 1915, when al-Fatat combined with the al-Ahd group formed in 1913 by Arab officers in the Ottoman army, that they called (in the “Damascus Protocol”) for Arab independence. Tauber broadly categorizes the clubs, societies, and movements of this period under the headings “Arabism,” “Lebanonism,” “Syrianism,” and “Iraqism,” but does not designate any of them “nationalist.” The emergence of full-fledged nationalism, he argues, had to wait until World War I and its aftermath. And it was members of these prewar societies, especially al-Ahd and al-Fatat, who emerged after the war as the leaders of the separate, particularist nationalisms of Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq.81

It was at this time, too, that a distinct Palestinian local patriotism or proto-nationalism began to emerge. This tendency or orientation—it hardly qualified as a movement—gradually groped its way forward, largely in reaction to the burgeoning Zionist presence. But in part it was also the product of other political, economic, religious, and social developments and realities, dating from the mid-nineteenth century. During the centuries of Ottoman rule, Palestine had not been a single or separate administrative unit. But in the 1880s, as we have seen, the Levantine provinces were reorganized, with most of southern Palestine—including Jerusalem, Jaffa, Lydda, Gaza, Beersheba, Hebron, Bethlehem, and Jericho—transformed into a separate governorate, answerable directly to Constantinople, not to the provincial governors in Syria or Beirut. Thus, the core of the Holy Land had become a distinct administrative and, in some respects, “political” entity. In 1910 the Ottomans established a court of appeals in Jerusalem, which served both the governorate of Jerusalem and the sanjak of Nablus (roughly, Samaria) to the north. In the military sphere, too, there was close cooperation, if not unity of command, between the two administrative units.

Perhaps even more important to the development of a distinct “Palestinian” identity were common religious structures, observances, and festivities, both Christian and Muslim. For the Christians, Palestine was a single conceptual entity, the Holy Land. Hence the Greek Orthodox patriarchate of Jerusalem, the Latin patriarchate of Jerusalem, and the Anglican bishopric of Jerusalem were responsible for the whole of Palestine (and Transjordan). Among the Muslims the Nabi Musa festivities, dating from the twelfth-century days of Saladin and celebrating the birth of Moses, each year brought together, at the site near Jericho traditionally accepted as his grave, thousands of pilgrims from the various parts of Palestine.82 The growing sense of a distinct community was expressed and reinforced by the appearance in Jaffa in 1911 of a daily newspaper named Filastin. And in the decade before World War I the term “Palestine”—not used in any political or administrative sense for centuries by the Ottoman Empire—came into common usage among educated Palestinian Arabs. The following two decades would witness the emergence of a full-fledged, separate Palestinian-Arab national movement.83

The first quasi-political Palestinian nationalist organizations can be traced to the last months of World War I. In November 1918, veteran Jaffa notables established a local “Muslim-Christian Association” (MCA). Similar MCAs, later all loosely connected, were established—often with clandestine help from British officers—in the following months in other towns. The MCAs, while not defining themselves as political organizations, articulated local political thinking and aspirations, generally espousing self-rule and opposing Zionism, and expressed themselves in posters and petitions to the British administration. Christians were disproportionately represented, perhaps because they were better educated and more advanced politically, perhaps because they felt a greater need to collaborate with others.84 (In 1931 literacy among Muslims was about 14 percent, compared with 58 percent among Christians.85)

An important step on the road to a full-fledged Palestinian political identity was the founding at the end of the war, by younger members of the a‘yan, of two societies: al-Muntada al-Adabi (the literary club) and al-Nadi al-Arabi (the Arab club). Al-Muntada was led by Jamil al-Husseini, Fakhri al-Nashashibi, Mahmud ‘Aziz al-Khalidi, and Hasan Sidqi al-Dajani. Dominated by the Nashashibi family, it promoted Arabic language and culture and Muslim values, and was infused with pan-Arab sentiment, advocating an independent, united Syria-Palestine. Al-Nadi, founded at the end of the war in Damascus as an offshoot of al-Fatat, had similar goals. It was dominated by the Husseini clan (primarily Hajj Muhammad Amin al-Husseini) and by young Nabulsis, including Dr. Hafiz Kan’an. Al-Nadi issued a newspaper, founded in Jerusalem in September 1919, entitled, significantly, Suriyya al-Janubiyya (Southern Syria), edited by Muhammad Hassan al-Budayri and ‘Arif al-‘Arif. Its anti-Zionism was reflected in a play staged in January 1920 by its Nablus branch. In The Ruin of Palestine, a Zionist maiden seduces two Arabs and steals their money and land. The play ends with the suicide of the two men, shouting: “The country is ruined, the Jews have robbed us of our land and honor.”86 Al-Muntada and al-Nadi apparently had secret auxiliaries—called Jam’iyyat al-Ikha’ wal ‘Afaf (association of brotherhood and purity) and al-Fida’iyya (the self-sacrificers), which planned acts of violence against Jews and those who sold them land—but these do not seem ever to have been active.87

A handful of Palestinian nationalists had always shied away from pan-Syrian sentiments, preferring a separate national entity. But until 1920 the majority looked to the emergence of an independent Greater Syria, of which Palestine was just the southwestern corner. Indeed, the very idea of Arab sovereignty was linked in their minds to Syria. But events in Palestine and Syria in April–July 1920 abruptly changed this orientation. During this four-month period Palestinian-Arab nationalism can be said to have emerged as a distinct movement, albeit, at this time, the province of a very restricted elite.

The events that resulted in this change began when Arab disturbances around Palestine gave vent to anti-Zionist impulses and to a desire to cast off British rule and unite with Faisal’s Syria. In early March, a band of Damascus-affiliated Arabs attacked the Jewish settlement of Tel Hai at the northern tip of Palestine. A second attack, on April 24, by several thousand Bedouin from Syria and the Beisan Valley against a British encampment at Samakh, on the southern shore of the Sea of Galilee, was actively organized in Damascus and seems to have been intended as the trigger to a wider revolt. The defeat of that attack, like the general crushing of the disturbances by the British, reaffirmed Palestine’s complete physical and political separation from Syria. The collapse of Faisal’s regime in July and the return home of the “national” contingents that helped prop up the Hashemites in Damascus—mainly Palestinians and Iraqis—confirmed the unreality of the “Syrian” option for Palestine’s Arabs and persuaded the a‘yan that they must go their own way toward independence. Little help could be expected from Faisal, now in exile, and from Syria’s Arabs, now under French occupation.

This radical shift can be traced in the successive postwar Palestinian congresses. The first, which met in Jerusalem in January 1919, had voted for unity with Syria. “We see Palestine as part of Arab Syria,” it resolved, “[and it should not] be separated from the independent Syrian Arab government.”88 A so-called Second Congress never actually took place. The third, meeting in Haifa in December 1920, called upon the British to establish a “native government” and representative assembly. It made no mention of “Southern Syria” and dropped the demand for unity of Palestine and Syria.89 The Fourth Congress, meeting in Jerusalem in May 1921, spoke of “the Arab people of Palestine” with no mention of southern Syria90— though subsequent congresses generally paid lip service to the idea of Arab unity.91

By the end of 1920 “the regional division between Syria and Palestine was complete. The idea of a unified Arab nation gave way to new political divisions along Palestinian and Syrian as well as Iraqi lines.”92 Alongside Syrians, Iraqis, and Egyptians, a Palestinian people was emerging. By 1923 Ze’ev Jabotinsky, who two years later founded the right-wing Revisionist branch of Zionism, was to write:


They look upon Palestine with the same instinctive love and true fervor that any Aztec looked upon Mexico or any Sioux looked upon his prairie. Palestine will remain for the Palestinians not a borderland, but their birthplace, the center and basis of their own national existence.93




TWO

THE BEGINNING OF THE CONFLICT: JEWS AND ARABS IN PALESTINE, 1881–1914

Who can challenge the rights of the Jews in Palestine? Good Lord, historically it is really your country,” wrote Jerusalem Muslim dignitary Yusuf Diya al-Khalidi to Zadok Kahn, chief rabbi of France, on March 1, 1899. In theory the Zionist idea was “completely natural, fine and just.” But in practice reality had to be considered—the recognized sanctity of the Holy Land to hundreds of millions of Christians and Muslims. The Jews could only acquire Palestine by war. “It is necessary, therefore, for the peace of the Jews in [the Ottoman Empire] that the Zionist Movement … stop.… Good Lord, the world is vast enough, there are still uninhabited countries where one could settle millions of poor Jews who may perhaps become happy there and one day constitute a nation.… In the name of God, let Palestine be left in peace.”

This letter was passed to Herzl, who responded on March 19. He ignored Khalidi’s prognosis that Zionism would spark Arab opposition and asserted that the Jews, far from displacing the Arab population, would bring to Palestine only material benefit.1

Khalidi had before his eyes the creeping dispossession that began when the first Jewish colonists, with their backers abroad, bought tract after tract of land. In some areas the land was uninhabited and untilled; in others purchase led to the immediate eviction of Arab tenant farmers, many of whose families had themselves once been the proprietors. The fear of territorial displacement and dispossession was to be the chief motor of Arab antagonism to Zionism down to 1948 (and indeed after 1967 as well).

By the outbreak of World War I in 1914, there were probably about sixty thousand Jews in the country,2 though traditional Zionist historiography puts the figures as high as fifty thousand in 18973 and eighty-five thousand in 1914.4

Zionist land purchases and settlement in 1880–1914 focused on the coastal plain between just south of Jaffa and Haifa and on the Jezreel and Jordan Valleys. These areas, often swampy, were largely uninhabited and uncultivated. During the second half of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth, they began also to attract Arab families unable to make a living in the crowded hilly spine of the country (Galilee, Samaria, Judea). It was into this still largely uninhabited reserve—these plains and valleys—that the Zionists were pushing, dispossessing some of the Arabs living there or preempting others from moving in. This was to be a demographic-geographic contest the Arabs were destined to lose.

Where they could, the Zionists also picked up land in settled areas of the country, such as the Galilee Panhandle and the Lower Galilee, around Sejera. But hill villagers, who tended to own their lands, were usually averse to selling; the effendis, with large holdings in the lowlands, were happy to sell for a good price. Neither the sellers nor the buyers were greatly concerned about the fate of the tenant farmers.

Between 1878 and 1908 Jews purchased about four hundred thousand dunams out of a total land mass of 27 million dunams.5 The most prominent families—including Nashashibis, Husseinis, and al-‘Alamis of Jerusalem, Dajanis of Jaffa, ‘Abd al-Hadis of Nablus and Jenin, and Shawas of Gaza—sold land to the Jews. The major incentive was swiftly rising prices, caused largely by Zionist demand. Land prices in Palestine increased between 1910 and 1944 by as much as 5,000 percent.

Land purchase was the underpinning of Zionism. As Menachem Ussishkin (1863–1941) put it in 1904, “Without ownership of the land, Eretz Yisrael will never become Jewish.” Purchasing was referred to in Zionist parlance as “redemption” or, indicatively, as “conquest” of the land. Land is acquired in the modern world by three methods, wrote Ussishkin, a Hovevei Zion leader: “By force—that is, by conquest in war, or in other words, by robbing land from its owner;… by expropriation via governmental authority; or by purchase.” The Zionist movement, Ussishkin made clear, was limited to the third choice, “until at some point we become rulers.”6

The Zionists established ten settlements in Palestine during the 1880s, six in the south (Rishon Le-Zion, Ness Ziona, Ekron, Gedera, Be’er Tuviya, and the reestablished Petach Tikva) and four in the north (Zikhron Ya‘akov, Rosh Pina, Yesod HaMa‘ala, and Bat Shlomo); in the 1890s, another seven were added in the north (Hadera, Shfeya, ‘Ein Zeitim, Sejera, Metulla, Mishmar HaYarden, and Mahanayim) and three in the south (Rehovot, Motza, and Hartuv). By 1908 there were around six thousand Jews in Jaffa and two thousand in Haifa, both previously almost completely Arab cities,7 and about ten thousand in the twenty-six agricultural settlements.

These Jews were not colonists in the usual sense of sons or agents of an imperial mother country, projecting its power beyond the seas and exploiting Third World natural resources. But the settlements of the First Aliyah were still colonial, with white Europeans living amid and employing a mass of relatively impoverished natives. Things changed somewhat with the Second Aliyah. Many of these newcomers possessed a mixture of socialist and nationalist values, and they eventually succeeded in setting up a separate Jewish economy, based wholly on Jewish labor. But the Second Aliyah’s collective settlements, the kibbutzim (the first kibbutz, Degania, was established in 1909), existed alongside the burgeoning First Aliyah moshavot, which were based on private property and exploitation of cheap native labor. The settlers, especially in the moshavot, and the natives quickly developed “normal” colonial relations based on stereotyped images and behavior patterns; exploitation; and mutual dependence, contempt, racism, hatred, and fear.

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE AND THE ZIONIST MOVEMENT

The Zionists took root in a land ruled by an empire that was antagonistic to their enterprise and that shared religious beliefs and values with the mass of natives rather than with the colonists. Islam posited the inalienability of land conquered by Muslims. Such tracts became automatically part of the divinely sanctioned Dar al Islam. The Sublime Porte’s claim to the caliphate, or succession to Muhammad, included the role of protector of Islam’s holy places. The sultan was often to declare that he “could never part with Jerusalem.”8 Moreover, there was something unnatural, not to say downright blasphemous, in the notion of the Jews—a dhimmi, inferior race—harboring, and attempting to further, political ambitions, and what’s more, on Muslim land.

Ottoman officials saw Jewish colonists as strange and alien, people whose manner and actions bespoke subversion. That most of them were Russian did nothing to endear them to the Turks, who for decades had viewed the czarist empire as their archenemy. The Jews were viewed as actual or potential agents of hostile penetration and expansion, at once backed by and enhancing the hated Capitulations, which gave the European powers extraterritorial rights in the empire and subverted Ottoman authority. The Sublime Porte feared, not without foundation, that the European powers were bent on destroying and carving up the empire, and the Zionist movement was seen as but one of their instruments.9

From the first a cat-and-mouse game developed, with officials blocking immigration and frustrating settlement construction, and the Jews lying to, bribing, and evading them and abusing Ottoman law and restrictions. Centuries of oppression and discrimination in the Diaspora had bred in the Jews these techniques, so necessary for survival in a hostile environment, and these were among the most important items of baggage the immigrants brought with them to Palestine.10

The Ottoman authorities kept close tabs on Zionist activities both within the empire and in Europe, especially Russia. On April 28, 1882, even before the first Biluim set sail for Palestine from Odessa, the Turkish consul general there posted an announcement declaring that no one would be permitted to settle in Palestine.11 The same day that the first group of fourteen Biluim embarked at Constantinople for Jaffa, June 29, 1882, the governor of Jerusalem was ordered to bar Russian, Rumanian, and Bulgarian Jews from landing in Jaffa and Haifa. On July 1 the governor was ordered to bar Jewish settlement. The following year he was instructed to stop the sale of state lands to Jews, even if they were Ottoman citizens.12

A stream of prohibitions—against Jewish tourism, settlement, land purchases, and construction in Palestine—issued forth from Constantinople during the following three decades. Often the restrictions were overlapping or contradictory; sometimes they were downright impracticable, given the inefficiency of Ottoman bureaucracies and their lack of coordination. But the thrust was clear. As Abdülhamid II said in June 1891, after being informed of renewed Zionist pressure on the gates of Palestine: “Why should we accept those whom the cultured Europeans turned back and expelled from their own countries?”

Periodically egging on the central government were Ottoman officials in Palestine—many of whom were Arabs—and the local population. A dialectic soon developed, in which Arab protests prompted Constantinople to clamp down on the Jews, and the resulting restrictions reinforced Arab antagonism and belligerence. Occasionally officials went out of their way to incite Palestinians against the Zionists, as was the case with the kaymakam of Nazareth, during a land dispute at Fula in 1910–11 or the kaymakam of Tiberias, who in 1910 reportedly told local Arab leaders: “The Jews are traitors, and every act of violence committed against them is a patriotic act.”13

Between the spring of 1909 and 1911, six Jews were murdered by Arabs in the Tiberias area—but no one was convicted. (By comparison, when Arabs murdered a Christian German settler in Haifa in 1910, within months one was sentenced to death and several others were sent to prison.) The Arabs understood the signals. When Arab bands pillaged two Jewish settlements after a guard at Merhavia killed an Arab during an attack, the authorities looked on impassively, although the guard and ten other Jews who had nothing to do with the Arab’s death were arrested. Seven of them spent eleven months in jail without trial.14

But the settlers were not easily frustrated. Neither the Ottoman rulers nor the Arabs had the run of the land. The restrictive regulations were opposed, sometimes energetically, by the diplomats of the Great Powers in Constantinople and in Palestine. Some were moved by the Jews’ plight, but more importantly they viewed the restrictions on Jews as undermining their countries’ rights as embodied in the Capitulations. For instance, at one point the regulations denied Russian Jewish citizens entry into Palestine—despite the explicit provision in the Capitulations giving Russian citizens freedom of movement throughout the Ottoman Empire (save in Arabia). Great Power intercession occasionally led to a reversal of the Sublime Porte’s writs, such as those forbidding the sale of land in Palestine to non-Ottoman citizens. Most often, consular protection was simply extended to specific immigrants, preventing their expulsion.

While welcoming, indeed often prompting, intercession by the Great Powers, the Zionists also tried to win the sympathy of the Ottoman rulers. In June 1896 Herzl visited Constantinople and made vague offers of enormous financial assistance in exchange for a Jewish homeland in Palestine. Abdülhamid II would not see him and was not tempted. He responded through an intermediary: “My people have won this empire by fighting for it with their blood and have fertilized it with their blood. We will again cover it with our blood before we allow it to be wrested away from us.… Let the Jews save their billions.”15

In May 1901 Herzl managed to obtain an audience with the sultan, but nothing positive for the Zionists emerged. Indeed, a new set of restrictions on Jewish settlement and land purchases was instituted in 1900–1, though these were somewhat more liberal than many of the previous rules. The new restrictions allowed Ottoman Jewish citizens and foreigners long resident in the empire to purchase state lands, and allowed Jews to enter the empire as pilgrims.

Over the three decades Constantinople’s measures certainly curtailed Jewish land purchases and construction. They also deterred many would-be immigrants, but a steady trickle got through, thanks to Ottoman inefficiency, Great Power pressures, and, above all, bribery (baksheesh). Almost every Ottoman official had a price; almost anything could be had for a bribe—residence permits, building permits, land title deeds. Even Herzl’s audience with the sultan in 1901 was obtained by means of a 50,000-franc bribe.16 A British official wrote in 1900: “Foreign Jews are not supposed to be allowed to settle [in Palestine], but Jewish settlers from Europe often arrive in Haifa where there seem to be exceptional facilities for their admission by pecuniary arrangement with the local officials.”17

Most of the settlers who came in the First and Second Aliyot lived, at least for a time, as illegal residents. They entered as tourists or pilgrims and overstayed their permits, or they entered illegally. Eventually illegal residence was converted into de facto or, often, legal residence; it was usually only a matter of money. Permits for pilgrims and tourists were limited to one or three months, yet not one Jew who stayed longer was expelled from the country in the three decades before World War I.18 The Yishuv more than doubled between 1882 and 1914, despite a measure of emigration.

THE NEW SETTLERS’ ATTITUDE TOWARD THE ARABS

By 1910 Zionist officials had come to realize that not the Turks but the local Arabs were the problem. The Zionist Organization’s second president, David Wolffsohn (1855–1914), remarked in September 1908: “One has to pay special attention to the important Arabs who are, after all, the masters of the country.” The Zionists had to take care not to arouse their anger.19

Many First Aliyah immigrants believed that they were coming to a desolate, empty land and were surprised to find so many Arabs about. After all, they were returning to their Promised Land; no one had spoken of anyone else being there. A character in a work by Yosef Chaim Brenner, the Second Aliyah’s leading novelist, says: “Before going to Palestine, the country, for some reason, appeared in my imagination as one city inhabited by non-religious Jews surrounded by many fields, all empty, empty, empty, waiting for more people to come and cultivate them.”20

“A land without people for a people without a land” was the Zionist slogan—originating, curiously, not with Herzl or one of the forebears, but in Lord Shaftesbury’s memoirs, in 1854, and recycled by the Zionist writer Israel Zangwill in an article in 1901.21 Ahad Ha’Am, the leading Eastern European Jewish essayist, opened many Jewish eyes when he wrote, in 1891, after a three-month visit to Palestine: “We abroad are used to believing that Eretz Yisrael is now almost totally desolate, a desert that is not sowed.… But in truth this is not the case. Throughout the country it is difficult to find fields that are not sowed. Only sand dunes and stony mountains … are not cultivated.”22

Moshe Smilansky, one of the founders of Rehovot, wrote years later: “From the inception of the Zionist idea, Zionist propaganda described the country for which we were headed as a desolate and largely neglected land, waiting eagerly for its redeemers.”23

But the more politically minded immigrants, like the Biluim, were aware of the Arab presence—and possible threat. In a draft of the society’s regulations apparently written in the summer of 1883, a year after the arrival of the first Biluim in the country, there is an injunction to “find people who know the language of the country” to help iron out relations with the natives so that they do not greet the immigrants with “rage.” Arabic would be taught in the Biluim school, and the children would learn the Arabs’ ways “in order that they learn how to live, not fight with them.” At the same time the document proscribed the use of Arab laborers on Biluim lands.24

Not all the settlers who noticed the Arabs thought in terms of animosity. Some saw them as innocuous, colorful, and generous if primitive desert dwellers, who would not oppose the burgeoning Zionist presence. As Ahad Ha’Am put it: “Abroad, we used to believe that the Arabs are a wild desert people, akin to a mule, who do not see or understand what is happening around them.”25 Many Zionists abroad, even after the start of the aliyot, assumed that Arabs and Jews would live in peace and friendship in the Jewish state. An 1884 Hovevei Zion platform argued: “It is untrue that … the inhabitants of the country are hostile; rather, it is not possible that they will be more evil or uncultured than the [anti-Semitic] Russian peasants.…[Reports of] attacks by Bedouin robbers [on Jews] are merely tall tales.”26 The native population, argued most of the Zionist ideologues down to World War I, were aware that benefits would attend the arrival of Jewish immigrants, capital, and skills.

Nevertheless, the Arabs were generally seen by the olim as primitive, dishonest, fatalistic, lazy, savage—much as European colonists viewed the natives elsewhere in Asia or Africa. The Arabs, olim reported, frequently cursed and made obscene gestures, practices they feared would be transmitted to their own children by any Arab household staff. The colonists noted the lack of economic development and of hygiene and the rampancy of diseases, especially of the eyes, and the Arabs’ low standard of living. All engendered contempt. The settler saw the laborer as “almost always a submissive servant, who may be exploited … and accepts lovingly the expressions of his master’s power and dominion,” to quote Yishuv educator Yosef Vitkin.27 The settlers “looked down” upon “these barbarians,” in the words of Chaim Hissin, one of the Biluim. Three years later, in 1886, Hissin was to write that the Arabs “lacked any patriotic feeling.… This is a people in the process of degeneration.”28 Gedera-born Avshalom Feinberg (1889–1917), a child of the Biluim who was to spy for the British during World War I, said of the Arabs: “There is no more cowardly, hypocritical and false race than this race.”29 Nor was the Zionist activist and farmers’ leader Moshe Smilansky, who by 1914 was moderate and pragmatic about Jewish-Arab relations, any more complimentary:


We must not forget that we are dealing here with a semi-savage people, which has extremely primitive concepts. And this is his nature: If he senses in you power—he will submit and will hide his hatred for you. And if he senses weakness—he will dominate you.… Moreover … owing to the many tourists and urban Christians, there developed among the Arabs base values which are not common among other primitive people.… to lie, to cheat, to harbor grave [unfounded] suspicions and to tell tales … and a hidden hatred for the Jews. These Semites—they are anti-Semites.30



Some settlers praised and respected the Arabs’ presumed martial qualities, their apparent kinship with nature, their hospitality, and even their wildness or untamedness. For some, such as Smilansky, the Arabs were a reminder of what their ancestors, the Jews of biblical Judea, had probably been like.31 The focus of this ambivalence was the Bedouin (and, sometimes, the Druze). Unlike the somewhat Europeanized urban Arab or the illiterate, debased fellah farming the effendi’s lands, the Bedouin were often seen as the “real Arabs”— brave, horse-mounted free spirits. But admiration was mixed with fear of the Bedouin’s martial prowess. Curiously, this romantic view of the desert Arabs, which closely resembled the British Arabophile’s, was most emphatic among the olim of the Second Aliyah—or precisely among those who, as we shall see, were to sharpen and deepen Jewish-Arab antagonisms. It became something of a fashion among young Second Aliyah settlers to copy the Bedouin by donning a keffiyah (headdress) and robe, riding horses, and shooting.

The sense of the Arabs’ savagery and strength was experienced almost immediately by many new immigrants: They were carried ashore at Jaffa by Arab porters. The new Jew, come to Palestine to reassert or rediscover his lost manhood, was embarrassingly shunted from coaster to land by a hefty, illiterate native. But the city Arab was in general perceived somewhat differently. Eliezer Ben-Yehuda was to write that his first encounter with “our cousin Ishmael” was “not a happy one. A depressing feeling of horror … filled my soul.” Reuven Faicovich—a Hovev Zion from Rumania who settled in Palestine in 1882 (father of the 1948 IDF general Yigal Allon)—was impressed by the Jaffa Arabs’ hostility. He quickly fashioned truncheons for himself and his brother. The novelist Brenner recalled that soon after landing at Haifa, he was rushed by a group of Arab youths shouting “Yehud, Yehudd” (Jew, Jew). His initial instinct was to hit them, but his companions warned him that the city was mostly Arab and he should beware. So again “one had to foresuffer the torments of the gentiles.”32 By 1913 Brenner was writing of the hatred that existed between Jews and Arabs—and “so it must be and will continue to be.” The Jews must “be ready for the consequences of the hatred … [and] above all, let us comprehend the true situation, without sentimentality and without idealism.”33

But not all olim came away from first encounters with such negative feelings. David Ben-Gurion met his first Arabs on the way to Jaffa in 1906. “They made a very good impression,” Ben-Gurion wrote to his father. “They are nearly all good-hearted, and are easily befriended. One might say that they are like big children.” But delight was soon to be mixed with apprehension and anxiety. As the ship carrying Ben-Gurion docked off Jaffa, “the harbor was suddenly filled with skiffs, and Arabs clambered up the sides of our ship. The shouting and shoving were awful.” Porters carried the young Ben-Gurion to a skiff and then from the skiff to dry ground. He literally arrived in the Promised Land on the back of an Arab.34

Ben-Gurion found Jaffa “not pretty.… As in any oriental city, the streets are narrow and winding. An awful dust hangs over the marketplace, for there are no pavement stones.” Arabs sat around smoking nargiles. In later years Ben-Gurion was to write: “I saw an uglier exile in Jaffa than in Plonsk,” his native town in Poland. He left Jaffa for a colony in the hinterland after a mere seven hours.35

THE ARABS’ ATTITUDE TOWARD THE OLIM

The Jews of the Old Yishuv had been treated by Palestinian Arabs with contempt. The new olim sought not only to re-create in Palestine an ancient polity but to refashion the Jews themselves. No longer abject victims, middlemen, peddlers, protected moneylenders, rootless, soft-skinned intellectuals, the Jews were to change into hardy, no-nonsense farmers, who would take abuse from no one. In their encounter with the new olim, the Palestinian Arabs often came face to face with, and were surprised and sometimes intimidated by, the “new Jews.”

The Arabs, like their Turkish rulers, disliked foreigners. Aliens embodied the threat of Great Power penetration, a foreign culture, and a hostile religion. They were envious of the rights enjoyed by Europeans by virtue of the Capitulations, and both Muslims and Christians, nurtured on the Koran and the New Testament, respectively, were predisposed against Jews. The Christians, a drop in the Muslim ocean, emphasized their anti-Zionism as a way of highlighting their common Arabism.

Few Arabs can have come into direct, protracted contact with Jewish colonists in the 1880s and 1890s; there were very few of them, and they lived in limited areas of Palestine. At first, new settlers may have evoked curiosity and amusement: In Rishon Le-Zion, for example, colonists unsuccessfully tried to harness carts to camels.36 But gradually there emerged among the Arabs grounds for concern. The immigrants usually had no Arabic (almost no Second Aliyah immigrants learned to read or write the language, though a few mastered passable spoken Arabic37), and they knew and cared nothing about Arab customs and mores. “The cause of many of the recent [Arab-Jewish] incidents is apparently a lack of knowledge of how to behave towards our neighbours,” wrote Chaim Cohen, of Petach Tikva, in 1911.38 Many Russian immigrants, especially of the Second Aliyah, were socialists, anarchists, atheists, freethinkers. Back home they had denied or denounced both Jewish tradition and czarist government as well as God. They were no more subdued before Ottoman writ and Arab custom. They brought with them an air and swagger of rebelliousness. They were revolutionaries, come to create a new heaven and a new earth, and their worldview was thoroughly at odds with that of the Arabs. According to a 1914 Arabic pamphlet, the Second Aliyah was “composed of German revolutionaries, Russian nihilists, and vagabonds from other nations.”39

A Jaffa notable elaborated: “[Hovevei Zion]… are doing everything that occurs to [them] as if [they] did not know at all that there is a government in [Palestine], or that there are certain laws.” Colonists built houses and planted vineyards without permission.40 Often they flouted customs in ways injurious to Arabs, as when they forcibly denied local shepherds the use of traditionally common pasturelands. The settlers dressed differently, worshipped (if at all) differently, and acted differently. Their values were alien and antithetical to Arab norms. In short, everything about them was different and in some ways provocative.

In the 1880s there were already Arabs who understood that the threat from Zionists was not merely a local matter or a by-product of cultural estrangement. “The natives are hostile towards us, saying that we have come to drive them out of the country,” recorded one Zionist settler.41 After his visit in 1891, Ahad Ha’Am wrote on the boat back to Odessa that the Arab understood the goals of the Zionist settlers and “had a sharp mind, full of cunning.”

RELATIONS BETWEEN OLIM AND ARABS AND THE CAUSES OF ARAB-JEWISH ANTAGONISM

The new colonists were in daily contact with the surrounding Arab milieu, for they relied on neighboring villages for food and manure, for seasonal laborers and guards, and for the transporting and marketing of their produce. Colonists in Hadera, Mishmar HaYarden, and Metulla received some agricultural training from Arab neighbors or workers. Some settlements depended on nearby villages for their water, such as Gedera from Qatra in the mid-1880s. Arab women brought water to Metulla in jugs carried on their heads. Contiguous Jewish and Arab fields meant almost daily contact with the fellahin, some of whom for a time rented fields belonging to settlements.

The settlers sought to base their relations with their neighbors on mutual respect—something to which the situation was not conducive: On the one hand, the settlers had bought Arab lands and lorded it over, or displaced, the inhabitants; on the other, they depended on Arabs for supplies and labor, and were frequently subject to theft and pillage by them. Jewish efforts to appease Arabs were often interpreted as signs of weakness.

Violence was sometimes triggered by accident or misadventure. In December 1882 a guard at Rosh Pina in the Galilee accidentally shot dead an Arab worker from Safad. In response about two hundred Arabs descended upon the settlement, throwing stones and vandalizing property. Unusually, the inhabitants of a neighboring village, Ja’una, came to Rosh Pina’s defense; Ja’una and Rosh Pina shared springs and had a joint interest in denying water to outsiders. The guard was imprisoned for eight months, tried and found innocent, but forced to leave the country for fear of a vendetta; Rosh Pina paid the dead man’s family the equivalent of 300 pounds sterling, a relatively large sum.42

In the early years of settlement, tension often stemmed from mutual ignorance of one another’s customs and languages. Some Zionist leaders called on the settlers to learn local customs and adopt Arab ways. The charter of the Biluim had stressed the need to know Arabic and some moshavot included it in their school curricula. In those places where the settlers abided by Arab agricultural custom, as at Mishmar HaYarden, in the Jordan Valley, they enjoyed good relations with their neighbors. Elsewhere, however, there was often friction, though usually the Arabs reluctantly adapted to the new situation, as at Rehovot, where the settlers refused to allow their neighbors to graze flocks on their harvested fields. When shepherds from nearby Zarnuqa wanted to bring their flocks onto Rehovot lands, they formally asked the managing committee for permission. But marauding Bedouin ignored the new rule and continued to trespass.43

Though still a small minority, the settlers quickly began to behave like lords and masters, some apparently resorting to the whip at the slightest provocation. This was a major source of Arab animosity. Some Jewish observers saw it as the “new Jews” compensating for centuries of being at the receiving end of gentile violence. To the Arabs the insult and bewilderment were all the more severe in that the Jews had traditionally been seen as inferior, in terms of legal status and power, and as subservient, dependent, and weak. Explaining an incident in Jaffa in March 1908, the British consul in Jerusalem, Edward Blech, said that some immigrants were “turbulent and aggressive, saturated with socialistic ideas.” Zalman David Levontin said the Jews occasionally walked around town provocatively armed.44

Ahad Ha’Am in 1891 warned that the new settlers must behave “cautiously… [and] act with love and respect” toward Arabs. But the settlers, he wrote, finding themselves in a land “with limitless freedom,” as the Turkish authorities were extremely lax, began to exhibit “a tendency to despotism as happens always when a slave turns into a master.”45 Two years later he wrote: “The attitude of the colonists to their tenants and their families is exactly the same as towards their animals.” The settlers appear to have commonly referred to their laborers as “mules,” an analogy drawn from the Talmudic comparison between asses and Canaanite slaves.46

Attitudes translated into deeds. Ahad Ha’Am wrote, with perhaps a measure of exaggeration, that the Zionist colonists “behave towards the Arabs with hostility and cruelty, trespass without justification, beat them shamefully without sufficient cause and then boast about it.”47 Rehovot—exceptionally among the colonies—repeatedly issued rulings forbidding the beating of Arabs. In 1898 a settler was fined 39 grush (there were 100 grush to the Turkish pound [TL], which was worth just under £1), about seven days’ pay for a laborer, for beating an Arab who, on the instruction of another settler, drove a cart through his vineyard. The following year a settler was fined TL 4 for “cruelly beating” an Arab. Three-quarters of the fine went to the victim; the settler was also ordered to pay hospital costs.48 Arabs came so to respect the Rehovot judicial committee that they brought before it complaints against Jewish settlers and at least one dispute among themselves.49

But in most moshavot Arabs were treated like the indigenous peoples in other places colonized by Europeans. When Smilansky informed Ahad Ha’Am of this behavior, the latter wrote: “[If] now [we behave] thus, how will we behave towards the others if we really reach the position, at some point, of rulers of Eretz Yisrael?”50 And besides occasional brutality, some settlers also indulged in a Diaspora practice that had often engendered anti-Semitism in the past—usury. Smilansky charged that some settlers were lending money to Arabs at “30 and 40 per cent interest.” At Rehovot the committee explicitly forbade the practice.51

ARAB HOSTILITY TOWARD THE NEW JEWS

There was of course another, equally important, side to the coin. The settlers lived in perpetual fear of attack by their employees inside the moshavot or by Arabs from outside.52 Like white colonists everywhere, they felt perpetually threatened by the surrounding mass, and they were a minority exploiting and occasionally displacing a native population. Moreover, the Arabs often enjoyed the sympathy, if not the backing, of the Ottoman officials and police. They had the right to bear arms and knew how to use them better than did most Jews. The settlers, who regarded Arabs as hot-tempered, naturally violent, and lawbreaking, often feared to fire them lest they be provoked to violence. And dependent as the Jews were on Arab labor, they could not afford to alienate the workers.

But the major cause of tension and violence throughout the period 1882–1914 was not accidents, misunderstandings, or the attitudes and behaviors of either side, but objective historical conditions and the conflicting interests and goals of the two populations. The Arabs sought instinctively to retain the Arab and Muslim character of the region and to maintain their position as its rightful inhabitants; the Zionists sought radically to change the status quo, buy as much land as possible, settle on it, and eventually turn an Arab-populated country into a Jewish homeland.

For decades the Zionists tried to camouflage their real aspirations, for fear of angering the authorities and the Arabs. They were, however, certain of their aims and of the means needed to achieve them. Internal correspondence among the olim from the very beginning of the Zionist enterprise leaves little room for doubt. Vladimir (Ze’ev) Dubnow, one of the Biluim, wrote to his brother, the historian Simon Dubnow, in October 1882: “The ultimate goal … is, in time, to take over the Land of Israel and to restore to the Jews the political independence they have been deprived of for these two thousand years.… The Jews will yet arise and, arms in hand (if need be), declare that they are the masters of their ancient homeland.” (Dubnow himself shortly afterward returned to Russia.)53

Ben-Yehuda, who settled in Jerusalem in September 1881, wrote in July 1882 to Peretz Smolenskin in Vienna: “The thing we must do now is to become as strong as we can, to conquer the country, covertly, bit by bit.… We can only do this covertly, quietly.… We will not set up committees so that the Arabs will know what we are after, we shall act like silent spies, we shall buy, buy, buy.”54

In October 1882 Ben-Yehuda and Yehiel Michal Pines, who had arrived in Palestine in 1878, wrote to Rashi Pin, in Vilna:


We have made it a rule not to say too much, except to those … we trust.… The goal is to revive our nation on its land  … if only we succeed in increasing our numbers here until we are the majority [Emphasis in original]…. There are now only five hundred [thousand] Arabs, who are not very strong, and from whom we shall easily take away the country if only we do it through stratagems [and] without drawing upon us their hostility before we become the strong and populous ones.55



The Arabs, both urban and rural, gradually came to feel anxiety and fear. Acute Jewish observers began to sense the changing mood. Ahad Ha’Am, after his visit in 1891, wrote prophetically: “If a time comes when our people in Palestine develop so that, in small or great measure, they push out the native inhabitants, these will not give up their place easily.”

Initially opposition to the arrival of the “new Jews” took relatively primitive and benign forms: theft and vandalism against outlying settlements, with the colonists tending to attribute the incidents to local, specific causes and grievances and usually failing to discern a “national” or even regional pattern. But within a decade Arab resentment also found an organized, “national” or proto-national expression.

LOCAL INCIDENTS

The Arab peasants’ fear of being dispossessed was initially personal, tied to livelihood and, indeed, survival. In time it took on a “local patriotic” dimension—the Jews were “taking over the district.” Gradually, as the twentieth century advanced, feelings of nationalism, and national displacement, replaced local patriotism.

To begin with, violence was often sparked by the imprecise demarcation of land. One settler ascribed all the clashes between Petach Tikva and its neighbors to this.56 Often in contracts the boundaries were roughly described (“a straight line from the tall tree to the big rock …”). Sometimes Arabs tried to uproot saplings and level ditches, the usual boundary signs. For years they interfered with efforts to dig a ditch around Rehovot’s lands. The Arabs usually knew where boundaries ran, but they were reluctant to concede the loss of lands they had lived on or tilled for generations. That the colonists, often shorthanded, rented out some of their newly bought lands or allowed the tenants to remain, for a fee, did nothing to diminish the Arabs’ anger when, years later, they had to move. Some colonists rented plots of land to villagers or former tenants out of an inability to evict them. The longer they were allowed to stay on, the more difficult they were to evict.57 Where tenants were not kept on, there was continual trespassing and encroachment, and even after getting compensation, tenants often tried to reassert their claims and salvage their livelihood.

Another major cause of antagonism was the labor controversy. The hard core of Second Aliyah socialists, who were to become the Yishuv’s leaders in the 1920s and 1930s, believed that the settler economy must not depend on or exploit Arab labor. Jewish labor was bound up with the Zionist socialist ethos, which sought to transform the Diaspora middleman, trader, intellectual into a man of the earth, a productive worker. Moreover, working the land was seen as giving the cultivator rights over it. The “new Jews” rebelled against the colonialist ethos and praxis of the moshavot, and a curious ideological reversal took place. Socialists in two political parties, HaPoel HaTza’ir (founded in 1905) and Poalei Zion (founded in 1906), favored the exclusion of Arabs from the Jewish economy. Poalei Zion, which amalgamated Marxist internationalism with Jewish nationalism, theoretically looked to a common struggle by the working classes of all nations against capitalists. But in Palestine, partly because of labor-market competition and the desire to assure every Jew a job, the party faithful, led by Ben-Gurion, advocated complete separation of Arab and Jewish societies and economies.58 On the other hand, landowners of the moshavot supported the employment of Arab laborers, as they were both cheaper and more experienced than Jews. Poalei Zion ideologue (and later Israel’s second president) Yitzhak Ben-Zvi wrote in 1914: “It should have been the case that the Jewish bourgeoisie would be chauvinistic and would demand only Jewish labor. We, the socialists … tending toward internationalism … should have demanded that workers be employed without regard to national and religious differences. In reality, we see exactly the opposite.”59

The contradiction was not missed by the socialists’ political opponents, the spokesmen of the moshavot: “How can Jews, who demand emancipation in Russia, rob the rights of, and act selfishly toward, other workers upon coming to Eretz Yisrael?” asked Meir Dizengoff (later mayor of Tel Aviv), in 1909.60 Aaron Aaronsohn of Zikhron Ya‘akov condemned the “conquest of labor” (kibush ha’avoda) policy as “fanaticism,” and as “lack of humanity and of Jewishness.”61 Though it inflamed Arab antagonism to Zionism, the socialists saw the fight over jobs as a struggle for survival, the social struggle meshing with the national one.62 But, in reality, rather than “meshing,” the nationalist ethos had simply overpowered and driven out the socialist ethos.

There were other reasons for the “conquest of labor.” The socialists of the Second Aliyah used the term to denote three things: overcoming the Jews’ traditional remove from agricultural labor and helping them transform into the “new Jews”; struggling against employers for better conditions; and replacing Arabs with Jews in manual jobs. Continued employment of Arabs would lead to “Arab values” being passed on to Zionist youth and nourish the colonists’ tendency to exploit and abuse their workers. Moreover, Arabs living in or on the periphery of colonies were suspected of pilfering and of passing information to hostile villagers and officials. Farsighted Zionists, such as Ussishkin, predicted that if there were no separation between Arab and Jewish economies and societies, the impoverished, exploited Arab would one day “wake up … and understand that [the colonists’] prosperity was achieved by dint of his sweat, and he would make demands.” Indeed, such grumbling was voiced early on by laborers in the colony of Zikhron Ya‘akov.63

The Biluim charter of 1883 had declared that the newly acquired lands would be cultivated “without the help of … native Arab inhabitants.” Ussishkin demanded “Hebrew labor” and the replacement of Arab workers by Jews as early as 1890, more than a decade before the Second Aliyah. But the first olim, relatively few in number, needed help. They knew little about agriculture and based their farms on orchards, groves, and vineyards, which required large numbers of field hands, especially at harvest time. When the neighboring villagers were insufficient, Arabs, families in tow, were brought in from far afield, and resided in shanties inside the settlement. They made do with low wages because their standard of living was low and because they relied for their basic subsistence on plots of land they owned or tenanted elsewhere; for many, employment in the colonies meant extra income.

The Arabs were hardy and usually docile. Jewish workers were more expensive, inexperienced, weaker, and often insubordinate. So, despite what some leaders and charters said, during the first decades of settlement most laborers in the moshavot were Arabs. Reality forced Jewish colonial society to reject “Hebrew labor” in all but a few sites and so, to some degree, did the posture of the official Zionist leadership. Dr. Arthur Ruppin (1876–1943), who headed the Palestine Office of the Zionist Organization, wrote: “Though we must, of course, think first of giving work and bread to our own poorer brethren, we must avoid anything that may resemble exclusion of Arabs.”64 Pushing the drive for “Hebrew labor” to extremes would, he felt, raise wages to unacceptable levels and alienate the Arabs, who would “respond with aggression.”65 A pragmatist, Ruppin believed that the settlers must live in peace, “and if possible in friendship,” with their neighbors.66

There are no firsthand accounts of Arab reactions to the Yishuv’s internal controversy. But documentation from this period does contain clear echoes of Arab reaction more generally to Zionist exclusiveness, of which Hebrew labor was but one manifestation. Syrian notable Hakki Bey al-Azm, of the Decentralization Party, said: “We see Jews excluding themselves completely from Arabs in language, school, commerce, customs, their entire economic life.… [Hence] the [Arab] population considers them a foreign race.”67

The controversy over “Hebrew labor” in agriculture did not often result in violence. But relatively severe and persistent violence did occur in a related domain—the guarding of the colonies. Ottoman rule was marked by a serious lack of law and order. Roving Bedouin bands frequently vandalized and stole from Arab as well as Jewish settlements; Arab villagers attacked both their neighbors and passing travelers. Almost from the start, moshavot employed Arabs as guards. The settlers could not guard at night and work during the day, and they lacked experience in the use of firearms. Moreover, if a Muslim guard injured or killed a thief, the colonists would be free of the threat of a blood feud. Some guards developed a vested interest in protecting the colonists; occasionally friendly relations developed. But all too often guards stole from their employers or allowed villagers, for a fee, to trespass with herds or steal; some helped hostile locals to attack Jewish settlements, though, by and large, Arabs desisted from attacking settlements guarded by their fellows.

In September 1907 a group of Poalei Zion activists, led by Israel Shohat (who had helped organize Jewish self-defense in the Pale of Settlement), Israel Gil‘adi, and Alexander Zeid founded Bar-Giora, a secret society dedicated to “Hebrew labor” and Jewish guardianship of the settlements. It was named after Shimon Bar-Giora, a hero of the first Jewish Revolt against Rome in the first century A.D. Responding to increased Arab militancy after the Young Turks’ revolt of July 1908, its members formed HaShomer (the guard), a semi-clandestine armed organization whose sole purpose was to guard the settlements. The motto of Bar-Giora and HaShomer was: “In blood and fire Judea fell; in blood and fire shall Judea rise,” from a poem praising the rebels against Rome.

Within four years HaShomer had contracts to guard Mescha (Kfar Tavor), Hadera, Rishon Le-Zion, and Rehovot. Initially just protecting the settlement perimeters, HaShomer’s men soon undertook to guard Jewish farmers in outlying fields, inevitably coming up against Arab trespassers. Thus HaShomer placed itself in the forefront of the Zionist struggle. Armed might was now backing up purchase and cultivation; settler was becoming soldier. By 1910 the Palestine Office in Jaffa had hired HaShomer to occupy and cultivate recently bought lands before permanent settlers took over; these HaShomer teams were called “conquest groups.”68

HaShomer’s members, who never numbered more than one hundred (the organization also employed some three hundred Jewish hired hands), learned the language and ways of the Arabs, the better to carry out their duties. They often dressed like Arabs, and Bedouin martial prowess and skills were idealized. While asserting Jewish honor, they claimed that they tried to avoid provoking or killing Arabs. But the leaders of the moshavot often found their behavior aggressive and provocative. At Rehovot in 1913, HaShomer guards joined Second Aliyah workers in demanding the dismissal of Arab workers and their replacement by Jews. This followed clashes in which two guards and an Arab were killed. HaShomer threatened to quit the moshava if the Arab workers were not dismissed. Unhappy with HaShomer’s belligerence, Rehovot decided against renewing their contract. Shmuel Tolkovsky, a prominent settler, said the guards’ behavior “endangered our moshava’s prestige” and complained: “… We Jews who ourselves suffered from persecution and ill-treatment for thousands of years,…from us a minimally humane approach could have been expected, not to beat unarmed and innocent people with a whip, out of mere caprice.”

Tolkovsky agreed with HaShomer’s views about the need to maintain Arab respect and fear of the settlers, but believed this did not necessitate “brutality… [and] inhumanity.” He feared that Rehovot would one day have to pay for HaShomer’s “unnecessary provocations.”69 HaShomer was dismissed from Rehovot after Arab village headmen complained that the guards “stole things and were continuously provocative towards the inhabitants of the villages, and [accused them] of committing murders.”70 In Hadera, HaShomer quit when the settlers tried to reintroduce Arab guards.

But Hebrew labor and the guard problem were secondary. Jewish-Arab animosity and violence focused on the land—disputes over ownership and demarcation, quarrels over usage and trespassing, and anger over displacement or dispossession.

Petach Tikva, the first Zionist colony, was established by Jews from Jerusalem in 1878, abandoned, and resettled by First Aliyah olim in 1882. The original 14,200-dunam-site had been bought from two Jaffa Christian Arabs, who purchased it from the Ottoman authorities after villagers of Yahudiya and Um Labes, its original owners, had failed to pay their taxes. After the Zionists settled there, villagers continued to cultivate fields rented to them by the settlers. They also laid claim to an area of 2,600 dunams, saying that this had never belonged to the Jaffa effendis, and plowed up a road, claiming it ran through their fields. In early 1886 the settlers demanded that the tenants vacate the disputed land. On March 28 a settler using the plowed-over road was attacked and robbed of his horse by Yahudiya Arabs and the settlers confiscated nine mules found grazing in their fields. It is unclear which incident occurred first and which was retaliation. The settlers refused to return the mules, a decision that some Zionist officials, such as Elazar Rokah, viewed as a foolish provocation. The following day, when most of the settlement’s menfolk were away, fifty or sixty villagers attacked Petach Tikva, vandalizing houses and fields and carrying off much of the livestock. Four settlers were injured and a fifth, an elderly woman with a heart condition, died four days later. Under pressure from foreign consuls, the authorities eventually arrested thirty-one Arabs, though they were later released without trial after an agreement was reached between the communities.71

The raid on Petach Tikva took place a bare four years after the massive Russian pogroms of 1881–82. But observers such as Yehoshua Oussovitzky quickly dismissed comparisons, arguing that the incident had not been triggered by “religious hatred or nationalist jealousy,” it was merely a quarrel between neighboring villages.72 Similar raids, also sparked by disputes over land, occurred at Rehovot in 1892 and 1893.73 Throughout, the settlers faced a severe dilemma: to adopt a conciliatory posture, which might be interpreted as weakness and invite further depredations, or to display firmness, which might provoke further belligerence. The latter course, it was understood, could result in fatalities and might suck the settlers into a blood-feud cycle.

In 1887 relations between Gedera, which was plagued in its early years by severe economic difficulties, and the neighboring Arabs of Qatra deteriorated. Gedera had been established on land previously owned or tenanted by Qatra fellahin; the sale deprived them of much of their livelihood. In early April villagers illegally cultivating Gedera land attacked a settler. In response a group of settlers, armed with whips, descended on the disputed fields with the aim of provoking a fight that would draw in the Ottoman authorities. The outnumbered settlers were soon driven back, but the authorities, as expected, intervened and arrested nine Arabs.

Animosity between Gedera and Qatra peaked the following year when villagers stole a horse. Settlers gave chase, retrieved the horse, and captured one of the thieves. That night, October 17, 1888, the villagers stormed Gedera to free the prisoner. Shots were fired in the air and stones were thrown, both sides taking care not to kill anyone, and the Arabs were driven off. The following day reinforcements arrived in Gedera from two neighboring colonies, Ekron and Rishon Le-Zion. Only the arrival of Turkish soldiers prevented a major clash. The authorities arrested four Qatra Arabs and took away the Arab held by the Jews. The quarrel died down, and the two communities made peace. Qatra thereafter apparently resigned itself to the settlers’ presence.74

This pattern was repeated in most of the moshavot during the early decades. Once the initial disputes over land were settled, and the Arabs resigned themselves to their loss, hostility abated. Indeed, as predicted by some Zionist ideologues, the moshavot became sources of prosperity for their neighbors: Villagers worked as field hands and guards, earning relatively good pay, and settlers bought Arab produce and manure. The moshavot attracted Arabs, who settled nearby. Some villagers were happy when they heard that Jewish colonists were moving in.75 For example, after a colony was founded in the area, it was reported that the Arab village of Sarafand, near Ramle, “once a complete ruin … has become a big, expansive village, because many families who had deserted the village have settled in it [again], since now there is work for all of them.”76

Though hostility generally gave way to reasonably good day-to-day relations between each settlement and its Arab neighbors, there can be no doubt that many of the villagers continued to nurture a deep, lasting resentment toward the newcomers.

In 1895 Baron Rothschild’s chief officer in the Galilee bought 12,800 dunams from a Lebanese Christian from Sidon. The land, around Metulla, was inhabited and cultivated by more than six hundred Druze tenant farmers. They were paid a paltry compensation and, in the spring of 1896, driven off the land. The moshava of Metulla was established in June. But for years the dislocated families harassed the new settlers, murdering one man in his sleep, stealing farm animals and crops, and firing guns at night. Only in 1904 was the matter settled, when the settlers paid the Druze an additional 60,000 francs (3,000 Turkish pounds) in compensation.77

On March 13, 1908, as antagonism grew over the influx of Jews into Jaffa, the center of the New Yishuv, a group of Arabs attacked a Jewish woman and beat her husband, who came to her defense. A group of Second Aliyah youngsters, armed with truncheons and knives, made ready to retaliate. It is unclear who actually started the ensuing skirmish. On Purim eve, March 16, a group of Jews, most of them Russian subjects, chased several Arabs into a shop, destroyed the place, and left one with fourteen stab wounds. The Jews then fled to two hotels. After obtaining permission from the Russian vice consul, the police, accompanied by Arabs brandishing pistols and knives, raided the Spector Hotel (owned by a Russian national). The raiders injured thirteen Jews, some of them severely, and five Jews were arrested. The kaymakam of Jaffa was later dismissed, after strenuous Zionist lobbying in Constantinople.

Some Jewish observers and European diplomats believed the Jews were themselves at least partly to blame: The olim regularly walked about Jaffa, a mainly Arab town, armed and were “turbulent and aggressive.”78 Ben-Gurion, then a young pioneer in Sejera in the Galilee, offered two explanations for the incident: The fracas had taken place “because the city Arabs … hate us.” But Arabs were prone to such violent behavior, “more commonly among … themselves, between one tribe and another, or one village and another”; it was not really a matter of “Arabs and Jews.”79

The head of the Palestine Office, Arthur Ruppin, was to adopt a similarly benign view. It was not, as some newspapers declared, a pogrom. Rather it was “an accidental brawl” of the sort that may occur anywhere religiously or culturally different groups in a heterogeneous population come into contact. “Instead of being surprised that disturbances had occurred in Jaffa, one should rather be surprised that the relations between Jews and Arabs here in Palestine are so peaceful notwithstanding all differences.”80 But Ruppin was to change his tune later.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE “NATIONAL” PROBLEM

In the 1890s clear signs appeared of a “nationalist” undertone linking and, in a sense, unifying the various local antagonisms. The first recorded, organized “national” protest against the Jewish influx took place in 1891. Newspapers had reported that a large number of Russian Jews were about to embark for Palestine. On June 24 a group of Jerusalem Arab notables sent a telegram to the grand vizier in Constantinople asking that the government halt Russian Jewish immigration and bar Jews from purchasing land. “The Jews are taking all the lands out of the hands of the Muslims, taking all the commerce into their hands and bringing arms into the country,” they complained.81 In 1899 Taher al-Husseini, the mufti (Muslim religious leader) of Jerusalem, proposed that Jews who had settled in the country after 1891 be either harassed into leaving or expelled.82

Arab reactions to the Zionist enterprise picked up, in frequency and animosity, after the turn of the century, with the gradual awakening of an often anti-Ottoman Arab nationalism. The prophet of the Arab response to Zionism was Najib Azouri, the runaway Ottoman civil servant. In his 1905 book Le Réveil de la Nation Arabe he called for Arab separation from the Ottoman Empire. The book had clear anti-Semitic as well as anti-Zionist overtones, perhaps influenced by the author’s experiences as a student in Paris during the Dreyfus affair. He wrote: “Two important phenomena, of the same nature but opposed, are emerging at this moment in Asiatic Turkey. They are the awakening of the Arab nation and the latent effort of the Jews to reconstitute on a very large scale the ancient kingdom of Israel. These movements are destined to fight each other continually until one of them wins.”

The Zionists, Azouri maintained, wanted to establish a state stretching from Mount Hermon to the Arabian Desert and the Suez Canal.83 Though published in France, the book reverberated in Palestine. Within a few years BenGurion referred to it and to “Azouri’s pupils” as “sowing the seed of hatred for the Jews in all levels of Arab society.”84

There are few other primary written sources relating to the origin of Arab nationalist antagonism to the Zionist enterprise. But its emergence can be traced through Zionist writings and speeches, particularly in the first decade of the twentieth century. In Basel in July, 1905, Max Nordau referred to the “movement” as having “taken hold of a large part of the Arab people.”85 Another speaker, Meir Isser Pines, referred explicitly to “the Arab national movement.”86 At a separate meeting in Basel, a Palestinian Jew, Yitzhak Epstein (1862–1943), delivered a lecture on the “Arab question,” charging the Zionist establishment with ignoring it. He had been deeply troubled by the eviction of the Druze tenant farmers at Metulla in 1896. For the time being, he said, there was no “Arab movement in the national or political sense in Palestine,” but, he implied, one might develop in the not-so-distant future: “Among the difficult questions connected to the idea of the renaissance of our people on its soil there is one which is equal to all others: the question of our relations with the Arabs.… We have forgotten one small matter: There is in our beloved land an entire nation, which has occupied it for hundreds of years and has never thought to leave it.”87

Epstein took the Zionists severely to task for purchasing land from effendis and then pushing out the poor tenants, and he asserted, provocatively, that Palestine in fact belonged to both peoples: “We are making a great psychological error with regard to a great, assertive and jealous people. While we feel a deep love for the land of our forefathers, we forget that the nation who lives in it today has a sensitive heart and a loving soul. The Arab, like every man, is tied to his native land with strong bonds.”88

Epstein believed that the Zionists required the consent of the Arabs, and that the enterprise could benefit both peoples. He proposed that the Arabs be given access to Jewish hospitals, schools, and libraries. Epstein’s lecture, published two years later under the title The Hidden Question, was probably the first serious Zionist analysis of the situation and sparked the first major public Zionist debate on the Arab question. As if responding to Epstein, Ussishkin wrote: “The Arabs live in unequaled peace and friendship with the Jews, [and] acknowledge unreservedly the [Jews’] historic right to Palestine.” But another Zionist leader, Hillel Zeitlin, asserted that the enterprise was without hope, given that Palestine was already thoroughly populated and that the Zionists lacked the power to remove the Arabs. Zeitlin proposed that the Jews accept a less problematic venue for their national renaissance.89

A direct response to Epstein came from Moshe Smilansky, writing in Hapoel Hatzair in spring 1908: “Either the Land of Israel belongs in the national sense to those Arabs who settled there in recent times, and then we have no place there and we must say explicitly: The land of our fathers is lost to us. [Or] if the Land of Israel belongs to us, to the Jewish people, then our national interests come before all else.… It is not possible for one country to serve as the homeland of two peoples.”

Smilansky said it was disingenuous to believe that the Arabs were interested in Jewish immigration with an eye to improving their own lot. The Zionists should indeed get to know the Arabs, not in order to help them develop but to know better how to fend them off. However, Smilansky warned against behaving toward the Arabs as the European colonists behaved toward native populations elsewhere.90

Other, minor Zionist figures went further than Epstein in their calls for Jewish-Arab cooperation. Dr. Nissim Malul, a Safad-born intellectual who worked in the Palestine Office in Jaffa from 1911, felt that the Zionists should learn Arabic and “merge with the Arabs” on the basis of a joint “Semitic nationalism.”91 Ber Borochov, the Marxist Zionist ideologue, tried to give such thinking an historical underpinning: The Arabs of Israel were the descendants of the Canaanite and Judean rural populations who became Muslims with the Muslim conquest, and they were “close to us in blood and spirit.”92

But the rise of Arab nationalism and the increase in hostility toward the Zionist enterprise also reinforced “exclusivist” tendencies among the settlers. Unlike Malul and Epstein, the “separatists” believed in the impossibility of cooperation and integration, and felt that a conflict was inevitable. Until the Jews had sufficient power to take over Palestine, they must develop politically, socially, and economically in complete separation from their environment.

Some Zionists, like Joseph Klausner, a historian, regarded the Arabs and their culture as inferior, as savage. For Klausner the goal was clear: “Our whole hope is that in the fullness of time we will be the masters of the country.”93 Writers like Moshe Smilansky and his brother, Ze’ev, warned that mixing with the Arabs would lead to infection with the base morals of the fellahin. In 1908 Moshe Smilansky wrote that Zionism must strive for a Jewish majority and those who opposed this goal were committing a “national sin.” Ze’ev Smilansky denied the Arabs national rights in Palestine, arguing that they were not a nation but a collection of rival tribes or clans.94

In 1914 Moshe Smilansky was to become a moderate, calling on Zionists to find a modus vivendi with the Palestinians, to learn Arabic and Arab customs; to refrain from buying land containing Arab villages or sacred sites or from which tenant farmer communities had been removed; and to give Arabs Jewish medical and even educational services.95

THE RIPENING OF THE ARAB-ZIONIST CONFLICT AFTER THE YOUNG TURKS’ REVOLUTION

The emergence of a militant, activist ethos in the Yishuv preceded the Young Turks’ revolution in Constantinople, but nonetheless 1908 was a watershed year. Before 1908 Arab resistance to the Zionist project was mostly local and specific; after it nationalist, or at least protonationalist, resistance appeared. In the preceding twenty-seven years, thirteen Jews had been killed by Arabs—only four in what can be termed nationalist circumstances, the rest in the course of robberies and other crimes.96 But in the five years 1909–13, twelve Jewish settlement guards were killed by Arabs. Settlers began to speak more and more of Arab “hatred” and “nationalism” lurking behind the increasing depredations, rather than mere “banditry.” It is no surprise that 1909 witnessed the first organized effort by the settlements to acquire firearms—five to twenty rifles per moshava, according to its size, suggested Ruppin. Wolffsohn approved an appropriation of five thousand francs for the purchase of weapons.97

During the 1880s and 1890s Zionist commentators referred not to the “Arabs” but to the “natives,” the “inhabitants,” or, sectorally, to “fellahin,” “city folk,” “Bedouin,” “Christians,” and so on.98 From some point around 1908, the use of “Arabs” came to predominate.

Two historic developments that bore heavily on the unfolding conflict occurred at this time. One was the founding by the Zionist Organization, in December 1907, of the Palestine Office, located in Jaffa and, within months, headed by Dr. Ruppin (assisted by Dr. Jacob Thon [1880–1950]). The move marked a partial abandonment of Herzl’s all-or-nothing, charter-oriented approach; while continuing to seek Great Power support for their enterprise, Zionists now also looked to put down and develop roots in the country. For the first time the settlement drive had a central guiding hand. The disparate initiatives and activities of immigrant societies, far-flung colonies, and Jewish philanthropists were henceforth to be at least partially coordinated by “the Office,” which channeled most of its energies into land purchasing and organizing settlement.

The second development was more dramatic: The revolution that ended the Ottoman Empire broke out on July 24, 1908. The Young Turks reinstated the constitution that Sultan Abdülhamid II had suspended in 1878. Censorship was lifted, and many of the old regime’s officials were dismissed. The empire’s peoples hoped that a new dawn of enlightenment and liberalization, if not actual freedom, was at hand. But the revolution was dominated by Turks, organized around the CUP; they sought to maintain the empire, albeit with somewhat streamlined and modernized trappings.

Zionist hopes for change were quickly dashed. The CUP saw in Zionism both another secessionist threat and a possible catalyst to Arab secessionism. Nevertheless, the revolution caused a temporary loosening of the reins of autocracy and ignited nationalist spirits in the Levant. In Palestine this resulted in a considerable increase in Arab attacks on Jewish settlements. The trouble focused on Sejera, a Second Aliyah training farm west of Tiberias. The purchase of the eighteen thousand dunams of land in the area in 1899 had triggered demarcation disputes; in 1904 a settler was murdered. In 1907 settlers took over guard duty from Arab employees, causing resentment. In March 1909 Arabs from the village of Shajara, perhaps incited by CUP supporters in Tiberias, began to harass the settlers. In one incident a villager was killed by a Jew; in April a Jewish photographer on his way to Sejera was attacked and robbed by four fellahin. He wounded one of his assailants, who died a few days later. During the following week the men of Shajara and Kafr Kanna, both mainly Christian, harassed Sejera, stealing cattle and destroying crops, seriously wounding two settlers and killing a watchman. When the settlers, including Ben-Gurion—armed with a Browning pistol—gave chase, they were ambushed and one of them was shot. Ottoman police eventually pacified the area.99

But incidents continued. Walking from Sejera to the nearby colony of Yavniel, Ben-Gurion was attacked by a dagger-wielding robber, who lightly wounded him and made off with his satchel. Years later he was to write that the incident had revealed to him, for the first time, “the severity and dangers of the ‘Arab problem.’ ” In a lecture and a newspaper article in October 1910, he linked his experience to the Young Turks’ revolution, which had ignited hope among Zionists but had also opened the floodgates to other nationalisms. “A pitched struggle and intense rivalry” would develop between the empire’s various nationalities as they sought to increase their political influence and consolidate their economic development. Ben-Gurion cited Azouri’s Réveil, which had pitted “the Jewish peril in Palestine” against the “creation of a great Arab empire.” Clearly, “our Arab neighbors hate us,” Ben-Gurion wrote. It was not merely a matter of one group’s ignorance of or insensitivity to the other’s customs. The hatred “originates with the Arab workers in Jewish settlements. Like any worker, the Arab worker detests his taskmaster and exploiter. But because this class conflict overlaps a national difference between farmers and workers, this hatred takes a national form. Indeed, the national overwhelms the class aspect of the conflict in the minds of the Arab masses, and inflames an intense hatred toward the Jews.”100

Ben-Gurion was not alone in sensing the upsurge of anti-Zionist activism. On February 6, 1911, representatives of the moshavot met in Jaffa to discuss “the resurgence of the anti-Jewish movement.”101 But leading Zionist officials continued to describe attacks on settlers either as examples of the Arab, and particularly Bedouin, penchant for violence and pillage directed against all property owners, or as the result of incitement by “unrepresentative” elements: hostile journalists, officials, or Christian Arabs who did not share the Muslims’ uncritical, even benevolent, attitude toward the Zionists.102 The reason for adopting this line of argument was probably psychological. There was a persistent refusal among many Zionists to concede the depth and breadth of Arab antagonism.

But by 1913 leaders such as Ruppin were forced to acknowledge that there was indeed a problem—not merely a matter of Christians or effendis or bandits, but of the majority of Palestine’s inhabitants.103 Initially, said Ruppin, the Zionists had simply been unaware of the Arab presence and hostility. But this hostility was now a fact. And the Arabs, not the Turks, would remain the Zionists’ neighbors. The settlers, therefore, must try to reach a modus vivendi with them. Sensitivity must be shown in land purchases, and the leadership must establish friendly contacts with the Arab political elite to persuade them that Zionism would bring them benefit, not harm.104

Some Jewish intellectuals, such as Ahad Ha’Am, genuinely tried to promote Zionist-Arab amity. The majority, like Ruppin, more pragmatically sought an accommodation that would last long enough to enable their enterprise to take root irreversibly. And soon enough most of the Zionist leadership—at least in Palestine if not in Europe—came to understand that the two embryonic national movements were in competition and sooner or later would collide. They were engaged in a race against time: “If the national consciousness of the Arabs grows stronger, we shall come up against resistance that it will perhaps be no longer possible to overcome with the help of money. If, in fact, the Arabs reach the stage where they feel it a national disgrace and betrayal to sell their land to the Jews, the situation will become a truly difficult one for us,” the Palestine Office reported in February 1913.105 The Arabs, wrote a Zionist official, “are and will remain our natural opponents.… The Jew for them is a competitor who threatens their predominance in Palestine.”106 On the most basic level, Jewish colonization meant expropriation and displacement. As Ruppin later wrote (though his words apply with almost equal relevance to the pre-1914 period): “Land is the most necessary thing for establishing roots in Palestine. Since there are hardly any more arable unsettled lands … we are bound in each case … to remove the peasants who cultivated the land.”107

It was all very well to speak of benefits the Jews would bring to Palestine, or of the common ancestry of the two Semitic peoples, or to suggest that the land could be made to yield enough crops to nourish all. The question was whether the Arabs—peasants and urban elite—were buying any of it.

A major controversy was sparked in 1910–11 by Zionist efforts to buy a large tract of land in the Jezreel Valley, around the village of Fula, from the Beiruti Sursuq family. Notables from Haifa protested to Constantinople that “about 100,000 Jewish immigrants” had recently arrived in the country (a gross exaggeration) and that the Zionists were “taking over our farms and our fields.” A Nazareth group complained that immigration was “a cause of great political and economic injury.… The Zionists nourish the intention of expropriating our properties. For us these intentions are a question of life and death.”108

The protest against the Fula land sale was spearheaded by the Damascene Shukri al-Asali, who served as the kaymakam of Nazareth. He published a series of articles, signing them “Salah a Din al-Ayubi”—Saladin, the twelfth-century Kurdish-born Muslim general who defeated the Crusaders and reconquered Jerusalem for Islam. Fula was the site of a Crusader castle conquered by Saladin in 1187. This appears to have been the first linking in Palestinian polemics of Zionism and the Crusades. From then on, Arab historians and journalists continually compared the two, often prophesying that Zionism would share the Crusaders’ fate.

In March 1911, 150 Palestinian notables cabled the Turkish parliament protesting against land sales to Jews.109 The governor of Jerusalem, Azmi Bey, responded: “We are not xenophobes; we welcome all strangers. We are not anti-Semites; we value the economic superiority of the Jews. But no nation, no government could open its arms to groups … aiming to take Palestine from us.”

The authorities duly began to prevent purchases of land by noncitizens. But efforts to block sales in the Jezreel Valley were only partially successful.110 The settlement of Merhavia was established at Fula in January 1911. The farmers who lived there received compensation and left a few weeks before, but then began to harass the settlers. In May an Arab was killed during clashes between HaShomer guards and the former tenants. Intervention by the pro-Arab authorities led to the pillage of Merhavia’s fields and houses. Three settlers were held in prison for about a year before bribery secured their release. But the Arabs of the Jezreel Valley gradually resigned themselves to the Jewish presence after HaShomer’s show of force.

The historian Neville Mandel has identified the second half of 1911 as a “turning point,” when violence that had become endemic in the north spread to the center and south. Three Jews were murdered in 1912 and another two in the summer of 1913. In April 1914 the British consul in Jerusalem reported: “The assaults upon Jews in the outlying districts are increasingly frequent.”111

Opposition to Zionism, energized by the Young Turks’ revolution, was not confined to the countryside. Arab deputies to parliament had been elected in Palestine’s towns. These swiftly broadcast the anti-Zionist message in the Ottoman capital. In June 1909 the deputy from Jaffa, Hafiz Bey al-Sa’id, asked in parliament whether Zionism was compatible with the existence of the Empire and called for a ban on Jewish immigration.112 In November, two other deputies, Ruhi Bey al-Khalidi and Sa’id Bey al-Husseini, of Jerusalem, were interviewed in Eliezer Ben-Yehuda’s newspaper, HaZvi. Husseini, while paying lip service to the Jews’ “many and very important virtues,” asserted that there was “no room” for new immigrants, and the arrival of tens of thousands could only harm the country and the Jews themselves. Khalidi noted that the newcomers, “especially the Ashkenazi Jews,” made no effort “to draw closer” to the Arabs. Moreover, the Jews, who were rich, threatened “to dispossess the Arabs.”113

Later that month Husseini argued in parliament that Palestine simply could not sustain a substantial influx (the issue of the country’s “absorptive capacity” was to figure large during the following three decades). Khalidi sounded the patriotic alarm: The Jews “will be able to buy many tracts of land, and displace the Arab farmers from their land and their fathers’ heritage.” His critique marked a change of emphasis. Past Arab protests had tended to focus on Jewish immigration; Khalidi’s, on Zionist colonization. New colonies had recently been established: Ben Shemen School, 1906; Hulda, 1907; Be’er Ya‘akov, 1907; ‘Ein Gannim and Kinneret, 1908; Degania, 1909; and Tel Aviv had been founded earlier that year, just north of Jaffa.114 Husseini warned that the Zionists were bent on establishing a Jewish state extending from Palestine to “Syria and Iraq.”115 Husseini was not mapping prospective Zionist geography out of thin air. Spokesmen for the movement had declared or implied that Zionism’s aim was a Jewish state stretching eastward as far as the Euphrates (referred to in the Bible as the eastern boundary of the Promised Land). Nordau, for example, said the Zionists were coming to the Land of Israel “to expand Europe’s moral borders to the Euphrates.”116

Lobbying by Palestinian deputies continued. In April 1911 the interior minister, Khalil Bey, declared: “To follow the course of Zionism is … to go counter to Ottomanism.” And the Palestinian political elite sounded the alarm in newspapers that sprang up after the Young Turks’ abolition of censorship. Al Asma’i, founded by a Jaffa businessman, Hanna ‘Abdallah al-‘Isa, accused the Zionists of unfair competition with Arab traders and craftsmen, as, due to their foreign citizenship, they were exempt from certain taxes; and their European culture and skills gave them other advantages.117 The Haifa-based al-Karmil was founded late in 1908. In March 1909 a Tiberias-born Protestant of Greek Orthodox origin, Najib al-Khuri Nassar, took it over and ran it until 1914, when the Turks suspended its publication. Nassar had previously worked as a land purchasing agent for the Jewish Colonization Association and had helped the Jews buy the land on which the moshava of Yavniel was founded in 1901. He demonstrated that there is no more avid a nationalist than a repentant collaborator. But, while fervently attacking fellow Christians who sold land to Jews, he was leery of criticizing Muslims in this respect, perhaps wishing to avoid stoking Muslim hostility toward Christians.118

Nassar supported the CUP. His anti-Zionism was based on Zionism’s threat to the empire’s integrity, as well as on the harm it portended for the Arabs. Jewish efforts to silence al-Karmil, through complaints to the Ottoman authorities, were largely ineffectual. In 1911 Nassar published al-Sihyuniyya (Zionism), the first Arab book on the subject, asserting that the movement’s ambition was to take over Palestine and perhaps to dominate the whole empire, a goal, according to him, not outside their reach, given the Jews’ vast wealth. Moreover, Zionism enjoyed the support of the Great Powers—because they themselves wished to be rid of their Jews.119

The strongly anti-Zionist paper Filastin, founded in Jaffa in 1911 by two Greek Orthodox brothers, ‘Isa Da’ud al-‘Isa and Yusuf al-‘Isa, was driven by local patriotism rather than Ottoman sympathies. A letter published in Filastin in May prophetically described Zionism as “an omen of our future exile from our homeland and of [our] departure from our homes and property.” In 1913 ‘Arif al-‘Arif published an article in the paper berating the Ottomans for their leniency toward land sales, which was enabling “the Zionists [to] gain mastery over our country, village by village, town by town; tomorrow the whole of Jerusalem will be sold and then Palestine in its entirety.”120 Newspapers in Beirut and Damascus joined the chorus. Some writers, like Shukri al-Asali, argued that the ancien régime of Abdülhamid had successfully blunted the Zionist onslaught but that the flood gates had opened under the more liberal Young Turks. Asali predicted in 1911: “If the government does not set a limit to this torrential stream, no time will pass before you see that Palestine has become a property of the Zionist Organization and its associates.”121

Activists made several efforts to set up political associations directed against the Zionist enterprise. At the end of 1910 Nassar, the editor of al-Karmil, established one in Haifa specifically to combat the sale of land to Jews. A similar group, the Patriotic Ottoman Party, sprang up in Jaffa the following year.122 In March 1911 fifty Palestinian notables complained to parliament about Jews buying land and using Ottoman citizens as a front. By 1914 the opposition had consolidated. Some Arabs were aware of the “gap” between the level of political consciousness of their people and that of the Jews. Their own awakening had been relatively slow to get started. Hakki Bey al-Azm, a Syrian member of the Decentralization Party, wrote: “The Arabs have as yet taken no steps on the road to national renaissance … they therefore see their very existence threatened by the Jews.… The youth of Palestine is already inspired with the idea of assembling in order to take up the struggle against the Zionist movement.”123

Different voices were also heard. The empire’s gradual breakup, speeded by the Balkan Wars of 1912–13, gave a new impetus to Arab nationalism. Many Arabs saw a need for allies in their struggle to shake off the Turkish yoke and for external assistance in developing the region. Some, with an eye to tapping reputed Jewish economic power and influence, proposed that the two subject peoples make common cause against the Ottomans, or, as Da’ud Barakat, editor of the Cairo daily al-Ahram, wrote in early 1913: “It is absolutely imperative that an entente be established between the Zionists and the Arabs, because this war of words can only do evil. The Zionists are necessary for the country; the capital which they will bring, their knowledge and intelligence, and the industriousness which characterizes them, will contribute without doubt to the regeneration of the country.”124

Barakat was not alone. In spring 1913, leaders of both the Decentralization Party and the Beirut Reform Committee, which sought autonomy for the vilayet of Beirut, sent out feelers indicating a desire to reach an accommodation with the Zionists. Similar proposals were made by delegates at the First Arab Congress, held in Paris in June. The chairman, ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Zahrawi, a Syrian, spoke privately with a Zionist representative about the need for an agreement allowing even further Jewish immigration to Palestine if the Jews would become Ottoman citizens and did not displace Arabs. The sincerity of these secret proposals remains unclear; possibly they were a tactical maneuver to influence Arab-Ottoman negotiations and obtain autonomy for the Arabs.125 In any event, nothing came of them.

But not only Arabs were interested in Jewish favors. Late 1913 and early 1914 saw a hesitant shift in Ottoman attitudes. The empire was desperately in need of financial and political support. The Turks began to sound out the Zionists on the possibility of an alliance to unfreeze state lands for sale to Jews, and to ease immigration restrictions. The Arabs took fright, and anti-Zionist activities crested. In July 1913 a clash in the fields of Rehovot left one Jew and one Arab dead. Local mukhtars complained to the governor that the immigrants “kill, pillage, and violate Muslim women and girls.” A leading Palestinian, Sheikh Sulayman al-Taji, in November published a poem in Filastin declaring:


Jews, sons of clinking gold, stop your deceit;
We shall not be cheated into bartering away our country!
 … The Jews, the weakest of all peoples and the least of them,
Are haggling with us for our land;
How can we slumber on?



An anonymous pamphlet declared: “We are a nation going to its death before the Zionist stream in this land of Palestine.”126 Even more strongly worded was an anonymous petition entitled “General Summons to the Palestinians,” published and distributed in June 1914: “Countrymen! We summon you in the name of the country which is in mourning … in the name of Arabia, in the name of Syria, in the name of our country, Palestine, whose lot is evil.” Calling on the people to cling to Palestine “with their teeth,” it continued: “Have pity on your land and do not sell it as merchandise.… At least let your children inherit the country which your fathers gave you as an inheritance.… Men! Do you … want to be slaves and servants to people who are notorious in the world and in history? Do you want to be slaves to the Zionists who have come … to expel you from your country, saying that this country is theirs?” The combined local Arab pressures persuaded Constantinople to backpedal and reassert the restrictions on Jews.127

The spring of 1914 saw a renewal of secret Zionist-Arab contacts, against the backdrop of Arab disillusion with Ottoman promises of self-government. Zionist leaders professed a keen interest in cooperation. Nahum Sokolow, in an interview with the Cairo daily al-Muqattam on April 10, 1914, said the Arabs should view the Jews as fellow Semites “returning home” and that the Zionists, with their skills and capital, could help lift up the local population. The two peoples could prosper together.128 During these last, pre-war years of Ottoman rule the Zionist Movement invested efforts, and a certain amount of money (by way of bribes), to persuade Arab editors and journalists to publish pro-Zionist articles.

Two Arab-Zionist colloquiums were planned for the summer outside Beirut, but World War I broke out, and neither meeting took place. It is doubtful that anything much could have emerged if they had, as no leading Palestinian had agreed to attend.
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