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196 The Arabs

dismissed his prime minister. Down but not out, Sidqi would remain one of Egypt’s
most influential politicians until his death in 1950.

King Fuad made a brief stab at absolute rule. He repealed Sidqi’s 1930 Consti-
tution by royal decree without restoring the earlier 1923 Constitution, and he dis-
solved che Parliament elected in 1931 without calling for new elections. The king
assumed full power over Egypt for a transition period of unspecified duration. Need-
less to say, these measures were no more successful in restoring public confidence in
the Egyptian government, and King Fuad came under pressure from both the British
and the Wafd to restore Egypt’s 1923 Constitution and prepare for new elections.
On December 12, 1935, King Fuad conceded defeat and decreed the restoration of
the original constitution.

The political deadlock between the British, the palace, and the Wafd was finally
broken in 1936. In April of that year, King Fuad died and was succeeded by his hand-
some young son, Faruq. Elections were held in May and returned a Watd majority.
These two developments—the return of the Wafd to power and Faruq’s coronation-—-
were greeted with a great sense of optimism, a sort of Cairo spring, This was matched
by a new British openness to renegotiate the terms of its relations with Egypt. The
rise of fascism in Europe, and Mussolini’s 1935 invasion of Ethiopia, gave new ur-
gency to securing Egyptian consent to Britain’s position. German and Italian prop-
aganda against British colonialism had begun to turn some heads in Egypt. Ultra
nadonalist new parties like Young Egypt espoused openly fascist ideologies.

To counter these dangers, the British high commissioner, Sir Miles Lampson,
opened new negotiations in Cairo in March 1936. A new treaty was concluded be-
tween an all-party Egyptian delegation and the British government and signed into
law in August 1936. The Treaty of Preferential Alliance expanded Egypt’s sovereignty
and independence, though like the Iraqi treaty it gave Britain preferential standing
among foreign nations and the right to keep military bases on Egyptian soil. It also
left Sudan under British control. The gains were enough to secure Egypt’s admission
to the League of Nations in 1937, five years after Iraq’s entry and the only other
Arab state to join the international organization. But the compromises made, and
the twenty-year duration of the treaty, pushed Egyptian aspirations for complete in-
dependence beyond the political horizon.

The experiences of the 1930s left many Egyptians disenchanted with the party
politics of liberal democracy. Though the Egyptians rejected Sidqi’s autocracy, they
were never satisfied with the results the Wafd obtained. Zaghlul had promised to
deliver Egypt from British rule in 1922, and al-Nahhas promised the same in 1936,
yet the elusive promise of independence remained a generarion away.

The British Empire in the Middle East 17/

he British mandate in Palestine was doomed from the outset. The terms of the

Balfour Declaration were written into the preamble of the mandatory instru-
ment issued by the League of Nations to formalize Britain’s position in Palestine.
Unlike all of the other postwar mandates, in which a great power was charged with
establishing the instruments of self-rule in a newly emerging state, the British in
Palestine were required to establish both a viable state from among the indigenous
people of the land and a national home for the Jews of the world.

The Balfour Declatation was a formula for communal conflict. Given Palestine’s
very limited resources, there simply was no way to establish a national home for the
Jewish people in Palestine without prejudice to the civil and religious rights of ex-
isting non-Jewish communities in Palestine. Inevitably the mandate engendered con-
flict between rival nationalisms—the highly organized Zionist movement, and a
new Palestinian nationalism forged by the dual threats of British imperialism and
Zionist colonialism. Palestine would prove Britain’s gravest imperial failure in the
Middle East, a failure that would condemn the whole of the Middle East to conflict

and violence that persist to the present day.

Palestine was a new country in an ancient land, cobbled together from parts of dif-
ferent Ottoman provinces to suit imperial convenience. The Palestine mandate orig-
inally spanned the Jordan River and stretched from the Mediterranean to the frontiers
of Iraq through vast, inhospitable desert territory. In 1923 the lands to the east of
the Jordan were formally detached from the Palestine mandate to form a separate
state of Transjordan under Amir Abdullah’s rule. The British also ceded a part of the
Golan Heights to the French mandate in Syria in 1923, by which point Palestine was
a country smaller than Belgium, roughly the size of the state of Maryland.

The population of Palestine was already quite diverse in 1923. Palestine was a
land holy to Christians, Muslims, and Jews, and for centuries had attracted pilgrims
from around the world. Starting in 1882 a new wave of visitors—settlers rather than
pilgrims—Dbegan to arrive. Pushed by the pogroms of Tsar Alexander 1IU's Russia
and pulled by the appeal of a powerful new ideology, Zionism, thousands of Eastern
Furopean and Russian Jews sought refuge in Palestine. They entered a society that
had an 85 percent Muslim majority, a Christian minority representing some 9 per-
cent of the population, and an indigenous Jewish community. The original Yishuv
(as the Jewish community of Palestine was known) did not exceed 3 percent of the
population of Palestine in 1882 and lived in the four towns of rabbinical learning:
Jerusalem, Hebron, Tiberias, and Safad.*”

Two distinct waves of Zionist settlers reached Palestine before the First World
War, The First Aliya, or wave of Jewish immigrants, entered Palestine between 1882~
1903 and doubled the size of the Yishuv from 24,000 to 50,000. The Jewish
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community expanded yet more rapidly under the Second Aliya (1904-1914), and
by 1914 the total Jewish population of Palestine was estimated to have reached
85,000.%

The Arab population of Palestine had watched the expansion of Jewish immi-
gration after 1882 with mounting concern. The Arab press-began to condemn
Zionism during the 1890s, and leading Arab intellectuals openly criticized the move-
ment in the early years of the twentieth century. Legislation was drafted in 1909 to
stop Jewish settlement in Palestine, and Zionist activity was twice debated in the
Ottoman Parliament in 1911, though no bills ultimately were passed.

These concerns intensified after support for Zionism became official British pol-
icy with the 1917 Balfour Declaration. The King-Crane Commission, which trav-
cled the length and breadth of Palestine in June 1919, was overwhelmed by petitions
opposed to Zionism. “The anti-Zionist note was especially strong in Palestine,” ex-

plained the commissioners in their report, “where 222 (85.3 per cent) of the 260
petitions declared against the Zionist program. This is the largest percentage in the
district for any one point.”

The message from Palestine was clear: the indigenous Arab people, who had op-
posed Zionist immigration for years, did not accept Britain’s commitment to build
a Jewish national home in their land. Yet the message seemed to fall on deaf ears, as
Britain and the international community determined Palestine’s future without con-

sultation or the consent of its people. Where peaceful means failed, des

perate people
soon turned to violence.

Jewish immigration and land purchase provoked growing tension in Palestine
from the beginning of the mandate. Opposed to British rule and to the prospect of
a Jewish national home in their midst, the Arab population viewed the expansion
of the Jewish community as a direct threat to their political aspirations. Moreover,
Jewish land purchase inevitably led to Arab farmers being displaced from lands they
had tilled as sharecroppers, often for generations.

Between 1919 and 1921, Jewish immigration to Palestine accelerated dramati-
cally, as over 18,500 Zionist immigrants moved to the country. Major riots broke
outin Jerusalem in 1920 and in Jaffa in 1921, which left 95 Jews and 64 Arabs dead
and hundreds wounded. Some 70,000 Zionist immigrants reached Palestine between
1922 and 1929. In the same period, the Jewish National Fund bought 240,000 acres
of land in the Jezreel Valley in northern Palestine, The combination of high immi-
gration and extensive land purchase was blamed for the next round of violence,

which erupted in Jerusalem, Hebron, Safad, and Jaffa in 1929,

claiming 133 Jewish
and 116 Arab lives.?

After each instance of violence, British investigations led to new policies designed
to assuage the fears of the Palestinian majority. In July 1922, following the first wave of
riots, Winston Churchill issued a White Paper that sought to calm Arab fears that Pales-
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By 1929 the shortcomings of the Palestinian nationalist leadership encouraged a
host of new actors to take to the national stage. As in Egypt in 1919, nationalism
provided a window of opportunity for the emergence of women into public life for
the first time. Elite women, inspired by Huda Sha'rawi and the Wafdist Women’s
Association, responded to the 1929 riots by convening the First Arab Women’s Con-
gress in Jerusalem in October 1929. Two hundred women attended the congress from
the Palestinian Muslim and Christian communities. They passed three resolutions: a
call for the abrogation of the Balfour Declaration, an assertion of Palestine’s right to
a national government with representation for all communities in proportion to their
numbers, and the development of Palestinian industries. “The Congress urges every
Arab 1o buy nothing from the Jews but land, and to sell them everything but land.”

The delegates then began to break with tradition. Contrary to Palestinian custom,
which frowned on women meeting with men in public, they decided to call on the
British high commissioner, Sir John Chancellor, to present him with their resolutions.
Chancellor received them and promised to communicate their message to London,
to be shared with the government’s Commission of Enquiry into the troubles in Pales-
tine. After their meeting with Chancellor, the delegation returned to the Women’s
Congress, which was still in session, and held a public demonstration, further de-
parting from accepted standards of female decorum. The demonstration turned into
a 120-car parade starting at Damascus Gate and passing through the main streets of
Jerusalem to distribute their resolutions to the foreign consulates in the city.
Following the congress, the delegates created an Arab Women’s Association with
both a feminist and a nationalist agenda: “to assist the Arab woman in her endeay-
ours to improve her standing, to help the poor and distressed, and to encourage and
promote Arab national enterprises.” The society raised money to help the families
of Palestinians who were imprisoned or executed for anti-British or anti-Zionist
attacks. They sent repeated petitions and memoranda to the high commissioner
secking clemency for political prisoners, protesting Jewish arms purchases, and con-
demning British failures to reach a political agreement with the men of the Arab
Executive—to whom they were bound by marriage and family ties.

The Arab Women’s Association was a strange hybrid of the politics of Palestinian
nationalism and the upper-middle-class culture of British county ladies. They ad-
dressed each other by their husbands’ names—Madame Kazem Pasha al-Husayni,
Madame Awni Abd al-Hadi—and met to strategize over tea. Yer, as in Egyptin 1919,
women'’s participation in the national movement was of powerful symbolic value.
These well-educated and eloquent women added a powerful voice to the nascent
Palestinian nationalist movement. Take, for example, the speech of Madame Awni
Abd al-Hadi berating Lord Allenby in the association’s second public demonstration
in 1933: “The Arab women have seen the extent to which the British have violated
their pledges, divided their country and enforced a policy on the people during the
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friends with the shaykh. Zuaytir said it was shamefy] for people to make such accu-
sations against al-Qassam, agree, brother,” the builder replied, “but why then has
he gone into hiding like thjs?”4

Their conversation was interrupted when a man ran up to tell them that there
had been a major engagement between an Arab gang and British forces in the hills
above Jenin. The bodies of the rebels and the policemen they had killed were being
taken to the British fort in Jenin. The young Zuaytir recognized a scoop and called
the head of the Arab press bureau in Jerusalem to alert him, The bureau chief set
out immediately for Jenin, leaving Zuaytir to watch over the office and to notify
the Palestinian newspapers that a big story was brewing.

The shocked bureau chief teturned from Jenin three hours later, his speech re-
duced to headlines. “Important events,” he gasped breathlessly. “Very dangerous
news. Shaykh Izz al-Din al-Qassam and four of his brethren in the gang were mar-
tyred.” In the Jenin police station, the bureau chief had interviewed a wounded sur-
vivor of al-Qassam’s band. Though the man was in great pain, he managed to give
a concise account of al-Qassam’s movement. '

Al-Qassam had created his armed band in 1933, the wounded man explained.
He only recruited devout Muslims prepared to die for their country. They collected
funds to buy rifles and ammunition and began to prepare for an armed struggle “to
kill the English and the Jews because they were occupying our nation.” In October
1935, al-Qassam and his men [eft Haifa in secret—prompting the rumors Zuaytir
and the mason had been discussing earlier in the day.

Al-Qassam’s armed band ran into a police patrol in the plain of Baysan and killed
a Jewish sergeant. The British scoured the hills and surprised one of al-Qassam’s
men on the roads between Nablus and Jenin. They exchanged fire, and the Arab in-

» surgent was killed. “We learned of his martyrdom,” the survivor of al-Qassam’s band

explained, “and decided to attack the police the following morning.” The insurgents
found themselves outnumbered by a joint force of British police and soldiers and
took refuge in the caves near the village of Ya'bad, close to Jenin. While a Royal Air
Force plane circled overhead, the British engaged the Arabs in a two-hour gunfight
in which Izz al-Din al-Qassam and three other men were killed. Four survivors were
taken prisoner. One British soldicr was killed and two others wounded.

Though he was shocked by these events, Zuayrtir’s first thoughts were of the fu-
neral. In accordance with Islamic practice, al-Qassam and his men would normally

the British for the bodies to be delivered to their families, who would need to make
arrangements for their funerals. The British agreed to cooperate, on two conditions:
the funeral was to be held at ten o’clock the following morning, and the funeral
cortege had to proceed directly from al-Qassam’s home eastward to the cemetery,

i e
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British and Zionist threats directly. The result was three years of revolt that devastated
the towns and countryside of Palestine.

In the aftermath of the Qassam revolt, the heads of the Palestinian political parties
attempted to reassert their leadership over the nationalist movement. In April 1936
the leading parties united in a new organization called the Arab Higher Committee.
They called for a general strike by all Arab workers and government employees, as
well as a complete boycott on all economic exchanges with the Yishuv. The general
strike was accompanied by violent attacks on British forces and Jewish settlers.

The nationalist leaders’ strategy backfired badly. The Palestinian Arab economy
suffered far worse than the Yishuy as a result of the boycott. Britain flooded the
country with 20,000 new troops to put down the rebellion. Britain also called on
its allies in neighboring Arab states to persuade the Palestinian leadership to call off
the general strike. On October 9, 1936, the kings of Saudi Arabia and Iraq joined
the rulers of Transjordan and Yemen in a joint declaration calling on “our sons the

Arabs of Palestine” to “resolve for peace in order to save further shedding of blood.
In doing this,” the monarchs claimed implausibly,

“we rely on the good intentions
of your friend Great Britain,

who has declared that she will do justice.”®

When the Arab Higher Commirtee responded to the kings’ declaration and called
for an end to the strike, the Palestinians felt betrayed by their own leaders and their
Arab brethren alike. Their views were captured by the Palestinian nationalist poet

Abu Salman, whose acerbic verses accused both the Palestinian leaders and British-
backed Arab monarchs of selling out the Arab movement:

You who cherish the homeland
Revolt against the ourright oppression
Liberate the homeland from the kings
Liberase it from the puppets
1 thought we had kings who could lead the men behind them*

Abu Salman spoke for the disenchanted Palestinian masses when he asserted that
the liberation of Palestine would come from its people, not its leaders.

In the aftermath of the general strike the British responded once again with a

commission of enquiry. The report of the Pecl Commission, published July 7, 1937,
sent shock waves through Palestine. For the first time,

the British acknowledged that
the troubles in P

destine were the product of rival and incompatible national move-
“An irrepressible conflict has arisen between two national communities
within the narrow bounds of one small country,” the report acknowledged. “About

1,000,000 Arabs are in strife, open or latent, with some 400,000 Jews. There is no
common ground between them.”
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The 1939 White Paper was unsatisfactory to
The Arab community rejected the terms because it allowed Jewish immuigration to

continue, if at a reduced rate, and because it preserved the political status quo and

delayed independence by a further ten years. The Yishuv rejected the terms because
it closed Palestine to Jewish immigration just as Nazi atrocities against Jews were es-
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The leadership of the Yishuv itself was divided by the 1

Ben-Gurion made clear his opposition to the White Paper from the outset. However,
he identified Nazi Germany as the greater chreat to the welfare of the Jewish people
and famously vowed to fight on Britain’s side against Nazism as though there were
no White Paper. The extremists in the Zionist movement—the Irgun and rhe Stern
g—tesponded to the White Paper by declaring Britain the enemy. They fought
against the British presence in Palestine as an illegitimate imperial state denying in-
dependence to the Jewish people, and they turned to terror tactics to achieve a Jewish
state in Palestine. By the end of the Second World War, when Nazism had been
eradicated, Britain would find itself combating a Jewish revolt of far greater magni-

tude than the Arabs had ever mounted against British rule.
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