THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN
CONFLICT

Mark Tessler!

ANY ASSUME, QUITE MISTAKENLY, that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a centuries-old

feud based on ancient religious antagonisms between Jews and Muslims. This is not
correct. The circumstances of Jews in Muslim lands were for the most part proper; indeed,
Muslim-Jewish relations were often cordial and friendly. There were instances of hostility
or even violence directed at Jewish minorities, but these were the exception; in general, Jews
fared much better in the Muslim world than they did in the Christian West. The Israeli-
Palestinian conflict did not take shape until the end of the nineteenth century. Slow to emerge
even then, it resulted from claims to the same territory by competing nationalist movements.

EMERGENCE OF THE CONFLICT

In making the case for a Jewish national home in Palestine, Zionists begin by pointing
to the existence of Jewish kingdoms in the territory during biblical times. Biblical
record and archaeological evidence indicate that the Jews conquered and began to settle
Palestine, known in the Bible as the land of Canaan, during the thirteenth century before
the Christian era (BCE). Moses had given the Israelites political organization and led
them out of Egypt, bringing them to the country’s borders. Thereafter, under Joshua,
they initiated a prolonged military campaign in which they gradually took control of the
territory and made it their home. By the twelfth century BCE, the period of Judges, the
Jews were firmly established in ancient Palestine, and the area of their control included
substantial tracts of territory on both sides of the Jordan River. This was the center of
Hebrew life until the Jews were driven from the territory by the Romans in the first
century of the Christian era (CE).

Religious Zionists add that their claim reflects not only the national history of the Jewish
people but also a promise by God to one day return the Jews to Eretz Yisrael, the historic
Land of Israel. This belief that an ingathering of the exiles is part of God’s plan is the founda-
tion of classical religious Zionism, which has animated the prayers and aspirations of believ-
ing Jews since the Romans destroyed the Second Jewish Temple in Jerusalem and drove the
Jews from the country. As expressed by one modern-day Zionist, “The Jewish people has
never ceased to assert its right, its title, to the Land of Israel. This continuous, uninterrupted
insistence, an intimate ingredient of Jewish consciousness, is at the core of Jewish history.”?
Similarly, as another maintains,
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Despite the loss of political independence and the dispersion of the Jewish people,
the true home of the Jews remained Jerusalem and the Land of Israel; the idea of
eventual return from the four corners of the earth was never abandoned.?

Zionists insist that this historic national consciousness and belief that Palestine was
the Jewish homeland gives Jews political rights in present-day Palestine. According to one
Zionist writer, “If ever a right has been maintained by unrelenting insistence on the claim,
it was the Jewish right to Palestine.”

Palestinians, by contrast, insist that they are the indigenous population of the country and
that their superior political rights to the territory derive, at least in part, from their uninter-
rupted residence in the disputed territory. They claim descent from the earliest-known inhab-
itants of the territory, the Canaanites and the Philistines, the latter having given Palestine
its biblical name. It is believed that the Canaanites entered the area around 3000 BCE.
Palestinians therefore assert that the country belongs to them, not to the Jews: They argue that
the Jews, whatever might have been their experience in biblical times or the beliefs to which
they clung “in exile” during the postbiblical period, cannot suddenly reappear after an absence
of almost two thousand years and announce to the people who have been living in Palestine
during all that time that they, the Jews, are the country’s rightful owners. The following state-
ment is a typical expression of this assertion of Palestinian rights. It was given by Palestinian
officials to the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry established in 1946, prior to Israeli
independence, in response to the escalating conflict between Arabs and Jews in Palestine:

The whole Arab people is unalterably opposed to the attempt to impose Jewish
immigration and settlement upon it, and ultimately to establish a Jewish state

in Palestine. Its opposition is based primarily upon right. The Arabs of Palestine
are descendants of the indigenous inhabitants of the country, who have been in
occupation of it since the beginning of history; they cannot agree that it is right to
subject an indigenous population against its will to alien immigration, whose claim
is based upon ahistorical connection which ceased effectively many centuries ago.”

There was litdle conflict as long as Jewish political thought was animated by classical religious
Zionism. Believing that their return to the Land of Israel would take place with the coming
of the Messiah, Jews viewed themselves as needing only to wait patiently and faithfully for the
unfolding of God’s plan. The Jewish posture was thus one of passivity, or patient anticipation,
the only requirement being that Jews keep the faith and reaffirm a conviction that they were a
people living in exile and would eventually be reunited and restored to their land. Accordingly,
prior to the modern period, most Jews did not believe it was appropriate to initiate steps
toward the reconstruction of their national home in Palestine. On the contrary, such action
would indicate a loss of faith and the absence of a willingness to wait for the Creator’s plan
to unfold in its own divinely ordained fashion, and this, as a consequence, would rupture
the covenant between God and the Jewish people and make illogical and illegitimate any
proclamations of Jewish nationhood or any assertion of a continuing tie between Diaspora
Jewry and the Land of Israel. The most Jews might do would be to live in a fashion pleasing to
the Creator in the hope that this might hasten the onset of the Messianic age, if in fact the Day
of Redemption was not preordained and was thus amenable to modification. Thus, as notes a
prominent Israeli scholar, the Jews’ link to Palestine, for all its emotional and religious ardor,
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did not change the praxis of Jewish life in the Diaspora. . . . The belief in the
Return to Zion never disappeared, but the historical record shows that on the
whole Jews did not relate to the vision of the Return in a more active way than most
Christians viewed the Second Coming.®

These classical Zionist conceptions provided little motivation for a Jewish return to
Palestine. As explained, it would have been heretical for Jews to arrogate unto themselves
the work of God, to believe that they need not await the unfolding of the divine plan but
rather could take into their own hands the fulfillment of a destiny for which they considered
themselves chosen by the Creator. Thus, although there was an unbroken Jewish presence
in Palestine from the destruction of the Second Commonwealth until the modern era, and
although there were also periods of renaissance among the Jews in Palestine, during the eatly
years of Ottoman rule in the sixteenth century, for example, the number of Jews residing
in Palestine after the second century never constituted more than a small proportion either
of the country’s overall population or of world Jewry. At the beginning of the nineteenth
century, there were roughly five thousand Jews in the territory of present-day Palestine,
which had a total population of perhaps 250,000. Most of these Jews lived in Jerusalem,
with smaller numbers in Safed, Tiberius, and Hebron. These communities were populated
by religious Jews who viewed their presence in the Holy Land as having spiritual but not
political significance; most had no thought of contributing to the realization of political or
nationalist objectives. Nor were these communities self-sufficient. They were supported in
substantial measure by donations from Jews in the Diaspora.

Given their small numbers and apolitical character; there was little conflict between
these Jews and the larger Muslim and Christian Arab populations of Palestine. This quiet-
ism was also a reflection of the traditional character of Palestinian society. From the rise of
Islam in the seventh century and for the next five hundred years, Palestine was incorporated
sequentially into the Umayyad, Abbasid, and Fatimid empires, which ruled their vast terri-
tories from Baghdad, Damascus, and Cairo, respectively. Palestine was a peripheral region
in these larger structures, without a unified administration or a clear and overarching polit-
ical identity. This continued to be the situation following the fall of the Fatimid Empire
in the late twelfth century. First under the Ayyubis and then the Mamluks, Egypt and the
Fertile Crescent were governed from Cairo until the Ottoman Turks took control of most of
the Arab world, including Palestine, early in the sixteenth century. Palestine remained part
of the Ottoman Empire, ruled from Constantinople, until the end of World War I.

Duringall of this period, or at least until the late nineteenth century, Palestinian society
was largely immobilized; it was on the political, economic, and intellectual periphery of
larger empires, by which it was for the most part neglected, and thus, overall, a relative back-
water. Moreover, the country suffered not only from the neglect of its absentee governors
but also from the absence of progressive local leadership and an indigenous reform move-
ment. As discussed in Chapter 1, modernist and protonationalist movements did emerge in
anumber of Arab countries, the most important of which was Egypt, early in the nineteenth
century. Moreover, the development that these movements introduced involved changes in
many fields, including military affairs, government, taxation, agriculture, industry, and,
above all, education. As a British journalist in Alexandria wrote in 1876, “Egypt is a mar-
velous instance of progress. She has advanced as much in seventy years as many other coun-
tries have done in five hundred.”” But many Arab societies were largely untouched by these

Copyright ©2020 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



66 Part| ® Overview

developments, and Palestine was among these. In contrast with Egypt, Tunisia, and western
Syria, where these modernist currents were most pronounced, Palestine, like many other
Arab lands, did not until much later witness the emergence of significant indigenous efforts
at economic development, educational innovation, or administrative reform.

The situation began to change during the latter years of the nineteenth century and
the first years of the twentieth century. Although slowly at first, relations between Jews and
Arabs in Palestine became more complex during this period, and they eventually became
much more difficult. In part, this reflected the diffusion of political and social currents from
neighboring Arab countries, which in turn contributed to the gradual emergence among
Palestine’s Arab population of new social classes, of institutions dedicated to development
and reform, and, a few years later, of debates about the country’s political identity and future.
Of even greater significance, however, was the emergence of modern political Zionism, which
slowly displaced classical religious Zionist thought with the view thatthe Jewish people need
not wait for the Creator to act but should themselves organize the return to-the Holy Land
and establish the Jewish national home in Palestine.

Modern political Zionism began as an intellectual movement in-Europe, stimulated by
the broader currents of emancipation and reform that emerged first in western Europe and
later in Russia and eastern Europe during the course of the nineteenth century. As a result
of these developments, many European countries extended to Jews political rights and eco-
nomic opportunities that had previously been denied, and this in turn produced new intellec-
tual currents and passionate debates among Jews themselves. Some traditional Jews, fearing
assimilation and a loss of faith, called on their coreligionists to reject the new opportunities
and remain apart from mainstream European society. At the other end of the ideological
spectrum were those who called for an unreserved embrace of the new currents, while still
others, taking an intermediate position, sought compartmentalization, what some described
as being a Jew inside the home and a European outside. The latter two trends welcomed the
changing situation and sought to embrace, admittedly to varying degrees and in different
ways, the political reforms they brought. The broader intellectual movement of which they
were a part was known as the haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment.

In this intellectual climate, there emerged a number of writers who placed emphasis on
the national and political aspects of Jewish peoplehood and who thus became the ideological
precursors-of modern political Zionism. It is not always possible to associate maskalim, as
adherents of the haskalah were known, with a particular normative position. The movement
had no unifying organization or structure, and it incorporated different schools of thought
and varying points of view about the issues of the day. As one scholar notes, “The ideas cur-
rent among, and promoted by, adherents [of the haskalah] were rarely formulated with con-
sistency and were often mutually exclusive.”® Nevertheless, there were Jewish intellectuals
who clearly articulated modern Zionist themes during this period. These men for some time
remained a small minority among the educated and middle-class Jews who addressed them-
selves to the concerns of a new age. Furthermore, they reaped scorn from more orthodox and
traditional Jewish leaders, who condemned their political brand of Zionism as heresy and
who insisted upon the Jews’ historical understanding that the return to Zion was a destiny
to be fulfilled by God and not by man. But there were, nonetheless, Jewish writers of prom-
inence who proclaimed that the Jews were a nation in the modern sense, who called on the
Jewish people to assert their national rights, and who saw the reconstruction of Jewish society
in Palestine as the key element in a nationalist program of action. Articulating these themes,
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they added modern political Zionism to the expanding range of Jewish responses that were
called up by the revolutionary character of the times.

The first wave of Jewish immigration to Palestine began in 1882. It was organized by
a student group in Kharkov, Russia, that took the name Bi/u, derived from the passage in
Isaiah that reads, “Bet Yaakov lechu ve nelcha” [O House of Jacob, come ye, and let us go].
The group was motivated not only by the intellectual currents of the day but equally, if not
more so, by the anti-Semitism that reappeared in eastern Europe during the latter part of the
nineteenth century. Virulent anti-Jewish pogroms broke out in 1881, bringing disaster to
hundreds of thousands of Jews and dashing the illusions of Jewish intellectuals who had been
inclined to view anti-Semitism as a vestige of an earlier era, grounded in a lack of education
and in religious fanaticism and destined to slowly fade away as European society continued
to evolve. The impact of the pogroms and the devastation they brought as well as the positive
attraction of the modern Zionist idea, and the connection between the two, are reflected in
the manifesto issued by the Bilu group:

Sleepest thou, O our nation? What hast thou been doing until 1882? Sleeping and
dreaming the false dream of assimilation. . . . Now, thank God, thou art awakened
from thy slothful slumber. The pogroms have awakened thee from thy charmed
sleep. . . . Whatdo we want . . . ahome in our country. It was given to us by the
mercy of God; it is ours as registered in the archives of history.

A key event during this period was the publication by Theodor Herzl of The Jewish State,
which set forth the case for modern political Zionism and called upon Jews to work for the
establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. Herzl, a highly assimilated Jew from Vienna,
was a journalist stationed in Paris, and he became increasingly disturbed about the growth
of anti-Semitism in France toward the end of the century. The critical episode in Herzl’s
conversion to Zionism was the trial and conviction of Alfred Dreyfus, a Jew who had risen to
a position of importance in the French army and who, in 1894, was falsely accused of spying
for Germany. This event, and the angry mob that greeted Dreyfus’s conviction with shouts of
“Down with the Jews,” confirmed Herzl’s growing belief that if anti-Semitism could rear its
head even in France, the center of European progress and enlightenment, it would never fully
disappear, and, therefore, assimilation was never truly an option for the Jews.

Following publication of The Jewish State in 1896, Herzl worked to pull together dis-
parate Zionist groups-and create an international structure to support Jewish colonization
in Palestine. The First Zionist Congress, convened at Herzl’s urging and held in Basel,
Switzerland, in 1897, was attended by more than two hundred individuals, some repre-
senting local Jewish communities and Zionist societies in various countries. The meeting
resulted both in the adoption of a formal program and in the establishment of the Zionist
Organization, thereby initiating the transformation of modern political Zionism from a dif-
fuse and disorganized ideological tendency into an international movement with a coherent
platform and institutional structure. As explained by one Zionist historian,

Prior to the Congress the spectacle is largely one of disunity, incoherence, painfully
slow progress—or none at all—confusion of ideas, dearth of leadership, and, above
all, no set policy and no forum in which a set policy can be hammered outand
formally adopted. Before the Congress there is, as it were, proto-Zionism.
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By contrast, after the Basel meeting, “there is Zionism proper.” Other Zionist congresses
followed, held at regular one- or two-year intervals. Among the other Zionist institutions
created during this period were the Jewish Colonial Trust and the Jewish National Fund. The
former, established in London in 1899, became the first bank of the Zionist Organization.
The latter, created in 1901 at the Fifth Congress of the Zionist Organization, was devoted
to purchasing and developing land for Jewish settlement in Palestine.

Waves of Jewish immigration to Palestine, known as a/iyot from the Hebrew word for
ascent, continued during the ensuing decades. At the turn of the century, there were almost
fifty thousand Jews in Palestine, most of whom came from Russia and eastern Europe;
by the outbreak of World War I in 1914, the number had increased to roughly eighty-five
thousand; and by 1931, according to the census of that year, the population of Palestine was
about one million, including 175,000 Jews, 760,000 Muslims, and 89,000 Christians."
Agriculture was the backbone of the new community, partly reflecting a drive for Zionist
self-sufficiency, but there were also efforts to create a modern urban population and an
industrial base. The city of Tel Aviv was founded in 1909 as a garden suburb of Jaffa, and by
1931, only 27 percent of Palestine’s Jews lived in communities classified as rural.

The Jewish community in Palestine, known as the yishuw, also established a wide range
of institutions designed not only to serve but also to unite its expanding population. In
1904, for example, a Hebrew-language teacher-training institute was opened in Jerusalem,
and in the same year, the Jewish Telegraph Agency and the Habimah Theater were estab-
lished. Bezalel School of Art opened in Jerusalem two years later; several Hebrew-language
daily newspapers began publication in 1908; and construction began on a technical uni-
versity in Haifa, to become the Technioniin 1912. At a meeting of Palestine Jews in Jaffa in
1918, agreement was reached on governing the yishuv. There would be an elected assembly
of delegates, Asefat Hanivharim, and a national council, Va’ad Leumi. In 1920, the general
union of Jewish workers in Palestine, the Histraduth, was established; and within a decade,
the union’s sick fund was maintaining clinics in five cities and thirty-three rural centers and
operating two hospitals and two nursing homes. In 1925, Hebrew University was founded
in Jerusalem. As a result of these developments, the yishuv soon possessed virtually all of
the institutions and agencies that would later provide the infrastructure for the Israeli state.
And with its growing population and increasing complexity and sophistication, the yishuv
gradually displaced Europe as the center of Zionist activity.

Although the proportion of Jews among Palestine’s population rose steadily during the
first half of the twentieth century, the Arabs remained the overwhelming majority. In 1930,
they still constituted over 80 percent of the country’s inhabitants, and as late as 1940, they
accounted for almost 70 percent. Moreover, the absolute size of the Arab population grew
steadily during this period. In part as a result of improvements in health care, the Palestinian
Arab population grew at an annual rate that averaged almost 3 percent between 1922 and
1945, enabling it to nearly double during these years. In many respects, especially during the
first part of this period, Palestinian Arab society remained traditional. Residing in approxi-
mately 850 small villages, peasants made up nearly two-thirds of the population. At the other
end of the socioeconomic spectrum was a small corps of wealthy, extended Muslim families.
These powerful clans dominated the country’s political economy and constituted a kind of
Palestinian aristocracy; based in the major towns but with extensive landholdings, they sat
atop a national pyramid of patron-client relationships. It is estimated that in 1920 the estates
of these upper-class urban families occupied nearly one-quarter of the total land in Palestine.
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Palestinian society nevertheless experienced important changes during the first decades
of the twentieth century. New newspapers, journals, and political associations appeared in
the years before World War I, showing that Palestine was to at least some degree affected
by the same intellectual and political forces that were associated with the Arab awakening
elsewhere. While the country continued to lag far behind Egypt and a few other centers
of modernization and nationalist agitation, there was a clearly visible rise in political con-
sciousness and concern about the future. Between 1908 and 1914, five new Arabic-language
newspapers appeared, including a/-Quds, published in Jerusalem, and a/-Asma'‘i, published
in Jaffa. The latter frequently criticized Zionist settlers, resentful, in particular, of the privi-
leges that foreign immigrants enjoyed under the legal capitulations granted by the Ottoman
Empire. Among the organizations that sprang up during the same period were the Orthodox
Renaissance Society, the Ottoman Patriotic Society, and the Economic and Commercial
Company. Few of these associations possessed more than limited institutional 'strength.
They met only intermittently, had a short radius of influence, and ultimately proved to
be shortlived. Nevertheless, the presence of these organizations was another indication of
the Arab awakening inside Palestine. In addition to concerning themselves with business
matters or sectarian affairs, their programs represented, as did articles in the new news-
papers, early expressions both of local Arab patriotism and nationalist sentiment and of a
growing anti-Zionist orientation. Indeed, although Palestinian opposition to the expanding
Jewish presence did not emerge as a full-blown phenomenon but, instead, grew incremen-
tally during this period, almost all of the Arab arguments against Zionism that were later to
become familiar were expressed in Palestine in the years before World War I.

Developments of this sort accelerated in the years following World War 1. The first
Western-style union, the Palestine Arab Workers Society, was founded in Haifa in 1925, and
a few years later, it opened branches in Jaffa and Jerusalem. New middle-class organizations
were established as well, including various Arab chambers of commerce and the Palestine
Arab Bar Association. There were also Arab women’s societies in Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa,
and a few other cities. Led by the wives of prominent political figures, these societies’ pro-
grams and activities sought tohelp the needy, to promote educational and cultural advance-
ment, and to build support for Palestinian political causes. The first Palestine Arab Women’s
Congress was convened in Jerusalem in 1929. All in all, thirty to forty clubs sprang up in
Palestine after World War I, two of which were of particular political importance. One was
the Muslim-Christian Association, which was led by older politicians associated with the
most notable families of Arab Palestine and had branches in a number of cities. Among the
planks in its political platform was firm opposition to Zionist immigration and to the cre-
ation of a Jewish national home in Palestine. The other was the Supreme Muslim Council.
Led by al-Hajj Amin al-Husayni, the mufti of Jerusalem, the council’s declared purpose was
the supervision of Muslim affairs, especially in matters pertaining to the administration of
religious trusts and shari‘a courts. In addition, however, it soon became an important vehicle
for the articulation of Palestinian opposition to the Zionist project.

The political map of Palestine changed after World War 1. The Ottoman Empire
was dismantled following the Turkish defeat in the war, with most of its provinces in the
Arab Middle East divided between the British and the French; this involved three signif-
icant and interrelated developments concerning Palestine. First, despite Arab objections,
Britain established itself as the colonial power in the country and was granted a “mandate”
in Palestine by the League of Nations in 1922. Palestinians had hoped that independence
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would follow the end of Ottoman rule, even as they debated among themselves whether or
not this should be as a province in an independent Syrian Arab state. In November 1918,
for example, six patriotic and religious societies and more than one hundred prominent
individuals addressed a petition to British military authorities in which they proclaimed
their affinity with Syria."! In February 1919, delegates at a meeting of the Jerusalem and
Jaffa Muslim-Christian societies adopted a platform that not only expressed opposition to
Zionism but also called for unity with Syria, stating, “We consider Palestine as part of Arab
Syria as it has never been separated from it at any time.”** But postwar diplomacy produced
neither Palestinian independence nor unity with Syria nor even Syrian independence as the
French became the colonial power in that country. Mandatory arrangements were nonethe-
less conceived as transitional, to be in place while the country prepared, presumably with
British assistance, for its eventual independence. The relevant provision from the league’s
resolution, adopted in July 1922, stated,

Certain communities formerly belonging to the Turkish Empire have reached
a stage of development where their existence as independent nations can be
provisionally recognized subject to the rendering of administrative advice and
assistance by a Mandatory power until such time as they are able to stand alone.

The second significant development was the incorporation of the Balfour Declaration
into the mandatory instrument. The declaration was issued in 1917 by Lord Balfour, the
British foreign secretary, and its key provision stated,

His Majesty’s Government view with favor the establishment in Palestine of a
national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavors to facilitate

the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done
which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities
in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.

Issued in response both to Zionist lobbying in Britain and to Britain’s own war needs
and strategic calculations, the declaration was strongly denounced by Palestinians and other
Arabs. Not only did it indicate British support for Zionism; it also contravened a promise
to support Arab independence after the war that the British had made two years earlier.
This promise'was recorded in an exchange of letters in 1915 between Hussein, the sharif of
Mecea and an important British ally during the war, and Sir Henry McMahon, the British
high commissioner in Egypt. In this correspondence, McMahon stated that “Great Britain is
prepared to recognize and support the independence of the Arabs in all the regions within all
the limits demanded by the Sharif of Mecca.” Although Britain attempted to explain away
the contradictions between its various statements, the situation was clarified after the war,
and Palestinians were disturbed not only that the promise of independence had not been
honored but also that the Balfour Declaration, reflecting Britain’s sympathy for the Zionist
project, had been reaffirmed through its inclusion in the preamble of the mandatory instru-
ment for Palestine. The preamble also contained language giving explicit recognition “to the
historical connection of the Jewish people with Palestine and to the grounds for reconsti-
tuting their national home in that country.” Among the various articles of the mandatory
instrument was a provision declaring that “the Administration of Palestine . . . shall facilitate
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Jewish immigration under suitable conditions and shall encourage . . . close settlement by
Jews on the land, including State lands and waste lands not required for public purposes.”*?

The third development was the fixing of Palestine’s borders and, specifically, the creation
of separate mandates for Palestine and Transjordan (see Chapter 1, Map 1.4). Under its general
mandatory authority and with approval from the League of Nations, Great Britain established
Transjordan as a semiautonomous state on the east side of the Jordan River. The British hoped
by this action to reduce opposition from the Arabs, and for this purpose, too, they recognized
Abdallah ibn Hussein, a son of the sharif of Mecca, as leader of this state. This established the
Hashemite dynasty in Transjordan, later to become Jordan. Unlike other British policies, these
actions were bitterly denounced by the Zionists, whose territorial aspirations included land
to the east of the river, and the Jews were particularly angry when Britain closed Transjordan
to Jewish immigration and settlement. Although the Zionists claimed that the Balfour
Declaration recognized their right to construct a national home on both sides‘of the Jordan
River, the terms of the mandate specified that the provisions of the Balfour Declaration; and
of other clauses supportive of Zionism, need not apply in the territory east of the river. These
developments led to the creation in 1925 of a new Zionist party, the Revisionist Party, which
took its name from the party’s demand that the mandate be revised to recognize Jewish rights
on both sides of the Jordan River. Labor Zionists had been and remained the dominant polit-
ical faction in Zionist politics. But the emergence of the Revisionist Party, led by Vladimir
Jabotinsky, added a new and more militant element to the Zionist political map.

CONSOLIDATION OF THE CONFLICT

Against this background, conflict between Palestinian Arabs and the country’s growing Jewish
population was probably inevitable, and not long after the war, there were indeed significant
confrontations and disturbances. Clashes between the two communities resulted in violence
as early as 1920. In April of that year, therewas an Arab assault on Jews in Jerusalem. After two
days of rioting, five Jews had been killed and more than two hundred had been injured, while
four Arabs had been killed and twenty-one had been injured. In May 1921, much more serious
and widespread disturbances took place. Anti-Jewish riots began in Jaffa and were followed by
attacks in Rehovoth, Petach Tikva, Hadera, and other Jewish towns. Forty-seven Jews were
killed and 140 wounded; Arab casualties were forty-cight dead and seventy-three wounded,
mostly caused by British action to suppress the rioting. After a period of relative calm, there
was new violence in August 1929, beginning with an Arab attack on Jews shouting nationalist
slogans at the Western Wall in Jerusalem and followed by clashes elsewhere in the city and in
otherPalestinian towns. The worst violence took place in Hebron and Safed, with sixty-seven
Jews killed in Hebron and eighteen killed in Safed. Overall, these events resulted in the deaths
of 133 Jews and 116 Arabs, with 339 Jews and 232 Arabs wounded. Most Jews were killed by
Arabs, while most Arabs were killed by security forces under British command. In each case,
Jews pointed out, correctly, that the violence had begun with unprovoked attacks by Arabs.
Arabs responded, understandably from their perspective, that the focus should not be on the
immediate episodes but rather on the root causes of the disturbances and that these involved
the steadily expanding and increasingly unwelcome Jewish presence in Palestine.

The most important issue fueling Arab anger at this time was Jewish immigration.
Zionists point to five identifiable waves of immigration, beginning, as noted, with that of the
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MAP 2.1 B Jewish Land Ownership in Palestine, 1947
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Bilu group in 1882. Each wave was larger than the preceding one, with the last beginning in
the 1930s and composed primarily of those who were able to escape the growing Nazi menace
in Europe. By 1945, approximately 550,000 Jews lived in Palestine, constituting roughly 31
percent of the country’s population. Jewish land purchases were a related Arab complaint. The
total amount of land acquired by the Jews was limited. It constituted no more than 7 percent
of mandatory Palestine on the eve of Israeli independence in 1948. Furthermore, much of the
land, often of poor quality, was purchased from willing absentee Arab landlords, sometimes at
inflated prices. Nevertheless, some of these sales resulted in the displacement of Arab tenant
farmers and contributed to a growing class of landless and embittered Palestinian peasants.
Land acquisition thus reinforced the Arab concerns about Jewish immigration, leading many
to conclude that their country was in danger of being taken over by the newly arrived Jews.
The contribution of these concerns to the violence in Palestine was documented by
a British commission of inquiry following the disturbances of May 1921. Directed by
Sir Thomas Haycraft, the chief justice of Palestine, the commission placed the blame
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on anti-Zionist sentiment among the Arabs and also on a widespread belief among the
Palestinians that Great Britain was favoring the Jews and according them too much author-
ity. The report did denounce the Arabs as the aggressors. It also strongly criticized the
police for failing to contain the violence. Nevertheless, the underlying problem on which
the Haycraft Commission placed emphasis was of a different character. It concluded that
“the fundamental cause of the Jaffa riots and the subsequent acts of violence was a feeling
among the Arabs of discontent with, and hostility to, the Jews, due to political and eco-
nomic causes, and connected with Jewish immigration.”

The Zionists, as expected, rejected these conclusions. They insisted Arab anti-Zionism,
at least among ordinary Palestinians, was being deliberately fostered and manipulated by
self-serving Palestinian leaders. The latter, they charged, were fearful that the introduction
of modern and Western ideas would undermine the feudal social and political structure that
supported their privileged positions. Although there may well have been a measure of accu-
racy in these contentions, the Haycraft Commission refused to draw from them any sugges-
tion that the riots would not have occurred “had it not been for incitement by the notables,
effendis and sheikhs.” According to the commission’s report, “the people participate with
the leaders, because they feel that their political and material interests are identical.””

Despite the deteriorating situation, interpersonal relations between Arabs and Jews in
Palestine were not uniformly hostile during this period. Some leaders and intellectuals in the
two communities carried on personal friendships. It was also common for Arabs and Jews in
rural communities to visit one another and attend weddings, circumcisions, and so forth in
each other’s villages; and even after the violence of 1929;such relationships did not entirely
disappear. A British commission investigating these disturbances observed in 1930, for
example, that “it . . . is very noticeable in traveling through the villages to see the friendliness
of the relations which exist between Arab and Jew. It is quite a common sight to see an Arab
sitting on the veranda of a Jewish house.”"® Nevertheless, such relationships became increas-
ingly rare over the course of the interwar period as the incompatibility of Arab and Zionist
objectives in Palestine, and the fact that the two peoples were on an apparently unavoidable
collision course, became steadily more evident and eroded any possibility of compromise.

As institutions and enterprises that brought Jews and Arabs together became increas-
ingly rare and for the most part marginal within both communities, two essentially separate
societies emerged in Palestine. Both developed and became more complex, with the yishuv
continuing to grow in numbers and becoming increasingly modern and self-sufficient, and
Palestinian’society, despite the persistence of traditional leadership patterns,