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            ‘In this seminal text, Edward Said stridently diagnoses western hypocrisy and makes the case for Palestinian liberation, paving the way for so many thinkers who came after him. I wish it were not so, but The Question of Palestine is just as relevant now as it was in 1979.’

            — Isabella Hammad, author of Enter Ghost

            ‘This reissue of The Question of Palestine only lends more weight and value to Edward Said’s work, to his vision and analysis, to the enduring need for his core principles of justice and empathy. Principles that have perhaps never been as severely tested as they are today. Passionate and patient, the book displays all the features that made Said a great thinker and a powerful advocate, whose absence continues to be felt.’

            — Ahdaf Soueif, author of The Map of Love

            ‘Edward Said is among the truly important intellectuals of our century.’

            — Nadine Gordimer

            ‘When Edward Said died in September 2003, after a decade-long battle against leukemia, he was probably the best-known intellectual in the world.... Over three decades, virtually single-handedly, he wedged open a conversation in America about Israel, Palestine and the Palestinians. In so doing he performed an inestimable public service at considerable personal risk.’

            — Tony Judt

            ‘Arguably New York’s most famous public intellectual after Hannah Arendt and Susan Sontag, and America’s most prominent advocate for Palestinian rights.’

            — Pankaj Mishra, New Yorker
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            PREFACE

            by saree makdisi

         

         “It is no exaggeration to say that for the first time in our struggle against Zionism the West appears ready to hear our side of the story,” Edward Said suggests toward the end of this book. “Therefore we must tell it; we must stand in the international theater created out of our struggle against Zionism, and there we must diffuse our message dramatically.” When Said wrote those words in 1979, the first cracks were just beginning to appear in the vast wall of Western denial about Palestine; today, that wall is beginning to crumble.

         For Said, the Palestinian struggle is above all about representation: it is simultaneously a movement for the Palestinian people’s right to represent themselves in their own narratives, and for their right to political self-representation in a democratic and secular state to which they can return and truly belong. Decades of colo­nial rule followed by enforced exile, military occupation and apartheid have denied—and continue to deny—the Palestinian people’s right to self-representation. And, for almost as long, their right to represent themselves in their own voice (to tell their side of the story, whether in fiction and newspaper articles or in international politics and negotiations) has also been denied by a combination of repression or simple refusal to acknowledge and listen. For years, this refusal to listen was maintained by the Zionist movement and eventually the Zionist state and by Western powers supporting Zionism, and, for that matter, by Western publishers and newspa­per editors. One reason The Question of Palestine is so important, in fact, is that its appearance in print marked 14the first time an authoritative Palestinian voice—writing in equally authoritative English—found its way to a widespread Western audience. Many other Palestinian narratives in English have appeared since then, but this is the book that paved the way.

         The question of representation is also what ties this book to Orientalism, the book that preceded it, and Covering Islam, the one that came afterwards. For Said, the three books constitute a kind of trilogy. All three treat one continuous line of inquiry covering an over­lapping series of geographical and historical contexts and centered on the question of who can claim the right to represent and who is relegated to the role of being represented; who has a voice and who is condemned to silence; who has agency and who is reduced to the status of an object to be ruled. This book’s opening discussion of Orientalism reminds us that Palestine was long seen as an integral part of the Orient, and that Orientalism itself—in Said’s terms a Western colonial discourse that conceives of the Orient as the West’s opposite, to be seized, dominated, ruled, known, and imagined all the while being kept perpetually mute—helped to frame Zionism’s fateful encounter with the Palestinian people and their land.

         As Said shows in these pages, Zionism emerged from and depended on European imperialism (just as it continues to depend on American neocolonial power to this day). The early Zionist leaders made it clear that, as white European men, they stood shoulder to shoulder with various European colonial administrators against the Orientalized Palestinian native whose interests and rights “naturally” had to yield to the supposed superiority of the European settler. It’s no coincidence, then, that many of the same racial tropes that proved central 15to nineteenth-century Orientalism (according to which the Oriental is dangerous, irrational, untrustworthy, undemocratic, religiously crazed, inherently violent and so on) were adopted in Zionist representations of the Palestinian—and they continue to be recycled right up to the present day either by Israelis or by Western politicians or media personalities supportive of Israel.

         But if Orientalism’s primary concern was its claim to represent and thus project power over a racialized other, Zionism’s primary concern has been less to represent the Palestinians than to banish them from their land and even simply to try to conjure them out of existence altogether. Theodor Herzl, the Viennese journalist who founded modern Zionism, first imagined the solution to the problem of the Palestinians’ sheer existence by say­ing that “we shall have to spirit the penniless population across the border.” And little has changed since then in Zionism’s attitude toward the Palestinians as an inconve­nient presence on the land at the heart of the Arab world on which the Zionist movement—born in Europe at the climax of the Age of Empire—wanted to create an exclu­sively Jewish state. In the pages that follow, Said traces Zionism’s various inevitably (and indeed increasingly) violent solutions to the “problem” of the Palestinian, from ignoring, neglecting, silencing Palestinians to attacking them in 1948, expelling hundreds of thousands of them from their native land in a long and painful narrative of injustice and dispossession. Since then, Palestinians have been enclosed into ghettoes and open-air prisons behind walls that Israel erected in the vain hope that they could somehow thus be contained and made to disappear at last. The Zionism that matters here is the one seen from the standpoint of its victims (to use the book’s most memorable chapter title). And only 16the Palestinian people’s sheer steadfastness—another story the book tells—has prevented Zionism’s ultimate triumph.

         Re-reading this book forty-five years after its first publication, it’s difficult not to notice the extent to which some things simply haven’t changed at all. “To criticize Zionism,” Said writes here, “is to criticize a wall of deni­als.” That is surely as true in 2024 as it was in 1979. So is the same tedious Zionist refusal to acknowledge the his­tory out of which Zionism emerged and the catastrophic harm it has caused. Then as now, the main recourse of Israel’s defenders in the face of the demand for historical reckoning and justice is the turn to shrill accusations of “terrorism” and “antisemitism.” Such an attitude, Said presciently warns, “simply ensures the recurrence of more violence, more suffering, more waste, more futile ‘security arrangements.’”

         And what’s true of Zionist blockage is equally true of official American attitudes towards the Palestinians. Why, Said asks here, does the US government suppose “that treaties can be signed in the absence of the main party to a dispute, … that foreign policy can be con­ducted without ever coming face to face with the main actor in a region, … that powerful oppositional groups can simply be wished away?” The very same questions could be asked today. Said wrote the book at a time when the Carter Administration was trying to find a way to sideline the Palestinians by brokering an Israeli peace treaty with Egypt; as I write today, the Biden administra­tion, like the one before it, has been trying to bypass the Palestinians by brokering an Israeli arrangement with Saudi Arabia. In 1979, the United States refused to talk to the Palestine Liberation Organization because it was considered a terrorist organization; in 2024 it refuses to 17talk to Hamas because it is considered a terrorist organi­zation. Some of the names have changed, but the general principle of refusal (carefully coordinated with Tel Aviv) remains the same.

         Some things, to be sure, are even worse today than as described in the book. Said points out here the fact that “no sizeable segment of the Israeli population has as yet been able to confront the terrible social and political injustice done the native Palestinians is an indication of how deeply ingrained are the (by now) anomalous imperialist perspectives basic to Zionism, its view of the world, its sense of an inferior native Other.” The overriding Israeli attitude towards the Palestinians has hardened over the years from that stubborn refusal to acknowledge and redress the wrongs of the Nakba or catastrophe of 1948 to outright calls for those wrongs to be extended and taken to their logical conclusion. Israel’s 2023–24 genocidal campaign in Gaza was supported by almost ninety percent of the Jewish Israeli population, with an overwhelming majority even in fa­vor of withholding the meager food aid that would allow the population to continue merely to eke out some kind of existence. There have been countless calls, in and out of government, to use this “second Nakba,” as Israelis now openly refer to it, to “finish the job” of the first one—to exterminate the brutes once and for all. The first official Israeli acknowledgement of the Nakba of 1948, in other words, came in the imperative for the Nakba to be continued to the end seventy-five years later.

         On the other hand, there has also been a vast im­provement in certain areas since the book first appeared. Said says here that his aim “has been to write a book putting before the Western reader a broadly represen­tative Palestinian position, something not very well 18known and certainly not appreciated even now, when there is so much talk of the Palestinians and of the Palestinian problem.” Today, the Palestinian position is not only more widely acknowledged and appreciated in the West than it was in 1979—there is considerable support for it as well. Interestingly, Said doesn’t use the word “Nakba” here to refer to the traumatic uprooting of the Palestinians in 1948, partly because that Arabic word was still obscure in the English-speaking world in 1979; today, however, it is in wide circulation, along with other words from the Palestinian Arabic political vocabulary, above all perhaps “intifada.” That may be one indicator of how far we have come since the book’s first appearance. Recent polling data show that a plural­ity of Americans, especially on the left of the political spectrum where support for Zionism was once the strongest, recognize and sympathize with Palestinian rights. Support for the Palestinian struggle is today woven directly into the broader struggle for social justice in the United States, especially among advocates of indigenous and immigrant rights, police and prison reform or abolition, Black Lives Matter. The university students who erected Palestine solidarity encampments across the country in the spring of 2024 represent the spectrum of American society—white, Black, Asian, Latinx, Jewish, Arab, indigenous. Social movements in the United States today recognize that, in the words of the historian Robin Kelley, “Palestine is the ground zero of a liberated world.”

         Meanwhile, the Zionist position in the United States, which was at the very peak of its power and influence when Said wrote this book, is now on the defensive, if not in terminal decline. Said asks here why so few writers and artists speak of or for Palestine, or why so 19many major intellectuals support the blanket Zionist refusal to listen to Palestinian voices, but that is no longer true today with, for instance, musicians from Roger Waters and Brian Eno to Lorde and Macklemore proudly embracing the Palestinian cause. When Said wrote this book, Zionism was affiliated with progressive and liberal politics; its last remaining bedfellows today come from the far right, including openly antisemitic white nationalists. For all its remaining menace, institu­tional Zionism in the United States operates on the back foot—its last resort the desperate tactics of intimidation, censorship, repression, blacklisting and the suffocation of intellectual and academic freedoms and the right to protest that Americans take for granted. Once a value around which people could build a positive political ori­entation, Zionism today operates strictly in the domain of negative energy.

         By far the most significant change, though, is the growing acceptance around the world of some version of the vision of a just peace that Said articulates in this book. Through his lifetime, Said took differing positions on the exact parameters for a lasting peace, shifting from advocating a two-state solution in the late 1980s to recognizing the so-called peace process of the 1990s as a trap (in fact, his essay on the Oslo peace accords, “The Morning After,” has proved to be utterly prophetic in its critique of an agreement the ink of which had barely had time to dry at the time he wrote). The lineaments of the position to which Said would return in the last years of his life (advocating a single democratic and secular state in all of historical Palestine—from the river to the sea—in which Israeli Jews and Palestinians could live as equal citizens) can also be seen in this book’s affirmation of the Palestinian right of return and what was for Said 20the paramount political principle woven through all his work: that of justice. That more and more people around the world have come to this position is one of the many indicators of Said’s enduring influence—and of the reach and power of this book.

          

         Saree Makdisi, Los Angeles, May 20242122
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             INTRODUCTION

         

         Although most of this book was written during 1977 and the early part of 1978, its frame of reference is by no means confined to that very important period in modern Near Eastern history. On the contrary, my aim has been to write a book putting before the Western reader a broadly representative Palestinian position, something not very well known and certainly not well appreciated even now, when there is so much talk of the Palestinians and of the Palestinian problem. In formulating this position, I have relied mainly on what I think can justly be called the Palestinian experience, which to all intents and purposes became a self-conscious experience when the first wave of Zionist colonialists reached the shores of Palestine in the early 1880s. Thereafter, Palestinian history takes a course peculiar to it, and quite different from Arab histo­ry. There are, of course, many connections between what Palestinians did and what other Arabs did in this century, but the defining characteristic of Palestinian history—its traumatic national encounter with Zionism—is unique to the region.

         This uniqueness has guided both my aim and my per­formance (however flawed both may be) in this book. As a Palestinian myself, I have always tried to be aware of our weaknesses and failings as a people. By some standards we are perhaps an unexceptional people; our nation­al history testifies to a failing contest with a basically European and ambitious ideology (as well as practice); we have been unable to interest the West very much in the justice of our cause. Nevertheless we have begun, I think, to construct a political identity and will of our own; we have developed a remarkable resilience and an even 26more remarkable national resurgence; we have gained the support of all the peoples of the Third World; above all, despite the fact that we are geographically dispersed and fragmented, despite the fact that we are without a territory of our own, we have been united as a people largely because the Palestinian idea (which we have ar­ticulated out of our own experience of dispossession and exclusionary oppression) has a coherence to which we have all responded with positive enthusiasm. It is the full spectrum of Palestinian failure and subsequent return in their lived details that I have tried to describe in this book.

         Yet I suppose that to many of my readers the Palestinian problem immediately calls forth the idea of “terrorism,” and it is partly because of this invidious association that I do not spend much time on terrorism in this book. To have done so would have been to argue defensively, either by saying that such as it has been our “terrorism” is justi­fied, or by taking the position that there is no such thing as Palestinian terrorism as such. The facts are considerably more complex, however, and some of them at least bear some rehearsal here. In sheer numerical terms, in brute numbers of bodies and property destroyed, there is ab­solutely nothing to compare between what Zionism has done to Palestinians and what, in retaliation, Palestinians have done to Zionists. The almost constant Israeli as­sault on Palestinian civilian refugee camps in Lebanon and Jordan for the last twenty years is only one index of these completely asymmetrical records of destruction. What is much worse, in my opinion, is the hypocrisy of Western (and certainly liberal Zionist) journalism and intellectual discourse, which have barely had anything to say about Zionist terror. Could anything be less hon­est than the rhetoric of outrage used in reporting “Arab” terror against “Israeli civilians” or “towns” and “villages” 27or “schoolchildren,” and the rhetoric of neutrality em­ployed to describe “Israeli” attacks against “Palestinian positions,” by which no one could know that Palestinian refugee camps in South Lebanon are being named? (I quote now from reports of recent incidents during late December 1978.) Since 1967, with Israel in occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, there has been no letup in the daily outrage of Israeli occupation, and yet nothing galvanizes the Western press (and the Israeli information media) as much as a bomb in a Jerusalem market. With sentiments bordering on pure disgust, I must note here that not a single U.S. newspaper carried the following interview with General Gur, Chief of Staff of the Israeli Army:

         
            Q —Is it true [during the March 1978 Israeli invasion of Lebanon] that you bombarded agglomerations [of people] without distinction?

            A —I am not one of those people who have a selective mem­ory. Do you think that I pretend not to know what we have done all these years? What did we do the entire length of the Suez Canal? A million and a half refugees! Really: where do you live? … We bombarded Ismailia, Suez, Port Said, and Port Fuad. A million and a half refugees … Since when has the population of South Lebanon become so sacred? They knew perfectly well what the terrorists were doing. After the massacre at Avivim, I had four villages in South Lebanon bombed without authorization.

            Q —Without making distinctions between civilians and noncivilians?

            A —What distinction? What had the inhabitants of Irbid [a large town in northern Jordan, principally Palestinian in population] done to deserve bombing by us?

            Q —But military communiqués always spoke of returning 28fire and of counterstrikes against terrorist objectives.

            A —Please be serious. Did you not know that the entire valley of the Jordan had been emptied of its inhabitants as a result of the war of attrition?

            Q —Then you claim that the population ought to be punished?

            A —Of course, and I have never had any doubt about that. When I authorized Yanouch [diminutive name of the com­mander  of the northern front, responsible for the Lebanese operation] to use aviation, artillery and tanks [in the inva­sion], I knew exactly what I was doing. It has now been thirty years, from the time of our Independence War until now, that we have been fighting against the civilian [Arab] population which inhabited the villages and towns, and every time that we do it, the same question gets asked: should we or should we not strike at civilians? [Al-Hamishmar, May 10, 1978]

         

         Thus one thing about “terrorism” is the imbalance in its perception, and the imbalance in its perpetration. One could mention, for example, that in every instance when Israeli hostages were used to try to gain the release of Palestinians held in Israeli jails, it was always the Israeli forces who offered fire first, knowingly causing a blood­bath. But even to cite figures and make explanations is not enough—for the record of hostility between Jew and Arab, between Palestinians and Zionist Jews, between Palestinians and the rest of mankind (or so it would seem), between Jews and the West, is a chilling one. As a Palestinian, I resent and deplore the ways in which the whole grisly matter is stripped of all its resonances and its often morally confusing detail, and compressed simply, comfortably, inevitably under the rubric of “Palestinian terror.” Yet as someone who has been touched by the issue in all sorts of ways, I must also say that—speaking now only as one Palestinian—I have been horrified at the 29hijacking of planes, the suicidal missions, the assassina­tions, the bombing of schools and hotels; horrified both at the terror visited upon its victims, and horrified by the terror in Palestinian men and women who were driven to do such things. Since I do not pretend to write as a de­tached observer, I have believed that rather than trying to deal frontally with the terror itself, I would do better if I attempted to convey to my readers some sense of the larger Palestinian story from which all these things came. And if in the end the story does not—as it cannot—mitigate the tragedies of waste and unhappiness, it would at least present what has long been missing before such a reader, the reality of a collective national trauma con­tained for every Palestinian in the question of Palestine.

         One of the features of a small non-European people is that it is not wealthy in documents, nor in histories, autobiographies, chronicles, and the like. This is true of the Palestinians, and it accounts for the lack of a major authoritative text on Palestinian history. I have not tried to supply this lack here, for plainly evident reasons. What I have tried to do is to show that the Palestinian experi­ence is an important and concrete part of history, a part that has largely been ignored both by the Zionists who wished it had never been there, and by the Europeans and Americans who have not really known what to do with it. I have tried to show that the Muslim and Christian Palestinians who lived in Palestine for hundreds of years until they were driven out in 1948, were unhappy victims of the same movement whose whole aim had been to end the victimization of Jews by Christian Europe. Yet it is precisely because Zionism was so admirably successful in bringing Jews to Palestine and constructing a nation for them, that the world has not been concerned with what the enterprise meant in loss, dispersion, and catastrophe 30for the Palestinian natives. Something like an ironic double vision is therefore necessary now in order to see both the very well-known success and the far less known disaster which Hannah Arendt has portrayed as follows:

         
            After the [Second World] war it turned out that the Jewish question, which was considered the only insoluble one, was indeed solved—namely, by means of a colonized and then conquered territory—but this solved neither the problem of minorities nor the stateless. On the contrary, like virtually all other events of our century, the solution of the Jewish question merely produced a new category of refugees, the Arabs, thereby increasing the number of the stateless by another 700,000 to 800,000 people.

         

         As I say throughout the book, whereas Israel and its history have been celebrated without interruption, the actuality of Palestinians, with lives being led, small his­tories endured, aspirations felt, has only recently been conceded an existence. Yet all of a sudden, the Palestinian question now seeks an answer: World opinion has de­manded that this hitherto slighted crux of the Near East impasse be given its due. But, alas, the possibility of an adequate debate now, much less a cogent solution, is dim. The terms of debate are impoverished, for (as I said above) Palestinians have been known only as refugees, or as extremists, or as terrorists. A sizeable corps of Middle East “experts” has tended to monopolize discussion, principally by using social science jargon and ideological clichés masked as knowledge. Most of all, I think, there is the entrenched cultural attitude toward Palestinians deriving from age-old Western prejudices about Islam, the Arabs, and the Orient. This attitude, from which in its turn Zionism drew for its view of the Palestinians, 31dehumanized us, reduced us to the barely tolerated status of a nuisance.

         It would perhaps be too sweeping a statement to say that most academic political science studies of the Middle East and of the Palestinians continue this tradition. But it is true, I think, that they tend to. Insofar as most of them derive from and in most important ways unquestionably accept the framework that has legitimized Zionism as against Palestinian rights, they have very little to con­tribute to an understanding of the real situation in the Middle East. For it is a fact that almost every serious study of the modern Middle East produced in this coun­try since World War II cannot prepare anyone for what has been taking place in the region: This is as patently true of the recent events in Iran as it is of the Lebanese civil war, of the Palestinian resistance, of the Arab perfor­mance during the 1973 war. I certainly do not intend this book as a polemic against what has rightly been called the ideological bent of social science work that pretends to scientific objectivity, particularly since the advent of the Cold War. But I do intend consciously to avoid its “value-free” pitfalls. Those include accounts of political reality that focus on superpower rivalry, that claim as desirable anything associated with the West and its mod­ernizing mission in the Third World, that ignore popular movements while praising and valorizing a battery of un­distinguished and oppressive client regimes, that dismiss as ahistorical anything that cannot be easily made to fit a particular telos or a particular methodology whose goals are “rational,” “empirical,” and “pragmatic.” The glaring shortcomings of such notions have been held publicly to blame for “our” loss of Iran and “our” failure to forecast the “resurgence of Islam,” without at the same time allow­ing for any examination of the premises of these notions. 32So, in fact, they get reasserted, and once again political scientists with a great role to play in decision making advise the same shortsighted things, and once again U.S. foreign policy is risked on what to nonexpert eyes (such as mine) are obvious losing causes, regressive historical visions. Even as I write these lines, the serious defects of Camp David seem to be proving my point.

         Until 1976, however, I do not think it is wrong to say that even Palestinians concurred in their own deroga­tion, and hence in their unimportance as construed by Zionists and experts. Then we discovered ourselves, we discovered the world, and it discovered us. I try to de­scribe our night and our slow awakening, without at the same time neglecting the setting of our life on the land, in the region, in world politics, and so forth. But throughout our experience is the strand formed by Zionism. This is no theoretical issue, nor a matter of name-calling. To us, Zionism has meant as much, albeit differently, as it has to Jews. What we need to inform the world about is how it meant certain concrete things to us, things of which we collectively bear the living traces.

         I have called my book a political essay because it tries to put our matter before the Western reader, not as some­thing watertight and finished, but as something to be thought through, tried out, engaged with—in short, as a subject to be dealt with politically. For too long we have been outside history, and certainly outside discussion; in its own modest way this book attempts to make the question of Palestine a subject for discussion and polit­ical understanding. The reader will quickly discover, I hope, that what is proposed in this book is not an “expert” view nor, for that matter, personal testimony. Rather, it is a series of experienced realities, grounded in a sense of human rights and the contradictions of social experience, 33couched as much as possible in the language of everyday reality.

         A certain number of basic premises inform the book’s argument. One is the continuing existence of a Palestinian Arab people. Another is that an understanding of their ex­perience is necessary to an understanding of the impasse between Zionism and the Arab world. Still another is that Israel itself, as well as its supporters, has tried to efface the Palestinian in words and actions because the Jewish state in many (but not all) ways is built on negation of Palestine and the Palestinians. Until today, it is a striking fact that merely to mention the Palestinians or Palestine in Israel, or to a convinced Zionist, is to name the unnameable, so powerfully does our bare existence serve to accuse Israel of what it did to us. Finally, I take it for granted morally that human beings individually and selectively are enti­tled to fundamental rights, of which self-determination is one. By this I mean that no human being should be threatened with “transfer” out of his or her home or land; no human being should be discriminated against because he or she is not of an X or a Y religion; no human being should be stripped of his or her land, national identity, or culture, no matter the cause.

         At bottom I suppose that in this book I am asking the question, “What is Israel, what is the United States, and what are the Arabs going to do about the Palestinians?” Given the realities of the Palestinian experience, I do not at all believe, as President Anwar al-Sadat and his vari­ous supporters would have it, that 99 percent of the cards are in U.S. hands, nor do I think that they are mainly in Israel’s or the Arab states’ hands; the whole point—in­deed, what makes this book possible—is that there are Palestinian hands, so to speak, and that they play an ac­tive role in determining Palestinian aspirations, political 34struggles, and achievements, as well as setbacks. And yet I do not deny that there is an important place in the ques­tion of Palestine for what Jews and Americans now think and do. It is this place to which my book addresses itself.

         I mention what is perhaps an obvious thing in order to underline the existential bedrock on which, I think, our experience as a people depends. We were on the land called Palestine; were our dispossession and our effacement, by which almost a million of us were made to leave Palestine and our society made nonexistent, jus­tified even to save the remnant of European Jews that had survived Nazism? By what moral or political standard are we expected to lay aside our claims to our national existence, our land, our human rights? In what world is there no argument when an entire people is told that it is juridically absent, even as armies are led against it, cam­paigns conducted against even its name, history changed so as to “prove” its nonexistence? For even though all the issues surrounding the Palestinians are complex and involve Great Power politics, regional disputes, class conflict, ideological tension, the animating power of the Palestinian movement is its awareness of these simple, but enormously consequential, questions.

         The Palestinians are not alone, however, in being ei­ther misunderstood or ignored by the United States as it attempts to construct a foreign policy in Asia and Africa. Certainly the Iranian opposition which brought down the Shah in January 1979 is a case in point, but not for want of information (despite President Carter’s disingenuous accusations against the “intelligence community” for its failure on Iran). If it is true of individuals that they prefer tidy, simple solutions to complex, untidy realities, then it ought to be patently untrue of institutions and govern­ments; but with regard to the Palestinian problem, it is 35true of the U.S. government. The present Administration came to office proclaiming itself in favor of a comprehen­sive Middle East peace, which was supposed to include a just solution of the Palestinian problem “in all its aspects,” yet since Camp David, it has been powerless either to see the problem whole or in any way seriously to deal with it. Why it supposes that four million people should be content with less (autonomy, so-called) than what every other national group has accepted, why it supposes that treaties can be signed in the absence of the main party to a dispute, why it supposes that foreign policy can be conducted without ever coming face to face with the main actor in a region, why it supposes that powerful opposi­tional groups can simply be wished away, why it supposes that Palestinians, any more than any other people, ought to accept permanent colonialization by Israel, or why it supposes that Palestinians are not going to fight indefinitely to regain their denied, usurped, or crushed national rights (as they have been fighting in every Middle East crisis)—these are questions that this book attempts to pose, and answer, given the almost astonishingly turbu­lent changes at present occurring in the Middle East. I would hope, too, that in my concluding chapter the read­er will find discussed a fair analysis of those immediate political issues governing the present post-Camp David Middle East, U.S. policy, Arab and regional politics, and Palestinian positions and attitudes.

         I have not found this book easy to write. A great deal of it derives from study of and reflection on the meaning of modern Palestinian history. A lot of this book, however, arises from an active participation in the often discourag­ing quest for Palestinian self-determination, a quest (in my case, at least) led while in exile. Inevitably I have been strongly put upon by daily events, by news and sudden 36changes, by chance discussions, and even more by erratic illumination. I doubt that I have escaped the influence of these things, which it would be wrong in any case to es­cape completely. But I have been conscious of trying to present more than a summary of recent history, or a pre­diction of tomorrow’s developments. My hope is to have made clear the Palestinian interpretation of Palestinian experience, and to have shown the relevance of both to the contemporary political scene. To explain one’s sense of oneself as a Palestinian in this way is to feel embattled. To the West, which is where I live, to be a Palestinian is in political terms to be an outlaw of sorts, or at any rate very much an outsider. But that is a reality, and I mention it only as a way of indicating the peculiar loneliness of my undertaking in this book.

         I am grateful to Debbie Rogers, Asma Khauwly, and Paul Lipari for their help in preparing the manuscript. Over the years I have benefited from many discussions with fellow Palestinians who, like myself, have struggled to understand our situation as a people. Good friends in this country, in Israel, and in the Arab countries have also shared their knowledge with me, but to mention names and specific debts here is unnecessarily to trivialize our shared experience, without which this book could not have been written.

         The two friends whose names are memorialized on the dedicatory page could have had no idea that their lives so deeply moved and influenced me. Both were Palestinians, both lived the strange, obsessed lives of exiles; both died bitterly unhappy and unfortunate deaths; both in my opinion were completely good men. Farid Haddad was a doctor who lived and died in an Arab country, where for 37a number of years I knew him well. More than anyone I have known, he had the keenest sense not only of what human injustice was all about, but also of what could be done about it. Thoroughly idealistic and selfless, he was tortured to death in prison in 1961, although at the time he died (so far as I have ever been able to tell), he did what he did as a human being and as a political militant, not necessarily as a Palestinian. Rashid Hussein was an ironic Palestinian poet, who left Israel in 1966 and lived until his death in the United States. From him I learned whatever I know about life in Palestinian villages after 1948, a life which informs the question of Palestine with unique strength. His generosity of spirit, openness, and political honesty were his gifts to everyone he met. When he died a particularly wasteful death in 1977, he had already suffered too much for what he was, an indepen­dent, genuinely radical Palestinian. Between them, Farid Haddad and Rashid Hussein have illuminated for me the Palestinian cause, to which, along with so many of our compatriots in many places, they gave their lives.38
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            The Question of Palestine
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            I.

            Palestine and the Palestinians

         

         Until roughly the last thirty years of the nineteenth century, everything to the east of an imaginary line drawn somewhere between Greece and Turkey was called the Orient. As a designation made in Europe, “the Orient” for many centuries represented a special mentality, as in the phrase “the Oriental mind,” and also a set of special cultural, political, and even racial characteristics (in such notions as the Oriental despot, Oriental sensuality, splendor, inscrutability). But mainly the Orient represented a kind of indiscriminate generality for Europe, associated not only with difference and otherness, but with the vast spaces, the undifferentiated masses of mostly colored people, and the romance, exotic locales, and mystery of “the marvels of the East.” Anyone familiar with the political history of the late Victorian period, however, will know that the vexing, mostly political “Eastern Question,” as it was called, tended then to replace “the Orient” as a subject of concern. By 1918 it is estimated that European powers were in colonial occupation of about 85 percent of the globe, of which a large segment belonged to the regions formerly known simply as Oriental. The romance of the Orient was thus succeeded by the problems of dealing with the Orient, first in competition with other European powers maneuvering there and second with the colonial people themselves in their struggles for independence. From being a place “out there,” the Orient became a place of extraordinarily urgent, and precise detail, a place of numerous subdivisions. One of these, the Middle East, survives today as a region of the Orient connoting infinite 41complexities, problems, conflicts. At its center stands what I shall be calling the question of Palestine.

         When we refer to a subject, place, or person in the phrase “the question of,” we imply a number of different things. For example, one concludes a survey of current affairs by saying, “And now I come to the question of X.” The point here is that X is a matter apart from all the others, and must be dealt with apart. Secondly, “the question of” is used to refer to some long-standing, particularly intractable and insistent problem: the question of rights, the Eastern question, the question of free speech. Thirdly, and most uncommonly, “the question of” can be used in such a way as to suggest that the status of the thing referred to in the phrase is uncertain, questionable, unstable: the question of the existence of a Loch Ness monster, for example. The use of “the question of” in connection with Palestine implies all three types of meaning. Like the Orient of which it is a part, Palestine exists in another world from the habitual Atlantic one. Palestine is also in some way what the most thorny international problem of postwar life is all about: the struggle over, for, and in Palestine, which has absorbed the energies of more people than any other for a comparable period of time. Finally—and this is a main reason for this book—Palestine itself is a much debated, even contested, notion. The very mention of the name on the one hand constitutes for the Palestinian and his partisans an act of important and positive political assertion, and on the other, for the Palestinian’s enemies it is an act of equally assertive but much more negative and threatening denial. We need only recall here that demonstrations on the streets of major American cosmopolitan centers during the late sixties and much of the seventies were led by factions saying either “Palestine is” or “There is no Palestine.” In Israel today it is the custom officially 42to refer to the Palestinians as “so-called Palestinians,” which is a somewhat gentler phrase than Golda Meir’s flat assertion in 1969 that the Palestinians did not exist.

         The fact of the matter is that today Palestine does not exist, except as a memory or, more importantly, as an idea, a political and human experience, and an act of sustained popular will. My subject in this essay will be all those things about Palestine, although I will not for a moment pretend that Palestine, for anyone now living and writing in the West, is not “the question of.” Yet even to admit that is already to venture into a relatively unfamiliar field. For too many people who read the press, who watch television and listen to the radio, who pretend to more than a smattering of political knowledge, who confess to expert opinions on international controversy, the Middle East is essentially the Arab-Israeli conflict (dispute, problem, struggle, etc.) and little more. There is a considerable reductiveness in this view, of course, but what is really wrong with it is that most of the time it literally blocks Palestine from having anything to do with the Middle East of today, which since September 1978 seems entirely symbolized by Menachem Begin, Anwar al-Sadat, and Jimmy Carter locked up together at Camp David. A considerable majority of the literature on the Middle East, at least until 1968, gives one the impression that the essence of what goes on in the Middle East is a series of unending wars between a group of Arab countries and Israel. That there had been such an entity as Palestine until 1948, or that Israel’s existence—its “independence,” as the phrase goes—was the result of the eradication of Palestine: of these truths beyond dispute most people who follow events in the Middle East are more or less ignorant, or unaware. But what is most important is the continuing avoidance or ignorance of the existence today 43of about four million Muslim and Christian Arabs who are known to themselves and to others as Palestinians. They make up the question of Palestine, and if there is no country called Palestine it is not because there are no Palestinians. There are, and this essay is an attempt to put their reality before the reader.

         Much recent history involves the Palestinians, and like their present actuality, it is a history dispersed in likely and unlikely places. No foreign affairs symposium, scholarly book, or moral attitude taken is complete without some reference to Palestinian (sometimes also known as “Arab”) terrorism. Any self-respecting director planning a film on some current, and probably invented, enormity would not pass up the occasion to introduce a Palestinian into his cast as a sort of card-carrying terrorist. Films like Black Sunday and Sorcerer come immediately to mind. On the other hand, the Palestinians have canonically been associated with all the characteristics of refugees who—depending on the occasion—fester in camps, are a political “football” being used by Arab states, are a breeding ground for communism, tend to procreate like rabbits, and so forth. More analytic and hardheaded commentators have frequently remarked that the Palestinians constitute an elite in the Arab world. Not only do they seem to have the highest educational attainment of any other national group there; they are also well placed in sensitive positions in sensitive places in the overall Arab polity. Such pressure points as oil ministries and installations in the Arabian Gulf, economic and educational advisories, all these plus a large segment of the Arab upper bourgeoisie (bankers, entrepreneurs, intellectuals) are occupied by Palestinians, all of whom are supposed to be hungry for trouble and revenge.

         Lastly and most recently, for the first time since 1948, 44American political debate has turned to the Palestinian problem. Beginning with President Carter, it is no longer considered a sign of rank anti-Semitism to say that Middle Eastern peace must at last take the problem of the Palestinians into serious consideration. A “Palestinian homeland” and the thorny issue of Palestinian representation at proposed peace conferences are enormously important questions now challenging public consciousness. Because of its first post-1948 appearance as an independent item on the United Nations General Assembly agenda in 1974, embodied in Yasir Arafat’s controversial appearance there, “the question of Palestine” has irritated and penetrated the general awareness in a new and possibly propitious way, although Palestinian self-determination was first voted on affirmatively at the United Nations in 1969. (General Assembly Resolution 2535B expressed grave concern “that the denial of [Palestinian] rights has been aggravated by the reported acts of collective punishment, arbitrary detention, curfews, destruction of houses and property, deportation and other repressive acts against the refugees and other inhabitants of the occupied territories,” and then went on to “reaffirm the inalienable rights of the people of Palestine.” One year later, Resolution 2627C recognized “that the people of Palestine are entitled to equal rights and self-determination, in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations.”)

         Despite these unambiguous determinations, the Palestinians remain so specialized a people as to serve essentially as a synonym for trouble—rootless, mindless, gratuitous trouble. They will not go away as they ought to, they will not accept the fate of other refugees (who have, apparently, simply resigned themselves to being refugees and therefore are contented as such), they cause trouble. 45Recent crises involving the Palestinians in Lebanon and Jordan are cited as instances to prove the point. And if the commentator happens to be more sophisticated, he may also allude to the “fact” that the Palestinians are part of what is doubtless a fearsome event, the resurgence of Islam. According to this somewhat paranoiac view, if even the President of the United States refers to the Palestinian problem as an intrinsic part of the Middle East peace, it is because of Muslim oil, Muslim fanaticism, Muslim blackmail.

         What all such material partially screens is something totally intractable, something that totally resists any theory, any one-plus-one explanation, any display of feelings or attitudes. I refer to the plain and irreducible core of the Palestinian experience for the last hundred years: that on the land called Palestine there existed as a huge majority for hundreds of years a largely pastoral, a nevertheless socially, culturally, politically, economically identifiable people whose language and religion were (for a huge majority) Arabic and Islam, respectively. This people—or, if one wishes to deny them any modern conception of themselves as a people, this group of people—identified itself with the land it tilled and lived on (poorly or not is irrelevant), the more so after an almost wholly European decision was made to resettle, reconstitute, recapture the land for Jews who were to be brought there from elsewhere. So far as anyone has been able to determine, there has been no example given of any significant Palestinian gesture made to accept this modern reconquest or to accept that Zionism has permanently removed Palestinians from Palestine. Such as it is, the Palestinian actuality is today, was yesterday, and most likely tomorrow will be built upon an act of resistance to this new foreign colonialism. But it is more likely that there will remain the 46inverse resistance which has characterized Zionism and Israel since the beginning: the refusal to admit, and the consequent denial of, the existence of Palestinian Arabs who are there not simply as an inconvenient nuisance, but as a population with an indissoluble bond with the land.

         The question of Palestine is therefore the contest between an affirmation and a denial, and it is this prior contest, dating back over a hundred years, which animates and makes sense of the current impasse between the Arab states and Israel. The contest has been almost comically uneven from the beginning. Certainly so far as the West is concerned, Palestine has been a place where a relatively advanced (because European) incoming population of Jews has performed miracles of construction and civilizing and has fought brilliantly successful technical wars against what was always portrayed as a dumb, essentially repellent population of uncivilized Arab natives. There is no doubt that the contest in Palestine has been between an advanced (and advancing) culture and a relatively backward, more or less traditional one. But we need to try to understand what the instruments of this contest were, and how they shaped subsequent history so that this history now appears to confirm the validity of the Zionist claims to Palestine, thereby denigrating the Palestinian claims.

         In other words, we must understand the struggle between Palestinians and Zionism as a struggle between a presence and an interpretation, the former constantly appearing to be overpowered and eradicated by the latter. What was this presence? No matter how backward, uncivilized, and silent they were, the Palestinian Arabs were on the land. Read through any eighteenth- or nineteenth-century account of travels in the Orient—Chateaubriand, 47Mark Twain, Lamartine, Nerval, Disraeli—and you will find chronicled there accounts of Arab inhabitants on the land of Palestine. According to Israeli sources, in 1822 there were no more than 24,000 Jews in Palestine, less than 10 percent of the whole, overwhelmingly Arab population. For the most part, it is true, these Arabs were usually described as uninteresting and undeveloped, but at least they were there. Yet almost always, because the land was Palestine and therefore controlled, in the Western mind, not by its present realities and inhabitants but by its glorious, portentous past and the seemingly limitless potential of its (possibly) just as glorious future, Palestine was seen as a place to be possessed anew and reconstructed. Alphonse de Lamartine is a perfect case in point. He visited in 1833 and produced a several-hundred-page narrative of his travels, Voyage en Orient. When he published the work, he affixed to it a Resume politique in the form of a series of suggestions to the French government. Although in the Voyage proper he had detailed numerous encounters with Arab peasants and town dwellers in the Holy Land, the Resume announced that the territory was not really a country (presumably its inhabitants not “real” citizens), and therefore a marvelous place for an imperial or colonial project to be undertaken by France. What Lamartine does is to cancel and transcend an actual reality—a group of resident Arabs—by means of a future wish—that the land be empty for development by a more deserving power. It is precisely this kind of thinking, almost to the letter, that informed the Zionist slogan formulated by Israel Zangwill for Palestine toward the end of the century: a land without people, for a people without land.

         For Palestine has always played a special role in the imagination and in the political will of the West, which 48is where by common agreement modern Zionism also originated. Palestine is a place of causes and pilgrimages. It was the prize of the Crusades, as well as a place whose very name (and the endless historical naming and renaming of the place) has been an issue of doctrinal importance. As I said above, to call the place Palestine and not, say, Israel or Zion is already an act of political will. This in part explains the insistence in much pro-Zionist writing on the dubious assertion that Palestine was used only as an administrative designation in the Roman Empire, and never since—except of course during the British Mandate period after 1922. The point there has been to show that Palestine too is also an interpretation, one with much less continuity and prestige than Israel. But here we see another instance of the same mechanism employed by Lamartine: using a future or past dream to obliterate the realities lying between past and future. The truth is, of course, that if one were to read geographers, historians, philosophers, and poets who wrote in Arabic from the eighth century on, one would find references to Palestine; to say nothing of innumerable references to Palestine in European literature from the Middle Ages to the present. The point may be a small one, but it serves to show how epistemologically the name of, and of course the very presence of bodies, in Palestine are—because Palestine carries so heavy an imaginative and doctrinal freight—transmuted from a reality into a nonreality, from a presence into an absence. My more important point is that so far as the Arab Palestinian is concerned, the Zionist project for, and conquest of, Palestine was simply the most successful and to date the most protracted of many such European projects since the Middle Ages. I say this as a relatively simple historical statement, without at this stage wishing to say anything about the comparative 49intrinsic merit of Zionism against that of earlier projects.

         Palestine became a predominantly Arab and Islamic country by the end of the seventh century. Almost immediately thereafter its boundaries and its characteristics—including its name in Arabic, Filastin—became known to the entire Islamic world, as much for its fertility and beauty as for its religious significance. In the late tenth century, for example, we find this passage in Arabic:

         
            Filastin is the westernmost of the provinces of Syria. In its greatest length from Rafh to the boundary of Al Lajjun (Legio) it would take a rider two days to travel over; and the like time to cross the province in its breadth from Yafa (Jaffa) to Riha (Jericho). Zugar (Segor, Zoar) and the country of Lot’s people (Diyar Kaum Lot); Al Jibal (the mountains of Edom) and Ash Sharah as far as Ailah—Al Jibal and Ash Sharah being two separate provinces, but lying contiguous one to the other—are included in Filastin, and belong to its government.

            Filastin is watered by the rains and the dew. Its trees and its ploughed lands do not need artificial irrigation; and it is only in Nablus that you find the running waters applied to this purpose. Filastin is the most fertile of the Syrian provinces. Its capital and largest town is Ar Ramlah, but the Holy City (of Jerusalem) comes very near this last in size. In the province of Filastin, despite its small extent, there are about twenty mosques, with pulpits for the Friday prayer.

         

         In 1516, Palestine became a province of the Ottoman Empire, but this made it no less fertile, no less Arab or Islamic. A century later the English poet George Sandys spoke of it as “a land that flowed with milk and honey; in the midst as it were of the habitable world, and under a temperate clime; adorned with beautiful mountains and 50luxurious vallies; the rocks producing excellent waters; and no part empty of delight or profit.” Such reports persist in profusion through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, not only in travelers’ accounts but, by the end of the nineteenth century, in scientific quarterly reports published by the (British) Palestine Exploration Fund.

         Despite the steady arrival in Palestine of Jewish colonists after 1882, it is important to realize that not until the few weeks immediately preceding the establishment of Israel in the spring of 1948 was there ever anything other than a huge Arab majority. For example, the Jewish population in 1931 was 174,606 against a total of 1,033,314; in 1936, Jewish numbers had gone up to 384,078 and the total to 1,366,692; in 1946 there were 608,225 Jews in a total population of 1,912,112. In all these statistics, “natives” were easily distinguishable from the arriving colonists. But who were these natives?

         All of them spoke Arabic, and were mainly Sunni Muslims, although a minority among them were Christians, Druzes, and Shiite Muslims—all of whom spoke Arabic too. Approximately 65 percent of the Palestinian Arabs were agricultural people who lived in about 500 villages where ground crops as well as fruits and vegetables were grown. The principal Palestinian cities—Nablus, Jerusalem, Nazareth, Acre, Jaffa, Jericho, Ramlah, Hebron, and Haifa—were built in the main by Palestinian Arabs, who continued to live there even after the encroaching Zionist colonies expanded very close to them. There were also a respectable Palestinian intellectual and professional class, the beginnings of small industry, and a highly developed national consciousness. Modern Palestinian social, economic, and cultural life was organized around the same issues of independence and anti colonialism prevalent in the region, only for the 51Palestinians there were the legacy of Ottoman rule, then Zionist colonialism, then British mandatory authority (after World War I) to contend with more or less all together. All Arab Palestinians, almost without exception, felt themselves to be part of the great Arab awakening stirring since the last years of the nineteenth century, and it is this feeling that gave encouragement and coherence to an otherwise disruptive modern history. Palestinian writers and intellectuals like Hakam Darwazeh, Khalil Sakakineh, Khalil Beidas, and Najib Nassar, political organizations like the Futtuwa and Najada, the Arab Higher Committees, and the Arab League of Arab National Liberation (which argued that the Palestinian question could only be solved by Arabs and Jews together)—all these formed great national blocs among the population, directed the energies of the “non-Jewish” Palestinian community, created a Palestinian identity opposed equally to British rule and to Jewish colonization, and solidified the Palestinian sense of belonging by whichever continuity of residence to a distinct national group with a language (the Palestinian Arab dialect) and a specific communal sense (threatened particularly by Zionism) of its own.

         From the beginning of serious Zionist planning for Palestine (that is, roughly, from the period during and after World War I), one can note the increasing prevalence of the idea that Israel was to be built on the ruins of this Arab Palestine. At first the idea was stated with a good deal of circumspection, and it was done to fit in with the conceptions of a reconstructing colonialism so crucial to high European imperialism. In 1895, Theodor Herzl noted in his Diaries that something would have to be done about the Palestinian natives: 52

         
            We shall have to spirit the penniless population across the border by procuring employment for it in the transit countries, while denying it any employment in our own country.

            Both the process of expropriation and the removal of the poor must be carried out discreetly and circumspectly.

         

         Lord Rothschild corresponded on behalf of the Zionists with the British government in the phase that led up to the issuing of the Balfour Declaration. His memorandum of July 18, 1917 speaks of “the principle that Palestine should be re-constituted as the National Home for the Jewish People.” Chaim Weizmann was soon to speak of the fact that the British understood how “the Jews alone were capable of rebuilding Palestine and of giving it a place in the modern family of nations.” The Chief Rabbi of England, Dr. J. H. Herz, spoke eloquently of British “powerful support to the re-establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.” None of these statements is clear enough about what is at present to be found in Palestine. The country’s “re-constitution” and “rebuilding” unmistakably implies, however, that its present constitution—including hundreds of thousands of Arabs—was to be dissolved (how or where this is to be done isn’t very clear) in order that in its place was to appear a new Jewish state. The style of these declarations of intent is to leave out any unambiguous reference to the doubtless inconvenient fact that the country was already constituted (if only as a colony) and that its inhabitants were most unlikely to be happy about their “reconstitution” by a new colonial force. But the statements themselves are perfectly accurate: Palestine was rebuilt, it was reconstructed, it was reestablished. Just how brutal these acts were is indicated, I think, in these remarks by Moshe Dayan in April 1969: 53

         
            We came to this country which was already populated by Arabs, and we are establishing a Hebrew, that is a Jewish state here. In considerable areas of the country [the total area was about 6 percent] we bought the lands from the Arabs. Jewish villages were built in the place of Arab villages. You do not even know the names of these Arab villages, and I do not blame you, because these geography books no longer exist; not only do the books not exist, the Arab villages are not there either. Nahalal [Dayan’s own village] arose in the place of Mahalul, Gevat—in the place of Jibta, [Kibbutz] Sarid—in the place of Haneifs and Kefar Yehoshua—in the place of Tell Shaman. There is not one place built in this country that did not have a former Arab population. [Ha’aretz, April 4, 1969]

         

         Even Dayan’s terminology, frank as it is, is euphemistic. For what he means by “the Arab villages are not there either” is that they were destroyed systematically. One outraged Israeli, Professor Israel Shahak, who reckons almost four hundred villages were thus eliminated, has said that these villages were “destroyed completely, with their houses, garden-walls, and even cemeteries and tombstones, so that literally a stone does not remain standing, and visitors are passing and being told that ‘it was all desert.’” There is some unpleasant congruity to the fact that after the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza in 1967 the same policy of destruction was carried out there; by the end of 1969, 7,554 Arab houses were razed, and by August 1971, 16,212 houses had been demolished, according to the London Sunday Times of June 19, 1977.

         Nor was this all. According to the most precise calculation yet made, approximately 780,000 Arab Palestinians were dispossessed and displaced in 1948 in order to 54facilitate the “reconstruction and rebuilding” of Palestine. These are the Palestinian refugees, who now number well over two million. And finally we should add that the quantity of Arabs held since 1967 inside the Occupied Territories (which Menachem Begin claims to have “liberated”) is 1.7 million; of them half a million are part of pre-1967 Israel. The transformation of Palestine which resulted in Israel has been an extraordinarily expensive project—especially for the Arab Palestinians.
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