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The people are all charming to me. They are not really Eastern, or anything: just a poor fringe of a people between Islam and the sea, doomed to be pawns in whatever politics are played here … I haven’t yet come across one spark of national feeling: it is all sects and hatreds and religions. I read the Maronite mass book the other day, and felt the prayer ‘to be saved from bloodshed’ take on a particular meaning in this country of massacres. And it is a grand country, too.


 


Freya Stark, Letters from Syria (John Murray, London, 1942) p. 59
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CHAPTER ONE


The Seeds of Conflict


1860–1923





LEBANON: THE SMALL, SECTARIAN STATE OF THE MIDDLE EAST


Lebanon, a mountainous country on the Eastern Mediterranean no bigger than Wales or the American state of Connecticut, has long attracted an international attention disproportionate to its size and, one might at first think, its importance. The attention has generally come in dramatic spasms provoked by crises apt to subside as quickly as they erupt, but whose underlying causes never go away. Rarely, however, did it reach such a pitch of sustained intensity as during the event that inspired the writing of this history – those thirty-three days in July and August 2006, which Arabs have called the ‘Sixth [Arab–Israeli] War’. And rarely have pundits and partisans ascribed such great, such well-nigh cosmic significance to a war that was limited in scope and, in any immediate military sense at least, inconclusive in its outcome.


On the one hand, so passionate a devotee of Israel as the controversial American celebrity lawyer Alan Dershowitz could say that it was ‘the first major battle of a third world war between terrorist armies and democracies, the first instance since the Holocaust in which Jews, as Jews, are targeted by an international organization that seeks recognition as a legitimate power, by Islamic extremists who want to “liberate” all Islamic land, which includes all of Israel proper, including Tel Aviv, from the “crusaders.”’1 On the other, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Dershowitz’s polar opposite and chief sponsor of Hizbullah, found it richly meaningful too. ‘Those people and groups,’ said the newspaper Kayhan, ‘who are trying to scare Tehran out of its support for the Lebanese people, Hizbullah and Hamas, are like a little kid who is trying to create a big wave in the ocean by throwing a small stone into it. The evil triangle of America, Israel and reactionary Arabs has been defeated in the four weeks since the crisis began, and this triangle will cease to exist in the Middle East that lies ahead.’2


Pronouncements of the kind did at least, in their very grandiloquence, serve to dramatize what had long established itself as Lebanon’s pre-eminent role in the world. ‘Beware of small states’, wrote Mikhail Bakunin, the Russian anarchist, to a friend in 1870. What he meant, in that era of European war and geopolitical upheaval, was not only that such diminutive polities were peculiarly vulnerable to the machinations of greater ones, but that they were a source of trouble for their tormentors too.3 He had in mind Belgium, for example, or Latvia, trapped on the Baltic between the rival ambitions of Czarist Russia and a Germany undergoing its unification and aggrandizement at the hand of Prussia and its Iron Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck. Lebanon, by this geopolitical criterion, undoubtedly qualifies as the ‘small state’ of the Middle East. Not for nothing have its ancient, biblical name, and that of its capital, Beirut, now entered the world’s political vocabulary as bywords for a certain type of modern conflict. Not for nothing has the term libanisation (‘Lebanonization’) become an official part of the French language, defined in the latest editions of Larousse as ‘a process of fragmentation of a state, as a result of confrontation between diverse communities’, and ‘tending to replace “balkanisation”’.


But it is not simply Lebanon’s small size, sensitive location between East and West, or the special interest European powers have always taken in this largely Christian country, which accounts for its susceptibility to outside interference. It is, above all, its unique internal composition. For as an amalgam of religious communities and their myriad sub-divisions, with a constitutional and political order to match, Lebanon is the sectarian state par excellence. The condition from which it suffers is chronic; or, at the very least, it is surely bound to endure so long as the whole Middle East also remains what it is: the most endemically unstable region in the world. Lebanon, it seems, was almost designed to be the everlasting battleground for others’ political, strategic and ideological conflicts, conflicts which sometimes escalate into their proxy wars. These others are first and foremost, of course, the larger states of the region. But they are also America, Europe, Russia, or any great power, actual or aspiring, that takes an interest in the region’s affairs. And great powers always have taken such an interest, on account of its importance, historically, as a hub of international politics, and, in recent times, as the repository of vast reserves of oil, life-blood of the modern world, and the locus of its longest-running, most implacable and dangerous conflict, the struggle between Arab and Jew. If the Middle East habitually interferes in Lebanon’s affairs, the outside world habitually does so in those of the Middle East.


Nor is it just states, and their official agencies, to whose designs, public or clandestine, Lebanon is uniquely exposed. It is no less exposed, at the popular level, to every new idea or ideology, every religious, political or cultural current that arises and spreads across the region. That is because it is, and always has been, a more open, liberal and democratic society than any of its Arab neighbours. In this respect, its vulnerability to domestic dissension, its chief flaw, has become, as it were, its chief of virtues. For the sectarian state just could not function at all unless its constituent parts agreed, at least in principle, that respecting the rights, interests and sensibilities of each was indispensable to the welfare of all. That amounted to a built-in prophylactic against the dictatorship of one group, usually ethnic or sectarian, over others that has blighted the rest of the Arab world.


So, although Lebanon has undoubtedly been the object and victim of others’ actions and ambitions, on the plane of ideas it has not only been an object, but an agent too. Thus, in its own, idiosyncratic and, of course, frequently sectarian way, it has been a reflector of, or major contributor to, all the broad historical experiences of the modern Middle East: the transition from Ottoman Turkish rule to European colonial domination; the rise of the pan-Arab nationalist idea and the advent of independence; the post-independence, revolutionary seizures of power – in all their variously secular, socialist, unionist, ‘anti-imperialist’ guises – which, with President Nasser as their great champion, the nationalist idea spawned; and finally, with the failure of nationalism, or at least of the decadent regimes that presumed to embody it, the rise of the fundamentalist Islam which is pre-eminent today. Indeed, could it even be said that Lebanon – the eternal victim – has now become the perpetrator too, posing no less a threat to greater states than they habitually posed to it? Was it mere braggadocio, or was it a serious, credible proposition that Hassan Nasrallah, the Hizbullah leader, advanced in his first public appearance after ‘the divine victory’ which God had bestowed on his jihadist warriors – the proposition that the ‘small state’ of the Middle East had now been transformed into one of its ‘great powers’?4 His enraptured followers clearly thought so. And could anyone, amid the shocks and tumult of the times, confidently pronounce them wrong?


Several states, from inside the region and beyond, have impinged on Lebanon – wooed, bullied or sought to subvert it from within, attacked, invaded, occupied or otherwise maltreated it – in its nearly ninety-year existence in its modern form. But none has done so more strenuously and disruptively than the state of Israel – or, to be more precise, Israel preceded by the pre-state Zionist movement out of which it grew. For, however familiar the existence and characteristic activities of the Jewish state may now have come to seem in the eyes of the world, it is an historically remarkable fact that when Lebanon as we know it first arose, in 1920, no such thing existed. Not only was there no Jewish state, there were not even the basic prerequisites of one – a distinct and recognized people inhabiting a distinct and recognized territory of its own – as there had been prior to the formation of the smaller nation-states of Europe. Latvia, for example, finally achieved statehood after the First World War, upon the dissolution of the last of the successive empires within which it had hitherto been subsumed. In Palestine, where Israel eventually did arise, there was only a very small community of Jews, no more than six per cent of the total population, owning no more than two per cent of the land.5 Of those only a minority, natives born and bred, were as truly indigenous as the Arabs among whom they lived; the majority were recent immigrants from Eastern Europe. Nor did these immigrants possess any conceivable right, under international law or custom, to create an exclusively Jewish state, or any reasonable expectation that they ever could, given the seemingly insuperable obstacles which stood in their path, not just legal ones of course, but moral, diplomatic, political and demographic too. Yet not only did they achieve that – mainly, and inevitably, through force – within the space of thirty years, they eventually turned their state, militarily and diplomatically, into the most powerful in the region. No less inevitably, given the manner of its birth, this new-born state was from the outset predisposed to use its power in an aggressive, domineering and violent fashion. That was to be felt throughout the region, but – after Palestine itself – nowhere more than it was by the smallest and weakest of its neighbours, Lebanon. And when one speaks of Israeli power, one cannot but speak of the Western power that was always integral to it. In its embryonic, pre-state days, the Zionist enterprise in Palestine was utterly dependent on Great Britain, the dominant imperial state of the age, which had sponsored it. But even now, the regional superpower into which it eventually grew remains no less dependent for its ultimate survival on the global superpower, or, rather, on its unique ability – directly or via the ‘friends of Israel’ inside the US itself – to enlist American power on its own behalf.


SYKES–PICOT: FRANCE AND BRITAIN SHARE THE SPOILS


Modern Lebanon, like Latvia, was born out of the cataclysm of the First World War, when the Ottoman Empire, the ‘Sick Man of Europe’, finally expired. It was a part of the new Middle Eastern order which Britain and France, the war’s victors, imposed on the empire’s former Arab provinces.


That order represented a betrayal of the Arab peoples – of their hopes and expectations for a renewal of mastery in their own house which had not been theirs for centuries. The last time it had been, they ranked for a while as a standard-bearer of human progress. That was when, with Europe still sunk in the Dark Ages, they created a brilliant civilization inextricably associated with the religion, Islam, which their Prophet, Muhammad, had founded. From Damascus, seat of the first, Omayyad Caliphate, they carried it in an extraordinary succession of imperial conquests to India in the east, while their westerly advance, through North Africa and Spain, was only checked, beyond the Pyrenees, by the Frankish chief, Charles Martel, in the battle of Tours in 732. Other peoples shared in this enterprise, but it was the original Arab conquerors who, as its ruling class, bound the vast empire together. In time, however, their unifying ascendancy crumbled beneath a combination of internal convulsions and external challenges, and eventually the empire’s Arabian heartlands themselves fell prey to foreign, albeit – Crusader kingdoms apart – Muslim rulers. During the four hundred years that the last of them, the Ottomans, held sway, the Arab decline accelerated disastrously in relation to a European Christendom forging triumphantly ahead in all fields of human endeavour. It was in response to Europe’s supremacy, and its invasion or outright annexation of parts of the Arab homeland, that in the later years of the nineteenth century Arab thinkers began to reflect on the reasons why their once pre-eminent civilization had fallen so far behind. They studied and sought to profit not only from those most obvious and outwardly impressive manifestations of Europe’s progress – its scientific and technological achievements – but from those larger, less tangible concepts – the nation state, constitutional government, individual liberties, secularism, democracy – that underlay them. At first it had been primarily as Muslims that they reacted. But by the turn of the twentieth century, in a movement known as the Arab Awakening – a great debate about Arab identity, history, language, culture, religion – they tended more and more to look upon themselves primarily as Arabs. The central idea was that of nationhood. There was an Arab nation; however diverse its component parts might be, these had certain basic aspirations in common. The more closely each worked with the other the stronger all would be.


In 1915, early in the war, Britain effectively acknowledged the force and justice of the pan-Arab nationalist ideal when it solemnly pledged its support for a free, sovereign and potentially united Arab state encompassing all, or at least the vast bulk, of those liberated Ottoman provinces. It had entered into a protracted correspondence with Sherif Hussein of Mecca, the Ottoman-appointed governor of the province of Hijaz in what is now Saudi Arabia. Long bent on the establishment of an independent Arab kingdom, with himself and his Hashemite dynasty at its head, he was the most representative spokesman of the Arab cause. In return for his collaboration with the Allies in their military campaign against the Ottomans, Britain undertook to ‘recognize and support the independence of the Arabs’ in all their domains except for ‘portions of Syria [i.e. principally Lebanon] lying to the west of Damascus, Homs, Hama and Aleppo that could not be said to be purely Arab’. The Sherif did not agree to this exception – which Britain had introduced in deference to France – reserving the right to contest it later.


In fulfilment of their part of the bargain, the Sherif and his sons, the amirs Faisal and Abdullah, launched the Arab Revolt. Its climax came with the capture of Damascus in 1918. That historic city should then have become, for the first time in more than a thousand years, the capital of the ‘Arab Kingdom’ which he proclaimed there. But this was not to be – or at least not for more than a few weeks. French troops marched from Lebanon – where Faisal had already surrendered an even briefer, week-long tenure6 – defeated his army, and added Damascus and the whole of Syria to France’s existing array of colonial possessions.


It did so with British connivance. For, six months after its negotiations with Sherif Hussein, the British government had concluded a secret understanding between itself, France and Czarist Russia. This, the Sykes–Picot agreement, was one of the two key documents that shaped the modern history of the Middle East. Under its terms, made public in 1917, to the Arabs’ immense consternation, by the newly installed Bolshevik government, Russia and Italy were to take control of essentially Turkish parts of the former Ottoman domains, while France and Britain were to divide the Arab provinces between them, with Syria and Lebanon going to France, and Iraq, Palestine and Transjordan to Britain.


It was unrepentant, old-fashioned imperialism. But it was dressed up in philanthropic guise. Britain and France were obliged to pay lip-service of sorts to the principles which, with its promises to the Arabs, Britain had effectively endorsed. They did so in the shape of the so-called Mandates. According to these, assigned to them as ‘a sacred trust of civilization’ by the League of Nations, their charges had formally speaking become ‘independent states’; at the same time, however, they were ‘subject to the rendering of administrative advice and assistance by a Mandatory until such time as they [were] able to stand alone’.


The newly subordinate Arabs owed this at least ostensible concession to the United States. Declaring war on Germany in 1917, President Woodrow Wilson had called for a post-war world ‘made safe for democracy’; and in his Fourteen Points, enunciated in January 1918, he decreed that this post-war world should also be an anti-colonial one which banished ‘force’ and ‘aggression’ from the affairs of nations, replacing them with ‘self-determination’, ‘justice’, ‘fair dealing’ and ‘open covenants openly arrived at’. As for the Middle East itself, its peoples should be ‘assured of undoubted security of life and absolutely unmolested opportunity of development’. At the Versailles peace conference in 1919, Wilson refused even to consider the secret wartime agreements of the European powers. Furthermore, in response to pleas that came, most forcefully, from fellow Americans resident in the Middle East – such as Daniel Bliss, president of the American University of Beirut – he resolved that the conference should dispatch a mission of inquiry to ascertain the true desire of the people ‘directly concerned’, the Arabs themselves. The ‘King– Crane Commission’, as it came to be known after the names of its exclusively American participants, found that what the Arabs almost unanimously desired was full independence. The inhabitants of Syria – and Palestine, then considered to be a part of it – insisted on a sovereign and united state embracing not only the whole of what is now the state of Syria, but Lebanon, Palestine and Transjordan too. The Commission also determined that if these people really needed a period of foreign tutelage at all ‘the Mandate should certainly go to America’. But then Wilson, losing interest, left the field to the recalcitrant Europeans.


THE MARONITES AND THE BIRTH OF GREATER LEBANON


Under Sykes–Picot France was entitled to set up whatever kind of administration, ‘direct or indirect’, it saw fit in those Mediterranean coastal regions which Britain had sought to exclude from an ‘Arab Kingdom’. It proceeded with the creation of Greater Lebanon, so called because, though still a small state, it was very substantially larger than the historical entity, Mount Lebanon, out of which it grew.


Under the Ottomans, these rugged highlands had long enjoyed a special, autonomous status as the ancestral home of two religious communities, the Maronite Christians and the Druzes. In search of a refuge from Muslim conquests, the Maronites, offspring of the early Church’s Monothelite controversy as to the dual or single nature of Christ, first established a foothold there in the seventh century. They drew close to Catholic Europe during the Crusades and entered into full union with Rome in 1736. They developed a very special relationship with their so-called ‘tender mother’, France. The Druzes, an esoteric, sub-Shiite sect, took root there in the eleventh century.


The two communities fluctuated between cooperation and bitter conflict. But in the nineteenth century relations between them became inextricably entwined with Mount Lebanon’s emergence, adumbrating the ‘small state’ role to come, as the focal point of both regional and international competition – between an Ottoman Empire striving to pre serve a grip on its restive province, an Egypt which had invaded it, a France backing the Maronites, and Britain the Druzes. ‘If one man hits another,’ a local chieftain complained, ‘the incident becomes an Anglo-French affair, and there might even be trouble between the two countries if a cup of coffee gets spilt on the ground.’7 Civil war came to a head in 1860, when the Druzes inflicted horrible massacres on the Maronites. It ended with French military intervention on the Maronites’ behalf and the creation of a new autonomous order under European protection.


Despite their defeat, however, the Maronites emerged stronger than the Druzes. They had long been gaining ground demographically, territorially, educationally and economically, and now they secured a clear political primacy too. Under the new order, and the stability, prosperity and self-confidence that came with it, they developed the larger communal ambitions that were to come to fruition with the formation of Greater Lebanon.


The Christians of Mount Lebanon, of Beirut and coastal regions then part of Syria had played a dominant and pioneering role in the intellectual ferment of the Arab Awakening. They owed that very largely to their long-standing association with the West, and to seats of learning, such as the American University of Beirut, which missionaries and philanthropists, both European and American, had established among them. They had thereby contributed much to the growth of the pan-Arab nationalist idea. Ironically, however, that idea was now about to collide with a more local nationalism of their own. At first, when the imperial Turk had been perceived, by Muslims and Christians alike, as the common adversary, this had only been latent within the larger pan-Arab one. But with the prospect of liberation from the Ottomans improving, and Arab nationalism seemingly never quite able to shed its Islamic character in favour of a truly secular one, it took a more concrete and assertive form. It was essentially Maronite nationalism in Lebanese guise. Its roots lay in the Maronites’ historical fear of, and antipathy for, Islam, in their self-perception as an embattled outpost of Christendom, the largest, most compact and pugnacious in the Middle East, which, secure in its mountain fastnesses, had never submitted to the officially protected, but subordinate, so-called dhimmi status endured by Greek Orthodox and other Christian denominations, as scattered islands in a Muslim sea. Lebanon, in their estimation, was essentially ‘their’ country. Indeed, according to a mythology clerics and ideologues promoted, they were not really Arabs at all.8 They were heirs to the Phoenicians, the merchant, sea-faring nation of antiquity; they were a Mediterranean people, honorary Europeans, with Rome as their spiritual Mecca, Paris their cultural one.9 Whereas the Arab nationalists wanted to absorb Lebanon into a greater Arab state, they wanted a small and separate one, with themselves in charge. And with French help they got it.


The state which France conjured into being in August 1920 more than doubled the dimensions of Mount Lebanon with the annexation of the coastal cities of Beirut, Tyre, Sidon and Tripoli, as well as the Beqa’a valley in the interior. This, for the Maronites, was the restoration of the ‘historic frontiers’, well beyond the Mountain, to which the writ of powerful (though mostly non-Christian) rulers had once in practice run. The Maronite patriarch, exercising temporal as well as spiritual authority, was the leading champion of this expansionist dream come true. Economic as well as ideological motives lay behind it: only with the addition of the Mediterranean ports, vital for commerce, and the fertile inland plain, ensuring a measure of self-sufficiency in agriculture, could their new Lebanon be a truly viable one. The trouble with this arrangement was that the new territories, thus arbitrarily acquired, were actually Syrian, and, though they included scattered Maronite communities, their great majority, mainly Muslim, considered themselves Syrian too; they mostly identified with the pan-Arab nationalism of which Syria was the heart. For the orthodox, largely city-dwelling Sunnis, members of the Arab nation’s largest religious community and its traditional ruling class, the prospect of subordination by local Christians was if anything worse than European colonialism; an ‘almost unimaginable inversion of the natural order in their world’.10


For the Maronites were resolved to perpetuate the dominance, over this Greater Lebanon, which they formerly exerted over the lesser one of the Mountain. For a variety of reasons, they believed they could manage that. In a country of well under a million people they still constituted the largest single community, if no longer the absolute majority they had been; twelve years later, according to the only official census ever conducted, they numbered 351,197, or 33.57 per cent out of a total population of 1,046,164.11 They were also relatively well-educated, prosperous, and persuaded of the inherent superiority of their Westernized ways. Their beloved France, for colonial reasons, stood four-square behind them. With Lebanon’s independence in 1943, their ascendancy was formally consecrated in the so-called National Pact. This unwritten agreement enshrined an historic compromise: the Maronites, recognizing Lebanon’s Arab character and membership of the Arab family, agreed to renounce any protective links to European powers and the Muslims, acknowledging the finality of its independent statehood, shed their pan-Arab nationalist dream of re-integration into the Syria from which they had been severed. The Pact also presumed to regulate the share and status of every religious community in the whole. There were a full seventeen of these; they were all crammed cheek by jowl into the narrow confines, some 200 kilometres long by 80 broad, of the multi-confessional state, all more or less identified with their own particular, yet rarely homogeneous, segment – be it a precipitous mountain domain or a compact city quarter – in the crazy patchwork of separate entities that was its territorial expression. The Maronites, taking the presidency, command of the army and other key posts, came out firmly at the apex of the hierarchy. The Sunnis, numbering 194,305, or 18.57 per cent of the population, at the time of the 1932 census, took the premiership. The least favoured were the 166,545 Shiites, at 15.92 per cent.12


Once upon a time, back in the tenth century, when Shiite dynasties still ruled most of the Middle East and North Africa, they had been dominant, possibly even the majority, in the territories now part of the new-born Lebanese state. But, oppressed and persecuted under orthodox Sunni Mamluks and Ottomans, they were driven out of the Tripoli region of northern Lebanon. With the rise and expansion of the Maronites and Druzes, they were then driven from Mount Lebanon, until, apart from a pocket here and there, they were territorially reduced to Jebel Amil – the hill country inland from Tyre and Sidon – and part of the Beqa’a Valley, with which they are immemorially associated. In 1919, loyal to Syria and Amir Faisal, and suspicious of a French-ruled, Maronite-dominated Lebanon, they were attacked by French troops, assisted by local Maronites, who constituted the second, if very much smaller community of Jebel Amil. Their towns and villages came under artillery and aerial bombardment. They formally submitted to the new order with the enforced signature, by their notables and ulema (religious leaders), of an admission of responsibility for their own plight.13 Their situation did improve somewhat, when the Mandatory authority began to favour – besides the Maronites – non-Sunni sects as a counterweight to the troublesome Sunnis, who were agitating against both their separation from Syria and the Maronite hegemony under which they chafed in the embryonic, pre-independence state.14 But by the time of the National Pact, they still felt themselves to be the ‘despised stepchildren’ of a Maronite–Sunni condominium.15 Mostly poor peasants, mainly represented, politically, by the great Shiite land owners who exploited them socially and economically, they remained Lebanon’s most backward community, remote, peripheral victims of official neglect and discrimination. But this was a state of affairs for which, before very long and in the most unforeseeable of ways, history would exact its retribution.


Even at the time, some, both French and Maronite, saw great trouble in the making. Robert Caix, secretary-general of the French high commission, warned that, in their ‘megalomania’, the Maronites were sowing the seeds of their own eventual adversity.16 To enlarge Christian Lebanon, said a newspaper editor, George Samne, was to attempt ‘the squaring of the circle’. And, in truth, the contradiction at its heart became its abiding curse. The Lebanese themselves, left to their own devices, might eventually have overcome it, but citizens of the ‘small state’ that they were, they were never going to be left to them. The contradiction forever nourished, and was nourished by, the influence and interferences of more powerful states. Chief of these was one whose creation amounted to a vastly more arbitrary example of late-imperial arrogance, geopolitical caprice and perniciously misguided philanthropy than Lebanon’s could ever have done – the Jewish state-to-be.


‘DON’T WORRY, DOCTOR WISE; PALESTINE IS YOURS’


The Balfour Declaration of 1917, the other key document to have shaped the modern history of the Middle East, grew out of Sykes–Picot, but, in retrospect, its importance outweighs it. Under it, the British government pledged itself to ‘view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights’ of the country’s ‘existing non-Jewish’ inhabitants.


It seemed on the face of it to have been a wholly British initiative, but in reality the Zionists themselves both inspired the Declaration and framed its text.17 And in their scheme of things it did not, nor ever could, have anything to do with the high ideals that Wilson had promul gated. In Palestine, the philanthropic principles which the Mandatory system supposedly embodied were to be honoured more flagrantly in the breach than they were anywhere else. Wilson’s own King–Crane Commission had been categoric: if the Zionist project went forward, it warned, that would constitute ‘a gross violation of the principle of self-determination and the peoples’ rights’. But Wilson, a devout bible-reading Presbyterian and self-professed Zionist,18 chose to ignore the warning. He assured the American Zionist leader, ‘don’t worry, Dr Wise, Palestine is yours’,19 thereby inaugurating, at the highest level, the Western double standards without which the Zionist enterprise would have very quickly come to naught.


Theirs, in the fullest sense, the Zionists always intended that Palestine should be. It was not merely a ‘home’ they sought there, but a fully-fledged state. Nor were they planning to respect the Palestinians’ ‘civil and religious rights’, for, in the fullness of time, there would be no Palestinians in Palestine with rights to respect. To be sure, it was always official Zionist policy publicly to deny any such intentions; anyone who said otherwise was ‘suffering from gross ignorance, or actuated by malice’.20 But that was merely the wilful dissimulation which, from the earliest days, had established itself as a basic tenet of Zionist theory and practice. Inevitably, however, enthusiasm sometimes got the better of discretion. Thus Chaim Weizmann, the Russian-born British citizen who became the great statesman of pre-state Zionism, went to Palestine in 1918 to assure the Arabs that it was not ‘our objective to seize control of the higher policy of the province of Palestine’, or ‘to turn anyone out of his property’.21 But two years later he told a London Jewish audience: ‘I trust to God that a Jewish state will come about’, and that ‘we can finally establish such a society in Palestine that Palestine shall be as Jewish as England is English or America is American’.22


What were to be the dimensions of this state? ‘As great’, said Weizmann, ‘as Jewish energy in getting Palestine’.23 The ultimate rationale for locating it in that already inhabited land – as opposed to other places which Theodor Herzl, the founder of Zionism, had seriously considered – was biblical: this was to be a restoration of the Jews to ‘the land of their ancestors’. No one actually knew where the frontiers of ancient Israel had been. But the wider the bounds of the new one were to be set the better.24 And Jewish scholars down the ages had developed a whole range of possibilities. According to the maximalist view, the Land of Israel should cover the whole of Sinai, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and the southern part of Turkey. In practice, however, the mainstream, ‘political’ Zionists, without renouncing larger, theoretical aims, were to concentrate on securing the most that they considered realistically possible in the political and diplomatic conditions of the time. They would basically confine their ambitions within the boundaries of the British Mandate for Palestine, which, at the time, meant not just Palestine proper, but the whole of Transjordan (now Jordan) too.


Zionism’s other basic tenet – not publicized either – was the role that force would play in the creation of this state. It was to be applied, above all, to the solving of what the early pioneers discreetly called ‘the Arab problem’, the problem that Palestine was not, as Weizmann used to say, ‘a country without a people’ awaiting a people which ‘has no country’.25 Whatever interpretation Western audiences to which he said this might have put upon his words, he himself could not literally have meant that Palestine really was an uninhabited land. After all, even another such prominent British Zionist as himself, Israel Zangwill, had publicly acknowledged that it was ‘already twice as thickly populated as the United States’. No, what Weizmann really meant was that those ‘existing non-Jewish’ inhabitants of the promised land need not constitute a serious impediment to Zionist purposes. ‘The British told us’, he confided to a colleague, ‘that there are some hundred thousands of negroes and for those there is no value’;26 they were like ‘the rocks of Judea, obstacles that had to be cleared on a difficult path’.27 Emboldened by the Balfour Declaration, leading Zionists became increasingly convinced of the need for the Palestinians’ ‘forcible removal’.28 Zangwill, who had once opined that ‘we should drive [the Arabs] out by the sword as our forefathers did’, now began to campaign quite openly on the subject. In his book, The Voice of Jerusalem, he argued that ‘an Arab exodus’, which he saw as ‘race redistribution’ or a ‘trek like that of the Boers from Cape Colony’, was ‘literally the only way out of the difficulty of creating a Jewish State in Palestine’. ‘After all’, he added, ‘they [had] all of Arabia with its million square miles’ to ‘trek’ to and ‘no particular reason to cling to these few kilometres [of Palestine]. “To fold their tents” and “silently steal away” is their proverbial habit: let them exemplify it now.’29 But of all the Arab countries to which the Palestinians might be transferred, the one which – before the transfer actually came to pass – the Zionists always most favoured was Iraq,30 not merely because it was fertile, and far away, but because, as Baron Edmond-James de Rothschild, a would-be financier of such schemes, said, more immediate neighbours like Syria (which, in those days, meant mostly what is now Lebanon) or Transjordan were already ‘part of the Land of Israel’.31


THE PALESTINIANS ARE ARABS TOO


Self-evidently, the Palestinians were to be the most directly – and ultimately disastrously – affected by this Jewish state-in-the-making. They certainly were not privy to the precise nature and full extent of the Zionists’ project, or of the methods they had in mind, but they had already seen, heard and experienced enough to sense what was afoot. Their hostility was already an established fact; their opposition was set to grow. But what about the Arabs – and Muslims – at large?


The Zionists recognized that, second only to the Palestinians themselves, the Arabs were always bound to constitute a vital factor in their calculations. They entertained no less disparaging opinions of them than they did of the Palestinians; culturally, socially, temperamentally, they made little distinction between the two. That was implicit in the fact that they always referred to Palestinians as ‘Arabs’ anyway; so when they said of one or the other that they were, for example, ‘backward’, ‘primitive’, ‘nomads’, or – in the choice terminology of Revisionist leader Vladimir Jabotinsky – a mere ‘yelling rabble dressed up in gaudy, savage rags’,32 these descriptions automatically applied with equal force to both. Nevertheless, they did give credence to the reality of Arab nationalism. They did so begrudgingly, however, because of the potentially adverse implications its very existence would have as a rival to their own. And, not surprisingly, their view of it was always an expedient one. When it served their purposes, they would stress the Arabism, or certain useful aspects of it, which their neighbours, Syrians, Jordanians, Iraqis, might have in common. When it did not, they would stress its inherent flaws.


From the outset they faced a basic choice: to seek the Arabs’ friendship or, realizing that this was impossible, to resign themselves to their enduring hostility. Given the potentialities inherent in the Arabs’ large population, vast territories, abundance of natural resources, and strategic centrality in the world’s affairs, their friendship would clearly be as great an asset as their hostility would be a liability. And in whichever direction the Arabs chose to respond, the more united they were in making that choice, the more decisive its consequences would be for the Zionists.


So, naturally enough, they began by seeking Arab friendship and cooperation. Naturally, too, they sought to secure it through whichever Arab leaders they deemed most representative and influential. No one at the time better fitted that prescription than Amir Faisal. And he it was in whom Weizmann discerned his Arab counterpart. Indeed, he concluded a formal, written agreement with him. It was partly due to heavy pressure from the British, as well as the naïve bewilderment of an Arabian prince untutored in the arts and wiles of European diplomacy, that he signed what he signed. But partly it came from a genuine spirit of openness and goodwill towards the Jews. To be sure, there was a history and tradition of anti-Semitism in the Arab and Muslim worlds, but it never approached the systematic virulence and cruelty that it did in Christian Europe.33 The Hashemites, descendants of the Prophet, considered it their obligation to respect the Jews, a ‘people of the Book’, as the Koran enjoined.34 Faisal and his father were not averse, and neither were many politically minded Arabs of the time, to some kind of Jewish settlement in Palestine.35 But that, Faisal insisted, was subject to two conditions: that it should not impinge on the general welfare and the political and economic rights of the existing inhabitants – not just Balfour’s ‘civil and religious’ ones – and that Palestine should form part of the independent state originally promised by Britain. He believed that, if those conditions were met, there would be no fundamental incompatibility between Arab and Zionist aspirations in Palestine. And he had had plentiful assurances, albeit more from Britain than the Zionists, that they would be.36


However, it soon became clear that they would not, that what the Zionists sought, via friendship with the Arabs, was what no Arabs could give. Not merely were they expected to accept a concept of Jewish nationhood at odds with the terms of the agreement Faisal had lent himself to, they were to persuade the Palestinians to do so too. And, according to the Zionists, it was pan-Arab nationalism itself that dictated such a course. A fundamental reason why they themselves had a national claim to Palestine so incontestably superior to that of the Palestinians was because the Palestinians were simply ‘not a nation’, as David Ben-Gurion, the leader of the Yishuv, the Jewish community in Palestine, later put it.37 It was in the greater Arab world, not a segment of it called Palestine, where their identity and sense of belonging lay. ‘Palestine’, wrote Moshe Bellinson, a close associate of Ben-Gurion, ‘is not needed by the [Palestinians] from the national point of view. They Ķare bound to other centres. There, in Syria, in Iraq, in the Arabian Peninsula, lies the homeland of the Arab people.’38 It followed, therefore, that the Palestinians would suffer no great wrong, no great cultural shock upon their enforced ‘transfer’ to the territories of their Arab brethren, especially as these were so ‘many’ and so ‘spacious’ in comparison with the ‘few kilometres’ of Palestine. Carrying their interpretation of Arab nationalism to its logical conclusion, the Zionist leadership decided that there was really no point in dealing directly with so subsidiary a community as the Palestinians at all. To be sure, they could develop local economic, social and administrative relations with them, but for the higher political, the truly destiny-shaping issues, other Arabs should settle those on the Palestinians’ behalf. And if, said Ben-Gurion, they persuaded the ‘Arabs of Palestine to come to terms’, the Zionists could, in return, offer them all the modern skills, the capital, the political connections which they brought with them from the West. They could help them make their deserts bloom.39


For the Arabs this Zionist reading of their own interests and emotions embodied a curious and contrary logic. It required no newfangled, pan-Arab nationalist credo for them to identify with the Palestinians against the Zionists, rather than the precise opposite which the Zionists were asking of them, but it did add a strong, ideological element to the natural sympathy which, as fellow Arabs, they already felt in this regard. In this they were merely reacting as the British would surely have reacted had the Zionists induced some rival imperial power to inflict on them what Britain was planning to inflict on the Arabs; had Czarist Russia, for example, suddenly decided that a portion of their ‘scepter’d isle, other Eden, demi-paradise’ should, à la Weizmann, become as Jewish as Russia is Russian. And not just some remote extremity of it, but its very heartland, containing a city as historically important to them as Jerusalem is to Arabs and Muslims. The Arabs were as quickly, instinctively and almost universally hostile to Zionism as were the Palestinians. Even if the Zionists themselves had not violated the terms of the historic Weizmann–Faisal agreement, Faisal would have soon enough repudiated it in the face of his people’s overwhelming disapproval.


The Zionists nonetheless persisted, through much of their pre-state years, in periodic efforts to find a representative Arab interlocutor with whom to deal, but – with the dubious exception of Faisal’s brother, King Abdullah of Transjordan – they never succeeded. And the more the Zionists realized that Arabism was to become a permanently hostile force, and that preserving Palestine as an integral part of the Arab homeland from the fate they had in store for it was to become its central, indeed sacred cause, the more they began to turn against it. They feared and reviled it. It was the enemy, the anti-Christ; it schooled its followers in anti-Zionist, anti-Semitic fanaticism. What in others’ nationalisms might have been quite normal and legitimate, became, in the Arabs’, something illegitimate, suspect, malignant. Thus the Arab quest for unity, be it in the ultimate form of common statehood, or lesser expressions of collective will, was anathema to the Zionists, because unity meant strength, and strength, when added to hostility, meant danger, possibly existential danger, to themselves. So they soon developed another theory about the natural order in the region, that of the Middle East as a ‘mosaic’. This laid down that the Arabs were by no means the only, or even the dominant, ethnic group in the region. There were Turks, Iranians, Kurds as well. Furthermore, the Arabs themselves were far from being the single, cohesive, organic whole which only Sykes–Picot, in its arbitrary malevolence, had divided up. The imperialist carve-up might indeed have been wanton, destructive and deeply unnatural; but there were other, more ‘naturally’ divisive forces at work in Arab society, regional, dynastic, sectarian, tribal, on which it had been superimposed.


Whatever the objective merits of this theory – and it can hardly be denied that the Arab ‘nation’ did add up to a fractious lot – it was nonetheless expediency that caused the Zionists to promote it, and they failed, not surprisingly, to draw one very obvious and fundamental conclusion from it. This was that, in their very promotion of it, they were effectively ceding to the Palestinians that legitimate claim to Palestine which, with their other, ‘Palestinians-are-Arabs-only’ theory, they sought to take away. For if – like Syrians, Iraqis or Lebanese – the Palestinians, too, were one of this ‘plurality’ of distinct communities, as they surely had to be, then they must also have had at least something akin to a national feeling to match. And that in fact was the case. Undoubtedly, nothing has subsequently contributed more to the growth and intensification of Palestinian nationalism than Zionism itself, and the long, bitter and often lonely struggle the Palestinians have waged against it. But, in fact, as dissident Israeli as well as Palestinian scholarship has amply demonstrated, it had always been there – a local nationalism, yes, but entirely compatible with the larger, pan-Arab nationalism which, faced with the Zionist threat, it sought to enlist on its behalf.40


Heedless of this contradiction, the Zionists reasoned that the more ‘pluralist’ the Middle East was seen to be, the more numerous the states, nationalities, ethnicities or sects of which it was composed, the more easily it could accommodate yet another one, in the shape of their Jewish state-to-be. And from this reasoning it was but a short step to actively seeking to promote the ‘pluralist’ Middle East. Thus was born the alliance-building, the hegemony-seeking, the interference in the domestic affairs of neighbouring states that became abiding features of Zionist foreign policy – from the discreet, suppliant, experimental overtures of the embryonic, pre-state movement to the relentless violence, the ‘chosen’ wars, the geopolitical grand designs of the full-grown military superpower. Directly or indirectly, one key objective always remained the same: to weaken and undermine the mainstream, pan-Arabist centres of power and influence with which, because they were so representative, they would originally have preferred to deal, but which, being rebuffed, they now felt bound to combat. The strategy had two main components. One was to seek the collaboration of outlying, non-Arab states, like Turkey, Iran or Ethiopia, in a policy that eventually blossomed into the so-called ‘alliance of the periphery’ – against the Arab centre. The other was to encourage and support, within that centre, all those forces that feared or rejected pan-Arabism, and its single most important practical consequence, the quest for pan-Arab unity. In other words, where diversity and division, rifts and rivalries, already existed within the putative whole, the Zionists sought to deepen them, and where they did not they sought to create them. Thus would they keep the Arabs fighting one another instead of uniting against themselves. Their principal tool was what foreign-policy experts call the ‘minority alliance’: that is to say, the support and encouragement, generally clandestine, not of a state – as in the case of ‘the alliance of the periphery’ – but of individuals, factions or whole communities, usually ethnic or religious, within a state.41 And their favourite candidate for this, the one which they repeatedly, but erroneously hoped would yield the greatest results, was the ‘small state’ of Lebanon, and the Maronite Christians who dominated it.
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CHAPTER TWO


Zionists and Maronites


An inadmissible affair: 1923–1948





EARLY DESIGNS ON LEBANON


The Zionists were none too happy about the new-born state of Greater Lebanon, not, at least, about its dimensions. They regarded those as one of two major encroachments on their own future domain. In its original form the British mandate had been intended to incorporate the east as well as the west bank of the River Jordan. But in 1923 the British government decided that Transjordan should lead a separate existence as a British-controlled emirate under the aegis of Amir Abdullah, who had already established a de facto authority there; and, as such, it would fall beyond the compass of the Balfour Declaration. So, at a stroke, the Zionists lost some three-quarters of the territory on which their ‘national home’ would theoretically have arisen. Much of it was a barren waste. But that could not be said of the smaller piece of real estate, in the nebulous, contested border lands of Palestine, Lebanon and Syria, on which they had also set their sights. At the Versailles peace conference they had staked a formal claim for the inclusion within mandatory Palestine of (in addition to Syria’s Golan Heights) a swathe of southern Lebanon running from the southern Beqa’a Valley in the interior to a point north of Tyre and Sidon on the Mediterranean coast. This amounted to nearly a third of the country. Their interests in it were three-fold.


The first was historical. In ancient times this area had supposedly been home to the Jewish tribes of Asher and Naftali. On the strength of that, a Zionist leader, Menahem Ussishkin, was able to claim that Lebanon, not Palestine, was where the very first colony of the renascent Land of Israel arose.1 It was located in Sidon; and its members came from the city’s indigenous Jewish community. Originally the protégé of the ‘Lovers of Zion’, a nationalist movement of Russian Jews, the colony preceded Herzl’s ‘political’ Zionism proper, but was subsequently adopted by it. The ‘Lovers of Zion’ had maintained an office in Beirut for buying land to be settled by Russian Jews. In 1908 they became very excited about another potential acquisition, a very large, Christian-owned farm for sale between Sidon and the inland town of Nabatiyah. They wanted it to be the first in a chain of settlements reaching down into Palestine proper. In the end, nothing came of this, nor of Weiz mann’s plans to buy several small industries in the Sidon area, including an olive oil factory through which, he believed, the Zionists could eventually control the entire oil industry of the country. But clearly, despite this disappointment, great potentialities still beckoned.


Their second interest was strategic and military: a border situated so much further to the north, and the kind of terrain through which it would have run, would have much enhanced the defences of the future state. And their third was economic: control of, and assured access to, the Litani river, Lebanon’s most abundant, as well as the Lebanese– Syrian headwaters and tributaries of the Jordan, were deemed indispensable for the irrigation of Palestine’s fertile northern plains.2 But, along with Transjordan, the Zionists had to forego this prize too. Despite the intense and partisan passions it aroused, the demarcation of the border, destined to become one of the world’s most dangerous flashpoints, ended up as an arbitrary, pointless and obstructionist line on the map. In truth, it represented little more than just another cold-blooded geographic trade-off between Britain and France in the distribution of their post-war Middle East spoils. The French insisted – and the British did not strenuously demur – that the Litani and territories to its south should go to Lebanon. The basic imperial impulse aside, they did so because many of them found the very idea of a ‘Zionist state’ in Palestine distasteful, even smacking of an Anglo-Jewish-Bolshevik conspiracy against themselves and the Catholic church,3 and because they wanted to gratify the expansionist ambitions of the Maronites.


THE FIRST CONTACTS


The anti-Zionist, not to say anti-Semitic, motives that inspired the French were definitely not shared by their Lebanese protégés. Between Maronites and Zionists it could not be called love at first sight, because they knew each other already. It was, rather, the flowering of a mutual attraction that had lain dormant since that last great Maronite tragedy, the massacres of 1860. Moved to pity by those, Sir Moses Montefiori, a wealthy British Jew, and Adolphe Cremieux, a distinguished French one, had been among the first Europeans to respond to desperate Maronite appeals for help, one by ensuring prominent coverage of their plight in the London Times and setting up a fund for the survivors, and the other by urging the French government to send troops to save them from further slaughter. They had been acting as philanthropists only, not as Jews, still less as ‘Zionists’.4 But their charitable action firmly lodged itself in the collective Maronite memory. It contributed not a little to the welcome which early Zionists received when, in the years before the Balfour Declaration, they first made contact with Maronite leaders. Indeed, to their surprise, these seemed, if anything, at least as keen on cultivating a friendship as they were themselves. It was an emotionally gratifying discovery that generated a host of extravagant clichés about Lebanon as ‘an island in the vast Muslim sea’, or ‘window in the wall of Arab enmity’. One of them wrote at the time:




Not only did they want the Jews to come to Palestine and Syria, but they hoped that the influx of settlers would be large and quick, because it matched their own political and economic interests as Christian Arabs. The Arab Christians were a minority and so were the Jews. If both these minorities increased in numbers they could form a bloc that would counterbalance the overwhelming numerical superiority of the Muslims, which the Christians feared. The intellectual superiority of the Jews and Christians could balance the Muslims’ numerical supremacy … The Christians … realized that [Jewish] capital, modern industrial plants and up-to-date production methods would create a climate of prosperity, not only for those who introduced them to the Middle East, but also for the indigenous population.5





Foreshadowed here were some of the core beliefs and sentiments which, in years to come, would justify and inspire the ‘minority alliance’ which the Zionists and then, on a far more ambitious scale, the Zionists-turned-Israelis sought to establish with their Maronite neighbours. There was, they argued, a ‘natural harmony of interests’ between them, a common destiny shaped by history, geography, by obvious similarities both of circumstance and outlook on the world.6 Both were small peoples or ‘nations’ seeking either to safeguard – or to construct from scratch – their separate status and identity in a vast and populous region which, impelled by theology, temperament and historical memory, would always seek to deny it to them. Both sought their raison d’être in a real or imagined past; the ‘Phoenicianism’ of the Maronites, sometimes called ‘Lebanese Zionism’, was matched by the ‘Hebrew’ revivalism of the Zionists, whose poets and theoreticians would invoke the relations between King Solomon and the Phoenician King Hiram as ancient justification for a renewed, contemporary friendship between the two peoples. The Zionists were pleased to discern in the Maronites something of the ‘European’ qualities they considered themselves to possess: modern, sophisticated, superior to other Arabs, and Muslims, in general. They were, Weizmann assured a Maronite archbishop, ‘the two progressive peoples of the Middle East’.7 It was only to be expected that, with their innate, historical disposition to seek a distant European protector, the Maronites should turn, in the same spirit, to this potential new one, so suddenly, so providentially arising on their doorstep. If ever there were a natural partnership against a common adversary it would surely be theirs.


‘Not the western edge of the Arabic Muslim world but the eastern edge of Western Christendom’ – maybe, in their hearts, most Maronites really did feel like that about themselves.8 But even if they did, that did not necessarily mean that they, or more importantly their leaders, all automatically followed their hearts where the Zionists were concerned. In fact, from the outset, Maronite leaders fell, by and large, into two opposing camps. There were those, whom we shall call the ‘pro-Zionists’, led by the clergy and the political ideologues, who, immediately and enthusiastically, empathized with them. They saw them as a potential bulwark against Arabs and Muslims, and ally in the preservation of their own ascendancy within multi-confessional Greater Lebanon or, should it ever fall apart, in the resurrection of that older, smaller, predominantly Christian Lebanon to which they would then revert. Opposing them were those, whom we shall call the ‘Arabists’, who contended that the Maronites’ status and security lay, not in befriending the newcomers, but in jealously guarding the modus vivendi they had achieved with the Lebanese Muslims, and, beyond them, with the Arabs and Muslims at large. This would, after all, be no more than a logical continuation, in the field of contemporary politics and diplomacy, of the intellectual and cultural role the Christians had earlier played in the Arab Awakening and the pan-Arab nationalist movement to which it gave rise. Intra-community conflict between the two camps was endemic.9 The ‘Arabists’ might have the upper hand one moment, the ‘pro-Zionists’ the next; it largely depended on external circumstances, and not least, of course, on the conduct of the Zionists themselves.


To begin with, the Zionists had no clearly defined or systematic strategy with regard to the Maronites, or any other Middle Eastern minority. There were only tendencies, exploratory probings and personal relationships.10 Already discernible in these, however, were two basic schools of thought that reflected, and interacted with, the Maronites’ own. Both, of course, valued whatever degree of Arab recognition, goodwill or cooperation they might succeed in eliciting, but neither could ever really be sure whether, in the final analysis, cultivating the ‘minority alliance’ with the Maronites was to help or hinder them in that task. The hope of one school, the ‘interventionists’, was, of course, that it helped. They believed in actively encouraging and supporting the ‘pro-Zionists’ wherever and whenever the opportunity arose. Naturally, it would have been better to win over the Arab and Muslim mainstream. But ‘beggars couldn’t be choosers’, and the probability of achieving agreement with a minority, however small and unrepresentative, should not be sacrificed for the improbability of ever achieving one with the majority. Besides, it might actually pay off in the end, and encourage other, less likely quarters to follow in the Maronites’ footsteps. The fear of the non-interventionist school, by contrast, was that too active a courtship of the ‘pro-Zionists’, and too ardent a response from them, would merely alarm the ‘Arabists’, and then turn all the Muslims against all the Maronites. In the ‘small state’ of Lebanon, any position anyone took automatically generated its own antithesis, between the rival sects internally, and between the rival states, to which the sects were invariably linked, regionally and internationally. Carried too far, such a cycle of action and reaction would threaten the very foundations of the state itself, and the crucial, but always fragile, National Pact which secured the Maronites’ preeminence in it. Not surprisingly, then, however exalted the interventionists’ ‘pro-Zionist’ friends might be – a patriarch, a president, or both – however ardent their convictions, they could never carry the whole Maronite community with them, let alone the country at large. In their dealings with the Zionists, and later the Israelis, they would forever swear in private what they dared not support in public; they would promise, but rarely deliver. Although this happened again and again, the interventionists never gave up. Decades on, they would finally triumph – but only to have their triumph quickly turn to disaster.


In these early days, it didn’t much matter what this or that Maronite might propose to this or that Zionist, or vice versa. It didn’t much matter, for example, that, in 1920, even before Greater Lebanon had officially come into being, a land-purchaser called Yehoshua Hankin, professing to represent the Zionist Organization in Palestine, rushed to sign a treaty with an extreme, freebooting ‘pro-Zionist’ called Najib Sfeir, and two colleagues, professing to represent something called the Nationalist Group in Syria and Lebanon. Under this pact, the Maronites recognized the Jews’ right to a ‘national home’ in the Land of Israel, and unlimited immigration into it, while the Zionists recognized the Christians’ right to an independent Lebanon separate from Muslim Syria and pledged assistance in developing it.11


It might have been profoundly significant as a harbinger of things to come, embodying as it did the basic principles of the ‘minority alliance’ idea; and it did at least prove that ‘the Zionists had something to talk about with the Lebanese and someone with whom to talk’.12 But nothing much was going to come of it at the time. For, at this embryonic stage, the Zionist movement simply lacked the intrinsic weight and resources for serious political and diplomatic – let alone military – intervention anywhere in the region. Moreover, its principal leaders, both in Palestine and London, were heavily engaged in their central task, the ‘up-building’ of the ‘national home’ in Palestine itself, and the higher strategies and calculations which that required. Maronite friendship and its potentialities, however pleasant and gratifying, still occupied a small place in those. And finally it didn’t much matter because of the whole Arab temper of the times.


ARABS FEAR THE LOSS OF PALESTINE TO THE ZIONISTS,


BUT STILL DO BUSINESS WITH ITS JEWS


To be sure, what the Zionists were doing to the land and people of Palestine was disturbing to Arabs everywhere, but it had yet to acquire that centrality in their affairs, that extraordinary ability to stir region-wide passions, contention and upheaval, which it later would. Neither did the Palestinians, still less the Arabs in general, know much about the precise strategies, the modes of operation, which Zionist leaders and theoreticians were already developing and discussing among themselves. They probably did not know, for example, about the ‘Iron Wall’. This was the brainchild of Vladimir Jabotinsky, the founder of the right-wing Revisionist school of Zionism, ancestor of the present-day Likud, who, as early as 1923, had written:




Every indigenous people will resist alien settlers as long as they see any hope of ridding themselves of the danger of foreign settlement. This is how the [Palestinians] will behave and go on behaving so long as they possess a gleam of hope that they can prevent ‘Palestine’ from becoming the Land of Israel … A voluntary agreement with them is unattainable … And so … we must either suspend our settlement efforts or continue them without paying attention to the mood of the natives. Settlement can thus develop under the protection of a force that is not dependent on the local population behind an iron wall which they will be powerless to break down.13





Ben-Gurion and the left-wing Labour Zionists, who led the Yishuv, officially disdained the Revisionists as extremists, visionaries or even – given their early admiration for, and associations with, Benito Mussolini14 – as fascists. But in practice, beneath an outward veneer of moderation, the methods they were to adopt were nothing if not Jabotinskian. In effect, Jabotinsky’s Iron Wall became Ben-Gurion’s too.


What the Palestinians – and doubtless a good many Arabs – certainly did know, or at least strongly sensed, was that worse was sure to come, and that with the Jewish immigrants ‘coming up’, the land being ‘redeemed’ and labour ‘conquered’, with an alien, ethnocentric and self-segregating society arising in their midst, dispossession was likely to be their ultimate fate. They could not but sense, too, that, if this went on, force – or counter-force as they considered it – would be their only means of preventing it. For legitimate constitutional means were being systematically denied them. True, there was to have been democracy, and its offspring, self-determination, in Palestine; had not the great powers decreed it? Unfortunately for the Palestinians, however, these blessings of civilization were to be for the newcomers only, the aliens from overseas, not for them, the original inhabitants of the land. ‘The democratic principle’, said Weizmann, ‘which reckons with the relative numerical strength and brutal numbers, operates against us, for there are five Arabs [actually there were about ten] to one Jew’,15 and the ‘treacherous Arabs’ could not be allowed to manipulate this circumstance in their own favour. The Zionists would brook no representative government until, their majority assured through immigration, they could outvote the natives they were preparing to displace. And thus it came to pass; the British Mandatory authorities, resisting all Palestinian appeals and petitions, duly obliged them in that. So, at one remove, did the United States. For, in Washington’s corridors of power, a Jewish lobby was already giving an impressive adumbration of the mighty machine it would eventually become. By 1922, under its persuasions, Congress had already made up its mind. For it, supporting the Zionists, ‘one of those oppressed smaller nationalities which must have an opportunity to assert themselves’, was ‘in line with the principles of self-determination’; supporting the Palestinians, who – ‘backward, poor and ignorant’ – had reduced the biblical ‘land of milk and honey’ to ‘a ravaged and spoiled land’, was not.16


But, sense it though Palestinians and Arabs did, that worse-to-come still lay in the inscrutable future. And – who knows? – given what, in Arab eyes, would have been the sheer, the scarcely credible, enormity of it, perhaps it might never have been suffered to come at all. So it was that the general temper, between Arabs and Jews, was still, relatively speaking, casual and relaxed. Indeed, it is hard nowadays to imagine the ease and freedom with which Palestinian Jews could travel around the Arab world. Only the desert kingdom of Saudi Arabia, primitive, impoverished, and steeped in Wahhabite xenophobia, looked askance at Jews and Christians alike. Elsewhere, Jews might get lectures on their politics, but they would be hospitably received in their persons. Their officials and journalists routinely met with Arab leaders of every political persuasion. Their students patronized Arab universities.17 Their businessmen and tourists filled Arab hotels. They exported their manufactures through much of the region.


AND LEBANON EVEN WELCOMES THEM


What was true of the Arab world was particularly true of Lebanon and its capital, Beirut, one of the great Levantine cities, gregarious, polyglot, dedicated to commerce and the good life. There, on the political level, Zionist officials lived and worked quite openly, enjoyed regular access to religious and political leaders and influential members of society. On the non-political level, Palestinian Jews were active in many fields.


The perverse and capricious border demarcation had done little to deter Jewish or Zionist interest or activity in the country. Inhabitants on both sides of it sought to go about their affairs as if the border did not exist, buying and selling, pursuing business and social relations, across it. Residents of some of the remoter Galilee settlements would as soon go to Beirut, for medical or other services, as to Tel Aviv.18 Most of the Lebanese border villages were Shiite, but the settlers enjoyed as uniformly good relations with them as with the few Maronite ones. They received and reciprocated invitations to weddings, feasts and other gatherings. Students went on trips to Beaufort Castle, played football against Lebanese schools, and made family outings to Tyre, Sidon and Beirut. The Lebanese went down to Haifa and Tel Aviv.


Inevitably – with its scenic beauty and summer mountain cool, its sea, rivers and greenery, conviviality and superb cuisine – Lebanon had long since established itself as the tourist Mecca of the driest, hottest region on earth. And the rapidly swelling ranks of immigrant Palestinian Jewry were quick to join Arab vacationers in its coastal towns and hill resorts. They became a veritable bulwark of the Lebanese economy. Local hoteliers went to great lengths to allure them. They hired kosher cooks and subscribed to Hebrew newspapers. The government even produced a tourist manual in Hebrew, whose preface proclaimed that ‘Anyone who wants to lengthen his days, taste paradise and feel the world to come should spend some time in Lebanon beneath the shade of its splendid cedars, breathing its healthy air, drinking its good waters, and pampering himself with its glorious visions of nature.’19


For the Jewish visitors, at least the active Zionists among them – and who could tell who was or wasn’t one of those? – tourism was not just tourism. It exemplified the function that Lebanon was earmarked to play in their wider, political and strategic scheme of things: that of listening post and propaganda platform for the whole Arab world. The array of Arab ministers, journalists and businessmen he came across at the resorts so impressed one such visitor that he proposed to the Zionist executive that it ‘plant’ staff members with every one of them in order to cultivate and befriend these influential Arabs – relationships which, he contended, would eventually help achieve an amicable settlement in Palestine. It was of a piece with another Zionist activity to which Lebanon particularly lent itself. As the region’s most open society, it also had its most flourishing – and venal – newspaper industry. Zionist representatives tried to win more favourable, or at least less hostile, coverage for their cause. At least one newspaper, la Syrie, was permanently on their payroll. They paid for the publication of pro-Zionist articles in others.20


Lebanese property-owners were no less interested in Zionist money, especially given the high prices, often in European currencies, they were ready to pay. Weizmann marvelled at the way the Zionist Organization was being ‘inundated with the most attractive offers from landowners in Syria and Lebanon’.21 Lebanese entrepreneurs sought Jewish capital, or participation in joint ventures. Occasionally the Jews set up an enterprise on their own, such as a match factory in the coastal town of Damur.22 Jewish business delegations would be warmly received in Beirut; the Lebanese sponsored a pavilion at the trade fair in Tel Aviv. By the mid-thirties imports and exports between Palestine and Lebanon (and Syria) far exceeded those between Palestine and any other Arab country. There were cultural, scholarly and literary exchanges too.


Maronites, by virtue of their politics and their sometimes greater means, were foremost in these affairs. But they were certainly not alone. Many Arabs were unwilling to sell land or property directly to the Jews, so a group of Sunni Muslim merchants in Beirut offered to buy it themselves, and then sell it on, making a handsome profit in the process.23 Some Sunnis even engaged the Zionists politically, without the genuine enthusiasm of the Maronites no doubt, but in quite far-reaching ways nonetheless. Riad Sulh, scion of one of Muslim Beirut’s great political families and a future prime minister, presented himself as an influential figure within the Arab nationalist movement. That made it all the more remarkable that he should have proposed the bargain that he did. If, he said, the Zionists would throw their financial and political weight behind the pan-Arab cause in French-ruled ‘Greater Syria’, he could conjure up an ‘Arab Balfour Declaration’ and get the Palestinians to honour it.24


But within two decades of the original Declaration, accommodating attitudes like that, always exceptional, were to become heroic and heretical indeed. The Arab temper was changing. For the long-feared worse-to-come was by now manifestly at hand.


THE GREAT REBELLION


One night in November 1935, a sexagenarian Muslim cleric, Sheikh Izzeddin Qassam, and a small band of followers, having pledged to give their lives for Palestine, took to the wooded hills of Jenin with the intention of waging guerilla war on the British and the Jews. Detected and hunted down before they had even begun their campaign, he and three or four companions died in their first encounter. With this self-immolation, however militarily futile in itself, they ushered in a three-year insurgency. The Great Rebellion, as it was called, was the largest of the kind which the British Empire had to face in the twentieth century. It was a truly popular movement. The peasantry constituted the vast majority of Palestinian society. They had been the first and most grievously affected by loss of land and livelihood to the settlers from overseas, and it was they who responded to the insurrectional flame that Sheikh Qassam, ever after the original, iconic martyr of the Palestinian cause, had lit. Exacerbating their despair was what the Zionist media hailed as ‘a great Jewish victory’ – the sabotaging, achieved via Jewish influence on the ‘mother of parliaments’ at Westminster, of yet another Palestinian bid for at least a partially representative legislature.25


For the Zionists Qassam was a kind of freak, the product of unnatural fanaticism, and the movement he inspired banditry and murder, a reversion to what Weizmann called the ‘barbarism of the desert’. The Manchester Guardian, whose editor, C. P. Scott, was a friend of Weizmann and devout and influential supporter of his cause, greatly admired the havlaga – or ‘self-restraint’ – which the Zionists exhibited in the face of continual terrorism ‘organized from outside’.26 ‘Self-restraint’ and its inseparable companion, tahar haneshek, or ‘purity of arms’, were concepts rooted in Jewish ethics by which the Zionist ‘selfdefence’ organizations had always professed to set great store. In the United States Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes told the Zionists that ‘the enemy against whom you are forced to contend are … the enemies of all human progress’.27 Americans, wrote a historian of the period, were in general so ignorant of the realities on the ground that ‘when the Palestinians rose up in resistance they were able to see the Zionists’ increasingly aggressive, colonialist behaviour as a defence of democracy and other progressive Western ideals’, while this ‘Palestinian resistance to imperialist invasion became a form of unwarranted offense against civilization’.28 The British put down the Rebellion, often with such cruel and brutal methods that, as one of their doctors confided to his diary, they could ‘probably [have] taught Hitler something he didn’t know about running concentration camps’.29 And the Zionists joined in: the Arabs may have begun the violence, but they imitated and, with their much improved techniques, far outdid them. All of them – not just the ‘terrorist’ undergrounds, the Irgun and the Stern Gang of future prime ministers Menachem Begin and Yitzhak Shamir, but the official, mainstream Hagana – abandoned ‘self-restraint’, if they had ever really practised it. A policy of indiscriminate ‘reprisals’ took its place. These, wrote the official historian of the Irgun, ‘did not aim at those who had perpetrated acts of violence against the Jews, and had no geographic connection with the places where they had done so. The principal consideration in the choice of target was first accessibility, and then the [maximum] number of Arabs that could be hit.’30 At the climax of their anti-Arab rampage, with bombs in market-places or mosques, grenades hurled into buses or the machine-gunning of trains, they killed more Palestinians, 140, in the space of three weeks than the Palestinians had killed Jews in the year and a half since the Rebellion began – an achievement over which the Irgun’s National Bulletin openly exulted.31


Palestinian violence was ‘terror’, an evil which, in and of itself, nullified the legitimacy of any cause it might have claimed to promote. Zionist violence, though no less terroristic in nature, was ‘self-defence’ against it. That, at its baldest, became the moral antithesis by which the Zionists would ever after seek to define the conflict. The Great Rebellion was the first really sustained and systematic instance of it, and – what with the rise of Hitler and the racist legislation, violence and spoliation he was already unleashing on German Jewry – of the emotionally understandable, but undiscriminating, sympathy it commanded in Britain, America, and Western democracies in general. It was not, of course, a view shared by the Arabs.


It was with the Rebellion, in fact, that the struggle for Palestine first became truly ‘Arabized’, and has remained so ever since. Which is not to say – pace the Manchester Guardian – that it was ‘organized from outside’, that argument being then, even more than it is today, a characteristic way of disparaging the authenticity of Palestinian resistance. But many Arabs did swell the ranks of the Palestinian guerilla bands. They were moved not merely by solidarity with the Palestinians, but, on pan-Arab grounds, by outrage at the kind of solutions the British were now proposing for an intractable problem of their own, utterly foreseeable making: the partition of Palestine into an Arab and a Jewish state, and the consequent, irrevocable loss, to the Arabs, of an inalienable part of their ancestral homeland. There were riots and demonstrations around the Arab world. Popular congresses told Arab rulers that they should treat the Palestinian cause as their own. Not just the Zionists were reviled, but their Western supporters too. Arab governments collectively warned Britain that it ‘must choose between our friendship and the Jews’.32


LEBANON LEADS THE ARABS IN SUPPORT


It fell to the ‘small state’ of Lebanon to play a more real and tangible, though not intolerably burdensome, part in the Great Rebellion than any of the larger states of the region, and, as a uniquely sectarian one, to suffer the most disturbing internal consequences too. For it was there that the Palestinians, under crippling attack and siege in their own land, found a sanctuary and a political centre. Forewarned that, along with other Palestinian leaders, he was about to be deported to the Seychelles Islands, Haj Amin Husseini, the Mufti of Jerusalem, escaped by boat to Lebanon.


The French grudgingly granted him asylum. In spite of the promise they extracted from him not to engage in political activities, he continued to do so. In fact, Weizmann bitterly complained, he turned Lebanon into nothing less than the ‘the centre of a far-flung net of political conspiracy against [Jewish] Palestine’. From the little coastal village of Zouk, in the heart of Maronite Christendom, to which the French had ostensibly confined him, he continued to direct the Rebellion as he had formerly done from the al-Aqsa compound in Jerusalem. He maintained almost daily contact, via intermediaries, with its military leaders. He enlisted the services of a devoted network of followers from among the exiles, fleeing the British or rival Palestinian factions, who had poured into the country. He conferred with prominent personalities from all over the Arab world. As well as a logistical base for rebels, Beirut became the chief centre of pan-Arab propaganda for the cause – a department in which the rival Zionist effort suffered a veritable rout. His public relations bureau circulated a daily bulletin about Palestine to 10,000 Arab subscribers. Partly out of genuine conviction, partly in return for financial inducements, the Lebanese press mounted a fierce campaign against the British and the Zionists which neither, for all their strenuous representations with France, was able to do anything about.


But it was in the deep south of the country, in the Jebel Amil adjacent to Palestine, that Lebanon most dramatically became the very opposite of what the Zionists, and their ‘pro-Zionist’ Maronite friends, fondly imagined that it should have been: not the bridge, the physical and symbolic meeting point, between the two like-minded societies of the region, but the place where its adversaries came to blows. The politically dominant Maronites had originally secured the Jebel Amil’s attachment to Greater Lebanon, supposedly an accretion of their strength. But they had so neglected what they acquired that it became a source of weakness instead – the small, sectarian state at its most vulnerable to the subversion and penetration of greater ones. Discriminated against because it was largely Shiite, impoverished, retarded, resentful and unruly, it became the perfect vacuum for any outsider to fill. The same lack of government authority that had enabled, and indeed still did, Jews and Arabs to do friendly business across the border now enabled hostile business too. The political immunity the Mufti enjoyed at the centre was matched by the military immunity his men acquired at its extremities. Arab, not just Palestinian, fighters were recruited, based, armed, trained and dispatched on raids from there. Acting on the pan-Arab call for the economic boycott of Jewish Palestine, its goods and markets, they waylaid Lebanese trucks that violated it, destroying their contents and threatening reprisals if the trade continued. Not merely were Lebanese civil and military authorities – and French, for that matter – unable to control the guerillas, the Mufti was able to hire them to protect the guerillas, supply them with weapons, and facilitate their passage across the frontier, sometimes even in government vehicles.33


The boundary which the British and French empires had interposed between their new Middle Eastern possessions proved so inept and indefensible that, in the later stages of the Rebellion, the British had to construct a barbed-wire entanglement, the ‘Tegart Line’, which, two metres high and two deep, and strung on stakes set in concrete, ran its entire length from Lake Tiberias to the Mediterranean. An obstacle to the commerce on which both Jews and Arabs so much depended, it angered everyone, peaceable traders and guerillas alike; it came under constant assault, and Lebanese market-places were soon inundated with wiring pilfered from it.34 Then, lacking manpower, the British authorized the formation of a Jewish auxiliary police force and put it under the command of one of their own officers, Orde Wingate, who, unbeknown to them, had become a fanatical devotee of Zionism. He devised the ‘special night squads’, units in which he inculcated those principles of offensive daring, surprise, deep penetration and high mobility which Israel later developed to the full. Some of their operations carried them over the border – and thus it was that Jews who used to slip casually across it for social or business reasons now found themselves doing so at dead of night, with guns, on very different missions. In one such operation, the sergeant of a British company whom Wingate had enlisted to take part in it, shouted at them: ‘I think you are totally ignorant in your Ramat Yochanan [Hagana training base] since you do not even know the elementary use of bayonets when attacking dirty Arabs: how can you put your left foot in front!’35 So, at least in part, it was in the remote and rugged hills and valleys of South Lebanon that these special night squads ‘gradually became what Wingate secretly intended, the beginnings of a Jewish army’.36


As for the Lebanese people at large, it was naturally among its Muslim half that the Mufti and his cause won the most ardent support. Indeed, even before he arrived, a Zionist representative in the country had complained of a ‘Palestinian atmosphere’ the like of which was ‘not even to be found in Palestine’ itself.37 Palestine was of greater interest to the Lebanese than their own, forthcoming elections, in which it was a highly emotive issue. ‘The most abusive accusation’, said a Jewish Agency report, ‘which the rival parties can find to hurl at one another is to pretend that the other clique is the friend of the Jews. In short, for one and all we are the undesirables and we compromise those who have sympathy for us or who aid our cause.’38 It was because of such a climate, in addition to their traditional rivalry with, and resentment of, the British, that the French were so reluctant to rein in the Mufti or police the southern frontier; they feared that it might touch off some kind of Lebanese rebellion too.39 Peculiarly disturbing to British and Zionists was the fact that Christian Lebanese were becoming notably hostile as well. ‘They have not the same religious and racial affinities with the Palestinian Arabs as have the Muslims’, wrote the British consul in Beirut, ‘but they feel quite genuinely that a great wrong is being done to a neighbouring people with whom they have much in common.’ With Palestinian refugees ‘pouring in daily’, lamented a Zionist representative, Lebanese feelings, ‘including those of the Christians’, now inclined to Arabism.40


THE MARONITES DIVIDED BETWEEN ARABS AND ZIONISTS:


THEIR ‘ARABISTS’ PREVAIL


It was not, of course, only Lebanon’s Muslims, or those Christians, such as the Greek Orthodox, traditionally closest to them, who were affected by this ‘Arabization’ of the Palestinian struggle, it was the Maronites too. The self-same Great Rebellion, or rather the British/Zionist response to it, that so alienated the rest, had the very opposite effect on them – or, at least, it did on those of them who had been resolved to throw in their lot with the Zionists from the outset.41 The cleavage was now to deepen between these, the ‘pro-Zionists’, and the ‘Arabists’, who considered that, whatever their inner feelings might be, the Maronites should be all the more careful to respect the pan-Arab, anti-Zionist sentiments of their Muslim compatriots, not to mention those of their Christian, but non-Maronite, ones too.


Similarly, on the Zionist side, as general Arab and Muslim hostility increased, so did the appeal of achieving some kind of ‘minority alliance’ with at least someone, somewhere. And where more appealing than the very country which the Mufti had turned into a Palestinian stronghold, and whose frontier regions were a staging post for attacks on the Jews?42 Besides, should not the increasing difficulties of Lebanon’s Christians propel them towards partnership with other, non-Muslim communities like themselves? So reasoned the ‘interventionist’ school. The non-interventionists, while not averse to such a goal, feared that they might propel them from, not toward, it.


To begin with, on the face of it at least, ‘pro-Zionism’ had the upper hand. No institution was more susceptible to it than the Maronite Church, and in the person of the current patriarch, Antoine Arida, it had a particularly strong champion. Among the politicians, Emile Eddé, an urbane Francophile more at home in the salons of Paris than the diwans of Beirut, had always been a fervent devotee; and he was now the president.


For the likes of these, the Rebellion was less a natural response to what the British and Zionists had been doing to the Palestinians than it was a reminder of the melancholic warning a Lebanese Christian proverb – ‘After Saturday, Sunday’ – conveys: once the Muslims have done away with the Jews the Christians’ turn will come.43 One of their Zionist confidants reported that, in their eyes, it was ‘proof of what rule by a Muslim majority would mean’; and they were ‘terribly afraid lest the Arabs win this war’. Apostles of a famously mercantile society, they told him how ‘vitally interested they were in the safety and prosperity of the Jews in Palestine’.44 They were alarmed at the losses their traders were already incurring, and perhaps even more so at a Zionist press campaign calling for a Jewish counter-boycott of Lebanon – and especially of its greatest pride, its lucrative, substantially Maronite, tourist industry.45 The Mufti’s influence on, and penetration of, the Lebanese state and body politic was deeply disturbing to them – and very personally galling to Eddé, in that, whenever his government did try to stop the traffic of men and arms across the frontier, Beirut news papers would immediately accuse him of connivance with the enemy.46 And in the background there lurked a variety of kindred fears. They worried that when Lebanon achieved its independence, as other Arab states were doing, France would no longer be there to defend its Maronite protégés, that nationalist Syria would press an irredentist claim to its lost, now Lebanese provinces, or that the Muslim inhabitants who had come with them would, with their much higher birthrate, soon overtake the Christians’ already much reduced majority of the total population.


Hardly had Eddé become president than an emissary of Weizmann laid before him a fully-fledged, draft ‘treaty of friendship’. The most advanced step yet in the formalization of a Lebanese–Zionist relationship, it recognized the future Jewish state in Palestine – before the British or Zionists were even talking openly about such a thing – and foresaw a political and military alliance between it and an independent Lebanon. In private, at least, Eddé enthusiastically endorsed it. It was only to be aborted by the French high commissioner, who correctly estimated that such open encouragement of Zionist aspirations in Palestine would be anathema to all Muslims, most Christians, and many an ‘Arabist’ Maronite too.47 On the very day that, in July 1937, a British commission of inquiry issued its long-awaited report on the situation in Palestine, and, in the course of it, proposed – to the fury of the Arabs – that it be partitioned into a Jewish and an Arab state, Eddé met Weizmann in Paris and declared: ‘Now that the Peel Report is an official document, I have the honour of congratulating the first President of the future Jewish state.’48


As Weizmann eagerly – though in the end unsuccessfully – promoted a scheme for the resettlement in Lebanon of Jewish refugees from Hitler’s Germany, and many Lebanese, mainly Maronite, eagerly acclaimed the business opportunities this would bring, Patriarch Arida called on all Maronite churches to pray for European Jewry – and offered patriarchal property near Beirut for sale to the Zionist Organization. From Beirut’s synagogue in Wadi Abu Jamil, the Arch bishop of Beirut, Ignace Mubarak, the most intrepid ‘pro-Zionist’ of them all, announced that Lebanon had plenty of room for all those Jews who had not been ‘amicably received by the Arabs of Palestine … We want to say to you: be welcome, Jews … I now declare myself the archbishop of the Jews.’49 It was not so much as Zionists, or even as Jews, that he and others would have welcomed them, but simply as non-Muslims, and ‘high-quality’, European ones to boot, who would tilt the inter-communal, demographic balance back in favour of shrinking Christian Lebanon.


But what the Aridas, Eddés and Mubaraks represented did not endure; it was, in fact, no more than the high-water mark, for an entire generation, of the Zionists’ influence in Lebanon, of any prospect of their securing a ‘minority alliance’ within the Arab country that had always held out most promise of one. For the rest of the pre-state period – and indeed for a long way into Israeli statehood – they had to contend with the ‘Arabists’ of the Maronite community who, aided in part by the Middle Eastern consequences of French defeat in the Second World War, were soon to establish, and then consolidate, their ascendancy over the ‘pro-Zionists’.50 The Arabists’ decisive breakthrough came in 1943, with Lebanon’s formal independence, the accession to the presidency of Eddé’s great rival, Bishara al-Khouri, and the adoption of the National Pact, the inter-communal, power-sharing compromise which, by its very nature, virtually ordained a pan-Arab nationalist, anti-Zionist vocation for the new-born state.


Khouri was no less concerned about his community’s status under the Pact than Eddé. In contrast with Eddé, however, Khouri, French-educated but steeped in Arabic culture, looked on France not as the guarantor of this independent, Maronite-dominated Lebanon, but as an obstacle to the Christian–Muslim cooperation which alone could ensure it. So under Khouri Lebanon now formally adopted anti-Zionism. Anti-Zionist Christian and Maronite officials applied it. State-endorsed anti-Zionist sentiment spread unhindered, promoting opposition not merely to the Zionist project in Palestine, but to its possible designs on Lebanon as well. New laws were passed which, with the Zionists as their real and principal target, severely restricted the purchase of land by foreigners. Lebanon became a founding member of the Arab League. In 1946, it co-chaired the first of those Arab summits which, for decades to come, were almost always to place Palestine, the ‘permanent emergency’ of Palestine, at the top of their agenda. In 1946, appearing before an Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry, all Lebanese witnesses, Christian as well as Muslim, were described as expressing a ‘violent opposition to Zionism, a determination to resist it at all costs, and an unwillingness to consider the immigration of one single Jew to Palestine’. Lebanon’s official delegate in the US, the Greek Orthodox Charles Malik, effectively established himself as ‘the unofficial annunciator in the West of Arab opposition to the creation of the state of Israel’.51 In sum, wrote Laura Zittrain Eisenberg, a historian of Zionist–Maronite relations, ‘“Christian Lebanon”, the notion which guided the Jewish Agency’s policy towards Lebanon, was acting very much like an “Arab” country.’52


Not that the ‘pro-Zionists’ didn’t fight back. So frightened were they at the prospect of Lebanon’s absorption into an enlarged Arab state, despite Arab assurances to the contrary, that they sought to undermine its first, independent, and democratically elected administration. Eddé repeatedly tried to persuade the Jewish Agency that with its financial support he could reclaim the presidency in the next elections and that this time he would finally be able to sign an open treaty of friendship with it. Some in the Agency seemed to have had as unrealistic a view of his capabilities as he did himself. Its leading Lebanon expert, longtime resident of the country and regular emissary to the ‘pro-Zionists’, went so far as to assert that ‘the bulk of Lebanese opinion regards with misgivings and anxiety the beginnings of an Arab imperialism that threatens Lebanon’s territorial integrity’ – a very considerable exaggeration even had he been referring to the country’s Christians only.53 Some urged Lebanon to cast off ‘the artificial mask of pan-Arabism which had been bound on to it from without’.54


Others in the Agency did note, however, that the more ground the ‘pro-Zionists’ lost the more extravagant, even hysterical, their ideas were apt to become. One of these was that the Maronites should now retreat from Greater Lebanon, handing back to Syria at least some of those predominantly Muslim territories which they had formerly wrested from it.55 And Eddé – who, to be fair, had never believed in Greater Lebanon in the first place – had an even more novel and explosive fancy than that. It was not to Syria, he suggested, that a Christian Lebanon reduced to something like its former dimensions should relinquish some portions of the no longer wanted territory, but to the Jewish state-in-the-making. It could have Tyre and Sidon and the 100,000 Muslims living there. But when he put the matter to Weizmann, even he balked at what he called ‘a gift which bites’.56


It was, however, to be the Maronite Church, in the person of Patriarch Arida, which carried this Maronite–Zionist bonding in the pre-state period to its apogee. In 1946 he went to Jerusalem, where, on behalf of the Church and the Maronite community, he signed an agreement with Weizmann on behalf of the Jewish community.57 The agreement embodied reciprocal recognitions: of a sovereign Jewish statehood in Palestine and of the independent, Christian character of Lebanon. The Church pledged – with extraordinary presumption – that, once it had achieved political control of the country, it would make the treaty an integral part of Lebanese state policy; it would also, among other things, facilitate the immigration of Jews to Palestine via Lebanon.58


It may have been a ‘splendid’ treaty, as one of its Zionist drafters called it, but its very splendour, from his point of view, made it literally horrendous from an Arab one. So horrendous, in fact, that its Maronite sponsors, above all the Patriarch himself, knew very well that, barring a fundamental change of circumstances, it could never be implemented, or even see the light of day. They knew what obloquy their initiative, if exposed, would bring down upon them. So they did not even admit that it existed and utterly denied it if anyone suggested that it did. Indeed, that it be kept ‘strictly confidential’ was a condition of the agreement itself.59 For Zionists, then, this treaty – however gratifying in itself, or as an earnest of possible future intent – was in practice all but useless. For their central objective in Lebanon – to impress on the world that they did have important friends and influence in the region – hinged precisely on such a public demonstration of what the Maronites privately felt.60 The very desperation that had propelled Arida towards such an extreme position caused him to withdraw from it.


Yet the Zionists, especially the ‘interventionists’ among them, were not to be deterred. Their leaders were predisposed to discern a ‘natural harmony of interests’ between the two communities, and to believe that it was only Arab pressure and propaganda that disturbed it. For such a leadership all those years of personal, social and political dalliance, those early alliance proposals, then the draft treaties, and finally the formal accord, did create at least a sense of progress; and they did so especially, of course, when set against the almost total, dispiriting rejection they ran into everywhere else. Furthermore, they had learned to accept that public denials and private assurances were ‘standard operating procedure for [their] skittish Maronite friends’.61 When circumstances changed, so would the Maronites, their ‘pro-Zionists’ coming to the fore again. Eventually, in fact, they did.


But, more than mere changing circumstances, great upheavals were required to convulse the region before they did. The Arab Rebellion had put great strain on the small, sectarian state of Lebanon; in the end, however, it had if anything served to unite rather than divide it. But now, a decade on, there was worse, very much worse, to come. And the first of those upheavals was to be al-Nakba, ‘the Catastrophe’, itself. 
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CHAPTER THREE


The Reckoning Delayed


Lebanon escapes the consequences 


of the catastrophe: 1948–1967





THE ETHNIC CLEANSING OF THE PALESTINIANS


The Catastrophe is what, quite simply, the Palestinians have ever afterwards called their dispossession and dispersal before and during the first Arab–Israeli war of 1948. Hailing the new-born Jewish state which arose in their place, Weizmann called it a ‘miraculous clearing of the land; a miraculous simplification of Israel’s task’.1 In fact, it could hardly have been more premeditated, being nothing less, for Ilan Pappe, than ‘the final act in a plot written in 1880’.2 And in his latest book, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine,3 this most unflinching of Israel’s ‘new historians’ strips away the last, tattered remnants of all the myths which Israelis have sedulously cultivated about their ‘War of Independence’, from the earliest and most implausible of them – that the Palestinians fled the country on the orders of their leaders – to the latest and least implausible – which was actually endorsed by the first of the ‘new historians’ himself4 – that their flight was the unplanned consequence of war. In fact, Pappe says, it was the other way round; the original objective was the removal of the Palestinians, and ‘the war was the consequence, the means, to carry it out’.5


It was during the Great Rebellion that Zionist officials had begun work on converting the theoretical schemes of their predecessors into concrete plans of action. ‘The only way’, said the most important of these, Joseph Weitz, in charge of colonization and settlement, ‘is to cut and eradicate [the Arabs] from the roots; not a single village or a single tribe must be left.’6 Under Weitz’s auspices, and with ‘ant-like’ thoroughness, staff of the Jewish Agency went about their meticulous preparations for the ethnic cleansing of urban and rural Palestine.7 They secretly compiled data on just about everything – and more – that anyone could possibly want to know about every town and village in the country. In addition to maps, photographs, names and ages of everyone between sixteen and fifty, sociopolitical composition, best means of attack, they drew up an ‘index of hostility’ towards Zionism, and, in this connection, lists of ‘suspects’ or ‘wanted’ persons. Masquerading in front of the villagers as mere casual visitors, they had accomplished much of this research by exploiting the traditional codes of Arab hospitality.


With Weitz’s mission all but complete, his chief, David Ben-Gurion, the leader of the Yishuv, was able to say that all he needed was ‘the opportune moment for making it happen, such as a war’.8 That came in the shape of the Second World War and the all-surpassing atrocity, the Nazis’ attempt to exterminate an entire people, that accompanied it. Some six million Jews died in local, Nazi or Nazi-instigated massacres, or in the concentration camps and gas chambers to which they were transported from every European country – from the Arctic to the Mediterranean, the Atlantic to the Volga – that had fallen under Nazi conquest or control. Ben-Gurion could not possibly have imagined the price his people were to pay for this opportunity, this emergence of a combination of local and international conditions, political, diplomatic and military, that now strongly favoured his cause. For one thing, in response to the Hitlerian genocide, climax of centuries of Christian anti-Semitism, Europe was now ‘prepared to compensate the Jewish people for the Holocaust … with a state in Palestine’.9 For another, the Zionists were imbued with a whole new, overwhelming sense of the righteousness of their enterprise and determination that it would triumph. Holocaust survivors enlisted in the Jewish militias which were soon to ensure that it did.


The only real obstacle now left in their path was the imperial Britain to which they owed so much. The British Labour Party had always been pro-Zionist, even to the point of formally supporting ‘transfer’ for the Palestinians.10 But, with the responsibilities of office, the post-war Labour government, notably its foreign minister, Ernest Bevin, made an Archimedean discovery: the Balfour Declaration and Zionist interpretations of it were, and always had been, utterly incompatible with the Palestinian-dominated realities on the ground. On the strength of that discovery, Bevin was struggling to achieve as impartial, as democratic a solution as this whole, wretched, British-created mess would allow, to meet the wishes and the interests of the people actually living in Palestine, not just of those whom the Zionist leaders desired to bring there, and to bequeath an independent state that was neither Jewish nor Arab, but a marriage, in conditions of mutual respect and equality, of both. It was a solution to which, once more, the Zionists, with their very different plans, took the most furious exception. So the terror and the violence which they were preparing to use against the Palestinians they first directed against the British, with bombs, bullets and sabotage. Eighty-eight people, Jews and Arabs as well as British, died in the blowing up of their military and civilian headquarters in Palestine. Unable and unwilling, in the wake of the Holocaust, to tackle the Jewish rebellion with anything like the harshness they had the Arab one in the 1930s, war-weary and at their diplomatic wits’ end, the British duly announced that they had had enough. In November 1947, the United Nations, in whose lap they had dumped their problem, called, in a non-binding General Assembly recommendation, for the creation, within a partitioned Palestine, of a Jewish state alongside an Arab one.


Ethnic cleansing operations, conducted under cover of the collapse of law and order which, despite the continued British presence, the UN recommendation had provoked, began immediately. Then, in March 1948, Ben-Gurion activated the master plan, Plan Dalet, for the Palestinians’ ‘systematic and total expulsion’ from their homeland.11 Every Hagana commander received a list of villages and neighbourhoods in his zone and precise operational instructions about how and when to attack, occupy and destroy them, and evict their inhabitants.12 Much of the plan had already been carried out by 15 May, when the British pulled out, and the Arab armies began to move in, in their futile, fore-doomed bid to check it.





MASSACRES IN GALILEE, FLIGHT TO LEBANON


The ‘large chunk of Palestine’ to which – in Ben-Gurion’s words – the plan was to apply was, in fact, precisely that 78 per cent of the country, instead of the mere 56 per cent allotted to it by the UN, on which the Israeli state eventually arose.13 That included most of the Galilee region, adjoining Lebanon, which the UN had assigned to the Arab state. Here, the Palestinians – and some Lebanese too – learned, more systematically than anywhere else, to what new, brutal and far-reaching purposes those ‘punitive missions’, first taught by Orde Wingate, would be put in the hands of the Zionist militia shortly to become the army of the new-born state. For up here, thanks in part to the (pathetically inadequate) arms they managed to acquire from Lebanon and the (pathetically ineffectual) presence of the volunteer, non-state Arab Liberation Army, Palestinian resistance was generally stronger, if ultimately unavailing, than anywhere else. Stronger, in con sequence, were the characteristic modes of Zionist attack: exemplary terror, preliminary siege and ‘softening up’ by aerial and artillery bombardment, psychological warfare, expulsions at gunpoint, collective executions of ‘wanted’ men in village after village – and outright massacres. Of these, that of Deir Yassin, on the edge of Jerusalem, was to become the most infamous of the whole, six-month ethnic cleansing campaign. It was carried out by the underground Irgun organization; but it was the very official Hagana, supposedly committed to ‘purity of arms’, which carried out the bulk of more than thirty other, Deir Yassin-type mass killings. A goodly portion of them took place in Galilee – and even in Lebanon too. For there, in Operation Hiram, their last great, cleansing sweep, the Zionists, spilling across the frontier, had captured thirteen villages. In one of them, Houle, they assembled residents in two houses, then blew these up over their heads, killing eighty; in another, Saliha, ninety-four people, packed into a single abode, perished similarly.14


But, in retrospect, it can be said that the principal aggression, or at least the most enduring and fateful in its consequences, which the Zionists – now of course Israelis – carried out against Lebanon was to push the refugees they had created across its border. Lebanon was in any case the place to which, being closest, the Galilean villagers had been bound to turn for ultimate, if deeply reluctant, refuge after the kind of ordeal, repeated a hundred-fold, which Muhammad Hassan Furhan and Abdul Raman Furhan, from the village of Majd el Kurum, recounted to a researcher twenty-five years later:
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