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Preface


The Gaza conflict is a war of complexity. It is a quagmire that sucks in all. Any onlooker who tries to make sense of it enters a hall of mirrors of fact and fiction.


It has been a lethal conflict that has seen the demise of nuance and explanation, trampled upon by the advocacy trolls of social media who look for instant gratification. It has taken place during an epoch of 24-hour rolling news which often omits context so as to simplify things for the viewer. For many, it is a war without a history that only happened yesterday. It is also a conflict today where the rejectionists are in control – the same people who opposed the Oslo Peace Accords of 1993 and who looked upon the handshake between Israeli Prime Minister Yitzḥak Rabin and Yasser Arafat, head of the Palestine Liberation Organization, on the White House lawn with undiluted horror. The prospect of reconciliation was abhorrent.


The worship of polarisation – them and us – makes it easy to see the conflict in black and white. But of course, it is not like that. Not all Israelis support Benjamin Netanyahu. Not all Palestinians support Hamas.


This work is intended as a contribution towards understanding the complex background to this hundred-year war and to the episodes that are unfolding today. Many actors have walked across its stage – and left in frustration without any resolution of the situation. This work deals with the parallel claims of both sides to the same territory and the wishful thinking that each side is entitled to take all of it. It has become A Forever War – eternal, without end.




Introduction


Two States for Two Peoples




War is Peace; Freedom is Slavery; Ignorance is Strength


George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, 1949





A journey through the tortuous Israel–Palestine conflict is indeed a journey through complexity. It appears to be a journey without any end, and its story is complicated by too many moving parts. Its explanation is further muddied by a megaphone war which produces more heat than light. This introduction intends to sketch the outline of this forever war and to explain its background.


The Road to Partition


In a few short years, the world will mark the 150th anniversary of the start of the Israel–Palestine conflict. The year 1882 marked the arrival of the first Jewish immigrants to ארץ ישראל (Eretz Israel), the Land of Israel, escaping from murderous pogroms and discriminatory legislation in Tsarist Russia. For the Arabs living in that impoverished area of the Ottoman Empire, فلسطين (Filasṭīn), they appeared to be little more than curious European visitors, interested in the Holy Land.


These Jewish students, from Kharkiv in modern-day Ukraine, arrived at the end of a tumultuous century whereby nationalism had defined a people’s aspirations – from the Italian Risorgimento to Irish republicanism; a century which had seen the goals of nationalism shift from striving for national independence to empire building, colonial aspiration and the brutal suppression of native populations.


In 1290, the Jews had been expelled from England by Edward I. They were considered Christ-killers by many in Catholic Europe – a target for periodic persecution and pogroms. By the sixteenth century, the Protestant Reformation in Europe had powerfully influenced Tudor England. The King James Bible of 1611 shaped the English language, culture and understanding of Jewish history. The conversion of countries such as Holland and England from Catholicism to an insurgent Protestantism had produced a certain tolerance for Jews and Judaism – and an interest in a return of the Jews to the Holy Land. In 1621, Sir Henry Finch published his work, The World’s Great Restauration or Calling of the Jews. Following the end of the English Civil War and the execution of King Charles I in 1649, the English republic of Oliver Cromwell welcomed the return of the Jews some 350 years after their expulsion. This return was negotiated with the Jewish scholar Manasseh ben Israel of Amsterdam – where Jews were allowed to practise their religion freely.


The eighteenth-century European Enlightenment put forward new ideas of individual liberty and natural rights, which in turn influenced the French Revolution.




[The Revolution] broke the trauma of an original sin-ridden society. Men felt free to shape their own lives and were confident that a just and perfect society would in every case be a national society, based upon the national characteristics, the history, the unique destiny of each nation, free and able to realise at last that positive freedom which comes from free self-expression.1





By the nineteenth century, national movements had sprouted up from Latin America to the Balkans, staking indigenous claims to self-determination. Both Arab and Jewish nationalism were part of this phenomenon – arising at the same point in history, but with claims over the same territory. However, the Jews outside the borders of Palestine and their desire to settle there did not fit into the accepted notion of a seemingly indigenous liberation movement. The very idea of an extra-territorial nation such as the Jews did not gel with the ideological zeitgeist of the times. In particular, it challenged the views of Marxists such as Joseph Stalin on the national question. For onlookers, they appeared as ‘European colonisers’ and instruments of the imperial powers. The Arabs regarded themselves as being at home in Palestine.


The Jews were strongly affected by the French Revolution and the advent of European nationalism. Most had no desire to rebuild the ghetto walls but instead began to think of themselves as far more than the adherents of an ancient religion – as a nation in exile with a history, languages, culture and literature.


While there were many solutions to rising antisemitism in nineteenth-century Europe and to the Jewish problem in general, this mindset laid the basis of Zionism. Many Jews regarded themselves as dwellers in foreign lands who now were returning to their homeland.


Perfidious Albion?


The British played an interesting political role in this contest of competing nationalisms in the Middle East. During World War I, British policy was based on a belief that defeating the Germans, and achieving control after the hostilities had ceased, came before everything else. An earlier agreement between Sharif Hussein, Emir of Mecca and King of the Hejaz, was based on correspondence with the British High Commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon, during 1915 and 1916. Sharif Hussein’s Hashemites believed that a unitary Arab state, consisting of Syria, Mesopotamia (Iraq) and the Hejaz (Saudi Arabia) would be established if they helped the British drive out the Turks from the Middle East. The Arab Revolt, led by Sharif Hussein’s son, Faisal, began in 1916, assisted by figures such as Lawrence of Arabia, with the aim of achieving this goal. Whether Palestine was included, however, was open to interpretation.


In a similar vein, Britain famously promised the Jews a national home in Palestine, through the publication of the Balfour Declaration in November 1917:




His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.





What ‘a national home’ meant was open to question by different parties at different times. The Zionists presumed that it meant a state – and it was in British interests at the height of their struggle with Imperial Germany to allow that presumption to be perpetuated.


The common denominator between the British promises to both Arabs and Jews was that they were couched in ambiguity. In any case, both understandings were subsequently undermined by the Sykes–Picot Agreement, secretly negotiated by the British and French and signed in May 1916. Its basic purpose was to divide up the Ottoman Middle East after the war into zones of British and French influence. Vladimir Lenin’s Bolsheviks in Russia discovered this clandestine agreement between the British and the French – and gleefully published it to the embarrassment of the imperial powers within weeks of securing power in the October Revolution of 1917. Neither the Jews nor the Arabs seemingly knew about the agreement – and this counteracted the promises which they had been given.


Following the end of World War I, the League of Nations granted Britain Mandates over Palestine (today Israel and the West Bank), Transjordan (today Jordan) and Mesopotamia (today Iraq). The French were given the Mandate for Lebanon and Syria. The British permitted a flow of Jewish immigration into Palestine during the interwar years, notably the Third Aliyah (immigration), 1919–23, of Jewish socialists from Bolshevik Russia; the Fourth Aliyah, 1924–6, of the Jewish bourgeoisie from Poland; and the Fifth Aliyah in the 1930s of those escaping from Nazi Germany and other countries of persecution.


The Palestinian Arabs observed that while other Arabs had achieved their own nation-states, this was not the case in Palestine. While the Jewish immigrants began to dramatically transform Palestine from what had been a provincial backwater under the Turks – to the extent that Arabs immigrated from neighbouring countries to seek work there – Arab nationalists viewed Zionism as an alien creed whose socialist colouring would challenge both authority and tradition amongst the Arab elite and the imams of Islam. Non-Muslims living in Islamic states were historically protected under sharia law. The Zionist Jews, however, did not fit the conservative imagery of the Jew in the nineteenth century. The dominant Arab view in the 1920s was that the Jewish immigrants were either agents of European imperialism or proxies of Bolshevism.


The first map of the Zionist movement of November 1918 presented its limited territorial aspirations. It claimed an area of 59,000 km2 and sported the pragmatism to accept a degree of partition. In contrast, the British Mandate of Palestine encompassed 90,000 km2. The first Zionist map constituted present-day Israel, the West Bank, part of Lebanon up to the Litani River and Sidon and a narrow strip of Transjordan paralleling the Hejaz railway. Significantly, it did not use the various biblical borders of the Land of Israel but instead was based on practical considerations such as means of transportation and access to water. It skirted Arab population centres such as Beirut and Damascus in the north while its southern border stretched from Aqaba across to Rafah.


Resolving the Conundrum


The British after 1918 pursued their own path in fitting together this Middle Eastern jigsaw puzzle. Within a short time of being awarded the Mandate for Palestine, the British colonial secretary, Winston Churchill, had severed Transjordan from the rest of Palestine in order to prevent the Hashemites under Abdullah from invading French-controlled Syria. This first partition of Palestine marked out those Zionists who accepted it – albeit grudgingly – from those who continued to fight it.


European nationalism had catalysed the formation of a broad Arab pan-nationalism during the nineteenth century. With the establishment of nation-states in the Arab world after World War I, local anti-colonial movements, striving for independence, arose. In parallel with such national movements, Islamist groups also came into existence.


During the British Mandate in the interwar years, numerous proposals were made by a series of public commissions – in what proved to be futile attempts to resolve this clash of two national movements in Palestine. The Peel Commission in 1937 recommended partition between Zionist Jews and Palestinian Arabs as the way forward. The Palestinian Arabs were unanimously opposed to it. The Zionists, on the other hand, were divided. The Right-wing Union of Revisionist Zionists, the Marxist Zionists and the Religious Zionists were all highly critical of Peel’s proposals but the labour leader, David Ben-Gurion, was strongly supportive of the idea of partition.


Peel proposed a Jewish state, consisting of 20 per cent of the territory of Palestine including the Galilee, the Jezreel Valley and part of the coastal plain. There would also be several British enclaves within this narrow strip of land. Jerusalem and the Christian holy places would be administered by Britain which would also have responsibility for Haifa, Tiberias, Safed and Acre. These locations were situated in the Jewish area but had substantial Arab populations. Peel further suggested a voluntary transfer of 225,000 Arabs – with involuntary caveats – from the proposed Jewish state to the proposed Palestinian state. The Peel Commission based this on the forced exchange of populations between Greece and Turkey in 1923 whereby hundreds of thousands left their homes to move to what they considered to be a foreign land.


Peel’s vision of a future Palestine was in reality an archipelago of disconnected territories. After the report had been published, he told a London audience:




The Arabs were extremely frank about their position. They have never accepted the version that had been placed on the McMahon letter; they would not admit the validity of the Balfour Declaration. They have never accepted the mandate; they declared roundly that it was against the Covenant of the League of Nations; they added that the establishment of a Jewish Home was entirely contrary to the Covenant of the League of Nations.2





Peel’s findings and his attempt to chart a solution through partition failed to bridge the gap. They did, however, set the pattern for the internecine conflict between Zionist Jews and Palestinian Arabs for close to the next 100 years. Maximalists advocated either a Greater Palestine or a Greater Israel. Both God and Marx were invoked to ridicule and negate partition.


The Shadow of the Holocaust


After the end of World War II, the wreckage of Hitler’s madness revealed the mass murder of European Jewry. The survivors of the Holocaust wanted to leave for other lands, away from the charnel houses of Europe. Some wanted to reach the Jewish settlements in Palestine. This induced a new militancy amongst the Jews already living there. A cartoon by Yosef Ross in 1946 showed a hand lifted out of a plethora of official reports written over several decades, holding aloft a piece of paper on which was written: ‘As of right and not on sufferance’.3


A British government White Paper of 1939 had restricted Jewish immigration to 15,000 per year for five years to placate Arab opinion. The British realised that, with an approaching war with Nazi Germany, they needed Arab goodwill and an uninterrupted supply of oil for their armed forces. The desire of Holocaust survivors to reach the shores of Palestine after 1945 rendered these restrictions extremely limiting. Some 80,000 British soldiers were increasingly tied down in a cat-and-mouse game to stop ships carrying Holocaust survivors to Palestine or trying to locate those who had made it ashore. Their presence in Palestine became a military, financial and moral drain on the British state.


Different proposals for the future of Palestine continued to surface. The Anglo-American Commission of Inquiry at the beginning of 1946 recommended that 100,000 immigrants should be allowed into Palestine and that the Mandate would become a United Nations Trusteeship. At that time, the Left wing of the British Labour Party was strongly pro-Zionist. Its leading advocate in the British cabinet, Aneurin Bevan, considered resigning from Clement Attlee’s government because of British conduct in Palestine – and in particular towards the Jews. The British had become bogged down in the region and their inability to manage the increasingly fractious relationship between Arabs and Jews had become self-evident. Bevan had demanded an increase in the rate of Jewish immigration into Palestine4 and was disappointed with the lack of progress, but he was eventually persuaded not to tender his resignation.5 Bevan was seen as a man on a mission, whether it was the creation of the National Health Service or the building of democratic socialism in Palestine by the Jews. He was distinctly unapologetic about where he stood politically: ‘We know what happens to people who stay in the middle of the road. They get run down!’6


Another Left-winger, the Oxford don Richard Crossman, was actually a member of the Anglo-American Commission of Inquiry. An independent thinker, he did not carry out his prime minister’s bidding. On his return from the commission, he later wrote, Attlee told him:




‘I’m disappointed in you, Dick. The report you have produced is grossly unfair.’


I was genuinely puzzled and said: ‘Unfair to the Jews or to the Arabs?’


To this he replied crossly: ‘No, unfair to Britain, of course. You’ve let us down by giving way to the Jews and Americans.’7





The British military also had to cope with the armed rebellion of Jewish groups in Palestine – the Hagana, the Irgun Zva’i Le’umi and Leḥi – after the end of World War II and the increasing illegal immigration of Jews. This led to the arrest of many Jewish leaders in Palestine and an intensive search for arms. The Hagana represented the mainstream Jewish defence force which for a short time fought the British. The representative Jewish Agency, which led the political struggle for independence, was implicated in these military activities by the discovery of weapons dumps.


Menaḥem Begin, the commander of the Irgun, declared ‘The Revolt’ against the British in Palestine in 1944 even before Allied forces had landed in Normandy on D-Day. He considered the Irgun to be an underground Jewish army which was fighting the British occupier. The group also had a reputation for botched exercises: on 22 July 1946, it blew up the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, killing 91 and injuring 476. Members of the Irgun had placed 350 kg of explosives in milk churns in the basement cafe of the hotel. The bombing was designed to immobilise the Secretariat of the Government of Palestine and the headquarters of the British Armed Forces in Palestine and Transjordan – without civilian casualties – but instead killed British, Arabs and Jews, including the most senior Jew in the British administration of Palestine, Julius Jacobs, a Mancunian who had served as under-secretary of the Palestine treasury.


The British reacted to the Irgun campaign by hunting its members, hanging three of them in 1947. Begin thereby enacted a policy of reciprocity, focusing on two British sergeants, Mervyn Paice and Clifford Martin. They had been captured in Netanya and were hanged by the Irgun and their bodies booby-trapped with explosives. This led to a breakdown of discipline amongst the British forces and the killing of several Jewish civilians. Begin deflected any criticism by advising Paice’s father to tell Attlee: ‘You are the murderers! You are the ones who killed my son!’8


Yitzḥak Shamir, part of the triumvirate which led Leḥi (known as ‘the Stern Gang’ after its founder Avraham Stern), espoused assassination as a weapon of terror against both British military personnel and Jews who worked for the British. Although Leḥi was far smaller than either the Hagana or the Irgun, it carried out 71 per cent of all assassinations between 1940 and 1948. Nearly half were those of Jews who had worked for British intelligence. Both Begin and Shamir became prime ministers of Israel during the 1980s. Both had consistently opposed partition.


Chaim Weizmann, the future president of Israel, and David Ben-Gurion, its future prime minister – long-time leaders of the Zionist movement – pursued a different, diplomatic pathway and a readiness to accept some form of partition. Weizmann, in particular, embodied this approach in the corridors of power. In his address to the Zionist Congress in Basel in December 1946, he commented:




Zionism is a modern expression of the liberal ideal. Divorced from that ideal, it loses all purpose, all hope. When we invoke the Jewish tradition as support for our national claim, we are not free to shake off the restraints of that tradition and embark on courses which Jewish morality cannot condone. Assassination, ambush, kidnapping, the murder of innocent men, are alien to the spirit of our movement. We came to Palestine to build, not to destroy; terror distorts the essence of Zionism. It insults our history; it mocks the ideals for which a Jewish society must stand; it sullies our banner; it compromises our appeal to the world’s liberal conscience.9





The world after the Holocaust, however, was seen differently by figures from different sides of the political spectrum, such as Ben-Gurion and Begin. Weizmann’s good intentions and reasonableness were sidelined after 1945.


In November 1947, the UN voted on Resolution 181, which accepted partition and a two-state solution (33 voted for, 13 against and 10 abstentions). Both superpowers, the US and the USSR, voted for partition while the UK pointedly abstained, having signalled its desire to give up its Mandate for Palestine. The Arab states were determinedly against the resolution. The Arab world, in general, continued to be adamantly opposed to partition and a two-state solution of contiguous states at every turn, but in contrast a section of the Zionist Jews was happy to take whatever was offered.


Ten years previously, Ben-Gurion had been willing to accept partition. It could be argued that if a state of the Jews had been established in 1937, many Jews would not have perished in the Holocaust and could instead have reached the sanctuary of the Jewish settlement in Palestine. The killing of 6 million was the great awakener, as demonstrated by the fact that both Golda Meir (Prime Minister of Israel, 1969–74) and Eleanor Roosevelt (First Lady of the US, 1933–45) opposed partition in 1937 but accepted it in 1947. On the other hand, Begin, the leader of the Irgun, denounced the UN decision and laid claim not only to the West Bank but also to the East Bank – the state of Jordan. He opposed Churchill’s first decision to partition Palestine in 1921 as well as the UN’s second partition in 1947.


The UN proposal of November 1947 led to war. The Zionist Jews accepted a two-state solution, the Palestinian Arabs did not. An internecine conflict erupted between the two groups and lasted until May 1948 when Ben-Gurion proclaimed the declaration of the State of Israel. The inter-communal conflict was replaced by a war between Israel and the invading armies of several Arab states. The War of 1948 ended in an Israeli victory and the exodus – voluntary and involuntary – of three quarters of a million Palestinian Arabs, who became refugees in neighbouring states. The proposed Palestinian state was occupied mainly by the Jordanians and the Egyptians – and partly by the Israelis.


In the years after the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, the idea of an equitable partition was still favoured by its Labour governments.


The Six-Day War


During the Six-Day War in June 1967, Israel defeated its immediate neighbours, Egypt, Syria and Jordan, as well as forces from many other states in the Arab world, in less than a week. The Egyptians (in control of Gaza between 1948 and 1967) and the Jordanians (in control of the West Bank during the same period) were ousted by the Israelis during this war, which increased the territory of Israel by almost four times the area that it possessed before.


Shortly after the Six-Day War, the Israelis formulated a plan for the future of Palestine. It had been authored by Yigal Allon – a minister in Israel’s governing coalition and later deputy prime minister – and essentially proposed the partition of the West Bank between Israel and Jordan.


Meanwhile, a specific Palestinian nationalism had grown out of a wider Arab nationalism – in particular in the aftermath of the Israeli conquest of the West Bank, Gaza and Sinai in 1967. Its leadership, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), had been founded in Cairo in 1964. The PLO National Charter of July 1968 promoted a maximalist solution in the shape of one solitary state.




Article 1: Palestine is the homeland of the Arab Palestinian people; it is an indivisible part of the Arab homeland, and the Palestinian people are an integral part of the Arab nation. . . .


Article 6: The Jews who had normally resided in Palestine until the beginning of the Zionist invasion will be considered Palestinians. . . . Article 19: The partition of Palestine in 1947 and the establishment of the state of Israel are entirely illegal . . .


Article 22: Zionism is a political movement organically associated with international imperialism and antagonistic to all action for liberation and to progressive movements in the world. It is racist and fanatic in its nature, aggressive, expansionist, and colonial in its aims, and fascist in its methods. . . .10





The Charter reflected the absolutist approach of the PLO in the 1960s. For Western audiences, this future state of Palestine was presented as ‘a democratic, secular state’.


Palestinian national consciousness was, however, forged by the lack of success of the Arab states in the wars of 1948, 1956, 1967 and 1973. It was also formed by Jordan’s occupation between 1948 and 1967. Palestinian military action after the Six-Day War under the aegis of Yasser Arafat’s PLO had clearly not worked to fundamentally change the situation. By 1974, it was self-evident that, despite the support of the developing world, the Palestinian cause had not advanced during all this time. It also began to dawn on a section of the Palestinian leadership that Israel was not a transient entity which would disappear in the near future. The path to a State of Palestine lay through a recognition that partition was the solution – neither a Greater Israel nor a Greater Palestine. The PLO began to drift from its absolutist position.


By the mid-1970s, the population of the West Bank began to favour Palestinian nationalist candidates in elections rather than ones which looked to Jordan. In 1988, the first Intifada erupted. It was an insurgency of local Palestinian civil resistance without bullets and bombs, and it took both the PLO and the Israelis by surprise. Although Jordan had lost the West Bank to Israel during the Six-Day War, it had still maintained legal and administrative ties with it. Fearing that the Intifada would spill over to Jordan, King Hussein severed all connection to the West Bank.11 This meant the demise of the Israeli Labour Party’s much-cherished Allon Plan, which had aspired to an agreement with the Jordanians.
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