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For Mara, Benjie and Hanna


Those who grab for everything, who forget that politics is the art of the possible, in the end may lose all.

Henry Kissinger, White House Years (1979)
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Preface

The present study is an offshoot of an admittedly "one-sided" dissertation which dealt with the attitude of Palestinian Jews to their "Arab question". Making the jump to a topic dealing with both sides has not been an easy one, especially in view of the highly-charged emotions which continue to plague the Palestine-Israel conflict.

Despite my best efforts at treating the parties in dispute even-handedly, the fact remains that I am a Canadian Jew who has had previous research experience primarily with Zionist sources. But, whatever their personal background, historians in pursuit of fairness and equilibrium in this field are bound to encounter obstacles which are inherent in the subject-matter itself. First of all, there are many people involved in the conflict who still hold passionately to the exclusive Tightness of their side. For these people, "fairness" is a false objective in such studies, the only "valid" history being that version which further justifies their partisan claims. In this sense, I hope that those committed single-mindedly to the Arab or Zionist cause will find little satisfaction from the present volume.

A second difficulty seems to be inherent in the different ways in which Arab and Zionist leaders have approached history. While both have tended to record their history in a personalized way, filtering it through justificatory hindsight, Zionists seem to have had a more Western, "businesslike" approach to the keeping of contemporary written records: i.e., correspondence, diaries, minutes of meetings, notes of conversations, etc. Hence, we find a built-in imbalance in the sheer quantity of documentary source-material for researchers to sift through on subjects related to the Palestine-Israel problem.

This general imbalance of written evidence is accentuated in the case of the specific topic of this book: contacts and attempts to reach an agreement. The matter itself seems to have been considered an important one only to a limited number of people between 1913 and 1931; these individuals were almost exclusively on the Zionist side. Zionists, furthermore, would have had more of a vested interest to keep records on this subject, for it was necessary, whether for internal morale or for external propaganda, to find as much evidence as possible that there were Arabs who might, one day, come around to accepting Zionism on given terms. Since, for Arabs, contacts with the other side often constituted a breach of nationalist "discipline" or consensus, there would have been a decided disinclination to keep written records of any meetings with Zionists.

A fourth related imbalance for the researcher stems from contemporary differences in the organization and accessibility of historical documents. Most individuals and groups on the Zionist side have come to accept the principle that their political and private papers should ultimately become public property, and they have deposited them in public or semipublic archives which are obliged to provide access to all "serious" researchers. Arab private papers seem to be, on the whole, more difficult for researchers to consult, with access dependent on the consent of individuals and families who are cautious and selective in granting such access. The Institute for Palestine Studies and the Palestine Liberation Organisa-tion Research Centre in Beirut are seeking to become, like their Zionist counterparts in Israel, central repositories for those private and group collections which exist. As the Institute for Palestine Studies has informed me that it had "nothing in the way of private papers, diaries or unpublished memoirs which would be of use" to me for my research, I have had to rely, for purposes of this study, on only published works in Arabic.

Notwithstanding the above obstacles to "balanced" research, I have done my best to provide as complete and as dispassionate an account as possible. I have tried to leave to others the tasks of advocating claims and counterclaims, and of ascribing moral qualities of good and evil to the historical actors and their behaviour. For I do not believe that this conflict is one between heroes on one side and villains on the other. Nor do I wish to portray the history of negotiation attempts as a long, tragic series of missed opportunities, peace agreements that might or ought to have been.

*

This book, which will be followed by one dealing with the period 1931 to 1948, is divided into two parts. In the first part, I have provided an analysis of selected episodes and have placed each in its historical context. The bargaining tactics, motives and goals of the protagonists have been emphasised.

I have left to others the sort of close textual analysis which might usefully be done of the documents which are reproduced, in chronological order, in the second part of this volume. Many of these documents appear here for the first time, and they should provide raw material for other researchers to develop their own hypotheses about the early development of the Arab-Zionist conflict and about the negotiating process as it applied to that conflict.

*

In the course of preparing this study, I have been fortunate to have had material and moral support from several quarters. I was enabled to take time off from my teaching duties and to undertake research trips in 1975, 1977 and 1981 thanks to grants from the Vanier College Professional Development Fund, the Government of Quebec, and the Social Science and Humanities Research Council of Canada. I am also grateful to have benefitted as a Lester Martin Fellow at the Harry S. Truman Institute of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (1977) and as a Visiting Scholar at the Oxford Centre for Postgraduate Hebrew Studies (1981).

No less important has been the practical and professional assistance received from individuals. I am grateful to Marie Syrkin and Ben Halpern, who gave the original spark to this project. The help received from a number of individuals was especially appreciated when it was accompanied by their friendship and invaluable encouragement, and in this regard I am happy to acknowledge my debts to: Elie Kedourie, Walter Laqueur, Yehoshua Porath, Emmanuel Sivan, Moshe Mossek, Bernard Wasserstein, Kenneth Stein, Philip Mattar, Ann Lesch, Nazmy Mobarak, Michael Heymann, Arieh Goren, Nehama Chalom, Gillian Grant, Ian Black, Yosepha Tislitsky, Reuven Koffler, Michael Plotkin, Shawkat Shibly, Elyakim Rubinstein, Eli Shaaltiel, Jane Lawless, Andrew Lawless, Hugh Armstrong and Hal Shuster,

Having spent much of my time in Israeli and British archives, I want to express my warmest thanks to their Directors and staffs for treating my requests with efficiency and me with such kindness. The archives are: the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People (CAHJP), Hebrew University, Jerusalem; the Central Zionist Archives (CZA), Jerusalem; the Israel State Archives (ISA), Jerusalem; the Private Papers Collection, Middle East Centre (MEC), St Antony's College, Oxford; the Public Record Office (PRO), London; the Rhodes House Library (RH), Oxford; and the Weizmann Archives (WA), Rehovot, Israel.

I thank Dr Michael Heymann of the CZA, Nehama Chalom of the WA, Sabri Jiryis of the PLO Research Centre, Beirut, Mai El-Kadi of the Institute for Palestine Studies, Beirut, and Gillian Grant of the MEC for kindly making available photographic material for the illustrations.

Most of all I thank Mara for her limitless support and patience.

N.C.

Montréal

March 1983


Introduction

Most students of the history of Arab-Jewish relations have come to take for granted the stubborn resistance of the continuing dispute to any form of lasting and "reasonable" solution. The explanations and interpretations of the conflict offered by these men and women will vary with their initial assumptions. One common assumption is that this conflict, although difficult and seemingly intractable, is like all other conflicts and ought to be resolvable in the end. From this starting-point many writers have been tempted to explore the history of the conflict by concentrating on the missed opportunities for peace. Some have singled out the extraneous third-party interference which has apparently prevented the main protagonists from settling their differences. Others have chosen to admonish one or more of the parties involved, either for its lack of foresight and wisdom, or else for its evil or misguided intentions.1

Another frequently-advanced explanation of the Arab-Zionist conflict is presently being tested in the international political arena: namely, that the conflict has persisted because of an absence of communication and contact among the major interested parties. This, in turn, is attributed to the Arab refusal to recognize the right of Israel to exist as a sovereign state on a territory considered to be stolen Arab land.

Since 1973, we have been witness to the beginnings of a whittling down of the psychological barriers of non-contact, a process highlighted in November 1977 by the historic visit of Egypt's late President Anwar el-Sadat to Jerusalem. The Egyptian-Israeli peace process which followed has had its ups and downs, and analysts of the conflict have begun examining different dimensions than those previously focused on. One question often addressed in this new era of Arab-Israeli relations is: Can the accumulated effects of wars and the hardening of attitudes on both sides be overcome through diplomacy and renewed contacts?2

Although the present study is concerned with the past, and not the present or future scenarios, it has been undertaken on the assumption that early Arab-Zionist negotiating experience has direct relevance to our understanding of the possible outcomes of diplomatic approaches to resolving this conflict.

The discussion of selected episodes and the reproduction of historical documents is not meant to provide a single, definitive explanation of the persistence of the Arab-Zionist conflict. Neither is it an attempt to provide authoritative evidence to vindicate the partisan claims of one side or another. Its main purpose is to assemble and discuss some of the raw material which may help us to focus more clearly on the origins of this conflict, and perhaps to eliminate some recurring fallacies about its development and the prospects for its resolution.

An examination of the period 1913 to 1931 reveals a wealth of previous negotiating experience which is today not well known or, at least, not very well remembered. Increased information about the actual "quantity" of such previous experience may prevent some contemporary observers from jumping too quickly to the conclusion that the communication and interaction which were lacking after 1948 have always been absent. It may also cast some doubt on the thesis that misunderstanding and/or ignorance of the other party's "true" aims and peace-terms are at the heart of the present impasse, and that an expansion or a re-opening of contacts will automatically remove misunderstanding and lead to peace. As Yehoshafat Harkabi warned in May, 1973,3

The day negotiations start will indeed be a great occasion for celebration. Yet let us remember the lessons psychologists teach - that direct contacts between human groups do not always draw them together, but may make them realize how far apart they are and thus lead to further estrangement.


Apart from the quantity" of negotiating experience, the evidence examined during our period also indicates that there was little or no movement of any of the parties in the direction of modifying its basic minimum demands and aspirations. The major protagonists seem to have come, at an early stage, to rather pessimistic conclusions regarding the possibility of reconciling their conflicting interests and the future of Zionist-Arab relations. In 1919, David Ben-Gurion perceived the situation in these "inconvenient" terms:4

Everybody sees a difficulty in the question of relations between Arabs and Jews. But not everybody sees that there is no solution to this question. No solution! There is a gulf, and nothing can fill that gulf. It is possible to resolve the conflict between Jewish and Arab interests [only] by sophistry. I do not know what Arab will agree that Palestine should belong to the Jews - even if the Jews learn Arabic. And we must recognize this situation. If we don't acknowledge this, and try to come up with "remedies", then we risk demoralization..... We, as a nation, want this country to be ours; the Arabs, as a nation, want this country to be theirs ....


The Palestinian nationalist leader, Awni Abd al-Hadi, also saw the conflict in similar terms. "Some time ago", wrote Moshe Shertok (Sharett) in his note of a conversation between Awni and Hayim Arlosoroff in early 1932,

he [Awni] had come to the definite conclusion that there was no point whatever in negotiations or attempts to reach a mutual understanding. The goal of the Jews was to rule the country, and the aim of the Arabs was to fight against this rule. He understood the Zionists quite well and respected them, but their interests were fundamentally opposed to Arab interests, and he saw no possibility of an agreement... .5


What place, then, can negotiations have in the settling of Arab-Zionist differences when important leaders on both sides have agreed on their basic futility? By negotiation, we commonly mean a procedure by which parties in conflict engage in debate and dialogue and - in the classic situation - "gather round a table and, at the cost of mutual concessions, attempt to define the terms of an agreement which will take their respective interests into account".6

If we want to appreciate the record of negotiation in the on-going Arab-Zionist conflict, we must look beyond this somewhat formalistic notion and focus on the intricacies and nuances of the process. In this way, we may discover how negotiations were utilized in the service of the Zionist and Arab causes.

Rather than looking at each encounter as a missed opportunity and seeking to apportion blame for its ultimate failure, we shall be discussing, whenever appropriate, one or more of the following aspects:

	The motives for negotiating.

	The timing of contacts.

	The status of the negotiating partners.

	The rôle and interests of third-parties.

	The proposed terms of agreement.


Placing these considerations into the context of Zionist and Arab leaders operating between 1913 and 1931, we may imagine the following sorts of questions suggesting themselves to would-be negotiators. Is it worthwhile to go into talks with the other side? Do we have a chance of gaining more than we will be asked to concede? What do we stand to lose by remaining aloof? Will our opponents be bargaining in good faith? Assuming the latter, will our negotiating partners have the necessary authority and stature to implement their share of the bargain we may work out? What concessions are we prepared or able to offer (without being repudiated by our followers or allies), and what concessions do we expect or insist the other side should make in return? What impression will be created on important third-parties, or on public opinion, by our participation in, or abstention from, these proposed talks?

In this sense, much of our concern will focus on the tactics and strategies employed by both sides. It is hoped that this survey, with accompanying documents, will add something to our understanding of the nature of this particular conflict and of the process of conflict-resolution where the gap between the ostensible vital interests of the parties is so deep and wide. For, if our examination reveals much about how parties used the negotiating process for their own ends, there is little evidence, during the period 1913-1931, of any imaginative and realistic formulae being seriously explored in an attempt to harmonize the goals of the parties in conflict. During this period, neither side felt that the growing conflict required any re-evaluation and/or reduction of its exclusive national goals.

It would be only in the period after 1931 that some innovations and possible compromises would be discussed more seriously. Some of the negotiation attempts and personalities involved during the 1930s and 1940s are perhaps better known than those discussed in the present volume: e.g., Ben-Gurion's talks with Arab leaders (1934-1938); the attempt by "the Five" (G. Frumkin, J. L. Magnes, M. Smilansky, P. Rutenberg, and M. Novomeyski) to break the Arab general strike of 1936; the Jewish Agency's dealings with Lebanese and Syrian groups; the Jewish Agency's relations with the Amir Abdallah; the "Hyamson-Newcombe" proposals, discussed by Magnes, Izzat Tannous and Nuri al-Sa'id; and the St James ("Round-Table") Conference of 1939.7 Yet, as we shall show below, the earlier attempts at a negotiated settlement - although equally futile in the end - provided leaders on both sides with valuable experience for their later encounters. Also, reciprocal attitudes and patterns of interaction between Arabs and Zionists became firmly rooted during the period discussed in this volume.



Chapter 1 First Attempts
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Nature and Development of Arab-Zionist Relations in Palestine, 1882-1914

The first real attempts to find a "diplomatic solution" to the budding Arab-Zionist conflict date back to 1913 and 1914. In order to understand the context of these moves, we must go back to the year 1882, which may be taken as a convenient starting point for any discussion of Arab-Jewish relations in Palestine. This year marked the beginning of the first of several modern waves of Jewish immigration ("aliya", literally meaning "ascent"; pi. "aliyot") to those provinces of the Ottoman Empire which later became Palestine of the British Mandate, and subsequently the Jewish state of Israel. The net result of the first two "aliyot" prior to 1914 more than tripled the number of Jews in the area, from an estimated 23,000 (1882) to 85,000 (1914). The Arab population during the same period grew less strikingly, from roughly 500,000 to 600,000, with emigration detracting from the natural increase.1

Perhaps more important than these numerical changes, the new type of Jew in Palestine contributed to a striking change in Arab-Jewish relations. The Jews of the "old yishuv" (the Jewish community prior to 1882) had been accustomed to a self-contained and subservient life in the predominantly Muslim society around them. Not so the new Zionist settlers. Contrary to popular misconception, relations between the native Arab population and these new settlers were not idyllic.2 It is only by comparison, or for propaganda purposes, that Jews or Arabs in later years would look back with nostalgia on a period of relatively peaceful and "brotherly" relations. Serious research into the 1882-1914 period now shows US that "the trend of subsequent developments in Palestine was already set" before 1914,3 that is, that the seeds of today's Arab-Israeli dispute were sown before that date.

One of the practical results of the application of Zionism in the daily lives of Jewish settlers in Palestine was the social and economic segregation of the new yishuv. Local Jewish leaders became preoccupied with the task of building up an autonomous and self-sufficient community. Even men like Dr Arthur Ruppin-whose colonization work led him to stress the need to improve relations with the Arabs-realized at an early stage that the practical business of Jewish settlement had to be carried out systematically,

by not permitting ourselves to be scattered at random throughout the country, but by concentrating on a few points .... It is only in this fashion that we can, within certain limits, achieve today [1913] the objective we have in view, namely, the creation of a Jewish milieu and of a closed Jewish economy, in which producers, consumers and middlemen shall all be Jewish.4


Such autonomy was fostered both symbolically and in practical ways. National symbols were actively promoted: star of David, Zionist flag and anthem ("ha-Tiqva", The Hope), Jewish National Fund (JNF) stamps. Much effort went into the organization of "national-communal" institu tions: e.g., schools, local self-governing councils, a Jewish watchmen's association (ha-Shomer), land-purchase and bank ing facilities.5 In fact, most of the socio-economic infrastruc ture of today's Israeli society was already being developed before 1914.


Growing Awareness of a Conflict

This preoccupation with internal organization may, in part, help us to understand the frequent criticism (usually made with hindsight) that early Zionists were naively "unaware" of the Arab population residing in Palestine. Caught up in the redemption of their own people, many, indeed, did not perceive the Arabs as constituting a rival "nation" in Palestine.

The settlers did see, of course, that there were Arabs living in the country, and no one would have denied that good-neighbourly relations were important. But beyond the avoidance of unnecessary friction and disputes, it seemed natural to almost all Jews that their principal energies would be devoted to building up their own separate society, and not to integrating themselves into what was, for them, another foreign (i.e., Arab) cultural and social milieu.6

But soon it became evident that there was a national/ political dimension involved, and some perceptive observers began to suspect that a larger clash of interests was involved. Indeed, prior to 1914 a number of spokesmen were already predicting an inevitable clash of destinies. Najib Azouri, a Christian Arab who had served as an Ottoman government official in Jerusalem, prefaced his book, Le Réveil de la nation arabe (published in Paris in 1905), with remarks concerning not one, but two, relatively unknown movements in Turkish Asia, namely:

the awakening of the Arab nation, and the latent effort of the Jews to reconstitute, on a very large scale, the ancient kingdom of Israel. These two movements [he went on to predict] are destined to fight continually until one is victorious over the other. The fate of the entire world will hinge on the final outcome of this struggle between two peoples representing two contradictory principles.7


Reviewing the pre-War experience from the Zionist side, Y. Radler-Feldman (who was later, under the pen-name of "Rabbi Binyamin", to fight the official Zionist leadership in the name of Jewish-Arab rapprochement) made no secret of the fact that the Jews had been unable "to establish friendly relations with the Arabs".8

At the moment [March 1913] their hatred against us is being fanned by the press and animosity is becoming more frequent. Altogether, it must be accepted that two nations such as the Jews and the Arabs can only live side by side either in friendship or in enmity. A third relationship, one of indifference, does not exist.


During the first decades of Zionist land-purchase and settlement, contacts between the "new Jews" and the local population provided several areas for tension and friction.9 In the towns, too, the native merchant class came to look on the new Jewish arrivals as an unwelcome challenge to their traditional social and commercial predominance.10 When outlying Jewish colonies began to abandon the practice of hiring local Arabs in favour of having Jews as watchmen (soon organized into a country-wide quasi-militia, ha-Shomer), this gave rise to some Arab fears and complaints that the Jews were arming in order to seize control of the country.11

All of the above areas of friction might have been regarded as normal in circumstances of immigrant-vs-native or infidelvs-Muslim. A tactful and conciliatory attitude on the part of the newcomers might, normally, have been enough to remove native suspicion and to promote better relations. In fact, a number of Zionist observers12 did dwell on this aspect and felt that much would be achieved by a less contemptuous or a less oblivious attitude on the part of the new settlers. Long before 1914 these observers were actively campaigning for a deliber ate Zionist initiative to promote good-neighbourly relations. To some extent these exhortations did contribute to improved relations. Settlers themselves came to realize the practical wisdom of encouraging good relations by allowing Arab fellahin to take advantage of free Jewish medical services, or by inviting some Arabs to send their children to study in Jewish educational institutions. Another, more natural, impe tus for positive relations came through commercial dealings, which often produced patterns of mutual gratitude, depen dence and/or friendship.

But increasing the volume of personal contacts between the two peoples was not necessarily a one-way street leading towards mutual trust and friendship. Intimacy with Zionist thinking or institutions, for example, could also lead to heightened Arab fears, resentment or jealousy with regard to the Jewish newcomers.13 Whatever the beneficial effects of early Zionist public-relations efforts, they were fragile enough to be shaken by inadvertent misunderstandings, Zionist indiscretions, or deliberate incitement by anti-Zionist ele ments. In sum, during the 1882-1914 period, few concerned and informed observers could be really satisfied with the development of Zionist-Arab relations in the country.

If their internal preoccupations made Zionists play down the external reality of the Arabs, there can be little doubt that in certain Arab circles there was growing uneasiness and concern over the Zionist activity and development in their midst. As early as 1910, articulate voices were denouncing the "exclusiveness" and aloofness of the Jewish settlers. In that year, Shukri al-Asali, the Governor of Nazareth, complained at length of Zionist aims and separateness as expressed, in their habits, symbols and institutions.14 Similar denunciations were made one year later in the Turkish parliament.15 In April 1914, Nahum Sokolow's tour of the Middle East and his explanations of Zionism to the Arab press evoked the following rejoinder from Rafiq al-Azm, one of the leaders of the Arab Decentralist Party:

Quite the contrary [to Sokolow's assurances], we see the Jews excluding themselves completely from the Arabs in language, school, commerce, customs, in their entire economic life. They cut themselves off in the same way from the indigenous government, whose protection they enjoy, so that the [Arab] population considers them a foreign race. This is the reason for the grievance of the Arabs of Syria and Palestine against Jewish immigration. The Arabs have as yet made no steps on the road to their national renaissance.... they, therefore, see their very existence threatened by the Jews. Many also see a political danger in that the Jews retain foreign nationality and in this way conquer the country for foreign states.16 ... The youth of Palestine is already inspired with the idea of assembling in order to take up the struggle against the Zionist movement. We do not think that the educated Jews and Zionists will mock at the defence movement of the Arab youth and intelligentsia.17



The Turkish Factor

This hostility to Jewish immigration and settlement must be seen in the context of the "awakening" which was then affecting intellectual and political leaders in the Arabicspeaking provinces of the Ottoman Empire.18 Originating in secret societies and literary clubs in the late 19th century, a movement was growing for a "decentralization" of the Empire which would have allowed the Arabs greater regional autonomy and self-government. The Turks resisted these "separatist" tendencies, as they did all other threats to the unity of the Empire. The 1908 revolution by the "Young Turks" was followed by a centralizing policy of "Turkification" of the ethnically-diverse Empire, and this had the effect of strengthening the Arab movement's desire for decentralization.

In this Turkish-Arab tug of war, the Arabs became a powerful factor. In the new parliament the Arab bloc held 60 of the 245 seats. Complaints against the indifference of the authorities in the face of the Zionist "danger" became one of the main issues in Turkish-Arab relations and in the election campaigns.19 Protests received from Palestinian notables and pressure inside parliament periodically led the authorities to tighten the regulations (some restrictions dated back to 1881) concerning Jewish immigration.20

Completing the triangle were the Zionists, who since 1882 had been using whatever pressure they could muster (e.g., through foreign consuls) to obtain from the ruling Turks conditions favourable to Jewish immigration and settlement in Palestine. In response to such pressure, and in the hope of securing Jewish financial assistance, the Turks would periodically relax or overlook restrictions.21 But Arab nationalists resented Zionist reliance on the Turks, and in their overtures to the Zionists their outstretched hand seemed to imply an anti-Turkish alliance. This was sometimes reflected in the "friendly" advice that the Zionists should be careful—that governments (i.e., Turks) come and go, while the native population (i.e., Arabs) were a permanent factor.22 But even those Zionists who appreciated the urgency of coming to terms with the Arabs were reluctant to engage in any activities which had anti-Turkish undertones. Thus any development of Arab-Jewish relations had to involve the Turkish factor.

Following the first World Zionist Congress at Basle in 1897 and the publication of Azouri's Réveil de la nation arabe in 1905, a growing number of Arab nationalists and Zionists became increasingly preoccupied with each other's existence and aims. At first, most Zionists who gave the matter any attention tended to discount the strength of the nascent Arab movement, and some engaged in what proved to be wishful thinking when they supposed that this movement would confine its appeal to Arab lands outside Palestine. For their part, some Arab observers went to the other extreme of fearing that they were facing imminent domination by a new Zionist kingdom which would stretch from the Nile to the Euphrates.23 Whatever the exaggeration or underestimation in the perceptions of both sides, the possibility of a showdown grew as each came to understand some of the contradictions between its own position and that of its rival.24

It was after 1908 that an anti-Zionist campaign gamed real momentum in and around Palestine.25 After several years of escalating verbal threats and warnings in the Arab press, leaders in both camps were beginning to give serious thought to the option of attempting to reach a formal accord. The Zionist inclination for talks with Arab leaders came in direct reaction to the unfavourable climate being generated by the press. Much energy went into answering hostile articles and trying to create a more favourable image of Zionism in the newspapers of the Arab world.26 Zionist contacts were extended beyond the original circle of Arab notables who had been important simply from the point of view of land purchase; Zionists now began to devote more attention to cultivating the goodwill of individuals with political influence or press contacts. As Yaacov Ro'i has summarized his study of the situation after April 1909,27

Arab attacks on individual Jews in the towns and villages or on the roads, the violation of Jewish fields and plantations and the molestation of livestock, and a number of vehement articles in the Arab press, and speeches in the Ottoman parliament could not help but make Zionists everywhere conscious of the need to come to terms with the local Arab population.


Another factor influencing Zionists in the direction of paying more attention to the Arabs was related to the growing Arab-Turkish estrangement. Zionists valued their good relations with the Turks, who after all controlled the gates of Palestine and regulated land sales.28 While Zionists felt that they could not contemplate any alliance with the Arabs which would alienate Turkish sympathy, they were attracted by Arab overtures because an accord with the Arabs-if it could be reached within the framework of continued loyalty to the Turks-had the advantage of solidifying Zionist-Turkish relations. For, if Arab anti-Zionist protests could be minimized through such an accord, then the Turks would have little excuse for denying the concessions which the Zionists were seeking.29 In fact, it was the Grand Vizier, Talaat Bey, who advised the Jews in September 1913 that they "must first of all come to an understanding with the Arabs; we shall do the rest", by which he meant improving conditions affecting Jewish immigration and settlement.30 Thus, an Arab-Zionist accord had, for the Turks, the possible attractions of keeping the Arabs off their backs, while allowing them to earn Zionist gratitude. For the Zionists, an accord with the Arabs stood to further better relations with the rulers of Palestine.

Arab motivation for talks with Zionists was not unmixed. The "decentralist" and "reformist" groups were always searching for allies in their struggle with the Turks. As early as 1911, Muhammad Rashid Rida, a founder-member of the Decentralist Party and a leading Muslim thinker, pointed out that the "Arab awakening" would require European know how, the support of the Western press and large sums for economic development. Since, in his analysis, the Jews controlled the European press and bank(!), the Syrians were obliged to consider the option of an accommodation with the Zionists over Palestine. Rida was certain that the Zionists desired "to take possession of the Holy Land", and conse quently the Arabs would have to proceed with utmost care so as to avoid the likely dangers of the local population or government falling into debt, and/or the Zionists gaining a foothold in Palestine through land purchase.31 As Arab fears continued to grow that "Zionist power" might soon overrun the Fertile Crescent, Rida advised Arab leaders in 1914 that they were confronted with a clear-cut choice:

Either make an agreement with the Zionist leaders in order to resolve the differences between the interests of both parties... or else gather all their [i.e., Arab] forces to oppose the Zionists in every way, first by forming societies and companies, and finally by forming armed gangs who will oppose [the Zionists] by force.32



First Negotiation Attempts, 1913

Such were the motives and the mood of Zionist and Arab leaders in 1913 and again in 1914 when steps were taken for the first time to try to resolve their differences through diplomacy. Since this episode is the first recorded instance of Zionist-Arab political negotiation, let us examine its course in detail.

In early 1913, as the columns of Cairo's al-A hram heated up with anti- and pro-Zionist articles, the arguments seemed to climax in the suggestion for a joint meeting to resolve the contradictions once and for all.33 On April 11, 1913 Saiim Najjar, on behalf of the Cairo Decentralist Committee, contacted his former employer, Sami Hochberg, the Jewish editor of le Jeune Turc, a paper subsidized by the Zionist Organization in Istanbul. Najjar proposed to Hochberg that Dr Victor Jacobson, the official Zionist representative in Istanbul, be impressed with the need for the Jews to come to an agreement with his Party. In his letter Najjar claimed to have the Zionists' best interests at heart, and he suggested that by joining with the Decentralists they would rid themselves of the growing Muslim and Christian animosity. Jacobson responded by charging Hochberg with the mission of travelling to Arab capitals to investigate the possibilities of an accord.

Hochberg's trip was quite successful.34 He spoke with twenty leading members of the Cairo Decentralist and Beirut Reformist committees, including Rafiq al-Azm, Salim Najjar, Haqqi al-Azm, Iskandar Ammun, Ahmad Mukhtar Bayhum, Rizqallah Arqash and Ahmad Tabbarah. Hochberg reported that there were only two men who declared themselves firmly opposed to any Jewish immigration. With the rest he was able to formulate a preliminary "entente verbale", according to which the Cairo Committee—"being in principle favourable to Jewish immigration into Syria and Palestine and in favour of an agreement with the Zionists"— agreed to work for an Arab-Jewish rapprochement through oral propaganda and through the Arab press. In exchange, le Jeune Turc committed itself to supporting the Arab cause ("insofar as it remained compatible with the unity and integrity of the Empire") in its columns and through its contacts with the European press. Although this limited agreement in effect obligated only Hochberg and his paper (and not the Zionist Organization), the atmosphere between Zionists and Arabs improved considerably during the following months. Several series of articles favouring an alliance were published, while the Arab press generally displayed a more moderate tone on the Zionist issue.35

A "full accord" was foreshadowed in Hochberg's preliminary talks, but this had to await the results of the First Arab Congress, which was held in Paris in June 1913.36 Hochberg attended as an observer and lobbied on behalf of his rapprochement scheme, winning the support of the Congress' chairman, Abd al-Hamid az-Zahrawi. The Congress passed no resolution hostile to Jewish immigration, and some favourable statements were obtained in press interviews. But the Paris Congress turned out to be the high-point of the 1913 rapprochement attempts. Two days after the conclusion of the Congress, moves towards a Zionist-Arab alliance were virtually frozen with the arrival from Istanbul of a draft Turkish-Arab agreement for reforms within the Empire. While at first Hochberg felt that a three-sided understanding was imminent, the next few weeks proved that most Arabs in Paris, Istanbul and Beirut considered that their anticipated agreement with the Turks made any further negotiations with the Zionists unnecessary.37


Renewed Contacts, 1914

For a while it seemed as though the initiative taken toward a Zionist-Arab accord was being dropped in favour of less ambitious moves toward mere "cordial relations". But the Cairo Decentralists were soon dissatisfied with this situation. The group's annoyance was reflected In bitter press articles against the Zionists;38 the tirade against Jewish exclusivism quoted above (page 14) is but one example. "Nice words" from Zionist leaders were challenged, and the latter were accused of not living up to their professed desire for an agreement with the Arabs.

These accusations were among the stimuli for the preparations which were made in 1914 for a "round-table" conference of Arab and Zionist representatives. Other trends and events combined to promote the idea of such a conference. Apart from the more radical Cairo group, other Arabs returned their attention to the Zionist factor once it became clear that the promised Turkish reforms would not be satisfactorily implemented. Contacts in Istanbul, which had lapsed since January 1914, were resumed by Dr Jacobson and Richard Lichtheim in April. Conversations were held with Ahmad Bayhum, Najib Shuqair, Shukri al-Husaini, Sa'id al-Husaini, Raghib an-Nashashibi, Sa'id Shahin, Asad Daghir, Faris al-Khouri and others.39 During his visit to Syria and Palestine in April 1914, Nahum Sokolow of the Zionist Executive spoke with a number of Arabs, including Nasif al-Khalidi, Muhammad Kurd Ali, Abd ar-Rahman ashShahbandar, Georges Fakhuri, Shukri al-Asali and Muhammad al-Inglizi.40 In his attempts to reassure them about the compatibility of the two movements, Sokolow discussed the possibility of convening a round-table meeting to clear up any persisting misunderstandings. On May 27th and 29th, an unnamed "Zionist leader" in Istanbul (probably Dr Jacobson) contributed a pair of articles to the ongoing Cairo press debate, also calling for a joint meeting. Meanwhile, Nissim Malul, a Palestinian Jewish member of the Decentralist group, had to reassure his Arab colleagues that the Zionist leaders were indeed sincere in their desire for an agreement. By late May 1914 it appeared that a conference would soon be organized, and in anticipation the Cairo press closed its columns to any further discussion of the Zionist question.41

As negative as these motivations were for the Zionists to resume formal talks with Arab representatives, the situation in Palestine provided more negative, and more compelling, reasons. Since July 1913 the Palestinian press (al-Karmil of Haifa and Falastin of Jaffa)42 had been denouncing the apparent leniency of their Syrian and Egyptian "cousins" on the Zionist question. During the winter of that year three Jews were murdered in Northern Palestine. Anti-Zionist clubs were formed in several towns,43 and by April 1914 the local press had reached such heights of anti-Zionist incitement that the Turkish authorities intervened to order the closure of Falastin. 44 The elections to the third Turkish parliament also gave vent to local anti-Zionist campaigning and sentiments.45

Thus, by May 1914 a meeting between Arab and Zionist representatives seemed essential in order to de-fuse a potentially explosive situation.46 The actual mechanics of organizing the conference rested with Nasif al-Khalidi, a Jerusale mite working as chief engineer in Beirut; Hayim Margaliut Kalvaryski, a land agent of the Jewish Colonization Association (ICA) stationed in Rosh Pina in Northern Palestine; and Dr Yaakov Thon, who worked with Dr Ruppin in the Zionist Jaffa office. The conference, tentatively set for July at Brumana, Lebanon, was first postponed by Khalidi, who needed more time to assemble an Arab delegation. Following this first postponement, Zionist leaders found their own reasons to seek further postponements, as they had reached the conclusion that the conference was doomed to failure.47 In fact, the meeting never took place; the outbreak of war on August 4th put an end to any further moves in that direction.


Failure of the 1914 Conference

In order to appreciate the reasons for the failure of the 1913-14 attempts at an agreement, it would be useful to focus on the following areas: (a) the status of the negotiators, (b) third-party considerations, and (c) the proposed terms of agreement. Specifically, the questions which need to be answered are: Would the delegates to the proposed conference have been able to execute their respective parts of any agreement arrived at? What effects would this Zionist-Arab accord have had on relations with the Turks? What could the Zionists have offered to the Arabs for the sake of an agreement? Could the Zionists have made those concessions which appeared necessary to win Arab assent?

(a) Status of the Negotiators. Among the obstacles which made a successful accord highly unlikely we may begin with the proposed agenda and the personnel involved in the aborted conference of 1914. The general Zionist scepticism about the chances of a real and lasting entente resulted in the leaders designating "lesser" personalities as delegates. They did not wish to accord too formal a status to talks whose likely failure would have been harmful to their cause and their credibility. The Zionist delegates were instructed to avoid any commitments and to keep the talks at the "exploratory" level only.48 The Arabs, on the other hand, were expecting a completely different kind of meeting, best described as a "showdown" with the official Zionist leadership. The agenda which they proposed read as follows:49

	[The Zionists] should explain, as far as possible by producing documentary evidence, the aims and methods of Zionism and the colonization of Palestine connected therewith.

	Thereafter the Arabs will formulate their demands, acceptance of which would determine whether the [Zionist] Movement could be considered harmful to the Arabs or not.



Such an agenda clearly put the Zionists on the defensive; little wonder that efforts were made to secure an honourable postponement of the conference.

The choice of Arab delegates to the conference also pointed to the unlikelihood of a successful accord. In the past, Zionist negotiators had found it difficult to ascertain the status of their various Arab counterparts. As Dr Jacobson complained, every Arab leader "claimed that it [was] he who [was] the real, the only real, the important one.... There is no way of knowing what truth there is in what they say, what is behind them. They do not have a single organisation."50 A slightly different problem faced the Zionists with regard to the 1914 talks. Some of the Arab delegates selected by Nasif al-Khalidi were known only too well. Zionists would have found themselves face to face with four of their most articulate and bitterest enemies—Muhammad Kurd Ali (of the paper, al-Muqtabas), Yusuf al-Isa (of Falastin), Abdallah Mukhlis (of al-Karmit) and Jamal al-Husainl (later Secretary of the Palestine Arab Executive and a power behind the Arab Higher Committee); four possible "friends" (Ahmad Bayhum, Rizqallah Arqash, Abd ar-Rahman ash-Shahbandar and Nasif al-Khalidi); and two unknown quantities. Nasif had evidently had some difficulty in assembling ten Arab leaders with both stature in Palestine and an "accommodating" attitude towards Zionism.51 Little wonder, then, that Zionists saw little point in continuing to plan for a conference once the list of Arab delegates became known.

(b) Third-Party Considerations. The Turkish attitude provides yet another ill-omen when assessing the failure of the 1914 conference. One of the organizers of the ill-fated talks, H. M. Kalvaryski, in later years severely criticized the Zionist leadership for poor judgement in acceding to Turkish advice, at the cost of alienating Arab opinion.52 For, if the Turks had earlier been encouraging a Zionist-Arab accord, they made a quick about-face as the Brumana conference drew near. At a meeting with the Vali of Beirut, the Zionists were influenced by the clear disparagement of the Turks. Kalvaryski became fond of recalling Nasif al-Khalidi's words to Dr Thon following that meeting: "Gardez-vous bien, messieurs les sionistes: un gouvernement passe mais un peuple reste".53

While Kalvaryski's critique makes too much of Zionist deference to Turkish wishes, it is to Dr Thon that we must look for a fuller and more balanced assessment.
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