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Chapter Two

Mark: In Chapter one we talked about the origins of the conflict. From Herzl and the roots of the Zionist movement to the Balfour agreement and the ensuing unrest in Palestine, we examined the early history of a conflict that, from the beginning, was born out of the Euro-centric notions of the nation-state and colonialism.  While many may think of the two state solution as a recent development in a solution to the conflict, I think we may disagree with the conventional thinking. When did the idea of a two state solution originate?

Hisham: It started as early as 1937, when the British tried to quell the Palestinian rebellion with military force. When this failed to work, the British turned to more traditional political means by sending a committee of inquiry to supposedly  investigate the unrest. The commission published the. Peel Commission Report in 1937, a report that suggested that Palestine be divided into two parts. Of course the Palestinians had no desire to accept the findings and suggestions put forth by the report as the report recommended an infringement on their territorial rights and sovereignty. The rebellion continued until 1939 when the British issued the White Paper.

Mark: Could you elaborate a bit more on this? As I recall, there was a very significant uprising, or strike, in 1929. It would seem the intifadas go further back in history. What triggered these earlier incidents? 

Hisham: They started the moment the Palestinians realized that the British were aiding the Zionist movement. Initial resistance began as early as the Balfour Agreement. The Borak Uprising could be seen as the first Intifada, in 1929. 1937 is so remarkable because of its duration and the determination that fed it. It was one of the longest civil disobedience strikes in history. Consequently, it inspired some of the most brutal colonial crackdowns in the history of the British occupation of Palestine. Of course, it also paved the way for the Peel Commission and later, the White Paper. By 1939, both Palestinians and the British were exhausted from the turmoil of the decade. At the same time, WW2 was well on its way and the British knew they would need most of the 56,000 troops they had deployed to quell the uprisings in Palestine to stave off Hitler's war machine.

Mark: So, the resistance by Palestinians goes as far back as the First World War?

Hisham: Palestinian resistance commenced as soon as the British first whispered their colonial ambitions for Palestine and the Zionist movement. It has not stopped ever since. Palestinain resistance is more than a century old.

Mark: This would explain why the Zionist leaders were making statements that were supposed to relax the Palestinian tension immediately after the Balfour Declaration made its debut. The Peel Report must have seemed a victory for the Zionist leadership as it officially recommended there be an independent state devoted to Jewish immigration?

Hisham: Absolutely. The Zionist knew quite well that the British held their interests at the forefront of their colonial policies towards Palestine. 

Mark: Yes, but why then did the British change their policies in 1939? I believe the British had appointed a devout Zionist, Herbert Samuel, as their commissioner to Palestine. Please explain why the  British would change their attitudes?

Hisham: Yes, and let me just reiterate tha Herbert Samuel was indeed the British high commissioner of Palestine and that, whatever Samuel did, he aided the Zionist agenda immensely. In 1939, as I said, the British, exhausted and concerned about developments in Europe, issued  the White Paper. Several things were layed out in this paper. Primarily, it called for a reduction in Jewish illegal immigration and mandated that the British would slow the confiscation of land and reduce the burden of taxes on the indigenous peoples. Most importantly, the White Paper promised Arab independence in twenty years in the form of an independent state living along side a Jewish state. While the Palestinians reluctantly accepted the views of the White Paper, the Zionists rejected them due to the reduction in Arab taxes and the tightened regulations on Jewish immigration. 

Mark: Now, we must keep in mind that this was also the advent of the Second World War and that many Jews in Europe were seeking refuge abroad. But it sounds like tis was also the first “settlement freeze”. It would seem the Palestinians have been dealing with these “settlement freezes for nearly eighty years now. No wonder they are fed up with the current politics of the West.

Hisham: [chuckle] Well, absolutely. Ironically, while the hatred of the Jews was on the rise in Europe and the United Sates, it was a very different story in Palestine. Nonetheless, the Zionists moved their headquarters to the United States even though the United States had halted Jewish immigration, a practice it would continue throughout WW2 and the Holocaust. There is another land mark event we should not overlook. In 1942, the Zionist held the Biltmore Conference in New York where they laid out their final plans for a Jewish 'commonwealth' in Palestine. 

Mark: Your mention of the Biltmore Conference is very important from the Jewish-American side of things. The Zionist movement was never the majority movement during the 1920s and 1930s in the United States.  Most American Jews were busy trying to assimilate and had no desire to have their national loyalties questioned by supporting two states at once. The Biltmore Conference was significant for it was the first time that Zionism receive the serious attention of the Jewish-American mainstream. 

Okay, we're now in the midst of the second world war. What was happening in Palestine?

Hisham: Fatigue, exhaustion, disappointment that the three year uprising did not achieve its goals. The 1940s were tough. While the holocaust continued in Europe, Jewish immigration increased. Meanwhile, the second world war signified the end of the British Empire and the beginning of UN control of Palestinian fate. And, as we already know, Zionism was a movement of little patience and it was during this time that the movement embarked on a guerrilla war campaign against the British to hasten their withdrawal from the Holy Land.

Mark: Simultaneously there was tremendous support for the plight of the Jewish people in the aftermath of the holocaust and for many, the Zionist movement became a rallying point for the West's moral redemption. And, as we know, President Truman, against the advice of secretary Marshal and secretary of defense Forestall, condoned the partitioning of Palestine. Much of the American leadership at the time was aware that any partition could lead to a never ending state of war that would jeopardize US interests in the region; something we are seeing today. As the war ended and the British withdrew, what was the attitude of the Palestinians?

Hisham: Well, shock. The British handed over the question of Palestine to the UN, the UN was under the control of the United States, and the fate of Palestine was largely left to the mercy of UNSCOP. There was a majority opinion to partition Palestine into two independent states, one Arab and one Jewish with Jerusalem being under international control. The minority opinion favored a unitarian approach. The idea of partition was officially tried in the UN general assembly on November 26, 1947 but failed to garner the necessary votes. Nonetheless, the United States, under Truman, used its diplomatic weight around the world to convince the international community to support a partition or risk losing the tremendous aid provided by the United States. On November 29, 1947 the general assembly voted quite differently and passed resolution 181, effectively authorizing the partitioning of Palestine and allotting the majority of the country to the Jews, who made up a severe minority of the population (30 percent). In the end, 56 percent of Palestinian land would be allotted to the Jews (many of whom were illegal immigrants) and this included the most fertile and strategically important regions of Palestine. The remaining 43 percent was left to the Palestinians, a people who were never consulted. The Zionists were actually surprised by the decision of the UN, for any resolution passed by the general assembly is supposed to be no more than a recommendation rather than a binding resolution like those made by the Security Council. Of course, the Zionists made full use of the opportunity and immediately commenced on a campaign to violently drive the Palestinians off the land allotted to them by the UN.

Mark: We will tackle this in our next chapter. I wanted to mention the representative of the Jewish community and the personal representative of David Ben-Gurion was a man by the name of Dr. Goldman who worked very closely with general Marshall and secretary Forestall because he knew that any declaration of a Jewish state in Palestine would mean ongoing regional instability. So here is a man who founded the pillars of the Zionist movement and the world Jewish congress who was now advocating against the partitioning of Palestine. 

