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PREFACE

The conflict between Arabs and Zionists is more than a hundred years old. Almost from the start the subject has been treated with emphatic partisanship by commentators and historians from both sides, as well as by foreign observers.

Thousands of books have been written on various aspects and periods of the conflict; this one attempts to relate the entire story in an integrated fashion, covering Israel, the Palestinians, and the Arab states from the 1880s to the present. I hope it will contribute to a good general understanding of what happened, and why.

The book focuses on what, to my mind, are the central components of the conflict in the political and military spheres. I have not given much attention to other aspects, such as the economic and cultural ones. I realize that these have, at certain times, played significant roles, but in a general study of this sort, one must concentrate on the core events, processes, and issues.

I have devoted relatively little space to the internal politics of the societies that inhabit the Middle East, except where these have had a direct bearing on the development of the conflict. My approach has been based on a rejection of the dictum that “there is no foreign policy, only internal politics.” It will be for the reader to determine whether I have struck the right balances.

The book is based largely on secondary works and is a synthesis of existing research on the various subjects and periods covered. A history of this subject based mainly on primary sources is, I suspect, beyond the abilities of a single scholar. There are simply too many archives, files, and documents. Nonetheless, parts of the present book—the coverage of the 1948 war and the decade after it, and of certain episodes that occurred during the 1930s and the 1982–85 Lebanon War—are based in large measure on primary sources. Otherwise I have relied on what I regard as the principal scholarly works on given subjects and periods in producing this narrative.

Academic history is necessarily based on a wide range of contemporary documentary material. This book deals, of course, with the early periods from which much of the material is available—but then goes on to cover the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, for which it is still largely unavailable. In covering these three decades I have had to make do with secondary works, interviews, newspapers, and memoirs. A full academic history of these latter decades will have to await the opening of the appropriate archival materials.

There is a built-in imbalance in scholarly treatments of the conflict; this study is no exception. The Zionist side tends to be illuminated more thoroughly and with greater precision than the Arab side, and this applies to both political and military aspects. In part this stems from the fact that Zionist and Israeli archives, civil and military, local and national, are relatively well organized and have been open to researchers for many years. By and large, the documents contained in them were written by Zionists, in a Zionist context and from the Zionist perspective. This has almost inevitably affected the historiography based on these documents.

There has been no such access on the Arab side. There are no comparable Palestinian archives, and whatever exists in the archives of the Arab states has been and remains closed to researchers, save for the occasional and usually inconsequential document. Hence “the Arab side,” more often than not, has also had to be illuminated on the basis of Zionist-Israeli and Western documentation.

Second, historiography, in the modern sense, has been far more developed on the Jewish-Zionist side than among the Arabs. Indeed, only in recent years have Arab historians—usually living in the West—begun to publish serious historical work connected with the conflict. Unfortunately most Arab historians still labor under the yoke of severe political-ideological restrictions that are characteristic of nondemocratic societies. The same types of censorship and self-censorship have affected the writings of Arab memoirists. Though Jewish officials, generals, and politicians have often also been self-serving and subjective in their published recollections, and past generations of Zionist-Israeli historians have been less than objective, they have been substantially more accurate and informative than their Arab counterparts.

Lastly, there has been a marked quantitative gap between the two sides. The Arabs have simply produced far less historiography and related published materials (autobiographies, collections of documents, and the like) than the Jews.

I have tried to compensate by using relevant Arab materials to the extent that they were accessible, and by ferreting out the “Arab side” or “perspective” as manifested in documentation in Zionist-Israeli and Western archives (for example, by using intelligence documents reporting on thinking and activities from the Arab side) and writings. In doing so, I have attempted to approach the subject as objectively as possible, to bring reason and fairness to my reconstructions of the past. The reader will judge whether I have succeeded.


ONE

PALESTINE ON THE EVE

THE LAND AND THE PEOPLE


Of all the lands there are for dismal scenery, I think Palestine must be the prince. The hills are barren.… The valleys are unsightly deserts fringed with a feeble vegetation that has an expression about it of being sorrowful and despondent.… It is a hopeless, dreary, heartbroken land.… Palestine sits in sackcloth and ashes.… Over it broods the spell of a curse that has withered its fields and fettered its energies.… Nazareth is forlorn;… Jericho … accursed … Jerusalem … a pauper village.… Palestine is desolate and unlovely.



So wrote Mark Twain in 1867.1 He may have been indulging in hyperbole, but then neither was Palestine, in the mid-nineteenth century, the “land of milk and honey” promised in the Bible. As it is today, the Holy Land—Eretz Yisrael or the Land of Israel for the Jews, Falastin or Palestine for the Arabs—was defined during the years of British rule (1918–48) as the area bounded in the north by a range of hills just south of the Litani River in Lebanon; in the east by the Jordan River, the Dead Sea, and the Arava Valley (Wadi Araba); in the west by the Mediterranean Sea and the Sinai Peninsula; and in the south by the Gulf of Eilat (or Gulf of Aqaba). In all, it consists of about 26,320 square kilometers (10,162 square miles), an area roughly the size of New Jersey.

Of this landmass, about 50–60 percent, the Negev and the Araba, is a wilderness sprinkled with a handful of oases but largely uninhabitable and uncultivable, as is the area called the Judean Desert, between the hilly spine of Judea—running from Ramallah through Jerusalem to Hebron—and the Jordan River and Dead Sea.

Palestine is a dry land, with only one small river—the Jordan—which in fact is not inside Palestine but rather demarcates the borders between Palestine and Syria and, farther south, Palestine and Jordan. Otherwise there are only two small streams with perennial water. Most streams run only in winter and are dry beds for the rest of the year. Natural springs and wells dot the northern half of the country; in the south they are relatively rare. The naturally habitable north has rainfall between October and April each year; the remaining months are dry, with summer temperatures reaching 30–35 degrees Celsius. The Negev has virtually no rain, and temperatures at its southern end reach 40–45 degrees Celsius in summer.

The population has tended to concentrate, in both ancient and modern times, in the hilly central areas of Judea, Samaria, and Galilee, and in the fertile coastal plain and the west-east valley that branches out from it between Haifa and the Jordan River, known as the Jezreel Valley or the Plain of Esdraelon. A further fertile area is the northern Jordan Valley running, from south to north, from Beit Sh’an (Beisan) to the Sea of Galilee and its surrounding lowland, to Lake Huleh and then to the Jordan’s sources, in the foothills of Mount Hermon.

In ancient times, it is estimated, Palestine contained between 750,000 and 6 million inhabitants, with most scholars giving the figure 2.5 million for about 50 A.D.2 During the second millennium B.C. it was inhabited by a collection of pagan tribes or peoples—Canaanites, Jebusites, and others—who jostled for control of this or that area. Toward the end of the millennium the Hebrews, or Jews, invaded and settled the land, and for most of the next millennium constituted the majority of the population and governed the bulk of the country. The core of the Jewish state (at one point there were two Jewish kingdoms) was the hill country of Judea, Samaria, and Galilee. Through most of the period there was a minority population of Philistines, and later, Hellenistic and Romanized pagans concentrated in the coastal plain, in such towns as Caesarea, Jaffa, Ashkelon, and Gaza. The chapter of Jewish sovereignty ended when the Romans invaded and then put down two revolts, in A.D. 66–73 and 132–35, and exiled much of the Jewish population. After successive invasions and counterinvasions by Persians, Arabs, Turks, Crusaders, Mongols, Mamelukes, and (again) Turks, the country—at the beginning of the nineteenth century, under imperial Ottoman rule—had a population of about 275,000 to 300,000 people, of whom 90 percent were Muslim Arabs, 7,000 to 10,000 Jews, and 20,000 to 30,000 Christian Arabs. By 1881, on the eve of the start of the Zionist Jewish influx, Palestine’s population was 457,000—about 400,000 of them Muslims, 13,000–20,000 Jews, and 42,000 Christians (mostly Greek Orthodox).3 In addition, there were several thousand more Jews who were permanent residents of Palestine but not Ottoman citizens.

The small pre-Zionist Jewish population of Palestine—usually referred to collectively as the Old Yishuv (literally, the “old settlement”)—was largely poor. Many if not most lived on charity from their coreligionists abroad. Both Ashkenazim (Jews of European origin) and Sephardim (Jews of Spanish, North African, and Middle Eastern extraction) were almost exclusively Orthodox and were concentrated, in separate areas, in Judaism’s four “holy” towns: Jerusalem, Hebron, Safad, and Tiberias. Most were Ottoman subjects, extremely submissive toward the Turkish authorities and deferential toward the large Muslim communities among which they lived. Many spent their days learning Talmud and Torah; a few were merchants and shopkeepers; more were petty craftsmen. All in all, they were a numerically insignificant minority.

The overwhelming majority of the population was Arab, about 70 percent rural. These were dispersed in seven to eight hundred hamlets and villages ranging in size from fewer than one hundred to nearly one thousand inhabitants. Most of the villages were in the hill country, their location dictated by access to springs or wells and defensive requirements like hilltops or cliffs. Many had been established by invading Bedouin who turned sedentary. The coastal plain and the Jezreel and Jordan valleys were relatively empty, both because of the dangers posed by marauding Bedouin bands and because their swamps presented health hazards and were difficult to cultivate.

Many of the villages fought a continual if low-key battle against the Bedouin, who periodically sortied into the settled areas of Palestine from the desert east of the Jordan, from the Negev, and from the Sinai. There were also protracted land and water disputes between villages and sometimes between clans within villages. These feuds, and rivalries between leading urban families and between various towns, such as Jerusalem and Hebron, were to serve as continuous elements of division and weakness in Palestinian Arab society.

Agriculture was primitive, with little irrigation. During the first half of the nineteenth century, land was usually owned by the villagers privately or collectively. The second half of the century saw the growing impoverishment of the villagers, in large part owing to more efficient Ottoman taxation, and a great deal of rural land was bought up by urban notable families (in Arabic, a‘yan), who had accumulated their new wealth as Ottoman agents, especially in tax collection, and through commerce with the West. By the early twentieth century, villagers in dozens of localities no longer owned their land but continued to cultivate it as tenant farmers.

Almost all the large landowners (effendis) were urban notables, some of them living outside Palestine, many in Beirut, Damascus, and Paris. During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Zionist land purchases from effendis contributed to the roster of dispossessed villagers. The second half of the century witnessed the rapid growth of citrus cultivation, mainly in the humid coastal plain, the produce destined for highly profitable export to Europe. Land became a more attractive investment, and the concomitant price rises led to further sales by impoverished fellahin.

By 1881 a third of Palestine’s population was urban—up from only 22 percent in 1800. Most of the Jews and Christians lived in the towns, making their relative weight there decidedly greater than in the country as a whole. By 1880 Jerusalem’s population numbered 30,000, of whom about half were Jews; Gaza’s population was 19,000, Jaffa’s 10,000, and Haifa’s 6,000. The notables in the towns were nurtured by the Ottoman Empire, which gave them various local positions and tax-collecting functions, and by the British authorities after 1917–18. The elite families—the Khalidis, Husseinis, and Nashashibis in Jerusalem; the Ja’bris and Tamimis of Hebron; the Nabulsis, Masris, and Shak’as of Nablus, and others—supplied municipal officials, judges, police officers, religious officials, and civil servants. Inevitably, given their wealth, power, and influence with the imperial authorities, the a‘yan emerged as the Palestinian Arabs’ local and eventually “national” leadership. A vast gulf—based on disparities in educational level and social, economic, and political position—separated the a‘yan from the largely illiterate masses.

The second half of the nineteenth century saw a gradual modernization of the country, accompanying the growing urbanization. While most villages and towns were connected by footpaths rather than paved roads, and people and goods still moved on foot or by horse, camel, or mule rather than in wheeled vehicles, a carriage-road, the first in Palestine, was constructed in 1869 between Jaffa and Jerusalem. The first railroad was laid down in 1892 (also between these two towns), and a second railroad, connecting Haifa and Deraa, running through the Jezreel Valley, was constructed in 1903–05.

The century also witnessed a steady increase in literacy. It is estimated that around 1800 only 3 percent of the non-Jewish inhabitants of Palestine were literate (mostly elder sons of the a‘yan). As the century progressed, an education “system” emerged, mostly owing to the penetration of European missionaries rather than to Ottoman or local Arab initiative.

During the first half of the nineteenth century, lighting was provided by candles and the burning of olive oil. In the 1860s, naphtha was introduced, and generator-produced electricity reached Palestine during the first decade of the twentieth century. Through the nineteenth century the population was plagued by diseases such as malaria, trachoma, dysentery, cholera, and typhoid fever. Water supplies were inadequate and frequently impure. But the first pharmacy opened its doors in 1842; and the first European hospital, in Jerusalem, in 1843. By the end of the century, there were fifteen hospitals in the town, making it the center of European medicine in Palestine and beyond.

THE TURKISH ADMINISTRATION

The Ottoman Empire, which ruled Palestine from 1517 to 1917–18, was aware of the land’s importance as the cradle of Judaism and Christianity but never made it a separate, distinct administrative district. In the 1870s Palestine was part of the province (vilayet) of Syria, which was ruled by a governor (wali) stationed in Damascus. The province was subdivided into districts (sanjaks), three of them in Palestine: Acre, including Haifa, the area of today’s Hadera, the Jezreel and Jordan Valleys, the Sea of Galilee, Safad, and Tiberias; Nablus, including Beisan, Jenin, and Qalqilya; and Jerusalem, which included Jericho, Jaffa, Gaza, Beersheba, Hebron, and Bethlehem. The sanjaks in turn were divided into subdistricts, administered by local governors called kaymakams.

In 1887 the sanjak of Jerusalem became an independent mutasarriflik (sub-governorate) answerable directly to Constantinople rather than to Damascus. The following year, the rest of Palestine—the sanjaks of Nablus and Acre—were separated from the vilayet of Sam (Syria) and became the responsibility of a newly created vilayet of Beirut. The new entity, which consisted of the area of much of present-day Lebanon, thus also controlled the northern half of Palestine.

During a decade of Egyptian rule in Palestine (1831–40), the authorities had managed to impose more or less centralized government. The powerful Egyptian army, led by Ibrahim ‘Ali, brushed aside most of the local magnates who had managed to carve out de facto fiefdoms in different areas of the country. They also staved off the Bedouin incursions from the eastern and southern deserts that had done so much to keep Palestine insecure and poor.

On their return, the Turks instituted a wide range of reforms (tanzimat)—economic, administrative, legal, military, and political—but with mixed results. The new, more efficient and centralized taxation resulted in massive impoverishment of the rural population, which in turn led to the steady depopulation of villages and an influx into the towns. Efforts to conscript villagers into the Turkish army, a return of brigandage on the roads, and renewed Bedouin incursions—all had the same effect. The village rulers, or sheikhs, who before the Egyptian conquest had had considerable authority, lost much of it as their role as tax collectors for the central government passed into the hands of Ottoman officials and urban notables.

At the same time economic conditions as well as law and order in the towns vastly improved. Trade with the West picked up. The urban notables became wealthier and acquired more land. Turkish reforms of local government, both in Palestine and Syria, including the appointment of town councils, also resulted in increasing the power of the a‘yan and religious leaders (the ulema) at the expense of Ottoman governors and subgovernors. These reforms proved to be milestones on the road to the emergence of centrifugal Arab “nationalisms.” In other ways, too, the tanzimat—which aimed at centralization and unity—contributed to disunity in the Arab provinces of the empire. The impoverishment of the countryside and the growing prosperity of the towns drove a wedge between townspeople and the fellahin, or peasantry.4 And the Sublime Porte’s firmans (decrees) of 1839 and, more decisively, of 1856— equalizing the status of Muslim and non-Muslim subjects—resulted in short order in the dramatic alienation of Muslims from Christians. The former resented the implied loss of superiority and recurrently assaulted and massacred Christian communities—in Aleppo in 1850, in Nablus in 1856, and in Damascus and Lebanon in 1860. Among the long-term consequences of these bitter internecine conflicts were the emergence of a Christian-dominated Lebanon in the 1920s-40s and the deep fissure between Christian and Muslim Palestinian Arabs as they confronted the Zionist influx after World War I.

ISLAM AND THE JEWS

Islam generally, and the Ottoman Empire in particular, treated the Jews in its midst as second-class citizens. During the Islamic High Middle Ages, c. A.D. 850–1250, Judaism and the Jews had flourished, and would later designate the period a “golden era” of Jewish history. Jews figured prominently in politics, finance, and the arts and sciences in a number of Islamic kingdoms and empires; one or two served as chamberlains and ministers to kings and princes. Moses Maimonides, a physician to a sultan, emerged as one of the major philosophers of the Middle Ages. But thereafter the condition of the Jews in the Islamic world deteriorated, along with the general stagnation of that world; throughout they suffered discrimination, humiliation, and a sense of insecurity. Occasionally they were subjected to persecution and violence.

One distinguished Israeli historian, David Vital, has written pithily of “the unrectifiably inferior role allotted the Jews in the Muslim cosmology.”5 Islam—much like Christianity and Judaism—has traditionally divided the world into “us” and “them,” the true believers (Dar al Islam, the “house of Islam”) and the infidels (Dar al Harb, the “house of war,” those who should or could be put to the sword). The principle of equality—between believer and nonbeliever as between man and woman—is alien to Islam, and the Islamic world, normally in conflict with Dar al Harb in one region or another, has traditionally exhibited a deep xenophobia.

From the beginning, Islam suffered from the natural jealousy of a successor or “child” toward the monotheistic parent religions from which it sprang, Judaism and Christianity. In great measure Muslim attitudes down the centuries were determined by the relations between Muhammad, Islam’s prophet and founder, and the Jews of Arabia during the religion’s birth in the seventh century, and the way these relations—and Muhammad’s teachings—were described and codified in Islam’s sacred book, the Koran, and in subsequent traditional texts (hadiths).

Three Jewish tribes in and around the oasis town of Medina, to which Muhammad migrated from Mecca in the year 622, resisted the Prophet and his teachings and were subdued by force. Two of the tribes, the Banu Qaynuka and the Banu al-Nadir, were expelled, losing their lands and much of their other property. Two years later the Nadir were slaughtered by the Muslims at Khaybar, an oasis east of Medina, where they had resettled. The third tribe, the Qurayza, was dealt with more abruptly: Its six to nine hundred menfolk (all but two or three who agreed to convert to Islam) were publicly decapitated, the women and children enslaved and given by Muhammad to his followers.6 A fourth tribe, which inhabited Khaybar, surrendered and was allowed to stay after agreeing to pay an annual tribute. Jewish and Christian tribes in Yemen and in Nejd and Bahrain, to the east, were similarly subdued.

Inspired by such tales of friction, the Koran is full of anti-Jewish asides and references, such as: “Wretchedness and baseness were stamped upon [the Children of Israel] and they were visited with wrath from Allah.…[They] slew the Prophets wrongfully.”7 Muhammad’s relations with the Jews, and subsequent Koranic attitudes, were eventually embodied in the treaty of submission to Muslim rule, or writ of protection, known as the dhimma, or Pact of ‘Umar,8 extended by Muhammad’s successor, the second caliph, ‘Umar ‘ibn al-Khattab (634–44). The dhimma governed Muslim behavior toward both Jews and Christians, the other “People of the Book,” in Muslim parlance. The dhimmi, the subject Jewish or Christian (and later Zoroastrian Persian) communities, were forced to pay a poll tax, the jizya, plus the kharaj, a special tax imposed by the Muslim conquerors on nonbelievers whose lands they had confiscated. By dint of this tax, the dhimmi were allowed to continue to live on and cultivate these lands under Muslim protection, though an apparently later insertion allowed Muslim rulers to tear up the agreement at will and expel the “protected” communities. On this basis ‘Umar expelled all the remaining Jews of the Hejaz, the area of western Arabia around Mecca.

The dhimmi were forbidden to strike a Muslim, carry arms, ride horses, build new houses of worship or repair old ones, and they had to wear distinctive clothing. “Contemptuous tolerance,” in the phrase of historian Elie Kedourie, came to be the attitude adopted by Muslim states toward their Jewish communities. This stance was generally mixed with a measure of hostility, especially in times of political crisis. Tolerance was then superseded by intolerance, which occasionally erupted into violence. Throughout, Muslims treated the dhimmi, and perhaps especially the Jews, as impure.

Nevertheless, in general the Jews under Islam seem to have fared better than the Christians—if only because the former, usually poor, often abject, always powerless, were a threat to no one. The latter, in most places more numerous, and with religious, cultural, commercial, and, sometimes, political links to neighboring Christian states and empires, were a real and powerful threat. Always there lurked the possibility that a Christian fifth column would make common cause with the external enemy.

This situation, which led, for example, to the complete extinction of Christianity in the Maghreb—Muslim North Africa—in the Middle Ages, changed somewhat in the nineteenth century, with the increasing weakness of the Muslim world and the growing assertiveness of the European states. Progressively, Christian minorities in Dar al Islam came under the protection of the European powers and were often shielded from Muslim hostility by the Ottoman authorities, who either feared retaliation or needed European financial and political aid. The Jews, lacking these connections, increasingly fell prey to grassroots hostility. The father of modern Hebrew, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, put it this way: “The Muslim Arabs hate [the Jews] perhaps less than they hate all other non-Muslims, but they despise them as they do not despise any other creature … in the world.”9 Arabs in Palestine in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries often referred to Jews as awlad al-maut (children of death). The dhimmi-Muslim relationship, necessarily one of inequality, was also one of injustice. But the extent of the inequality and injustice actually perpetrated was fluid, depending on the circumstances prevailing in each Muslim state or empire at different times.

Some of the restrictions to which the dhimmi were subjected no doubt originated in real considerations of security. But they came to be codified in Islamic law, and were later invoked and implemented without reference to changing realities. Jews were forbidden to bear arms; were permitted to ride asses only, not camels or horses, and only sidesaddle rather than astride; and were obliged to wear distinctive garb. Other restrictions had nothing to do with security and everything to do with religious and economic discrimination, and Jewish poverty in most of the Ottoman lands in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries appears to have been, in some measure at least, the result of discriminatory practices.

Mass violence against Jews, akin to the pogroms in Western Europe in the late Middle Ages and in Eastern Europe during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, was rare in the Muslim world. But it did occur, often when a Jew who had risen to a senior government position fell from grace, died, or excited the hostility of envious Muslims.10 In 1066 nearly three thousand Jews were massacred in Granada, Spain. In Fez, Morocco, some six thousand Jews were murdered in 1033,11 and massacres took place again in 1276 and 1465.12 There were massacres in Tetuán in Morocco in 1790; in Mashhad and Barfurush in Persia in 1839 and 1867, respectively; and in Baghdad in 1828. The Jewish quarter of Fez was almost destroyed in 1912 by a Muslim mob; and pro-Nazi mobs slaughtered dozens of Jews in Baghdad in 1941. Repeatedly, in various parts of the Islamic world, Jewish communities—contrary to the provisions of the dhimma—were given the choice of conversion or death.13 Usually, though not always, the incidents of mass violence occurred in the vulnerable extremities of the Muslim empire rather than at its more self-confident core. But the underlying attitude, that Jews were infidels and opponents of Islam, and necessarily inferior in the eyes of God, prevailed throughout Muslim lands down the ages.

Maimonides, writing in the twelfth century, lamented: “God has cast us into the midst of this people, the nation of Ishmael, who persecute us severely, and who devise ways to harm us and to debase us.… None has matched [them] in debasing and humiliating us.…”14 But generally the Jews’ lot was not a matter of violence; rather, it was one of petty mortification and harassment, coupled with a general sense of insecurity.

At least initially, Jews may have been concentrated in the late Middle Ages in urban mellahs (ghettos) for their own protection, but this segregation was certainly also a sign of their isolation and marginality. Certainly the mellahs established in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were founded with the intent of ostracism rather than protection.15 In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the Jews of Ottoman Islam prospered in comparison with their coreligionists in Western Europe. But during the following centuries the condition of the Jews grew increasingly debased and precarious as the empire grew progressively weaker and, as a result, less tolerant, prey to the European powers baying at its heels. A Western traveler spoke of the Jews as “the … most degraded of the Turkish non-believer communities … their pusillanimity is so excessive, that they will flee before the uplifted hand of a child … a sterling proof of the effects of oppression.”16

One measure and symbol of Jewish degradation was the common phenomenon—amounting in certain places, such as Yemen and Morocco, to a local custom—of stone-throwing at Jews by Muslim children.17 A nineteenth-century Western traveler wrote: “I have seen a little fellow of six years old, with a troop of fat toddlers of only three and four, teaching [them] to throw stones at a Jew, and one little urchin would, with the greatest coolness, waddle up to the man and literally spit upon his Jewish gabardine. To all this the Jew is obliged to submit; it would be more than his life was worth to offer to strike a Mahommedan.”18

There was a spate of blood-libel incidents against the Jews during the last decades of the empire. The most famous occurred in Damascus in 1840:A Capuchin monk from Sardinia disappeared, along with his Muslim servant. The Christian community in the city, egged on by the French consul, Count Ratti-Menton, accused the Jews of killing the monk and using his blood for ritual purposes. The governor, Sharif Pasha, rounded up seven Jewish elders and had them tortured; two died and one converted to Islam to save himself. Sixty-three children were imprisoned, and several homes were destroyed as the authorities searched for the missing bodies. Six months passed before British government pressure persuaded the authorities, meaning the nominally Ottoman governor of Egypt, Muhammad ‘Ali Pasha, who was semi-independent of Constantinople, to release the remaining prisoners. Soon afterward Constantinople regained full control of Syria and Palestine (though not of Egypt), and the Sublime Porte issued an edict reaffirming its protection of the Jews and denouncing the blood libel.19 But such accusations continued to plague the empire for decades.

There was certainly an increase in Christian anti-Semitism—originating with European diplomats, traders, and clerics—in the empire during the second half of the nineteenth century. As it spread among the Christian Arabs, it also irradiated some of the Muslims among whom they lived. It was not just a matter of ideology; as the Jews, like their Christian dhimmi compatriots, were gradually emancipated, they became, or were feared as, competitors with the Christian merchants and professionals. European-style anti-Semitism penetrated the Levant. Anti-Semitic literature, which flourished in France against the backdrop of the Dreyfus affair, soon appeared in Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt in Arabic translations. An Arabic edition of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, for example, was published in Cairo in 1927.

However, despite continuing discrimination and occasional acts of violence, both by state bureaucracies and by Muslim mobs and individuals, the nineteenth century witnessed a gradual change for the better in the Jews’ status. Both the empire and the Muslim states on its peripheries were subject to emancipatory and egalitarian winds blowing in from Europe.

The penetration of Western influence into Ottoman lands also took a more direct route. British, Prussian, and French consuls were posted in Jerusalem in 1839, 1842, and 1843, respectively.20 Increasingly the powers took the empire’s Christians and subsequently many of its Jews under their wing. Many Jews held European passports. In a series of bilateral treaties with the Sublime Porte, known as the “Capitulations,” the European powers established extraterritorial rights within the Empire, especially in Palestine. For example, visiting or resident European nationals who committed crimes could not be detained or tried by the Ottoman authorities without the express permission of their country’s consul, which was almost never forthcoming.

A formal change in the status of the dhimmi followed shortly. In February 1856 the Sublime Porte promulgated the reformist firman (edict), the Khatt-i Humayun,21 which declared all Ottoman subjects equal, regardless of religion, and repealed all restrictions. Almost two decades earlier, in 1839, another firman (the Khatt-i Sherif) had echoed the egalitarianism of the French Declaration of the Rights of Man—but had gone almost completely unimplemented in the various provinces, largely because of local Muslim opposition. Similar opposition, especially among Christians regarding the emancipation of the Jews, was to greet the 1856 firman, but this time the position of the dhimmi began to improve substantially, at least in terms of the law and government permits.

In practice, however, the dhimmi remained second-class citizens of the empire until its collapse in World War I. As part of the reaction to growing European influence, the Ottoman authorities—in an effort at “Islamization”—transferred tens of thousands of Muslims from the empire’s northern and Balkan peripheries (Bukhara, the Caucasus, Albania, and Bosnia) to its Levantine core, including Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine. This increased the Muslim proportion of the population and, perhaps, intensified Islamic consciousness as well.22 The history and tradition of Muslim attitudes and behavior toward the Jews was to affect profoundly the unfolding of Turkish-Zionist and Arab-Zionist relations in Palestine. The view of the Jews as objects, unassertive and subservient, was to underlie to some degree both the initial weak, irresolute Ottoman and Arab responses to the gradual Zionist influx into Palestine—Why bother, the Jews could achieve nothing anyway!—and the eventual aggressive reactions, including vandalism and murder—the Jews were accursed of God and meant only harm; their lives and property were therefore forfeit. And the traditional view of the Jews as inconsequential weaklings was for decades thereafter to stoke the fires of resentment and humiliation. In the course of the twentieth century the Arabs of the Levant were repeatedly to be humbled by the Jews, and none more so than the Palestinians, ultimately transformed into a weak minority in their own land. Such slights the Muslim world found difficult to countenance; such a situation could not be allowed to endure.

Muslim attitudes to some degree affected the Zionist colonists in Palestine. They drove the colonists, at least during the early decades of Zionism, toward occasional overassertiveness and even aggressiveness in an effort to wipe out the traces of their traditional, and for them humiliating, image. Later, Muslim contempt, as perennially manifested in the Arab states toward their Jewish minorities, redounded against the Arabs when these minorities emigrated to Palestine, and then in much larger numbers to Israel, bringing with them a fiercely inimical attitude toward Arabs in general.

THE RISE OF ZIONISM

Zionism—the drive for the return of the Jews to, and sovereignty in, Eretz Yisrael—was rooted in age-old millenarian impulses and values of Jewish religious tradition and in the flourishing nationalist ideologies of nineteenth-century Europe. Its emergence as a mass political movement was triggered by the outbursts of anti-Semitism to which these ideologies had given rise. The mid- and late-nineteenth century saw the rapid secularization of the millenarian-Zionist goal amid an increasingly secularized Jewish population.

The return to Zion was conceived as a social and political act that would remedy the Jews’ abnormal existence as an oppressed minority in the Diaspora. But ever since the Jews’ exile from the land at the start of the first millennium A.D., the idea or vision of a return had been closely bound up with the cosmic, messianic theme of collective redemption and salvation. The religious energy generated by this idea over the centuries was transmuted during the decades of Zionist fulfillment into that potent political force which swept all before it and ultimately forged a state in circumstances and in an environment where crude logic dictated that no Jewish state could ever arise. There is no understanding Zionist behavior in Palestine or the development of the Arab-Zionist conflict without comprehending the messianic roots and European background and propellants of Zionism’s emergence.

With Zionism, ideology in great measure preceded reality. Its precursors spoke out almost a generation before the start of the Eastern European pogroms that in fact set the movement in motion. But they were not speaking in a void or from their imagination. The reality of Jewish life, when most of the world’s Jews lived in the European part of the Russian Empire known as the “Pale of Settlement,” running from Memel in the north to Crimea on the Black Sea, was one of continuous discrimination and insecurity and occasional oppression and violence. The historian Elie Kedourie once spoke of the “deep insult of diaspora life.” Basic freedoms—of movement, place of residence, language, occupation, and worship—were severely curtailed or regulated by the state. The restrictions, including prohibition of landownership, assured the impoverishment and socioeconomic immobility of most Jews in the Pale. During the mid-nineteenth century, Jews were subjected to a brutal system of twenty-five-year military conscription, which occasionally entailed the virtual kidnapping of their children at the age of twelve, or even sometimes at eight or nine, and their attempted conversion to Christianity by the authorities in special preparatory military schools. Indeed, an official Russian government commission in 1888 defined the Jews’ condition as one of “repression and disenfranchisement, discrimination and persecution.”23 The impulse to Zionism arose out of and was a product of this reality.

The three prophetic harbingers of political Zionism, Rabbi Yehuda Alkalai (1798–1878), Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Kalischer (1795–1874), and Moses Hess (1812–1875), preceded by a full generation the actual emergence of the mass movement, and their visionary works had little immediate impact on their milieu. It took the successive shocks of the Russian pogroms of 1881–84 and the Dreyfus affair in France in the 1890s to set the stage for the blossoming of Zionism.

Alkalai, Kalischer, and Hess were all influenced by the plight of the Jews and by contemporary nationalist movements. Both rabbis, Alkalai in Serbia and Kalischer in Poland (then Prussia), saw a return to the Land of Israel as a stage in the redemption of the Jews. Hess was a thoroughly westernized German socialist ideologue who had collaborated with Karl Marx before dramatically returning to the Jewish fold in the 1850s and publishing his major Zionist work, Rome and Jerusalem: The Last Nationality Question, in 1862. He sensed the emergence of modern anti-Semitism, which would prevent the Jews from assimilating in Christian society, and he also understood that the Middle East was about to be swept by a wave of national liberation movements in conflict with the Ottoman Empire. He felt that the state the Jews would establish in the heart of the Middle East would serve Western imperial interests and at the same time help bring Western civilization to the backward East.

Alkalai, Kalischer, and Hess were dead by the time the Zionist movement was launched. On March 13, 1881, a band of young Russian revolutionaries assassinated Czar Alexander II, unleashing a wave of political unrest. AntiSemites spread the rumor that the assassins were Jews (in fact, only one was). A wave of pogroms swept the empire, particularly the Ukraine, where mobs pillaged and destroyed Jewish neighborhoods, beating, raping, and killing the inhabitants. Moshe Leib Lilienblum (1843–1910), who was to emerge as a major Zionist ideologue, spent May 1881 cowering with his family in a cellar in Odessa. His diary entries afford a glimpse of the terror that gripped the millions of Jews in the Pale of Settlement:


May 5: The situation is terrible and frightening! We are virtually under siege. The courtyards are barred up, and we keep peering through the grillwork to see if the mob is coming to swoop down on us.… We all sleep in our clothes and without bedding … so that if we are attacked we will immediately be able to take the small children … and flee. But will they let us flee?…Will they have mercy on the youngsters?… How long, O God of Israel?

May 7: The rioters approached the house I am staying in. The women shrieked and wailed, hugging the children to their breasts, and didn’t know where to turn. The men stood by dumbfounded. We all imagined that in a few moments it would be all over with us.24



But Lilienblum was fortunate: In Odessa, soldiers intervened, frightening off the rioters.

The pogroms were followed by a series of laws and edicts institutionalizing discrimination against Jews, including the numerus clausus, restricting their entry into secondary schools and universities, hampering them from practicing law, and clamping down on their freedom of movement and residence. In 1891–92, about twenty thousand Jews were expelled from Moscow. The cumulative effect of the destruction of property and the discriminatory edicts was the rapid pauperization of the empire’s Jewish communities, which had not been prosperous to begin with.25

Most people, including the community leaders in each town (there was no central national Jewish communal organization), at least initially assured themselves that all would be well. The pogroms were a passing aberration; full emancipation was on its way. But many of the better-educated, who had previously watched with hope the slow penetration of Russia by Western ideas and had anticipated a gradual liberalization of the czarist realm, began to despair. Things were only going to get worse. Some Jews had identified with the revolutionary movement and had believed that the overthrow of the hated ancien régime would lead to real emancipation. The events of 1881–82 were a stunning slap in the face to both the liberals and the revolutionaries.

The solution had to lie elsewhere. Jews who had toyed with the possibility of assimilation, who believed that the march of Westernism and modernity would bring them to the bright uplands of full and equal integration, at last acknowledged that history was not necessarily moving in that direction; that the blood pulse of modern nationalism also led or could lead back to the dark forests of tribalism and reaction, and to resurgent anti-Semitism.

In the wake of the pogroms, Leo Pinsker (1821–1891), a respected Russian- Jewish doctor, was moved to dash off his classic, Auto-Emancipation: A Warning to His Kinsfolk by a Russian Jew (published anonymously, in German, in September 1882). Pinsker had been something of an assimilationist, who regarded the spread of the Russian language among the Jews as a means to “Russification” and to Jewry’s gradual integration into the body social. Then came the pogroms. A badly shaken Pinsker called, in effect, for a giant exodus. In the Diaspora the Jews were and would forever be unwanted, often reviled strangers. They must evacuate Europe and move to a “Promised Land”; that way alone lay both personal salvation and national resurrection. Pinsker was moved above all by an acute sense of dishonor and shame. The pogroms had highlighted the Jews’ impotence and humiliation: “When we are ill-used, robbed, plundered and dishonoured we dare not defend ourselves, and, worse still, we take it almost as a matter of course.… Though you prove patriots a thousand times … some fine morning you find yourselves crossing the border and you are reminded by the mob that you are, after all, nothing but vagrants and parasites, outside the protection of the law.”26

The Jews, “everywhere [guests], and nowhere at home,” would, in the Diaspora, always be subject to that “incurable … psychic aberration,” anti-Semitism. This, Pinsker argued, was not some illogical holdover from medieval Christendom. It had always existed and always would, primarily because the Jews’ condition was unnatural and abnormal: Lacking territory, they lacked substance, “like a [people] without a shadow,” ghosts, which others perpetually found irritating and threatening. In the modern world this gut abhorrence was compounded by the Jews’ emergence from the ghetto as natural economic and professional competitors to the Christians.

The Jew could not save himself individually, only collectively. No one else, neither God nor gentile, would save him; salvation could be achieved only through exodus and concentration in a homeland, in a collective effort of will, through “autoemancipation,” the re-creation of the Jewish nation, living on its own soil, in a country of its own. That country must gradually be purchased and settled; eventually the Jews would achieve nationhood and gentile recognition. Only there could Jews at last achieve equality with and independence of the gentiles.

Pinsker did not point to Palestine as the necessary haven. Indeed, he seemed to suggest that the Land of Israel was not really suitable for settlement. Rather, he looked vaguely to some stretch of North America that could be turned into a Jewish homeland.

HIBBAT ZION AND THE BILUIM

The pogroms had a dramatic, vital impact on East European Jewry, even before Pinsker explained their deep historical meaning and offered his solution. Many, at first in a slow trickle, then in a veritable flood tide, reacted with their feet. Unorganized, undirected, the Jews of the Pale of Settlement began to emigrate. It was a sporadic, instinctive response to oppression and violence and the threat of more to come. There was no organized communal response and no way to organize one. But all, or at least most, seemed to understand what history was telling them: Jewish life in Russia was no longer tenable.

Russian Jewry began to make tracks primarily toward the United States; by 1914 approximately 2.5 million were to reach the shores of America. Tens of thousands headed for South America and the British dominions, primarily Canada, South Africa, and Australia. Hundreds of thousands more settled in the cities and towns of central and Western Europe. An infinitely smaller number, more or less simultaneously and initially without coordination, responded to events by setting up in the cities and towns of the Pale and Poland clandestine societies of Hovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion), with the aim of emigrating to Palestine or supporting such emigration. Only a very small minority of Eastern Europe’s Jews turned to Zionism, and only a fraction of these actually headed for the Holy Land; this was to remain the situation for decades thereafter.

The dozens of Hovevei Zion groups loosely confederated into what in 1887 was defined as the Hibbat Zion (Love of Zion) movement. Auto-Emancipation had provided them with their ideological charter. Indeed, Pinsker himself was rapidly propelled into the leadership. The movement was far from consensual. Almost all the local leaders opposed the impulse to emigrate immediately to Palestine, and few wealthy Jews were prepared to finance what was regarded as a wild venture. Hibbat Zion’s fund-raising for settlement in Zion proved almost insignificant. Only from ten to thirty thousand Jews ever participated in the societies, and they managed to raise, altogether, about fifty thousand rubles (about five thousand pounds sterling) a year—a sum thought sufficient to cover the settlement in Palestine of perhaps fifteen families. But rather than fully equipping a dozen or so families with all that they would need, the societies preferred to send out “first aid” in small sums to the various settlements established in Palestine during the 1880s and 1890s—here helping the settlers to purchase a cow, there to fix a roof, elsewhere to buy a small tract of land. Between 1883 and 1899, the Hibbat Zion societies, of which there were several hundred around the Pale, Poland, and Western Europe, managed to raise only some eighty-seven thousand pounds sterling (compare this, say, to the contributions to various Zionist enterprises and charities in Palestine by the French magnate Baron Edmond James de Rothschild [1845–1934] during the same period, amounting to 1.6 million pounds sterling).27

One of the societies, set up by students in St. Petersburg, stated that “every son of Israel who admits that there is no salvation for Israel unless they establish a government of their own in the Land of Israel can be considered a member.” A group that originated in Kharkov, called the Bilu, which was to leave an enormous stamp on the Zionist enterprise during the following half century, declared in its founding manifesto: “[The Jews have been] sleeping and dreaming the false dream of assimilation.… Now, thank God, thou art awakened.… The pogroms have awakened thee.… We want … a home in our country … it is ours as registered in the archives of history.…” The manifesto vaguely suggested that the Jewish settlers might “help our brother Ishmael [i.e., the Arabs] in his time of need.” It also stated that the Biluim aimed to establish in Palestine “a state within a larger [Ottoman] state.” A later charter of the association, from 1884, spoke of the need for all male members of Bilu to learn the use of firearms (“very necessary for those inhabiting countries of the East”).28 Fourteen Biluim set out on June 30, 1882, bent at once on “self-redemption” and on national renaissance, through settlement and physical labor in the Land of Israel. Although only fifty or sixty Biluim were to reach Palestine by the end of 1884, they were showing the way. Indeed, they succeeded in establishing at the heart of Zionism what one historian called the “mystique of the pioneer.”29 In July 1882 the first Biluim began working in Palestine as agricultural laborers. In 1884 they set up their own settlement, Gedera, next to the Arab village of Qatra (often, new Zionist settlements retained an approximation of the Arabic name of their sites, much as many Arab place names were derivatives of original Biblical Hebrew names).

Groups of Hovevei Zion began arriving in Palestine in spring 1882. That year the movement established several agricultural settlements, including Rishon Le-Zion, Rosh Pina, and Zikhron Ya‘akov, and reestablished Petach Tikva, which had been founded by Jews from Jerusalem in 1878 but then abandoned. A second bout of settlement activity took place around 1890. By 1891 the dozen or so “New Yishuv” settlements had a combined population of less than 2,500.30 Hovevei Zion’s activities came to be known as “practical” Zionism—that is, realization of the dream by day-to-day, dunam-by-dunam31 settlement of Palestine.

The pioneering enterprise required a great deal of courage and fortitude, and resulted in not a little despair. One of the olim (“those who ascend,” or immigrants to Palestine) in 1885 aptly described the settlers’ travails:


Nothing frightened them, nothing stopped them, neither the barrenness of the country, nor the wildness of the Arabs … nor ignorance of the local language and customs.… Nobody knows of all the hardships, sickness, and wretchedness they underwent. No observer from afar can feel what it is like to be without a drop of water for days, to lie for months in cramped tents visited by all sorts of reptiles, or understand what our wives, children, and mothers go through when the Arabs attack us.… No one looking at a completed building realizes the sacrifice put into it.32



All in all, the movement succeeded in dispatching to Zion in the so-called First Aliyah (“ascension,” or wave of immigration to Palestine), between 1881 and 1903, twenty to thirty thousand people, many of whom eventually returned to Russia or headed for the West. They set up nearly two dozen settlements. And, helped by major Western Jewish philanthropists, the movement managed to purchase, by 1890, about 100,000 dunams of Palestine land, and about 200,000 by 1900.33

Most of the settlements were fairly quickly overtaken by financial difficulties. But Rothschild, an ardent Zionist, was persuaded to provide assistance, and he carried the new settlements (except Gedera) and others set up later in the 1880s and 1890s until they became more or less self-supporting or found alternative funding.

Having launched the Jewish settlement of Palestine, however, Hovevei Zion failed to arouse, mobilize, and launch world Jewry, or even the mass of Eastern European Jewry, toward the shores of the Holy Land. By the mid-1890s the various societies of Hibbat Zion were in decline. Most eventually joined the Zionist Organization, established by Theodor Herzl toward the end of the decade.

POLITICAL (OR DIPLOMATIC) ZIONISM

In the early 1890s Zionism was an ideology waiting for a leader. Planting the odd settlement in godforsaken corners of Palestine was all very well, but would this trigger mass Jewish immigration or bring about the establishment of a nation-state? Would this solve the “Jewish problem” in Europe?

Theodor Herzl (1860–1904) in effect invented Zionism as a true political movement and as an international force.34 In many respects Herzl was an unlikely candidate for the role thrust upon him by history. Before assuming the mantle of leadership, he knew next to nothing about the travails and life of Eastern European Jewry. Born to a prosperous, emancipated Budapest family, he was fluent in German and French but lacked Hebrew, Yiddish, and Russian; he was a secular, cosmopolitan intellectual, a doctor of law, and a minor playwright. He earned his living as the Paris correspondent of the Austrian daily Neue Freie Presse. Yet, within a few years, this quintessentially Western man was to lead a mass movement composed mainly of religious or observant Eastern European Jews.

What catalyzed Herzl’s conversion to Zionism was the Dreyfus affair. In 1894–95 Alfred Dreyfus, a French Jewish officer, was wrongfully convicted of treason and confined to Devil’s Island. The trial triggered a wave of anti-Semitism in the cradle and bastion of Western European liberal democracy. Herzl became obsessed with the need to solve the Jewish problem, and, at one point, even toyed with the idea that he was the Messiah, contrasting himself in his diary with Shabbetai Tzvi, a false messiah of the seventeenth century.35 He set out his analysis of the situation in a prophetic, programmatic thirty-thousand-word pamphlet, Der Judenstaat (translatable as The Jews’ State or The Jewish State), subtitled “An Attempt at a Modern Solution of the Jewish Question,” which appeared in 1896. If France—the home of emancipation, progress, and universalist socialism—could be swept up in an anti-Semitic maelstrom, with Parisian crowds chanting “À mort les Juifs!” where could Jews be safe—except in their own land? Assimilation would not solve the problem because the gentile world would not allow it, as l’affaire Dreyfus so clearly proved. The case was a watershed for many Central and Western European Jews, much as the pogroms of 1881–82 had been for Eastern Europeans.

Herzl regarded Zionism’s triumph as inevitable, not only because life in Europe was ever more untenable for the Jews, but also because it was in Europe’s interest to be rid of the Jews and relieved of anti-Semitism: The European political establishments would eventually be persuaded to promote Zionism. Herzl recognized that anti-Semitism could be harnessed to his own—Zionist—purposes.

Herzl envisioned that settlement in Palestine, and the establishment of a state, would give rise to a “new Jew”—“a wondrous breed of Jews.… The Maccabees will rise again.”36 A central aspiration of Zionist ideology was the attainment of honor and respect in place of the shame and contempt that were the hallmarks of Jewish life in the Diaspora, especially in the Czarist empire. Respect was to be attained by the refashioning of the Jew into something akin to a gentile—aggressive, assertive, straight-backed. “Muscular Judaism,” in the phrase coined by Max Nordau (1849–1923), later Herzl’s deputy at the head of the Zionist movement, was seen as both a means and a goal. Jews, with traditionally well-developed “mental muscles” but physically short and weak, were now also to develop their bodies. Jewish communities across Central and Eastern Europe began to invest resources in physical culture. In 1900 in Berlin a group of Jews set up a sports association called Bar-Kochba, after the Judean leader of the second revolt against Rome in A.D. 132–35.37 The theme of the assertive “new” Jew was to reverberate through Zionist literature around the turn of the century, and would affect the behavior of the colonists who reached the Promised Land.

In public, Herzl made no explicit reference to the fate of the indigenous Arab population of Palestine, but he was aware of its existence and the problem it represented. In 1899 he wrote to the Arab notable Yusuf Zia al-Khalidi of Jerusalem that Zionism did not pose a threat of displacement for the Arab inhabitants of Palestine; rather, the arrival of the industrious, talented, well-funded Jews would materially benefit them.38 He adopted a similar line in his utopian novel Altneuland (Old-New Land) published in 1902 and set in the Palestine of 1923. The Jews had brought only progress and prosperity to the country’s natives, and this was the basis of comity and cooperation. Arabs could become equal citizens in the Jewish commonwealth. In 1903 Herzl reportedly opposed the purchase of the lands of Fula in the Jezreel Valley from the Sursuq family of Beirut, arguing that “poor Arab [tenant] farmers should not be driven off their land.”39

But in private Herzl sang a different tune—one of displacement and transfer of Arabs, albeit with full financial compensation. In 1895 he wrote in his diary: “We must expropriate gently.… We shall try to spirit the penniless population across the border by procuring employment for it in the transit countries, while denying it any employment in our country.… Both the process of expropriation and the removal of the poor must be carried out discreetly and circumspectly.”40

In his 1901 draft charter for a “Jewish-Ottoman Land Corporation,” Herzl proposed that the state have the authority to move native populations from one place to another. But he never openly spoke of the need to transfer Palestine’s Arabs to pave the way for Zionism; and, as a good liberal, he envisioned the propertied Arabs staying and supporting the Jewish state, living under a regime of exemplary tolerance.41

To turn vision into reality required money. Even before fashioning an organization to realize his vision, Herzl began vigorously to seek funds. In mid-1895 he tried to rope in a major Jewish banker, Baron Maurice de Hirsch, to back a Jewish state; subsequently he turned to the Rothschilds. He was unsuccessful with both, as he was with most of the leaders of Western Europe’s Jewish communities—though one of the Rothschilds was at the time busy funding a number of settlements in Palestine. Baron Edmond may have feared for the position of French Jewry if a noisy Jewish nationalist movement got under way, but his rebuff to Herzl was delivered in other, strictly “Palestinian” terms: “A mass migration of Jews would arouse the enmity of the Bedouin, the mistrust of the Turkish authorities, the jealousy of the Christian colonies and pilgrims, and would undoubtedly lead to the suppression of the established settlements.”42

The leaders of British and French Jewry feared that Herzl’s loud public advocacy of Jewish nationalist aspirations would undermine their communities’ standing and might reinforce Ottoman antagonism toward the ongoing small-scale Zionist enterprise in Palestine. Eastern Europe’s Hovevei Zion circles and leaders also, at least initially, reacted to Herzl with extreme wariness: Such a volume of Zionist noise might prove counterproductive. Moreover, Herzl was an outsider, and aloof, and seemed to be dismissing all that Hovevei Zion had accomplished in Palestine. He rejected their piecemeal approach to Zionist realization and, in effect, was supplanting their leadership of the movement.

Eventually, however, the Zionist societies were persuaded that there was no credible alternative, no program better than Herzl’s, and no leader better than the journalist from Budapest. Reluctantly they decided to play ball. Unlike the leaders of Western Jewry, prominent Eastern European Jews agreed to attend the First Zionist Congress, the forum chosen by Herzl for launching the movement to realize his goals, after his failure to mobilize the Western magnates.

The Zionist Organization, which was to serve as the movement’s core and motor, was founded, under Herzl’s orchestration, at the congress convened in Basel on August 29, 1897. It was attended by 200 to 250 delegates from twenty-four countries, with representatives
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