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Dedication



Keith Randell (1943–2002)

The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.






Introduction


The term ‘Middle East’ is commonly used to refer to the area which incorporates Israel and the surrounding Arab states. It includes the countries which share borders with Israel – Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon – and countries like Iraq and Saudi Arabia. Iran is not usually included because it is further east and because it is not Arab, but Persian, and not Arab speaking. However, it is included in Chapter 11 of this book because, in the past 40 years, it has had a big impact on the politics of the region. Turkey, which is also Muslim but not Arab, has left its mark on the Arab lands to its south as well.
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Figure 1.1 The Middle East today, showing the Suez Canal oil route from the Middle East to Europe. How does this map convey the importance, to Britain and western Europe, of the Suez Canal?



The Middle East has been of huge importance in human history. It includes the two areas of oldest human civilisation: that along the Nile in Egypt and the area between the two rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates, in today’s Iraq. It is also the birthplace of three major monotheistic world religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. The area at the centre of the Middle East is often referred to as the ‘Holy Land’.

In the past 100 years, the Middle East has most commonly been associated with conflict, often over land or oil, and who controls it. After the Second World War, the Middle East became the main source of energy for the industrial nations of the world. It also became an arena of competition for the two superpowers, the Soviet Union and the USA. Although the Cold War has ended, the Middle East remains one of the most volatile, war-torn regions of the world.

Much of the conflict in the Middle East has arisen out of the settlement imposed on the region after the First World War by Britain and France. In particular, the commitment by Britain and the League of Nations to support the creation of a homeland for the Jewish people in Palestine led to several wars. This book starts with an examination of the origins of this particular conflict.





CHAPTER 1 The Great Powers in the Middle East 1900–39
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During the First World War, the British made conflicting promises of support to Jewish people who wanted a homeland in Palestine, to the Arabs who wanted independence at the end of the war and to its wartime French allies. The consequences were to lead to tension and conflict in the Middle East in the inter-war years. This chapter examines these developments through the following themes:


	•  The Jewish claim to Palestine

	•  Anglo-French rule in the Middle East 1919–39

	•  British rule in Palestine 1919–39
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Key dates



	1915
	McMahon–Hussein letters



	1916
	Sykes–Picot Agreement



	 
	Start of the Arab Revolt



	1917
	Balfour Declaration



	1919
	Treaty of Versailles granted mandates over Arab lands to Britain and France



	1920
	Uprising against British rule in Iraq



	1921
	French invaded Syria and expelled Faisal



	 
	Faisal made King of Iraq



	1933
	Hitler came to power in Germany



	1936–9
	The Arab Rebellion in Palestine



	1937
	Peel Commission recommended partition of Palestine



	1939
	British government White Paper
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, many of the Arab lands in the Middle East were under Turkish control. However, Britain also had extensive interests. The Middle East was the route to Britain’s empire in India and to British colonies in East Asia (for example, Singapore and Hong Kong). This determined Britain’s two overriding aims in the Middle East: to protect and keep control of the Suez Canal and of the Persian Gulf (see map on page 1). Both were vital links to India:


	•  The Canal had to be kept safe and secure for the transport of Indian troops to Europe, which was to become vitally important in the First World War, and for trade.

	•  The Gulf was the source of oil on which the ships of the British navy were increasingly dependent.
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KEY TERM

Suez Canal The constructed waterway linking the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, which significantly shortened the distance between the European powers, especially Britain, and their colonies in India and East Asia.
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Oil had been discovered in the south of Persia, today’s Iran, in 1908 and the Anglo-Persian Oil Company was formed to exploit it. In 1914, just two months before the start of the First World War, the British bought a controlling share in the company.

Britain had extensive control over Egypt and was thus able to protect the Suez Canal. Control over Palestine (see map on page 9) would further enhance Britain’s ability to protect the Canal. Much of this chapter examines competing claims to Palestine.


1 The Jewish claim to Palestine
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	•  What was the Jewish claim to Palestine?
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The expulsion of the Jewish people from Palestine

Jewish people lived in the land of Palestine from about 1500BC. In the time of Jesus – first century AD – Palestine was ruled by the Romans. In AD70 and again in AD135 Jewish people rebelled against their Roman rulers. Roman soldiers crushed both revolts, destroyed the Jewish temple and the city of Jerusalem, and expelled most of the Jewish people. Many thousands fled to neighbouring countries. The Jewish population thus became scattered and only a few thousand remained in Palestine. Many of those who lived in the diaspora became merchants and farmers, bankers and craftspeople. Some became wealthy and even gained important positions in the governments of the new lands in which they lived. Nevertheless, Jewish people kept alive their religious traditions, building synagogues for worship and celebrating Jewish festivals and holy days.
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KEY TERMS

Diaspora The dispersal of a people, in this case Jewish people, to many different parts of the world.

Synagogue A building where Jewish people meet and worship.
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Antisemitism in Europe

Jewish people were often persecuted. Almost all European people were Christians and they often forced Jewish people to live in separate areas. Jewish people were not allowed to vote or even to buy their own land. Then, when persecution increased in the Middle Ages, Jewish people were expelled from much of western Europe and many settled in Russia and Poland.

In the nineteenth century, the country with the largest Jewish population was Russia. When the tsar (emperor) was assassinated in 1881, there were many anti-Jewish riots. Many people in the government blamed Jewish people for the assassination and the new tsar’s government encouraged the persecution of Jewish people. Synagogues were burned down, Jewish homes were attacked and thousands Jewish people were killed. Many Russian Jewish people fled to western Europe and the USA. But, even there, Jewish people often found that they were not treated as equals and that they were sometimes suspected of being disloyal or untrustworthy. All these various forms of anti-Jewish persecution are known as antisemitism.
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KEY TERM

Antisemitism Prejudice or hatred towards Jewish people.
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In 1896, Theodor Herzl, an Austrian Jew living in Paris, published a book entitled Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State), in which he argued that, since European Jewish people could not expect an end to antisemitism, they should seek a state of their own, ‘large enough to satisfy the rightful requirements of a nation’.



‘Next year in Jerusalem’

For hundreds of years Jewish people dreamt and prayed that they would be able to celebrate ‘Next Year in Jerusalem’. By the beginning of the twentieth century, an increasing number of Jewish people in Europe and America were, like Herzl, demanding a Jewish national home. By 1914, when the First World War broke out, these people were all agreed that this homeland would have to be in Palestine. This was the ‘Promised Land’, where Jewish people (or Israelites) had lived some 2000 years before and where several thousand still remained.

Not all Jewish people wanted to return to the ‘Land of Israel’. Most wanted to stay where they were: in France, Britain, Germany, Russia or wherever they were living, but a small number, especially from Russia, made their way to Palestine. They bought land there and started to farm and build homes. These people and all those who believed in a Jewish national homeland were called Zionists after Mount Zion, a mountain near Jerusalem. Between 1880 and 1914, 60,000 Zionists settled in Palestine.
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KEY TERMS

‘Promised Land’ The land of Palestine which Jewish people believed God had promised to them.

Israelites The name by which Jewish people were known in ancient times, hence the ‘Land of Israel’ was their ‘Promised Land’.

Zionists Those who advocated the creation of a Jewish homeland and, later, an independent state, in Palestine.
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The Balfour Declaration 1917

During the First World War, British Zionists, led by Chaim Weizmann, worked hard to win the support of the British government for a Jewish homeland. In 1917, they received a great boost. Britain were bogged down in the fighting with Germany and it was very keen to bring the USA into the war. It believed that Jewish people in America could influence their government’s actions. This was one of the reasons why the British government declared its support for a Jewish homeland in Palestine. The declaration was made in the form of a letter to Lord Rothschild, a leading British Jew, in November 1917. It became known as the ‘Balfour Declaration’ because it was written by the British foreign secretary, Lord Balfour.
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KEY FIGURE

Chaim Weizmann (1874–1952)

A lecturer in chemistry at Manchester University, he later became the first president of Israel in 1948.
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SOURCE A

From the Balfour Declaration, quoted in Charles D. Smith, Palestine and the Arab–Israeli Conflict, Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2007, p. 103.

Foreign Office, December 2nd, 1917

Dear Lord Rothschild,

I have much pleasure in expressing to you, on behalf of His Majesty’s Government, the following declaration of sympathy with Jewish Zionist aspirations. This has been approved by the Cabinet.

‘His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people. The Government will make every effort to help bring this about. It is clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may harm the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.’

I should be grateful if you would bring this declaration to the knowledge of the Zionist Federation.

[Signed by Lord Balfour]
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[image: ] Does the letter in Source A read like a promise? If so, a promise to do what? What does it say about the non-Jewish people in Palestine?
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The British government was very careful with its wording of the declaration. It expressed its support for a Jewish homeland, not a state but, for the next 30 years, many Jewish people regarded the declaration as a promise from the British government to help set up a Jewish state.




2 Anglo-French rule in the Middle East 1919–39
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	•  What was the impact of European mandates on the Arab lands?
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Originally, the Arabs lived in the desert area which is today mostly Saudi Arabia (see map on page 1). They all spoke the same language, Arabic. In the seventh century AD, most of the Arabs were converted to the religion of Islam. They became followers of Muhammad and became known as Muslims. From their homeland in Arabia, they swept across the Middle East and North Africa in the seventh and eighth centuries, spreading their new religion and their language. Palestine was one of the areas they took over. Today, the Arabs form the majority of the population in the Middle East and all speak the same language, Arabic.



[image: ]

KEY FIGURE

Muhammad (572–632)

Was born in the Arabian city of Mecca in 572. For Muslims, he is the messenger and prophet of God.
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KEY TERM

Ottoman The name of the Turkish dynasty, named after its founder, Osman. In the sixteenth century, the Turkish Empire conquered much of south-east Europe and the Middle East.
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In the Middle Ages, the Muslim Arabs produced one of the world’s richest and most powerful societies. They made important discoveries in mathematics and medicine while their mosques are still some of the most beautiful buildings in the world. Their merchants bought and sold goods in Europe, Africa and Asia, and their lands grew rich. Then, in the sixteenth century, the Ottoman Turks (who were also Muslims but not Arabs) conquered most of the Arab lands of the Middle East. The Arabs were forced to pay taxes and provide soldiers for the Turkish rulers. In the late nineteenth century, the Arabs tried several times to remove their Turkish rulers. Their aim was to re-establish Arab rule in the Middle East, including Palestine. In 1913, the first Arab National Congress was held and, a year later, the Arab Nationalist Manifesto was published. This called for independence from Turkey and unity among the Arabs:
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SOURCE B

From the Arab National Manifesto, quoted in S. Haim, Arab Nationalism, University of California Press, 1974.

Arise, O ye Arabs! Take out the sword from the scabbard. Do not let an oppressive tyrant [Turkey], who only despises you, remain in your country; cleanse your country from those who show their hatred to you, to your race and to your language.

O ye Arabs! You all dwell in one land, you speak one language, so be also one nation and one land.

Do not become divided amongst yourselves.
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[image: ] Study Source B. What evidence is there to suggest that the writer does not wish to see several independent Arab states emerge?
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The Arabs and the First World War

The First World War was a turning point in the Arab struggle for independence as well as in the Jewish struggle for a homeland. Again it was the British who played a crucial role. Turkey fought on the German side against Britain and its allies. Britain was afraid that its supplies of oil from Persia might be cut off by Turkey. The British navy was beginning to make more use of oil, as opposed to coal, to fuel its ships at this time. So they decided to encourage the Arabs to rebel against their Turkish rulers and seek independence.

The British high commissioner in Egypt, Sir Herbert McMahon, exchanged several letters with Hussein, the sharif of Mecca, in 1915. Hussein was guardian of Mecca and Medina, the two holy sites of Islam (in what is today Saudi Arabia – see map on page 1). McMahon promised Hussein that if the Arabs fought against Turkey, the British would support Arab independence and advise the Arabs how to establish their government, as shown in Source C.
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KEY TERM

High commissioner Most senior diplomat, like an ambassador, representing the British government.
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KEY FIGURES

Hussein (1852–1931)

As guardian of the holy sites of Islam (for example, Mecca), he was the most important Arab Muslim leader.

Faisal (1885–1933)

Son of Sharif Hussein, he led the Arab Revolt against Turkey in the First World War. King of Syria until his forces were defeated by the French in 1921, he was made king of Iraq in 1921.
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SOURCE C

From a letter written by Sir Henry McMahon to Sharif Hussein, 24 October 1915, quoted in T.G. Fraser, The Middle East 1914–1979, Edward Arnold, 1980.

It is with great pleasure that I communicate to you on their behalf [the British government] the following statement, which I am confident that you will receive with satisfaction.

Great Britain is prepared to recognise and support the independence of the Arabs … When the situation admits, Great Britain will give to the Arabs her advice and will assist them to establish what may appear to be the most suitable forms of government in those various territories.

On the other hand, it is understood that the Arabs have decided to seek the advice and guidance of Great Britain only …
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[image: ] Study Source C. Do you think Source C constitutes an unreserved promise to support Arab independence?

[image: ]




In 1916, an Arab army was raised and led by Emir (Prince) Faisal, the son of the sharif of Mecca. The army blew up Turkish trains and disrupted the flow of military supplies to the Turkish soldiers. This became known as the Arab Revolt. The activities of this Arab army are well known because a British army intelligence officer, Major T.E. Lawrence, who became known in Britain as ‘Lawrence of Arabia’, fought with the Arabs. In 1918, Faisal and his Arab soldiers were allowed by the British forces to march in and take over the city of Damascus, in Syria, from the Turkish soldiers.
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KEY FIGURE

T.E. Lawrence (1888–1935)

An archaeologist and army officer, his life was made into a film, Lawrence of Arabia, in 1962. He was killed in a motorcycle accident in 1935.
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SOURCE D
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A photograph taken between 1914 and 1918 of Major T.E. Lawrence, ‘Lawrence of Arabia’.
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[image: ] How does Source D suggest why Lawrence became known as ‘Lawrence of Arabia’?
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The Sykes–Picot Agreement 1916

The Arabs felt that they had fought for their independence from Turkey and now deserved complete self-government. Arab leaders were, therefore, angered when they heard that Britain and France had secretly agreed, in 1916, to carve up Turkey’s Arab lands after the war and share them out between themselves. This agreement is known as the Sykes–Picot Agreement after the British and French politicians who made it. Under the agreement, some Arab land would be directly ruled by Britain or France while the rest would be Arab states with either Britain or France having some indirect control over them. Most of Palestine was to be under some sort of international control.


Reasons why the British made this agreement


	•  The war in Europe (against Germany) was not going well and it was vital for Britain to maintain a strong alliance with France, its main ally in the war.

	•  Both Britain and France had extensive trading links with the Middle East.

	•  Britain wanted to protect the Suez Canal, which it jointly owned and operated with France. Britain already controlled Egypt and saw Palestine as an additional buffer zone to protect the Canal and the route to the east.



To sum up, Britain and France wished to maintain their power and influence in the Middle East and they saw the Sykes–Picot Agreement as an important step to achieving this.




League of Nations mandates in the Middle East

Arab fears were confirmed in 1919. In the Treaty of Versailles, which followed the end of the First World War, Britain and France were given mandates, or orders, to govern certain countries in the Middle East until the Arab people were considered ready to govern themselves. The League of Nations allocated France the mandates over Syria and Lebanon and gave Britain the mandates over Palestine, Transjordan (later known as Jordan) and Iraq.
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KEY TERMS

Mandate An order or command, in this case from the League of Nations, giving Britain and France control of Arab lands previously ruled by Turkey. Britain and France were to prepare the Arab lands for eventual self-government.

League of Nations The international peace-keeping organisation set up after the end of the First World War.

[image: ]




Lawrence (‘Lawrence of Arabia’) felt that Hussein, the sharif of Mecca, had been humiliated by the Sykes–Picot Agreement and the subsequent mandates. Hussein was head of the Hashemite family who were descended from the Prophet Muhammad. At the end of the war, Lawrence had advised the British government to establish Hussein’s son, Faisal, as king of Syria. After all, Faisal’s Arab army had liberated Damascus, the capital, from Turkey in October 1918. However, Syria was a French mandate and the British, now the strongest power in the Middle East, seemed to attach more importance to their alliance with France than to their promises to Hussein. In 1921, the British agreed to French forces invading Syria and expelling Faisal from the throne he had held for two years. To the Arabs, this represented the betrayal of Britain’s wartime promises and the triumph of British and French colonial interests over the hopes and aspirations of millions of Arabs.


[image: ]

Figure 1.2 The Middle East after the First World War, showing the British and French mandates. What does this map suggest about British and French intentions in the Middle East after the war?



The British now made Faisal king of Iraq instead and they recognised his older brother, Abdullah, as the emir, or ruler, of Transjordan (see map on page 9). The two Hashemite princes thus became rulers of the semi-independent Arab states of Iraq and Transjordan, both of which were British mandates. These countries became two of the main pillars of Britain’s empire in the Middle East after the First World War.

However, the post-war order imposed by Britain and France did not lead to lasting peace. It lies at the root of many of the disputes and wars that have become such a characteristic feature of the politics of the Middle East over the past 100 years. A British officer who had served in Palestine during the war said it was ‘a peace to end all peace’.



French administration in Syria and Lebanon

In both Lebanon and Syria, France acted as a colonial power, exercising direct control, backed up by military force. The press was controlled and nationalist demonstrations were instantly suppressed. In Syria, France did not envisage the creation of an independent state in the near future whereas the majority of Syrians wanted immediate independence. The French allowed elections but insisted on keeping control of foreign policy and security. In 1936, a treaty granting independence to Syria was signed but the French Assembly refused to agree to it.

France expected Lebanon, with its pro-French Christian majority, to be easier to govern. A constitution, drafted in Paris, was imposed in 1926. It provided for a Christian president and a Muslim prime minister, although the president was to appoint the prime minister. Opposition to French control led to a movement for independence and, in 1936, France proposed a treaty, similar to that with Syria, but again, the French Assembly refused to ratify it.

In both Syria and Lebanon, France built roads and schools, although it was the French language and culture, not the native Arabic, that was promoted, especially in Lebanon. France finally recognised the independence of Lebanon and Syria in 1945 when the two states were admitted to the United Nations (UN). French troops were withdrawn in 1946.
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KEY TERM

United Nations (UN) The international organisation established at the end of the Second World War to keep the peace.
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British administration in Iraq and Transjordan

Both Transjordan and Iraq were granted as mandates to Britain.


Transjordan

Britain recognised Transjordan as an independent state in 1923, although all its troops remained under a British commander and its foreign policy was to be guided by the British. Emir Abdullah received a financial subsidy from Britain and schools and roads were built. In 1931, a British military officer, Glubb Pasha (as he came to be known – Pasha is a high-ranking Turkish title), founded the Desert Patrol, a special branch of the Arab Legion (Transjordan’s army) of which he took command. He recruited and gained the confidence of the Bedouin tribespeople who, in this way, came to form the backbone of the army and some of the emir’s most loyal subjects. Abdullah became king in 1946 and, from 1949, his country was renamed the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan.



Iraq

Iraq had attracted British attention from early in the twentieth century as it was believed that oil was likely to be present. Oil was vital to Britain’s economic, and particularly defence, needs.

In the First World War, Britain was keen to drive Turkey out of Iraq and extend British influence, so British forces landed at Basra, in the south of Iraq. This was the area where oil was later discovered. By 1917, the British troops had advanced to Baghdad and, a year later, they took Mosul. This meant that, in 1918, when the war ended, the British controlled the three former Turkish provinces of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul (see map on page 157). The British commander announced: ‘Our armies do not come into your cities and lands as conquerors or enemies, but as liberators.’

However, at the end of the war, the Treaty of Versailles recognised the British occupation of Iraq as a mandate according to which Iraq was to remain under British control ‘until such time as it is able to stand alone’. This was a harsh blow to Iraqi nationalists, those who wanted (and, in some cases, had fought for) complete independence for Iraq. The British soon had a rebellion on their hands. By October 1920, they had 100,000 troops in Iraq. They crushed the uprising but, in doing so, they aroused even more opposition. Today Iraqi schoolchildren all learn about the ‘Revolution of 1920’ and how their nationalist heroes stood up to overseas, imperialist armies.

Britain soon realised it could not run the country on its own. It needed collaborators. So it planned to set up an Iraqi state which would be independent but tied to Britain. This was the main reason why it invited Faisal to become king of Iraq and head of a new government.

The borders of the new state of Iraq were not yet clear and the British forces had to stave off attacks from neighbouring Turkey and Iran. When Britain had finalised the borders, the state of Iraq included three very distinct groups, Kurds, Sunnis and Shias. These differences, which were to cause grave problems for the future of Iraq, will be explained fully in Chapter 7. Nevertheless, the new monarchy was to last for over 35 years. In 1932, Britain granted independence to Iraq and the new state was admitted to the League of Nations. However, it was not fully independent: Britain kept control of Iraq’s foreign policy and kept two airbases (near Basra and Baghdad). Above all, it controlled the oil: it did this through the British-owned Iraqi Petroleum Company which owned, drilled and sold all of Iraq’s oil and in which Britain had a 47.5 per cent share.

Not surprisingly, many Iraqis were dissatisfied with continued British interference and control. Yet for the British, their policy in Iraq was a great success. As in Transjordan, they had a friendly and dependent government headed by a ‘reliable’ king to protect British interests.




British policy in Egypt

Egypt was not granted as a mandate to Britain or France but it had come under effective British control many years before and it remained so after the First World War. This was mainly because of the importance of the Suez Canal.

The Canal, cutting through Egyptian territory, had been opened in 1869. It was jointly owned by British and French companies. However, it was Britain that came increasingly to dominate Egypt. After anti-European riots erupted in 1882, British troops occupied Egypt, particularly the area around the Canal. British troops were to remain in Egypt until the 1950s.

In 1914, Britain deposed the pro-Turkish ruler of Egypt and, during the First World War, Cairo, the capital, was flooded with British troops who were part of the British war effort in the eastern Mediterranean and Palestine. The British troops seized crops in Egypt and often forced Egyptians to work for them. When the war ended in 1918, many Egyptians felt that they had earned complete independence from Britain. They were inspired by Woodrow Wilson’s call for national self-determination but the British initially refused to let the Egyptians send a delegation to the Versailles peace conference.
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KEY FIGURE

Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924)

The US president who spoke of the need for national self-determination.

[image: ]




Then, in March 1919, the arrest of the popular Egyptian nationalist leader, Said Zaghlul, sparked a nationwide uprising. The ‘Revolution of 1919’, as it became known, led to riots and demonstrations in cities and in the countryside across Egypt. Demonstrations against continuing British interference were crushed by British troops, with many killed and injured on both sides. A nationalist political party emerged. It came to be known as the Wafd, or ‘delegation’, seeking to represent Egypt at the peace conference.
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KEY TERMS

Self-determination The right of nations to rule themselves rather than be part of larger empires.

Wafd Arabic for ‘delegation’, suggesting the party’s claim to represent the people.
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The British relented and allowed a group of Egyptian representatives to present their case at Versailles. However, on their arrival, they were informed that the American delegation had formally recognised British rule over Egypt. Egypt was forced to negotiate directly with Britain in London rather than securing its independence as part of the post-war settlement. Britain continued to fear further rebellion and disorder and therefore, in 1922, it declared that Egypt was an independent, sovereign state. However, Egyptian independence was far from complete. Britain kept control of areas ‘of vital interest to the British Empire’ such as the defence of Egypt and its foreign relations. Britain retained the right to keep military bases in Egypt and to control the Suez Canal zone.

The main aim of the Wafd Party in the inter-war years was to achieve complete independence from Britain. However, it was constrained by both the king of Egypt, Fuad, who wanted to rule above parliament, and the British authorities in Egypt. The deadlock was finally broken in 1936. Two factors, in particular, led to this change. First, in the previous year, Italy had invaded Ethiopia and Mussolini now appealed to Egypt to rise up against Britain. Secondly, in 1936, the king died and his popular son, Farouk, succeeded him. Britain agreed to a new treaty in 1936 which, although it maintained Britain’s right to keep military bases in Egypt, nevertheless secured Egypt’s international recognition as an independent state and its admission to the League of Nations (as Iraq had in 1930). However, full independence remained a generation away (see page 49).


Conclusion

During the inter-war years, Britain was the dominant power in the Middle East. British troops occupied the Arab world from Egypt to Iraq and Britain’s navy patrolled the Persian Gulf and safeguarded British control of the oilfields of Iraq. Yet nationalist opposition was growing by the time of the Second World War and Britain’s control in its Arab lands looked increasingly vulnerable, nowhere more so than in Palestine.





3 British rule in Palestine 1919–39
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	•  Why did British rule lead to an Arab rebellion in Palestine?
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In 1917, British troops entered Jerusalem, the capital of Palestine, driving out the Turkish forces. Three years later Britain was given a mandate to govern Palestine and, for the next 28 years, the British government was to rule the area. In 1922, the League of Nations confirmed, under British pressure, that Britain was responsible for establishing a Jewish national homeland while protecting the rights of all of those living in Palestine. This is shown in Source E.
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SOURCE E

From the League of Nations Mandate for Palestine, 24 July 1922, quoted in Charles D. Smith, Palestine and the Arab–Israeli Conflict, Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2007.

Britain shall be responsible for placing the country under such political, administrative and economic conditions as will secure the establishment of the Jewish national home and the development of self-governing institutions, and also for safeguarding the civil and religious rights of all the inhabitants of Palestine no matter what their race or religion.
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[image: ] What similarities in content are there in Sources E and A (page 5)?
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Yet in 1919, at the Versailles peace conference, Lord Balfour had stated that establishing a Jewish homeland was far more important than considering the wishes of the Arab majority. This is shown in Source F.
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SOURCE F

From Balfour’s note, quoted in Tony Rea and John Wright, The Arab–Israeli Conflict, Oxford University Press, 1997.

In Palestine we do not propose to go through the form of consulting the wishes of the present inhabitants of the country. The four great powers are committed to Zionism and Zionism, be it right or wrong, good or bad, is rooted in age-long traditions, in present needs, in future hopes of far profounder importance than the desires and prejudices of the 700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that ancient land. In my opinion, that is right.
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[image: ] Study Sources E and F. Compare and contrast the views expressed in these sources. How do you account for the differences?
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The Arabs of Palestine felt that they had simply exchanged Turkish rulers for British ones. Like the Arabs of Syria and Iraq, they were frustrated and disappointed that they had not been given their independence. They were even more angered by increasing Jewish immigration and the fact that Jewish people were buying land in ‘their’ country. Much of the land was bought from big Arab landowners, many of whom were absentee landlords living in the cities. Nevertheless, Arabs who had worked on the land, as tenants, were evicted because, very often, only Jewish people were employed to work on Jewish-owned farms.

Jewish people bought land in only a few areas of Palestine (see Figure 1.3) but, in these areas, the Arabs claimed they were being driven out. They also accused the British of being pro-Zionist. The British high commissioner in Palestine, Sir Herbert Samuel, was Jewish. To the Arabs, the British seemed to be favouring the Jewish people.

At the Paris peace conference, held at Versailles in 1919, the British Zionist, Chaim Weizmann (see page 5), was asked what was meant by a Jewish national home. He replied: ‘To make Palestine as Jewish as England is English.’ However, he was careful not to speak openly of a Jewish ‘state’ so as not to be accused of trying to make the Jewish minority become the masters of the Arab majority. He knew there was a limit to how far he could push the British. As president of the World Zionist Organisation, he knew that if the Jewish national home was to survive it needed the continued support of the British.


Arab–Jewish riots

In 1921, violence erupted in the town of Jaffa (see map below), a busy seaport. Jaffa was the main port of arrival for Jewish immigrants. Just to the north of the town was Tel Aviv, the largest Jewish settlement in Palestine. In 1921, riots erupted in Tel Aviv between rival Jewish groups. The fighting spread into Arab Jaffa and led to Arab attacks on Jewish people and their property. After two days of rioting, 200 Jewish people and 120 Arabs were dead or wounded.

The British authorities immediately stopped all Jewish immigration and the Palestinian Arabs were told that only a part of Palestine was to be made into a Jewish national home. The Arabs asked the British government to make Palestine independent as they hoped that the Arab majority would be able to dominate the Jewish minority. When Winston Churchill, a government minister, visited Palestine in 1921, a group of Arab leaders asked him to reject the Balfour Declaration and stop immigration. Churchill replied: ‘You ask me to reject the Balfour Declaration and to stop immigration. This is not in my power and it is not my wish.’


[image: ]

Figure 1.3 The main areas of Jewish settlement in Palestine in the 1920s.



The rate of immigration slowed down in the 1920s, and yet the Jewish population still doubled in the ten years after the war. By 1929, there were a million Arabs and 160,000 Jewish people living in Palestine whereas, in 1919, there had only been 60,000 Jewish people.

In 1929, violence erupted again. This time it started in the city of Jerusalem, which is a holy city for both Muslims and Jewish people. There had been continuous tension in the city throughout the 1920s, particularly over who controlled the holy places. In August 1929, riots broke out and Arab crowds attacked Jewish people inside and outside the city. The attacks spread throughout Palestine and 133 Jewish people were killed over four days. In addition, 116 Arabs were killed, mostly by the British police while trying to stop the anti-Jewish violence.



Nazi antisemitism and Jewish immigration

Violence between Arab and Jewish people escalated after 1933, when Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany and Nazi antisemitism drove many Jewish people abroad. Thousands fled to Palestine and by 1939 there were nearly 450,000 Jewish people in the country. Tension remained high and British government reports all came to the same conclusion – that the Arabs were afraid of losing their country as more and more of them became ‘landless and discontented’.

The British, therefore, planned to restrict immigration and land sales. This caused uproar among the Jewish people in Europe and America as well as in Palestine, so the plan was put aside. The British were in an impossible position: if they allowed unrestricted immigration, Arab fears and violence would increase. But if they stopped or controlled immigration, the world would accuse them of inhumanity, of not caring for the Jewish people who were being persecuted by the Nazis.
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Figure 1.4 Jewish and Arab populations in Palestine 1919–47. In which decade did the Jewish population come to exceed 25 per cent of the total population of Palestine? How do you explain this rapid increase?





The Arab Rebellion 1936–9

While Zionist settlements expanded, many Palestinian peasants (who formed 90 per cent of the Palestinian Arab population) became landless and impoverished. While the Jewish Agency provided highly effective leadership for the Jewish population, Arab leadership was divided. Faced with the dynamism of the Zionists and the increasing desperation of many Arabs, the Arab Higher Committee was formed in 1936. In April 1936, the Committee called for a general strike by all Arab workers and government employees. They hoped that such resistance would force a change in the policy of what they saw as the pro-Zionist British administration in Palestine. They also called for attacks on Jewish settlements and British forces.
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KEY TERMS

Jewish Agency The governing body of the Zionist movement in Palestine during the British mandate.

Arab Higher Committee A committee of Palestinian Arab leaders. Formed in 1936, it attempted to direct the Arab Rebellion. It was composed of different, often rival, factions.
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The strike was largely unsuccessful. Arab workers in Jewish businesses who went on strike were simply replaced by Jewish workers while Arab employees of the British government lost their ability to influence government policies if they went on strike. In one of the places where the strike was successful, in the port of Haifa, the result was the further development of the largely Jewish port of Tel Aviv near by.

Widespread fighting broke out in the countryside. It started gradually, with isolated incidents: Arab farmers fought to prevent being evicted from land bought by Jewish people; villagers attacked Jewish people cultivating traditional village land that had been sold to them by an absentee Arab landlord. Then armed Arab bands attacked Jewish settlements. Within a month, over twenty Jewish people had been killed. By mid-summer, Palestine was caught up in a civil war which was to last for three years and cost thousands of lives. The British troops responded harshly. They hanged several Arab leaders, exiled others and destroyed houses suspected of containing Arab terrorists or arms. They also helped to train and organise the Jewish Defence Force, the Haganah.
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KEY TERM

Haganah The Jewish Defence Force, which was set up in the 1920s and was later to form the basis of the Israeli army.
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In May 1936, David Ben-Gurion, the leader of the Jewish Agency, recognised that the Arab Rebellion had widespread support, that it was the beginning of a national movement. In a speech to members of the Agency, he said: ‘We and they [the Arabs] want the same thing: We both want Palestine. And that is the fundamental conflict.’ He concluded that only war, not negotiation, would resolve the conflict. He recognised that only force would enable the Jewish people to establish an independent state in Palestine.
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KEY FIGURE

David Ben-Gurion (1886–1973)

Leader of the Jewish Agency and first prime minister of Israel, an office he held 1948–54 and 1955–63.
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The British partition plan 1937

In 1937, at the height of the Rebellion, the British government set up an inquiry, led by Lord Peel. In its report, the Peel Commission concluded that cooperation between Arab and Jewish people was impossible. The report recommended the partition of Palestine into two separate states, one Jewish and the other Arab. The Arabs rejected the plan. Most believed that the whole of Palestine should be an independent Arab state and that the British had promised this to them.


The Zionist response to the partition plan

The Jewish Agency agreed to the partition plan even though they wanted more land than they were allocated under it. But even then, many Palestinian Jewish people foresaw that they would have to fight to defend a Jewish state. They knew that the Arabs would never agree to it. Furthermore, some Jewish leaders wanted all Palestine to be made into a Jewish state.

One of these was Ben-Gurion. He accepted the plan because he knew that the Jewish people were not yet strong enough to demand more. But he always hoped for more: he assumed that an independent state would allow for unlimited Jewish immigration, the development of a strong economy and the organisation of a powerful army. Then, after that, as he said in a letter to his son, Jewish people would be able to settle in all parts of Palestine: ‘I am certain we will be able to settle in all the other parts of the country, whether through agreement and mutual understanding with our Arab neighbours or in another way.’

So, although the official policy of the Jewish Agency was to accept a Jewish state in part of Palestine, alongside an Arab one, Ben-Gurion and some other leaders hoped for a Jewish state in all of Palestine.

The fighting between Arabs, Jewish people and British forces lasted for three years. Eventually, with the help of a greater number of troops, better weapons and transport, the British forces were able to regain control of Palestine. By that time, in 1939, the Arabs had suffered considerable casualties and the Palestinian Arab leadership had effectively been destroyed. These and subsequent losses were to have a dramatic impact on the Palestinians’ ability to defend themselves when, in 1947–8, it became clear that an open battle between Arab and Jewish people for control of the country would take place.




The British government White Paper 1939

By 1939, when the rebellion ended, the British government had given up all


	•  A quota of 10,000 Jewish immigrants would be allowed for each of the following five years.

	•  In addition, as a contribution towards the solution of the Jewish refugee problem, 25,000 refugees would be admitted.

	•  After a period of five years, no further Jewish immigration would be permitted unless the Arabs of Palestine would agree to it.
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	  1  What was the aim of the Zionists?

	  2  What was the importance of the Balfour Declaration?

	  3  What was the Sykes–Picot Agreement of 1916?

	  4  To what extent was the First World War a turning point in the struggle for Arab independence?

	  5  Why did Britain and France want mandates in the Middle East?

	  6  What were the main differences between French administration of Syria and British administration in Iraq?

	  7  Why and to what extent did Britain control Egypt in the inter-war years?

	  8  What caused the outbreak of the Arab Rebellion in 1936?

	  9  Why did Britain decide on, and later reject, the partition of Palestine?

	10  To what extent did the British side with the Zionists during the mandate?
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	1  To what extent was the conflict in Palestine from 1919 to 1939 a consequence of the Balfour Declaration of 1917?

	2  To what extent did Britain and France achieve their aims in the Middle East from 1918 to 1939?

	3  How far do you agree that Britain was in an impossible position in trying to implement its mandate in Palestine?





	1  Evaluate the interpretations in both of the passages and explain which you think is the more convincing as an explanation of British policy in the Middle East after the First World War.
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