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Many works have been written on the Zionists, on the
Palestinian Arabs, and on the conflict between the two. These
accounts, written by authors from a wide range of ideological
backgrounds, frequently contradict one another in their analysis
and interpretation, presenting amazingly different visions of
what appears to be the same event. ‘The only way to understand
such polarized accounts is to understand what the historian
Bernard Lewis calls "the nature of historical knowledge, study,
and writing...and their functions and ﬁurposes in human
societies."l 1In History--Remembered, Recovered Invented, Lewis
presents a discussion of historiography that sheds light on
cﬁnflicting histories and their respective purposes.

The first of these cateqorievaewis terms "remembered"
history. It is that which has been retained in the "collective
memory of...an entj.ty"2 through statements, recollections,
traditions, and writings The purpose of remembering history in
societies is to unite the population, encourage and direct it in
conflict, or restore and revitalize "the nationalist or
revolutionary energy...of the nation."3 But as Lewis points out,
the information that is retained and the form of its retention
are determined by what that society, and particularly its
leaders, find useful to fulfill its various needs. Thus, the
problem with remembered history is its selectivity. The history

it relates is inevitably slanted and incomplete.

* Bernard Lewis. History -- Remembered, Recovered, Invented.

(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975),
preface. :

§Ibid, 12.
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The recoverers of history, as Lewis describes.the second
type of historians, are those, then, who seek to rediscover the
events that had been either forgotten or altered by the communal
memory. By studying records, documents, artifacts, excavations,
and forgotten languages and scripts, Lewis explains, they are
attempting to fill in the gaps and correct the errors of the
remembered traditional body of history.

The main point Bernard Lewis wants to make, however, is that
there is "a powerful ideological motivation behind the "recovery
and dissemination" of history.4 The true scholar, he says,
follows the evidence where it leads. No matter his or her
prejudices, the purpose of the work is to give the most éomplete
and thorough presentation and analysis possible. But frequently,
the most thorough and complete presentation does not produce the
history a people wants to hear, especially when new goals, based
on a predetermined thesis, require a specific vision of the past.
The tendency then is to write history as you would "prefer it to
have been".? The creator of this new, more useful vision of the
past, uses remembered and recovered history where possible, but
where not possible, the history must be invented. As Lewis
explains, one of the main reasons for remembering the past is to
justify the present, especially when there is a dispute. In such
cases, each of the conflicting parties will have its own version

of the past to legitimize its claims and to unite its followers

%Ibid, 10
STbid, 55.




against the opposition. Invented history is thus "the triumph of
jdeology over reality, of will over fact."S,

The framework Lewis establishes in his book, explaining the
types of histories and their motivations, is valuable for gaining
a clearer insight into the Zionist and Palestinian Arab versions
of their histories. This is particularly true for the first years
of British Administration in Palestine, 1917-1929, an era that
holds the roots of many of their present-day contentions. Two
works today that illustrate the types of ideologically based
histories written on the Palestinians and the Zionists, are Walid
Khalidi’s Before their Diaspora, and Yigal Lossin’s Pillar of
Fire. Each of these authors relates a vision of the period that
suits their respective nationalistic goals.

Walid Khalidi, in Before Their Diaspora, does not long leave
the reader in doubt of his interpretation of the period. The
opening paragraphs of his preface clearly present his thesis:
the Zionists, with British support, are the oppressors; the
Palestinians are the long suffering victims seeking today only a
moderaﬁe, "imperfect"7 redress for all the pain they have been
subjected to at the hands of the Zionists. He is writing from a
specific perspective, seeking foremost to justify the Palestinian
claim to Palestine, while delegitimizing the claims of the
Zionists. When writing of the early years of the Mandate, then,

he creates a vision of the past that suits his purposes today.

°Tbid, 101.
Walid Khalidi. Before Their Diaspora: A Photographic History

of the Palestinians 1876-1948. (Washington D.C.: Institute
For Palestine Studies, 1984).
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The Palestinian Arab community was, according to Khalidi, a
long-term one, with a sense of national identity from before the
first Zionist settlements. He notes how, back in 1877, with the
early stirrings of Zionism in Europe, Yusuf Diya-uddin Pasha al-
Khalidi, "elected from Jerusalem to the first ottoman parliament"
wrote to Herzl: "in the name of God, let Palestine be left
alone".® According to Khalidi, with the first Zionist settlement
in Palestine in the 1880s, the Palestinians already "suspected"
that the aim of Zionism was to create a "Jewish national home in
their country."9 Khalidi’s point is that there already was a
national home in Palestine, that of the Palestinian Arabs.
Khalidi portrays Jaffa around the turn of the century as filled
with buildings and people,10 as are several other cities and
towns such as Gaza, Hebron, Jerusalem, Ramlah, Nablus, and
Haifa.ll To emphasize the cultural life, Khalidi includes
photographs of faculty and students of various schools, as well

as of the local soccer teams.12

Since much of the present-day conflict, however, revolves
around the question of who made Palestine fertile, Khalidi brings
in a number of photographs from before the Mandate, showing large
tracts of land under cultivation, supposedly by the Arabs, in the
Galilee and the Plain of Jezreel.l3 To further illustrate the
Arabs’ long-term agricultural achievements, he quotes from the

letter of the American counsel in Jerusalem in the 1880s, who

STbid, 41.
bid, 83.
101pid, 43.
1l1hi4, 61-65.
121pia, 70-73.
31pia, 22.




wrote to Washington of the "excellent quality of the Jaffa orange

and the superior grafting techniques of the Palestinian citrus

farmers."l4 Palestine then, before the war and subsequent

British Administration, is presented as an agricultural land

under a substantial and stable Arab population made up of

villagers, as well as of an educated class of city dwellers, all

living in harmony and unity. And this unified population,

aspiring "to the independence and political federation of the
Arab countries"l® and believing the British to'support these
aspirations because of British promises to them during the First
World War, allied themselves with the Bfitish against the l
Germans, and joined in the Arab Revolt to free their home.16

After the war, however, the Palestinian people soon found
their nationalist aspirations seriously threatened by the

promises the British made to the Jews in 1917. The Balfour

Declaration of that year promised the Jews a national home in

Palestine. According to Khalidi, in 1919 the Palestinians began

to organize themselves into Muslim-Christian Associations

throughout the country, with elected delegates and a central

executive committee. He says these congresses sent three

delegations to London between 1921-1922 to "present their

case...their fear of Zionist political objectives and [their]

reject[ion of] the Balfour Declaration". These delegates, he

continues, demanded:

the cessation of Zionist mass immigration and of the
transfer of Palestinian land to Zionist ownership [as

i“Ibid, 1318
51bid, 45.
161pia, 4e.
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well as]...goveigment on the basis of proportional
representation.

But Khalidi points out that the British and the Zionists were not
about to accept a democratic system because that would prove that
the Palestinians were the majority, and thus "prejudice the
development of the Jewish national home. "18

Instead, the British Mandate over Palestine was approved by
the League of Nations Council in July 1922 "without the conéent
of the Palestinians". According to Khalidi, the Mandate was
1ittle more than a declaration of joint British-Zionist

sovereignty over Palestine and its terms, an "instrument for the

implementation of the Zionist program." Khalidi writes that for

the Palestinians the Mandate "had been imposed on them by force,
and they considered it to be both morally and legally invalid."1?
According to Khalidi, the White Paper issued the month before
would reqgulate Zionist immigration "solely by economic
criteria,“20 He interprets these two documents together as part
of the British-Zionist conspiracy to change the status quo of an
Arab majority through mass Jewish immigration. Khalidi thus
attributes the series of riots during the early 1920s to the
general fear in the population of Zionist immigration and
subsequent takeover. When he writes of the "relatively quiet"
years from 1923-1929, he attributes it to the "dramatic decline
in Zionist immigration" during the period.21 Khalidi thus makes

a direct correlation between the riots and immigration.

+/1bid, 85.
iglb;d, 86.
2olbid, 8s.
Ibid.
2l1pia, 83.




The picture he presents of the Palestinian people during the
1920s, is one of a flourishing community. He illustrates a
thriving city life with photographs of built up cities and
towns,22 prospering tradesmen and artisans,23 and abundant
educational institutes and youth movements such as boy scouts,
though foreign sponsored, creating an enlightened and rounded
Palestinian community.24 His photographs of varibus elements
of rural life, such as the fishermen of the sea of Galilee,25
craftsmen and carpenters,26 a lovely young mother hoiding her
child,27 a village school with lots of healthy little boys,28 all
present a romanticized vision of the Palestinian peasant and his
life. Most importantly, however, Khalidi stresses that it was
the Palestinians who were responsible for the bulk of the

agricultural production, that it was they, and not the Jews, who
"made the desert bloom".2° This then was the direction the

Palestinians were going, with a great deal of potential for
happiness and prosperity in their own land.

Accordinq_to Khalidi, however, the whole period of peace in
the mid-20s was filled with tension as the Arabs watched the
Jewish settlements grow through immigration. Their apprehension
was magnified, he says, By two events. First of all, the

establishment in 1929 of the enlarged Jewish Agency, with a

membership of a number of world famous figures, increased

441pid, 137-146.
231pid, 151-153.
241pia, 163-171.
251p3i4, 117-118.
261pid, 119.
271pid, 120.
281pid, 24.
297pid, 125.



Palestinian fear of Zionist influences on the British. But more

directly, Palestinian fears grew in the face of what Khalidi
terms an "unprovoked and unprecedented political

demonstration“.30 He explains that:

Jewish access to the Wailing Wall...had for centuries
been reqgulated by cumulative customary observances and
procedures known as the "status quo", which were
mutually acceptable to Jews and Muslims. An attempt by
Jewish religious leaders in September, 1928 to change
the status quo unilaterally was followed in August,
1929, by and unprecedented political demonstration at
the Wailing Wall, organized by militant right-wing
Zionists. In the context of mounting Palestinian-
Jewish tensions, this incident touched off country wide
disturbances in which many Jews and Palestinians were
Killed, the latter mostly at the hands of the British®!

He further adds that the Palestinians perceived the

demonstrations as "evidence of Zionist designs on the Mosques of

the Dome of the Rock and al-Aqusa inside the sanctuary" 32

Khalidi thus justifies the Palestinian role in the disturbances

by making the Palestinians innocent defenders of their home and
religion, A people who had no choice but to fight. He quotes the
Shaw Commission, established in October, 1929 to determine the

cause of the riots, as concluding that:

the fundamental cause...[was]...Palestinians’
disappointment of their political and national
aspirations and fear of their economic future.33

In Khalidi’s eyes, the Arabs who were killed were “martyrs",34

individuals who sacrificed themselves in an attempt to save their

JUrpia, 8e.
31l1pid, 100.
321ni4, 86.
331pid, 102.
341pia.




people by fighting to avert the Zionist oppression that was about
to engulf them.

* This, then, is Khalidi’s vision of the 1929 riots and the

events that ultimately led up to them. He describes a people

"pefore their diaspora," living in a golden age of peacefulness
and prosperity, who slowly found themselves threatened by an
external force and heroically attempted to overcome that force.
Khalidi has thus created a history of the period in a more
preferred and useful form for the present-day claims and
aspirations of the Palestinian people in their struggle for the

land they call Palestine.

Writing from a diametrically opposed position, Yigal Lossin

also has a specific purpose for his history. PRillar of Fire was

originally an Israeli television series designed to relate the

history of Zionism to the population. Lossin’s goal is clearly

to inspire and encourage the Israelis in their battle for Israel,

to legitimize the Zionist claims while delegitimizing those of
the Palestinians.

First and foremost, his story is of heroes and martyrs. His
early pioneers are young idealistic people who, witnessing the
horrible conditions of their brethren in Europe, come to
Palestine in the hopes of creating a safe home for the Jews.
Lossin graphically illustrates the atrocities committed against

the Jews, with photographs of children slaughtered in the various

East European pogroms such as in Kishinev.3® He notes how in the

35yigal Lossin. pPillar of Fire: The Rebirth of Israel.
Translation by Zvi Ofer.

(Jerusalem: Shikman Publishing
Company, 1983), 28-31.
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midst of the plight of East European Jewry, the United States,
previously a major escape route for these Jews, established a
quota-system which effectively limited Jewish immigration.36 He
emphasizes that it was not the established Jews of Western Europe

who were coming to Palestine in those early years, but rather it

was the persecuted Jew who had no place else to go. He makes the

biblical connection, as well, to reinforce the stand he takes

throughout the work that no other country would do if the Jews as

a people were to survive.

Lossin’s early pioneers came to a land which held only
poverty, harsh climate, serious disease, rocky soil, and lack of

shade and water. He says that "only its powerful spiritual value
could induce a person to live in what was then called a dead

land".37 Photographs show wide-empty spaces,38 and he notes:

The land appeared vast and desolate, virtually an empty
space. No one doubted that it was possible to find a
just and human solution to the Jewish plight which

would not bg at the expense of the local Arab
population. 2

Lossin argues that as late as the Labor Brigade of the the third

Aliya, in 1919, there were few Arabs within Palestine, while the

land was "almost entirely desert and swamp" 40

Lossin idealizes the Labor Brigade, those pioneers of the

first years of the Mandate, as heroes who took the Jezreel

Valley, a malaria-infested region that the Arabs had abandoned,41

and the Galilee, "dead soil" according to one of the early

2%Tpid, 145.
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407pig, 123.
4l1pid, 129.
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pioneers interviewed for the book,42 and made both these regions

bloomn. Photographs show these youths, young, sturdy

individuals, living a simple life off the land. He thus

emphasizes the Jewish role in general in Palestine during the
1920s, of establishing the basis from which the land of Israel
would become, according to Lossin, one of the most advanced
agricultural systems in the entire world.%3 It was the Jews who

made the desert bloom in Lossin’s version of the history of the

period.

Lossin further counters Palestinian claims by presenting the

Arab masses in those early years as apathetic to the idea of

nationalism as well as to Jewish immigration. When he talks of

the war effort prior to the British Administration in the
country, he emphasizes the lack of any notion among the Arabs of
a Palestinian nation. By Lossin‘s account, Hussein ibn-Ali,

Sharif of Mecca, and his son Emir Faisal, were the only Arab

leaders to cooperate with the British in the war. And Lossin

calls Faisal "the only political address in the Arab world".44
That this is a very convenient way for Lossin to perceive
Faisal’s position is made clear when Lossin quotes Abba Eban as
saying that Faisal did not care about the "entire concept of

Palestine, that other areas of the Arab world were more important

to him than this ’forsaken corner.’"*> lossin points out how the

Jews, deeply attached to Palestine, eagerly volunteered to help

%21pia, 37.
431pid, 139.
441pid, 67.
451pia.
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