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The Palestinian Experience

PALESTINIANS: THE MAKING OF A
PeorLE. By BarucH KIMMER-
LING and JoeL S. MIGDAL. Free
Press. 350 pp. $29.95.

Reviewed by DANIEL PIPES

RECENT Palestinian politics are
the subject of inordinate jour-
nalistic and scholarly attention: the
University of Pennsylvania library,
for example, contains no fewer
than 22 books on the intifada, and
a groaning shelf scrutinizes every
twist in the rise and fortunes of the
Palestine Liberation Organization.
This intense interest makes it all
the more surprising that Baruch
Kimmerling and Joel S. Migdal’s
Palestinians: The Making of a Peo-
ple presents a first overview of Pal-
estinian history.

As such, their book offers origi-
nal and highly useful insights. By
integrating scattered and litte-
known materials, they do more
than gather information in one
place; a dramatically new perspec-
tive emerges. Even readers famil-
jar with the record of this would-
be nation can now see the Palestin-
ian experience as a whole. Perhaps
most importantly, Kimmerling and
Migdal reveal a number of conti-
nuities going back decades and, in
some cases, even cenuuries.

In their view, three revolts against
outside forces—against the Egyp-
tians in 1834, the Britsh in 1936-
39, and the Israelis since 1987—
constitute the paramount events of
Palestinian history. Each revolt
undermined the existing leader-
ship while enhancing the con-
sciousness of a common fate. The
last two uprisings share another
feature: what began as an act of
political assertion against the occu-
pier ended as gangsterism against
fellow Palestinians.
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A second abiding feature of Pal-
estinian politics concerns the in-
ability to achieve more than a
negative unity (against the British,
the Israelis), never a positive one,
an inability which has repeatedly
weakened Palestinian endeavors.

In large part, disunity follows
from a fragmented geography, for
Arab Palestine contains three po-
litical subunits whose residents
have contested power during the
past 150 years. The coastal plain,
with Jaffa as its main city, predomi-
nated during the six decades be-
fore World War 1. Jerusalem, the
administrative and religious cen-
ter, dominated during the first
years of the British Mandate. And
the hills to the east, centered
around Nablus, reigned during the
1948-67 period and again during
the intifada. None of the regions
has the strength permanently to
dominate the other two, and so the
rivalry continues.

Since 1937, Palestinian leader-
ship has been split in another way:
between local figures and those in
exile. From their places of banish-
ment in Nazi Germany, Nasser’s
Egypt, or strife-torn Lebanon, such
chiefs as Mufti Amin Husseini,
Ahmad Shugayri, and Yasir Arafat
have sought to dominate a popula-
tion they could not physically con-
trol. Palestinians on the ground
have sometimes accepted the su-
premacy of these distant authori-
ties, sometimes not. The rise of
Faisal Husseini and Hanan Ashrawi
in recent years points to a persis-
tent desire by locals to assert their
Own VIEWS.

Continuities take minor forms,
too. For example, Kimmerling and
Migdal have collected the vanity
postage stamps issued by three Pal-
estinian organizations {(the Arab
Higher Committee, the All-Pales-
tine Government, and al-Fatah).
All of the stamps assert the exist-
ence of an Arab polity named Pal-
estine: none can be used to mail a
letter. These stamps, as well as a
“Proclamation of Independence”
and a whole panoply of PLO “em-
bassies” and “passports,” suggest a
persistent illusion that pantomim-
ing the activities of a real state will
somehow also bestow its powers.

A final continuity, but one to
which the authors devote scant at-

tention, concerns the Palestinians’
extremely fluid sense of identity.
Exactly who are the Arabic-speak-
ing people who live between the
Jordan and the Mediterranean?
Syrians, they would have replied in
the decades before 1920, when
“Syria” included virtually the whole
of the Levant. Palestinians, they
would have said in 1920 and for
the next three decades. Arabs,
would have come the reply be-
tween 1950 and 1967, as Pan-Arab
nationalism soared during the
heady days of Gamal Abdel Nasser
and then crashed with him in the
Six-Day War. Palestinians, the an-
swer would again have come after
1967.

Today, however, the Palestinian
identity appears to be in a fairly
advanced state of decay. The PLO
suffers from financial difficul-
ties, political drift, and incapacity
among its leadership (neither Ara-
fat's head injuries in an airplane
crash last year nor his marriage
have helped). As the Palestinian
separatist identity weakens, the
Muslim identity surges. Should
present trends continue, Hamas
could replace the PLO as the lead-
ing Palestinian organization in a
few years.

The weak definition of Pales-
tinian identity manifests itself in
other ways, too. Take the matter
of political terminology. In the
1910’s, Zionists lobbied London to
use the name “Palestine,” seeing it
as a name which corresponded to
the Land of Israel of Jewish tradi-
tion. In contrast, through twelve
centuries of Muslim rule, the terri-
tory had never formed a separate

olitical or administrative unit;
and in 1918 Muslims did not want
one to appear. Later, as Jews dis-
carded “Palestine” in favor of “Is-
rael,” Arabs embraced the former
term with fervor. Today, Filastin
not only resonates deeply among

Arabs, but conjures up near-mysti-
cal allusions. (“West Bank” under-

went a similar metamorphosis, as
Kimmerling and Migdal point out;
what began as a Jordanian substi-
tute for “Palestine” in the 1950’s
now serves as a shield to fend off
the Likud term “Judea and Sam-
aria.”) Such shifts in terminology
confirm the wholly unsettled qual-
ity of Palestinian politics.
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Their synoptic perspective ena-
bles Kimmerling and Migdal to in-
terpret Palestinian history in new
ways. For example, they see Pales-
tinian politics during the Manda-
tory period as far more sophisti-
cated than do other historians.
One such historian, Benny Morris,
referring to the late 1940’s, holds
that

the Palestinian Arabs were back-
ward, disunited, and often apa-
thetic, a community only just
entering the modern age politi-
cally and administratively.

Another, Ilan Pappé, dismisses the
Palestinian leadership in those
years as “an elite in confusion” and
argues that it failed to use the Man-
datory period to prepare for the
war that came in 1948.

Kimmerling and Migdal dis-
agree: they reject as “misleading”
the thesis of Palestinian political
immaturity in the 1930’s, and they
make a good case for their revi-
sionist view. What happened, they
say, is that the complex institutions
developed in the 30’s were de-
stroyed by the Arab Revolt of 1936-
39, and then could not be recon-
structed:

In the circumstances of World
War II and the new constraints

imposed by the Arab states, [the
Palestinians] never managed to
recapture these political foun-
dations, nor adapt politically to
the vast social changes overtak-
ing their community.

And so came the defeat of 1948.

Few subjects arouse such passions
as the Palestinians, and Palestin-
ians promulgates its own share of
controversial assumptions and du-
bious positions. Most fundamen-
tally, it simply asserts that Pales-
tinians constitute a people, with-
out proving the point. A self-pro-
claimed national group which came
into existence in 1920, which sub-
sequently disappeared for nearly
two decades, and which has never
enjoyed sovereign power, may en-
dure; but it may also disappear.
The authors’ silence on this key
subject suggests that they think the
matter more settled than it may be.
Put differently, it is just possible
that Palestinians: The Making of a
People will in the future sound as
outdated as Yugosiavs: The Mak-
ing of a People would today.
Other questionable assertions
include the suggestion that the
development of separate Palestin-
ian and Zionist economies in the
early 20th century contributed to

separate nationalist movements; in
fact, the reverse is closer to the
truth. Dismayingly, Kimmerling
and Migdal repeat the simple-
minded falsehood about an “an-
cient conflict” between Arabs and
Jews. (The notion of an Arab peo-
ple goes back only to the 1890’s.)
The authors also claim the Balfour
Declaration “resuscitated” Zion-
ism; instead, it strengthened an al-
ready existing Zionist movement
by lending it the support, however
fleeting, of a great power.

Another problem arises from
the authors’ determination to
achieve political neutrality be-
tween Palestinians and Israelis.
While laudable when exercised in
moderation, when relentlessly pur-
sued this approach can lead to
unhappy results. To avoid blaming
either party for the many brutali-
ties between them, Kimmerling
and Migdal point the finger at cir-
cumstance, employing a form of
moral equivalence which works no
better for the Arab-Israeli conflict
than in the cold war.

But these problems and certain
errors of fact aside, Palestinians
has much to teach. Approached
with caudon, it adds life to what
has long been a two-dimensional
construct.




