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Preface

Muhammad Amin al-Husayni (1895-1974), the Mufti of Jerusalem, was 
the principal leader of the Palestinian national movement and a popular 
personality in the Arab world during most of the years of British rule over 
Palestine (1917-1948). Yet the accounts of his life are barely adequate. 
The absence of a balanced consideration of al-Husayni's political career is 
not remarkable in view of the passion his name has always inspired.

The biographers of the Mufti, also known as al-Hajj Amin, often told 
us more about themselves than about the Palestinian leader. They were 
written by Jewish nationalists, such as Moshe Pearlman, Joseph Schecht- 
man (a Revisionist Zionist), and Eliahu Elath who attempted to vilify him 
and discredit his movement; by Arab nationalists, such as Zuhayr al-Mar- 
dini, who lauded him and his cause; or by German national socialists who 
portrayed him as the Muslim leader seeking to liberate the Arab and Is
lamic lands from British oppression. The accounts were so partisan and 
polemical that the historical al-Husayni and the movement he led were 
scarcely discernible.

These works were flawed further by their meager use of oral and un
published primary sources, and by the lack of familiarity with the Mufti



and his politics. Schechtman's The Mufti and the Fuehrer, which is the 
best known biography in English, relies on, and strongly echoes the words 
of, Moshe Pearlman's The Mufti of Jerusalem.^ Pearlman's work is an 
expanded version of The Mufti Over the Middle East, by Moshe Waters, 
who is none other than Pearlman. Both biographers rely on the Western 
press for details about the Mufti. Both lack an elementary familiarity with 
al-Husayni, Palestinian society and politics, Islam, and Arabic.

Their illustrations of the Mufti tell us, again, more about themselves 
than about their subject. Waters' (i.e., Pearlman's) early work shows, on 
the cover, a drawing of a hook-nosed, grotesque man ironically resembling 
an anti-Semitic caricature of a Jew, with blood dripping from the fingernails 
of his hand. Schechtman's photographic portrait of the Mufti, on the fron
tispiece, is that of a straggly bearded figure with a turban who, despite the 
claims of the caption, is not al-Husayni at all.

Similarly, the best known Arab biography of the Mufti, al-Mardini's 
Alf Yawm ma'a al-Hajj Amin (A Thousand Days with al-Hajj Amin), is 
also flawed. It reads like a self-serving memoir of an official who made all 
the judicious decisions but was overwhelmed by the conspiracies of his 
enemies. In fact/ most of Mardini's biography is based on, and quarried 
from, one source, the Mufti's memoirs.^

Such were the accounts about the Mufti until the early 1970s. By then 
documents pertaining to the early years of the British mandate became 
accessible to researchers at the Public Record Office, the Institute for Pal
estine Studies, the Palestine Research Center of the Palestine Liberation 
Organization (PLO), Israel State Archives, and the Central Zionist A r
chives.
• The first scholarly account, based on a wealth of such primary sources 

and on Palestinian works, was by the historian Yehoshua Porath, who 
published an article in 19 7 1 about the rise to power of the Mufti in the 
1920s. Despite the constraints of his focus and his Israeli (liberal) views 
about Palestinian politics, Porath's extensive use of sources and nonpolem- 
ical and nonpartisan language helped raise Western and Israeli standards 
of scholarship about the Mufti. Majid Khadduri followed in 1973 with a 
brief and critical study, based on Arabic sources, showing a deeper under
standing of the Palestinian leader and his politics.^

Several studies since then have contributed somewhat to our knowledge 
about the Mufti. Yehuda Taggar, a former Mosad agent, wrote a well- 
researched dissertation about the political activities of the Mufti from 1930
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to 1937; Shlomo Ben-Elkanah, an Israeli policeman who compiled evidence 
against the Mufti during the Eichmann trial in 19 61, described the Mufti's 
career in the 1920s, but was handicapped by his partisan Israeli views; and 
Taysir Jbara, utilizing Arabic secondary works, wrote a study, marred by 
factual errors, about the religious activities of the Mufti until 1937. None 
of these works, however, constituted a biography of both detail and scope.'* 

M y purpose was to write a succinct political biography, covering the 
Mufti's entire life, based on oral and unpublished sources. I have tried to 
transcend the cultural and political constraints of both the sources and the 
secondary works by writing a detached narrative, free of political and ac
ademic theory, except for the last chapter, the assessment. There I present 
a revisionist view about the role of the Mufti in Palestinian history. This 
view emerged after a year of research, while a Fulbright fellow, in London, 
Jerusalem, Beirut, and Cairo.

I am grateful to the following for their help in making this work possible:

The Board of Foreign Scholars, Office of Education of HEW for the Ful- 
bright-Hays fellowship in 1978; the Grants Committee of the American 
Center in Egypt for an ARCE fellowship in 1979; and the Diana Tamari 
Sabbagh Foundation, especially Hasib Sabbagh, for their financial support.

The friendly and efficient staffs of Sabri Jiryis at the PLO's Palestine Re
search Center and P. A. Alsberg at the Israel State Archives, in particular 
Josepha Taslizky and Michael Plotkin.

At Columbia University, Richard Bulliet, my adviser, who was a generous 
guide and friend; J. C. Hurewitz, my academic mentor, who, while director 
of the Middle East Institute, provided me the opportunity, as Visiting 
Scholar, to revise the dissertation in 1982-1983; Rabbi Arthur Hertzberg, 
for his views on the Mufti and the Axis; and Laurie Brand, for her research 
on the late Ottoman Empire. At Columbia University Press, executive 
editor Kate Wittenberg.

Friends and colleagues who read parts of the manuscript, including the 
following: Laurie Brand, Neil Caplan, Walid Khalidi, Martin Kramer, 
Ann M. Lesch, Muhammad Muslih, Barry Rubin, Frederick Seidel, Reeva 
Simon, Jeanette Wakin, James Webb, Jr., Constantine Zurayk. Also, Linda 
Butler for making editorial improvements throughout the manuscript, and
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my assistant Katherine LaRiviere for proofreading and indexing. Ob
viously, errors of fact and judgment are entirely mine.

M y brother John for painting the Mufti.

M y wife Evelyn and daughter Christina for their moral support and pa
tience during the long period of gestation.
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The M ufti of Jerusalem





I .  The Making of a Palestinian 
Nationalist: The Formative Years

CENTURIES OF control of the most important polit
ical and religious posts in the city of Jerusalem ren
dered the Husayni family a wealthy and influential 
elite whose power and status enabled it to play the 
critical role of intermediary between the local popu
lation and their foreign overlords, first the Ottomans 

and later the British. The conservatism born of economic position and the 
experience of working through and with the Ottoman system continued 
to guide the Husaynis in their dealings with the British after 19 17 . M u
hammad Amin al-Husayni was a product of the political and economic 
environment of the traditional Jerusalem power elite. Because of its im
portance for understanding later developments in Palestine in general, and 
in Amin al-Husayni's life in particular, the pre-1917 socioeconomic context 
merits greater examination.

The Late Ottoman Setting. Before World War I, Palestine was theoreti
cally controlled directly from Istanbul, seat of the Ottoman Empire. In 
practice, however, the area was dominated by local a'yan (notables) com
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prising an urban elite. The second half of the nineteenth century in Pal
estine was chararterized by the gradual transformation of the urban elite 
from notables and religious functionaries to landowners and senior bu
reaucrats educated in the modernized Ottoman government schools.^

The divisions that existed between the cities and the countryside in 
Palestine were exacerbated in the nineteenth century by new Ottoman 
policies of reform and centralization which served to strengthen the urban 
elite at the expense of its rural counterpart. Land was increasingly con
centrated in the hands of the urban elite, and consequently the power of 
individual village leaders was undermined. The process whereby the ur
banites gradually assumed regional and district apparatuses led to increas
ing resentment of the elite on the part of the rural leaders. ̂

The historian Albert Hourani contends that the urban politics of the 
Ottoman Empire can best be understood as a "politics of notables." Politics 
of this type develops when three conditions exist: society must be ordered 
according to relations of personal dependence; it must be dominated by 
great families residing primarily in the cities from which they draw their 
strength and because of which they are able to dominate a rural hinterland; 
and the notables must have some freedom of action. Under the Ottoman 
Empire, this last condition meant a situation in which the city was subject 
to fnonarchical power but in which the urban population was able to ex
ercise some influence over or impose certain limits on the power of the 
central authority.^

The notables must have access to authority and they must possess social 
power of their own independent of the ruler. Access to authority enables 
the notable to act as a local leader, while the possession of his own sphere 
of power in society renders him useful to the central authority. In such a 
situation the notable must act with care: he must not be perceived as 
merely an instrument of the central authority, nor must he challenge the 
authority too strongly lest he risk being deprived of his access.

Ottoman governors and officials generally did not come from the area 
they administered, nor did they speak the language, or remain in a single 
post long enough to develop ties to the area. They commanded troops, l?ut 
their numbers were generally not sufficient to allow them to impose their 
authority unaided. Thus, of necessity, the Ottomans chose not to crush 
but to preserve useful local structures. In a situation where authority can 
maintain its position only with the assistance of local figures, a politics of 
notables may flourish. The notables are "those who can play a certain



political role as intermediaries between government and people, and—  
within certain limits— as leaders of the urban population."^ As a result, 
the notables generally defended the social order and the status quo by 
supporting the government. Political stability helped ensure the preser
vation of their positions of influence and power.

In Istanbul the notables were an official group, but in the provinces—  
apart from the qadis (judges)— they came from leading local families. The 
religious notables, such as muftis (Muslim experts who give nonbinding 
legal opinion [fatwa] on the sacred law [shari'a]) and naqibs (doyens of 
the descendants of the prophet), generally derived their influence not only 
from the positions they held, but also from their family's religious repu
tation, the connection of the local 'ulama' (Muslim religious experts) with 
the palace, family wealth (usually based on the custody of waqfs or reli
gious endowments), or a traditional connection with the commercial class.^ 
In addition, there were those who were "secular notables"— individuals or 
families whose power derived from political or military tradition, from the 
memory of a particular ancestor, or from the control of agricultural pro
duction through the possession of malikanes (hereditary tax farms) or the 
supervision of waqfs.^

Whatever the source of their power, the notables' political behavior was 
much the same. The families or their representatives were members of the 
governor's council, which provided them formal access to Ottoman power. 
Locally, building upon their own power, they formed coalitions with other 
notable families, the 'ulama', leaders of the armed forces, as well as or
ganizations in the general population, such as the guilds. The coalitions 
extended beyond the city into the surrounding rural areas. In such a sit
uation, there is a tendency toward the formation of two or more coalitions 
roughly balancing each other. Such coalitions are by nature volatile: forces 
drawn into one notable's orbit may just as easily be drawn into the orbit 
of another, or opt to rely directly on the government.®

The politics of notables was present in its purest form in holy cities such 
as Jerusalem. Ottoman authority there had to be real because "its legiti
macy in the eyes of the Muslim world was bound up with its control of 
the Holy Cities and the pilgrim routes."^ In these cities the notables were 
members of an ancient aristocracy, some of whom were heirs to a long 
religious and learned tradition.

Although the Ottoman reforms (the Tanzimat) worked in Cairo and 
Istanbul to strengthen the power of the government, in the Arab provincial
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4 The Making of a Palestinian Nationalist

cities they worked initially to strengthen the urban notables. In the first 
place, the distance of the provincial cities from the center meant that the 
hand of the government was less heavy. Moreover, as time passed, it came 
to be regarded as alien. Just as important, however, the long tradition of 
the 'ulama' and a'yan was too strong to.be broken. Although Ottoman 
control in each of the provinces was sharply imposed or reimposed, the 
power base of the old ruling families was not completely destroyed. During 
the nineteenth century, in many cases "families of Turkish or Mamluke 
military origins . . . blend[ed] with those of Arab and religious origin to 
form a single class with social prestige.

When the new governors came to enforce the Tanzimat in the provinces, 
they needed the notables more than ever because of the opposition which 
the new policies elicited. Without the cooperation and knowledge of the 
elite, the governors would have been hard-pressed to raise conscripts or 
new taxes. In most provincial centers, the majlis (local council) came to be 
controlled by the notables. For their part, the local population was also 
more in need of the notables than before as intermediaries with the gov
ernment in matters such as conscription, new legal codes, and new methods 
of collecting taxes. As a result, the notables were able to strengthen their 
control over both the urban areas and the countryside, where they became 
patrons of villages and established alliances with village leaders.

As European economic interest and power in the area increased, and 
with it the European diplomatic presence, many groups within the popu
lation sought out European consulates for protection. The rise of the con
sulates, therefore, threatened the power of the notables. "While the old 
trading system declined, the growth of the European trade gave wealth and 
economic power to Christian or Jewish merchants who were for the most 
part either formal proteges of one or the other consulates or attached to 
it. "12

One of the major thrusts of the Tanzimat was the creation of a more 
direct relationship between the government and the citizen. Therefore, in 
general, the notables tended to work against the reforms because the re
forms ran counter to their interests by undermining their power as inter
mediaries. Under the Sultan 'Abd al-Hamid, notable families began to send 
their sons to Ottoman professional schools from which they entered the 
dvil or military service. By joining the Ottoman "aristocracy of service," 
they saw an opportunity to preserve their power positions,

With the policies of the Young Turks and later of the British, many



notables adopted Arab nationalism as a new instrument of resistance. The 
deposition of the Sultan 'Abd al-Hamid and the subsequent establishment 
of an Ottoman Parliament dealt a severe blow to the power of the Arab 
notables. The Young Turks viewed them with suspicion because they had 
served the previous regime, and many of the notables were dismissed from 
their posts. Yet a more important factor was at work. The most basic goal 
of the Young Turk Committee of Union and Progress was to strengthen 
and unify the empire through a policy of Turkification. In practice, this 
meant that Turkish was imposed as the official language, particularly in 
education and administration, throughout the empire; and there was an 
apparent change from Pan-Islam to Pan-Turanism (a movement to unify 
the Turkish-speaking peoples).

The notables were not the only ones opposed to Turkification. The liberal 
intellectuals objected to it on the grounds that the Parliament did not 
provide for equal rights or the type of political representation they sought. 
Meanwhile, the 'ulama' balked, as they often did, at any proposal which 
smacked of reform. These groups joined the Arabist opposition forces 
which had begun to emerge in the provinces. Nevertheless, until the out
break of World War I these groups stressed the need for reform within 
the Ottoman Empire through Arab autonomy and not through secession.

Until 19 14 , the aims of the Arabists were not substantially different 
from those of the Ottomanists. However, after 19 17 , the opposition di
verged. Arab nationalist demands reflected the "interest of a growing num
ber of politically active members of an urban absentee landowning and 
bureaucratic class that had failed to achieve power and influence commen
surate with their expectations."^^ Thus, there were essentially two groups, 
generationally based. The older notables derived a great deal of power from 
positions in the Ottoman bureaucracy. Unwilling to relinquish their influ
ence, they supported local autonomy, but within an Ottoman framework. 
The Arabists, on the other hand, were generally younger and from more 
diverse educational backgrounds. Some came from families which were not 
socially prominent. Those who were from notable families tended to belong 
to less wealthy or influential branches, had rarely secured public office, 
and therefore had little at stake in preserving the empire. It was they 
who supported the idea of the unification of Palestine and Syria. Some 
would even travel to Damascus to serve in Faysal's provisional government 
(1918-1920).»

In general, however, few Palestinian notables supported the 19 16  Hash-
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6 The Making of a Palestinian Nationalist

imite Revolt, nor did they consider Faysal their representative. The unity 
of Palestine and Syria would have meant Faysal's usurpation of their 
power. They therefore preferred to remain loyal to Istanbul until the Allied 
occupation in 1918,^^ at which point they sought to make deals with either 
the British or French, depending upon where their interests lay.^® After 
the establishment of the mandate, the older generation continued to regard 
themselves as the natural political leadership. The notables' behavior to
ward the British paralleled their behavior toward the Ottomans. They 
exercised caution in expressing discontent with mandate policy so as not 
to anger their new occupiers.

Despite the efforts of the elite, the British gradually undermined the 
political position of the notables, although the latter continued to maintain 
their dominant social and economic status. As their power waned, their 
realm for political activity narrowed, Nor was the young Palestinian elite 
capable of taking their place. The failure was particularly significant be
cause the next challenge to the leadership was Zionism [the movement for 
the return of the Jewish people to Palestine], which sought, through Jewish 
immigration and colonization, to administer and control and, ultimately, 
establish a state in Palestine.

Muhammad Amin al-Husayni was born in a . d . 1895/A.H. 1313 in Je- 
rusalem,^^ a scion of one of the most prominent Muslim Arab families in 
Palestine. The Husaynis consider themselves ashraf (descendants of the 
Prophet Muhammad). The traditional great-grandfather of the family, 
Muhammad al-Badri, traced his origins to Husayn (hence the family 
name), son of the fourth caliph 'Ali ibn 'Ali Talib and his wife Fatima, the 
daughter of the Prophet. Al-Badri's ancestors lived for about two hundred 
years in Wadi al-Nusur, a small village southwest of Jerusalem, before one 
of them moved to Jerusalem in a .d . 1380/A.H. 782.̂ ^

Little is known of the early history of the Husayni family. However, at 
the beginning of the seventeenth century, the post of mufti of Jerusalem 
was held by 'Abd al-Qadir ibn Karim al-Din al-Husayni, who died leaving 
no male heir. The post of mufti went to other families: the 'Alamis and 
the Jarallas. However, 'Abd al-Qadir's female descendants were able to 
retain the Husayni name and the sharifi (singular of ashraf) lineage. The 
Husaynis held a number of religious posts such as Naqib al-Ashraf and 
Shaykh aUHaramayn (keeper of the two Jerusalem mosques, al-Aqsa and 
Dome of the Rock). Then, at the end of the eighteenth century, the Hu-
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saynis recaptured the office of the mufti, which they held, with few in
terruptions, well into the twentieth century.

The family had become landed aristocrats wielding considerable political 
power by the end of the nineteenth century. Together with the Khalidis, 
'Alamis, Jarallas, and Nashashibis, they constituted the ruling elite of the 
Ottoman administration in Jerusalem. Members of the Husayni family 
occupied such positions as delegate to the Ottoman Parliament, district 
governor, mayor, as well as the religious posts. Amin's father Tahir suc
ceeded his father Mustafa as Mufti of Jerusalem, and expected that one of 
his sons— Kamil, Amin, or Fakhri— would succeed him.^^

Amin grew up in Shaykh Jarrah, a district of Jerusalem where the Tahir 
branch of the Husaynis lived. He was close to his quiet and pious mother, 
Zaynab, who devoted much time to his spiritual and ethical upbringing. 
Zaynab was Tahir's second wife and the mother of Amin and Fakhri. Amin 
had seven half sisters and a half brother, Kamil, who were children of his 
father's first wife. Tahir, who was elderly and demanding, often took Amin 
to the Haram al-Sharif (the third holiest shrine of Islam, containing al- 
Aqsa mosque and the Dome of the Rock) where he had an office. In order 
to familiarize his three sons with his duties as Mufti, he encouraged them 
to sit in on informal discussions at his office and home concerning the 
religious, legal, and political problems of the day. These included the in
creasing Jewish immigration from Eastern Europe.

In the early 1880s, when Jews began arriving in large numbers, Palestine 
had a population of about 500,000 of which 80 percent were Muslims, 15  
percent Christians, and 5 percent Jews. Under the Ottoman Empire, reli
gious diversity was tolerated and each religious community had jurisdiction 
over its own religious and community affairs. The empire had witnessed 
nothing like the pogroms and religious persecution of Eastern Europe. 
However, Palestinians became alarmed in the 1880s with the rise in Europe 
of Zionism. Palestine was one of several areas suggested as a possible site 
for a "homeland" for the Jewish people, and immigration increased. To 
the Palestinians, the immigrants were Europeans and, therefore, foreign
ers. What most alarmed the Palestinians was the Zionist claim of a his
torical right to Palestine on the grounds that their ancestors had lived there 
two millennia before. Moreover, the Jews seemed to have enough money 
with which they were able to buy Palestinian land, settle on it, and cul
tivate it.



Tahir and several other Palestinian leaders complained about the situa
tion to Ottoman officials in Istanbul. The Turks tried to impose restric
tions, but the European powers invoked the capitulations (economic and 
diplomatic privileges given to friendly non-Muslim states) on behalf of 
their Jewish subjects, and the Jews bribed Turkish and Palestinian officials 
to evade Ottoman restrictions on immigration and land sales. However, 
Arab dissatisfaction led the Ottomans to set up a commission headed by 
Tahir to monitor land sales to Jews. This was in 1897, the year Theodor 
Herzl founded and presided over the World Zionist Organization. Tahir's 
commission was effective in halting land sales to Jews for several years. 
However, its jurisdiction was limited to the sancak (district) of Jerusalem, 
which included most of Palestine and its major cities.Furtherm ore, when 
the Mufti Tahir died in 1908, he was replaced by his eldest son Kamil who 
was apolitical, amiable, and cooperative. According to the historian Ye^ 
hoshua Porath, he "went out of his way to aid the British occupation 
authorities."^® His participation in the ceremony of laying the foundation 
of the Hebrew University was an example of his friendly attitude toward 
the Zionists.

Amin was then too young and lacked the extensive religious education 
required for the job of Mufti. In addition to religious lessons at home, he 
attended a local Muslim elementary school [kuttab) that emphasized Is
lamic history, theology, Arabic, and literature, and he is said to have mem
orized by age ten a portion of the Qu'ran. Later at a government Turkish 
school, he became fluent in Turkish, and also studied French at Freres, a 
local French school. Amin was short and frail, and self-conscious as a result 
of a lisp. Perhaps because of these physical characteristics, he was reserved 
and laconic. Yet he had a distinctive appearance: reddish hair, blue eyes, 
and fair skin. He also stood out in intelligence and maturity. By the age 
of sixteen he was ready for higher education, and his mother and half- 
brother Kamil were eager for him to begin preparation for a religious office, 
such as that of Mufti.®®

In 19 12 , Kamil sent Amin to Cairo with a cousin, Ya'qub al-Husayni, 
to study at al-Azhar University, the thousand-year-old center of Islamic 
and Arabic studies. There, he took courses in Islamic law, theology, phi
losophy, and Arabic. The sources do not indicate how good a student he 
was, but his interests appear to have extended beyond theology. In addition 
to al-Azhar, Amin may have attended the Faculty of Arts and Sciences of 
the University of Egypt (now Cairo University) as a student of literature.®^

8 The Making of a Palestinian Nationalist
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He also studied at the Dar al-Da'wa wa al-Irshad (House of Prayer and 
Guidance), the school of Rashid Rida (1865-1935), the Muslim Arab re
former and a precursor of Arab nationalism. Rida often stayed with the 
Husaynis when he visited Jerusalem, and as a good friend of the family, 
he took special interest in Amin and frequently invited him to his home 
in C airo .B ecau se  of the great influence he had on Amin, it is useful to 
discuss briefly some of the reformer's ideas.

Rida was a follower of the Islamic reformers Jamal al-Din al-Afghani 
and Muhammad 'Abduh. Like them, he was aware of the need for reform 
in the Islamic world. Although he taught his students that Muslims could 
borrow within limits from European science and civilization, he also em
phasized the need to revive the Islam of the Prophet Muhammad and his 
immediate followers. Implicit in his teachings was the need for a reinvig- 
oration of Arab culture, power, and unity, which he believed the Turks 
impeded. Rida had supported the Ottoman Turks until shortly after the 
Revolution of 1908, when the Young Turks imposed their Turkification 
policies upon the Arabs. As a result, he joined the Decentralization party, 
which sought British aid to set up a united and independent Arab state.

Thus, Amin was introduced to Islamic reform and Arab revival by one 
of the intellectual founders of the movement. Rida's ideas were progressive 
for the time and were a potent force among the Arab intelligentsia that 
came to study in Cairo. Amin did not accept everything Rida taught, or, 
if he did, he did not a a  upon it. He apparently did not fully appreciate the 
extent of the technological, political, and economic gap that existed between 
the native Palestinians and the Zionist settlers. Indeed, had the Palestinians 
been more aware, they might have been more effective in their power 
struggle with the European Jewish immigrants.

Fundamentally, Rida's interest in an Arab renaissance was as a means 
to an Islamic revival and he only belatedly and grudgingly supported the 
Arab nationalists in their reaction against Turkish policies and British im
perialism. Amin, too, was a devout Muslim who believed that the role of 
Islam was inseparable from politics and that religious symbols should be 
used to unite the Arabs. But in contrast to al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun (the 
Muslim Brothers), who adopted Rida's emphasis on conservative religion, 
Amin emphasized political change and, later, independence.

While in Cairo, Amin helped organize a Palestinian society to oppose 
Zionism. The idea may have originated with a Christian Palestinian who 
offered his house as a meeting place, but it was Amin and his roommate.
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'Abd al-Rahman al-'Alami, who gathered together about twenty Muslim 
and Christian Arabs in the aim of "awakening the people" to Zionism 
when they eventually returned to Palestine that summer. The headquar
ters, however, was to remain in Cairo.

According to a friend, Kamil al-Dajani, the society did not survive for 
very long. But Amin's participation is revealing about his ideas at the time. 
He was one of the first to identify Zionist claims and Jewish immigration 
(which increased Palestine's Jewish population from 25,000 in 1882 to 
85,000 in 1914), rather than Turkish rule, as the primary antagonist. He 
realized the need for Muslim and Christian cooperation in defense of Pal
estine. However, despite Arab sources which exaggerate his accomplish
ments and talents during this period, there seems to have been nothing 
remarkable about Amin's organizational skills. On the contrary, a contem
porary remembers that while his friends admired him for his intelligence 
and good breeding, they were not impressed with his leadership qualities.

Amin left Cairo in the summer of 19 13  to accompany his mother on 
the hajj (the pilgrimage to Mecca), whereby he earned the honorific title 
al-Hajj often attached to his name. Instead of returning to Cairo to con
tinue his studies, he went back to Jerusalem with his mother. The sources 
do not adequately explain why, but it is possible that his brother Kamil, 
who had become head of the family, disapproved of Amin's political activ
ities in Cairo,

While in Cairo, Amin had learned that political education could be trans
lated into a "spirit of revolt," and that the best forums for disseminating 
this spirit were the press, the mosques, and the schools.Im m ediately 
upon his return to Jerusalem, he began writing articles about the threat of 
Zionism. He also accepted a part-time teaching job at a religious school, 
Rawdat al-Ma'arif al-Wataniyya, where he interjected politics into his 
courses on Islam. He does not seem to have been an effective lecturer, for 
according to one of his students, he lacked confidence and authority in the 
classroom. Furthermore, his youth and diminutive appearance caused some 
students not to take him seriously.^ Perhaps this is one reason why he 
stopped teaching after only a few months and decided to train for a military 
or administrative career at the Military Academy in Istanbul. But his ed
ucation was interrupted by the outbreak of World War I, when he entered 
the Ottoman army.

The Turks were reluctant to send Arabs to fight in Arab provinces, so
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Amin never participated in battle during the war years. Nonetheless, life 
in the army, which he described briefly in his diaries, was harsh; and Amin 
suffered from the cold, lack of food, and sleep. In August 19 16 , he became 
an officer and served in the Forty-Sixth Division, first as an aide to a 
Turkish commander in Izmir, a port in western Turkey, and then as an 
artillery officer in strategic locations near the Black Sea. Apart from oc
casional artillery exchanges with the Russians, he did not see much action. 
But army training, hardship, and deprivation toughened him physically 
and emotionally. His role as an officer commanding mostly Palestinian 
and Syrian draftees changed him from a shy teacher who could not com
mand respect in the classroom into an assertive leader.

Amin's loyalty to the Ottomans was based on feelings of identification 
with Islam. That is, he believed it was his duty to defend his fellow Mus
lims against the Christian armies of Britain, France, and Russia. However, 
several factors served to erode his loyalty.

First, the policy of Turkification in the Arab provinces was instituted at 
the expense of the Arab language and culture. Second, the Turks increas
ingly followed an apparent policy of secularization by de-emphasizing Is
lam. Third, the Turks, perceiving a threat to the empire, dealt harshly with 
Arab nationalists, executing twenty-two in mid-1916. When both the re
ligious and the political bases of his allegiance to the Ottoman Empire were 
undermined, Amin joined a secret Arab society which sought decentrali
zation in the empire.

While in Turkey, Amin was constantly aware of his attachment to Pal
estine. During the war he carried with him a short poem, perhaps his own, 
indicative of his political sentiments: "This [Palestine] is my country and 
the country of my ancestors— I will sacrifice myself for the sake of its 
sons."^^

Indeed, his diary was filled with poems and notes about his love for his 
country. In an essay composed during the war, Amin wrote about the 
bonds between the Palestinians and the Syrians, yet it was clear that he 
considered them separate people. Of all the people in Palestine and Syria, 
he most admired the Jerusalemites, who, he boasted, were honest, self- 
sacrificing, sharing, courteous, inseparable, and loyal to one another. It is 
obvious from this and other private papers that the criteria by which he 
judged people— Turks, Palestinians, Syrians, Jews, Catholics— were the 
Islamic ideals he learned during his childhood, which he constantly tried



to emulate. His tendency to boast and to reminisce about fellow Jerusa
lemites also demonstrates that he was homesick during the war. In another 
poem he began: ''Whenever I mention Jerusalem my tears flow."*^

It is useful, at this point, to summarize and put in perspective Amin's 
loyalties to the seemingly contradictory ideologies of his day: Ottomanism, 
Islam, Pan-Arab (or Pan-Syrian) nationalism, and Palestinian nationalism. 
Like most Arabs, Amin was an Ottomanist (loyal to the Ottoman state) 
based on his feelings of identification with fellow Muslims within the 
empire. Between 19 12  and 19 17 , his loyalty weakened under the impact 
of Turkification, the influence of Rida's ideas of reform and decentraliza
tion, and his own experiences in the Turkish army, as is evident in his 
diaries of 19 15  and 19 16 . But political loyalties took time to crystallize, 
and a few years of friction with the Turks were not sufficient to make him 
abandon Ottomanism for a clearly defined ideology such as Pan-Arab na
tionalism. When Amir Husayn declared the Arab Revolt in m id-1916, 
Amin (and other Palestinians) saw it as an opportunity to thwart Zionism, 
over which he had been deeply concerned for years, by seeking to reunite 
Syria and Palestine. When the occasion presented itself, he abandoned the 
Ottoman army (and Ottomanism) and joined the Arab Revolt.

12 The Making of a Palestinian Nationalist

Early Political Activities. After a four-hundred-year rule over Palestine, the 
Turks were driven out by the British and the Arabs. Promises by Britain 
and its allies led Arab nationalists like Amin to believe that if they helped 
liberate Palestine from the Turks, they would be permitted to set up an 
independent Arab state. Amin wanted to be part of that historic struggle 
and, after having been hospitalized, returned to Jerusalem in February 19 17  
on sick leave. He arrived physically sturdy and more aggressive. A  pho
tograph from the period shows a determined and self-confident man, wear
ing a rifle and cartridge belts. He sported a new uniform, having discarded 
the Ottoman uniform for that of the Arab army of Faysal, who was then 
fighting with the British to drive the Turks from Palestine. Amin, described 
in a British report as "very pro-British," became a recruiting officer for 
Faysal's army and worked with Captain C. D. Brunton.^^ He encouraged 
Ottoman-trained Palestinians to volunteer for the Arab army, and he 
toured the occupied part of Palestine to help organize a force of about 2000 
Palestinians. The new recruits were told that they would be fighting for 
an independent Arab nation. Amin and his recruits were sent to Trans
jordan to fight during the last few months of effort against the Turks.
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Despite his commitment to Palestine, Amin's participation in the na
tional struggle alongside the British caused him some concern. As a prac
ticing Muslim he found it difficult to turn against fellow Muslims to 
support a Christian power. Also, beneath his exterior was a shyness that 
made him reluctant to become an activist; he told a friend that he hated 
politics but felt he had to be a part of the crucial events that were taking 
place in Palestine.

Whatever hesitations he may have had, within months of his return to 
Jerusalem, Amin became one of the leaders of the nascent Palestinian 
nationalist movement. He was elected president of a literary and political 
organization, the Arab Club (al-Nadi al-'Arabi), which, together with the 
Literary Club (al-Muntada al-Adabi) and the Muslim-Christian Associa
tion (al-Jam'iyya al-Islamiyya al-Masihiyya), was formed in 19 18  to cham
pion the Palestinian cause. The three organizations were united on one 
idea: the Palestinians were the rightful inhabitants of Palestine and had 
owned the land for at least 1300 years, and therefore the Zionists had no 
legitimate claim.'*®

In this early stage, Amin's group differed from the other two in its 
national objective. The Literary Club, composed of young members of the 
Nashashibi family, was anti-British, probably because of the family's con
nection with French agents, and sought complete independence for Pales
tine. On the other hand, the Muslim-Christian Association, a united front 
composed of the older generation of the urban elite who sought to preserve 
their positions of leadership, expected autonomy under the British. Amin's 
club was composed of a younger generation of educated Husaynis, such as 
his brother Fakhri (who had become a lawyer) and his cousin's son Ishaq 
Darwish, as well as members of other families. The Husaynis and their 
allies were Pan-Arabists whose objective was the unification of Palestine 
with Syria as a means of saving Palestine from Zionist claims.**^

Amin used his position as president of the Arab Club to educate Pales
tinians about the national cause, as he and his friends in Cairo had pledged 
to do years before. He campaigned among the urban class as well as among 
the fallahin (peasants), something few Arab aristocrats did. When the first 
Palestine National Congress was held between January 27 and February 9, 
19 19 , he and his colleagues actively encouraged attendees to adopt a Pan- 
Arabist line. Amin's message had two themes: Palestinian unity with Syria 
and anti-Zionism.

As was pointed out above, Amin's hostility toward the Zionists had
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begun in childhood. His father Tahir had been one of the first Palestinians 
to oppose Jewish immigration. Moreover, two experiences which he later 
related to his colleagues profoundly affected his attitude toward Zionists. 
The first was an account he had heard while in Istanbul of the visit of 
Theodor Herzl to the Ottoman capital in 1896. Herzl had just published 
The Jewish State, in which he proposed to settle the "Jewish problem" by 
establishing a Jewish state, possibly in Palestine. Herzl proposed to the 
Sultan 'Abd al-Hamid that he give Palestine to the Jews in return for 
financial aid, or, as Amin understood it, in return for a bribe. The Sultan's 
reply was: " I  cannot sell even a foot of land, for it does not belong to me, 
but to my people. . . . Let the Jews save their billions. When my Empire 
is partitioned, they may get Palestine for nothing. The words were 
indicative of the degree of fragmentation already plaguing the empire, and 
the Sultan could not further alienate his Arab subjects by courting foreign 
interference in the guise of European Jews.

Amin was struck both by Zionist plans for Palestine as well as Zionist 
wealth. However, what he did not know was that HerzTs offer was in part 
a bluff; the Zionists possessed little in 1896. Their interest in Palestine, 
however, was real and was confirmed a year later when they established 
the .Woijd Zionist Organization.

The second event was as significant for Amin as it was for most educated 
Palestinians. Britain stated in the Balfour Declaration of November 2, 
19 17 , that it would "view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a 
national home for the Jewish people . . .  it being clearly understood that 
nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights 
of the existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine." Amin was thereby 
convinced that Britain, the greatest power in the world, was under the 
influence of the Zionists, and his notion of Zionist wealth and power was 
reinforced. Since it appeared futile for the Arabs to oppose British rule, 
Amin believed the only practical approach was to attempt to change the 
British Balfour policy by organizing mass support for reuniting Syria and 
Palestine, which would then work together against Zionism.

Amin attempted to spread his political ideas in other ways as well. He 
became a teacher in and possibly part owner of Rawdat al-Ma'arif al- 
Wataniyya, the school in whjch he had taught before going to Istanbul. 
Under the direction of Muhammad al-Salah, the school became a center 
for Arab nationalists.^'* Some sources indicate that he also held part-time 
teaching positions at al-Rashidiyya in Jerusalem, and that he was a trans
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lator and writer for Suriyya aUfanubiyya, a nationalist paper edited by 
his friend 'Arif al-'Arif. However, it appears that his second attempt at 
teaching and writing did not last long.^^

Amin then became a clerk in the British military administration, in the 
office of Gabriel Haddad, a Christian Arab adviser to Ronald Storrs, the 
military governor of Jerusalem. He was soon transferred to the Department 
of Public Safety in Qalqilya. When Haddad was appointed commissioner 
of public safety in Damascus, Amin eagerly accompanied him and was 
made a "detective agent." While in Damascus, Amin established connec- 
tions with the Arab nationalist supporters of Faysal, and served as a liaison 
official in June and July of 19 19  between the Syrian committee that was 
preparing for the General Syrian Congress and the Palestinians invited by 
Faysal. The congress was held in July 19 19 , and under the influence of 
the Palestinians resolutions were passed opposing Zionism and Jewish im
migration to Palestine.

Damascus was the heart of the Arab nationalist movement, and it must 
have seemed to Amin^that Rida's vision of Arab independence and unity 
was about to be achieved. But the excitement soon faded. Faysal sent 
Haddad to London, and Haddad's successor Ahmad Lahun did not retain 
Amin.^^ The British withdrew their forces from Syria, thereby leaving the 
country open to French conquest, and what President Woodrow Wilson 
described as "the whole disgusting scramble" for the Middle East was 
accomplished. The British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour admitted that 
although "we had not been honest with either French or Arab . . .  it was 
now preferable to quarrel with the Arab rather than with the French."^® 
The Arabs were, after all, too politically naive to be suspicious of Britain, 
whose self-interest took precedence over its promises, and they were in no 
position economically, politically, or technologically to counter it.

In response to the political development in Syria, Amin organized protest 
demonstrations through al-Nadi al-'Arabi. He and his fellow members of 
the organization may have cooperated with al-Fida'iyya in the protests of 
19 19 , when the King-Crane Commission (the American fact-finding team 
whose subsequent report ascertained that the Palestinian people wanted 
independence or, short of that, an American mandate) visited Palestine.

Amin then helped organize processions in Jerusalem, Jaffa, and Haifa on 
February 27, 1920, to protest the chief administrator's proclamation that 
the British government intended to enforce the Balfour Declaration. As 
2500 Arabs in Jerusalem passed a Jewish school, the Zionists decided to
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play their anthem ("ha-Tiqvah"), but the march proceeded without inci
dent.^

Amin also helped organize demonstrations throughout the country on 
March 8 ,19 20 , the day Faysal was proclaimed King of Syria. Some of the 
most prominent members of the community participated, including two 
pashas (a Turkish honorific title): Musa Kazim al-Husayni (mayor of Je
rusalem) and 'Arif al-Dajani. The demonstration in Jerusalem was orderly, 
and later a written protest was submitted to the Palestine government. 
Signed by representatives of the three nationalist organizations, including 
Amin, it demanded Syrian independence and the unification of Palestine 
with Syria. It also stated its opposition to Zionism and Jewish immigration. 
The British, alarmed at such a show of national unity, banned future 
demonstrations.^^

Amin and other young Palestinians managed to get around the British 
prohibition by turning a religious celebration in April into a vehicle for 
political protest. The April incident became violent and marked a turning 
point in popular perceptions of Amin. The Zionists came to hate him as a 
Muslim fanatic leading an anti-Jewish pogrom, while Arab nationalists 
viewed him as a Palestinian patriot leading a revolt against British impe
rialism and Zionism. Both these polemic versions misrepresented the man, 
because he was neither a fanatic nor the leader of the revolt. Neither the 
later Arab writers who praised him, nor the Zionists and Westerners who 
vilified him had access to sufficient information about his role in the April 
violence, but assumed a larger role on the basis of his subsequent history 
and importance. It is necessary, therefore, to reconstruct the facts about 
the event which enabled him to begin his stormy political career.

By coincidence that year, Passover, Easter, and the Muslim holiday al- 
Nabi Musa all took place at the same time in early April. Amin and his 
colleagues galvanized Christian and Muslim Palestinians to use the Easter 
and al-Nabi Musa celebrations to demonstrate support for Faysal, who had 
just been crowned King in Syria, and to express opposition to the idea of 
a Jewish national home. Amin returned from a month's visit to Damascus 
with the curious notion, perhaps reinforced by General Waters-Taylor, the 
chief of staff, that Britain did not oppose handing Palestine over to Faysal. 
Amin shared this perception with his comrades on April 1.^^ The atmo
sphere before the violence was therefore one of expectation concerning 
Syria and Palestine but apprehension concerning Zionism.

The few basic faas known about the events of April 4 are found in the
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interim and final Palin reports of the British military team that investigated 
the riots in Jerusalem. The Nabi Musa procession on April 4 halted on 
Jaffa Street in front of the balconies of the Arab Club and the Municipality 
Building. The crowd was offered lemonade while they listened to anti- 
Zionist speeches by Musa Kazim, 'Arif al-'Arif, Amin, and others. Amin's 
speech is not recorded, but he apparently held up a portrait of Faysal and 
shouted: "This is your K ing!" to which the crowd responded: "God save 
the K ing!" Then, while the speakers were still outside the city walls, a 
spontaneous disturbance began in the Jewish quarter of the old city. Some 
sources claim that Jews provoked the outbreak, but there is no doubt the 
violence was a result of Arab hostility. The Arabs attacked Jews, killing 
three and injuring many others. Then an armed Jewish group, organized 
by Zeev Jabotinsky (founder of the Zionist Revisionist movement which 
opposed the political line of the World Zionist Organization), retaliated by 
killing and wounding demonstrators as well as Arab bystanders. The Brit
ish police finally subdued both Arabs and Jews, after contributing to the 
final death toll of five Jews and four Arabs.^

The Palin Commission Report concluded that there were several political 
causes for the violence: first, Arab disappointment in not being given 
independence, which was promised them by the British; second, Arab fear 
that the Balfour Declaration would deny their right to self-determination; 
third, support for the unity of Palestine and Syria under the newly pro
claimed King Faysal.

The British authorities were surprised by the intensity of the violence. 
The reaction of Ronald Storrs was to dismiss Musa Kazim al-Husayni as 
mayor, while the British police arrested 'Arif al-'Arif and Zeev Jabotinsky. 
They also looked for Amin, but he had been informed of the search and 
went into hiding. The police, who believed he had taken refuge with his 
brother the Grand Mufti, entered the house and searched it. Later, several 
men dressed in British army uniforms, possibly Zionists, attempted to 
assassinate Kamil's son. The Grand Mufti was incensed over the two in
cidents and returned the British medal he had been awarded for his co
operation in maintaining law and order. ̂

Meanwhile, Amin escaped across the Jordan River and eventually went 
to Damascus. His friend 'Arif, released on bail, escaped to Transjordan. 
Both were sentenced to ten years in absentia. Jabotinsky received fifteen 
years, although his sentence was commuted to one year.

Why a ten-year sentence for a speech and for holding up a picture of a
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British ally, Faysal? Perhaps the British military court wanted to show the 
''natives" that they would severely punish any Arab or Jewish trouble
maker/^ No other explanation accounts for the stiff sentences of al-Hu- 
sayni, 'Arif, and Jabotinsky, nor the arbitrary treatment of the mayor and 
the Grand Mufti.

In Damascus Amin once again became active in the court of Faysal, the 
only Arab nationalist leader, in his view, who could save Palestine and 
unite the Arabs. When the French invaded Syria in July 1920 and expelled 
the new King, his government, and his Arab nationalist supporters, Amin 
returned to Transjordan where he took refuge among bedouin tribesmen 
and resumed his political activity among them on behalf of Palestine.

Amin, who had worked for Pan-Arabism for over three years, now 
shifted his focus to Palestinian self-determination and independence. This 
does not mean that he abandoned the Arab nationalist idea in July 1920 
or shortly thereafter. Indeed, for him Pan-Arab and Pan-Islamic ideas 
coexisted with Palestinian nationalism without contradiction throughout 
his career. But in Transjordan, it was Palestine that attracted his attention.

By the age of twenty-five, Amin had matured personally and politically. 
He had left Jerusalem eight years before, a bright but inexperienced youth. 
He had received a higher education in Cairo and Istanbul, more than most 
Arabs could hope for at the time. Moreover, he had been converted to the 
cause of Arab nationalism by one of its intellectual founders, Rashid Rida, 
and by its chief political architect, Faysal. Disciplined by military training 
in Turkey and political experience in Palestine and Syria, Amin had ac
quired the ability and confidence to become a strong leader. He was honest 
and sincere enough to inspire admiration and loyalty, yet shrewd enough 
to know how to acquire political power. But Palestine was occupied by the 
British and promised to the Zionists, and Syria was in French hands. Amin 
and his strong ambitions seemed doomed unless something or someone 
could rescue him from the political obscurity of the Transjordanian desert.



2. Rise to Religious Power

AMIN al-HUSAYNI, a fugitive from British justice, 
had taken refuge in mid-1920 with a bedouin tribe in 
'Ayn al-Huwari, a desert region between the Jordan 
River and Amman. He was saved from his exile by a 
turn of events and by a British Zionist, Sir Herbert 
Samuel, who had become the first High Commissioner

of Palestine on July 1 ,  1920.

The Pardon. On August 20 ,1920, Samuel went to al-Salt to formally take 
over the territory of Transjordan, which was also under his jurisdiction, 
and to reassure the region's shaykhs (village and tribal leaders) of British 
concern for their welfare. An Arab notable related how an excited young 
British officer interrupted Samuel and his retinue of soldiers, who were 
having dinner, shouting: "Hajj Amin and Arif al-Arif are in town. Strap 
on your side arms and let's go and get them."^ But the Jerusalem notable 
pleaded with the officer: "W e have come here to protect the representative 
of the King of England. . . . There are several thousand Bedouin rifles in 
and about town, and we are at the bottom of a deep valley. . . . These two
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men have sought asylum here. By Bedouin custom they should protect 
them at the risk of their lives. The officer called off the raid.

The next morning Samuel, dressed in a diplomatic uniform adorned with 
medals, was preparing to make a speech to the shaykhs when some of them 
approached and asked him to pardon Amin and 'Arif. He replied that both 
men would be pardoned and that they could return to Palestine. Within 
minutes 'Arif emerged on the shoulders of Arab youth s.A m in  may have 
been in the crowd but refused to acknowledge the pardon. He did not feel 
that he was a criminal in need of forgiveness. A few months later, however, 
when his brother Kamil al-Husayni became ill, Amin decided to accept 
Samuel's pardon and returned to Jerusalem.^

There are a number of theories as to why Samuel pardoned Amin. 
According to the Zionist writer Schechtman, it was because the High Com
missioner, as a Jew, was "haunted by the fear of appearing too pro-Jewish," 
and therefore suffered from an "impartiality complex."^ According to the 
Palestinian historian Darwaza, Samuel wanted to balance the power of the 
Nashashibis, who now controlled the mayoralty of Jerusalem, with that of 
the Husaynis, so as to rule more effectively over a divided people. But 
neither of these theories is supported by any hard evidence, and the Hu- 
sayni-Nashashibi rivalry antedates British rule by several decades.^

The key to understanding Samuel's pardon and, for that matter, his 
other actions toward Amin and the Palestinians, has little to do with no
tions of a Jewish complex or dividing the Palestinians. Rather, it has to do 
with Samuel's view of his role as High Commissioner and the policy he 
should follow. He was obviously aware that, in addition to his prominent 
position in the Liberal party, he had been appointed because he was a 
Zionist Jew to carry out Britain's pro-Zionist policy in Palestine. But as 
he stated in his report on his first year in office, he was "not commissioned 
by the Zionists but in the name of the King."® He criticized Zionists "who 
forget or ignore the present inhabitants of Palestine," and those Zionists 
who are so zealous that when they "learn with surprise and often with 
incredulity" that there are a half-million Arabs who oppose them, they 
want to "ride rough-shod" over them.

Although Samuel was a Zionist going beyond the minimum require
ments of British policy in his personal advocacy of a Jewish state or com
monwealth in Palestine, he was a pragmatist as well. Moreover, as a British 
administrator he could not disregard the second aspect of Britain's obli
gation as stated in the Balfour Declaration and incorporated in article two



of the mandate: that while supporting the establishment of a Jewish na
tional home, the government also had to safeguard the dvil and religious 
rights of the ''non-Jewish population"— more than 90 percent of the coun
try. Needless to say, given the overwhelming numerical superiority of the 
Palestinians, the British could not abide by the principles of self-determi
nation, and the need to consult the population while framing the organic 
law had to be postponed until Jewish immigration and land purchases 
increased. But in the meantime, Arab sensibilities had to be taken into 
account.

Samuel knew that the Palestinians were apprehensive about their future. 
He therefore suggested that the Zionist program not be pushed too far too 
fast, and that the Zionists and the British should meet Palestinian eco
nomic, religious, social and minor political needs.^ He considered the par
don question a minor concession to the Palestinians, which is why he 
announced a general pardon of political prisoners a week after he took 
office, on July 1 ,  1920,^°

But the pardon had not included Amin and 'Arif, presumably because 
they were not prisoners but fugitives from British justice. Several appeals 
were made to Samuel on their behalf by such notables as Musa Kazim al- 
Husayni, the former mayor of Jerusalem, and Kamil al-Husayni, the Grand 
Mufti of Jerusalem and Amin's half brother. Samuel could not ignore the 
help Kamil had given the British, nor indeed Amin's own role in the effort 
against the Turks and his employment in the British military administra
tion in Jerusalem. According to a Zionist source, 'Abdullah of Transjordan 
had also asked Samuel to pardon the two Jerusalemites. It is therefore 
likely that the High Commissioner made up his mind to pardon Amin and 
'Arif "for political reasons" even before the appeal of the Transjordanian 
shaykhs at al-Salt on July 25, 1920.^^

Rise to Religious Power 2 1

Return to Jerusalem. It was Kamil's illness that brought Amin back to 
Jerusalem during the winter of 19 20-21. The Grand Mufti was not ex
pected to recover and, according to an Arab source, he designated Amin as 
his successor. Amin began to prepare himself for the office, even though 
it was not entirely certain, when Kamil died on March 2 1 , 19 2 1 ,  that Amin 
would succeed him. The office was not a hereditary one, and while the 
Husaynis were eager to retain the Muftiship, they did not all favor the 
young and impetuous Amin. The British, meanwhile, although eager to 
follow tradition, did not want a mufti opposed to their rule, and while
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Amin had generally been cooperative he was known to be against their 
Balfour policy. The most serious obstacle to Amin's candidacy, however, 
came from the Husaynis' rivals, the Nashashibi family and their support
ers. One of the Nashashibis, Raghib, had been appointed mayor of Jeru
salem the previous year, replacing a Husayni, Musa Kazim. Sensing an 
opportunity to further expand their power at the expense of the Husaynis 
by wresting from them the office of mufti for one of their supporters, they 
mounted a formidable opposition to Amin. This rivalry for the succession 
to the position of Kamil goes beyond the formal definition of the role of 
Mufti.

The Mufti of Jerusalem had been a minor official in Palestine until 
modern times when the increased status of Jerusalem and of the urban 
mufti in general enhanced his importance. He remained, however, sub
ordinated to Shaykh al-Islam in Istanbul, and restricted in jurisdiction to 
Jerusalem until the British occupation of Palestine in 19 17 - 18 . The link 
with Istanbul was then severed, and the Mufti of Jerusalem, who was then 
Kamil al-Husayni, became preeminent in Palestine.

Kamil's position was further enhanced by the British military admin
istration. In exchange for his cooperation with the British, he was given 
control over the Shari'a Court of Appeal in Jerusalem, thus combining the 
office of qadi and mufti. This was in addition to his position as head of 
the Central Waqf Committee, which controlled Muslim religious founda
tions in Palestine. Then the British bestowed on him the new title of Grand 
Mufti (al-Mufti al-Akbar), which they probably borrowed from Egypt. By 
making him the chief representative of Islam in Palestine, they made him 
in essence the Mufti of Palestine.^® The increase in his power and prestige 
was not only a reward but, no doubt, an attempt to spread his pro-British 
influence throughout Palestine.

Kamil's increased status made his replacement a crucial issue. The Pal
estine government was faced with both legal and political problems. The 
Ottoman regulations, which the British maintained, had required an elec
toral college to nominate three candidates from which Shaykh al-Islam 
chose one. Shaykh al-Islam was now replaced by the High Commissioner.^^ 
When an electoral college could not be found, the government chose some 
Muslim leaders to hold an eleaion, which was set for April 12 , 19 2 1.

The Campaign. Amin seems to have been ready to replace his brother at 
least a month before Kamil's death. The first thing he did was to replace 
his tarbush (a hat worn by the Ottoman official class) with an imama
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(turban), and start to grow a beard. These superficial changes, which made 
him look older and more religious (thus reinforcing the effect of his title 
of al-Hajj), helped remind the public that he experted to succeed his 
brother. When Kamil did die, it was Amin, rather than Kamil's older son, 
Tahir, who officially accepted the condolences of the government.^® A  day 
later, his political and cultural club, al-Nadi al-'Arabi, began collecting 
signatures for mazbatas (petitions) which insisted on al-Hajj Amin as the 
successor.

Amin was not really the ideal choice. He could not claim the religious 
titles 'alim (singular of 'ulama') or shaykh because he did not have suffi
cient religious education and training. Also, he was too young, progressive, 
and political for some of the older and more traditional members of the 
Husayni family. But since the Husaynis wanted to keep the office in the 
same branch, they were limited to three candidates: Kamil's son Tahir, 
Amin's younger brother Fakhri, and Amin. Tahir, though extremely eager 
to replace his father, was considered too eccentric to be chosen; his bitter
ness at having been bypassed led him to become a Zionist informer, pro
viding inside information, of dubious usefulness, about Amin's activities. 
Fakhri, according to family sources, was more interested in pursuing a 
secular career. This left Amin, who in any case was the most familiar with 
the duties of the office, as well as being experienced as a leader, bright, 
and well educated for his day. Once chosen by the family, he and some 
prominent Husaynis began to gather support throughout Palestine.

The Husaynis were landed aristocrats, but by early 19 2 1 had been weak
ened politically by a series of setbacks during the war years. Sa'id al- 
Husayni, foreign minister under King Faysal of Syria, lost his post and 
suffered a nervous breakdown. Muhammad Salih al-Husayni, an officer at 
the Ottoman awqaf (Muslim endowment), and Isma'il al-Husayni, director 
of education until 19 18 , also lost their p o s ts .I n  April 1920 Musa Kazim 
was ousted as mayor of Jerusalem and replaced by the Husaynis' main 
rival, Raghib al-Nashashibi. Now Kamil was dead. The Husaynis therefore 
had to retain the office of the Mufti if they were to maintain power in 
Palestine. They turned to their relatives and friends for support.

The most enthusiastic supporters of the Husaynis were, not surprisingly, 
those with a vested interest in their power. The office of the Mufti under 
Kamil, as we have seen, controlled shari'a courts and waqf lands. This 
explains why dozens of religious dignitaries and notables gave their sup
port. The Husaynis, after all, were the incumbents who had been and



continued to be generous to their clients and supporters. There were, how
ever, more powerful social and political factors which helped Amin.^^

There was a tradition going back to pre-Islamic Arabia in which a leader 
was chosen for his Arab descent and ability. Unlike most Palestinians, who 
descended from an indigenous population which traced its origin to the 
Canaanite period and who were Arabized after the Arab invasion of Pal
estine in A.D. 638, the Husaynis claimed descent from Arab aristocracy 
and lineage going back to the Prophet Muhammad. With few interruptions, 
the Husaynis had held the office of the Mufti of Jerusalem since the sev
enteenth century, which is why many Palestinians expected the religious 
tradition to be followed. This tradition provided Amin with religious le
gitimacy, the disregard of which by a Christian power would be resented 
by Muslims. Of even more significance for his fellow Arabs, Amin since 
19 18  had shown himself capable of organizing and uniting Palestinians on 
popular political issues. His involvement in the April 1920 political vio
lence, considered a thawra (revolt) by many Arab writers, made him pop
ular among the people. He was now a proven nationalist leader. Palestinian 
political frustrations in late 1920 and early 19 2 1 widened his popularity 
among Muslims and Christians, moderates and militants, peasants and 
urban classes. So in April 19 2 1 Amin was supported not only because he 
was a Husayni but also because he was considered a nationalist.

Petitions poured in between March 2 1 and April 12 , 19 2 1, stating that 
Amin was the "people's choice." Some of the petitions came from ordinary 
people, others from prominent officials. The qadi of Jerusalem, Muham
mad Abu Sa'ud al-'Awri, wrote the district governor, Ronald Storrs, in
forming him of Kamil's death and, as if to state a legal inevitability, 
declared: "H is brother Hajj Amin effendi is his successor.

The popularity of the Husaynis, however, was not reflected in the Pal
estine administration or in the Jerusalem district, where the power had 
tilted in favor of the Nashashibis. Sensing their new power, the Nasha- 
shibis felt they could defeat the young Amin and his weakened family, 
and backed one of their supporters, Husam al-Din Jaralla. Jaralla came 
from a patrician family, and was a graduate of al-Azhar and an 'alim. He 
was also a moderate and therefore acceptable to the British and the Zionists. 
There were two other candidates: Khalil al-Khalidi, a distinguished Muslim 
scholar who had been appointed acting president of the Shari'a Court of 
Appeal shortly after the death of Kamil; and Musa al-Budayri, a graduate 
of al-Azhar, a qadi, and technically more qualified than Amin.^^
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The Election. The Muslim committee put together by the Palestine gov
ernment met on April 12  to elect three out of the four candidates. Jaralla 
received the most votes, followed by Khalidi and Budayri. Since only the 
top three candidates were considered, Amin was shut out.^^

The Husaynis were indignant at the outcome of the election. Jamil and 
Isma'il al-Husayni in particular immediately began organizing opposition 
to influence the High Commissioner, whose duty it was to select one of 
the three candidates, presumably Jaralla, who had received the highest 
vote. The Husaynis attacked the election as invalid because the committee 
was neither the college of electors required by the Ottoman law nor an 
approximation of one and did not, therefore, represent the Muslims of 
Palestine. Jamil invited a large number of 'ulama' and notables from 
throughout Palestine to his home and asked them to organize opposition 
in towns and villages. The response to the Husayni campaign was consid
erable. Petitions with hundreds of signatures were sent to the Palestine 
government. Support came not only from the Muslim 'ulama' and nota
bles, but from the leaders of the Christian communities and, according to 
a Zionist source, from King Faysal and his brother Amir 'Abdullah.

The election results deepened Arab suspicion and increased support for 
Amin. Support for him came from every district, including those that did 
not usually back the Husaynis, and from every religious and political per
suasion. Rumors spread to the effect that the mayor of Jerusalem, Raghib 
al-Nashashibi, the government of Palestine, and the Jews had manipulated 
the elections. Five copies of an anti-Jewish poster were posted in the old 
city of Jerusalem on the night of April 19. The poster warned Muslims 
that the Jews were trying to place in office a "traitor" who would accept 
Zionism, help kill the Palestinian national spirit, sell the Abu Madyan waqf 
(a property near the Wailing [Western] Wall), and hand over the Haram 
al-Sharif so that the Jewish Temple could be rebuilt, as urged by the Zionist 
leaders Alfred Mond and M. D. Eder. The five posters could not have been 
effective because their authorship was unknown and they were removed 
the next morning. They do reflect, however, prevalent political suspicion 
and frustration, national moods from which Amin benefited.^®

This nationalist sentiment became apparent to the Palestine government 
in April. Ronald Storrs, the district governor of Jerusalem, who thought 
he understood the "natives," forwarded to Samuel the many petitions he 
received with comments to the effect that Amin was the popular choice. 
Ernest T. Richmond, the High Commissioner's adviser on Arab affairs.



translated some of the Arab petitions and interpreted their implications for 
British policy. Richmond was so sympathetic to the Palestinian nationalists 
and to Amin's candidacy that historians such as Elie Kedourie credit him 
with influencing Samuel in favor of Amin.^^ But there is no documentary 
or oral evidence to show that he influenced Samuel any more than did the 
two Zionists in Samuel's administration, Wyndham Deeds, the civil sec
retary, and Norman Bentwich, the legal secretary and a relative of Samuel. 
Both of these officials were personally closer to Samuel than Richmond, 
and both were against Amin's candidacy.

Promise and Appointment, Samuel must have expected the popular Amin 
to win. He spoke with Amin on April i  and again on April i i  to sound 
him out on his candidacy. Amin made certain promises to Samuel, in the 
presence of Bentwich. According to Bentwich's account, Amin declared:

his earnest desire to cooperate with the Government, and his belief in the good 
intention of the Government towards the Arabs. He gave assurance that the influ
ence of his family and himself would be devoted to maintaining tranquility in 
Jerusalem and he felt sure that no disturbances need be feared this year. He said 
the riots of last year had been spontaneous and unpremeditated. If the government 
took reasonable precaution, he felt sure they would not be repeated.^

What,are we to make of this pledge? Bentwich and other officials 
thought, in retrospect, that Amin must have been sincere because Palestine 
was peaceful between 1922 and 1929. His Zionist and Arab critics accused 
him of cooperation with the British for purely personal aggrandizement. 
It is true that he was a very ambitious man. But his pledge was neither 
insincere nor a compromise of his political beliefs. Amin's public view was 
that the Palestinians should not revolt against the British rule, which was 
too strong and, in any case, ephemeral; instead, they should concentrate 
on opposing the Zionists, who were the main threat to the Palestinian 
nationalists.^^

Al-Hajj Amin's pledge was put to the test within a fortnight, at the Nabi 
Musa celebration. He shrewdly assumed Kamil's place at the head of the 
procession on April 25. Unlike the previous Nabi Musa, when he had 
delivered a political speech that was followed by violence, the celebrations 
were peaceful. Afterward, Amin had invited Samuel to a luncheon which 
was prepared to conform to Jewish dietary laws. Samuel's presence and 
Amin's gracious hospitality and friendliness implied that Samuel was ready 
to accept Amin, and that Amin was prepared to cooperate with the British.
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Samuel was pleased with Amin's attitude, which was not unlike that of 
Kamil. Obviously he was aware of Amin's political past, but he may have 
assumed that once the young nationalist was absorbed into the adminis
tration he would become as pacified as was 'Arif, who was given a job in 
Nablus. Samuel expected Amin to use his family's prestige and influence 
to maintain tranquility, which would result in a redurtion in British troops 
and expenditures, and a peaceful rule. It was what an imperialist upper- 
class ruler expected from the native aristocracy.

Within days of the Nabi Musa celebrations, however, an Arab-Jewish 
clash took place, not in Jerusalem but in Jaffa. The clash on May Day 
began between Communist Jews calling for a Soviet Palestine and Zionist 
socialists of the Poale Zion. It spread spontaneously to Muslim and Jewish 
quarters in Jaffa, leaving 48 Arabs and 47 Jews dead and 219 people 
wounded. The violence reinforced Samuel's view that Arab grievances 
should be met. He wrote the colonial secretary on May 8 that the Arabs 
considered the Palestine government autocratic and wanted to be repre
sented. Perhaps it was no coincidence that he informed Amin shortly there
after that he would select him as Mufti.

Samuel searched for a legal way to appoint Amin. He asked Ronald 
Storrs, district governor of Jerusalem, to persuade Raghib al-Nashashibi 
to drop his support for the unpopular Jaralla. Against the advice of many 
members of his family, the mayor withdrew his support and persuaded 
Jaralla to drop out. This enabled Amin to qualify as one of the three 
candidates. Sometime in mid-May, Samuel picked Amin to succeed Kamil 
as Mufti. Apparently, there was a lingering doubt about Amin's loyalty, 
because he was appointed not Grand Mufti, but Mufti of Jerusalem. Also, 
he never received an official letter of appointment, and his new position 
was not announced in the official ga zette .S till, the appointment of Amin 
to the office of Mufti gave him religious and moral authority throughout 
Palestine.
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Supreme Muslim Council. Important as the office of the Mufti was, it did 
not compare with the power of the president of the Supreme Muslim 
Council, which controlled religious schools and courts, orphanages, 
mosques, and funds of awqaf. During Ottoman times, religious institutions 
and awqaf were headed by Shaykh al-Islam in Istanbul and administered 
by the Ministry of Awqaf. The British occupation of Palestine cut off all 
ties with Istanbul, and these institutions were placed under British officials.
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The Muslim community was alarmed at the prospect of their religious 
affairs being controlled by a Christian government led by British Zionist 
Herbert Samuel as High Commissioner and of their most important reli
gious institutions, shari'a courts and awqaf, being under the control of 
another British Zionist, Norman Bentwich, as legal secretary (later called 
attorney general). Muslims complained of religious discrimination and de
manded control over their affairs. Samuel assured the Palestinians that the 
''Government does not want to take the place of the Sheikh ul-Uslam," 
and suggested that the Muslim secondary electors to the last Ottoman 
Parliament choose a higher body. ̂  A  committee of this body drew up draft 
regulations for a Supreme Muslim Council with control over Muslim af
fairs. The High Commissioner accepted all provisions except the power to 
dismiss qadis.

Samuel urged the Colonial Office to approve the regulations: "For po
litical reasons it is urgent that Moslem opinions be satisfied as soon as 
possible. According to the historian Porath, Samuel, who was anxious 
lest the May 19 2 1 disturbances recur, considered the establishment of a 
council the best way to "placate" Palestinian opposition to the Zionist part 
of the mandate. The Colonial Office accepted this rationale, and in retro
spect, the head of its Middle East Department, John Shuckburgh, later 
expressed his satisfaction with their policy: "The institution of a Supreme 
Muslim Council in 19 2 1 has, on the whole, been one of the most successful 
moves in Palestine. It practically gave the Mohammedans self-government 
in regard to Moslem affairs. The arrangement has worked smoothly and 
has no doubt done much to reconcile Mohammedans to the Mandatory 
regime with its unpopular Zionist flavour."^® That is, by pacifying the 
Palestinian elite over their religious affairs, Samuel and the Colonial Office 
were able to defuse Palestinian opposition to British policy favoring Jewish 
nationalism.

This was the same spirit and policy that motivated Samuel to facilitate 
the election of al-Hajj Amin as Rais al-'Ulama' (head of the Muslim 
community), to serve as permanent president of the council, on January 9, 
1922. Despite a challenge by the Opposition (al-Mu'aridun), headed by 
Raghib al-Nashashibi, the vast majority (40 out of 47) of the secondary 
electors to the last Ottoman Parliament who voted elected Amin and, on 
a district basis, four council members for terms of four years each.^’

The election gave the Mufti considerable authority. He controlled the 
shari'a courts, the hiring and dismissal of court officials, the religious
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schools and orphanages, and waqf boards and funds. The council's budget 
in 1922 was Palestine (P)£50,ooo. While the Mufti and the council's reli
gious activities during the mid-i920s are not the focus of this biography, 
it is important to discuss briefly how the Mufti consolidated his religious 
power, enabling him to increase his political influence.

The Mufti's religious initiatives during the 1920s stimulated an Islamic 
revival throughout Palestine. He established a Muslim orphanage of 160 
girls and boys, supported schools such as Rawdat al-Ma'arif (which had 
250 students with a scout organization attached to it), repaired the Na- 
hawiyya School building within the Haram al-Sharif and established a 
library and museum there, imported 50,000 trees to plant on waqf land, 
expanded welfare and health clinics, and renovated numerous local 
mosques and other b u ild in gs.T h e  most impressive project that he un
dertook, however, was the renovation of the two mosques in the rectan
gular area of the Haram, the third holiest shrine of Islam and the center 
of Muslim worship in Palestine. The mosques were in a state of disrepair 
and near collapse when the Mufti assumed office. The physical condition 
of the buildings was only one of the reasons why their renovation became 
the focus of the Mufti's time-consuming effort, the other reason being 
that he sought to revive the importance of Jerusalem in the Muslim and 
Arab worlds and to reassert its centrality within Palestine.

The extensive need for renovation required a massive fund-raising cam
paign. A  delegation to Hijaz was sent in July 1923 (during the hajj), raising 
P£i 2,ooo and to India in October, raising another P£22,ooo. Delegations 
in 1924 to Hijaz, Iraq, Kuwait, and Bahrain raised the total sum to 
P£84,ooo. Contributing to this success were King Fu'ad of Egypt, who gave 
P£io,ooo, Nizam al-Haydarabad of India, who contributed P£7,ooo, and 
King Faysal of Iraq, who gave about P£6,ooo. In addition, the High Com
missioner, after obtaining a written promise that the Mufti would not get 
involved in political activities, assisted his efforts by sending letters of 
support to British authorities in Egypt and India to facilitate fund-raising. 
The restoration activities proceeded under the direction of the Turkish 
architect Kamal al-Din and with the assistance of Ernest Richmond. Both 
mosques were renovated, and by the end of the decade the Dome of the 
Rock was plated with gold.^^

The delegations and restoration of the mosques reaped a number of 
significant political benefits. The effort focused Arab and Muslim concern 
for Palestine, especially since the Mufti and his colleagues appealed to



fellow Muslims to defend Palestine against the Zionists, and the Haram in 
particular against the Jewish threat to regain the area of the site of the 
Jewish Temple. The fund-raising activity also enabled the Mufti to estab
lish contacts with heads of state and politicians and to become recognized 
as a Palestinian leader and Muslim figure. His recognition was enhanced 
in November 1925 when he headed a Syrian Relief Committee to assist 
virtims of the Syrian revolt, and in 1926 when he participated in the 
Caliphate Conference in Cairo.

Within Palestine, the Mufti's prestige increased. He consolidated his 
power in some regions, such as Jerusalem, Jaffa, and Nablus, while ne
glecting centers where the Opposition was strong, such as Hebron, Haifa, 
and Acre. Gradually he was able to fill key positions throughout Palestine 
with khatibs (preachers), imams, qadis, and other officials who either sup
ported his policies or were Palestinian nationalists. Conversely, critics of 
Amin's policies found it difficult to procure jobs or to retain positions they 
already had. Members of the Opposition who challenged the Mufti's pol
icies or ideology, because of interelite rivalry or Zionist bribery, found it 
virtually impossible to obtain jobs in regions where his influence was 
strong. This was also true for those advocating more revolutionary tactics. 
The Syrian-born Palestinian shaykh 'Izz al-Din al-Qassam, for instance, 
who wanted the Mufti to spend money on arms rather than on mosque 
repairs, was denied a preaching position in areas controlled by Amin in the 
mid-i920s, and preached in Hebron until he was killed by the British in 
1935.^̂

While the Mufti used his religious position to support, morally and 
materially, the Palestinian national cause, he was not primarily active in 
the politics or diplomacy of Palestine. The political affairs of the Palestinian 
community were managed by the Palestine Arab Executive under the lead
ership of the former mayor of Jerusalem, Musa Kazim al-Husayni. When 
Samuel proposed the formation of a Legislative Council in 1922 (and a 
similar Advisory Council in 1923), the Palestinian nationalist leaders 
firmly opposed it: they feared that acceptance of the council was tanta
mount to acceptance of the British mandate (which was approved in July 
1922 by the League of Nations) and support for the Jewish national home. 
They also considered unfair the council's composition, which reserved only 
43 percent— 10  out of 23 positions ( 1 1  British, 2 Jewish)— to the Arabs, 
who then constituted 88 percent of the population. Finally, they felt that
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the council was legislatively powerless, especially regarding such consti
tutional matters as Jewish immigration. But the opposing leaders were led 
by Musa Kazim and the Arab Executive, not the Mufti. Although Amin 
backed the Executive, as he did throughout the 1920s, his support was not 
crucial. In addition, he was too preoccupied with his new duties and reli
gious projects and with the Opposition.

The Opposition, headed by Raghib al-Nashashibi, conducted a bitter 
campaign against the Arab Executive and the Supreme Muslim Council 
and its presidents between 1923 and 1928. The rivalry between the Hu- 
saynis and Nashashibis, while based on an interelite struggle for power 
that began in the late nineteenth century, was exacerbated by Raghib's 
replacement of Musa Kazim as mayor on the one hand and the Husaynis' 
ascendancy to the highest political and religious positions on the other. 
Raghib once told a friend that he would oppose any position that the Mufti 
took, which helps explain why in 1923 the Opposition attacked al-Hajj 
Amin for opposing the Legislative Council, and reversed itself in the late 
1920S and accused him of collaborating with the British. It should be noted 
that the concept of loyal opposition was rarely practiced by either side. 
The historian Porath points out that in its eagerness to undermine the 
executive and the council, 'The majority of the prominent personalities of 
the opposition benefited from financial support from the Zionists" for their 
personal needs and for setting up their parties. Moreover, of those Pales
tinians who sold land to Jews, the majority were members of the Oppo
sition.

The Opposition succeeded in gaining strength in the mid-i920S. This 
was due partly to the decline of the Arab Executive and the Zionist move
ment, which suffered a temporary setback in Palestine in 1926-27. In 
municipal elections, the Opposition scored victories throughout Palestine. 
It appeared to many Palestinians that the nationalists had exaggerated the 
threat of Zionism. Yet these were short-term victories. Calls for reforms 
of the council never materialized, and the accusations of corruption and 
embezzlement proved to be false. The British officials who examined the 
council's ledgers could find no evidence that the Mufti was anything but 
incorruptible. By 1928 both factions rallied behind the executive. The Op
position did not capitalize on its political victories, and its members were 
susperted of collaboration and land-selling to Jews. Besides, the Zionist 
threat had become real again with the increase of Jewish immigration and
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the expansion of the Jewish Agency. According to the High Commissioner, 
support for the Opposition declined to an estimated 20 percent by the mid- 
1930s.

By 1928 the Mufti had consolidated his religious power while increasing 
his influence in politics, but never at the expense of his agreement with 
the British. In return for the establishment of the council, which gave the 
Palestinians a large measure of control over their religious affairs, and for 
his appointment as head of the Muslim community, the Mufti was expected 
to acquiesce and cooperate with the British mandatory government in keep
ing the peace. He had promised to uphold law and order. While he verbally 
attacked Zionism and, more cautiously, British policy, he refrained from 
organizing or participating in demonstrations, and made sure that the po
tentially volatile Nabi Musa celebration, in which he was the central figure, 
remained orderly and peaceful. No two individuals were in a better position 
to know whether the Mufti kept his promise than those to whom it was 
made: Bentwich, who believed that the Mufti kept the peace between 19 2 1 
and 1928, and Samuel, who considered him a moderate man.^



3 . Political Struggle Over the 
Western Wall, 1928-1929

A  DISPUTE in September 1928 over Jewish religious 
rights at the Western (Wailing) Wall, which was a 
Muslim waqf property, led to a disturbance in August 
1929 that cost the lives of 133  Jews and at least 1 16  
Palestinians. It was the worst violence between Jews 
and Arabs in Palestine in modern times.^

Amin al-Husayni emerged from the political violence both famous and 
infamous. He had become the Palestinians' most popular political leader, 
for most believed he had taken an active stand against Jewish claims to 
Muslim holy places and, ultimately, against Zionist designs on Palestine. 
By the same token he had become the most hated Arab in the Yishuv (the 
Jewish community in Palestine), for the Jews held him responsible for 
having turned a minor dispute in September 1928 into a political struggle 
and for inciting his "fanatical" Muslim followers to attack them in August 
1929. Glorification and vilification of the Mufti have continued since the 
1929 disturbances, consequently obscuring the events themselves and his 
role in them. Did he turn a trivial dispute into a political confrontation? 
How much did he contribute to the tension over the Wall and why? Did
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he organize the Palestinians and plan the August 1929 attacks on Jews? 
Before answering such questions, one must first understand how the dis
pute began in September 1928 and then analyze how the political struggle 
evolved.

Religious quarrels have always marred the ''h oly" city of Jerusalem. In 
modern times the disputes had arisen among Christian groups over control 
of parts of the Holy Sepulcher or some other shrine, and were usually 
precipitated by a priest putting a venerable lamp on a contested lamp stand, 
or saying his prayers in a contested spot. Religious squabble often advanced 
secular interests and led to riots, violence, and political struggles. In the 
1850s such a quarrel was an artificial casus belli for the Crimean War.^

The Jews and the Muslims also had their religious quarrels, at the West
ern Wall in the old city of Jerusalem. The Wall, known to Jews as ha- 
Kotel ha-Ma'aravi (Western Wall), is a remnant of the western exterior 
of the Temple of Herod, which was built on the site of the Temple of 
Solomon. Jews had come to it since the Middle Ages to pray and to mourn 
the destruction of the Temple and the loss of the glory of ancient Israel.^ 
The Wall is also the western wall of the Haram al-Sharif, Islam's third 
holiest shrine, a rectangular area enclosing al-Masjid al-Aqsa and the Dome 
of the Rock, from which, Muslims believe, the Prophet Muhammad as
cended to heaven on a nocturnal journey.^ For the Arabs, the Wall is also 
called "al-Buraq," after the name of the Prophet's "fabulous steed," which 
he tethered there. The surrounding area was known as the Maghribi quar
ter and the property of al-Ghuth Abu Madyan waqf. A  religious contest 
over the Wall was virtually inevitable.

Before World War I, the disputants were unevenly matched. The Mus
lims not only formed the overwhelming majority of the population but 
also dominated the administrative positions under the Sunni Muslim rul
ers. In disputes over the Wall, the Ottomans often decided in favor of their 
coreligionists. These disputes arose from Jewish demands to be allowed to 
bring to the pavement in front of the Wall such appurtenances as chairs 
and benches for the elderly, an ark, and a screen to divide men from 
women. The Muslims feared that if they acquiesced, the pavement would 
become an open synagogue and, therefore, a Jewish possession. The Jews 
would then be able to restrict the use of the pavement, considered part of 
the Haram and for some Muslims the only access to their houses.

The Muslims thus routinely protested Jewish innovations and the Ot
tomans generally upheld the status quo.^ There were occasions when the



Maghribi leaders did allow the Jews to bring appurtenances/ but these 
were secret and informal agreements and neither altered the Wall's status 
nor changed the restrictions which eighteen centuries of anti-Jewish laws 
and customs had established. The Jews had to endure the restrictions until 
World War I, when Britain assumed the Palestine mandate and promised 
to help establish a Jewish national home in a predominantly Muslim coun
try. With the backing of the greatest power and the recognition of the 
League of Nations, and with the installation in Palestine of a Zionist High 
Commissioner and legal secretary, the Yishuv grew in size, power, and 
daring. During the 1920s the status quo at the Wall was increasingly 
challenged, with the Jews demanding possession of the Wall and the sur
rounding areas. The Palestinians were suspicious of Jewish intentions and 
resisted their demands. By the late 1920s, the two communities were head
ing for a showdown.
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The Incident and Reactions. On September 23, 1928, the eve of Yom 
Kippur, an Ashkenazi shammas (beadle) brought to the Wall a larger ark 
than was ordinarily used, some mats and lamps, and attached a screen to 
the pavement in preparation for the religious service the next morning. 
The Muslims were notified, reportedly, by a Sephardi shammas who was 
unhappy over the Ashkenazi's refusal to share a tip.^ The mutawalli 
(guardian) of the Abu Madyan waqf immediately complained to Edward 
Keith-Roach, deputy district commissioner of Jerusalem, that the items 
were innovations, and that in any case the screen was blocking the public 
thoroughfare along the narrow (eleven-foot-wide) lane used by the Magh
ribi residents and their donkeys. Keith-Roach ordered the shammas to 
remove the screen, and the latter assured him he would do so. But the 
next morning the screen was still there, and the mutawalli again com
plained. The British police were sent for, and members of the congregation 
were ordered to remove the screen. The orthodox Jewish worshipers re
fused to "w ork" on this holy day. They apparently did not want others 
to do so either, for when the police proceeded to remove the screen, the 
worshipers held on to it, and an elderly woman attacked a policeman with 
her umbrella. All injuries were minor.®

The predominant view in the historiography of Palestine is that the 
Mufti transformed this minor religious and legal dispute into a political 
struggle, Tzzat Darwaza writes that the Mufti used the affair to reactivate 
the national movement.^ Yehoshua Porath says that the Mufti and his
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associates exploited what "seemed to them a Jewish provocation, in order 
to intensify the struggle against the Jews."^°

Writers such as Darwaza and Porath virtually ignore the six days that 
followed September 24. During these days, the Yishuv and world Jewry 
expressed their outrage and indignation. The incident had taken place dur
ing a prayer, Shmoneh Esrei, on the holiest day of the Jewish year, Yom 
Kippur, and at the holiest site of Judaism, the Western Wall. As if that 
were not enough, the Jewish leaders and press exaggerated the incident, 
and charged that the British police had beaten the elderly worshipers, 
thereby causing serious injuries.’  ̂ The Zionist Organization along with 
Chief Rabbis Kook and Meir, protested to the British government and the 
League of N a tio n s.Je w s organized a demonstration against police bru
tality, a Jewish mob in Jerusalem sought out the police officer who had 
removed the screen, and a strike was held on September 27.^  ̂The Jewish 
press was equally agitated. Davar quoted from a speech by the poet 
Hayyim Bialik describing the lane along the Wall as a "public latrine 
bespatted with dung of man and animal"; had it been a small synagogue, 
"no swine would dare desecrate it."^^ Do'ar ha-Yom implied that the Mus
lims were worse than the hooligans of the Russian pogroms. Most of the 
articles called for "redemption" or "expropriation" of the Wall. The Of
ficer Administering the Government (OAG) of Palestine, Harry Luke, con
cluded, "Jewish public opinion in Palestine has quite definitely removed 
the matter from the purely religious orbit and has made it a political and 
racial question.

In short, it was the six days of strong Jewish reaction, however under
standable, that transformed the September 24 incident into a political mat
ter. The Mufti was involved neither in the incident nor in the events of 
the following six days. It is true that during and after October he made 
up for that low profile. How much did he contribute to the tension which 
led to the violence of August 1929? Porath states that "his agitation con
cerning Jewish rights at the Wailing W all. . . resulted in the disturbances 
of August 1929."^^

This thesis fits in nicely with the general Zionist view that the Mufti 
was responsible for most of the violence in mandatory Palestine, and with 
the view of many pro-Mufti Arabs that he aggressively resisted Zionism 
throughout the mandate. The thesis is compelling particularly because 
Amin and the nationalist movement were the prime beneficiaries of the 
August violence. But a closer examination of the Mufti's role in the conflict
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shows that writers have either ignored or assumed too much in an effort 
to tailor the facts to fit their theses. They ignored the sequence and sources 
of provocation on both sides, and assumed that the Mufti had the intention 
and the ability to orchestrate events and to sustain them for eleven months.

The Mufti entered the fray because of the Jewish reaction to the Yom 
Kippur incident and demands concerning the Wall. As president of the 
Supreme Muslim Council he was ultimately responsible for all waqf prop
erty, including the Wall. It was natural for him to defend it against other 
claims. He submitted two memoranda to Harry Luke outlining the Muslim 
position concerning Jewish attempts to take possession of the Wall, its 
vicinity, and (according to Muslim allegations) the Haram as well. The 
Mufti seemed unusually alarmed by Jewish propaganda abroad, the object 
of which, he wrote, was to pressure the British to turn the Wall over to 
the Jews.^® He used the occasion to emphasize Muslim ownership of the 
Wall in the Husayni newspaper al-]amVa al-Arahiyya on October 1  and 
8, 1928. He may have also had a hand in organizing a Committee for the 
Defense of the Buraq al-Sharif. The committee issued a statement on 
October 25 in which it claimed to represent the Arab population in its 
defense of the mosque of al-Aqsa from the Jews.^^

Jewish leaders apparently realized that they had to refute the Mufti and 
allay Arab apprehension. On October 10  the Va'ad Le'ummi (National 
Council of Jews in Palestine) published an open letter to the Muslim com
munity in which it declared that "no Jew has ever thought of encroaching 
upon the rights of Moslems over their own Holy Places,"^® and that all 
the Jews wanted was to worship freely at the Wall. The letter called on 
"reasonable" Arab leaders to accept this "sincere" gesture and warned the 
Arabs that "the Jewish people are not ready to make any concession" at 
the Wall; any "interference or restriction" of Jewish "natural rights" 
would be regarded as "a  serious offense and a grave insult against the 
Jewish Nation. But the implication that the Jews merely wanted un
impeded worship was inconsistent with other utterances and actions. In a 
letter to the League of Nations, Colonel Frederick H. Kisch, chairman of 
the Palestine Zionist Executive, which represented the Zionist Organization 
in Palestine, requested the British to promote a sale of the Wall and its 
vicinity or expropriate the area.^  ̂In another letter, the Va'ad Le'umi urged 
the Palestine government to expropriate the Abu Madyan property, as it 
had the Karm al-Shaykh land a few years before.^

Thus, intentionally or not, the Zionist leaders contributed to the sub



sequent events through their statements of intent. Chaim Weizmann, pres
ident of the Zionist Organization, wrote to the Yishuv in The New 
Palestine, the official organ of the American Zionist Organization, that 
"the only rational answer" to the Wall dispute "is to pour Jews into 
Palestine." We must, he continued, "reclaim" our "homeland" and the 
Wall, even though the latter may take a year or two.^  ̂Such language may 
have been designed to pacify an angry Jewish community, but it also 
intensified the suspicion and hostility of the Palestinians and helped turn 
the minor dispute into a major political struggle.
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Al-Buraq Campaign, The dispute could not have developed into such a 
conflict, however, without the counteractions of the Mufti. After weeks of 
Zionist demonstrations, strikes, and protests, Amin decided to take the 
initiative by conducting what became known, from the Arabic name for 
the Wall, as the Buraq campaign. It was not only the intensity and duration 
of the Zionists' reaction that alarmed the Mufti, but also their use of Jewish 
influence in London and Geneva to achieve their aims at the Wall. He 
knew they were the strongest in these capitals and that the Arab voice 
there went unheard. Here was where the Zionists had won their battles 
over Palestine: the Balfour Declaration, its incorporation into the British 
mandate, the appointment of a British Zionist as the first High Commis
sioner in 1920, the concession given by the British in 19 2 1 to Pinhas 
Rutenberg to develop electricity in Palestine, the denial of proportional 
representation in the proposed Legislative Council in 1922 and in the Ad
visory Council of 1923.

The Mufti believed that the Jews had the ear of the British because they 
were represented in every layer of English society, including the House of 
Commons and the political parties. And he knew that by including Amer
ican Jews in the Jewish Agency, which was established in 1929 to replace 
the Zionist Organization in advising and cooperating with the Palestine 
government on matters concerning the Yishuv, the Zionists could soon 
count on the wealth and influence of the world's largest Jewish community. 
With such influence, the Yishuv would finally be able to take over the 
Wall, unless he, the Mufti, aggressively opposed them. He had already 
reacted firmly early in October 1928 by protesting and by printing state
ments. But this was not enough.

The Mufti's new strategy, which began in November, was more vigorous
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and long-lasting. It had three major elements: publicizing the issue among 
the Palestinians and in the Arab and Muslim worlds, in order to unite 
them on the issue; cooperating with the Palestine and British governments 
while challenging them to adhere to and enforce their traditional policy of 
the status quo; and taking actions necessary to uphold Muslim rights 
around the Wall. On November 1 ,19 2 8 , he attempted to galvanize Muslim 
Arabs by convening a General Muslim Conference in Jerusalem attended by 
Muslims from Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, and Transjordan. The resolutions 
they passed appeared to embody the same points mentioned in the Mufti's 
letter to the Palestine government on October 8, 1928. Both the memo 
and resolutions took positions which Amin maintained throughout the 
conflict. It may be useful, therefore, to analyze briefly the basic issues.^®

The Mufti wanted to emphasize that the Wall, or al-Buraq, was part of 
the Haram and holy to Muslims. The Jews had the right to visit, but not 
worship there. There is no doubt that the Buraq, on the Haram side, where 
the Prophet Muhammad left his "'fabulous steed," was considered holy. 
The outside, where Jews came to worship, was considered important be
cause of its proximity to the Haram, because it had been made waqf by 
the son of Salah al-Din (or Saladin), al-'Aziz, and because the shari'a courts 
and the Mufti's own house were nearby. But despite that, the Wall itself 
was not so holy to Arabs, nor did they treat it with the respect due holy 
sites. It was infinitely holier to Jews, and no exaggeration by the Mufti 
could obscure the overpowering fact that the outer side of the Wall was 
the most important religious shrine in Judaism.

The Mufti must have calculated that if he could emphasize that the Wall 
was holy to Muslims, the Jews might be prohibited from freely worshiping 
there. Their right at the Wall, he claimed, did not "go beyond a mere 
favor" granted by the Maghribi residents to any visitor. And they certainly 
could not bring appurtenances with them. The Palestinians had official 
documentation, dating back to 1840 and 19 12 , to prove their contentions. 
The Mufti, however, ignored the legal point that after centuries of worship 
the Jews had established a customary right to pray at the Wall.^^ He also 
ignored informal agreements between the Maghribis and the religious Jews 
to allow the latter to place appurtenances on the pavement. He was 
alarmed not so much over these minor infractions as over the ultimate 
intentions of the Jews, as he perceived them. The Arabs, he said, having 
learned "b y  bitter experience the unlimited greedy aspirations of the Jews"



in Palestine, believe that the aim of the Jews is "to take possession of the 
Mosque of al-Aqsa gradually on the pretense that it is the Temple, by 
starting with the Western Wall of this place/'^®

These charges concerning the Wall and the Haram go to the heart of 
Palestinian apprehensions throughout the 1920s, and finally led to the 
violence of 1929. It is important to examine briefly the merits of these 
charges and, in so doing, determine whether the Mufti was a responsible 
leader warning his people of impending Jewish takeover, or an inciter using 
the legal and religious issue to arouse the passions of Muslims and Arab 
nationalists. Aside from the Jewish outcry and Zionist posturing, did the 
Mufti have tangible proof to justify his claim that the Zionists had designs 
on the waqf property around the Wall?
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An ''Elaborate Scheme." Sufficient evidence existed of Jewish attempts to 
purchase the Wall and the area around it. It seems Weizmann thought the 
purchase of the Wall would stimulate enthusiasm for Zionism. A  few 
months after the British entered Jerusalem, he sought, in 19 18 , through 
Ronald Storrs, district governor of Jerusalem, to purchase the Wall and 
v ic in ity .T h e  Moroccan shaykhs of the Maghribi district were interested 
in the offer of P£70,ooo. But the Palestinians learned of the deal, their 
leaders protested, and the scheme was dropped.^® It was, however, revived 
eight years later. Colonel Frederick H. Kisch, head of the political depart
ment of the Zionist Executive, devised in 1926 what he called an "elaborate 
scheme" to purchase, with the help of Judge G. Frumkin, properties in 
front of the Wall, for which he was raising a sum of P £ i00,000.^^ He 
intended to start by purchasing partial waqf property facing the Wall. This, 
he wrote Weizmann, would "tend to break the Moslem sanctity of the 
whole property as a Moslem W aqf." It would set a precedent and out- 
maneuver the Supreme Muslim Council, which would be faced with a legal 
fact."̂  ̂He planned to evacuate the Moroccan Muslims from the purchased 
property, then demolish the houses,^  ̂ or turn them into "Jewish waqf." 
If this could be achieved in three years, he wrote, "the political effect would 
be very great. By November 1926 the Jews had bought a large property 
fifty meters from a gate of the Haram and the Wall, and were negotiating 
with owners of properties in front of the Wall.^^ In late 1928 Weizmann 
had P£6i,ooo with which to purchase the Wall. Sir John Chancellor, third 
High Commissioner of Palestine, advised the Jews to defer action until the 
excitement over the dispute ended.
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We do not know how much the Mufti knew about Kisch's "elaborate 
scheme." He knew about Jewish attempts to purchase the Wall, but was 
probably embarrassed to admit in public that fellow Muslims in his neigh
borhood were selling to Jews. He did reveal, however, that the Zionists 
had approached him, through a prominent person, with a bribe of P£50,ooo 
and offered another P£400,ooo for the property itself. The figures were 
probably inflated, by the Mufti or the Zionists, but the attempted bribery 
may be true. Colonel Kisch and H. M. Kalvarisky, head of the Arab de
partment of the Zionist Executive, often used bribery, in exchange for 
which Palestinian leaders, mainly from the Mu'aridun (Opposition), per
formed specific ta sk s .A m in  refused the bribe, and grew more suspicious 
of Jewish objectives. He also knew that the Jews wanted the British to 
expropriate the Wall and turn it over to them. There was a hint of this in 
1928 when Storrs, while trying to persuade the Muslims to sell, used the 
argument that they might later get nothing for it because it might be taken 
in a city improvement plan.^  ̂ After an incident at the Wall in 1925 the 
Jews called on the British to force the Muslims to sell their properties and, 
failing that, to expropriate the Wall and its surrounding area and hand it 
over to the Jews.^° In April 1929 Chancellor suggested to the Mufti that 
the Muslims sell the Maghribi district, which would be replaced by an open 
courtyard for Jewish worshipers and visitors. Amin responded that it may 
appear inhuman but the Muslims rejected surrendering any rights at the 
Wall which might endanger their exclusive title to the Haram.**^

The Mufti often charged the Jews with planning eventually to take over 
the Haram, since it had been the site of the Temple. It is not easy to 
determine how Jews felt before 1928 about the restoration of the Temple. 
Weizmann wrote in 19 18  that Jews went to the Wall to "bewail the de
struction of the Temple and to pray for its restoration."^^ In the spring of 
19 2 1, Sir Alfred Mond (later Lord Melchett), minister of health in the 
British cabinet and the financer of large Jewish projects in Palestine, told 
the Palestine Foundation Fund that a new "edifice" should be erected 
"where Solomon's ancient temple once stood. This became well known 
in Palestine. So did pictures showing the Star of David over the Dome of 
the Rock.'*  ̂ The Jews themselves were far from unanimous in their views 
on the Temple: some, whose orthodox beliefs forbid them from stepping 
on the holy of holies, talked about restoration of the Temple in the spirit 
or in the afterlife; others used the symbolic pictures for advertising or to 
raise funds; still others actually meant to take over the Haram. The Pal
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estinians did not notice the distinctions and believed the worst: that the 
Jews had designs on the Haram, just as they did on all Palestine.

Whether the Mufti also believed the worst is difficult to ascertain. In 
any case, he had little proof beyond a few statements about the restoration 
of the Temple, and some pictures with the Star of David over the Haram. 
But, as we have seen, he had ample proof concerning Jewish intentions for 
the Wall; the September 1928 incident only confirmed his conviction. This 
is why he had convened the Muslim Conference in November of 1928. He 
wanted the conference work to be sustained, and to that end he helped 
create a Society for the Defense of al-Masjid al-Aqsa and the Muslim Holy 
Places. The society's job was to publicize the conflict, which it did with 
zeal and even exaggeration. It published "appeals" and "manifestos" in 
the pro-Mufti weekly al-]ami'a aWArabiyya in late 1928 and early 1929, 
and its members, some of them militant, traveled around the country to 
spread the word about the Zionist threat. Once established, the society 
apparently functioned on its own, and not under the direction of the 
Mufti. He had direct control, however, over construction work on or near 
the Wall. Repairs within the Haram had been under way since 1922 and 
now included the erection of a four-foot wall on the Wall itself, to screen 
from public gaze Muslim women in their dwellings inside the Haram. It 
is not clear if the Mufti, like the shammas a few weeks before, was using 
the screening of women to protect women from the gaze of men, or to 
enforce his community's right at the Wall.

The Mufti also decided to place a muadhdhin (caller to prayer) on top 
of a house, which was later turned into a zawiyya (small mosque and 
hospice). The melodic calling, five times a day, was to inspire Muslims to 
stop their activity and pray. But Orthodox Jews who were trying to med
itate, chant, or pray at the Wall found the call disturbing and irritating. 
They found a recently revived Sufi ceremony {dhukr) equally disturbing. 
The ceremony, held in a garden near the Wall, included the playing of 
cymbals and gongs, and the shouting of "Allahu Akbar." The Mufti said 
that the cacophonous Sufi ceremony was part of the religious obligation 
of the Sufi Maghribi residents,^^ but his real purpose was probably to 
confirm Muslim rights at the Wall. For the Jews, the Arab discovery of 
the holiness of the area was belated and provocative. They complained to 
the British that the Mufti's actions were innovations and should not be 
permitted.
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British Policy. The British, however, were constrained by their own policy. 
In Jerusalem and London they sought a mutual agreement between Pal
estinians and Jews concerning the Wall, but, failing that, they fell back on 
a policy of the status quo. Rule through traditional leaders and traditional 
practices, as long as it did not conflict with British interests, had been a 
basic -tenet of British imperial policy in such places as Egypt. It kept the 
"natives" serene and happy. But what was good for Egypt was not good 
enough for Palestine, because in Palestine they had to satisfy the conflicting 
claims of two peoples.

The conflicts in 1928 seemed to immobilize the British, leaving the 
contending parties at odds. Part of the problem was that Palestine was in 
an administrative interregnum. Lord Plumer, who had replaced Sir Herbert 
Samuel as High Commissioner in 1925, had resigned and left the country 
in 1928 after three years of a rule whose peacefulness was as much due to 
his firm and imposing personality as it was to the decline of the fortunes 
of the Yishuv. The new High Commissioner, Sir John Chancellor, did not 
arrive until December 1928, when the two communities had already turned 
the September incident into a major confrontation. The British were torn 
between their political policy in Palestine, which favored the Zionists, and 
their religious policy of enforcing the status quo, which favored the Pal
estinians.

In the 1950s, the Mufti claimed that he fought against the British as 
well as the Zionists during the Wall controversy, because the British were 
helping the Jews.^^ The evidence indicates the opposite. Almost all his 
statements and actions, from September 23,1928 , until September 1,19 2 9 , 
indicate that he cooperated with the British during the fateful year, and 
opposed provoking them either by not yielding to their desires or by ad
vocating violence. The reason is that he believed, correctly, that British 
policy concerning the Wall in 1928, based on the status quo, was pro-Arab.

The Mufti approved of British policy from the time the British police 
forcefully removed the Jewish screen on September 23,19 28 , onward. The 
British issued a White Paper on November 19, 1928, justifying their ac
tions and reaffirming the status quo, that is, Muslim ownership and Jewish 
limited right of access.**® Amin thanked them for their "ju st" and "impar
tial" decision.**  ̂The document did not deal with the specific appurtenances 
that could be brought to the Wall. For that the British had asked, three 
months earlier, the Supreme Muslim Council and the chief rabbinate to
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furnish documentary legal evidence of Ottoman practice. The Mufti 
promptly furnished the documentary evidence confirming Muslim own
ership and limitations on Jews. The chief rabbinate did not respond for 
fear that the production of documentary evidence "might even weaken the 
well-known truth/' as the rabbis later said.^° The Jews apparently did not 
possess such evidence, but their delaying tactics must have been useful, 
since the government suspended the full enforcement of the status quo 
during the three-month delay. This annoyed the Mufti, who repeatedly 
insisted on the enforcement of the White Paper. Sir John Chancellor 
assured him on May 6, 1929, that since the Jews did not furnish the evi
dence, it seemed likely "that the contention of the Moslems as regards the 
bringing of benches and appurtenances to the Wall will be established."^^ 
He reminded the Mufti that the Palestine government had done "their 
best to support your claims," which resulted in the favorable terms of the 
White Paper of 1928, Amin agreed and said that he "depend[ed] on the 
Government.

Although the Mufti relied on the Palestine government, he had less 
confidence in the London government, which had postponed the final rul
ing on the matter for about three months. The delay, undoubtedly due to 
Zionist pressure in London on the minority government of Ramsay 
MacDonald (1929-1931) and on his colonial secretary, Sydney Webb (Lord 
Passfield), '̂  ̂ further upset and annoyed him. Although he continued to 
demand the implementation of the White Paper and carried on with the 
Haram's construrtion work, he remained cooperative. When the Palestine 
government requested him to suspend the Sufi ceremony, for example, he 
stopped it. When they asked him to suspend renovation at the Wall until 
the law officers of the Crown reached a decision on the legal rights of the 
communities, he acceded; and although one of the officers. Sir Boyd Mer- 
riman, was thought to have Zionist sympathies, the Mufti pledged to abide 
by the law officers' findings. Subsequently, their report restricted Muslim 
activities to those which would not interfere with Jewish worshipers "dur
ing customary times of prayers," but allowed Muslim work to resume as 
long as it did not disturb or annoy Jewish worship.

Despite these limitations, the Mufti accepted the report and the High 
Commissioner's restrictions. No wonder he was accused by the Arab Op
position press of trying to make himself agreeable to the Palestine gov
ernment.^^ His opponents were vehement in their denunciations of him 
between November 1928 and August 1929. They charged that the Muslim



Conference was prompted by the British. They accused him of using the 
Buraq campaign to fortify his position as president of the Supreme Muslim 
Council,^® a weak charge, since he had already been appointed president 
for an additional nine years. They also hinted that he had embezzled 
funds to build his house in Shu'fat, a Jerusalem suburb. Yet the money 
was a loan from George Antonius, a Christian confidant and an adviser to 
the Mufti. If some of these accusations sounded like Zionist charges, it 
is because they probably were. Certain Opposition papers, like al-Sirat al- 
Mustaqim, and several Opposition leaders were on the payroll of the Z i
onists, through Colonel Kisch.®^ The Zionists did not invent the Arab 
Opposition, They capitalized on it. The enmity between the Nashashibis 
and the Husaynis predated the British m an d a te .A s was pointed out ear
lier, Raghib opposed nearly every major position by the Mufti,®® no matter 
what the merits of the position might be or how high the cost to the cause 
of Palestinian unity and opposition to Zionism.
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Political Violence. The resumption of the Arab building operations in July 
1929 was interpreted by the Zionists as a violation of their rights at the 
Wall. There were the predictable protests by the Sixteenth Zionist Con
gress at Zurich, the Palestine Zionist Executive, and the chief rabbis. Rabbi 
Kook praised the Jewish youth who were ready "to sacrifice their lives in 
the cause of their Holy Place," and there were other intemperate state
ments.®^ But generally the moderate leaders began to calm public anxieties 
in late July. Telegrams between the leaders of the Palestine Zionist Exec
utive, who were in Zurich, and their subordinates in Jerusalem show that 
they had become alarmed by the activities of the militant Revisionists, 
supporters of Vladimir Jabotinsky.®® The moderate leaders were clearly 
"embarrassed" and fearful of an "accident." They appealed to Jabotinsky 
to control his press and his followers. But the militant press called for 
"insubordination and violence."®® One paper pleaded with Jews not to stop 
protesting and demonstrating until the Wall was "restored to us."®^ M il
itant activity was stepped up. Joseph Klausner, who formed the Pro-Wail
ing Wall Committee, helped organize several demonstrations. On 
August 14 , 6000 youths marched around the wall of the old city of Jeru
salem. A  demonstration at the Wall was planned for the next day. The 
moderates tried to prevent it and, when this failed, kept the authorities 
informed on the militants' moves.®® The demonstration occurred never
theless.
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The demonstration of August 15 , 1929, which the Shaw Commission 
later called the immediate cause of the violence/’  set in motion a chain 
reaction. Provocative actions on that day angered the Palestinians. The 
Jewish youths shouted, "The Wall is ours," raised the Zionist flag, sang 
the Zionist anthem ("ha-Tiqvah"), and, according to rumor, beat up Mus
lim residents and cursed the Prophet Muhammad. The demonstration took 
place in the Muslim Maghribi district in front of the house of the Mufti, 
who watched the whole thing. The following day 2000 Muslims marched 
to the Wall, tore up a Torah scroll, and burned some religious documents. 
Although the Mufti failed to stop the demonstration, he did succeed in 
keeping the demonstrators within waqf property, but this Palestinian coun
terdemonstration increased tension to the point that when a Jewish boy 
accidentally kicked a ball into an Arab woman's tomato garden the follow
ing day, he was stabbed by an Arab man who had come to the rescue of 
the shrieking woman. An Arab youth, picked at random, was stabbed in 
retaliation. The funeral of the Jewish boy was turned into a large and 
belligerent demonstration against the British officials of the Palestine gov
ernment and against the Palestinians/®

The Palestinians were alarmed. They had heard of the new Jewish 
Agency, which meant more money and power for the Yishuv. They were 
upset by Jewish press articles and Jewish demonstrations. These activities 
were exaggerated by militant Palestinians who were traveling around the 
country inciting villagers and spreading rum ors.Extrem ists on both sides 
capitalized on the dispute. It is obvious that both the moderate Zionist 
leaders and the Mufti did their share to increase the tension over Jewish 
demands for free access and Arab fears of Jewish encroachment on Muslim 
property. But it took Jewish and Arab militants to turn these demands aind 
fears of late July and early August into a violent confrontation.

At noon on Friday, August 23, Amin al-Husayni hurriedly left his house 
in front of the Western Wall for the nearby al-Masjid al-Aqsa. He had 
just been told by the chief of police of Jerusalem, Major Allen Saunders, 
that thousands of "nervous" Muslims had gathered in the Haram al- 
Sharif.^2 Indeed, throngs of Palestinians had poured into the city that 
morning from the countryside, responding to what they believed to have 
been an appeal from the Mufti (and which later turned out to be a rumor 
supported by a forged note) to gather in Jerusalem on August 23 in defense 
of the Haram. The crowds that greeted Amin were not dressed for the 
Friday worship. They were in their work clothes and were armed with
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clubs, knives, swords, and a few guns. After all, they were at the Haram 
to defend it against Zionists who, the Palestinians had heard, intended to 
march to the Muslim shrine, as they had belligerently marched on the 
Western Wall nine days before to demand Jewish ownership, and try to 
take it because it had been the site of the Jewish temple. The Muslims 
had hoped that al-Hajj Amin al-Husayni would lead them against the Jews. 
When the Mufti appeared in the Haram courtyard, the crowd began to 
chant "Say f al-Din, al-Hajj A m in!" (The sword of religion, al-Hajj Amin). 
He was their M u f t i , a n d  the most powerful Muslim leader in Palestine. 
Ever since a legal dispute had arisen over Jewish religious rights at the 
Wall, the Mufti had led the Palestinians in resisting Jewish nationalist 
demands for possession of the Wall and the surrounding area which in
cluded the Haram. Nevertheless, the Mufti instructed the Friday preacher, 
Sa'id al-Khatib, to give a pacifying sermon and urged the crowds to go 
inside the mosque to attend the service. He also sent word to the British 
authorities to quickly increase the number of policemen at the Haram and 
in the old city.^^

Soon after the Friday prayers, the crowds gathered outside the mosque. 
There they listened to a few militant shaykhs. Some members of the 
audience got up on a platform and exhorted the crowd not to take notice 
of the Mufti because he was unfaithful to the Muslim c a u s e . T h e  Mufti 
and some Arab and British policemen went from group to group in an 
attempt to disperse them, but failed. Soon the Muslims began pouring out 
of the Haram, one group heading toward Jaffa gate, the other toward 
Damascus gate. The Mufti rushed to Damascus gate, where he attempted 
again to disperse the crowd, which had picked up more Muslim and some 
Christian Arabs. But again he failed. The mob would not listen to him and 
marched on outside the old city to attack the nearby Jewish community of 
Me'ah She'arim. The other crowd attacked another Jewish community, 
Yemin Moshe, but there they were met by Jews armed with guns and 
bombs. The violence spread throughout Jerusalem. The Mufti and other 
leaders issued an appeal to the Palestinians to arm themselves "with mercy, 
wisdom and patience, for verily God is with those who bear themselves in 
patience."^®

But there was little mercy, wisdom, or patience in the next week. Pal
estinians in Hebron, upon hearing that their fellow Palestinians were being 
killed in Jerusalem and that the Haram was in danger, attacked the largely 
non-Zionist Jewish community there. They murdered 64 and would have
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killed more had other Palestinians not hidden their Jewish neighbors, and 
had a British officer not stood up to the rioters. More killing took place in 
Safad, where 26 Jews were murdered. Meanwhile, Jewish mobs murdered 
Palestinians in Jerusalem, Haifa, and Jaffa, where an imam and 6 Muslims 
were killed in a mosque. The British finally suppressed the riots, but not 
before 133  Jews and at least 1 16  Palestinians had been killed. The usual 
British response to violence in one of their territories was to send out an 
investigating commission to ascertain why the "natives" had become "ex
cited" and to recommend pacifying measures. The London government 
sent the Shaw Commission. Its report remains the most thorough and 
balanced study of the disturbance.

The commission determined that the Zionist demonstration of 
August 15  was the immediate cause of the violence, and blamed Arab and 
Zionist extremist groups. The Mufti had contributed to the political ten
sion but was absolved of a major share of responsibility for the violence. 
The commission found much evidence that he did not incite the riots: it 
established, for example, that the written appeal purportedly sent out for 
Arabs to come defend the Haram was a forgery. Moreover, the violence 
had taken place in several towns, like Hebron, where his influence was 
weak, and did not take place in many areas where he was strong. Had he 
called for violence, the response would have been greater and more wide
spread; instead, he called for nonviolence before, during, and after the 
outbreaks.®^

The Mufti needed such vindication. The Zionist and Western press had 
placed most of the blame on him. But he was more concerned about Arab 
public opinion. He had become a major political leader immediately after 
the riots, but Palestinian public hostility to the British made his cooperation 
with the government difficult. The British had harshly suppressed the 
rebellion, killing and wounding hundreds of rioters and innocent Palestin
ians. Over the next few months they brought in 1300 Palestinians for trial, 
condemned 25 to death (though only 3 were actually hanged), and used 
the Collective Punishment Ordinance against suspected villages.®^

Furthermore, the High Commissioner upon his return to Palestine has
tily condemned the Palestinians for the violence, and though he later with
drew his angry comments, he did not withdraw his refusal to continue 
discussions about a legislative council, which the Palestine Arab Executive 
had proposed.®® It was during this time that the Palestinians, for the first
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time, began thinking of actively opposing the British. But not the Mufti. 
As will be pointed out, he was seeking a political, not a military, solution.

The Mufti did contribute to the politicization of the September 24 ,1928, 
religious incident and to the tension that followed. But he neither incited 
nor planned the August 1929 violence. He was constantly aware that if 
he, as an official of the Palestine government, challenged the British, they 
might exile him to political obscurity as quickly as they had granted him 
religious power in 19 2 1. He was equally aware that the British were too 
strong for the Palestinians to challenge. Consequently, he practiced a dual 
policy between 19 2 1 and 1936: cooperating with the British on the one 
hand while verbally opposing Zionism and seeking an Arab Palestine on 
the other. Such a policy worked well for him during the 1928-29 dispute: 
it confirmed to most British officials his compliance while it verified to 
most Palestinians his anti-Zionism. Already by late 1929, however, he was 
pressed by an emerging anti-British mood to choose between the two mas
ters he was serving, the British and his own people.



4* The Politics of Moderation and 
the General Islamic Congress

THE AUGUST 1929 violence, which stemmed from 
years of political frustration and antagonism to Zion
ism, took the form of spontaneous attacks by Arabs 
against Jews. Many Arabs were also killed or injured 
by such indiscriminate force as British air power and 
Zionist bombings. Nevertheless, the High Commis

sioner condemned only the Palestinians in his uncharacteristically emo
tional proclamation of September 1 ,  1929. He also suspended discussions 
on a legislative council, which the Palestinians sought, and applied the 
hated Collective Punishment Ordinance to entire Arab villages. Moreover, 
90 percent of the people arrested on charges connected with the distur
bances were Palestinians.^ These actions embittered the Palestinians, who 
turned militantly anti-British.

Cooperation. The Mufti emerged from the political violence as the most 
popular Palestinian leader. He was perceived as having thwarted Zionist 
attempts to acquire al-Buraq and the Haram al-Sharif. Palestinian mili
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tancy, however, confronted Amin with a political dilemma from which he 
could not extricate himself: how to continue cooperating with the British 
while opposing their Zionist policy, and how to oppose Zionism more 
effectively. He and the Palestine Arab Executive opposed Zionism during 
the 1920S with petitions, delegations, peaceful protest, and an abundant 
amount of nationalistic oratory. But these methods were increasingly per
ceived as innocuous and exposed the Mufti and the executive to criticism. 
With each successive setback to the Palestinians, the Opposition reminded 
the public of the Mufti's cooperation with the British and his ineffectively 
moderate methods.

Despite the new militancy and the Opposition's charges, the Mufti re
sisted joining the militants. In late September a Syrian militant, Shabib 
Wahab, approached him with an offer, according to a British police source, 
"to organize bands for a guerrilla campaign." The Mufti reportedly re
sponded that he "considered this unnecessary at present."^ He was seeking 
a political solution, not a military one. On another occasion he said that 
the Palestinians were not ready for a confrontation with the British army.^ 
He may have considered that if he joined the militants, he would set 
himself on a collision course with the British, who could deprive him of 
the two offices from which he derived religious and political legitimacy, 
and also financial support. He therefore continued to cooperate with the 
British, as he indicated in two private conversations with the High Com
missioner, in October.'  ̂ "The Mufti promised to help in the maintenance 
of order and to cooperate with the Government. He had always held this 
attitude and he held it still and should continue to hold it even if Govern
ment did not listen to his representations. He regarded this as his duty 
not only to the Government, to God, and the people, but also to his own 
conscience."^

Amin also said that the Arabs were amicably disposed toward Great 
Britain both out of self-interest and because they believed in Britain's 
tradition of justice. They were, however, embittered by the harsh treat
ment they had received during and after the riots and, ultimately, by a 
British policy which favored the Jews. He attributed this policy to Jewish 
intrigue in Britain and Europe, and reminded the High Commissioner that 
it was Jewish intrigue with the Roman government and officials in Pal
estine which had brought the Lord Jesus to trial and condemnation two 
thousand years before. These and other comments indicate that the Mufti
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was intending to continue to oppose Zionism, champion the Palestinian 
cause, and cooperate with the British on political issues as he had done on 
religious and legal matters.

How cooperative was the Mufti? This is a crucial question in view of 
Zionist statements regarding his involvement in the planning and execu
tion of violent activities^ and the Mufti's own later claims that he had 
fought the British occupation since its inception.^ Some of these accounts 
were corroborated by a few of his associates, in their books and in inter
views.® Although, as noted, both Jews and Palestinians were misled about 
the Mufti's activities because of their adherence to their own myths about 
the man, there was a basis for these misconceptions.® For Amin, in his 
attempt to keep up with the increasingly militant mood and as a result of 
his own sympathies, maintained relations with the radicals, giving them 
vague moral support and keeping the confrontation option open. At the 
same time, however, he was, as the more impartial and accurate British 
documents confirm, a reasonable and pragmatic leader,^® and therefore, in 
practice, a moderate.

The Mufti's moderation went beyond private assurances to a British civil 
servant. In October 1929, he and his associates on the council were involved 
in discussion concerning a settlement of the Palestine probleih with <the 
British Arabist and explorer Harold St. John Philby, acting in a private 
capacity. The draft settlement provided for the establishment of a parlia
ment in which Arabs and Jews were to be proportionally represented, under 
the authority of a British High Commissioner who would safeguard Brit
ain's Balfour obligations to the Zionists, including continued Jewish im
migration to Palestine. Zionist leaders, including Weizmann, David Ben- 
Gurion, and Pinhas Rutenberg, rejected the plan. So did the Colonial Of
fice. But the Mufti accepted it, and sent Jamal al-Husayni, the secretary 
of the council and Arab Executive, to London to discuss it along with the 
Western Wall problem.

This was the Mufti's first diplomatic initiative since the August events 
had made him the most powerful Palestinian leader. It is thus significant 
that Jamal's starting position in the negotiations on December 19 , 1929, 
with the colonial secretary, Passfield, was conciliatory. He suggested grant
ing Palestine "some form of representative government," including an 
elected legislature based on proportional representation. He objected to 
British representatives in the legislature but accepted "some form of veto 
to be exercised by the High Commissioner."^^ Passfield rejected these pro



posals because they would reduce British, authority and, no doubt, because 
both the British and the Zionists could contemplate no democratic insti
tution based on proportional representation until Jews were in the major
ity. Otherwise, a Palestinian-dominated government would curtail the 
growth of the Yishuv, to which the British were committed. Despite the 
negative response in London, the negotiations encouraged the Mufti and 
the executive to seek more talks with the Colonial Office.

In a meeting of the executive on January 9 ,19 30 , the Mufti was elected 
to head a delegation to resume negotiations in London. His election was 
an official confirmation of a public recognition of his political leadership. 
He had, however, displaced the respected octogenarian Musa Kazim al- 
Husayni, who had been president of the executive and head of the dele
gations in the 1920s. The usurpation was premature and therefore resented 
by Musa Kazim and his supporters. During a new election two weeks later, 
the Mufti agreed to cede leadership of the delegation to Musa Kazim. After 
arriving in London in late March, the delegation, which consisted of Musa 
Kazim, the Mufti, Raghib al-Nashashibi, and 'Awni 'Abd al-Hadi, offered 
a moderate proposal similar to that which the Mufti's representative Jamal 
had submitted: a democratically elected legislature proportionally repre
senting Arabs and Jews, under a British High Commissioner who could 
veto legislation that he considered inconsistent with the mandatory obli
gation. Once again the British rejected the moderate Palestinian proposal 
for the same reasons as before. The British did not want to restrict their 
authority in Palestine, and they knew that the Zionists would not accept 
a democratically elected legislature, where they would have 18 percent 
representation and therefore be dominated by the Palestinians.^^

The Palestinian delegation raised two other points: restriction of Jewish 
immigration and of land sales to Jews. These issues had already been 
championed* by the High Commissioner in a letter to the Colonial Office 
on January 17 ,19 3 0 . They were later reiterated in the Shaw Commission 
Report in March and the Hope-Simpson Commission Report on 
August 22, and finally incorporated in the Passfield White Paper on 
October 20, 1930.
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Setbacks. When Amin al-Husayni returned to Palestine in June, he was 
faced with several emotional issues. The first concerned the legal proceed
ings against thirteen hundred mostly Arab defendants for their part in the 
August 1929 uprising. Twenty-five Arabs and two Jews had been sentenced
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to death for murder. After appeal to the Supreme Court, seventeen death 
sentences were upheld; all but one of them were Arabs. The Palestinians 
reacted with strikes, demonstrations, and petitions. The Mufti, the exec
utive, and other leaders appealed to the High Commissioner. They also 
solicited the help of friends in Arab and Muslim countries, who agreed to 
intervene. The High Commissioner commuted the death sentences of all 
but three, whose executions were set for June 17 . Once again the Mufti 
and other leaders requested help from Syrians, Iraqis, and Sa'udis but to 
no avail. The hanging of three Arabs incensed the Palestinian community. 
The three were convicted murderers, but what focused Palestinian attention 
was that no Jews were hanged even though dozens of Arabs had been 
murdered and injured as well. Moreover, the judges were all British and 
the attorney general, Norman Bentwich, was an avowed Zionist. That was 
enough to turn the hanged men into political heroes worthy of a general 
strike and a commemorative celebration.^^

The second issue, involving Britain's attempt to reach a final settlement 
of the Western Wall dispute before a Wailing Wall Commission sent by 
the League of Nations imposed one, was potentially more volatile^ The 
Mufti, despite legal advantages and British backing, was reluctant to reach 
an agreement with the Jews unless Muslim ownership was recognized. He 
was willing to allow Jews to visit the Wall, but not as a matter of right. 
This had been his position during the 1928-29 controversy, and he did not 
budge from it for fear that if he were to admit any legal right to the Jews, 
it might later be interpreted to the disadvantage of the Muslim community. 
The Jews, on the other hand, were reluctant to admit Muslim ownership 
because, no doubt, many wanted eventually to possess the Wall, despite 
their public denials. The Mufti claimed that the Wall was also holy to 
Muslims. Yet no claims by him could obscure the faa  that the Wall was 
much more important to Jews.

The High Commissioner Chancellor warned the Mufti that either a set
tlement would be reached which would be partly formulated by the Arabs 
and therefore favorable to them, or the international commission would 
impose a settlement which would almost certainly be "favorable" to the 
Jews and "repugnant" to the Arabs. Amin replied that he would settle for 
the latter rather than acquiesce in a settlement, however favorable to the 
Arabs, which was in any way contrary to his "convictions." To the High 
Commissioner's suggestion that the Mufti's participation in a settlement



would show him to be a statesman, he replied that he was ''not a statesman 
but a man of religion. This comment bode ill for the future, for it 
showed that the Mufti's suspicion and antagonism toward the Zionists 
made him incapable of pragmatism where they were concerned— some
thing he was able to do with his British and Arab opponents— even when 
compromise would have benefited the Palestinians. Subsequently, the set
tlement regarding the Wall, while confirming Muslim ownership, granted 
Jews free access and greater use of appurtenances.

The third setback concerned British policy in Palestine, which had re
cently seemed to tilt toward the Arabs with the Shaw and Hope-Simpson 
reports and especially with the Passfield White Paper. This document, 
which proposed a legislative council and restricted land sales and immi
gration— measures that would retard the development of the Yishuv— was 
greeted with consternation in Zionist circles. Using all the political and 
diplomatic means at their disposal, the Zionists thus exerted pressure on 
the weak minority government of Ramsay MacDonald to get it to rescind 
the White Paper.

When the British government began to waver, the Mufti sent Jamal to 
London once again to hold discussions with the Colonial Office. He wanted 
Jamal to do three things in London: influence the British to maintain the 
Passfield policy, encourage the Indian Muslims to speak on behalf of the 
Palestinians at the Round Table Conference in London, and, presumably, 
reach an agreement with the Colonial Office which would allow the Mufti 
to retain his hold on the shari'a courts and waqf funds. In return, the 
Mufti would agree to a limited legislative council.

Al-Hajj Amin's effort in London was again unsuccessful. Jamal was an 
intelligent and persuasive representative, but he was no match for the 
Zionists, who were represented in every level of British society and politics. 
On February 1 3 , 1 9 3 1 ,  MacDonald published a letter to Weizmann, which, 
despite the disingenuous British claim that it was a mere clarification of 
policy, was in fact an abrogation of the White Paper. It was called the 
"Black Letter" by the Arabs. No document, except the Balfour Declaration, 
was so unfavorably received by the Mufti and the Palestinians. Amin had 
based his policy of cooperation with the British on the belief that they 
were just and fair. During 1928-29 his cooperation had resulted in favor
able British decisions for the Arabs. Yet now both the legal battle over the 
Western Wall and the political battle over Palestine were in jeopardy for
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one reason, as he perceived it: Zionist diplomacy. That is, world Jewry, 
particularly in London and Geneva, was reversing all the gains made in 
Palestine by the Palestinians. The Palestinians were diplomatically weak 
and needed the help of fellow Arabs and Muslims.
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Looking Beyond Britain for Support. Seeking Muslim and Arab support 
against the Zionists was not a new idea. Amin al-Husayni's father, Tahir, 
who had been Mufti of Jerusalem until 1908, had briefly succeeded in 
influencing the Ottoman rulers of Palestine to restrict Jewish immigration 
and land sales. When Amin attended Dar al-Da'wa wa al-Irshad in Cairo 
in 19 13 , he learned from Rashid Rida, a founder of Pan-Islamism, that 
Muslims should unite in order to resist the Western incursion into Muslim 
lands. Between 19 18  and 19 2 1, Amin favored a unity between Palestine 
and Syria, largely to foil Zionist plans in Palestine. Later, he appealed to 
Husayn, King of Hijaz.

Shortly after he became president of the Supreme Muslim Council in 
January 1922, when his efforts would be more likely to bear fruit, the 
Mufti began leading or sending delegations to Arab and Muslim countries. 
He sent a delegation to Mecca in 1923, led a mission to several countries 
in 1923-24, and went to Mecca himself in 1926. He held a celebration in 
Jerusalem in August 1928 after the completion of the first stage of repairs 
at the Haram. The purpose of these activities was to make fellow Arabs 
and Muslims aware of the perceived threat to Muslim holy places, and to 
enlist their political and financial support for the Palestinian cause.

Political support for the Mufti and the Palestinians in the 1920s, how
ever, was meager. Arab and Muslim rulers and dignitaries had their own 
problems and were wary of getting entangled in the Palestine problem and 
straining their relations with Britain, from whom most were trying to gain 
concessions. Besides, there seemed to be no immediate threat to Palestine. 
But in September 1928 the Wailing (Western) Wall controversy erupted. 
The Mufti's warnings about Zionist designs on Muslim holy places seemed 
to be justified in the light of Revisionist and other Zionist statements and 
demonstrations challenging Muslim ownership of the Wall. Amin's first 
major response, as we have seen, was to call for a General Muslim Con
ference to be held in Jerusalem on November 1 ,  1928. The conference, 
with delegates from Syria, Lebanon, and Transjordan, organized a com
mittee which appealed to Arabs over the next few months, to resist Zionist 
demands.



Politics of Moderation 57

With the August 1929 violence, Muslim and Arab solidarity with the 
Palestinians increased. Amin called on Muslims to contribute to a Central 
Relief Committee, which he established to aid arrested and injured Arabs 
and the families of those who had died in the violence. The Muslims 
contributed about P£i3,ooo in less than a year.^^ At about the same time 
he had asked them to manifest their solidarity with the Palestinians by 
striking and holding a Palestine Day on May 16 , 1930. Several Muslim 
countries did. He had also invited representatives from Muslim countries 
to testify before the League of Nation's Wailing Wall Commission, and 
Muslims from several countries were present at the October 1930 hearings, 
during which they emphasized the universal importance of the Haram to 
Islam.^  ̂The Mufti therefore succeeded in drawing Muslims into the West
ern Wall and Palestine problems and in renewing personal ties.

The most useful of these ties was with the Indian Muslims. In 1924 and 
1926 during the hajj, the Mufti had met Muhammad and Shawkat 'Ali, 
leaders of the caliphate movement, which sought to restore the office of 
the caliph. Muhammad 'Ali visited Palestine in 1928 to propose a Pan- 
Islamic association, and again in 1930 to testify before the Wailing Wall 
Commission.^^ In late October the Mufti went to Cairo to meet the dele
gates of the Indian Round Table Conference en route to London to discuss 
Indian reforms with the Colonial Office. The Mufti urged the delegates to 
raise the question of the Wailing Wall with the British.^® Two months 
later he sent Jamal to London in part to work closely with the Indian 
delegation,^^ but within three weeks (January 4, 19 31) Muhammad 'Ali 
died. Muhammad 'Ali had had a deep attachment to the Haram in Jeru
salem, so Shawkat 'Ali and Jamal returned his body for burial near al- 
Aqsa. The interment may have been encouraged by the Mufti: it re
emphasized his point that the Haram belonged to all Muslims and was in 
keeping with his aim of turning the Haram into a Muslim pantheon to 
strengthen the attachment of Muslims to their holy sanctuary. ^7 A  few 
months later, in June, he urged that Husayn ibn 'Ali, the former King of 
Hijaz who as the sharif of Mecca had led the 19 16  Arab Revolt, be buried 
next to Muhammad 'Ali. And in 1934 Musa Kazim al-Husayni, too, was 
buried there.

The Mufti's association with the Indians was based on mutual self- 
interest. He needed their political and financial support, while they sought 
support in the Arab world for their idea of restoring the caliphate and 
fighting imperialism. They found the Mufti receptive to both ideas.
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The General Islamic Congress. But the culmination of the Mufti's efforts 
to rally Muslim and Arab support came with the Islamic Congress in 
December 19 3 1. The idea of holding an Islamic conference in Jerusalem, 
one of the holiest cities of Islam, was shrewd and ambitious. The conference 
would focus Arab and Muslim attention on the Palestine problem and enlist 
support for the Palestinians' struggle against the Zionists. As its organizer 
and president, the Mufti would enhance his prestige in Palestine, and would 
make himself a leader in the Arab and Muslim worlds.

While there had long been talk among Amin and the Muslims of holding 
a Pan-Islamic meeting, nothing specific was formulated until after the 
MacDonald letter of February 13 , 19 3 1 .”

A  few days after the letter was published, the Mufti and Shawkat dis
cussed the idea of a Palestine-centered world movement which 'British 
intelligence described as Pan-Arab, Pan-Islamic, and anti-Zionist. The ul
timate aim was a Muslim federation which would attain independence from 
the Western powers. A  Muslim university in Jerusalem would be set up 
through world Muslim financial support and become a nucleus of the 
movement. Shawkat 'Ali tentatively formed a committee to prepare for 
the congress to discuss such plans.

He and the Mufti considered Egyptian participation crucial to the success 
of the congress. Shortly after the publication of the MacDonald letter 
Shawkat tried to interest Mustafa Nahhas Pasha, the head of the Wafd 
party in Egypt, in the scheme. The Mufti himself went to Egypt on 
March 17  to enlist support. He reportedly told Muslims that the "Black 
Letter" brought Muslims and Christians in Palestine closer together 
against the British and Jews, that the revitalization of the Arab movement 
might change things in the Middle East, and that the Islamic conference 
would discuss Islamic federation which would end Western domination of 
Muslim countries.^^

The objectives were kept general, probably to assure broad Muslim and 
Arab public support for the questions of Palestine and Pan-Islamization. 
More impetus was given to these questions in June, when the International 
(Wailing Wall) Commission issued its report, which recommended that 
Jews be given more rights at the Western Wall. The recommendation, 
which was implemented by the British in an Order-in-Council, united the 
majority of the Palestine Arab Executive and the Supreme Muslim Council 
behind the Mufti, whom they authorized to send invitations for the con
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gress. After a few weeks and several postponements, the congress was set 
for December.

The Mufti sent out, in October 19 3 1, invitations to rulers of Arab and 
Muslim countries, and to religious and political organizations and individ
uals, to attend the General Islamic Congress, Mu'tamar Islami 'Amm, in 
Jerusalem. The Mufti was obviously aware that the British would not allow 
a meeting to be held in Palestine that would discuss Islamic federation and 
independence and opposition to British law concerning the Wall, The an
nounced purpose of the congress was thus general: to "investigate the 
actual situation of Islam and measures to be taken in defense of its inter
ests."^^ The real aim, as the Mufti later confirmed in his Haqa'iq 'an 
Qadiyyat Filastin, was to investigate the Zionist danger to Palestine and 
to its Muslim holy places,^  ̂ and to consolidate Muslim efforts against 
French and British domination.

The specific objectives of the congress, which were published in October, 
were all religious, though they were still vague enough to leave much to 
the political imagination:

Muslim cooperation.
Diffusion of Islamic culture.
Defense of the Muslim holy places.
Preservation of the tradition of Islam.
Establishment of a Muslim university in Jerusalem.

1.
2.

3-

4-

5-

6. Restoration of the Hijaz Railway to Muslim ownership.

The Mufti's proposed congress received enthusiastic popular support in 
the twenty countries to which invitations were sent. The Pan-Islamic no
tion of reuniting the umma (Muslim community) was still popular. Even 
more so was the prospect of Arab unity. But the rulers of these countries 
were suspicious of the Mufti's intentions. There was, for instance, a rumor 
that Amin might reopen the volatile question of the caliphate (historical 
ruler of the Muslim community), an office that had been abolished in 
March 1924 by Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk after the Turkish Republic sup
planted the Ottoman Empire.

There were three rivals for that position: Fu'ad, King of Egypt; 'Abd 
al-'Aziz ibn Sa'ud, King of the Hijaz and Nadj; and 'Abd al-Majid, who 
had been the last caliph. The Mufti did not mention this issue, and even
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claimed that the Zionists had spread the rumor that he was planning to 
discuss the caliphate to undermine the congress.

In Egypt, the Mufti came under strong attack from three groups: The 
Egyptian modernists attacked his planned congress as reactionary and con
trary to the modern development toward national states. He was also at
tacked by the shaykhs of al-Azhar University, who were afraid that a 
Muslim university in Jerusalem would undermine al-Azhar. And he was 
opposed by some politicians and newspapers who suspected that he wanted 
to establish a caliphate in Jerusalem for local purposes, such as to fight 
Zionism and to increase his own influence.

The Mufti found it necessary to go to Cairo again in October and No
vember to dispel rumors, clarify aims, and enlist support. He assurgd the 
'ulama' that the Jerusalem university would not compete with al-Azhar 
but with the Hebrew University, and he promised officials that the caliph
ate question would not be discussed.^^  ̂Only after such assurances to Isma'il 
Sidqi, the prime minister, did the government decide to send a delegation, 
though it later decided merely to allow private groups to attend, including 
leaders of the Wafd and Liberal parties, and al-Azhar representatives.^^

The Turks were even more critical than the Egyptians, mainly because 
they were anxious that rumors of the revival of the caliph 'Abd al-Majid 
and of the Ottoman regime would stir the "reactionary" element in Tur
key.^® The foreign affairs minister, Tevfik Rustu, declared in Parliament, 
"W e are opposed to any internal or external policy which makes use of 
religion as a political instrument." He was speaking of the Mufti, whom 
he privately called "irresponsible."^^ There is no doubt that in his attempt 
to unite the Arabs, Muslims, and Palestinians, the Mufti used religion in 
the service of Palestinian nationalism. He admitted as much in Cairo in 
November when he declared to al-Balagh newspaper that he hoped the 
congress would maintain Muslim interest in and gather support for Arab 
Palestine as world Jewry had done for the Jews in Palestine.*^

The Sa'udis were also suspicious of the Mufti. Ibn Sa'ud was hesitant 
to send a delegation to a congress that might discuss a caliph in Jerusalem 
where he had little influence. The Sa'udi foreign minister warned the 
British that the congress would be anti-Sa'udi and anti-British and sought 
advice about attending. Upon receiving an inconclusive reply, the Sa'udi 
government sent a delegation which arrived in Jerusalem after the congress 
was over,**̂

Indeed, many of the invited rulers could not decide if their interests
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would be better served by sending a delegation or not. If they did send a 
delegation, they could be used by the Mufti and thus put in conflict with 
Britain. If they abstained, they would antagonize their Muslim constitu
ents. To get themselves out of this dilemma, many turned to Britain for 
a cue.'̂ ^

The British were, however, in a similar predicament. If they canceled 
the congress, they would appear anti-Islamic. If they allowed it to take 
place, the congress could embarrass them and others, particularly the 
French, Dutch, and Italians, who might be denounced for occupying Mus
lim lands. Italy, which then controlled Libya, was particularly worried that 
if the Mufti criticized Italy's actions in Tripoli, as he had done in the past, 
such criticism in the congress might lead to a boycott of Italian goods in 
the Muslim world, and to a revolt in Tripoli. The Italians warned the 
British of the unfavorable consequences for Italian-British relations in the 
event of such repercussions from the congress.'^

The Foreign Office was thus deluged by European, Muslim, and Arab 
inquiries and warnings. The office felt "much anxiety" about the "inter
national repercussion" which the congress might cause, and consulted the 
Colonial Office and India Office about what to do. One proposal was to 
ask the Mufti to cancel it, but they decided they could not trust the " s ly "  
and "untrustworthy" Mufti, as they called him, to cooperate. Another 
suggestion was to hold the Mufti responsible for any political questions 
raised on penalty of being found unfit for office as president of the Supreme 
Muslim Council or "any other threat that may be thought effective." The 
High Commissioner in Jerusalem opposed this suggestion, since the Com
munists would gain the most from a reduction of his p o w er.F in a lly  the 
British decided to acquiesce to the congress but to give it no official bless
ing, keep the ex-caliph out of Palestine, and caution the Mufti.

The High Commissioner invited the Mufti to see him in November. 
Amin was quite cooperative and promised that no political discussions on 
Tripoli, the caliphate, or al-Buraq would take place. In a second meeting 
he even agreed to change any reference in the declared statement about 
the congress which might harm relations between Muslims and non-Mus
lims.^ Through political compromise and maneuver, the Mufti thus pa
cified or gained the confidence of Muslims, Arabs, and British; and 
neutralized Zionist, Turkish, and Palestinian opposition. He used the same 
skills to make the divergent Muslims speak in one voice at the congress. 
The Mufti opened the Islamic Congress on December 6, 19 3 1 (27 Rajas
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1350  A.H .),  which that year was the Laylat al-Mi'ra, the holiday commem
orating the Prophet's nocturnal journey to Heaven. Some twenty countries 
were represented by about 145 delegates, including some major intellectual 
and political figures of the Muslim and Arab worlds. The Mufti's mentor, 
Rashid Rida, was present, as were Muhammad Iqbal, the poet-philosopher 
of India; 'Abd al-Rahman 'Azzam, later secretary general of the Arab 
League (1945-52); Shukri al-Quwwatli, who would twice be president of 
Syria (1943-1949, 1955-1958); Riyad al-Sulh, who would twice be the 
Lebanese prime minister (1943-1945 and 19 51-1956), and Ziya al-Din 
TabatabaT, the exiled Iranian political leader.

The Mufti drew upon the various institutions and organs under his 
control. He used the band of the Muslim Orphanage at the opening cer
emony in the Aqsa mosque; the school facilities of Rawdat al-Ma'arif for 
meetings; the newspaper al-]ami'a al-'Arabiyya to publish articlest>n the 
proceedings, the participants, and their countries; and the funds of the 
Supreme Muslim Council (SMC) to pay the expenses of some of the guests, 
among them Rida.^®

The Mufti's influence on the congress, which lasted from December 6- 
17 , is indicated by the language and content of the pro-Palestinian reso
lutions that it passed. The congress condemned Jewish immigration and 
land purchases, Zionist designs on Muslim holy places, and the decisions 
of the International (Wailing Wall) Commission. It recommended the boy
cott of Zionist goods (the sale of which was, in any case, negligible in 
Muslim countries), the establishment of a fund to purchase and develop 
Palestinian lands, and the founding of a Muslim university in Jerusalem. 
And it affirmed solidarity with the Christian Arab Palestinians.*^^

Even some of the Pan-Islamic resolutions bear the Mufti's imprint. An 
association was established, under the leadership of Rida, to combat the 
spread of atheism and Christian missionary activity. Missionaries, mainly 
Protestant fundamentalists, often attacked Islam (although most were ig
norant of that religion, its culture, and the Arabic language), attempted to 
convert Muslims to Christianity, and supported Jewish claims to Palestine, 
all of which were resented by the Mufti. The congress attacked Communist 
Russia for its anti-Muslim policies in predominantly Muslim regions of 
the USSR. It resolved to recover the Hijaz railway, which had been built 
with Muslims' money and for Muslim pilgrims, but which had been 
"usurped" by France and Britain during the war.

France was also attacked for its policy in Morocco, as was Italy for its
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actions in Libya. British sensitivity over the Italian issue made them evict 
the anti-Italian 'Azzam. The Mufti had promised the British not to allow 
political issues to be introduced, but since the delegates kept the termi
nology vague and since he identified with the issues, he allowed them to 
be discussed. He permitted amorphous attacks on colonialism and the man
date system, but prevented a speaker from attacking Zionism because he 
was too specific. “

Most of Amin's aims for the congress were realized. He increased Mus
lim and Arab support for the Palestinians, strengthened his ties with fellow 
Muslims and Arabs, and enhanced his prestige in Palestine and in the 
Islamic world. The congress elected him, before it adjourned, to the pres
idency of an Executive Committee of twenty-five Muslims, who were to 
carry out religious and political activities. The new position allowed him 
to maintain his ties and increase his popularity. He sent out protests in 
the name of the Muslim world concerning the Wailing Wall decision, 
persecution of Muslims in Communist Russia, and harsh Italian actions in 
Tripoli.^^ In 1934 he and the Executive Committee, which included the two 
Syrian politicians Shakib Arsalan and Nur al-Din Atasi, began a mediation 
effort to end a war between Sa'udi Arabia and Yemen. After two months 
the mediation helped conclude a peace treaty between Ibn Sa'ud and Imam 
Yahya.^̂

Not all of the aims of the Mufti, however, were achieved. Although he 
pledged SMC waqf revenues and the Palace Hotel, recently completed by 
the SMC, for the Muslim university, the Mufti was never able to build it. 
He and Muhammad 'Ali 'Alluba traveled to Iraq and India between May 
and September 1933 to collect funds for the university, and for the land 
fund, but they found that Muslims' contributions did not match their 
enthusiasm. Amin later claimed that the Indians, particularly the Nizam 
of Heydarabad, had been willing to contribute but were discouraged by the 
B r it is h .I t  is more likely that contributions were scarce because of the 
economic depression which swept the Muslim world in the early 1930s. 
Disappointed, the Mufti gave up on establishing a university and rented 
the Palace Hotel to the Palestine government in 1934. However, using 
Council money he launched a vigorous land purchasing drive which se
verely limited Jewish land purchases.

By the time the Mufti became the political leader of the Palestinians in 
late 1929, his people had become frustrated, more militant, and anti-Brit
ish. He sensed the new mood, tried to warn the British, and undertook
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diplomatic initiatives to find a solution to the Palestine problem. When 
that failed, and after several setbacks, he tried to rally Arab and Muslim 
support on behalf of the Palestinians by holding an Islamic congress. The 
meeting was an immediate success for him and his people, but the gains, 
while substantial in terms of moral support, were small in terms of material 
and political help because his coreligionists were too poor, too weak and 
politically divided and dominated. It seemed to the Palestinians that if the 
Yishuv continued to grow, they would inevitably find themselves domi
nated in their own homeland. They did not focus on the reason for Jewish 
immigration in the early 1930s, namely Nazi persecution, but on its effect 
on Arab economic and political power in Palestine. The increase in Jewish 
immigration—4075 in 19 3 1, 9553 in 1932, 30,327 in 1933, 42,359 in 1934 
and 61,854 in 1935— highlighted the bankruptcy of such moderate methods 
as petitions, delegations, and demonstrations. The new militant mood 
caused the demise of the Arab Executive, even before its respected leader, 
Musa Kazim al-Husayni, died in 1934. A new generation of leaders, the 
Istiqlalists from the left and the Qassamites from the right, challenged the 
Mufti's methods, particularly his cooperation with the British. Time was 
running out on the moderate leadership of Amin al-Husayni.



5- The Arab Revolt: 
The Challenge

A  FEW days before the General Islamic Congress 
ended on December 17 , 19 3 1 , Pan-Arabists held a 
meeting in Jerusalem, whose outcome proved to be 
more enduring than the ephemeral achievements of 
the congress. The meeting was attended by fifty Pan- 
Arabists, mainly Palestinians and Syrians who had 

been supporters of King Faysal of Syria (1920). The group, which included 
followers of the Mufti, formulated an Arab Covenant which stressed anti- 
imperialism, and Arab independence and unity. ̂  The Mufti supported this 
pledge, and was active in promoting an Arab congress to be held in Bagh
dad. This congress was not held, however, because Sa'udi-Hashimi rivalry 
split the ranks of the planners and because Faysal, now King of Iraq (19 2 1-  
1933), did not want to antagonize the British, who were about to grant 
Iraq "independence,'" by hosting an Arab nationalist congress. Moreover, 
the Mufti withdrew his support and supporters from the scheme when it 
became apparent that the Palestinian Pan-Arab members were coalescing 
into a new party called Istiqlal (Independence),^ which was officially



founded on August 4, X932, While several parties were formed during the 
next few years, none so successfully challenged the Mufti, on personal and 
political grounds, as did the Istiqlal.
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Al-lstiqlal The Mufti viewed any strong, independent minded individuals 
with leadership qualities and pretensions as personal challengers to himself, 
irrespective of their nationalism or ideology. His supporters later argued 
that the Istiqlalists threatened to diffuse the leadership and increase dis
unity.^ That may be true, but the fact remains that the Mufti, like many 
Arab leaders, was authoritarian and could not tolerate competition. This 
in part explains why during the 1930s he surrounded himself with yes- 
men like Ishaq Darwish, Abu al-Sa'ud, Munif al-Husayni, Haydar al-Hu- 
sayni, and Emile al-Ghuri who lacked strong personalities. They were 
uncritical and loyal to a fault.

The leaders of the Istiqlal were, by contrast, independent, intelligent and 
articulate men who appealed to the emerging militant mood. Men such as 
Akram Zu'aytir, 'Awni 'Abd al-Hadi, Tzzat Darwaza, and Ahmad al- 
Shuqayri advocated active opposition not only to the Zionists but also to 
the British mandate, which they demanded should be dismantled and re
placed with a parliamentary Arab rule in Palestine.'  ̂ They opposed the 
moderate methods of the Arab Executive and the Mufti as ineffective, and 
criticized the Husayni-Nashashibi rivalry as weakening the Palestinian 
cause. In 1932 and early 1933 they were perceived by a frustrated public 
as the alternative to the moderates, and began to encroach upon the Mufti's 
constituency.^

Amin initially did not respond and probably would have tried to ride 
out the challenge, had the new party not set itself on a collision course 
with him by sharply criticizing his cooperation and collaboration with the 
British. The earlier Opposition had often used this attack effectively be
cause it struck a sensitive nerve in the Mufti and his supporters. The 
Opposition, however, had not had a charismatic or respected leader, had 
been suspected of opportunism or worse, and therefore had never had a 
wide following except in the mid-i920s. They had been an irritant and an 
embarrassment to the Mufti, but not a political threat. The Istiqlalists, on 
the other hand, were attracting his supporters and appeared to be the wave 
of the future. They could not be ignored.^

So the Mufti fought back. He dismissed his key rival, 'Awni 'Abd al- 
Hadi, the general secretary of Istiqlal, from his job as lawyer for the Su



preme Muslim Council. He then allowed his supporters to reveal that 'Abd 
al-Hadi had provided legal assistance to Jews purchasing Arab lands during 
the 1920s. A  campaign was unleashed against other Istiqlalists as well. The 
Istiqlalists had had the sentimental support of many Palestinians, but they 
had little else. They had no political machinery, no grass-roots organiza
tion, and no press support with which to fight the Mufti. Amin controlled 
the shari'a courts, the awqaf, and other institutions, and for all his caution 
remained a charismatic religious and political leader. The Istiqlal party was 
already beset by internal rivalry and financial difficulties, and by late 1933 
the Mufti's assault had crippled it.^
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Al-Qassam. The Mufti was able to overcome the Istiqlal challenge, but 
not the radical spirit which sustained it. This sentiment found expression 
in a secret religious organization led by Tzz al-Din al-Qassam, a deeply 
religious shaykh and a man of integrity, social concern, and eloquence. He 
was also a dedicated revolutionary. It will be recalled that back in the mid- 
1920S he had demanded that waqf money be spent on arms rather than 
mosque repairs. This had caused the Mufti to deny him employment as 
an itinerant preacher for the Supreme Muslim Council. But al-Qassam 
founded a mosque in which to preach his revolution, and he practiced what 
he preached. He not only preached a jihad (holy war) against the twin 
infidels, the Jew and the Briton, but also began buying arms and recruiting 
workers and peasants in northern Palestine, his power base.® In 1933, he 
sent a follower to the Mufti requesting him to start a revolt in the south, 
while he, al-Qassam, started one in the north. The Mufti reportedly re
fused, affirming again that he was seeking a political, not military, solu
tion.^

By 1935 al-Qassam was unalterably convinced that the methods of the 
Palestinian leader were ineffective. Jewish immigration had reached an 
alarming rate, and it seemed only a matter of time before the Zionists 
would establish a Jewish nation in Palestine. Al-Qassam refused to wait 
any longer. But before he could announce a revolt, he and a dozen followers 
were surprised by a British police detachment. Instead of escaping from or 
surrendering to the British troops, al-Qassam resolved to fight to the end, 
which came on November 19, 1935.^°

The news of al-Qassam's death sent a wave of grief and rage over Pal
estine. He became a symbol of martyrdom and self-sacrifice, embodying 
for the people the selflessness conspicuously absent among their leaders.



His death also helped to illuminate in stark relief the futile tactics of the 
politicians^ which is probably why they did not attend the funeral. But 
neither Amin nor leaders of the parties could escape his shadow. Indeed, 
al-Qassam achieved more in death than he did during fifteen years of 
preaching. He offered his people, hitherto largely peaceful and hospitable, 
a radical alternative— revolution. Throughout Palestine, radical youth 
groups formed to take up the mantle of al-Qassam, to fight Zionism and 
the British mandate. A  British intelligence report in December 1935 pre
dicted that the party leaders "will find themselves forced to adopt an ex
tremist policy" in order "to restore their prestige and prevent the 
leadership of the nationalist movement from passing out of their hands"; 
they would have "to satisfy public opinion and try a new course of action, 
as all their previous efforts in protest, demonstrations, public meetings, 
etc. had failed to attain their object.
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Violence and Strike. The catalyst which finally forced the Mufti's hand 
came on April 15 , 1936. Armed Arabs, presumably members of Ikhwan 
al-Qassam (the Brothers of Qassam), stopped a bus and robbed its Jewish 
and Arab occupants, telling the Arabs that their money would be used, to 
fight for the cause. They then murdered one Jew and seriously injured 
two others. The next night the Hagana, the militia of the Jewish com
munity, retaliated by murdering two Arab farmers. During the funeral of 
a second Jew, who had died of his wounds, a group of Jews beat several 
Arabs. Two days later (April 19) Palestinians from Jaffa, believing that 
fellow Arabs had been killed in Tel Aviv, attacked the adjacent neighbor
hoods in Tel Aviv, killing nine Jews. The government proclaimed a state 
of emergency.

Some writers have concluded that the Mufti inspired the events in April. 
Joseph Schechtman, for example, wrote that he incited the Jaffa Arabs to 
violence. Emile al-Ghuri suggested that the Mufti secretly inspired and 
led Palestinian affairs in April.^^ No source is supplied for these conclusions 
and both authors had axes to grind: Schechtman was a Revisionist Zionist 
who sought to implicate the Mufti in the violence; and al-Ghuri was a 
Christian Palestinian who tried to show that the Mufti, his hero, was 
responsible for the Palestinians' greatest revolt against the British.

The Mufti's secret as well as public actions indicate that during the 
crucial days between April 15  and 25 he had not yet discontinued his dual 
policy of nonviolent opposition to the Zionists and political cooperation
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with the British. Together with Palestine Arab party leaders, he had been 
discussing with Arthur Wauchope, the fourth High Commissioner, the 
possibility of sending a delegation to London. Amin wanted the delegation 
to counteract Jewish propaganda in Britain and to press for the establish
ment of a legislative council. The discussions were interrupted by the 
violence of April 15 - 19 . According to Zionist intelligence, the Mufti visited 
Jaffa on the afternoon of April 18  but had neither advised nor hinted that 
the Arabs should retaliate. Arab reprisals on April 19  were largely led by 
his opponent Fakhri al-Nashashibi. When rumors spread in Jerusalem the 
same day about the murder of an Arab in the Jewish quarter, the Supreme 
Muslim Council quickly investigated and denied the rumor. The Mufti 
told Wauchope the same evening that, barring an accident, no more rioting 
would occur. When on the following day Beersheba leaders telephoned 
him to ask what action they should take, he said that he had not decided 
on a definite policy and that they should do what seemed best for them.^^ 
The next day (April 21) he promised the High Commissioner to do his 
best "to prevent continuance of disorder."^®

Anticipating a disturbance at the Haram al-Sharif after the Friday prayer 
on April 24, the Mufti assured the High Commissioner that the sermon 
would be moderate. Before the sermon, one of his aides urged villagers to 
ignore the young radicals and to. refrain from disturbances and return to 
their villages after the sermon. The Mufti attended the sevices, and the 
sermon by Sa'id al-Khatib was indeed nonpolitical. When it was over, men 
came to him asking him to make a speech. He declined and walked toward 
his office, while his assistants told the angry men who were following him 
that they would be foolish to demonstrate because the police had orders 
to shoot demonstrators.^^

The Mufti had as little to do with the violence as he did with the general 
strike that was declared on April 19 ,19 3 6 . The decision to strike was taken 
without his consultation. The committees that reached the decision, first 
in Nablus, Jaffa, and Haifa, then, during the following five days, through
out Palestine, were composed of Istiqlalists, Ikhwan al-Qassam, Young 
Men's Muslim Associations, and other zealous nationalists. The Nablus 
committee was led by Akram Zu'aytir and the Haifa committee by Rashid 
al-Hajj Ibrahim, both Istiqlalists who had little use for the Mufti's mod- 
eration.^^ Yet the Istiqlalists wanted to widen support for the strike. The 
committees met with the Mufti and leaders of the parties to seek their 
support. The Mufti's party, the Palestine Arab party headed by Jamal al-



Husayni, was the first to support the strike but Amin remained aloof, 
reluctant to lead or join them.^ The fact is that he was still serving two 
masters, the British and the Palestinians, and was now being forced to 
choose. Although the violence was between Arabs and Jews, the general 
strike was directed against both the Jews and the British. Anti-British 
feeling was present in all the manifestos and letters of protest. Arabs 
attacked British policy and declared that the strike would continue until 
the Arab national demands were met.^  ̂ The Mufti was no doubt aware 
that assuming the leadership of such an anti-British movement could set 
him on a political collision course with the British, who would need as 
little legal justification to dismiss him from his offices as they had needed 
to appoint him.

Fortuitous events and the public consensus were making it difficult for 
the Mufti to stay aloof. The public mood, reflected in public meetings and 
enunciated in the press, was overwhelmingly for the strike and for his 
assuming the leadership. If he refused to join, he stood to lose public 
confidence and forfeit his leadership to the young radicals. Ultimately, the 
people's expectations and his deep commitment to the national cause forced 
him to make one of the most serious decisions of his life. But he made the 
decision grudgingly and by stages. After several days of discussions with 
Istiqlalists and young radicals, the Mufti accepted, on April 25, 1936 an 
Istiqlalist request that he lead a united movement. He did so only after 
they promised to meet his conditions,^  ̂ one of which was apparently that 
there be national unity, presumably under his leadership. The Istiqlalists 
therefore convinced the reluctant Raghib al-Nashashibi to become a mem
ber of a committee they sought to form. It was thus that what was sub
sequently to be called the Arab Higher Committee (al-Lajna al-'Arabiyya 
al-'Ulya) was established with the Mufti at its head.
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The Arab Higher Committee. The formation of the committee was the 
first attempt at national Palestinian unity since the demise of the Palestine 
Arab Executive in 1934. Besides Amin al-Husayni as president, it consisted 
of the heads of the six parties: Jamal al-Husayni (Palestine Arab party), 
Raghib al-Nashashibi (National Defense party), Husayn al-Khalidi (Re
form party), 'Abd al-Latif Salah (National Bloc), and Ya'qub al-Ghusayn 
(Youth Congress). The Christian community was represented by Alfred 
Rock, a Greek (^tholic supporter of the Mufti, and Ya'qub Farraj, a Greek 
Orthodox member of the Opposition. Two members of the Istiqlal, 'Awni



'Abd al“Hadi and Ahmad Hilmi 'Abd al-Baqi, were elected general secre
tary and treasurer, respectively.^^ Thus the committee represented the Hu- 
saynis and the Nashashibis, Muslims and Christians, moderates and 
radicals. They were forced together by a public that was tired of family 
feuds, policy divisions, and moderate tactics.

The committee was the child of the spontaneous revolt. During the first 
few months, it did not lead the revolt so much as be led by it. Actual 
leadership was more in the hands of semi-independent national commit
tees, controlled by young radicals,^  ̂ with which the Arab Higher Com
mittee often consulted before making public statements or policy decisions. 
The Mufti and the committee were, therefore, relegated to a position of 
moral national authority. Yet, because that authority was derived from 
the collective wish of the public, and because of the unity of purpose among 
the various groups, the committee was more than a symbol of a united 
front. It sometimes imposed its will throughout the country.

In its first manifesto to the "Arab Nation," the committee called for 
national unity and urged that the general strike continue "until the British 
government makes a fundamental change in its present policy in Palestine 
in a manner which will be manifested by the stoppage of Jewish immigra
tion. It declared its determination to achieve three major demands: a 
complete halt to Jewish immigration, prohibition of the transfer of Arab 
lands to Jews, and the establishment of a national government responsible 
to a representative council.

The Mufti sent the manifesto on April 26 to Wauchope accompanied by 
a long letter in which he explained Palestinian national frustration.^ The 
following are the salient points:

Revolt: The Challenge 71

1 . "The Jews have always declared their intention to make Palestine a land 
of Israel . . .  for all the Jews of the world."

2. Their efforts in increasing immigration and land purchase have one 
object in view, namely, the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine.

3. The British government has always ignored Arab rights, Arab national 
existence, and Arab demands; instead it administers Palestine under 
direct colonial rule and facilitates Jewish immigration and the usurpa
tion of Arab lands.

4. The British government trespassed on Arab rights when it issued the 
Balfour Declaration, "which affects a country which is not its own and 
which is included within the pledges given to the late King Husayn";



and the declaration stipulates that "nothing will be done to prejudice 
the rights of the Arabs in the country."

5. The 1930 White Paper admitted there was no surplus of land for Jewish 
immigrants, yet the government helped to increase Jewish immigration 
more than ever before.

6. The government's failure to remove the dangers to the Arabs resulted 
and still results in regrettable riots.

7. "The Arabs are of the strong belief that the continuation of the present 
policy will lead them to immediate annihilation. They find themselves 
compelled, moved by their struggle for existence, to defend their coun
try and national rights." The Mufti closed the letter by indicating that 
he was confident that the High Commissioner "appreciates the critical 
position of the present crisis and [IJ trust that you will endeavour to 
effect a fundamental change" in British policy.^^

The significance of the Mufti's letter was the public forum in which he 
chose to enunciate anti-Zionist and anti-British points, which indicated that 
he was identifying with the strike. Much had happened to bring Amin to 
this point. He had little to show for his petitions, negotiations, and co
operation with the British. While Syria and Egypt were being granted self- 
government, in Palestine a legislative council was denied. Continued land 
purchases by Jews had resulted in the dislocation of Arab villagers. Jewish 
immigration had increased, reaching the alarming rate of 61,854 ^935*
Zionist hegemony— through diplomacy, money, landholdings, and im
migration— seemed inevitable to most Palestinians. They supported the 
strike, hoping it would force the British to change their policies, and ex
pected the Mufti to lead them. The political realities and the public pressure 
on the Mufti forced him to become more radical. It was the beginning of 
the end of his cooperation with the British and, consequently, of British 
confidence in him.
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6. The Arab Revolt: 
The Response

THE GENERAL strike spread throughout Palestine in 
I y late April 1936 and increased in intensity and violence

in May, partly because of Zionist attitudes and British 
policy but mainly because the Arab demands remained 
unfulfilled. Zionist leaders denounced the Arab revolt. 
Chaim Weizmann, for example, put it this way: "On 

one side, the forces of destruaion, the forces of the desert, have risen, and 
on the other stand firm the forces of civilization and building. It is the old 
war of the desert against civilization, but we will not be stopped."^ Such 
remarks were resented by the Palestinians, as were Zionist demands that 
the British crush the revolt, harshly if necessary. ̂  Although the British 
had initially hoped to find a peaceful solution, on April 19  they enacted 
regulations authorizing deportation, collective punishment, search without 
warrant, and other laws that had proven effective in curbing restless "na
tives," who failed to appreciate the civilizing benefits of the British rule.

Other actions followed. Arab leaders were arrested, the Jewish police 
force was increased, and British army reinforcements were brought in from 
Egypt and Malta. The use of Tel Aviv port was permitted to replace the
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Jaffa port, crippled by the Arab strike, and the Jewish schedule of immi
grants was announced.^

These measures, which served as reminders of British partiality to the 
Zionists, antagonized the Palestinians still further. By late May, civil dis
obedience and political violence had grown into a full-fledged armed in
surrection. The detailed story of the Arab Revolt, which lasted until 1939, 
has often been told, but the Mufti's role in it is still shrouded with mis
conceptions and contradictions.

Far from being the instigator of the revolt and its leading spirit during 
the first few months, as some of his Palestinian supporters and Zionist 
critics would have us believe, the Mufti tried to limit the general strike 
and to keep it from becoming a violent revolt. Although he had bowed to 
public pressure and accepted the presidency of the Arab Higher Committee, 
he did not wholeheartedly adopt the tenets of the revolt. The revolt had a 
force of its own, which he could not control and which, in fact, forced him 
into positions he was hesitant to adopt. That is why during the first few 
months he vacillated, not knowing which course to take. That he was a 
loyal nationalist is clearly indicated in his speeches, interviews, and actions. 
But he also showed restraint toward the British and opposition to violence.

The High Commissioner apparently was aware of the dilemma in which 
the Mufti and others in the committee had placed themselves. He wrote 
the colonial secretary: "It is important that the position of the Arab leaders 
be understood, A  demand was pressed upon them from all Arab quarters 
in Palestine that the strike should continue until immigration had been 
stopped and this they foolishly endorsed in the excitement of the first few 
days of disorder. . . . [They] are at present powerless to stop the strike 
unless immigration is suspended as the feeling of Arabs is now so strong."^

The first major problem the Mufti faced as president of the Arab Higher 
Committee was a demand by Hasan Sidqi al-Dajani, the secretary of the 
National Defense party, that the Arab officials of the Palestine government 
join the strike.^ This was a curious suggestion, since al-Dajani was not 
only a member of the supposedly moderate Opposition, but also a known 
Zionist collaborator.^ British intelligence attributed this demand to an at
tempt by the Nashashibis and their followers to embarrass the Mufti and 
the mayor of Jerusalem, al-Khalidi, both government officials,^ by con
fronting them with the difficult choice of either striking and risking dis
missal from their powerful positions, or refusing to strike and becoming 
discredited among their constituents. The Mufti obviously did not like the
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proposal, and the committee, which discussed it, was unable to reach an 
agreement. The issue would not go away because 'Awni 'Abd al-Hadi, too, 
was urging officials to strike. Amin reportedly complained to Wauchope, 
whereupon 'Abd al-Hadi was arrested and detained.®

The second problem the Mufti faced was a demand for nonpayment of 
taxes. Aware of the consequence of such an illegal act, he informed the 
High Commissioner on the evening of May 4, 1936, that the committee 
might support illegal actions, such as the nonpayment of taxes. Wauchope 
immediately summoned the committee to meet him the next morning, 
when he cautioned them against associating themselves with the move or 
similar actions.^ The committee disavowed violence, but refused the High 
Commissioner's suggestions of ending the strike and of sending a dele
gation to London. The same evening, the police detained Hasan Sidqi al- 
Dajani for publishing a manifesto urging people to stop paying taxes and 
calling on officials to strike.

The Mufti's ability to resist activist pressures was declining. The radical 
committees requested a general meeting on May 8, 1936, where Amin 
delivered an emotional speech attacking Zionism and calling on the Arab 
and Muslim worlds to support the Palestinians. His criticism of Britain 
was mild. But when Raghib al-Nashashibi supported a proposal to stop 
paying taxes to the government, the proposal passed. Concluded a British 
police report: "Certain of the leaders particularly the Mufti and Jamal al- 
Husseini were against the proposal and only supported it because it was 
clear that opposition was useless."”

A  week later Wauchope suggested to the Arab Higher Committee that 
if they would end the strike, he would appoint a Royal Commission. Dur
ing a meeting at the home of 'Awni 'Abd al-Hadi, the Mufti's men, Ahmad 
Hilmi and Alfred Rock, recommended that the proposal be accepted not 
because they were unaware that previous commissions (Palin, Haycraft, 
Shaw, Simpson, French) produced no long term benefits, but because the 
revolt's cost to the Arab economy was high, and its benefits to the Yishuv 
enviable. Zionist intelligence, which frequently received reports from Arab 
informers on these meetings, stated that the moderate Husayn Fakhri al- 
Khalidi pointed out that the youth would not accept the proposal, and that 
its acceptance would turn the masses against the Arab Higher Committee. 
'Abd al-Hadi was also against acceptance, saying, in essence, that because 
of the public's mood and solidarity, this was the last opportunity to force 
the British to change their policy. It was that view that prevailed.”
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The committee then met with the High Commissioner to give their 
answer. The transcript of the interview indicates that the Mufti took a 
conciliatory position,^^ stating that all the members of the committee 
wished for peace and urged as much in their travels around the country. 
When Wauchope suggested that the committee issue a direct appeal against 
lawlessness, the Mufti replied that they needed "to find a formula which 
would not make them appear weak in the eyes of the people. The High 
Commissioner then suggested that the appeal could be issued the same day 
the appointment of the Royal Commission was announced, and the Mufti 
found this "the proper course." But Raghib al-Nashashibi stated that the 
appointment of the commission "without the stoppage of immigration 
would create a dangerous situation." 'Abd al-Hadi likewise rejected the 
proposal on the grounds that past commissions had gained the Arabs noth
ing; this new commission was the "affair of the British," while the first 
concern of the Palestinians was stopping immigration.

The next day. May 15 , 1936, al-Liwa', a pro-Mufti newspaper, issued 
an appeal calling upon the public to avoid violence and to use peaceful 
means, such as the committee decision to stop paying taxes, to attain the 
national goals. Furthermore, the president of the Mufti's party, Jamal al- 
Husayni, soon left for London with three other leaders to negotiate with 
the Colonial Office a way of ending the stalemate.

The Mufti's moderation did not go unnoticed in the Palestine govern
ment. The High Commissioner pointed out to his advisory council that 
the members of the committee "have publicly dissociated themselves from 
violent methods. He wrote the Colonial Office on May 23 that the Mufti 
had used his influence in keeping the Friday sermons calm, and that he 
and members of the committee had a moderating influence on extreme 
lead ers.T h e  same day, the Palestine police arrested sixty-one Palestinian 
leaders, including Fakhri al-Nashashibi. The Mufti and the committee were 
not included.^®

The arrests and detentions of Opposition figures did not, however, serve 
the Mufti's interests. Raghib al-Nashashibi and some Istiqlalists spread 
rumors that the Mufti had had prior knowledge of the arrests and that he 
had promised the High Commissioner on May 2 1 to end the strike. Op
position papers escalated their attacks on him, and the public mood began 
to turn against him. During a meeting of the Arab Higher Committee the 
majority of members voted for a proposal of no confidence introduced by 
the Jerusalem national committee concerning the Mufti and the mayor.
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But 'Abd al-Hadi, brought to the meeting by Jamal al-Husayni, pointed 
out that the vote would harm the revolt and asked .that it be withdrawn. 
The advice was heeded, but criticism of the Mufti continued, particularly 
from the Nablus and Gaza national committees.

While Amin's position with his fellow Palestinians was becoming in
creasingly untenable, his relations with the British were becoming strained. 
Even though they appreciated his moderating influence, he had accepted 
the presidency of the Arab Higher Committee and had agreed to the non
payment of taxes. This caused the High Commissioner to draw up contin
gency plans, approved by the Colonial Office, for deporting the Mufti and 
the committee should it become necessary.

Britain's changing attitude did not escape Amin's notice. The Mufti had 
become aware of this because on May 20 the colonial secretary hinted in 
the House of Commons that the British would consider "special action" 
against the Mufti, who received his salary from government funds. The 
Mufti sent a tart letter to the colonial secretary stating that his salary was 
partly from waqf funds and partly from the treasury, which in turn re
ceived funds from revenues of shari'a courts. He further noted that one 
of his duties was to "defend the rights of Moslems. Then, on June 17 , 
the colonial secretary issued a statement during the parliamentary debates 
asserting that the Supreme Muslim Council "has ordered no strike and 
Shari'a Courts and Waqf Administration are open and working. The 
statement had been made on the advice of Wauchope, who had predicted 
that it would have an excellent effea on the civil service, but it only 
increased the strain in Palestine. Two days later, on June 19, the colonial 
secretary compounded the error by stating that the Supreme Muslim 
Council had "decided not to take part in the strike."^ In fact, the Mufti 
had not even called a meeting of the council, perhaps to prevent it from 
deciding to strike. The colonial secretary's statement received wide public
ity in the Palestine press, causing embarrassment to the Mufti and putting 
pressure on him to fall in line.^  ̂The statement highlighted his paradoxical 
position as president of the Arab Higher Committee, which supported the 
strike, and of the Supreme Muslim Council, which only partially supported 
it as of June 1 1 .

The Mufti was obviously angered by the statement. The next day he 
sent the colonial secretary a strongly nationalistic memorandum in which 
he stated that the Supreme Muslim Council identified with all the demands 
and lawful actions of the Palestinian people and that British policy must
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change fundamentally. He seemed to justify the council's political involve
ment on the basis that the Jews were a threat to Palestine and its Muslim 
holy places, primarily the Haram al-Sharif.^^ The British, therefore, suc
ceeded where the Opposition had failed, in pushing the Mufti to declare 
support for the strike as an official of the council and in its name.

The High Commissioner, through his chief secretary, refuted Amin's 
claims that the Zionist case was fundamentally a religious case and that 
the Muslim holy places were in danger. The chief secretary went on: 
"Remembering your correct attitude up to the present in reprobating acts 
of violence, he [Wauchope] would remind you of the responsibility which 
rests upon you as the Head of the Moslem Community in Palestine to 
declare publicly and emphatically that you are on the side of law and 
o r d e r . T h e  Mufti replied a few days later: " I  am still of the same 
attitude . . .  in that I am actuated by keen and distinct desire to follow 
lawful means in asserting the nation's rights.

As the revolt became more widespread and violent, the British took 
harsher actions. Unable to subdue Jaffa, they destroyed a large portion of 
the old city, leaving many Palestinians homeless. In other towns, they 
blew up the houses of Palestinians suspected of harboring rebels, damaged 
mosques during armed clashes, and imposed fines on villages supporting 
the rebellion. Such methods, together with the deaths of hundreds of Arabs 
during armed conflicts with the British or Zionist forces, increased Pales
tinian bitterness. During the Mufti's travels around the country, he was 
visibly moved by the death and destruction, particularly to the Palestinian 
peasants. He had always praised British fairness and justice, but now he 
began to point out the "cruelty of the English.

During the summer of 1936, the Mufti accepted the use of political 
violence to change British policy and gave moral and monetary support to 
the rebels. He instructed preachers to use the religious theme of the Jewish 
threat to Arab Palestine and Muslim holy p la ces , and provided some 
guidance to the military commanders, but he did not assume direct control 
of the rebellion. Military recruiting, organization, and operations were left 
to local and regional leaders.

The High Commissioner realized the change in the Mufti's attitude in 
late August and attributed it to his fear of being "criticized loudly by his 
many opponents as a traitor to the Arabs and a tool of the English. A  
few weeks later Wauchope wrote: "There are many factors that weigh 
with that astute mind but his chief fear is to be left alone in the open.
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liable to be accused by friend and foe of treachery to the Arab cause. 
According to the High Commissioner, the Mufti feared more than criticism 
from the young radicals: he borrowed a bulletproof jacket to protect him
self from them.^^

The High Commissioner also attributed the change in Amin's attitude 
to the influence of George Antonius, a Christian adviser to the Mufti, who 
was later to gain fame as the author of The Arab Awakening. Wauchope 
described Antonius as "ev il" and "extremist. Both terms were often 
used by the British and Zionists to mean a Palestinian nationalist opposed 
to British rule and Zionism. In any case, it is doubtful that Antonius had 
that much influence on the Mufti.

Despite his radicalization, the Mufti did not give up on a political so
lution and called for the intervention of Arab rulers, notably Nuri al-Sa'id 
of Iraq and Ibn al-Sa'ud of Sa'udi Arabia, who tried to mediate. He did 
not want the help of Transjordan's Amir 'Abdullah, because of the latter's 
involvement with the British, the Nashashibis and, at times, the Zionists; 
but 'Abdullah undertook a mediation on his own in May. Shortly before
hand, 'Abdullah had received a suggestion from Moshe Shertok of the 
Jewish Agency that the Jews would support 'Abdullah as head of the Pal
estinians if the Amir recognized the Zionist interest in solving the Palestine 
problem. When 'Abdullah subsequently met with the Arab Higher Com
mittee, he suggested that they end the strike and send a delegation to 
London. The committee refused to compromise as long as the British and 
Zionists refused to consider suspending immigration.^

If the British and Zionists sought to divide the committee by encouraging 
'Abdullah's intervention, then their efforts succeeded. The split between 
the old enemies widened, with Raghib al-Nashashibi now taking a mod
erate stance, and Amin al-Husayni refleaing the radicalization among Pal
estinians.^^

By mid-October, however, the public began to tire of the revolt. The 
strike was costly to the Palestinians in economic terms, and 1000 Palestin
ians (together with 80 Jews and 37 British) had died in the armed clashes. 
Furthermore, the British threatened to institute harsh martial law mea
sures, and by September their troops had been reinforced to reach 20,000, 
against about 2000 Palestinians. The Arab Higher Committee therefore 
sought a way to end the rebellion through another Arab mediation. After 
consultations with the committee, the Arab rulers sent them an appeal to 
end the general strike and the rebellion, because "we rely on the good
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intentions of our friend Great Britain, who has declared that she will do 
justice. The committee accepted.

The immediate intention of Britain was to conduct an inquiry and a 
Royal Commission, the Peel Commission, was appointed for that purpose. 
When the colonial secretary announced that there would be no suspension 
of Jewish immigration during the inquiry, the Arab Higher Committee 
declared it would not cooperate. On the eve of the commission's return to 
London, however, the committee bowed to the pressures of Arab rulers 
and agreed to give evidence. The final Palestinian statement, dated 
January 6 ,19 37 , stressed yet again the McMahon pledge, the invalidity of 
the Balfour Declaration, and the fact that the Palestinians had never ac
quiesced to a British mandate, which was contrary to the League of Na
tions' principle of self-determination. The committee demanded that the 
mandate be removed and that Palestine be allowed to have an independent 
government . I t  was the first time that the Mufti, as head of the com
mittee, had formally asked for the end of British rule.

Despite this demand the Mufti and the committee were conciliatory. 
Amin told the High Commissioner in February 1937 that he hoped friendly 
relations with the British would be established.^® He advocated moderation 
and asked his subordinates in the Supreme Muslim Council to do the 
same.®^ But this was short-lived. The Arab economic situation had dete
riorated. The landless Arabs now numbered a quarter of the rural popu
lation, and Arab unemployment increased because, as the Arabs saw it, 
the government favored Jewish workers, to whom it paid twice the wages 
it paid the Arabs for the same output.'^

Tensions were increased in May by a hunger strike by 180 political 
internees in Galilee, and by rumors in June that the Peel Commission was 
going to recommend partition. The partition scheme was anathema to the 
Mufti. It would split Palestine into three parts: the British would keep a 
strategic and religious region, including Bethlehem and Jerusalem; the Jews 
would establish a state in Galilee, which would include some of the best 
land in Palestine and which would affect its Arab residents; the Arabs 
would establish a state united with Transjordan under 'Abdullah.

The main reason the Mufti opposed partition relates to his Pan-Arabism. 
During World War I, he had aided the British war effort because Britain 
promised to free the Arab world from the Ottomans. He had worked for 
the unity of Syria and Palestine under Faysal. Instead, France and Britain 
had split the two regions between them. Now Britain was planning a
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further division of Palestine among themselves, the Zionists, and 'Abdul
lah, whose Arab nationalism Amin found suspect.

The prospect of partition was thus the last straw for the Mufti. He 
became more defiant and began actively preparing for a resumption of the 
rebellion. He met with Syrian and Palestinian rebel leaders in Damascus. 
The British, like the Zionists, had their Arab informants there, and knew 
about his plans to "declare war on the British on the 8th July,"^^ the day 
after the Peel Report was scheduled to be issued. Before that time, Raghib 
al-Nashashibi and another supporter resigned from the Arab Higher Com
mittee, denounced the Mufti, and, together with 'Abdullah, prepared to 
accept p artition .T h e Nashashibis expected to take over the political lead
ership of the Palestinians in a state under 'Abdullah.

On July 7, 1937, the Peel Commission published its report, which was 
accompanied by a statement by the British government accepting in prin
ciple its recommendation on partition. The Zionists, though they did not 
like the partition boundaries, shrewdly accepted. Weizmann told Ormsby- 
Gore that he would help the British transfer the Arabs of Galilee to Trans
jordan.^ The Palestinians were overwhelmingly against partition. Because 
of that, and because the Jewish state included the pro-Nashashibi districts 
of Galilee and Acre, the Opposition rejected the partition.

The following day the Arab Higher Committee sent the British a long 
memorandum, signed by the Mufti, demanding the cessation of immigra
tion and of land sales to Jews. It also asked for the establishment of a 
national democratic government, with a treaty agreement safeguarding 
Britain's interest in Palestine and protecting all legitimate rights of the 
Jews.'*  ̂ Interestingly, the Mufti did not openly reject partition, as Raghib 
al-Nashashibi had done. He further agreed to start negotiations, through 
an Arab intermediary, with the Jewish A g e n c y .B u t  the effort was un
successful.

The Mufti claimed that the British tried to influence him to accept par
tition. A high official told him Britain was planning free elections in Pal
estine. According to Amin, the official had added, smiling: "W e know who 
is the people's choice and who would get a big majority of the votes." 
When that approach failed, according to the Mufti, the head of military 
intelligence sent him a warning that the British would do anything to 
protect their empire, including killing him if he got in their way. "Do not 
be stubborn," the message added. "Think of your life and have pity on 
your family and relatives."^® There is no way to confirm this account.



However, three years later, in 1940, Winston Churchill did approve the 
kidnapping and assassination of the Mufti.

The British also considered giving Raghib al-Nashashibi a P£io,ooo bribe 
to support partition. The High Commissioner thought Raghib could be 
bought but nonetheless opposed the idea,^® probably because he considered 
him an insincere and unreliable ally.^^

The High Commissioner was more concerned about moving against the 
Mufti. His problem, he told the Colonial Office, was that he could find 
'"no proof of undesirable activities" by the Mufti, He wanted to wait until 
Amin committed "some illegal act," yet he also wanted to be rid of him 
soon, to prevent him from arousing the population against partition and 
from supporting those who favored a disturbance.^^ Wauchope quoted a 
letter by the Arab Higher Committee to Arab kings in which the Mufti 
urged them "to work for rescuing the country from Imperialism and Jewish 
colonization and partition," This anti-British appeal, the High Commis
sioner wrote, was sufficient reason to deport him, although it should not 
be the reason given to the public.

Wauchope could not wait for proof of illegal activities and sent the police 
to arrest the Mufti while he was attending a committee meeting on July 17 , 
1937. Someone, perhaps an English friend, warned him of the impending 
arrest, and he escaped through a back door to the Haram al-Sharif. The 
British hesitated to arrest him in the Muslim sanctuary, because of the 
negative reaaions they expected from the Arab world.

The Mufti continued to issue statements against partition from the 
Haram and went on meeting with supporters. He also organized and fi
nanced a Pan-Arab congress (called the National Arab Congress), which 
met in Bludan, Syria from September 8 to 10 ,19 3 7 . The congress, attended 
by 400 leaders of the Arab world, rejected partition and reiterated its op
position to the Balfour Declaration and the mandate, and called for the 
establishment of an Arab Palestinian state which would guarantee British 
rights to Palestine under treaty.

When violence resumed in late July and August 1937, the Mufti, still 
ensconced in the Haram, issued an appeal, repeated in mosques throughout 
Palestine, calling for peace and self-restraint and condemning acts of terror, 
even in retaliation against Jewish terror.^^ But on September 26, the vio
lence flared up, when Palestinian extremists murdered L. Y. Andrews, the 
district commissioner of Galilee. Even though the Mufti and the Arab 
Higher Committee published a statement condemning the murder, the
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British seized the opportunity to move against the Palestinian leadership. 
The Arab Higher Committee and the national committees were declared 
illegal, and 200 leaders were arrested. Some members of the committee 
were deported to the Seychelles. The Mufti was stripped of his chairman
ship of the waqf committee.®^ Fearing imminent arrest by Muslim troops 
from India, he climbed down the walls of the Haram during the night of 
October 14 ; he was driven to Jaffa and fled by boat to Lebanon.^® He would 
not return to Jerusalem until a brief visit in 1966.

The rebellion escalated the following day, perhaps on instructions from 
the Mufti. A  rebel headquarters (known as al-Lajna al-Markaziyya li-1- 
Jihad) was set up at Damascus, administered by Tzzat Darwaza under the 
guidance of the Mufti from his house in al-Zug, north of Beirut. Although 
the headquarters helped with the coordination and cooperation between 
independent rebel leaders, the local rebel leaders were not dependent on 
it. Besides their military operations, they had to levy taxes and set up 
administrative offices and courts in the north as the civil government was 
expelled from most Palestinian cities and towns. The Mufti tried to give 
the revolt a general direction, and since his popularity in Palestine had 
increased, he was more effective in persuading leaders to follow his policies; 
but guiding the revolt from outside Palestine meant he had less knowledge 
of and impact on the daily decisions of the revolt.®^

The revolt reached its climax in the summer of 1938, when major cities 
were in the hands of the rebels. But after the Palestinians gained control 
over the old city of Jerusalem, the British struck back. With two divisions, 
squadrons of airplanes, the police force, the Transjordanian frontier forces, 
and 6000 Jewish auxiliaries, British troops outnumbered the Palestinians 
ten to one. The rebellion's ultimate defeat was ensured. The absence of 
political leadership on the scene did not help, nor did the abuses in tax 
collection and the political assassinations and executions of collaborators 
and moderates that were carried out by the rebels.®® Such excesses forced 
the remaining collaborators and moderates to active defiance. Fakhri al- 
Nashashibi, a nephew of Raghib, for example, wrote a letter on behalf of 
many moderates challenging the leadership of the Mufti. But support for 
the Nashashibis was negligible, partly because of the radical mood of the 
public and partly because Fakhri was a suspected collaborator.®^

Meanwhile, the prospect of world war loomed ever larger. Britain, under 
a new government and mindful of the need to station troops abroad and 
of Arab support, dropped the partition scheme. Instead, they proposed a
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round-table conference of Arabs and Jews, to be held in London. The Mufti 
was excluded, and he grudgingly sent Jamal al-Husayni as his represen
tative. But the London conference, in February and March 1939, was a 
failure. In an effort to break out of the deadlock, the British unilaterally 
issued a White Paper in May, which reversed its former policy: Jewish 
immigration was now restricted to 75,000 during the next five years, after 
which immigration would be subject to Arab consent. Land transfers would 
be restricted in a few areas, and prohibited in most. Finally if Arab and 
Jewish relations were good, within ten years Palestine would become in
dependent, and enter into treaty agreements with Britain.^^ Naturally, the 
Zionists rejected the White Paper.

The Arab Higher Committee was divided on the White Paper, but Pal
estinian rebels were not. They showed their defiance by issuing a decla
ration in which they rejected the leadership of the Husaynis, the 
Nashashibis, and the Arab kings who ruled by British sufference. They 
refused both a truce and the White Paper, and demanded total indepen
dence in an Arab Palestine. They backed these statements with a renewal 
of the violence.

Had the Mufti accepted the White Paper, he probably would have been 
challenged by the rebels in the field. But he rejected it. He did so partly 
because the British refused to deal with him directly even though he was 
the most popular Palestinian leader, and partly because the British refused 
to grant amnesty to the rebels, whose cooperation he needed. Moreover, 
the faltering revolt had made him bitter and uncompromising. The terms 
of the document were the most advantageous concessions that Britain had 
ever made. The Mufti's rejection clearly indicated that he was putting 
personal considerations and his idealism above practical politics.

The implementation of the terms of the White Paper was not conditional 
on Palestinian or Zionist acceptance. Although both rejected the policy, it 
was put into effect. The provisions concerning immigration and land trans
fer were implemented. But the establishment of a Palestine government 
was postponed by Winston Churchill, who was pro-Zionist and against the 
White Paper. The document was further undermined when the extent of 
the Nazi genocide against the Jewish people became known, causing world 
sympathy for the Zionist cause.

The Mufti's rejection of the White Paper ultimately did not affect its 
implementation. But the decision indicates the degree of his transformation 
during the Arab Revolt. When violence broke out in April 1936, he resisted
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joining the young radicals, believing he could maintain his dual policy of 
cooperation with the British and nonviolent resistance to Zionism. But the 
general strike and public pressure drew him in. He tried to contain the 
slide into violence, but the revolt had a force of its own. Political violence, 
British suppression, destruction, and a rising death toll forced him to 
choose sides. He became the moral leader of the revolt, and, after the 
announcement of the partition scheme and his exile, he became as uncom
promising toward the British as he had been toward the Zionists.

The final crushing of the Arab rebellion only confirmed the Mufti in 
this path. The defeat took a high toll on the Arab economy, social fabric, 
and military and political structures. A  conservative British estimate put 
the Palestinian death toll at over 3074. About 1 10  were hanged, and 6000 
were under detention in 1939 alone— out of a population of 960,000.^^

Above and beyond the national dimensions of the calamity, the Mufti 
suffered a personal loss of many relatives and friends, and the French High 
Commissioner of the Levant, Gabriel Puaux, reported that he was very 
depressed and contemplating su ic id e .In  any event, he had become a bitter 
man, a rebel in search of another anti-British revolt. He found one brewing 
in Iraq, and was determined to help it achieve its ends. The British were 
equally determined to stop him— if necessary by killing him.^^



7* Iraq's Quest for 
Independence, 1939-19 4 1

GERMAN ADVANCES in Europe provided Iraqi Pan- 
Arab nationalists with an opportunity to challenge 
British discretionary power in Iraq, theoretically in
dependent since 1932, and to press for a change in 
Britain's Palestine policy, over which there was con
siderable Iraqi resentment. The arrival of the Mufti of 

Jerusalem, Amin al-Husayni, in Baghdad in October 1939 strengthened 
the Pan-Arab challenge to British control and threatened the loss of British 
oil supplies and military bases in Iraq, Egypt, and Palestine.

Pinhas Rutenberg, chairman of the National Council of the Jewish com
munity of Palestine, visited the British Foreign Office in London on 
May 23,1940, to offer a "rem edy" for the declining fortunes of the British 
in Iraq.^ Rutenberg told an official, Bruce Lockhart, that the Arabs were 
awake and anti-European, and that the only one capable of leading them 
was the Mufti of Jerusalem. He criticized the British for allowing the Mufti 
to escape from Jerusalem in 1937 and from Beirut in 1939, and for allowing 
him to reside in Baghdad, where he became "the force" in Iraqi politics. 
The Mufti's movement, he warned, would spread like wildfire and cause



much bloodshed if the Allies suffered a disaster in France. "There are times 
in history/' Rutenberg continued, "when one must be sacrificed in order 
to save hundreds of thousands of lives. There are easy means of getting 
rid of the Mufti. They should be used— and used swiftly."^

The officials of the Foreign Office's Eastern Department agreed with 
Rutenberg's analysis of the rapid deterioration of the British position in 
the Arab world, and the Mufti's influence in it. But they considered his 
assassination proposal impractical. "Even if we were in the habit of in
dulging in political assassination," wrote an official, "the elimination of 
the Mufti would not make up for the intense outburst of feeling which his 
murder would surely provoke."^ To which another replied: "Accidents will 
happen sometimes and they do not produce the same feeling as murder. 
But if Mr. Rutenberg believes what he says, he could quite well realize 
his ambition."^

The British official believed that Rutenberg was capable of assassination 
because a British intelligence report about Rutenberg's earlier life in Russia 
alleged that while he had been a member of the Social Revolutionary 
Committee, he had been ordered to kill an agent provocateur in January 
1905. The report stated that he "killed Father Capon in his own hands in 
a public lavatory."^ Rutenberg became the chief of police under the rev
olutionary leader Aleksandr Kerensky before moving to Palestine when 
the Bolsheviks came to power. It was there that he obtained in 19 2 1 a 
controversial concession from the British to establish the Palestine Electric 
Company, and where he used his wealth and prestige to work, through 
the Palestinian Opposition, against the Palestinian national movement led 
by Amin al-Husayni.^

The Foreign Office finally decided against Rutenberg's remedy. The head 
of the Eastern Department, Lacy Baggaley, wrote: "He [Rutenberg] is 
mistaken in thinking that the disappearance of the Mufti would make any 
difference. The Mufti is merely the man thrown up by the moment. If he 
had not been on the scene, someone else would have played his part."^
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From Jerusalem to Baghdad. Al-Hajj Amin went to Iraq to resume his 
struggle against the British. As we have seen, he had not always been 
overtly anti-British, and indeed, from his appointment by the British as 
Mufti in 19 2 1 until 1936, he had pursued a dual policy of coooperating 
with the British while uniting Palestinians against Zionism. To his mind, 
it was the Zionists who were the real threat to Palestinian national goals.



The British were too strong to evict, but could perhaps be induced through 
petitions, delegations, conferences, and demonstrations— and with the help 
of the Arab and Muslim worlds— to alter their pro-Zionist policy. In any 
case, they would eventually leave, as they now appeared to be leaving 
Egypt, Iraq, and Transjordan. For these reasons and, perhaps, for fear of 
losing his positions as Mufti and president of the Supreme Muslim Council, 
he rejected revolutionary armed methods.®

The Mufti had succeeded in uniting Palestinians behind the national goal 
of self-determination, even while being criticized by the Istiqlal party, the 
Opposition, and young nationalists for failing to reverse the British policy 
that allowed the Yishuv to grow. His 1929 proposal for an elected legis
lature based on proportional representation was not even considered by 
the British (even though it gave the High Commissioner veto power over 
legislation) because the Zionists opposed it. Jewish land purchases had 
continued, and Jewish immigration reached an all-time high in 1935 fueling 
Palestinian fears of domination by an eventual Jewish majority. When 
violence flared on April 15 - 19 , 1936, and a general strike began to spread, 
the Mufti found it difficult to resist public demands that he assume the 
leadership of the strike and, later, of the revolt against further Jewish 
immigration and land acquisition, and for the establishment of a national 
government.^

The collapse of the three-year Arab rebellion, which the Mufti had led 
from his exile in Lebanon, left him a frustrated and bitter man. He was 
eager to resume the armed struggle in Palestine, but the rebels were over
whelmed and the population was exhausted. Furthermore, although he had 
enjoyed a relatively free political asylum in French-mandated Lebanon and 
had established a personal relationship with the French High Commissioner’ 
Puaux, the gathering clouds of war increased French-British cooperation 
and political restrictions on him. When France and Britain declared war 
on Germany on September 3, 1939, the Mufti was asked to announce his 
support for the Allies and was placed under virtual house arrest.^®

He sent a letter to Puaux expressing his gratitude for the good treatment 
he had received during the previous two years and explaining why he had 
to leave: to spare the French worry over his presence and to seek to recover 
his personal liberty. He bribed the French chief of police in Syria, Col- 
umbani, £500 to allow him to escape. Apparently the French knew that 
Columbani had been bribed by the Mufti at least once before, but they 
could not fire him. According to an intelligence report, Columbani was
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awarded his job after he had murdered a French politician, Stravinsky, "to 
save the French Government embarrassing revelations."^^ Disguised as a 
heavily veiled woman, the Mufti escaped to Baghdad on October 13 ,19 3 9 , 
two years to the day after he had escaped from the British in Palestine.
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British Reaction. The Mufti was regarded by the Iraqi public as the leading 
Arab nationalist and by some as the spiritual heir of King Faysal, the leader 
of the Sharifian forces during the Arab Revolt of 19 16  and the founder of 
modern Iraq. Consequently, the politicians, including the pro-British 
Prime Minister Nuri al-Sa'id, entertained and honored him at official ban
quets, provided him with comfortable accommodations, and gave him and 
hundreds of Palestinian emigres generous subsidies.

The British were worried about the Mufti's presence and reception in 
Iraq. Their policy had been, as one official put it, to "help him to oblivion" 
by ignoring him.^  ̂ Now they considered actively opposing him because 
otherwise, the War Office warned, the "M ufti and his circus will fully 
exploit the situation to our detriment. The Foreign Office asked Prime 
Minister Nuri al-Sa'id to obtain a promise from the Mufti not to get 
involved in pol i t ics .The  Palestinian leader pledged not to interfere in 
Iraqi politics and asked his followers to do the same, but he did not consider 
the pledge to include political activities on behalf of Palestine and Arab 
nationalism.^®

Nuri tried to reconcile the Mufti and the British. He had earlier tried 
to bridge the gap between Palestinians and British officials during the Arab 
Revolt (1936-39) and at the London Conference on Palestine (1939). In
deed, the Palestine problem was a major obstacle in Iraqi-British relations. 
If Nuri could contribute to its settlement, he could secure some credit and 
stem the tide of Iraqi Arab nationalist resentment against British domi
nation in Iraq and Palestine. He advised the Mufti to declare himself for 
the Allies and to criticize the G er m ans .A m in  considered the suggestion, 
but was reluctant to support the Britain that had destroyed Palestinian 
villages, executed and imprisoned Palestinian fighters, and exiled their 
leaders.^® Nuri also sounded out the British, but they refused to change 
their position on the Mufti, which was that Britain would have nothing to 
do with the leader of terrorism and assassinations in Palestine during the 
Arab Revolt.

Actually, terrorism had been employed by all sides during the revolt. 
Palestinian guerrilla warfare included violence against British officials, Jew-



ish civilians, and members of the Opposition, some of whom were collab
orators. The British and Zionist forces, in an attempt to suppress the 
rebellion, indiscriminately shot and bombed civilians, used suspects as hu
man minesweepers, executed Palestinians for minor offenses, and coop
erated with the Opposition to assassinate rebels. Nonetheless, political 
assassination was used more frequently by the supporters of the Mufti, 
resulting in the deaths of innocent people as well as of collaborators and 
opposition members. It also led to family feuds that undermined the re
volt.

The Mufti's role in the violence is not always clear, primarily because 
he did not have direct control over military operations, which were under
taken by local leaders. Neither the British nor anyone else had sufficient 
proof of his involvement.^^ Yet his influence in Palestine was such that it 
is difficult to believe, as he and his supporters later claimed, that he did 
not know about, acquiesce in, or even plan at least some of the violence 
against his opponents.

British aversion to the Mufti, however, was not based on their moral 
indignation, but on his rejection of British policy in Palestine. The Colonial 
Office wrote the Foreign Office that they would consider allowing his 
return to Palestine if he gave up his active opposition to the British and 
subscribed to the White Paper, declared himself for the Allies, and " if  it 
were also clear that he had lost all influence for effective harm and that 
his return would flutter no dove-cotes. Otherwise, the British wanted 
him neither in Palestine nor in Iraq. So their man in Iraq, Nuri, advised 
the Mufti to go to America to gain American sympathy. The Mufti de
clined.
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The Mufti's Role in Iraqi Politics. The Mufti spent the first few months 
in Iraq establishing personal relationships with the political and military 
elite. He initially refrained from interfering in internal politics,^  ̂ but 
against a background of growing turmoil over the course to be followed 
with the outbreak of war, the Arab nationalists among the young politi
cians and the military increasingly sought his counsel. The Mufti's advice 
was unequivocal: obtain arms for Iraq; cooperate with the British, but 
limit the 1930 Anglo-Iraqi treaty (which provided for mutual military aid 
in time for war); avoid antagonizing the Axis; and if Russia, Japan, and 
Italy joined the war, rise in revolt against Britain and France. In such an 
event, the revolt should start in Palestine, not Syria, under the leadership
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of the Syrian soldier Fawzi al-Qawuqji in order to compel the British to 
remove all Zionist forces and recognize the independence of Palestine.

Pro-British Iraqis such as Nuri, meanwhile, wanted Iraq to break rela
tions with the Axis, declare war against them, and send two army divisions 
to fight with the British. Nuri was able to make Iraq break relations with 
Germany as Britain requested, but popular sentiment against sending 
troops was too strong. General Husayn Fawzi, an Iraqi friend of the Mufti, 
captured the public mood against Nuri's proposal by saying: "Supposing 
the two Iraqi divisions were to pass through Aleppo and an Aleppan were 
to ask an Iraqi soldier: 'O brother, where are you going?' and the Iraqi 
were to answer: 'To the Balkans to fight the Germans,' what do you expect 
from the Aleppan except to say: 'Allah, Allah, O brother, what about Syria 
and Palestine ? " '2 9

Three trends worked to the' advantage of the Mufti and other Arab 
nationalists. First, there was increasing friction between Iraq and Britain 
over British unwillingness or inability to fulfill its promise to arm Iraq, 
and over Iraq's reluctance to declare war against the Axis in fulfillment of 
its 1930 treaty obligations. Second, public expectation for full independence 
from Britain, which had granted Iraq formal independence in 1932, in
creased with the declaration of war and with each British setback. Axis 
propaganda beamed at the Arab world through German and Italian Arabic 
radio stations^® encouraged this expeaation by reminding the Arabs of 
British imperialism and pro-Zionist policy in Palestine, and by stressing 
German victories which could ultimately free the Arabs. Third, there was 
increasing resentment over the Palestine problem. As historian Stephen 
Longrigg pointed out: "N o element in all Iraqi-British relations of the 
period 1937 to 19 41 was more powerful in poisoning them than the trag
ically mishandled Palestine Question.

The Palestine question also poisoned relations between the Mufti and 
Nuri. Between November 1939 and June 1940 thirty-nine Arabs were 
condemned to death in Palestine in secret British trials. The Mufti per
sonally knew most of the condemned rebels or their families. He received 
desperate appeals to intervene, but all he could do was call upon fellow 
Muslims and Arabs to intercede with the British. In one such effort, he 
wrote an Indian friend that the British were annihilating the "best ele
ment," whose only crime had been "to defend the country. In his mem
oirs, Rashid 'Ali al-Kilani, the Arab nationalist leader of the ill-fated anti- 
British coup in April 19 4 1 and at the time chief of the Royal Diwan (palace).
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described a scene in which the Mufti asked Prime Minister Nuri to in
tercede with the British to spare the life of a rebel. When Nuri casually 
refused to intervene, the usually placid Mufti became very angry and later 
told al-Kilani that the Arab nation was threatened with ruin if people like 
Nuri were to direct its affairs. The rebel was executed the next day,^^

Aside from the ideological problem, there was a personal rivalry between 
the two men. The Mufti had never been able to countenance the sharing 
of power and constituency, particularly with leaders of an independent 
bent of mind. This had been true in Palestine, where his entourage had 
been uncritical and compliant followers and where his relations with in
dependent and articulate nationalist leaders had been stormy. It was 
equally true abroad: he had the same problem with al-Kilani in Germany 
between 1941 and 1945, and with Nasir in Egypt in the 1950s.

Nuri al-Sa'id realized that public opinion was turning against him and 
coalescing around the nationalists, who were being aided and abetted by 
the Mufti. He had not wanted Amin to come to Iraq in the first place, but 
once in Baghdad, he tried unsuccessfully to influence him and to reconcile 
him with the British. His efforts to help resolve the Palestine question had 
failed. By March 1940, Nuri was isolated in Parliament, unpopular with 
his people, many of whom saw him as a traitor who subordinated the Arab 
nationalist cause to Britain's. He resigned on March 3 1 , 1940, and rec
ommended Rashid 'A li al-Kilani to take his place.^

Nuri thought that by relinquishing the premiership in favor of Rashid 
'Ali, he could secure the latter's support for a pro-British foreign policy. 
Al-Kilani, however, was reluctant to form a government, fearing that the 
military, which had supported Nuri, might intervene. The Mufti, cognizant 
of the opportunities presented by an Arab nationalist power, abandoned 
his promise of nonintervention and persuaded Rashid 'Ali to become prime 
minister. Since the latter needed the support of the "Golden Square" (a 
Pan-Arab, anti-colonialist group of four officers who had been an impor
tant factor in Iraqi politics since the late 1930s) the Mufti invited the 
colonels, with whom he had considerable influence, to his house and con
vinced them that Rashid 'Ali deserved their support. Al-Kilani then agreed 
to set up a government in which he was premier and Nuri was minister 
of foreign affairs.

Nuri made one more attempt at conciliation over the Palestine problem. 
This took place during a semi-official visit to Baghdad in July 1940 by 
Colonel S. F. Newcombe and the Mufti's representatives, Jamal al-Husayni



and Musa al-'Alami. A  firm proposal was drawn up in which the Mufti 
accepted the White Paper of 1939 as the basis for a settlement of the 
Palestine problem. In return for British implementation of the White Pa
per, which restricted Jewish immigration into Palestine to 75,000 during 
five years, restricted land purchases, and pledged independence for Pales
tine, with an Arab majority, after ten years, the Mufti would support the 
British war effort and the Iraqis would supply two divisions to fight with 
the British f o r c e s .N u r i  took the proposal to General Archibald Wavell, 
commander of the Middle East Command, and Newcombe took it to Win
ston Churchill, the new prime minister. But Churchill refused to enforce 
what he called the "anti-Jewish policy" of the White Paper. He also ac
cepted the Zionist request to organize a Jewish brigade in Palestine, despite 
warnings that arming the Jews would antagonize the Arabs and the troops 
could be used later against the British.^®

Failure to extract concessions from the British on Palestine, the instal
lation of an Iraqi government headed by the Arab nationalist al-Kilani, 
German air attacks on Britain, and the Italian offensive in North Africa 
seem to have convinced the Mufti that the time for Arab independence 
and unity had come. In preparation for a revolt, he sought to unite the 
Arab leaders who were in Iraq in the summer of 1940.

A  secret Arab Committee— composed of leaders from Syria, Iraq, Pal
estine, and Transjordan with the Mufti as their spokesman— was estab
lished. Their goal was to achieve independence through rebellion and then 
to unite the liberated Arab countries into an Arab nation. The Mufti was 
also the leader of two other committees, with which the Arab Committee 
was sometimes confused: a Palestinian group of former associates of the 
Mufti concerned with Palestinian matters, and a Committee of Seven made 
up of six Iraqi leaders, including al-Kilani, and the Mufti. As the head of 
all three committees, Amin was in a better position to conduct negotiations 
with the Axis aimed at receiving material and diplomatic support for the 
revolt and obtaining a declaration of recognition of Arab independence and 
unity.̂ ^
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Assassins and Rebels, The British knew about these negotiations, which 
were conducted between July 1940 and April 19 41, through the Mufti's 
private secretary in Berlin and a German Foreign Ministry representative 
in Baghdad. They also knew that the Mufti and the Iraqi Arab nationalists 
were gaining in power over Nuri al-Sa'id and other pro-British politicians.



and were causing Iraq to resist British demands. If Iraq were to conclude 
a secret agreement with the Axis, the British would suffer a major setback 
in the Middle East, jeopardizing oil supplies and the overland and air routes 
to India which, according to the Middle East commander in chief, would 
enable the Germans to threaten India.'*® This kind of analysis led the British 
to consider several kinds of actions against Iraq and the Mufti, who was 
by late 1940 considered the most influential and respected man in Iraq.**̂

In October 1940 the India Office suggested to London that the Mufti be 
kidnapped. The secretary of state for India, Leo Amery, wrote: "Would it 
be possible for a few bold lads to kidnap the Mufti in Baghdad, run him 
South by car out to a waiting aeroplane, and then to Cyprus? Nashashibis 
in Palestine, Jews and indeed all the Middle Eastern world would laugh 
and a real big danger might be a v e r t e d . T h e  secretary of state for the 
colonies replied that the suggestion "made us think," but that it was not 
practical. While the Jews and the Nashashibis would be "pleased," it would 
be "difficult to explain it" to Iraq, Egypt, and Arabia, where the action 
would be "widely resented." Also, continued the colonial secretary, the 
Mufti had his own private bodyguards, who would resist: "Perhaps the 
Mufti himself would be killed, which, however desirable in itself, would 
be embarrassing."'*^

The British chiefs of staff reached a different conclusion. "The Mufti's 
removal," they reported, "is unlikely to have ill effects, since it is strength, 
not weakness, which is admired in the Arab world." So they recommended 
to the cabinet of Winston Churchill that the Mufti be killed.

After a brief discussion of the chiefs of staff report in the cabinet, Chur
chill, according to the Foreign Office, approved the assassination of the 
Mufti in early November 1940. The Foreign Office continued to doubt the 
usefulness of such an action. Wrote Baxter of the Eastern Department: 
"Even if the murder were successfully carried out, it would probably not 
turn out to our advantage, whereas if the attempt were unsuccessful . . . 
the results might be disastrous . . .  it would alienate Arab opinion 
throughout the Middle East."'*® For that reason the Foreign Office hoped 
that they would not be the ones to "carry out" the assassination.^ Ap
parently, it was left up to the Chiefs of Staff, whose position in Iraq was 
deteriorating rapidly in early 19 4 1 / despite British success in forcing the 
al-Kilani government to resign in January.

The showdown between the pro-British element (Nuri al-Sa'id, the re
gent, Amin 'Abd al-Ilah, and their supporters) and the Arab nationalists
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(the Mufti, Rashid 'Ali al-Kilani, and the Golden Square) reached its climax 
in a coup on April i ,  19 4 1, led by the four colonels of the Golden Square, 
which reinstalled al-Kilani as prime minister. The new regime promised 
to uphold the Anglo*Iraqi treaty of 1930, but relations with Britain con
tinued to deteriorate. Winston Churchill informed Leo Amery, on April 8: 
"The situation in Iraq has turned sour."'*^ The British decided to act.

While British troop reinforcements began entering the country through 
Basra, General Percival Wavell, head of the Middle East Command, ordered 
the release from a Palestine jail of David Raziel, a leader of the outlawed 
Zionist underground organization Irgun Zeva'i Le'ummi, and a few of his 
companions. They were to go to Iraq, disguise themselves as Arabs, kidnap 
or kill the Mufti, and destroy oil installations. The Irgunists claim that it 
had been their idea to "acquire" the Mufti.^® Be that as it may, on May 18 , 
19 4 1, a British plane brought the Irgun group, headed by Raziel and Ya'kov 
Meridor, to the besieged RAF base at Habbaniyya, Iraq. Before they could 
fulfill the mission, however, Raziel was killed by a German plane, which 
strafed his car on May 20. The mission was aborted.^^

The German plane that killed Raziel was one of the few that saw action 
since fighting had begun in early May. The Iraqis had called upon the 
Germans to provide help as soon as Churchill began dispatching troops to 
Iraq in late April, thereby thwarting the nationalists' attempt to free Iraq 
from British tutelage. But the Germans, busy with preparations to invade 
the USSR, sent only one squadron, part of which supported Iraqi artillery 
which had surrounded Britain's Habbaniyya air base. Other Iraqi forces 
had surrounded the British embassy compound in Baghdad. Meanwhile 
Wavell had brought in British troops from India and a mobile force from 
Palestine which included British and Jewish troops, Amir 'Abdullah's Arab 
Legion, and the Transjordanian Frontier Force (Arab troops recruited by 
the Palestine government). In a desperate attempt, the Mufti issued a fatwa 
urging Arabs and Muslims to help Iraq free herself from British imperi
alism. The fatwa was the most anti-British statement he had ever made, 
pointing out how the British had promised to free the Arabs from the 
Ottomans but instead had divided the Arab world and imposed British rule, 
and committed "unheard of barbarism" in Palestine.®® After a month of 
fighting and another show of force at the outskirts of Baghdad by the Arab 
Legion and British troops on May 29, the poorly armed and disorganized 
Iraqis gave up the f i g h t . A f t e r  the British victory, a mob attacked the 
Jewish quarter in Baghdad on June 1-2 . Neither the British troops nor the
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regent tried to stop the two-day pogrom until after 120 Iraqi Jews had 
been murdered.

The Arab nationalist leaders fled the country on May 29, though some, 
including the four army colonels behind the revolt, were captured and 
hanged by the pro-British government of Nuri al-Sa'id. Their revolt had 
been a genuine attempt to achieve full Iraqi independence at what seemed 
to be an opportune moment. In fact, however, their revolt was premature: 
the Iraqi military was hardly prepared to challenge Britain's military 
power, and the British Empire could not afford to lose its oil supplies and 
military bases while it was in a desperate struggle with Germany in Europe 
and North Africa. Another miscalculation was Arab nationalist confidence 
in material German support, promised in the winter of 1940-41. Even if 
Germany had sent sufficient troops and the combined German and Iraqi 
forces had defeated the British, there is no reason to believe that Germany 
would have honored the promises of Arab independence or been less per
fidious with the Mufti and al-Kilani than Britain had been with Sharif 
Husayn in World War I. Once again, the Arabs may well have fought for 
the privilege of exchanging imperial masters.

The Mufti and his colleagues managed to escape from Baghdad on the 
night of May 29 for Iran, where Riza Shah gave them political asylum. 
While in Tehran, the Mufti learned from the Iraqi ex-minister of defense, 
Salah al-Din al-Sabbagh, that Britain planned to invade Iran. He revealed 
the plan to the Iranian foreign minister, but the latter dismissed it. After 
Germany invaded Russia on June 22, the Mufti decided to move to Turkey, 
but he was refused both an entry and a transit visa.^  ̂ He next considered 
Sa'udi Arabia, but British influence there was strong, and in any case, he 
thought the trip would be hazardous. Finally, he applied for a visa to 
Afghanistan,, but while awaiting a reply, Britain and Russia invaded Iran 
with such speed, two days, that he could not escape from Tehran in time. 
Riza Shah abdicated in favor of his son Muhammad Riza, who agreed to 
cooperate with the British.

The new Shah's officials now tried to flush out the Mufti and his col
leagues by inviting them to meet the foreign minister and promising that 
they would not be harmed. The Mufti, who had hidden in the Japanese 
legation and then moved to another refuge in a private house, refused to 
come out. Most of his colleagues did and were arrested. Wavell, according 
to the Mufti, offered a reward of £25,000 to anyone who captured the
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Mufti dead or alive. He thus remained in hiding in Tehran for several 
weeks. The Iranian police together with the British military police almost 
captured him, but he managed to escape to another house.

Then on September 23, Amin, clean shaven and dressed in a suit, took 
a taxi through Russian-occupied territory toward Turkey. Although the 
Russians were forewarned by their British allies, they did not recognize 
him at the army checkpoints. But the Mufti realized he was being followed 
by a British intelligence officer whom he had known in Tehran. He and 
his Armenian driver created a problem between the suspected agent and 
some Russian soldiers, and the diversion enabled them to continue. His 
car was stopped by two Russians who boarded the car and sat beside him, 
but it turned out they only wanted a ride. With the help of a Japanese 
diplomat, he crossed the Turkish border. He had not been in Turkey since 
his days as an officer in the Ottoman army during World War I, and he 
would have liked to have stayed: he spoke the language, he liked the people 
and the country, and Palestine was not far away. But Turkey was allied 
with Britain, and if he were discovered, he would be turned over to the 
British. So he planned to proceed to Italy via Bulgaria after a short stay 
in Istanbul.

In the meantime, the Mufti's wife, young children, and some relatives 
were captured by the British and put under house arrest in Iraq. They 
were then moved to Ahwaz in the south of the country, where they were 
kept for fifty-two days in the shabby local jail for common criminals— ten 
women and children in a small cell.

The British sources do not explain why it was necessary to imprison the 
Husayni women and children, particularly since they were not involved in 
politics. Apparently the Foreign Office considered "their potential value 
as hostages,"^^ but there is no evidence that they were used as such. Fi
nally, the family was herded into a lorry, driven for seven hours over 
rough roads to Basra, and put on a train for the long journey to Baghdad. 
They were to be immediately put on another train to Jerusalem, but by 
then some of the children were ill. When a doctor warned the authorities 
of the danger of such a journey, the British allowed the group to stay for 
a few days before continuing to Jerusalem.

The Mufti's friends and colleagues who were captured by the Shah's 
police in Tehran were turned over to the British. They too were taken to 
the Ahwaz jail for a month, before being sent to Rhodesia. The conditions



in the concentration camp in Rhodesia were poor and most became ill. 
Several of the Mufti's friends, including Amin al-Tamimi, Naji al-Su- 
waydi, and 'Arif al-Ja'uni, died at the camp.^^

As he crossed the Turkish border into Bulgaria the Mufti was overcome 
with emotion. He had not had time to think of his plight, his many escapes, 
and the danger he had evaded. Now he found himself in a train alone, 
without his wife, five daughters and a son, in a strange land, and on the 
run. He began to cry.^®
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8. The Nazi Years

NO PERIOD in the Mufti's life is more controversial 
and subject to distortion than the years of World 
War II. Zionists were so eager to prove him guilty of 
collaboration and war crimes that they exaggerated his 
connections with the Nazis. The Mufti and other A r
abs, on the other hand, were so busy justifying his 

statements and actions in the Axis countries that they ignored the obvious 
and overwhelming fact that the Mufti had cooperated with the most bar
baric regime in modern times.

Negotiations with Germany. In an effort to establish the early cooperation 
of the Mufti with the Axis, many partisan writers such as Lukasz Hir- 
szowicz have claimed that the Nazis inspired and financed, through the 
Mufti, the Arab Revolt of 1936-39.^ There is no reliable evidence for such 
claims.^ The cause of the revolt, as pointed out earlier, was the fear thatf 
British policy and the Zionist program would inevitably lead to Jewish 
domination or the dispossession of the Palestinians, The revolt was sus
tained by support inside and outside of Palestine.



Similar claims are made about the Iraqi Revolt of 1941. By focusing on 
Arab-Nazi ideological '"affinity," writers have misrepresented the central 
goal of Arab nationalist cooperation with the Axis: the defeat of a common
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enemy. The leaders of the Iraqi revolt were Arab nationalists vm ^hared  
the sentiment expressed by one of the four colonels of the Golden Squares, 
Salah al-Din al-Sabbagh: " I  do not believe in tĥ e democracy of the English 
nor in the Nazism of the Germans jaox in the Bolshevism of the-R^ssians. 
I am an A rab Muslim.;""̂

Before 1940, neither the German Auswartiges Amt (Foreign Office) nor 
the Mufti was prepared to begin cooperation. Germany was not ready to 
go beyond friendly statements and negligible financial support, because the 
Middle East was of only peripheral importance. In addition, its relations 
with the Arabs were constrained by Italy's and Britain's imperial interests 
in the region and by the interests of the Templars, some 1200 religious 
Germans who had settled in Palestine during the late Ottoman Period. 
Moreover, th g Nazis viewed the Arabs withj:pni^mpt^Ar^^.ilX.G£m 
receivedj^ejiso[iminatoryjreatmem with Nazi xaciaLthecuigs^
Tndeed, Adolf Hitler described them as "half apes."'^ The Mufti began his 
contacts with the Axis in mid-1937, but these were limited to tentative 
efforts to determine the basis and benefits of a diplomatic relationship.®

The outbreak of the war changed the strategic picture for both sides. 
The war against England was reinforced by Axis operations against Egypt, 
and Middle East oil and supply routes became important to the Wehr- 
macht.^ Tlie Axis began giving generous subsidi^ to the M ufti in Baghdadi 
and the Germans InodTfied tKeir mdaj^ Aeqry of ^  ^a^s^.^wJho were 
upgraded from a "pnrnitive people belonging to the lowê r races ^though 
a^^^SS/.aiSes,^ndJbd ^aj!SjthQ 5£.45D asessingIto  The
Mufti's fair hair and blue eyes convinced Hitler that the Arab leader "has 
more than one Aryan among his ancestors and one who may be descended 
from the best Roman stock.

At the same time, the Mufti was becoming increasingly disenchanted 
with the British. The Palestine authorities continued to execute Palestinian 
rebels.® Churchill rejected the Newcombe plan in August 1940, shelved the 
1939 White Paper, and accepted Zionist requests to arm Jews in Palestine.^ 
These decisions coincided with the German bombardment and blockade of 
Britain in August.

The Mufti, who had been corresponding with the Axis and supported 
Iraq's negotiations with Germany in July 1940, sent his German-speaking
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private secretary, 'Uthman Kamal Haddad, on a secret mission in August 
to negotiate with the Auswartiges Amt.^° Haddad, under the name of 
Tawfiq 'Ali al-Shakir, stopped in Ankara for discussions with Franz von 
Papen, German ambassador to Turkey. He then proceeded to Berlin under 
the name of Max Muller and met Joachim von Ribbentrop, the foreign 
minister.

The Mufti presented himself through Haddad as the leader of a secret 
Pan-Arab committee composed of leaders from the Arab world. At the 
time of the Haddad mission, he was the most popular Arab leader in Iraq, 
Syria, and Palestine, and his influence was spreading in the rest of the 
Arab world. He thus sought to convey the impression that he was in a 
better position than any other Arab leader to negotiate on behalf of the 
Arabs.

Amin's negotiating position was contained in a six-point draft declara
tion which essentially demanded that the Axis acknowledge Arab indepen
dence and unity. The Germans, in turn, asked for diplomatic and 
economic relations and for Iraqi resistance and Palestinian revolt against 
the British.

The Mufti's demands were too far-reaching for the Germans, whose 
allies had interests in the Middle East— Spain in Morocco; Vichy France 
in Tunis, Algeria, Syria, and Lebanon; Italy in Libya and beyond. Indeed, 
the Axis powers were about to conclude a Tripartite Pact (Sept. 22, 1940) 
which would recognize Italy's sphere of influence in the Ar^b world. 
When Haddad heard of this, he protested that the Arabs would never accept 
Italian hegemony. The Germans replied that Germany would not abandon 
its ties with the Middle East and that, in any case, the agreement with 
Italy was temporary.^^ Haddad returned to Baghdad to report on his talks.

On January 2 2 , 19 4 1 ,  when the political confrontation between the pro- 
British and Arab nationalist elements in Iraq was gathering momentum, 
the Mufti again sent his private secretary to Berlin with a draft declaration 
and a letter to Hitler. Amin tried to impress upon Hitler his leading po
sition in the Arab world, and the vital role the Arabs could play in dis
rupting British imperial communications and denying Britain Middle East 
oil.^  ̂ The draft declaration echoed the Arab position taken in the August- 
October negotiations. Haddad also asked for arms to be used by Iraq to 
invade Palestine.^®

The Fiihrer replied to the Mufti on April 3, 19 4 1, through an Auswar
tiges Amt representative, E. von Weizsacker. According to Haddad and the



Mufti, he stated that Germany did not aim to seize any part of the Arab 
countries. On the contrary, Geijiiany: recognized the^jotal independence 
of some Arab countries and-i^opeA.the rest would .achieve independSfiel 
aniLwould-giveHmilitary-akUf-dieArabs-fought theJEnghsh^ The Germans 
hoped that an Arab representative would continue the discussions, which 
had thus far been inconclusive.^’  When the Mufti fled Tehran and reached 
Rome, he was ready to resume his negotiations with the Axis in Rome 
and in Berlin on the same basis as he had indicated through letters and 
through his private secretary. Now, however, he could negotiate directly 
with Benito Mussolini and Hitler.
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Negotiations with Mussolini and Hitler. The Mufti had a meeting with 
Mussolini in October 19 4 1, shortly after he arrived in Rome from Istanbul. 
He outlined the Arab demands: full independence for all parts of the Arab 
world and the rescue of Palestine from British imperialism and Zionism.

bi;tiar„£a]estiruaA.‘jexistenc^^n4 .J^^ Palestine. Mussolini
told the Mufti that he knew about Arab affairs, had studied^the Qur'an, 
as well as Muslim history and religion, "unlike those" (motioning toward 
an aide). The Duce said he would agree to Arab demands. Concerning 
Palestine, he added that " if  the Jews want [a state] they should establish 
Tel Aviv in America. The Mufti was encouraged by the conversation, 
but he wanted Mussolini's statements in a public declaration. He also knew 
that the center of Axis power was not Rome, but Berlin. So within two 
days of his talks with the Italians, he left for Berlin to speak with Hitler.

In his 95-minute conversation with Hitler on November 28, 19 4 1, the 
Mufti stressed the need for a statement to the Arabs in which Germany 
would disavow imperial interests in the Arab world and would support 
Arab independence, especially the independence and unity of Palestine, 
Syria, and Iraq. Such a statement would, Amin insisted, rally support for 
a revolt. He disputed the objection which von Ribbentrop, whom he had 
met with earlier that day, had raised, that an Arab revolt would occur 
prematurely if such a declaration were made public. As head of the Pan- 
Arab committee, the Mufti told Hitler, he would order the revolt at a 
strategic m o m e n t .T h e  revolt would be preceded by appeals to the Arabs 
from the Mufti and by the formation of an Arab legion. The Mufti's real 
objective in asking for a declaration was probably to obtain Germany's 
public and written commitment to the independence of the Arab world, in
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clear and unequivocal language, so that Germany would not be able to 
renege on its promises as Britain had done in World War I.

Hitler pointed out, however, that such a statement would be premature. 
An Axis declaration anticipating a solution for Syria and Lebanon, and, by 
implication, French colonies in Africa, would strengthen the supporters of 
Charles de Gaulle, leader of the Free French, and thus require the presence 
of a larger part of the German army than was then needed in France. 
Realizing that Hitler was firmly opposed to a declaration, the Mufti asked 
for a secret agreement on the lines which he had suggested for the decla
ration. Hitler agreed.^^

The secret agreement came in the form of identical letters from von 
Ribbentrop and Count Ciano to the Mufti on April 28 ,1942, and to Rashid 
'Ali al-Kilani, the ex-prime minister of Iraq, who was likewise in exile in 
Germany. Despite their agreement on Arab nationalist objectives the Mufti 
and al-Kilani were rivals for leadership in Berlin. By 1942, however, the 
Germans considered the Mufti the religious and Pan-Arab leader and al- 
Kilani, despite his former title, a local leader, yet one they could not ignore, 
since his country was expected to fall under the German sphere of influ
ence. The key paragraph stated that Germany and Italy were ready ''to 
grant to the Arab countries in the Near East, now suffering under British 
oppression, every possible aid in their fight for liberation; to recognize 
their sovereignty and independence; to agree to their federation if this is 
desired by the interested parties; as well as to the abolition of the Jewish 
National Homeland in Palestine.

The agreement was obviously the outcome of compromises on both 
sides. The Mufti clearly obtained Axis commitment for aid, the abolition 
of the Jewish national home, and the recognition of the sovereignty and 
independence of Arab countries. But which Arab countries? None were 
specified, and no mention was made of North Africa. Nor did the agree
ment mention Arab unity, and "federation" was subject to the desire of 
"interested parties." So despite his later claims,”  the Mufti did not obtain 
clear and definitive promises on all points. Besides, there was no assurance, 
given Hitler's perfidy, that the Axis would honor the agreement. An Egyp
tian journalist in Berlin asked the Mufti in 1942 how he, the Mufti, could 
trust the Germans and the Italians to keep their word when the British 
and French did not keep theirs in World War I. Amin reportedly answered 
that he did notjn ist the Axis any more than the British, and that i£-aker" 
conqumng the Mid^eHEast the Axis decided to stay, he would fight them
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the way he fought th^ British; and, he felt, they would be easier to evict 
than the British. '

During the first two years of negotiations with the Axis, the Mufti had 
done very little to help Germany and Italy. Now that he had a commitment 
from the Axis, he had to fulfill his side of the bargain: spread propaganda, 
recruit Arab troops, promote sabotage, and call for revolt. After settling 
near Berlin (at Oybin), he began his activities in Germany about two weeks 
after he received the Axis commitment to the Arabs. He issued an appeal 
to the Arab world in his own voice from Berlin through the Bari radio 
station in southeastern Italy. He reportedly said on May lo , 1942, in ref
erence to two of the members of the Golden Square who were executed in 
19 4 1 for their part in their bid for independence from Britain: "O  Arabs, 
use and avenge your martyrs. Avenge your honor. Fight for your inde
pendence. I, Mufti of Palestine, declare this war as a holy war against the 
British yoke of injustice, indecency and tyranny. We fear not death, if in 
death there is life and liberty. There were many such appeals through 
the radio and by means of pamphlets, which encouraged his supporters to 
rebel but did not cause any revolt in the Arab world.

The Mufti also began in late 1042 to help organize Arab recruits into 
an Amb Le ^ n  raTFed-the I ?putsch-Ar^ische Lehrabrpilnng^DAI,), He first 
suggested the idea to Mussolini in October 19 41 and to Hitler in November 
19 41. To his mind, the DAL was a response to the Zionist recruitment in 
Palestine approved by Churchill in late 1940, and to the demands of Arabs 
living in Axis countries to free their own countries. He insisted that the 
recruits— Arabs living in Axis territory and Arab prisoners of war captured 
by the Germans in North Africa and Greece while fighting the Allies^®—  
should be used only for Arab objectives, fighting under Arab command 
and flag, and on Palestinian, Syrian or Egyptian soil.^  ̂ When the Wehr- 
macht placed the DAL under the command of Helmuth Felmy and proposed 
to send the unit to the eastern front, the Mufti put up strong opposition.

The Mufti's other military-related activities included helping to recruit 
Muslims for Yugoslavia and Albania in 1943 to fight in Croatia and Bosnia 
against the Communist forces of Tito and the Serbian forces of Draza 
Mihailovic. He also supported the anti-Communist efforts of the Muslim 
Crimean Tartars. Finally, in 1944 and early 1945, he briefed sabotage 
expeditions in Palestine, Iraq, and Transjordan.^®

The results of these efforts were an abysmal failure. The Arab Legion's 
activities were insignificant and those of the Muslim troops in the Balkans
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were a fiasco. The sabotage teams in Arab countries were either captured 
or killed.^  ̂ But the failure lay less with Amin, who played little part in 
the actual military and strategic planning, than with Germany, which failed 
to adequately mobilize its diplomatic, propaganda, and military machine 
for a challenge to the Allies in the Middle East.

After the war, Zionist groups called on Britain to try the Mufti on 
charges of collaboration or treason.Bri tain replied that since he was not 
a British subject he could be tried neither as a traitor nor as a collaborator. 
The Foreign Office asked the High Commissioner of Palestine for evidence 
concerning the Mufti's wrongdoing in Palestine, but the High Commis
sioner had none.^^

The Zionists likewise sought the Mufti's indictment as a war criminal 
who had collaborated in the extermination of the Jews. To this end, the 
Jewish Agency for Palestine sent the British Foreign Office a number of 
documents on February 26, 1946, which they hoped would result in such 
a trial. These included letters captured in 1945 which had been written by 
the Mufti— mostly in unsigned draft form— in an effort to thwart Axis 
plans to exchange Germans residing in Palestine for Jews from German- 
controlled territory in 1943 and 1944. A letter of May 13 , 1943 to the 
German foreign minister, for example, objected to the planned transfer of 
4000 Jewish children and 500 adults to Palestine.^^ On June 28, 1943, he 
wrote the Romanian foreign minister regarding 1800 children and 200 
adults leaving from Romania for Palestine.^® He wrote a similar letter to 
the Hungarian foreign minister on the same day, bringing to his attention 
the emigration certificates of 900 Jewish children and 100 adults. In this 
last letter he suggested that if it were necessary to remove the Jews from 
Hungary, then it would be better to send them where they would be 
"under active supervision, for example in Poland."^ The countries ac
knowledged the Mufti's letters, wrote that they would consider his request, 
but gave no commitment.

In a tart letter on July 25,1944  to von Ribbentrop, the Mufti complained 
that some Jews had been exchanged on July 2, 1944, thus indicating that 
an earlier request (of June 5,1944) had not been heeded. In protesting the 
exchange, he reminded von Ribbentrop of a German declaration on 
November 2, 1943, which promised to destroy the Jewish national home 
in Palestine and engage in the "battle against world Jew ry" [den Kampf 
gegen das Weltjudentum).^^

Zionist material sent to the British in February 1946 also included two
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'O ther documents. The first was a statement by Rudolf Kasztner, a leader 
of the Jewish Rescue and Relief Committee in Budapest, in which he quoted 
Adolf Eichmann as saying in response to a request for the emigration of 
Hungarian Jews to Palestine: 'T am a personal friend of the Grand-Mufti. 
We have promised him that no European Jew would enter Palestine any
more" and that he [Eichmann] "would be willing to recommend the em
igration of a group of 1,6 81 Hungarian Jews, on condition that the group 
should not go to Palestine. They may get to any country but Palestine." 
Kasztner also quoted a colleague of Eichmann, Dieter von Wisliczeny, as 
saying: "According to my opinion, the Grand-Mufti who has been in

to exterminate the European Jew s, Another document indicates that t lS
Mufti accepted an invitation to become an honorary member of and speak 
at an Anti-Jewish Congress in 1944.^^

The Zionist documents were not taken seriously by the British. In a 
memo for internal consumption, a Foreign Office official wrote: "The 
material in this paper is very vague and would certainly not be considered 
as decisive evidence against the Mufti for having participated in any atroc
ities against the Jew s."^  Other officials wrote, also for internal use, that 
the Zionists were using this meager evidence for propaganda purposes, to 
discredit the Mufti and the Palestinians.**  ̂ Still another official concluded 
that though the Mufti had committed acts hn<;ti1p fn_thp Allips he got 
responsible for acts of a tro ^ y  according to our official information -̂̂  This 

true, but it was also likely the British \ ^ e  not eager to try the Mufti, 
who was still popular in the Arab world at a time when they were involved 
in treaty negotiations with the Egyptians and in trying to solve the Pal
estine problem.**2

The Mufti was never brought to trial, but the issue of his role in Nazi 
Germany resurfaced during the 1961 Eichmann trial in Jerusalem. At that 
time, a team of Israeli police under Shlomo Ben-Elkanah compiled 
hundreds of pages of documents concerning contacts between the Mufti 
and Germans between 1933 and 1944. Yet most of the evidence was not 
new and had been publicized in 1946 by the Jewish Agency, particularly 
the testimonies of Kasztner and Wisliczeny concerning the Mufti's asso
ciation with Eichmann and his attempts to stop Jewish emigration to Pal- 
estine. Eichmann's own testimony confirmed that the Mufti and Eichmann 
were not close assnriatpf;  ̂ apd that Wisliczeny had mistaken Musa 'Ab
dullah al-Husayni for the Mufti, Moreover, although the official inquiry
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was considered to be the most comprehensive and incriminating evidence 
ever compiled against the Mufti/^ it left unanswered such basic issues as 
his impaa on Jewish emigration, how well he knew Eichmann, and what 
he knew about the Final Solution. Indeed, the thousands of captured Ger
man documents used by the many writers on the subject have produced 
no hard evidence of the Mufti's participation in atrocities beyond his at
tempts to stop the Jewish emigration to Palestine that he saw as leading 
to displacement or eviction of his own people.**̂

Zionist accusations have prompted Arab politicians and writers to at
tempt to ignore, downplay, or justify the Mufti's activities during the war. 
Their arguments have been, in essence, that he was driven to Germany by 
the British, who had tried to arrest and incarcerate him since 1937, and 
that while there he worked for the liberation of Palestine and Arab and 
Muslim countries from imperialism. He cooperated with Germany for po
litical opportunism— the same reason Winston Churchill and Franklin D. 
Roosevelt cooperated with the despot Stalin. It was Churchill, after all, 
who said he would ally with the devil himself against Hitler.'*^

Neither Zionist accusations nor Arab justifications have enhanced our 
understanding of the extent of the Mufti's cooperation with the Nazis, 
largely because the apparent purpose for studies about his years in Ger
many are an extension of the Arab-Israeli propaganda war. Only a thor
ough and nonpartisan study, based on captured German documents, could 
elucidate the role of the Mufti in Germany.
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R b*|*̂ *̂  fi5 L P * ^  WITH THE collapse of Nazi Germany in 1945, the 
^  Mufti found himself, for the sixth time in his life, on

the run. The armistice had just been signed, and he 
n m  K  "te n ! § 1 to fall into the hands of the invading
{ r.'.i's^Vap I S  American or Soviet troops. On May 7, 1945, he flew 

y from Bad Gastein in Austria, where he had been living 
since early 1945, to Switzerland. When the Swiss refused him asylum, he 
tried his luck with the French who, as he had thought, had too much at 
stake in the Arab world to jeopardize it by doing him harm. He was placed 
under house arrest ("residential surveillance") in a comfortable villa at 
Fontainebleau, while the French pondered his fate.^

From Paris to Cairo. The political climate in France, and in Europe, was 
disadvantageous for the Mufti. He was a political liability to the French; 
Jewish organizations were accusing him of collaboration and war crimes (a 
capital offense were he to be brought to trial); and the Yugoslavians had 
also brought charges against him for his part in organizing Muslim troops 
against the Communists. Pressure was placed on the French and the British
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to turn him over to the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg, 
which began its sessions on November 20, 1945. Secret correspondence 
between the French and British indicates that they had two problems, one 
legal and the other political, which immobilized them for a year. Legally, 
the British did not consider the Mufti a British subject to be charged with 
collaborating with the enemy, and there was not convincing evidence that 
he was involved in war crimes or crimes against humanity, that is, exter
minations, deportations, or genocide. A  similar conclusion was reached by 
the chief research officer of the U.N. War Crimes Commission, who ad
vised a U.S. commission that the Mufti "would probably not come within 
the category of war crimes."^ Politically, the French and British stood to 
lose in the Arab world where he was still very popular, as the secretary- 
general of the Arab League, 'Abd al-Rahman 'Azzam, reminded them in 
his letters, which urged the Mufti's release.^ The Arab League and Russia 
appealed to Yugoslavia to drop the charges, which it did.

Still, Britain, anxious about the Mufti's return to Palestine where he 
would stir up trouble, and lacking in legal grounds for prosecution, sought 
to extradite him from France on the grounds that he was "a  political 
criminal." He would be sent to the Seychelles, Britain's asylum for political 
prisoners. France refused the British requests on May 22 and October 25 
of 1945.'*

The French did not know what to do with the Mufti, but a Zionist group 
in Paris did. The group reportedly consisted of soldiers of the Jewish Bri
gade and sympathizers of Irgun Zeva'i Le'ummi, an underground military 
branch of the Zionist Revisionist party. It will be recalled that the Irgun 
had attempted to assassinate the Mufti in Baghdad in May 1941. In May 
1946 the Zionist group in Paris wanted to kidnap the Mufti from his 
suburban villa and kill him. But Amin, by coincidence or instinct, did not 
stay in Paris long enough for the plotters to decide to carry out their 
mission.^

The Mufti became apprehensive over Jewish demands on France and 
Britain, and wanted to return to the Middle East to have better control 
over Palestinian affairs. So in May 1946, assisted by an easing (perhaps 
intentionally) of restrictions and surveillance,^ he escaped. He left a letter, 
according to Le Monde, thanking the French for their hospitality and ex
plaining that the Palestinians needed him. Repeating his early escape from 
Iran, he disguised himself by shaving his beard and donning a suit, bor
rowed the name and passport of a Syrian nationalist, Ma'ruf al-Dawalibi,



and boarded an American plane for Cairo. There he went to 'Abdin Palace, 
where he signed the guest book and asked King Faruq (1937-1952) for 
refuge— an old Arab custom requiring the host to grant protection and 
hospitality, even to an enemy. ̂

In no other Arab country was the political situation more favorable to 
him. He took advantage of the political struggle between the palace and 
the parties, and that among the parties, to achieve a measure of political 
freedom, despite British objections.® As head of a reconstituted Arab 
Higher Committee, he resumed his activities on three fronts. First, he 
found that the Opposition and the Istiqlalists had been unable to equal his 
influence in Palestine, and he began to spread his power and to reorganize 
the paramilitary youth organization al-Futuwwa.^ Second, he worked 
closely with 'Abd al-Rahman 'Azzam through the Arab League to reject 
new partition proposals and to maintain pressure on Britain to enforce its 
White Paper of 1939, which restricted immigration and land purchase and 
provided for an independent Palestine.^® Third, he secretly established con
tact with the British in an attempt to reach an agreement with them on 
the question of Palestine that would obviate partition. But these discussions 
were interrupted by the United Nations partition resolution in November 
1947.1^
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War of 194S. Partition seemed to be the only answer. After the Holocaust, 
Zionist demands for a Jewish state could hardly be resisted in the West. 
America's influence on behalf of Jews was brought to bear on Britain and 
in the United Nations, where Britain simply dumped the Palestine problem 
after years of frustration. Despite Arab threats, the United Nations ac
cepted the partition plan on November 29, 1947. The stage was set for a 
struggle.

There are numerous accounts of the 1948 war, so suffice it here to give 
some observations about the Mufti's role in it. From May 1946 to mid- 
1948, the Mufti was consulted by the Arab League about diplomatic po
sitions and military preparation. The Arab League, in decisions made at 
conferences in Inhas and Bludan in 1946, and 'Alay and Cairo in 1947, 
stated that Arab armies would not invade Palestine. Not only did they fear 
antagonizing Britain and committing their ill-prepared armies to the fight, 
but also the Mufti did not want them direaly involved.^® Instead, they 
would supply the Palestinians with arms, money, and volunteers.



The Mufti feared the presence of Arab troops in Palestine, particularly 
those of Transjordan, and, most important, he believed they were unnec
essary.^^ He repeatedly assured 'Azzam that the Jews would be easily de
feated. However, he had not been to Palestine in ten years, so he had to 
rely on information (which was either faulty or misinterpreted by the 
Mufti) from his followers. In any event, he underestimated Jewish strength 
and ability there.

The Mufti backed his rejection of the partition resolution by organizing 
a general strike and political violence in December 1947. In the ensuing 
struggle, some 2000 Palestinian forces, aided by about 6000 Arab volun
teers, were pitted against about 60,000 Jews, for whom the Arabs proved 
to be no match. After the Jews received an arms shipment from Czecho
slovakia in March, the poorly organized and poorly trained Arabs were on 
the defensive until the British withdrew on May 15 , 1948— the same day 
that the state of Israel was born, and the same day that 20,000 Arab regular 
troops from five countries came to the aid of the Palestinians. The Arab 
armies, however, were not coordinated and two of them, the Jordanians 
and the Egyptians, were rivals. The Arabs were defeated by January 7, 
1949.15

There is a considerable amount of recrimination among Arabs concern
ing the defeat, particularly among Palestinians, Egyptians and Jordanians. 
The Mufti charged that, except for the Ikhwan al-MusIimun (Muslim 
Brothers), Arab support fell short of Arab promises. 1̂  What he overlooked 
was that the Palestinians, whose political and military leadership had been 
absent between 1939 and 1946, did/not have the quasi-governmental in
stitutions, including an army, which the Yishuv had under the mandate. 
Moreover, even though two-thirds of the population was Arab, they were 
largely unarmed, in contrast to the Jews, who had fighting forces of 60,000 
men and women— 20,000 of whom had obtained experience while serving 
with the Allies in World War II. The Jews could also count on an additional 
30,000 immigrant volunteersi^— and an increasing superiority in military 
equipment. The Jews also possessed the education and scientific and tech
nical training that the still developing societies of the Arab countries lacked.

All this contributed far more to what the Palestinians call aUnakba (the 
disaster) than real or imagined traitors. But Palestinians, in their bitterness, 
found such a traitor in 'Abdullah ibn Husayn, who since his country's 
formal independence from Britain in 1946 had assumed the title of King.
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'Abdullah had reportedly aided the Zionists while he was amir of Trans
jordan (1921-1946) and collaborated when he negotiated the division of 
Palestine between 1946 and 1949.^®

The Mufti and other Palestinian leaders tried to establish in 1948 an 
independent Palestinian entity. They formed in July a government in Gaza, 
called the All-Palestine Government, which claimed authority over all of 
Palestine. It was headed by Ahmad Hilmi with Jamal al-Husayni as foreign 
minister, and included such Palestinian nationalists as 'Awni 'Abd al-Hadi 
and Husayn al-Khalidi. Al-Hajj Amin presided over an 86-member con
stituent assembly. "But while it was recognized by Arab countries, except 
Jordan, it was not given real authority by the Egyptians and was vehe
mently opposed by the Hashimites because it conflicted with 'Abdullah's 
plans to annex the West Bank. Members of the Opposition, fearing a 
Husayni dominated Palestine state on the West Bank, acclaimed at a Jericho 
conference 'Abdullah as King of Palestine and Jordan. In return 'Abdullah 
appointed Raghib al-Nashashibi as military governor of the West Bank and 
Husam al-Din Jaralla as Mufti of Jerusalem, and banned the use of the 
term "Palestine," replacing it with "West Bank." Finally, he formally 
annexed the West Bank to Jordan in April *1950.^^

Britain played a role in Jordan's annexation of the West Bank. The 
British were eager that the Mufti not obtain control of the region and 
establish a Palestine state. They considered him an extremist whose state 
would become a source of turmoil, which would invite an Israeli takeover. 
The British ambassador in 'Amman, therefore, encouraged 'Abdullah to 
absorb the West Bank and deny it to Palestinian and Israeli control. The 
British also envisioned an expanded and more viable Jordan where they 
could continue to have a presence.^®

For his real and perceived sins, 'Abdullah paid with his life. On July 20, 
19 5 1, he was shot to death at al-Aqsa Mosque in Jeru salem .T h e plotters 
were Palestinians, and some were the relatives of the Mufti. Did Amin 
have anything to do with the assassination? The answer is still elusive. It 
is likely that, as with the 1937-39 assassinations, the Mufti's antagonism 
and moral influence caused some of his followers to interpret his attitude 
as a political license to punish a traitor to the Palestinian national cause 
for his part in* the disaster.

The disaster had created about 750,000 Palestinian refugees. The Mufti 
claimed they were driven out of Palestine by Jewish gangs. Israeli leaders.



including David Ben-Gurion, claimed they left because the Mufti and Arab 
leaders told them to leave temporarily until the Arab armies had liquidated 
the illegitimate state of Israel. Both the Mufti and Ben-Gurion probably 
knew better, but their claims were good propaganda for public consump
tion. Arab and Zionist claims became myths in the Arab world and in 
Israel, among the masses and many w rite rs .T h e  best evidence as to why 
the Palestinians left their homes in Palestine indicates generally that up to 
half left to escape war conditions and the rest were forced out by Jewish 
terrorism and by the Israel Defense Forces.

Just as Palestinian refugees began losing hope of ever returning to Pal
estine, a new leader in Egypt, Jamal 'Abd al-Nasir, promised them the 
liberation of Palestine. Palestinian allegiance shifted from the Mufti and 
his Arab Higher Committee to Nasir, a shift that antagonized the Mufti 
not only because of personal jealousy but because of his political differences 
with Nasir. The Mufti was alarmed by Nasir's turning to Russia, his so
cialist programs, and his union with the socialist Ba'thist regime of Syria. 
Worse, he learned of secret discussions in which Nasir reportedly agreed 
to accept the state of Israel as a fact of life in the Middle East in return 
for concessions by Israel. Nasir, on the other hand, found it difficult to 
accept the Mufti's personal independence or his support for the Muslim 
Brothers.

Tension between the Mufti and the Egyptian regime increased to such 
an extent in 1959 that the Mufti found it necessary to escape from Cairo 
by claiming he was going on the hajj to Mecca. He never returned, and 
the Egyptian authorities confiscated his property and possessions. He went 
instead to Beirut, where, his aides claimed, Nasir tried to have him assas
sinated.^  ̂ That seems doubtful, since the Mufti had by then ceased to be 
a threat to any country, except possibly Jordan.
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The Last Decade. The Mufti refused to renounce the leadership of the 
Palestinian movement, either to Nasir or to a fellow Palestinian. He ve
hemently denounced Ahmad al-Shuqayri, who was appointed by the Arab 
League as the leader of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in 
1964.^^ The emergence of Yasir 'Arafat, leader of al-Fatah, as chairman of 
the PLO in 1969 eventually reconciled the Mufti to the inevitable transition 
of leadership. 'Arafat had worked for the Mufti in the mid-1950s while he 
was an engineering student at Cairo University. Amin preferred him to
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George Habash, whose Marxist ideology was anathema to the religious 
Mufti. Although he was worried about revolutionary ideology among Pal
estinians, the Mufti supported guerrilla ifida'iyyun) warfare for the lib
eration of Palestine.

Amin al-Husayni was allowed in early 1967 by King Husayn to briefly 
visit Jerusalem, though not to reside there. He spent the last years of his 
life in Lebanon as an Islamic religious leader, especially of the World 
Islamic Conference, and as head of the Arab Higher Committee, which 
published Filastin. He spent his days reading Arabic literature, especially 
poetry, and Arabic and Western papers, and listening to such Arab singers 
as Umm Kalthum and to the news on the BBC. He received thousands of 
guests who came to reminisce, and young Palestinian men and women who 
came to pay their respects and to receive the advice of an old warrior,^® 
The new generation of Palestinians viewed him with ambivalence. Many 
rejected his traditionalism and use of religion in politics, his tight and 
exclusive control of the Palestinian movement, and his uncompromising 
attitude. Yet they admired his dedication and efforts on behalf of the 
Palestinian cause.

The Mufti died on July 4 , 1 9 7 4 , at the American Hospital of the Amer
ican University of Beirut. His last wish was to be buried in Jerusalem, his 
birthplace, in a Muslim cemetery outside Herod's gate overlooking his 
favorite spot, al-Haram al-Sharif.^^ The Israeli authorities refused to allow 
his body to be returned to Jerusalem. A  memorial service was organized, 
in part by his relatives Amina al-Husayni and her husband Muhammad 
Naqib al-Husayni, a former physician of the Mufti, but the Israeli au
thorities prevented it by revoking, shortly before the service was to be 
held, the license of the theater in which it was to have taken place.^

Israel's refusal to allow the Mufti's body to be buried in Jerusalem was 
seen by the Palestinians as one more indication of the Zionist denial of 
Palestinian national existence. It could also denote Israel's anxiety con
cerning what the Mufti symbolized— Palestinian national resistance to the 
Jewish presence in Palestine. Zionist and Palestinian mutual rejection, 
which began around the time of the Mufti's birth in 1895, has outlived 
him, and the bloody struggle for Palestine goes on.



10 .  The Mufti of Jerusalem 
and the Politics of Palestine: 
An Overview and Assessment

IN HIS post-1948 writings, Muhammad Amin al-Hu- 
sayni portrayed himself as one who vigorously op
posed both British rule and the Jewish national home. 
His Arab contemporaries were also eager to prove that 
al-Hajj Amin led thawras (revolts) in the 1920s and 
19 3os but was frustrated by British and Zionist con

spiracies.^ Zionist biographers of al-Husayni, on the other hand, have de
scribed him as a Muslim fanatic whose extremism and intransigence were 
largely responsible for the nakba (disaster) that befell the Palestinians in 
1948. Ironically, Arab and Zionist authors converge on two issues: al- 
Husayni's political preeminence throughout the mandate and his pivotal 
role in the political violence against the British and the Zionists.^

There are a number of flaws in these interpretations. First, accounts on 
both sides are so partisan and polemical that the historical al-Husayni and 
the movement he led are scarcely discernible. That al-Husayni's political 
career has not received balanced and impartial treatment is, of course, not 
remarkable in view of the passion his name has always inspired. Some 
Arab biographers have lauded him and his cause, seeking to absolve him



of any responsibility for the 1948 nakba, while Jewish nationalists vilify 
him and discredit his movement.^

The second flaw is the biographers' meager use of oral and unpublished 
primary sources. The Arab biographers, notably Zuhayr Mardini, are sat
isfied with interviewing al-Husayni and quarrying his memoirs; the Z i
onist biographers, especially Maurice Pearlman and Joseph B. Schechtman, 
rely on the Western press and lack an elementary familiarity with al- 
Husayni, Arab Palestinian society and politics, Islam, and Arabic.

The third problem is the ahistorical assumption by most authors that 
the Mufti's behavior and actions were static throughout his political career. 
In particular, biographers and historians assume the Mufti's militancy after 
1936 guided his policies during the earlier years as well.

But an examination of British, Zionist, and Palestinian sources reveals 
a different portrait. Far from being static, al-Husayni's career went through 
two distina phases: the Palestine phase, between 19 17  and 1936, when he 
was a cautious, pragmatic, traditional leader who cooperated with British 
officials while opposing Zionism; and the exile phase, after 1936, charac
terized by bitterness, inflexibility, and political alliances of dubious value.

i i6  An Overview and Assessment

The Palestine Years. The fundamental explanation of the Mufti's coop
eration with the British until 1936 can be traced to his formative years. 
Indeed, the Mufti's role in the politics of Palestine is incomprehensible 
unless we understand the politics of the notable or patrician class from 
which he emerged. The Husaynis were the most prominent of the urban 
notable families who dominated the politics of Palestine as the ruling elite 
of the local Ottoman administration.'^ Their traditional influence, based on 
centuries of religious office-holding, tax collection, and landholding, gave 
them a power base both in the countryside and within such cities as Je
rusalem, Jaffa, and Nablus— local power bases through which the Otto
mans were able to exercise their imperial authority.

Generally, the Husaynis and other notables were the defenders of the 
political status quo and worked with the local and imperial government to 
guarantee or enforce stability in those cities or regions in which they 
exercised influence. Some of them represented their society's interests and 
demands within official Ottoman institutions in Istanbul. On occasion, 
they led protests against the government over local issues, but never a 
movement aimed at the overthrow of Ottoman rule in Palestine. They
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were, in essence, partners with their fellow Muslims in the imperial gov
ernment.

The Husaynis epitomized this partnership with the ruling power, first 
with the Ottomans, then with the British. Their relations with the British 
began, significantly enough, with the capture of Jerusalem by British forces 
in 19 17 ; it was Salim al-Husayni, mayor of Jerusalem, who handed the 
key of the city to General Allenby on December 9 ,19 17 . Cooperation with 
the British Military Administration (1917-1920) continued under Amin's 
half brother, Kamil al-Husayni, who had succeeded his father in the pow
erful position of Mufti of Jerusalem.

Amin al-Husayni continued this policy of cooperation. Shortly after 
returning from Turkey, where he had served in the Ottoman army, he 
helped a British officer recruit two.thousand Arabs for the last stages of 
the war effort against the Ottomans, believing that once Palestine was 
liberated it would become part of an Arab state. He then became a clerk 
in the office of the British district governor of Jerusalem. It was because 
of this kind of cooperation, and his family name, that Sir Herbert Samuel, 
a prominent British Zionist and the first High Commissioner of Palestine, 
considered Amin in April 19 2 1 for the office of Mufti, to replace his re
cently deceased half brother, Kamil.^ Norman Bentwich, another British 
Zionist and the first attorney general of Palestine, writes of a meeting 
between Samuel and Amin al-Husayni in which the latter declared "his 
earnest desire to cooperate with the government, and his belief in the good 
intention of the government towards the Arabs. He gave assurances that 
the influence of his family and himself would be devoted to maintaining 
tranquility in Jerusalem."^

Amin was duly appointed Mufti and, in January 1922, president of the 
Supreme Muslim Council set up to manage Muslim affairs. This gave him 
control over Muslim courts, schools, religious endowments (awqaf), 
mosques, and an annual revenue of £50,000. No one was better placed to 
know whether al-Hajj Amin kept his promise than Bentwich, who felt that 
the Mufti kept the peace throughout the 1920s, and Samuel, who consid
ered him "a  moderate man."^

It is true that Amin was already an avid nationalist and in August 1922 
joined in opposing the formation of a Legislative Council proposed by 
Samuel. Palestinian leaders like Amin feared that acceptance of the council 
was tantamount to acceptance of the British mandate, incorporating Brit
ain's support for the establishment of the Jewish national home, which had
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been approved in July by the League of Nations. In addition, they did not 
find the council's composition or its powers fair. The council reserved 43 
percent (ten out of twenty-three) of the membership to the Palestinians 
even though they constituted 89 percent of the population, and it was 
forbidden to discuss political matters. When the council was rejected by 
the Palestinian leaders, Samuel proposed an Advisory Council with a sim
ilar composition and mandate. It too was rejected.

The Mufti's opposition was not as significant in 1922 and 1923 as many 
authors assume. The political affairs of the Palestinian community were 
managed by the Palestine Arab Executive under the leadership of the for
mer mayor of Jerusalem (1918-1920), Musa Kazim al-Husayni. Al-Hajj 
Amin was too new to his jobs and too busy with religious matters during 
the 1920S.

It was not until 1929 that the Mufti became the political leader of the 
Palestinians. His rise coincided with the decline of the executive and with 
the perception that he had stood up to the Zionists during the Western 
(Wailing) Wall controversy. The role of the Mufti in the Western Wall 
dispute has been exaggerated. Arab historians, such as 'Izzat Darwaza, 
argue that the Mufti used the dispute to reactivate the national movement.® 
Israeli scholars, such as Yehoshua Porath, claim that the Mufti and his 
associates exploited what "seemed to them a Jewish provocation, in order 
to intensify the struggle against the Jews," and that "his agitation . . , 
resulted in the disturbances of August 19 29 ," which took the lives of 133  
Jews and 1 16  Palestinians.® This thesis fits nicely both with the general 
Arab view, which holds that al-Hajj Amin aggressively resisted Zionism, 
and with the Zionist view that the Mufti was responsible for most of the 
violence in Palestine. The thesis is particularly attractive because Amin 
was the prime beneficiary of the violence.

There is no solid evidence to indicate that the Mufti was involved in 
organizing the outbreaks of August 23. That morning he delivered a pa
cifying speech at the Haram al-Sharif (Islam's third holiest shrine) to a 
crowd that had heard a rumor that Jews were going to attack the Haram. 
He asked the Friday speaker to instruct the people to remain calm, and 
after the sermon urged people to return to their villages. Reaaing to the 
speech, some members of the audience accused him of being unfaithful. 
In an effort to forestall trouble, he sent word to the British police to 
increase quickly the number of units at the Haram, and when the crowds 
came out of the Damascus gate, he tried to disperse them. Finally, when



the violence spread that afternoon, he issued an appeal for Arabs to be 
patient.

The Mufti's actions on August 23 are not the only evidence that he did 
not organize the riots. The Shaw Commission, which investigated the 
violence, reached the following conclusions:

1 .  The immediate cause of the violence was the Revisionist Zionist dem
onstration of August 15 , 1929.

2. The violence was spontaneous, not organized by anyone.
3. The violence took place in several towns, like Hebron, where the influ

ence of the Mufti was weak, and did not take place in many towns 
where his influence was strong.

4. A  written appeal that the Mufti allegedly sent out for Arabs to come 
and defend the Haram was a forgery, probably written by a non-Arab.

From 1929 to 1936, the Mufti cooperated with the British while at the 
same time attempting to change British policy. He reassured John Chan
cellor, the third High Commissioner, in October 1929 that he considered 
himself as "one who was, in a sense, an officer of the State,"  Chancellor 
reported that the Mufti promised to maintain order and to cooperate be
cause he considered it his duty to do so.̂  ̂ The Mufti told Chancellor that 
the Arabs were amicably disposed toward Great Britain both out of self- 
interest and because they believed in Britain's tradition of justice. When 
a militant (Shakib Wahhab) approached the Mufti with an offer "to or
ganize bands for a guerrilla campaign," Amin rejected the offer, stating 
that he was seeking a political solution instead.

The extent of the Mufti's moderation during this period was indicated 
by his willingness to negotiate and accept compromise solutions. He was 
involved in indirect negotiations with St. John Philby in September and 
October 1929, from which emerged a draft settlement providing for the 
establishment of a Parliament in which Jews and Arabs would be propor
tionally represented and Palestine would remain under the authority of a 
British High Commissioner who would safeguard Zionist interests, in
cluding immigration. While the Mufti accepted the draft proposal, the 
Zionist leaders (except for Judah Magnes, chancellor of Hebrew Univer
sity), including Chaim Weizmann, David Ben-Gurion, and Pinhas Ruten- 
berg, rejected the plan because it would have confined their position as 
Jews to a minority in Palestine.

It was the Mufti, too, who dispatched the secretary of the Supreme
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Muslim Council and the Palestine Arab Executive, Jamal al-Husayni, to 
London in December 1929 to meet with the colonial secretary. Jamal's 
starting position was that Palestine have "some form of representative 
government," an elected legislature based on proportional representation 
and over whose legislation the High Commissioner would have a veto 
power. The colonial secretary rejected the proposal: the Zionists were op
posed to a legislature in which they would be a minority and through 
which the Palestinians could curtail the growth of the Yishuv. The British 
objected because they feared British authority in Palestine would be re
duced. A few months later Jamal again went to London with a Palestine 
Arab Executive delegation, which offered a similar proposal. Once again it 
was rejected by the British, for similar reasons.

In the Passfield White Paper in October 1930, the British did meet 
Palestinian demands on immigration and land purchase, but this was the 
result of the Shaw and Simpson commissions' recommendations rather 
than the Mufti's efforts. However, Zionist pressure on the minority gov
ernment of Ramsay MacDonald forced the government to withdraw these 
concessions in the MacDonald letter of January 13 , 19 3 1. Partly in re
sponse to the letter, the Mufti convened a General Islamic Congress in 
December 19 3 1 to unite the Arabs and Muslims against the Zionists, and 
to make Britain aware that her interests lay in the Muslim and Arab worlds 
rather than with the Zionists. But the effect of the congress on the British 
was negligible.

Indeed, efforts by the Mufti and his colleagues were largely unsuccess
ful. A  general strike and demonstration against Jewish immigration, held 
by the executive in Oaober 1933 while the Mufti was out of the country, 
resulted in twenty-five deaths. Political parties were formed, private and 
public protests were held, but they were ineffective in halting immigration. 
In fact, Jewish immigration increased from 4075 in 19 3 1 to 61,854 in 1935. 
The fourth British High Commissioner, Arthur Wauchope, took notice of 
the Mufti's difficulties in January 1934: " I  am confident that the Mufti 
likes me, respects me and is anxious to help me . . . but he fears that 
criticism of his many opponents that he is too British may weaken his 
influence in the country. The fact, however, that his influence is on the 
side of moderation is of definite value.

The political situation worsened in 1935. A  British intelligence report 
predicted that the Palestinian political leaders "will find themselves forced 
to adopt an extremist policy" in order "to restore their prestige and prevent
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the leadership of the nationalist movement from passing out of their 
hands" and "to satisfy public opinion and try a new course of action, as 
all their previous efforts in protest, demonstrations, public meetings etc. 
had failed to attain their object."^®

In light of the deteriorating situation, one can ask why the Mufti con
tinued to maintain his dual policy of cooperation with the British and 
nonviolent opposition to the Zionists during two decades when the threat 
to Palestinian national existence, except for 1926-28, was becoming more 
ominous. A  number of fundamental reasons can be suggested.

First, the Husaynis, as discussed above, belonged to that patrician class 
in whom defense of the political status quo and cooperation with the im
perial power to guarantee stability were deeply ingrained. Amin al-Hu- 
sayni's statements to British officials and his actions indicate a constant 
awareness of his status as an official appointed by the Palestine govern
ment. Should he challenge British discretionary power, he would lose the 
posts of Mufti of Jerusalem and president of the Supreme Muslim Council.

Second, like others of his generation and despite his nationalist views, 
the Mufti admired what he perceived as British fairness and sense of jus
tice— personal qualities of British officials such as Herbert Samuel and 
Arthur Wauchope, with whom he met frequently. He repeatedly affirmed 
his allegiance to the British rulers on the basis of these personal qualities, 
even while he was aware that British officials, regardless of their personal 
preferences, were the instruments of what he considered an unjust policy.

Third, he believed that the British were too strong for the Palestinians 
to oppose successfully and that, in any case, their presence in Palestine 
would be transitory, as it appeared to be in Egypt, Iraq, and Transjordan.

Finally, he thought that Britain's pro-Zionist Balfour policy would 
change when the British realized that their interests lay with the Muslim 
and Arab countries and not with the Zionists. He further believed that the 
Palestinians, with the help of fellow Muslims and Arabs, might influence 
the British through petitions, delegations to London, protests, and dem
onstrations. He opposed political violence or preparation for revolutionary 
resistance. On the contrary, he surreptitiously assisted the British author
ities in defusing violent outbreaks. In short, he affirmed, by word and 
deed, a preference for nonviolent methods.

The Exile Years. Ever since 19 2 1, the Mufti had managed to pacify his 
two masters: the British with loyalty pledges and cooperation, and the 
Palestinians with religious and political rhetoric. But in April 1936 he was



122 An Overview and Assessment

forced by events, by the militant public anti-British mood (growing since 
the summer of 1929), to choose between them. When violence flared on 
April 15 - 19 , 1936, and a general strike began to spread, the public urged 
him to assume the leadership of the strike against Jewish immigration and 
land purchase and for the establishment of a national government. He 
resisted for ten crucial days.^  ̂ But the Mufti's propensity for inertia and 
timidity gave way to political action. Had he remained on the sidelines 
with nothing to show but a record of failure, he would have been overtaken 
by events and by more militant leaders. By accepting the leadership of the 
newly organized Arab Higher Committee, which comprised all five political 
parties, he became the leader of the general strike. This decision was the 
beginning of the end of his policy of cooperation. It was also the beginning 
of the end of British confidence in him.

Several events over the next few years served to radicalize him further. 
In 1937 the British submitted a plan to partition Palestine between what 
the Palestinians saw as two outsiders: the Zionists from Europe and the 
Hashimites from the Hijaz now settled in Transjordan. The Mufti as most 
Palestinians rejected partition and continued to lead the revolt. The British 
decided to strip him of his offices and arrest him for his part in the violence.

The Mufti escaped to Lebanon and continued to lead the revolt from 
Beirut and Damascus. By the summer of 1938, many cities, including 
Jerusalem, had been taken by the rebels. But it was only a matter of time 
before Britain, whose forces outnumbered the Palestinians ten to one, 
crushed the revolt. The Palestinians paid a high price for the 1936-39 revolt 
in terms of their economy, social fabric, and military and political struc
ture. Out of a population of 960,000, the British conservatively estimated 
that 3074 Palestinians were killed. In addition 1 10  were hanged, and 6000 
were incarcerated in 1939 alone. Considering the magnitude of the national 
calamity, and the personal loss of many of the Mufti's friends and relatives, 
it is no wonder that he was very depressed and considered suicide in 1939, 
according to a report by the French High Commissioner of the Levant, 
Gabriel Puaux.^®

The Mufti grew bitter and uncompromising in matters vital to the future 
of his people. He rejected the 1939 White Paper, even though its terms—  
restricting Jewish immigration to 75,000 during five years, limiting land 
sales, and planning for an independent Palestine with an Arab majority of 
two to one in ten years— were obviously favorable to the Palestinians. 
Instead, he wrote thanking Puaux for his hospitality in Lebanon. He bribed



the French chief of police of Syria and Lebanon, where, as the result of 
British pressure on the French, he was under close observation, and escaped 
to Iraq in October 1939. There he sought to encourage a Pan-Arab chal
lenge to British control over Iraq and, ultimately, over Palestine.

The prospect of a revolt in Iraq alarmed three parties with vital interests 
in Palestine: the Zionists, the Hashimites, and the British. Pinhas Ruten- 
berg, a Zionist representative who a year earlier had been counseled by 
Amir 'Abdullah to eliminate the Mufti, traveled to London to urge the 
British to assassinate the Palestinian leader. Since the Foreign Office was 
not in the habit of carrying out assassinations, it found the proposal un
attractive and, in any case, impractical. Yet five months later the Mufti 
became such a grave threat to British interests that Winston Churchill 
approved his assassination.M em bers of the Irgun, a Revisionist Zionist 
underground movement, were flown to Iraq to carry out the assassination 
with the help of the British army, but failed to kill the Mufti. He escaped 
to Iran, and the Rashid 'Ali revolt he had helped to start was put down by 
the British and Hashimite forces.

The Mufti then fled to the Axis countries, first to Italy, then to Ger
many. He claimed that he had nowhere else to go because the British had 
a price on his head. He cooperated with the Nazis, believing that they 
would help the Arabs expel the British once Germany defeated Britain in 
the Middle East. There is no reason to believe, however, that the Germans, 
despite written commitments, would have been less perfidious with the 
Arabs than the British had been in World War I. That is, the Mufti may 
have been helping with the war effort for the privilege of exchanging 
imperial masters.

Finally, he returned to the Arab world in 1946 to continue his struggle 
against the Zionists. But he totally misjudged the balance of forces between 
the Arabs and the Zionists, so that when the United Nations General 
Assembly passed the partition resolution on November 29 ,1947, the Mufti 
rejected the resolution and organized a general strike and political violence.
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Assessment. Though astute, incorruptible, and ascetic in his dedication to 
his people, the Mufti's policies during both phases of his career were a 
failure and unwittingly contributed to the dispossession of the Palestinians. 
During the first period, even though he understood the ominous threat of 
Zionism to Palestinian national existence, the Mufti cooperated with the 
British mandatory government of Palestine and rejected methods of na-
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tional self-defense at a time when such methods may have helped his cause. 
He opposed the Balfour policy, but through such ineffeaive methods as 
petitions, delegations, and strikes. He did help awaken the national spirit, 
but did not mobilize the Palestinian masses for action. Palestinian and 
Zionist claims to the contrary, he did not lead a single act of political 
violence between 19 18  and 1936. The three riots that took place in the 
1920s were spontaneous occurrences that resulted in no sustained policy 
changes. The Mufti was largely passive, and,the Yishuv experienced two 
crucial decades of growth, increasing from 50,000 in 19 17  to 384,000 in 
1936.

'After the Arab Revolt was put down by the British, the Palestinians 
were considerably weakened. But instead of prudently recognizing this 
reality and .accepting the 1939 White Paper, which was favorable to the 
Palestinians, or .compromising with the Zionists, he shifted to a policy of 
active and futile opposition and rejection, culminating in 1947 in the re
nunciation of the UN partition resolution. In short, moderation during the 
Palestine phase and rejection during the exile phase contributed to the 
ultimate defeat of the Palestinians.

Yet the overriding factors that frustrated Palestinian nationalism have 
less to do with the policies and actions of a single leader than with the 
balance of forces. It was British policy, backed by British military might 
and by international (i.e., European) support for the British mandate and 
for Zionist colonization, which was primarily responsible for providing the 
Yishuv time to grow, through immigration and land purchases, and time 
to establish quasi-governmental and military institutions. The Palestinians 
were a weak, underdeveloped agrarian society and never a match for the 
British army nor, after 1939, for the Zionist forces. Their power to influ
ence the destiny of Palestine was secondary to that of the three other 
parties with strategic and territorial interest in Palestine: the British, the 
Zionists, an4  the Hashimites.

In short, the ultimate cause of the Palestinian tragedy was a process 
which began with the Balfour promise to the Zionists in 19 17  and ended 
in the nakba of 1948. British and, eventually, Zionist and Hashimite pol
icies, actions, and forces overwhelmed a weak society with a traditional 
and ineffective leadership and organization.

The head of the Eastern Department of the British Foreign Office wrote, 
in response to Rutenberg's suggestion of assassinating the Mufti, an ob-



servation that may apply to the Mufti's entire political career: "H e [Ru- 
tenberg] is mistaken in thinking that the disappearance of the Mufti would 
make any difference. The Mufti is merely the man thrown up by the 
moment. If he had not been on the scene, someone else would have played 
his part." And, we may add, the outcome would have been the same.
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