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S
ince British Foreign 
Secretary Arthur Bal-
four made his famous 
declaration that be-
came the basis for the 
creation of the state of 
Israel, the country has 

expanded several times, swal-
lowing Palestinian land and big 
chunks of its Arab neighbours.

No sane person in 2017 can 
deny that Balfour’s declaration 
was just a promise made to Lord 
Walter Rothschild, a leader of 
the Jewish community in Brit-
ain and a major Zionist figure. 
Balfour’s short letter to Lord 
Rothschild included a statement 
that “His Majesty’s Government 
view with favour the establish-
ment in Palestine of a national 
home for the Jewish people” but 
that was sufficient to bring about 
the creation of the state of Israel 
in 1948.

This is a reality that cannot be 
denied and covered by slogans. 
Were it not for the Arab refusal to 
accept and deal with reality, Is-
rael would not have had a chance 
to be created, let alone expand. 
With every move that followed 
Balfour’s declaration and up 
to Israel’s current plan to step 
up the colonisation of the West 
Bank, cut off Jerusalem from its 
Palestinian environment and 
spread chaos in the Arab world, 
the Arabs have disregarded the 
prevailing balance of power in 
the region and in the world.

Israel has succeeded in an 
unprecedented way in turning 
Balfour’s mere promise into a 
state on the majority of Pales-
tinian land but has failed in its 
efforts to cancel the Palestinians. 
These proud people continue to 
prove daily that they exist on the 
political map of the Middle East 
and will never give up their legiti-
mate rights.

The story of the Balfour Decla-
ration is inseparable from that of 
the Sykes-Picot agreement. It’s 
a tale of opportunities wasted 
by Arabs and Palestinians and 
the story of the resistance of a 
population that refuses to give in 
despite mistakes by their leaders. 
At no time have the Palestinians 
and the Arabs been able to stop 
the Zionist project. They did the 
opposite and gave Israel multi-
ple opportunities to grow and 
expand.

Some statistics are telling: At 
the time of Balfour’s declaration, 
the Jews in Palestine were less 
than 9% of the local population; 
from 1922-35, that figure rose to 
22%.

The Palestinians, on the other 
hand, have seen their dream 
dwindle slowly; from refusing 
to give up not a single inch of 
Palestinian territory, they’re now 
negotiating for their own state on 
20% of Palestine.

Their problem has been an 
inability to distinguish between 
fantasy and tough reality, be-
tween what is possible and what 
is impossible and between what 
regional and international reali-
ties make possible or impossible. 
Other Arab countries have been 
of no help. They have encouraged 
their dream and fed the fantasy.

Israel has taken full advantage 
of Arab and Palestinian stub-
bornness to face reality. That 
stubbornness was behind the 
Arab and Palestinian refusal to 
accept the partition plan of 1947 
and behind declaring war on the 
newborn Israeli state in 1948.

The Arab-Israeli war in 1967 
was a scandal by all measures. 
The least one can say about the 
way Egyptian President Gamal 
Abdel Nasser conducted that war 
was that it revealed his total igno-
rance of international politics and 

economic and military realities.
In the end, Nasser was just 

another army officer concerned 
only with the survival of his own 
regime. The Palestinian cause 
was just another excuse for op-
pressing the Egyptian population 
and for meddling in the affairs 
of the other Arab countries and 
destabilising them. Every regime 
destabilised by Nasser was a 
thousand times better than his.

What is left for the Palestinians 
a century down the road from 
Balfour’s declaration?

Well, they are still standing in 
a region where their cause is no 
longer the top priority. Before the 
Egyptian-Israeli accords of 1974, 
former Syrian President Hafez 
Assad conspired with Israel to 
keep the Golan Heights occupied, 
thus denying the Palestinians any 
chance of using that front.

To Israel’s delight, the Arabs 
decided in 1974 to declare the 
Palestinian Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO) as the only legitimate 
representative of the Palestin-
ian people and thus practically 
prevented Jordan from using UN 
Resolution 242 as the basis for 
demanding Israel’s withdrawal 
from the West Bank. It had been 
part of Jordan before being taken 
over by the PLO.

In 1994, the late Jordanian King 
Hussein signed a peace treaty 
with Israel to save his kingdom 
and bury the fantasy of an al-
ternative country. Now Iran has 
hijacked the Palestinian cause 
and offered Israel another reason 
to rejoice.

In one century, the Middle East 
has changed and Israeli society 
has changed but the Palestinians 
are still with us. Israel is obvious-
ly refusing the two-state solution 
but in return can it metamorpho-
sise into a democratic state rather 
than remain a racist state?
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T
he United Nations’ new humani-
tarian chief, Mark Lowcock, 
offered a stark description of the 
state of Syria’s displaced people 
inside and outside the country.

He told the UN Security Council 
that more than 13 million people 

inside Syria needed humanitarian assistance 
and that nearly half of them needed it urgently. 
He added that, at 1.8 million, the number of 
internally displaced Syrians in the nine months 
from January remained “high.”

Indeed, numbers no longer seem able to meas-
ure the scale of Syria’s humanitarian tragedy. 
The war has driven more than 12 million from 
their homes, creating the largest refugee crisis 
in recent history.

But the UN humanitarian chief’s statement is 
the latest update and most dismal summation of 
the situation in Syria.

There has been little priority given to the issue 
of refugees and the internally displaced in the 
various negotiation tracks. There is need for a 
renewed focus on the urgency of rebuilding a 
country whose towns and cities are in ruins, its 
people impoverished and scattered and its 
economy starved of crucial funding.

The civil war appears to have morphed into a 
frozen conflict with occasional flashes of heat 
from the international scramble for influence 
and the attempt to distribute the spoils of war. 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s visit to 
Tehran is the most recent illustration.

Calculations were in the air. The process of 
reconstruction is bound to be long; recovery to 
be tortuous. However, amid the transparent 
attempts to impose a Pax Russiana over Syria 
and the prioritised task of accommodating 
regional powers, the plight of Syria’s civilians 
could, unfortunately, take a backseat.

Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries 
suffer from various forms of exploitation and a 
lack of food and basic services.

“An estimated 50,000 Syrians remain 
stranded in the desert in Rukban on the ‘berm’ 
along the Syrian-Jordanian border,” Lowcock 
said.

“Limited commercial supplies are reaching 
Rukban, access to food is precarious and the 
overall situation remains dire. As the winter 
months approach, this situation will become 
even more acute.”

A report by the British charity The Business 
and Human Rights Resource Centre tried to 
draw attention to the abuse suffered by many 
Syrian refugees in Turkish factories. All too 
often, Syrian workers, who make garments for 
the European market, are underage, without 
work permits and have few rights.

O
n October 31, 29-year-old Uzbek 
Sayfullo Saipov was charged with 
a terror-related crime after he 
allegedly drove a rented truck 
onto a bike path in lower Manhat-
tan, killing eight people. On 
November 1, 25-year-old Tunisian 

Ziad Gharbi was arrested after a traffic police-
man was stabbed to death near the Tunisian 
parliament. What they had in common was a 
murderous perversion of the Islamic faith.

“It appears that Mr Saipov had been planning 
this for a number of weeks — he did this in the 
name of ISIS (Islamic State),” said John Miller, 
New York deputy police commissioner. “He 
appears to have followed, almost exactly to a T, 
the instructions that ISIS has put out in its social 
media channels before with instructions to their 
followers on how to carry out such an attack.”

The Tunisian terrorist is said to have “adopted 
takfiri thought three years ago” in the belief that 
“killing security forces is a form of jihad.”

It remains to be seen whether these men 
acted on their own. What is clear, however, is 
they were both inspired by the poisonous 
narrative put out by ISIS and similar jihadist 
groups. The perverted ideology is widely 
accessible on the internet. Extremist operatives 
can also use mosques and prisons as venues to 
radicalise vulnerable or mentally unstable 
individuals.

Political leaders might be pressured to look for 
expedient solutions but counter-radicalisation 
efforts will require painstaking work and 
concerted cooperation between nations. There 
are no quick fixes for this global problem that is 
likely to plague all humanity for a long period  
of time.
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