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It seems impossible to read of the destruction and killing in Syria and the Middle East today without 
wondering how human beings can bring such disasters on themselves. At the meeting of the 
Faringdon Peace Group on 2nd May Bernard Regan took us back 100 years to consider how the 
seeds of the current chaos were sown during the less well-know story of upheavals in the Middle 
East during the First World War. The “Great Powers” then were the same Powers that are 
contending there now  - Britain, France, Russia, with financial support from the sidelines from the 
United States. We read little in our history books of the aims of the British and French in the region 
at that time and almost nothing from the Arab and Palestinian point of view.

First Bernard Regan set the background of the imperialism that had developed in the 19th century 
and the way in which this was supported by the economic structures that governed the colonial 
empires. On the one hand the prevailing colonial ideas of territorial rights could ride roughshod 
over the indigenous population, but on the other hand a tide of nationalist aspiration was spreading. 

Britain’s links to India were seen as vital and the consequence was concentration on the control of 
the Suez canal and the land route from the eastern Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf. Coupled with 
this was the growth of the importance of the oil supplies that came from what was still known as 
Persia. The expansion of Russian influence south towards India and towards the Mediterranean 
were perceived as threats as the Ottoman Empire began to crumble, though propped up by an 
alliance with Germany. After the disaster of Gallipoli in 1915, the British sought an alliance with 
the Arab population in an area approximating to Palestine, Lebanon and Syria. In the Damascus 
Protocol Arab nationalists were hoping that, in siding with Britain and France, they would achieve 
an independent Arab state. However a secret agreement between Britain and France – the 
Sykes/Picot Agreement in 1916 – carved up this area into spheres of influence for the allies 
intending it to be under international control.

In Palestine, in1914 the resident Jewish population was relatively small – estimated to be about 
60,000 of 800,000. But persecution of Jews in Europe stimulated ideas for establishing a Jewish 
state as a homeland – Zionism – though by no means all Jews supported these ideas. Schemes for 
land in Argentina and Uganda were floated before the pressure grew for a homeland in Palestine. 
Opponents of Balfour in Britain included Jewish political figures who doubted the wisdom of a 
separate Jewish state but the decision in the Jewish Board of Deputies went in favour of a state in 
Palestine a month before Balfour‘s Declaration. Balfour explicitly said “no consultation” had been 
entered into with the Palestinian people and the Declaration referred to them only as the “non-
Jewish communities”. The Declaration was endorsed by the League of Nations in 1922 and sales of 
Palestinian land and the promotion of Jewish enterprises with Jewish only workers grew in pace 
into the 1920’s. The seeds had been sown.

[ To take this further you might like to seek out Bernard Regan’s recent book “The Balfour 
Declaration”.] 


