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Until recently, modern Palestinian history has almost
exclusively been written as a political history, one that
details the events, negotiations, and activities leading up
to the destruction of  Palestine in 1948.1 This political
component of  history has been utilized as the major
explanatory tool to describe the absence of  a Palestinian
state, the existence of  a diaspora composed of  millions
of  Palestinian refugees living outside of  Palestine in
Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan, and the unwillingness of
the international community to implement United Na-
tions resolutions that provide Palestinians with land,
rights, and compensation. While the political landmarks
of  the struggle over Palestine, of  course, define Pales-
tinians’ lives today, Palestinians also recognize that their
history and struggle lies in more than just the political
forces and events that led up to the destruction and de-
population of  the land.

In contrast to the formal histories that rely on the
written documentation of  the British Mandate Gov-
ernment and the nascent Palestinian national movement,
the 1980s and 1990s witnessed a surge in “new” types of
histories on Palestine, such as autobiographies, village
memorial books, and oral history collections.2 Many of
these works offer personal recollections and collected
documentary material from the period prior the de-
struction of  1948, and focus primarily on personal and
local concerns, set within a larger framework of  Pales-
tinian political realities and national identification prac-
tices. These recollections of  the past envision a new
history of  Palestine, a type of  history that Raphael
Samuel calls in his Theatres of  Memory, “a social form of
knowledge: the work, in any given instance, of  a thou-
sand different hands.” 3 One possible explanation for the
appearance of  these new histories is that Palestinians
live in a number of  different countries and they have no
state of  their own; thus, no one particular group or in-
stitution can assert an exclusive hegemonic position
over a historical vision of  the past. Instead, as Sweden-
burg notes, “specialized bodies devoted to the preserva-
tion, collection, and dissemination of  memories of  the
past have come to play a crucial role in a wider Palestin-
ian struggle to articulate and sustain a national and cul-

tural identity.”4 Often collectively conceived and com-
posed as documentary projects to preserve specific
types of  knowledge, memorial books and oral history
collections emerge to both challenge and complement
the overarching narratives of  Palestinian collective his-
tory, in the process of  recording what are peculiarly lo-
cal histories about individual families, villages, institu-
tions, and events.5

The power of  these texts lies in the specificity of  the
experiences described: late summers spent harvesting
wheat, illicit cigarettes smoked beyond the watchful eyes
of  family, the farming and grazing of  land that had been
known by names now on the verge of  being forgotten,6
village-and family-origin stories, the building of  the
family house, and memories of  the first day of  school.
Through these stories, new histories of  pre-1948 Pales-
tinian life reveal what were once the known, mundane
details of  everyday life and existence, and which, fol-
lowing the destruction of  Palestine in 1948, have be-
come a powerful subject of  nostalgia and inspiration for
continued struggle. These memories are part of  a
growing documentary historical production that seeks to
make the everyday life of  the past a known commodity.
This article addresses the topic of  modern Palestinian
historiography and the subject of  historical memory by
exploring the history of  the Arab College in Jerusalem
and the written recollections of  former instructors and
students that were published in the 1990s. In particular,
this article examines two issues related to our under-
standing of  history: first, the intersection of  first-person
accounts with the more general histories about educa-
tion under the Mandate; and second, the role of  the
Arab College in the national struggle for Palestine as
seen through the eyes of  its former pupils and teachers.

In 1991, a group of  Palestinians living in Jordan be-
gan a campaign to revive the Arab College, a secondary
and post-secondary teacher training college that had
stood on Jabal al-Mukabbir in Jerusalem prior to 1948.7
These former students and teachers of  the Arab Col-
lege, a public school under the jurisdiction of  the Man-
date government, felt that it had been a unique educa-
tional institution for the top students of  Palestine and
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Transjordan, as well as a symbol of  national pride.8
They published an appeal to “all who are sympathetic to
the intent [to re-establish the College] and who want to
contribute to its future implementation, in repayment of
their obligation [wafa’ lil-dayn] and in recognition of  the
College’s service.”9 In presenting their case, these for-
mer teachers and students published a volume com-
memorating the 75th anniversary of  the Arab College,
which included historical documents and photographs
from the period between 1920 and 1948, a copy of  the
Arab College magazine from 1933, and recollections of
former teachers and students.10 The material for this
publication was largely gathered and presented through
the efforts of  a young researcher, Walid Raghib al-
Khalidi, who had published much of  it previously in
nineteen installments in al-Quds al-Sharif, a monthly peri-
odical of  the Jerusalem Arab Municipality-in-exile in
Amman, Jordan.11 These works by al-Khalidi, in addi-
tion to a number of  accounts by former pupils or in-
structors of  the college, provide an important body of
material not only for the history of  the Arab College
and its role as an Arab educational institution during the
British Mandate, but also for the historiography of  edu-
cation under the British occupation.

Prior to the activities of  those who sought to re-
establish the Arab College and their concomitant publi-
cations in the 1990s, the history of  the Arab College
was accessible in scholarly histories and well-informed,
general accounts. Early works from the 1950s on educa-
tion under the British Mandate by A. L. Tibawi and Ab-
dulqadir Yousuf  offer a variety of  perspectives on that
system of  education based on both documentary mate-
rial and their own experiences, always couched within a
neutral and scholarly language.12 Mahmud Abidi’s nine-
page historical overview of  the college’s history includes
the names of  teachers and students, descriptions of  the
buildings, and the different certifications offered. De-
spite the fact that he was a student at the college, the
account is written in the third person with no personal
details or stories.13 Similarly, Hisham Nashshabeh wrote
an important article on the Arab College that includes
references from the unpublished diaries of  Ahmad
Samih al-Khalidi, the director of  the college from 1925
to 1948.14 In the late 1990s, more autobiographical ac-
counts began to appear, such as Nicola Ziadeh’s de-
scription of  his experiences as both a student and
teacher at the college and Sadiq Ibrahim ‘Odeh’s combi-
nation of  historical summary and personal stories.15

While the majority of  Palestinian projects on oral
history and popular memory have focused on rural
refugees,16 the Arab College commemorative works, by
contrast, focus on an elite, largely urban, experience
shared by young men from all over Palestine. These stu-
dents spent the formative period of  their youth in the
college and received a well-regarded education that pre-

pared them for positions in education, banking, and
government service, among others. The Arab College
was the most prestigious public educational institution
for Arabs, and the only one offering education beyond
the matriculation exam. Herbert Samuel, the first high
commissioner, had envisioned (and promised) that it
would become an Arab university, a plan that, unfortu-
nately, was never implemented. The former teachers and
students readily found prestigious employment
throughout the Arab world and beyond, particularly
after 1948.

These individual accounts presented in the com-
memorative works offer us the opportunity to examine
the Arab College’s history as portrayed by students and
teachers, who themselves recount the past through their
personal experiences. Their recollections of  the envi-
ronment where they were educated and taught and the
political and nationalist activities that surrounded them
contrast with and complement the more formal and
political histories of  education during the Mandate pe-
riod. With the publication of  these personal stories of
the past, we have a rich body of  first-hand accounts of
the pre-1948 Arab College to supplement more gener-
alized forms of  history. Thus, this article will discuss the
historiography of  Palestinian education in light of  these
new personal sources of  history in two specific events
in the Arab College’s history: the student protests
against the British in 1925 and the Latin language re-
quirement for the intermediate certification.

Arab Education Under the Mandate17

The Arab College, called the Men’s Teacher Training
College until 1927, grew out of  the British military ad-
ministration’s restructuring of  the governmental school
system that followed the British occupation of  Palestine
in 1917-18. Colonial policy advised British Mandatory
officials to leave all existing systems in place (adopting a
status quo position), although the administration did
change the language of  instruction in the governmental
schools for Arabs from Turkish to Arabic.18 Due to this
amendment, the department found a dearth of  what it
perceived as teachers qualified to teach in Arabic.19 The
department immediately established teacher-training
colleges in Jerusalem for both men and women.20 The
problem of  the lack of  teachers was further com-
pounded by a new British educational goal, set by the
authorities when Palestine was transferred to a civil ad-
ministration in 1920, that “every child in Palestine would
have an opportunity of  attending school” after four
years of  the civilian administration.21

Throughout the Mandate, the Palestinians and the
British struggled over the types of  education, content,
funding, and control. The British Mandate Department
of  Education was under the direction of  two British
officials, Humphrey Bowman, followed by Jerome Far-
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rell, who enforced the educational practices that they
and their British and Arab assistants developed.22 Tibawi
notes that the struggle between educational policy-
makers focused on those who advocated high standards
of  education for a few versus others who believed in
mass education of  lower quality for more people. Thus,
while some aimed to “discover and educate an elite
class,” others worked at “keeping the peasants on the
land by teaching their children farming, together with
the three R’s.”23 The implementation of  these two dif-
ferent priorities resulted in the Department of  Educa-
tion organizing the new governmental educational sys-
tem for Arabs around separate education for boys and
girls and separate syllabi and standards for towns and
villages. The division they created between town schools
and village schools determined the different curricula
and standards for teacher selection, among other issues.

While the Arab College was almost exclusively con-
cerned with educating the most outstanding male stu-
dents in Palestinian schools, selected to enter the college
based on exams and interviews, the number of  students
trained to be teachers was limited by facilities and gov-
ernment commitment.24 Of  course, the limited scale of
teacher training had a profound effect on the ability to
develop the educational system. Between 1921-22 and
1932-33, the number of  teachers increased by only 188,
an average increase of  17 per year.25 In the same period,
the number of  students increased by more than 7,000,
and almost half  of  those who wanted to attend school
were regularly turned away: in 1932-33 only 57 percent
of  applicants to the rural government schools were ac-
cepted, as were 45 percent of  town school applicants.26

Thus, in the early period of  the Mandate, the limited
teacher education training programs in addition to the
Mandate Government-imposed budget cuts severely
restricted the growth of  education.

In the 1930s, the Department of  Education imple-
mented expansion schemes that resulted in a huge in-
crease in the number of  teachers.27 In 1935, the Rural
Training Center for Women in Ramallah offered two
(and later three and then four) years of  post-elementary
training for women teachers for the rural schools. The
Kadoorie Agricultural School in Tulkarm was estab-
lished in 1931 and later included a year of  teacher
training for selected male students to become teachers
in the rural schools.28 Despite the growth in the number
of  teachers and the expansion of  facilities, the Mandate
government still turned away students and never
achieved its goal of  universal education; by 1944, it suc-
ceeded to insure that only 32.5 percent of  the Arab
school-age population (ages five to 14 years) was in
school.29

Tibawi and Yousuf  are particularly keen to note that
despite any successes of  the Mandate educational sys-
tem—and the Arab College was one of  them—the en-

tire educational enterprise was constantly under attack
by Arab educators and nationalist leaders. This was par-
ticularly true of  the three directors of  the Arab College,
Khalil al-Sakakini (1919-1920), Khalil Totah (1920-
1925), and Ahmad Samih al-Khalidi (1925-1948), who
adopted different positions when negotiating the rough
political waters that enveloped Palestine at various times,
as will be discussed below. From the outset, Palestinian
Arabs struggled with the British over control of  the
education system, particularly given that the British
Mandate Department of  Education granted the Jewish
community complete charge of  its public schools.30 Ac-
cording to Tibawi, the major flaw of  educational ad-
ministration during the Mandate was the lack of  Pales-
tinians in the departmental administration.31 Therefore,
while Arab students were taught by Arab teachers and
supervised by Arab inspectors, those formulating the
curriculum and educational policy, albeit with input
from Arab employees of  the department, were British.
The lack of  fundamental and significant Arab participa-
tion in the decision-making and policy formation re-
mained a highly contested issue by the Palestinians
throughout the Mandate.32

In a Palestinian public educational environment char-
acterized by large numbers of  students unable to attend
schools, lack of  facilities, budget cuts, and personnel
and administrative limitations imposed by the govern-
ment and the Department of  Education, the Arab Col-
lege functioned as the elite institution for the education
of  Arabs in Palestine. Since students were accepted into
the college on merit rather than social status, education
provided opportunities for social and economic mobility
and the formation of  a diverse intellectual cadre that
joined the ranks of  the nationalist leadership.33 As will
be explored below in the discussions of  the events of
1925 and the teaching of  Latin, the personal memories
and recollection of  stories about the Arab College reveal
the importance of  national Palestinian Arab sentiment
in remembering the past. Specifically, these accounts
reveal the national consciousness of  students and teach-
ers, their nationalist activities, and their reactions to the
limitations and restrictions of  the Department of  Edu-
cation.

Colonial Education and the Student Strike of  1925
The national character of  the struggle for Palestine

was mirrored in the early history of  the Arab College.
The first Palestinian director of  the Arab College (when
it was still called the Men’s Teacher Training College)
was Khalil al-Sakakini, appointed in 1919. Active in
many of  the intellectual pursuits of  the time, he was a
visionary educator, debated politics with other Palestini-
ans in a number of  forums, founded literary clubs, and
took part in the leadership of  the Arabization move-
ment within the Greek Orthodox church.34 His diaries,
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edited and published by his daughter Hala shortly after
his death in 1953, provide us with the only Palestinian
accounts of  education from this very early period.35 In
the following excerpt from November 1919, al-Sakakini
describes his meeting with Legge, the Assistant Director
in the Department of  Education in which al-Sakakini
sought to change the curriculum of  the college:

I also suggested to Legge that we add music and
singing to the school program, and he was pleased
with that suggestion. As for a teacher for this subject,
if we cannot find a special teacher, I myself can do it
since I take special lessons at the music school in
violin and voice for two hours a week. I also sug-
gested that we teach natural philosophy and meta-
physics (al-falsafa al-tabi`iya) and he asked me to pre-
pare a list of the equipment necessary for such a
class. In addition, I provided him with a long list of
the various sports equipment we need. There were
many other things I presented him and he accepted
them pleasantly […]36

While we do not know the reaction of  the authorities to
al-Sakakini’s proposals, it is clear that he did not see
himself  as merely a figurehead of  the college and sub-
ordinate to the British Department of  Education, but
instead actively promoted his own agenda for education.
Despite this promising first year, he resigned to protest
the appointment of  Herbert Samuel, both Jewish and a
Zionist, as the high commissioner for Palestine in 1920.

The director appointed in his stead was the imman-
ently suitable Khalil Totah who had a master’s degree in
education from the Teacher’s College at Columbia Uni-
versity in the United States. Under his tenure from 1920
to 1925, Arab College educational standards advanced
greatly: the teacher training period was raised from two
to three and then four years, and a preparatory class for
students from the village schools was opened.37 Like al-
Sakakini, Totah was intent on improving the educational
possibilities for students.38

Rather than directly protesting the British policies as
al-Sakakini had done, Totah tried to negotiate between
the colonial administration and Palestinian desires for
national independence. The Arab College had the pres-
tige of  being the best Arabic educational institution in
Palestine at the time, and thus, according to Tibawi, “
this College had been considered by the Arab national
leaders as an excellent field for their operations. Several
members of  the staff, notably the history lecturer, were
ardent nationalists actively in contact with those lead-
ers.”39 Totah’s successful tenure, however, witnessed a
number of  “unsettling events,” as Abidi describes
them.40 Totah was directly involved in one incident
when he and ‘Umar Salih al-Barghuthi wrote a textbook
on the history of  Palestine that Herbert Samuel banned.
Totah did not make full disclosure of  the story until
1937, when he says Samuel banned the book due to the

following statement in the text: “Sir Herbert Samuel
endeavoured to make the Arabs see the Jewish point of
view as regards Zionism and failed.”41 That Totah (and
al-Barghuthi) did not go public with the incident reveals
that Totah, unlike al-Sakakini, sought to smooth over
the conflicts between the colonial sensibilities and Pal-
estinian national sentiments; his success in avoiding con-
frontation with the British, however, was short-lived.

The end of  Totah’s tenure as director of  the college
came as a result of  Palestinian demonstrations against
the Mandate Government in 1925. Historical sources
recount the events in 1925 with varying levels of  detail
and style, among them personal accounts of  people who
were affiliated with the Arab College. Lord Balfour, the
founder of  the eponymous Balfour declaration, came to
Jerusalem that year at the invitation of  the Zionist
movement to inaugurate the opening of  the Hebrew
University.42 The Palestinian Arab population marked
the occasion with demonstrations and strikes, school
students among them, including members of  the Arab
College. The Government closed down the Arab Col-
lege for several weeks and only agreed to open it again
after the Arab Executive Committee intervened and
students signed agreements to “conform to college dis-
cipline.”43 However, if  one reads Tibawi, the most com-
prehensive account of  education under the British, there
is no mention of  Khalil Totah in the section on the
1925 student strikes; Tibawi only notes that Totah “vol-
untarily resigned his post” in a separate location in the
book, with no reference to why he might have resigned
nor the year.44 Yousuf  mentions the 1925 strike as one
example of  “effective and important strikes” by educa-
tional institutions, but does not discuss its effect on the
tenure of  Totah.45

Despite the importance of  the strikes and their effect
on the leadership of  the college, neither Tibawi, as the
most authoritative scholar on Palestinian education, nor
numerous other sources detail the exact events and par-
ticipants in the 1925 strikes. Even Nicola Ziadeh’s rec-
ollection of  his time at the Arab College, where he
studied from 1921 to 1924, does not mention the events
of  1925. Ziadeh began teaching in Acre following his
commencement, although, he writes, “I maintained a
relationship with the Teacher’s College after my gradua-
tion, and I corresponded with Khalil Totah and Darwish
Miqdadi and some of  the students who were behind
me.”46 The only comment he makes about Totah’s resig-
nation is when describing the many changes that had
taken place following his return visit to the Arab College
in 1926: “the most important of  which was the resigna-
tion of  Khalil Totah, and the deputization of  Ahmad
Samih al-Khalidi as the director in 1925.”47

In a few personal accounts we find some suggestion
as to why Totah submitted his resignation. Mahmud
Abidi, a student at the college at the time, explains that
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Totah’s position as principal became very delicate: he
could neither discourage nor encourage the students.
As a Quaker he was against violence. He was unjustly
suspected of sympathy with the government (which
his evidence before the Royal Commission twelve
years later proved unfounded). Accordingly he re-
signed, and the government decided to close down
the college and send the students home….48

Similarly, Nashshabeh’s historical account, relying on the
diaries of  Ahmad Samih al-Khalidi, who succeeded To-
tah as director of  the college, suggests that the British
were responsible for Totah’s resignation. After the strike,
certain students were punished and the remainder were
allowed to return to school in June of  1925; the students
however, “renewed the spirit of  resistance” and refused
to go to classes. Nashshabeh reflects that the British
then saw the students as the most radical in the country,
because only the students were still striking. Unable to
get the students to return to the classroom, Totah re-
signed. According to Nashshabeh this put the Depart-
ment of  Education in an embarrassing position and
they asked Ahmad Samih al-Khalidi to step in for Totah
while he was on “medical leave” for six days.49

By all accounts Totah was successful and well liked;
thus, in these histories of  the Arab College, the variety
of  explanations, or lack thereof, for his resignation, par-
ticularly from people who were present during that pe-
riod, suggests their contemporaneous confusion over
the exact course of  events. One possible suggestion for
the silence on this issue comes from Abidi’s insinuation
that Totah was seen as sympathetic to the administra-
tion. Thus, in retrospect, to preserve Totah’s reputation,
no one comments on his role in 1925. This explanation
concurs with the recollection of  the events by ‘Abdul-
rahman al-Habbab,50 a student who entered the college
in 1924. He maintains that Totah told the students not
to demonstrate, but they went onto the grounds and
street anyway, among them Mustafa al-Tahir and Radi
‘Abdulhadi who gave speeches.51 Given the students’
behavior, the director was seen by the British admini-
stration as being unable to control the students and thus
was fired, along with a number of  teachers who were
supportive of  the strike: George Mu’ammar, Jallal
Zurayq, and Darwish al-Miqdadi (“an ardent national-
ist”).52 Al-Habbab’s account stresses a very different
understanding of  Totah’s role in the strike—Totah dis-
courages the students but does not prevent them from
demonstrating (appropriate to both his position as di-
rector of  the college and national sentiments as a Pales-
tinian). Al-Habbab is the only one who believes that
Totah was dismissed for his actions; this interpretation
of  his resignation is in keeping with a Palestinian na-
tional role Totah is seen retrospectively as maintaining,
particularly following his testimony in 1937. Abidi sug-
gests that there was some confusion over Totah’s actual

position, and thus, not mentioning this period of  his life
may be the best way for all those who wrote about or
recalled this period of  protecting Totah’s nationalist cre-
dentials. Tibawi’s only mention of  Totah occurs when
he quotes a number of  times Totah’s 1937 testimony to
the Palestine Royal Commission on behalf  of  the Arab
Higher Committee. His testimony clearly indicates his
nationalist position on Palestinian education, particularly
through his opening statement: “The major grievance of
the Arabs as regards education, is that they have no
control over it.”53 Without the actual documentation,
people’s accounts and memories leave room for a wide
range of  possible outcomes, motives, and interpreta-
tions.

In fact, Totah’s own version of  events, recounted
much later, bears out some of  the reason for the histori-
cal silence, as he did stand against the prevalent nation-
alist opinion.54 He gives a very clear account of  why he
refused to support the strike, which is not reproduced
or even captured in any of  the above accounts:

My attitude to Arab strikes, which are too frequent
and usually futile, was negative. I preached strenuous
toil for the Arabs and not strikes, if they wished to
stand up to the Zionists. I told them that every day’s
loss of work was permitting the Jews to get ahead of
them by just that much. I would not join in the noisy
mob in the streets nor march with the demonstra-
tion.55

His lack of  enthusiasm for the strike was not about his
lack of  support for the nationalist cause, but was instead
about rejecting striking as a viable nationalist action.
However, in the heat of  the moment, his nuanced posi-
tion seems to have been overlooked. He presents the
complications of  nationalists’ interpretations of  his po-
sition and his bitterness over the ultimate outcome:

The mob was after my scalp as a traitor to the Arab
Cause. Like Pontius Pilate, the British authorities let
me down in order to appease the crowd who cried,
“crucify him, crucify him!” That was my reward for
sticking to my principles, for faithfulness to real Arab
interests and incidentally for loyalty to Government
orders which were issued to its officers in writing
forbidding the strike. But of course, that was not an
unusual performance on the part of the British poli-
ticians or politicians of any other country either.56

Totah seems to lay the majority of  the blame for the
resulting upheaval in his life not on the nationalist ac-
tivists who mistook his position, but on the British who
failed to support him and the fact that he was actually
following their orders by refusing to participate in or
condone the strike. Totah says he then resigned and
went to America where he finished his Ph.D., later to
come back and head the Friends’ School in Ramallah.

Incidentally, as can be seen in all of  the aforemen-
tioned accounts of  the events of  1925 at the Arab Col-
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lege, Totah is never cast as being sympathetic with the
British government, neither by historians nor by people
who were students at the time, even though it is clear
that he did not want the students to strike. While he may
have been penalized in 1925 for his position, history has
not exposed him as anti-nationalist. Instead, historical
memory has sheltered him and the details of  what was
his controversial position, both through the vague ac-
counts of  historians who sweep past the details, and the
eyewitness accounts of  students at the time, who see
him either as following his religious convictions or as a
victim of  British colonial policy.

While in all of  these accounts Khalil Totah is not
connected to the strike and bears almost no responsibil-
ity for it or the students’ behavior at the time, a number
of  people name Darwish al-Miqdadi as one of  the insti-
gators of  student sentiment. Abidi describes him as “an
inspiring teacher, and his extra-curricular activities were
as extensive and stimulating as his teaching. His talks at
the Debating Society were very popular, and his organ-
ised  tours of  historic sites in and around the city were
most exciting and illuminated by his well prepared expo-
sitions.”57 In addition, he was “as popular with the Arab
leadership outside the college as with the students in-
side.”58 A graduate of  the American University in Bei-
rut, Miqdadi had been hired by the Arab College in 1922
to teach history and geography. Nicola Ziadeh’s account
of  this period fails to describe what happens to Miqdadi
in 1925, but does mention one other teacher, George
Mu’ammar, whom al-Habbab described as among the
three who were fired. According to Ziadeh, Mu’ammar,
also a graduate of  AUB, had just joined the college after
Ziadeh’s graduation, “but only taught there for one
year.”59

Likewise, Miqdadi’s past in the Arab College is rarely
mentioned in biographical information about him. For
example, in Choueiri’s recent book on Arab nationalism,
he reports that Miqdadi was educated at the Ottoman
Islamic College and the American University of  Beirut,
where he studied history, literature and sociology.

He was to spend the rest of his life in various posts
associated with teaching and educational administra-
tion. After his graduation (1922), he first worked in
Jerusalem before moving to Iraq in 1927 where he
joined the Teachers’ Higher Training College. He
was involved during this period in propagating na-
tionalist ideas, working in close cooperation with
Sati’ al-Husari who dominated the Iraqi education
system at the time.60

There is no mention of  his nationalist activities and
clash with authorities in Jerusalem. Furthermore, Ya’qub
al-’Awdat, whose encyclopedic reference work Min A’lam
al-Fikr wa al-Adab fi Filastin (From Among the Scholars
of  Thought and Literature in Palestine) contains biogra-
phies of  the most significant and influential Palestinian

men from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, re-
ports that Miqdadi taught at the Arab College from
1922 to 1925, but attributes another cause for his de-
parture; in this account, Miqdadi submitted his resigna-
tion because of  a clash with British authorities over a
scout group he had established named after Khalid ibn
al-Walid, the early Arab Muslim military leader who
headed the Muslim armies in their conquests of  Iraq
and Syria. The British asked Miqdadi to do one of  the
following: terminate the troop’s existence, make it part
of  the Baden-Powell Scouts, or resign from his work.
Miqdadi is said to have shouted in the face of  the Brit-
ish Director of  the Department of  Education, “Will the
Scout troop of  Khalid ibn al-Walid, the great hero who
was never defeated in his life, be canceled? No, no, it
will not be rescinded, and it will not join the British Ba-
den-Powell Association. Here is my resignation.”61 Al-
’Awdat, like many others, does not give a source for this
information, although presumably he gathered it either
directly from Miqdadi, who died in 1961, or from those
who knew of  the incident. The text of  the letter
Miqdadi wrote is quoted in al-’Awdat as having appeared
in the newspaper al-Ittihad al-‘Arabi, issue 38, on 17 Ra-
jab 1344/30 January 1926.62

To the Honorable Director of Education in Palestine
The Assistant Director of the Teacher’s College

informed me that you will not allow the establish-
ment of an Arab Scouting group independent of the
English Baden-Powell Scouts at the Teacher’s Col-
lege.

I believe that we are Arabs in an Arab country,
and we want to have an Arab slogan and Arab flag.
We also want to have an Arab Scout [organization]
outside of the English Scouts, which we do not agree
with on some issues because there is no doubt that it
is foreign to us, colonialist in spirit (isti’mariyah fi ru-
hiha), and English in its slogan and flag.

I believe that we should have an independent Arab
Scouts, as is the situation in the Jewish schools where
the Scouts are independent of Baden-Powell Scouts
and carry a Zionist slogan and a Zionist flag.

Our Arab Scouts are valuable to the students after
the failure of the English Scouts at the Teacher’s
College. For these reasons, I stand by the Arab
Scouts because I fully believe that its presence is
greatly beneficial to the students and the teachers.63

Al-’Awdat then details that Miqdadi resigned from the
Arab College and was appointed as a history teacher at
the Islamic College that had been established by the
Higher Muslim Council in Jerusalem.64 Abidi also notes
that Miqdadi’s history as a nationalist activist begins with
the scout troop incident: “His first clash with authority
was concerning his attempt to organize an Arab Scout
Group independent of  the Baden-Powell Association of
which the British Director of  Education [Bowen] was
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county commissioner and Samuel the chief  scout.”65

Whether Miqdadi resigned over the independence of
the scout troop or was fired for his role in the 1925
protests, his experiences in Jerusalem during this period
prefigure his later history and writings as a staunch Arab
and Palestinian nationalist. In many people’s recollec-
tions of  the events, he was a catalyst for nationalist ac-
tion in his short tenure at the Arab College.

We find, therefore, in this short but eventful history
of  the Arab College in 1925, that an individual’s partici-
pation in nationalist activities and resistance to British
control over education clearly has an important place in
people’s memories, but fails to achieve any mention in
texts more focused on generalizing histories of  Pales-
tine. For example, Totah’s part in the 1925 strike only
comes out in the individual accounts, as does Miqdadi’s
name. Tibawi, as the chronicler of  Arab education un-
der the Mandate, fails to mention why Totah resigned.
Nor does he mention the names of  the teachers who
were fired. Tibawi’s reluctance to name names
(throughout the book and not just in this case) is per-
haps in keeping with his desire to protect the reputa-
tions of  his informants, friends, and former colleagues.

The multiplicity of  the accounts of  the events of
1925 at the Arab College exposes the concerns of  histo-
rians about the reliability of  memory and oral sources.66

Wary of  the interested nature of  colonial accounts and
lacking other documentary evidence, scholars find
themselves with people’s memories of  the past as the
only information available on some subjects. However,
with so many plausible accounts, how do we know what
really happened? The question may be answered in
other ways. For example, the events of  Darwish
Miqdadi’s life in 1925 are so muddled in the multiple
accounts of  his fate that it seems more productive to
understand the claims of  the different accounts rather
than to try and find the “truth.” Miqdadi’s resignation,
rather than his firing, suggests a nationalist agency and
mirrors the precedent of  Sakakini’s resignation to pro-
test Samuel’s appointment as high commissioner. Like-
wise, Miqdadi’s firing is equally plausible, and certainly
the most corroborated of  the accounts. And it is un-
doubtedly possible that he was both fired and that he
also resigned. Thus, these “histories” of  his experiences
must be read through the hegemonic nationalist forces
that mold and form personal memories.67

Scholars who work extensively with oral histories ap-
preciate the non-conformity of  individual accounts to
the dominant, overarching narratives. Alessandro
Portelli’s work, collecting oral histories of  the Italian
resistance to fascism and the Nazi occupation, has
brought him to believe that people telling their stories
are “more articulate and credible historians than those
professional writers and administrators of  history….”68

These conflicting accounts of  the Arab College in 1925

also reflect Palestinians’ direct confrontation with the
hegemonic methods of  historical recollection. In con-
trast with the generalizing, distant historical accounts,
the new methods of  recording the past that Palestinians
have embarked upon—memorial books, autobiogra-
phies, and oral history collections, such as the compila-
tion accounts of  the Arab College—give authority to
individual memories. As such, their discussions of
classmates, funny incidents that happened, the strict and
the kind teachers, school subjects, martyrs, important
people, and their own nationalist activities, reshape our
knowledge of  the past.69 Through  exhibiting this ency-
clopedic and intimately detailed knowledge of  their
subjects, the authors are claiming the authority to know
about their subject. At the same time, such information
must be seen as an act of  recording for posterity, and a
way to tie personal stories and remembrances to a larger
Palestinian identity and consciousness. Further reflec-
tion on these issues appears in the student reminis-
cences of  the required study of  Latin at the Arab Col-
lege.

The Intermediate Certificate and Memories of
Latin

While the students and teachers at the Arab College
struggled with the British Mandate administration in
demonstrations and street protests, at the same time
they protested the educational policies that they were
subjected to by the Department of  Education. A keen
example of  student reaction to these policies is in the
teaching of  Latin at the Arab College. In 1939, the Arab
College added a fifth and sixth year, which were consid-
ered college-level, post-secondary education. Comple-
tion of  this two-year course—on either a science or a
literature track—resulted in being awarded an interme-
diate certificate. Jerome Farrell, the director of  educa-
tion from 1936 to 1946 , was crucial in establishing this
certificate and determining its curriculum, which he en-
visioned reflecting his own British school upbringing.70

The intermediate certificate thus included the study of
English and Arabic for both the science section and the
literature section; in addition, the science students stud-
ied theoretical and applied mathematics, and the litera-
ture students studied philosophy, classical history, and
Latin.

Numerous authors have commented on the very alien
curriculum imposed by the British on Arab students, in
which “direct teaching of  contemporary history was
excluded from the official syllabus.”71 In light of  the
events taking place in the country, Palestinians strenu-
ously objected to the fact that the educational curricu-
lum downplayed the Arab and Islamic past in favor of
more “universal humanistic” (i.e., British) subjects. The
imposition of  Latin as part of  the only higher education
available to Palestinians was seen as yet another colonial
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mechanism to distance the best students from their na-
tional heritage. According to Yousuf,

One of the main reasons for the introduction of
Latin and Greek in the syllabus of the high school
and the matriculation was the fact that one of the Di-
rectors of Education, Jerome Farrell, had the taste
and appreciation for these two languages. He even
volunteered to teach the interested students himself
and went far to establish with the Department’s
money scholarships for Latin and Greek students in
British Universities.72

Yousuf  adds that “Many students anxious to have col-
lege educations studied Latin and Greek in order to sat-
isfy the Director and secure scholarships. Thus, instead
of  initiating professional studies in agriculture, engi-
neering, medicine, health, and other technical subjects
necessary for the life of  the Arabs of  Palestine, Farrell’s
policy was to produce amateurs or experts in Latin and
Greek.”73 Yousuf ’s scholarly account of  the inclusion of
Latin and Greek into the intermediate syllabus reveals a
general dissatisfaction with the courses, but also shows
the interested nature of  people’s compliance with the
regulation. In writing a generalizing history of  the pol-
icy, despite its critical tone, he consequently overwrites
the possibility of  actual enthusiasm for the subject or
dissent by student or faculty. In understanding the
Greek and Latin requirement and its influence on stu-
dent’s lives, personal accounts provide a less orderly and
more contested understanding of  the implementation of
the new intermediate syllabus. Some students excelled in
the study of  the classics. According to former student
Khalid al-Sadiq:

The London Intermediate started at the Arab College
in 1947. I was among the first group of students to
apply to it. So I left the Rashidiyah school and entered
this class, based on preparation for the Baccalaureate
system which at that time was limited to the Hebrew
University. The Arab College had adopted a gifted
student named ‘Irfan Qa’war who began preparing to
obtain the Bachelor’s degree in Latin from the Arab
College as a unique case. He was placed under the su-
pervision of the teachers, among them George Hou-
rani. Qa’war almost never left the library in order to
achieve the equivalent of the first university degree
from London …74

Another student of  the Arab College, Ahmad ‘Anani,
tells of  his refusal to study Latin and Greek within the
nationalist context that surrounded the college.

Mr. Farrell wanted to send me on a scholarship to
complete my studies in Greek and Roman history, but
I refused at the time. I now see this as a big mistake
that I clung to this position out of my desire to study
Islamic history, because even if I had gone and stud-
ied Greek history, I could have studied what I wanted
to afterwards. […] But I was a passionate and zealous

young man at that time and in 1940 I felt that excel-
ling in Greek and Latin in our culture was a war
against Islam.

I put my opinion on the board in the corridor of the
College to the effect that no students wanted to study
Latin. I had stopped studying Latin around the time
of graduation in 1941, and I was getting books on Is-
lam from the library to study other than Latin. Al-
Khalidi [the director of the Arab College] intervened
and convinced the administration of the Education
Department to solve this issue and so I graduated
with the grades I had got for the first part of the
year.75

In his narrative, ‘Anani figures as something of  a rebel
against the British authority, although his retrospective
regrets over his action figure prominently into the story.
‘Anani’s account reveals his willingness to follow his per-
sonal conviction and nationalist feelings, as well as al-
Khalidi’s fundamental sympathy to his stance. ‘Anani’s
recounting of  this story, in addition to his later re-
evaluation of  his situation and revelation of  his
thoughts that he did the wrong thing, reveals a signifi-
cant element of  his individual thoughts and feelings, as
well as shows his intellectual and political development
in the context of  national identity and resistance to co-
lonialism. He cites his opposition as an objection to the
obscuring of  the national/religious history of  Palestine,
which he equates as part of  his own personal history.

Moreover, ‘Anani offers another story that justifies his
nationalist and anti-colonialist stand. A visitor from
South Africa came to the Arab College with the head of
the department of  education to inspect the school. In
the Latin class, ‘Anani stood and read the material that
he had prepared for the occasion. He then continues,

The guest, an older man, voiced a word of criticism
openly to the class and in front of the shocked Mr.
Farrell. He said, with the experience of a world expert
and unfettered scholar, “You give the Jews technology
and other practical matters, but as for the Arabs, you
prevent them from more useful things. Teach them,
Jerome [Farrell], what will be of use to them because
these are the cream of the crop in Palestine. Do you
have any technological institutes?” Farrell replied no,
but that the Rashidiyah school works in complement
to the Arab College. The guest replied, “By God I
have seen this same scene before in Algeria. They
concern themselves there with teaching Moliere and
Racine, in total absence of anything of practical im-
portance. If you would teach them how to make soap
it would be of more benefit to them and their coun-
try.”76

‘Anani’s successful attempt to seek validation for his
actions in national and personal contexts is comple-
mented by the views of  the visiting professor who
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complains of  the worthlessness of  an education in Latin
to these boys and to their country. ‘Anani’s interpreta-
tion of  the visitor’s comments leads one to think that
the visitor is advocating the teaching of  more valuable
(i.e. technical) educational material to these boys. To me,
however, the nature of  the visitor’s comments is not
exactly clear. It is certainly possible to understand the
visitor’s comments as a derogatory criticism, given the
colonial context in which they occurred—that teaching
Latin to such people is a wasted endeavor, and that if
the Palestinians made soap, they might improve them-
selves by being cleaner. Unbeknownst to the visitor it
seems, Palestinians were expert soap-makers, who had
long been exporting soap outside of  Palestine.77 ‘Anani’s
account of  studying Latin and the visitor’s comments
and suggestion of  a technical education uncover the
struggle of  colonial educational projects between two
approaches towards education: practical education to
help develop the country versus intellectual education to
create an educated elite that could embrace the modern
world. Both approaches were steeped in views of  the
inferior nature of  indigenous education and the inability
of  local peoples to govern their own administrative and
educational systems.

The publication of  ‘Anani’s recollections of  his re-
fusal to study Latin prompted a response from a former
classmate, revealing that memory of  events and occur-
rences of  the past are not uncontested material. In fact,
their written publication makes them appear in a form
that can be easily debated, argued over, and have their
accuracy called into question. In the next installment of
the Arab College series, Ahmad Hussein al-Hajj sub-
mitted the following reply to ‘Anani:

I noticed that all of the previous articles that have
been written on the Arab College in Jerusalem have
come from memory and lack any documentation.
What Ahmed al-‘Anani wrote caught my attention be-
cause of its lack of evidence, and the mistakes in it
must be corrected. What I remember from the Arab
College in this context is the following:
1) the class of  39-40 and 40-41 was made up of
14 students, 9 from the arts and literature section
[…lists names, among them ‘Anani…]. A Jordanian
student named Muhammad Salim ‘Abdulwali (May
God have mercy on him) was excused from studying
Latin. However, Latin was an essential and required
part of  study of  the arts and literature section. Four
students were in the science section […lists names,
among them his own…].
2) In addition to the shared courses that we all had
to study—Arabic, English, Logic, and Pedagogy—the
arts and literature section studied Latin, Philosophy,
and History while the science section studied mathe-
matics, practical mathematics (mechanical), and the
history of  mathematics [science?].78

Despite his protests about the reliance on memory, al-
Hajj presents his own corrections to ‘Anani’s story in the
form of  his own memories. Interestingly enough, al-
Hajj was in the science section and not part of  the lit-
erature section which had to study Latin, a fact which
causes one to ask on what basis he discredits ‘Anani’s
story. He concludes his letter with the following com-
ment: “It is important to me to read articles about the
Arab College that are well-documented and tied to the
development of  the college from the time of  its estab-
lishment, discussing the curriculum that was taught at
each stage, and the teaching staff  that worked in it each
year. My respect and appreciation to the al-Quds al-Sharif
and its administration.”79 Al-Hajj turns from an indirect
criticism of  the style of  the information being presented
as unreliable, to praise for the magazine for its work.

The student recollections of  studying Latin at the
Arab College reveal the contentiousness inherent in the
imposition of  the colonial Mandate curriculum. The
students were caught between nationalistic and personal
desires to learn about the Arab, Islamic, and Palestinian
past and their drive and desire to succeed in the only
educational channels available to them. The personal
accounts of  this period show us that students took both
paths. In the absence of  written records about the Arab
College, which hopefully will surface some day in an
Israeli archive (or elsewhere), memory, photographs and
individual documents are all that remain to tell these
stories. The struggle over the “correct” memory is part
of  a larger struggle in Palestine over remembering the
past, as skillfully spun in Ted Swedenberg’s Memories of
Revolt, which details the recollections of  former Pales-
tinian participants in the 1936-39 revolt. What Sweden-
burg terms “oppositional memories” of  former fighters
counter the dominant Palestinian accounts of  the re-
volt.80 Similarly, the Arab College history that emerges
from oral histories and personal recollections of  indi-
vidual memories takes on a new role in creating collec-
tive and national histories and influences the various
coercive and hegemonic powers that create a specific
vision of  the past.

Conclusion
In their efforts to commemorate the past of  the Arab

College, the former students and teachers of  that insti-
tution have provided us with the opportunity to under-
stand the specific actions and reactions of  students and
instructors to the nationalist activities that surrounded
them and the Mandate government policies. Their
memories enrich our historical vision and provide us
with a chance to see the creative agency in people’s indi-
vidual lives and their relation to authority. These per-
sonal accounts also record information that history
writers rarely include. Al-Habbab recalls from the 1925
demonstration the following chant:
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Allah-u akbar la nurid al-Tura fa-inkas ‘ala ‘aqbayka ya
Balfoura

(God is Great and we don’t want al-Tur [the location of  the
High Commissioner’s residence], so turn on your heels and
go, [Lord] Balfour)81

According to al-Habbab, these lines were part of  a
poem written by an Islamic College pupil who shouted
them as he was carried on the students’ shoulders
marching towards the government headquarters. Identi-
fiable to the events of  1925, this chant reminds us of
the specificity of  individual memory and the contribu-
tion each person makes to creating the whole. By ex-
amining the contradictory and complementary accounts
of  the  Latin Intermediate Certificate requirement and
the events of  1925, we can appreciate the role that per-
sonal testimony plays in undermining dominant narra-
tives and in clarifying interpretations, motives, and reac-
tions of  participants and their memories as we
reconstruct modern Palestinian history.
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dren) with 827 teachers (Tibawi, Arab Education, 270). In 1932
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Inquiry [London: HM Stationery Office, 1946], II: 648).
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tutes, the department of  education also recruited teachers
who were graduates of  foreign universities or who passed
teacher examinations (Yousuf, “British Educational Policy,”
252). New education schemes were put into place and be-
tween 1932-33 and 1944-45 the number of  teachers rose to
1,872, totaling 1,045 new teachers, an average of  87 new
teachers per year. By 1947, the total number of  teachers was
2,700 a jump of  almost 1000 teachers in three years and an
increase in the Arab student population from 71,662 to
103,000 (over 31,000 new students) (Tibawi, Arab Education,
270). According to Yousuf, “the shortage of  well trained
teachers was a prevailing condition in Arab public schools to
the extent that the Department started in the thirties the pol-
icy of  appointing hundreds of  teachers with junior high
school standing and even elementary” (Yousuf, “British Edu-
cational Policy,” 252).

28The Kadoorie Agricultural School, which opened in
1931, was built from a donation by an English-Iraqi Jew, Sir
Ellis Kadoorie. According to Shepherd, Kadoorie donated
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Mesopotamia.” Rather than establish one school, Samuel re-
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(Shepherd, Ploughing Sand, 161-162). Yousuf  mentions that in
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“British Educational Policy,” 190-200).
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ing” the blessing of  being incorporated into the governmental
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