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Quando nell'autunno del 1919, sul neonato giornale gerosolimitano Surriyya al-Janubiyya, Amin al-Husayni chiamò a riflettere sulle dinamiche in corso nello scenario regionale, usò parole che, rilette oggi, hanno il sapore della profezia. Gli arabi, sostenne, "should take heart from the experience of a people long dispersed and despised, and who had no homeland to call their own, but did not despair and were getting together after their dispersion to regain their glory after twenty centuries of oppression"
.

Forse lo ascoltarono, forse il sentiero era già segnato, fatto sta che gli arabi di Palestina impararono per non rischiare di essere loro a disperdersi!

Il giornale ebbe vita breve, ché già nell'aprile del 1920, dopo i tumulti di Nabi Musa, gli inglesi l'avrebbero chiuso. La parole di Amin al-Husayni invece non hanno perso nemmeno un po' della loro validità, anche se, per quanto lungimirante e acuto osservatore fosse, il futuro Mufti di Gerusalemme non poteva certamente aver immaginato quanto simili, o, meglio, speculari sarebbero stati negli anni a venire i comportamenti del popolo palestinese e di quel popolo che non aveva nominato: non solo i due avrebbero continuato a procedere con sempre maggiori connessioni, ma anche le modalità e le strategie adottate nel cercare entrambi unità e autonomia sarebbero state tra loro molto simili.

Percorsi paralleli

Amin al-Husayni avrebbe seguito passo passo -pagando spesso di persona e con lui la sua famiglia- l’evolversi degli eventi, il definirsi di quegli obiettivi che all’epoca erano ancora sfumati. In attacco gli uni e in difensiva gli altri, Amin avrebbe visto sionisti e palestinesi imboccare una stessa strada, una strada che non avrebbero più abbandonato: quella di pensare se stessi non soltanto come gruppo etnico o religioso, bensì come comunità solida, omogenea, compatta, e soprattutto –ed è questa la novità- con i caratteri e l’identità di nazione. Gli abitanti dell'antico Sangiaccato e gli ebrei in diaspora seppero cioè cogliere la migliore opportunità di sopravvivenza che l’epoca offriva: quella di crearsi la loro identità nazionale, un'identità specifica che li avrebbe inclusi a tutti gli effetti nel novero dei popoli che esistono, e non solo in quell'elenco che Wilson redasse e che, com'è noto, restò lettera morta. Un'identità che avrebbe dato loro voce
.

L’assonanza con quanto il periodo storico aveva elaborato e richiedeva era completa. Lo scenario internazionale infatti non si accontentava più di registrare le persone, le famiglie, i villaggi; non accettava più la fluidità dei gruppi e la loro mutevolezza. Voleva classificare, circoscrivere, fissare barriere e confini nella presunzione di poter controllare e nella speranza che là dove gli eserciti erano costretti ad arrestarsi qualcos'altro potesse subentrare. Il concetto di identità nazionale si è rivelato all'altezza: un concetto che evoca la somiglianza, ma in realtà tende a separare; ad accentuare le differenze
; a scegliere -come Kedourie insegna
- gli aspetti da enfatizzare; e a fissare la posizione di ciascun gruppo, dandogli un'illusione di autonomia e di spontaneità.

Nella costruzione di questa identità i due hanno fatto leva su argomentazioni tra loro molto simili; hanno proposto una immagine di sé che fa riferimento agli stessi stereotipi; e hanno messo in atto strategie della stessa natura. Il tutto forse per influenza reciproca, forse per effetto dei modelli di riferimento, forse semplicemente perché gli eventi hanno spinto entrambi in una stessa direzione... o forse tutte le cose insieme. Certo è che le numerose analogie, le indubbie somiglianze, i parallelismi e le specularità da un lato accomunano le due vicende e dall’altro ne accentuano la differenza e l’originalità sia rispetto ai contemporanei percorsi nella regione, sia rispetto alle precedenti esperienze occidentali.

Solitudini

Circoscriversi, definirsi, ritagliarsi una specificità... non era un'operazione facile, né per gli abitanti di Palestina, né per i futuri israeliani. Gli arabi sentivano forte l'appartenenza alla famiglia, al clan, al villaggio; ma non appena potevano allargare i loro orizzonti era l’antica Bilad al-Sham il loro riferimento spontaneo, era lo splendore delle Terre di Damasco. I sionisti, invece, in una dimensione diametralmente opposta, avevano come unico elemento unificante l'essere parte di una comunità sparpagliata dai secoli; e, mentre i primi dovevano fare i conti con l’inclusione, gli eredi di Davide si trovavano a contrastare la dispersione.

Un compito arduo per entrambi dunque quello di uscire dal magma naturale in cui erano immersi, per proporsi come "originali"
. E non è un caso che la loro specificità nei primi tempi non l’abbiano percepita per caratteri o attributi particolari, bensì in termini di solitudine, di distanza che si venne a creare rispetto agli "altri". Fu un profondo senso di vuoto che sembrava non sarebbe stato mai possibile colmare, e che prese alla gola allo stesso modo palestinesi ed ebrei, in momenti e circostanze diversi ovviamente, ma l'intensità fu parimenti forte, parimenti profonda: seppero ad un certo punto che mai più avrebbero potuto confondersi con chi "diverso" stava loro intorno.

Il primo shock per i palestinesi fu proprio all'inizio degli anni Venti, dopo Losanna, dopo San Remo, dopo Sèvres, dopo Versailles, quando cioè si poté fare un bilancio complessivo delle speranze che il conflitto mondiale si era portato via, lasciando al loro posto nuovi ed estesi cimiteri: uno stravolgimento come non se ne vedeva dai tempi dei Califfi Ben Guidati. Di un'autonomia araba eppure parlarne, nonostante le promesse. Il principe ereditario Faysal e gli altri leaders con lui erano stati incapaci di contrastare l'appoggio inglese al sionismo; ed erano assai più impegnati a rattoppare le ferite su altri fronti -anche qui con successo assai scarso, se si eccettuano lo Yemen e l'Arabia Saudita- che non a farsi carico dell'invadenza ebraica in Palestina. Con lucidità priva di autocommiserazione lo aveva espresso un altro esponente illustre della famiglia Husayni, Musa Kazim, che nella disillusione e nella desolazione dell'estate del 1920 ebbe a dichiarare: "Now, after the recent events in Damascus
 we have to effect a complete change in our plans. Southern Syria no longer exists. We must defend Palestine"
.

Erano soli di fronte a quello che senza dubbi ormai era il loro nemico, e cominciarono a... descriversi, ad illustrare la propria specificità. Camminarono in fretta e già all'inizio del 1923 disponevano di un manuale scolastico dove territorio, colture, vie di comunicazione, demografia, antiche divisioni amministrative... tutto concorreva a sottolineare le differenze innate e i caratteri naturali che facevano della Palestina una entità specifica.

Ma più si individuavano peculiarità distintive, più la solitudine aumentava. E pensare che si era solo all'inizio, le solitudini più grandi dovevano ancora arrivare. Non il disinteresse dei popoli fratelli, sconvolti anche loro in quest'alba grigia dell'era post-ottomana, ma il ben più grave atteggiamento -neppure trent'anni più tardi- degli stessi che, pur continuando a definirsi fratelli, dalla disfatta palestinese si apprestavano a trarre vantaggio. L'emirato di Transgiordania innanzitutto, che annetteva la West Bank e Gerusalemme est, assumendosi la prestigiosa tutela dei Luoghi Santi. E poi l'Egitto che otteneva il controllo della Striscia di Gaza: nulla di particolarmente redditizio, è vero, ma sempre meglio che avere il fiato sul collo di Israele o dei Giordani. E ci guadagnava anche il Libano, forse più di tutti, là dove vedeva Beirut, senza più la concorrenza di Haifa, diventare l'incontrastato porto del Mediterraneo orientale: finalmente anche il petrolio dell’oleodotto che correva attraverso la Palestina sarebbe stato dirottato nel paese dei cedri.

Interessi reali, dunque, concreti ed evidenti, anche se nessuno mai l'avrebbe ammesso pubblicamente: al contrario, a parole si continuava a sostenere la causa palestinese, ma sempre e soltanto a parole. E la solitudine sarebbe ancora aumentata: sarebbero stati soli i palestinesi nel Campo di Tel al-Zatar, soli nella notte di Sabra e Chatila, soli oggi in questa seconda intifada.

Ma anche la solitudine del popolo al di là della Green Line è stata grande e continua ad esserlo. Solitudine nell'Olocausto, la più forte, la più evidente. Solitudine per il rifiuto di un’Europa che ha incoraggiato i superstiti dei campi di sterminio a partire, piuttosto che accoglierli in un abbraccio solidale. Solitudine perché l'Inghilterra, dopo le promesse di Balfour, se ne è di fatto lavata le mani (perché continuare a fidarsi delle promesse?). Solitudine di chi si sente accerchiato all'esterno da paesi arabi tutt'altro che ben disposti. Solitudine di chi vive come una minaccia interna la presenza non irrilevante di chi, nel '48, non aveva abbandonato. Solitudine dei nuovi immigrati, di ogni aliya rispetto alla precedente. Solitudine perché l'acquisizione dell’alleato americano é avvenuta sulla base di una dimostrazione di forza, non di una sintonia di vedute. Solitudine perché l'uso prolungato della violenza nei confronti del "nemico" ha alienato molte delle simpatie iniziali. Solitudine dei coloni soffocati dalla loro stessa aggressività, dalla loro stessa arroganza. Solitudine: la peggior consigliera, la peggior nemica.

Ed è la solitudine -con l'insicurezza che ne è figlia- che ha spinto gli israeliani a sempre nuove conquiste, a estendere, a consolidare, a cercare conferme delle proprie capacità, della propria "esistenza", e nel solo modo che sembrano conoscere, quello dell'uso della forza. Come se, mai diventati adulti, avessero bisogno in ogni momento di dichiarazioni rassicuranti da parte dell'opinione pubblica internazionale e soprattutto dai governi occidentali: che Israele c'è proprio, che ha diritto ad esserci, che non è un sogno destinato ad essere spazzato via alle prime luci dell'alba.

Prove di forza nel caso di Israele, dichiarazioni urlate da parte palestinese. Del fatto di esserci anche loro, di avere storia, tradizioni, cultura, dignità: "identità" in altre parole; e un’identità in positivo, non per difetto come per troppo tempo si è “suggerito”. Balfour li aveva ridotti a "comunità non ebraica"; il generale Allenby nel suo ingresso a Gerusalemme ne aveva negato l’esistenza accettando quali accompagnatori solo gli eserciti italiano e francese; Zangwill li pretendeva assenti, in una terra pronta ad accogliere un popolo che la terra non l’aveva; Golda Meir infine era stata sprezzante nella sua nota negazione "There was no such things as Palestinians... They did not exist". E invece i palestinesi esistono e l’hanno urlato in tutti modi, e anche con quel linguaggio che purtroppo a volte sembra essere l’unico in grado di essere recepito, quello della manifestazione appariscente, dell'effetto scenico, dell'atto terroristico, che altro non è se non il frutto della disperazione e, appunto, della solitudine.

Traumi fondatori

Un gruppo che sta costruendo la sua identità collettiva è fortemente avvantaggiato se può individuare nel proprio passato un evento a cui far risalire l'inizio del percorso che prima o poi lo porterà alla creazione dello stato nazionale. Un evento il cui significato -dentro e fuori il gruppo- nessuno possa mettere in discussione. Questo evento deve possedere una grande carica emotiva e una forte valenza legittimante, meglio ancora se ha il sapore della tragedia: è quando il gruppo viene sconfitto infatti che nasce il bisogno di riscatto! È verso le vittime che si manifesta la simpatia esterna! E come vittime entrambi si sono sempre proposti.

La scelta del "trauma fondatore", per dirla con Galtung, è in effetti una carta vincente. Non hanno fatto così, e di recente, i Serbi riproponendo l'antica disfatta di Kossovo Polje per confermare al loro interno e per annunciare al mondo la loro legittima statura nazionale?

Traumi nella storia palestinese ed israeliana non ne sono certo mancati. Si pensi ai Persiani, ma soprattutto ai Crociati, che hanno lasciato in terra di Palestina una cicatrice mai del tutto rimarginata. Sul fronte ebraico poi le diaspore non si contano; da quella per opera degli Assiri pagani, a quella per volontà dei cristianissimi Isabella e Ferdinando, anche se, com’è facile capire, Israele tende a considerare come diaspore importanti soprattutto quelle legate alla distruzione del Tempio. Ma i traumi più recenti, è cosa ovvia, hanno un potere legittimante più forte. E così la Nakba e la Shoah, allo spirare della prima metà del secolo, hanno sancito al di là di ogni possibile confutazione il passaggio da entità vaghe o disperse a gruppi omogenei.

Sul fatto che la storia di Israele-nazione incominci proprio con la tragedia dei campi nazisti, i pareri sono unanimi: "E' proprio dall'Olocausto, scriveva Lev Talmon, che bisogna partire, da questa realtà incancellabile della nostra storia, giacché ci permette di capire la nascita dello stato israeliano e le origini remote della nevrosi ossessiva di cui soffre tuttora il nostro popolo"
. Il nesso è evidente: perché una simile tragedia non si ripetesse, l'unica soluzione che sembrò degna di essere presa in considerazione fu il passaggio da comunità a entità nazionale: la creazione di uno stato, e di uno stato "che fosse solo per gli ebrei", come avrebbe sottolineato Abba Eban, e come più recentemente ha ribadito Abraham Yoshoua e con lui tanti altri.

Analogamente, per i Palestinesi la Nakba fu a tragedia che non lasciò indenne nessuno, e molti li accomunò chiudendoli in uno stesso contenitore, i campi profughi. Si trovarono fianco a fianco i commercianti di Haifa e i beduini del Negev, i contadini di Jaffa e i pescatori di Galilea, espropriati, espulsi. E i campi diventarono ghetti, da cui pochi uscirono e dove impararono a conoscersi, a pensarsi come gruppo e a costruire su ciò che di comune scoprivano l'uno dell'altro: "The trauma of 1948 -sottolinea Rashid Khalidi- reinforced preexisting elements of identity, sustaining and strengthening a Palestinian selfdefinition that was already present... That catastrophic experience, and its impact on different segments of the Palestinian people, is still a common topic of discussion among Palestinians of diverse backgrounds and generations, and ultimately a potent source of shared beliefs and values"
.

E fu allora che ebbero chiara la consapevolezza che il ritorno e la creazione di uno stato proprio fossero l'unica soluzione possibile alla loro tragedia.

Terre promesse, terre perdute

Una cosa salta immediatamente agli occhi in tutto questo procedere, in tutta questa costruzione: la mancanza dell'elemento base nelle due ipotesi identitarie, la terra. Non perché considerata secondaria, ma perché la terra cui si fa riferimento non è, per così dire “alla portata”. E se per i Palestinesi l'assenza della terra è dovuta esclusivamente alla recente espulsione, per i Sionisti il percorso di individuazione del luogo su cui costruire fu per lo meno laboriosa. L'idea del ritorno a Sion e quella di creare proprio intorno alla tomba di Davide uno stato nazionale non maturarono precisamente insieme, né tantomeno fu chiaro fin dall'inizio che questo stato sarebbe sorto sulla Terra Promessa: basti pensare che il sultano non diede neppure udienza a quel giornalista, al tempo sconosciuto, che fu in Palestina una sola volta e che non amava Gerusalemme. Tantomeno era prevedibile, quando gli accordi di Sikes-Picot non erano neppure nella mente di chi li avrebbe redatti, che gli Inglesi avrebbero dato una mano. Si parlò dell'Uganda, ricorreva spesso il termine Argentina... tutto era ovviamente vago. Poi, "d'improvviso", la decisone delle Nazioni Unite, il via libera, quasi che un riferimento geografico bastasse a far sì che genti disperse, che parlavano lingue diverse, col colore degli occhi diverso, che vestivano abiti diversi, diventassero popolo, con una stessa cittadinanza, come chi da sempre condivide gioie e dolori.

A pensarci oggi fu veramente un atto di pura follia: ipotizzare uno stato senza mai aver vissuto sulla terra destinata ad ospitarlo! E per di più senza alcun precedente simile, senza alcun modello cui far riferimento in un mondo che da oltre un secolo sperimentava sì la formazione e l’organizzazione di stati nazionali, ma partendo proprio dalla terra come elemento primo
.

Per i palestinesi ovviamente il percorso fu differente, ma anche per loro l'esigenza di costruire un stato nazionale venne proprio quando quella terra, su cui per generazioni avevano vissuto, lavorato, sofferto, si trovò improvvisamente lontana.

E' vero però che l’esproprio del ‘48 fu solo l'ultimo atto di uno stillicidio iniziato molti decenni prima, da quando la legge agraria ottomana aveva liberalizzato il mercato terriero, permettendo ai sionisti, oltre che alle ricche famiglie arabe della regione, di aggiudicarsi le proprietà. Ne beneficiò la prima aliya, quella meno ideologica di fine secolo, e beneficiò la seconda, quella russa ben più radicale nelle sue convinzioni socialiste e nazionaliste, e ancor più ne beneficiarono quelli che arrivarono durante il Mandato. Chi sempre ne uscì perdente furono i fellahin, braccianti e mezzadri, che là dove la proprietà passava in mano ebrea perdevano il posto di lavoro, perché, come è noto, solo un ebreo può coltivare la terra ebraica. Le rivolte antisioniste furono immediate, a cominciare da Petah Tiqva, o forse prima ancora; nulla di patriottico, comunque, solo proteste di carattere economico, sfogo e rabbia di chi improvvisamente veniva cacciato da quella terra che magari per generazioni la sua famiglia aveva coltivato.

Anche la rabbia comunque a poco a poco acquistò consistenza, si riempì di contenuti, divenne coscienza politica. E anche questa crebbe nel tempo, direttamente proporzionale alla corrosione della terra. Quando tutto fu perso anche la consapevolezza divenne totale.

Diaspore e ritorni

Lontano dalla terra, in altre parole: in diaspora! Anche questa esperienza è stata ed è determinante nella costruzione dell'identità nazionale di entrambi gli attori; e non a caso il loro essere nazione si basa su una parola d'ordine comune, quella del ritorno: ‘la legge del ritorno’, ‘il diritto al ritorno’, grossi nodi in gran parte insoluti.

Le due diaspore, è noto, non si sono sovrapposte nel tempo; l'una ha escluso l'altra, la seconda è stata il prezzo per porre fine alla prima. Ma in nessuno dei casi c’è stata dispersione: né gli ebrei, né i Palestinesi si sono integrati nei nuovi contesti. Certamente una responsabilità non secondaria nel mantenere la separatezza deve essere attribuita ai cosiddetti Paesi di accoglienza, che hanno messo in atto pressoché tutti gli atteggiamenti possibili di rifiuto, dall’intolleranza alla persecuzione, passando attraverso l’isolamento. E allora come non pensare al ritorno? Non fu così ai tempi d'oro di Cordoba, di Maimonide e di Averroé, quando più nessuno, arabo o ebreo che fosse, evocava le terre lasciate, neppure i sovrani Omayyadi!

Il desiderio di tornare e il conseguente rifiuto di integrarsi ha costretto ad una continua ridefinizione del proprio status e delle proprie regole di vita.. L'elaborazione in effetti è stata intensa; le correzioni di rotta via via introdotte –in un passato remoto per gli ebrei, relativamente recente per i palestinesi- sono state di portata enorme, e condizione essenziale per continuare ad esistere in quanto gruppo. Per il popolo di Davide fu forse la cattività babilonese che diede l’impronta iniziale: per gli ebrei allora non cambiò soltanto la vita quotidiana, ma fu la revisione stessa dell'ebraismo il prezzo pagato per la sopravvivenza, per la conservazione della propria specificità come gruppo. Fu l'unica alternativa possibile all'estinzione: "judaisme was to survive, and it is clear -spiega Nissim Rejwan- as we know it today was the creation of an era of the long Babylonian exile"
. Il dio di una nazione divenne il dio di tutte le nazioni. Servire Dio non fu più soltanto una questione di riti, bensì lo studio della sua parola così come contenuta nella Torah. Nacque la casta sacerdotale e si elaborò la teoria del ritorno. Nuove ottiche e nuovi strumenti avevano consentito prospettive nuove, e avevano ovviamente accentuato le differenze. Le avevano sottolineate, esasperate, una vera e propria ragione di vita, una rivincita, una dimostrazione di superiorità che non passava attraverso la forza delle armi, ma che attingeva a ben più prestigiose e profonde sorgenti. L'eterno gioco del confronto con l'altro, dell'altro come specchio di quello che si è, ma non si vorrebbe essere.

A distanza di secoli, ma nella stessa situazione di esilio, anche i palestinesi operarono un giro di boa, diverso ovviamente, ma della stessa portata. Anche per loro la molla fu il contrasto con la gente intorno. Il loro stile di vita strideva al confronto con la rozzezza dell'esercito beduino del re Hussein. Il rapporto con gli egiziani era difficile. Nella Siria, tutta presa nelle continue faide e nella ricerca di una stabilità politica, erano tollerati con sufficienza. In Libano, dove squilibravano fortemente le proporzioni tra le diverse componenti religiose, erano tenuti nella più rigida separazione. In Giordania la situazione era più duttile perché evidenti erano da parte hascemita gli intenti di confermare l'espansione territoriale. Nei paesi del petrolio, infine, veniva riconosciuto loro soltanto lo statuto di lavoratore temporaneo: portare con sé la famiglia, acquistare un pezzo di terra e costruirci una casa... nemmeno parlarne! Ovunque erano discriminati, ovunque si sentivano stranieri, ovunque erano oggetto di diffidenza. Ma tutto questo non faceva che rafforzare la loro dignità: l'orgoglio di gruppo si rivelò un buon rifugio! E come si è detto adottarono strategie di sopravvivenza che avrebbero profondamente inciso nelle dinamiche comunitarie e soprattutto nei loro rapporti esterni. In continuità con le scelte degli anni del mandato inglese, la precedenza fu data ancora una volta all'istruzione, un bene mobile che nessuno avrebbe potuto togliere loro. Alfabetizzazione e cultura furono gli obiettivi primi, e i risultati sono stati evidenti: hanno occupato posti dirigenziali ai pozzi petroliferi del Kuwait, dell'Iraq e dell'Arabia Saudita; hanno dato al mondo scrittori e poeti come Fadwa Tuqan, Gassan Kanafani, Mahamoud Darwish; hanno fatto emergere persone della statura di Eduard Said, di Naji Ali, di Ibrahim Souss; sono arrivati sul grande schermo con le firme di Michel Kleifi o di Akram Safadi. Hanno in altre parole dimostrato di saper produrre -anche esiliati- una cultura ricca e complessa, certamente una cultura degna di una nazione.

Il nemico e l'alleanza con Dio
La progressiva definizione di sé -sempre in quanto nazione- è avvenuta anche con un altro termine di paragone, fondamentale per entrambi, quello del "nemico", e l'uno lo è stato per l'altro. Le due parti in competizione hanno cioè svolto reciprocamente un ruolo di rafforzamento di ciò che era, in quell'alba del '48, certamente ancora molto confuso. E hanno impresso un forte orientamento nell'enfatizzare, o minimizzare, i caratteri distintivi l'uno dell'altro. 

Sotto la minaccia costante -che fosse reale o presunta poco importa- di un nemico pronto ad approfittare di ogni segno di debolezza, Israele incollò insieme alla meglio tutti i pezzi di quella che sarebbe stata la cittadinanza israeliana. E cercò di individuare le soluzioni più convenienti a questioni che certamente i superstiti dell'Olocausto non si erano posti, e su cui neppure i leaders avevano le idee chiare, o tantomeno omogenee: avrebbe dovuto essere, Israele, uno stato esclusivamente ebreo o israeliano? uno stato con caratteri e filosofia europea o mediorientale come la sua collocazione geografica e parte della sua popolazione poteva suggerire? avrebbe adottato una politica teocratica o laica? quale stato giuridico si prevedeva per i cittadini non ebrei? E così via. Non erano interrogativi da poco: sarebbe stata necessaria una discussione, una lunga riflessione, una mediazione ponderata come quando si redige una costituzione -che significativamente Israele non possiede-, ma non c'era tempo. Il nemico minacciava, e bisognava definire, chiarire, accompagnare le barriere fisiche con quelle ideologiche, raggiungere compromessi là dove le divergenze erano più acute e sacrificare, se necessario, quello che al momento sembrava meno urgente. Si firmarono protocolli di status quo, si inviarono lettere che sarebbero diventate pietre miliari, o meglio macigni
 nella futura organizzazione sociale, e soprattutto nel rapporto tra le due anime della comunità di Davide, laica l'una, ortodossa l'altra, e già allora contrapposte. Ma nessuna concessione sembrava troppo grande pur di mantener lontana la tempesta alle porte: "I was prepared -spiegherà più tardi David Ben Gurion- to limit my programme to the basic urgencies and offer concessions on what I regarded as subsidiary issues"
.

E fu così che la laicità sionista venne fin dall'inizio soffocata dal potere della sinagoga; e i rabbini con frequenza periodica continuarono a minacciare ritorsioni e crisi di governo, dove peraltro il loro potere è sempre stato proporzionalmente più forte di quanto suggeriva la rappresentanza parlamentare. Ma ogni volta i cedimenti sono sembrati meno gravi del rischio di perdere l'unità. E d'altra parte, si argomentava a mo' di giustificazione, la religione non è in fondo il primo elemento che distingue un ebreo? e poi come spiegare al mondo, e alla World Zionist Organisation soprattutto, dissapori e fratture senza rischiare di perderne l'appoggio, quello finanziario in primo luogo?

E così la dipendenza economica da un lato, il conflitto militare sempre aperto dall'altro hanno consegnato un'esperienza nata come laica nelle mani di Dio; e i suoi rappresentanti l'hanno modellata secondo parametri che per lo più sono estranei al vissuto di gran parte degli israeliani, quelli originari e quelli via via acquisiti. Pensiamo ad esempio a tutta la partita dell'istruzione, o alla questione dei matrimoni e dei divorzi civili che si è sempre arenata nelle paludi delle inchieste e dei vizi formali. Ma, si è continuato a pensare, non si poteva agire diversamente per restare uniti di fronte alla minaccia esterna! Il nemico è così diventato, secondo una logica rigorosa che ammette poche eccezioni, l'elemento capace di tenere insieme chi di comune aveva ben poco.

Al di là della linea del fronte furono gli ebrei, ovviamente, a “recitare” la parte del nemico, prima in quanto sionisti, poi in quanto israeliani. Furono innanzitutto il potente acceleratore di un processo che, lasciato alla sua naturale evoluzione, si sarebbe dispiegato in un arco di tempo assai più vasto. Prova ne sia il fatto che i Palestinesi si sentirono palestinesi ben più in fretta di quanto non si sentirono giordani i Giordani o siriani i Siriani. Anche agli altri gruppi del Medio Oriente, è vero, l'appartenenza nazionale era stata imposta e disegnata dalle linee tracciate sulla carta geografica per delimitare i Mandati. Ma una volta accettate, subite queste ripartizioni ciascun  gruppo ha percorso la sua storia secondo un procedimento "lineare": l'indipendenza prima, la lotta fra fazioni per il potere poi. E si sono scoperti giordani, siriani, iracheni... come se sempre fosse stato così: la stessa UAR, l’United Arab Republic, non fu che una parentesi in un mondo che ormai i suoi equilibri li cercava nei rapporti interstatali.

Di fronte ad un nemico pronto a tutto, i palestinesi dunque accelerarono i tempi. Rinserrarono i ranghi e accentuarono le contrapposizioni. E, secondo un normale procedimento di estensione inclusiva, nemico spesso divenne anche tutto ciò che manifestamente era di impedimento alla loro rivincita, alla realizzazione delle loro aspirazioni: gli inglesi prima, gli americani poi, fino a comprendere, nei momenti di maggior esasperazione, tutto quanto fosse occidente. Tutto fu etichettato come nemico e divenne oggetto di antagonismo, dove a volte l'antitesi era spontanea, a volte appositamente costruita secondo quel procedimento che ben Fanon ha messo in evidenza a proposito dell'Algeria.

E così il potere acquisito da Hamas, la capacità evocativa del jihad e il fondamentalismo in generale, in una società dove laicità e istruzione si sono sempre accompagnate, non sono che uno dei frutti dell'esasperazione del conflitto, una reazione disperata di fronte ad un nemico che si percepisce come implacabile e inclemente: e allora perché non farsi aiutare da Dio chiamandolo dalla propria parte?

Non è necessario spendere molte parole per spiegare quanto questo abbia inciso e incida sulla costruzione dell'identità: non deve stupire se gli shabab oggi nei vicoli della Città Vecchia giocano a fare gli hezbollah, i soldati di Dio, imitando gli unici che finora hanno spuntato qualche vittoria nei confronti del nemico.

Historical Dynamics Shaping Palestinian National Identity

Prof. Manuel Hassassian

Introduction

Two recent factors have influenced the development of Palestinian identity: Palestinian Diaspora after the 1948 war, coupled with Jordanian and Egyptian rule over the West Bank and Gaza (respectively).  The dispersion of the larger part of the Palestinian population and the presence of almost 3 million Palestinians in the Occupied Territories today have created different conditions for the evolution of identities. These identities remain somewhat distinct despite the Oslo Agreement that brought the PLO leadership from exile to the Occupied Territories and the establishment of the PNA.  It is believed that this step would lead to the reconciliation between “interior” and “exterior” political cultures. However, the post-Oslo period has witnessed competition between various strains of Palestinian political culture, such as that between the mainstream national movement and the Islamic fundamentalist movement. This article attempts to unfold the historical and ideological forces molding Palestinian national identity, thus outlining its transformation into its current state during the Palestinian national uprising, Al-Aqsa Intifada. In light of the historical context that has shaped the current conception of Palestinian national identity, the paper argues against the allegations by Israel that the Palestinian nationalist movement and struggle is supportive of terrorism. 

Conceptual Background

The origins of nationalism as a phenomenon have produced a vast mass of literature, with diverse definitions, arguments and hypotheses on the inception of the concepts of nation and nationalism.

Those who argue that nationalism is an old primordial phenomenon make the claim that humanity needs social solidarity for its survival and that it is nationalism that provides communities with the social cohesion needed for survival.  However, it is claimed by other schools of thought that nationalism is a modern phenomenon, which appeared as an ideology in response to, or as a product of, certain social and political developments in modern societies.  This last conceptualization of nationalism is premised on the argument that capitalism, science and technology, industrialization, mass communication and other features of modernization helped disintegrate traditional groups and introduce a challenging mobile lifestyle.  The disintegration is thought to have induced chaos and conflict, and so nationalism was adopted as unifying factor that restores order and legitimates the modern state.  Print-capitalism, another modern production, is thought to have contributed to the invention of nationalism as a "cultural artefact" that would secure social cohesion.

The concept of having a national identity is; therefore, constructed, as opposed to being a transcendent given.  In fact, the process of constructing national identity is shaped by real political and intellectual forces, which in turn, grapple with the formation of new social classes, the expansion of modern communications, the spread of education, and the introduction of mass politics.

To discuss Palestinian national identity, it is vital to trace the propagation of nationalism to the Arab world, since nationalism is believed to be originally a Western concept.  Western perception of nation and nationalism was introduced and accepted in the Levant by Arab Christian intellectuals, such as Ibrahim Al-Yazigi and Jurji Zeidan, whose sectarian axis helped foreign intervention under the pretext of protecting Christian minorities in the Ottoman Empire.  Arab societies’ contact with the West nourished their liberationist heritage aspiring to building nationalism on shared destiny and civic culture, to achieving social and economic justice, to acquiring the techniques of modern science and its application, and to reviving the Arab heritage.

Education was perceived as the best means to accomplish such an awakening accompanied by Western values and ideas.  Arab Christians were the first to receive Western education at the missionary schools, which were established in Syria and in most of the Fertile Crescent by the French, British, Americans and Russians.  Thus, contact between East and West increased interest in scientific education apart from religious education.  Secular education grew in the second half of the 19th century in Egypt and India. This educational development was followed by Islamic reformists headed by Rifa’at Tahtawi, Jamal Al-Dein Afghani and Mohammad Abduh , who succumbed to sociopolitical realities and encouraged Muslims to join missionary schools like the Syrian Protestant College, later known as the American University of Beirut, and the Jesuit School in Lebanon.

Consequently, the Arab Muslim World gained from Western experience of social and intellectual change, and added it to traditional culture.  Arabs became more aware of their national historical homogeneity, and began a process of separating between civil and religious authority.

Thus hardly had the 20th century begun when the idea of the Arab nation began to translate itself from the pages of magazines and books to societies and conferences.  It became a force in the intellectual world and on the political arena.   The fact is that since the establishment of Al-Arabiyya al-Fatat Society, strong and clear objectives began to appear within the principles of Arab nationalism.  Thus the Arab struggle for liberation and national independence culminated in the Great Arab Revolt of 1916.  This revolt liberated Arab countries from slavery to the Ottoman State but only into a state of quasi independence. 

The Genesis of Palestinian Nationalism
To trace the genesis of Palestinian nationalism requires an in depth look at Arab nationalism, which was shaped during the Ottoman period, especially during the latter part of the nineteenth century. The awakening of Arab consciousness in modern times and the consequent rise of Arab nationalism can be attributed, inter alia, to the impact of the First World War and the activities of Zionism.  The Palestinians were part of the Arab World sharing with it many of its internal developments as well as some of its external influences.  Zionism was particularly influential in shaping their current politics and in determining their political destiny.

Historically, the Palestinian Question can be related to the problem of Western intervention – cultural penetration in the form of ideas of nationalism and political penetration in the form of colonial rule.  However, while Jewish nationalism originated from the intellectual and emotional responses to the pogroms of Eastern Europe and Russia, Arab nationalism was a direct reaction to Ottoman (Turkish) oppression and European colonialism.

Along its historic continuum, Palestine became the object of conflicting political claims and intense religious attachments. In time, these played an important part in the development of two separate but conflicting nationalisms: Arab nationalism and Zionism.  Both forms of nationalism strove to ultimately gain control of Palestine.

The two opposing nationalist movements appeared around the same time, toward the end of the nineteenth century, and reached the peak of their political strength later in the twentieth century.  In the meantime, although their aspirations centered on Palestine, their fortunes and misfortunes depended heavily on European politics, particularly those of the great powers.

The awakening interest of Arabs in their cultural heritage and traditions gave birth to Arab nationalism in the key cities of the Fertile Crescent.  The political organization and strength of the nascent Arab national movement was in Syria, particularly in Damascus.  However, Western colonial rule and the threat of Zionism caused Arab nationalism to splinter, thus the political elite of Syria, Iraq, and Palestine were propelled towards local priorities and concerns.  In particular, the Palestinian A'yan (notables) were disenchanted with the fragmentation of the Arab nationalist movement, which contradicted their aspiration of national self-determination and political independence.

Hence, Palestinian nationalism developed its own ideology and institutional framework because of two important developments after the War.  According to Muslih, a noted political scientist  "one internal (development), pertained to the fragmentation of the Arab nationalist movement, and the other, external, pertained to the dismemberment of Syria at the hands of Britain and France".  Zionism, then, was one of the catalysts that instigated Palestinian nationalism but never contributed to its creation.  It provided the 

Palestinians with a centralized focus for their national struggle.  However, regardless of its unique characteristics, Palestinian nationalism incorporated the ideals of pan-Arabism revolving around Arab unity and independence. Unfortunately, the Palestinians could not escape their own traditional rivalries, and their national movement fell victim to internal divisions and political fragmentation.

It is evident that Palestinian national identity in the 1930s and 1940s was in a state of flux, revolving around factionalist politics based on tribalism and parochialism.  Yet, nationalism was the mobilizing and driving force behind the Palestinian revolt against the British mandate and political Zionism. The British policy of "divide and rule" succeeded, and the rivalry between the leading Palestinian families took a sharp turn during the first decade of the British mandate.  The families manipulated all the ties of kin, class, and patronage to win over new supporters.  Unfortunately, the traditional leadership did not realize in the late 1930s that their factionalism would help lead to the loss of part of Palestine in 1948.  A Jewish state would be established in most of the country, and the rest would be placed under Jordanian and Egyptian rule.

Since the 1948 war, Palestinian society has been dominated by the fact of expulsion from the land. The population is fragmented and dispersed, and after fifty years of dispossession there is a growing heterogeneity in the economic and political spheres. The diasporized Palestinians today, almost 4 million, are alienated from their homeland. They are dependent largely on the goodwill of their hosts to be able to remain and provide themselves with the basics of life. Although “the homeland” stands as the major ‘objectification’ of Palestinian identity, being physically absent from it, for the majority, makes it an abstraction. In the midst of social, economic and political alienation, we find that Palestinians have retained a strong sense of selfhood and national identity. 

However, the Palestinian national movement was not monolithic and lacked a consensual mass-based political entity. Following the 1948 war, nationalism re-emerged in a different context, in refugee campus, schools and universities, where many organizations were formed including members and cadres from different social backgrounds.  A shift from the politics of A'yan (notables) to mass-based organizations, recruiting members from the lower strata of Palestinian society, became visible and distinctive.

During the 1950s and early 1960s, Palestinian national identity was concretized in pan-Arab ideology.  Palestinians were incorporated into the Arab World and became pro-active in local Arab politics dominated by Arab sloganeering of unity, freedom and socialism. Consequently, the Palestinian Question was Arabized, losing the quintessential dominance of its Palestinian character and identity.  Of course, Palestinians were eventually frustrated and disappointed with Nasser's pan-Arabism that failed to liberate Palestine, and brought nothing but the "Naksa" to the Palestinian and entire Arab nation.  This situation prompted the Palestinian elite and intelligentsia to explore their inner potentials through rejuvenating their nationalism and reviving their culture and identity through literary publications and the establishment of a new wave of mass-based and grassroots organizations at all levels.

Nonetheless, continuous debate takes place among Palestinians regarding their national interests. As mentioned earlier, Palestinian national identity and the process of nation building have become a concrete reality. Between 1982-87, the Palestinians in the Occupied Territories started building an infrastructure that challenged Israeli Occupation. The 1987 Intifada played a crucial role in sparking a synchronized effort by the Palestinian Diaspora to discover the potential of its new empowerment. The mass organizations and the grassroots networks, along with the popular committees, formed the organizational nucleus of the uprising. At the same time, the Intifada managed to create a national debate among the various political groups within the PLO, between the “ interior” and “exterior” and between the “nationalist” and “religious” camps.

It is not surprising that the dislocation and alienation of the Palestinians has strengthened their conceptualization of their national identity and intensified their sense of Palestinian nationalism. Literature, especially poetry, plays a crucial role in defining Palestinian nationalism as yearning to return to the homeland and to achieving independence. Through literature, scattered Palestinian communities have been able to unite, to identify with one another and consequently to establish a sense of a unified national identity, embodied in their collective struggle for self-determination. 

The P.L.O and the Palestinian Identity in the Making

With a new leadership in the early sixties, the Palestinian national movement took up the challenge of pursuing an independent Palestinian state.  This heavy burden was shouldered by the PLO – officially created in 1964 by the Arab League. Nasser's Egypt initially backed the idea in order to co-opt the new organization and control it.  The PLO was headed by Ahmad Al-Shuqayri known for his affiliation with Nasser, and the Palestinian Liberation Army was directly under unified Arab command and headed by an Egyptian.

From its inception, the PLO was embroiled in factional bickering.  Its existence and decision-making processes were affected by inter-Arab rivalries especially those between Syria and Egypt, and to a certain degree Jordan.  Fatah, a leading organization within the PLO, emphasized military action against Israel and removed itself from the inter-Arab feud.

Irrespective of Fatah's predominance in the PLO, the June 1967 war was a disaster for the Arab states and the Palestinians.  Many Palestinians suffered another exodus to Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon and were denied return to their homes, while others were destined to stay on their native soil under Israeli occupation.  

In spite of this cataclysmic event that exacerbated the plight of the Palestinians, new orientations to Palestinian nationalism were brought to the fore by political organizations.  Palestinian leaders became disenchanted with the Arab regimes despite their support and began to call for the establishment of Palestinian organizations independent of outside Arab control.  Here, again, Palestinians were diverted from the cause of pan-Arabism and Arab unity in favor of Palestinian nationalism and the struggle for independence.

After the 1967 "Naksa" (disaster), there appeared a crushing need for the reconstruction of Palestinian life.  Ideology, armed struggle, and diplomatic posturing became secondary to the building of an organization that could advocate the Palestinian cause and take action on behalf of all Palestinians. The task of this new leadership entailed activities such as purchasing arms, raising funds, and developing a territorial base that could facilitate closer ties to the Palestinians on the West Bank and Gaza, as well as launching military activities against Israel.

Tolerance of division and diversity characterized the Palestinian nationalist movement, and the sense of pluralism became almost a tradition. The PLO succeeded in reconstituting a shattered Palestinian society under difficult conditions and in a difficult environment.  It managed to make operational a remarkable infrastructure against great odds, thus addressing the political and material needs of the dispersed Palestinians.  Despite the militant elements in its organizational structure, the PLO succeeded in building a civilian–institutional infrastructure that catered to the needs of the Palestinian nation in exile. There is no doubt that the PLO contrived to create a mass-based society in Lebanon during the 1970s.  The political implications of building a myriad of social institutions were crucial to the development of a framework in which to deal with the internal political process and strategy formulations.

Palestinian National Identity and the Islamic Movement in Al-Aqsa Intifada

Islamic forces have largely influenced the politics of Palestinian nationalism throughout its struggle for independence by giving it impetus and direction, in confrontation with the Zionists. To cite some examples: the incidents of 1920, the Wailing Wall Incident of 1929, the 1936 Arab Revolt and the role of Izzedin Al-Qassam, the 1948 war, the 1987 Intifada and the role of Hamas and Islamic Jihad in the current Al-Aqsa Intifada.

Regardless of secular tendencies within the Palestinian national movement, the Islamic dimension has been a potent factor in the struggle for independence. It is no wonder then that the religious aspect, i.e. Islam, has always been a focal point in the Palestinian political debate and discourse, and has acted as the source of checks and balances within the Palestinian polity.  The complexity of the conditions which triggered the formation of the Islamic movement led Hamas founders to create an equally complex strategy based on pragmatism and realism in adaptation to the political climate. 

Today the faltering political peace process gives wider support to the Islamic movement spearheaded by Hamas. It is apparent that a worsening state of affairs arms Hamas with more power, extended from the Palestinian public, to advance its own political agenda within overarching Islamic ideology. 
During the current Intifada, Hamas garners the support of 30% of the Palestinian population. Hamas plays an imperative role in catering to Palestinian socioeconomic and medical needs, let alone the fact that it has a noted presence through its military operations against Israel. In fact, Hamas appeals to sectors of Palestinian youth, women and some of the intellectual elite.

Growing popularity of Hamas in the Palestinian street has prompted many Palestinians to shift from the nationalist bloc to the Islamic bloc, believing that Hamas will meet Palestinian national aspirations. But it is worth mentioning that Hamas’s political agenda is to seek a Palestinian Islamic state, where as the nationalist movement continues to espouse the attainment of a secular Palestinian state within the borders of 1967. Therefore, it is important to keep such a distinction in mind in understanding the underlying forces of the Palestinian national discourse in the current Intifada. Thus, the Occupation, the dire socioeconomic conditions, along with the perceived failure of the PNA, have all boosted the popularity of Hamas and Islamic Jihad. 

Conclusion:

Palestinian national identity has been shaped by the historical realities faced in the region, starting from colonialism until the eruption of the current Intifada. Many political ideologies of the century have dramatically impacted the structure and substance of the Palestinian conception of their national identity, such as Zionism, Nasserism and currently Islamic fundamentalism. 

It is worth mentioning that the Palestinian national identity has been greatly affected by the Islamic religious dimension, as highlighted above, which makes it today distinctive from previous forms of Palestinian national identity in earlier epochs of Palestinian history.

Unfortunately today, the Palestinian national struggle for self-determination has been portrayed by the Israeli government as “terrorism”. Israel now intentionally confuses the political agenda of the Palestinian National Authority with that of Islamic Hamas, depicting both as terrorist organizations.  Thus, Israel is taking advantage of the changing political dynamics after September 11 to distort the image of the Palestinian cause and the Palestinian National Authority to win the support of world public opinion. The aim is to perpetuate occupation and reinforce their right wing political interests. It is a political and intellectual blunder to incorporate the just cause of the Palestinians and their conflict against occupation into the “ideological” conflict between terrorism and the Western values of freedom and democracy, the “ideological” discourse that is causing the recent change in global politics. 

References:

1. Anderson, Benedict (1983). Imagined Communities. London ad New York: VERSO.

2. Gellner, Ernest (1983). Nations and Nationalism. UK and USA: Blackwell Publishers.

3. Khalidi, Rashid (1997). Palestinian Identity: The Construction of Modern National Consciousness. New York: Columbia University Press. 

4. Smith, A.D (1996). Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era. UK: Polity Press.

Inter-Jewish Challenges to Israeli Jewish Identity

Yoav Peled


Israeli Jewish identity, or rather identities, have been shaped in the context of the Jewish-Palestinian colonial conflict. The success of the colonial Zionist  project required that the Jewish community in pre-1948 Palestine (Yishuv) be constituted as a highly mobilized community, committed to a common purpose -- the fulfillment of Zionism. The most cherished expression of this commitment, Chalutziyut (pioneering), was conceptualized as a composite of two distinct qualities, corresponding to the two bases of legitimation invoked by the Zionist settlers. These were first Jewish historical rights in Palestine and second, the redemptive activities of the “pioneers:” physical labor, agricultural settlement and military defense. The pioneers saw what they called ‘self-realization’ of these concepts as their personal obligation. 


Chalutziyut was considered the ultimate form of contribution to the Zionist effortt, and its practitioners were considered worthy of the highest social recognition. This laid the basis for distinguishing not only between Jews and Palestinians as protagonists or opponents of Zionism. It also differentiated between the various groupings within the Jewish community itself, according to their presumed contributions to the implementation of Zionism. As a result, the rights, duties, privileges and obligations associated with the notion of citizenship have not been accorded equally to all Israeli citizens. Rather, they have been distributed differentially between the different social sectors, resulting in a highly fragmented and hierarchical structure of citizenship and identity. 


In recent years the “normative,” or hegemonic form of Israeli-Jewish identity, the identity based on these Zionist-oriented notions and associated most clearly with the veteran Ashkenazi elite, has faced a challenge by some of the sectors created by this uneven citizenship structure: Mizrahim (Jews from Eastern countries), Orthodox religious Jews, immigrants from the former Soviet Union (FSU), and, indeed, the descendents of the very “pioneers” themselves. These challenges have weakened the traditional elite and increasingly hampered its efforts to pursue coherent policies in any policy area, particularly in the sphere of Israeli-Palestinian relations. Since, as I argue below, it is the traditional elite that is most interested in pursuing peace with the Palestinians, for economic as well as political and cultural reasons, its diminished political standing has contributed to the temporarily derailment of the peace process.  

The "Pioneering" Identity of the Ashkenazi Elite

The notion of ”pioneering” stemmed from the experience of the Ashkenazi (East European) Jewish immigrant workers of the Second Aliyah (immigration). This wave of immigration dates back to 1904-1914. The plantation colonists of the First Aliyah (1882-1903) had found in Palestine a large and relatively cheap indigenous Arab labor force. Palestinian Arab workers possessed some land, housing, and social services within their traditional economy, and sought in the Jewish settlements only seasonal work and supplementary income. When the immigrant workers of the Second Aliyah arrived, and sought to replace the Palestinian workers, they demanded year-round jobs, which were their only source of income, and better wages, because they were used to a higher standard of living. Most of these immigrant workers, though inexperienced in agricultural labor, were not sufficiently acquiescent in the eyes of their employers. As a result, the Jewish planters preferred to continue to employ Palestinian-Arab workers, rather than their own Jewish brethren.


Having tried, and failed, to adjust to the wage levels of Arab workers, in 1905 these Ashkenazi workers adopted a new strategy, the "conquest of labor". They claimed that "a necessary condition for the realization of Zionism is the conquest of all occupations in Palestine by Jews." This new strategy enjoyed only modest success, however, and was soon replaced by a new one – “pioneering” collective agricultural settlement on national Jewish land reserved exclusively for Jewish settlement and Jewish cultivation.


This form of settlement led, eventually, to the development of a new economic sector, employing only Jews and under the control of the Labor Zionist movement, operating through the formidable Histadrut ( Jewish workers movement). This economic sector, with Labor Zionism's most famous social innovation, the kibbutz, at its center, gradually developed into an economic empire encompassing, in its peak days alongside its  trade union activities vast economic concerns. This encompassed agricultural, manufacturing, construction, marketing, transportation and financial activities, many cooperative ventures, and a whole network of social service organizations, including a national health service. This conglomerate had operated under the aegis of the Histadrut, and as long as Labor was in power (1933-1977), it enjoyed the support first of Zionist institutions and then of the state as well. At the same time, this economic infrastructure played a crucial role in maintaining the political and cultural hegemony of the Labor Zionist movement, thus ensuring the privileged position of a large segment of Ashkenazi Jews. 

Mizrahim Between Quality and Quantity

The dominant status of Ashkenazim in Israeli society is usually explained by their having been the earlier Jewish settlers in the country. Massive immigration of Mizrahi (Eastern Jews from the Middle Eastern and North African countries) took place only after 1948, so the argument goes, and by then the old-timer Ashkenazim, especially those organized in the Histadrut, had already laid the foundations for a new society, in which they occupied the commanding heights. 



In actual fact, however, throughout the period of the Yishuv  the number of Jewish immigrants from the Moslem East arriving in Palestine had been proportionate to their share of the world Jewish population at the time – approximately ten percent. Yemenite Jewish immigrants, for example, arrived in Palestine simultaneously with the founding fathers of both the First and Second Aliyot. Like their Ashkenazi counterparts, the Yemenites of the Second Aliyah expected to replace Palestinian workers in the Jewish-owned plantation colonies (Moshavot), but failed in this attempted "conquest of labor". However, while the “pioneering” Ashkenazi workers went on to make history by establishing cooperative settlements, the Yemenites were relegated to the sidelines of both Jewish-Israeli society and the Zionist historical narrative. 


The different historical trajectories of the two communities reflected the superior organizational ability of the Ashkenazi workers, which placed them in a better position to procure resources from the World Zionist Organization. The Ashkenazim, however, legitimated their demands by drawing a distinction between themselves, as "idealistic," and the Yemenites, as "natural" workers. "Idealistic workers" were those who had forfeited the comforts of European urban life and the opportunity of immigrating to America, and chose of their own freewill to become agricultural workers in Palestine. "Natural workers", on the other hand, were not, as the term implies, necessarily experienced agricultural workers, which most Yemenites were not. The term referred, rather, to people capable of performing hard work for very little compensation. "Idealistic workers" were the stuff pioneers were made of, blazing the trail and setting moral standards for the community. "Natural workers," on the other hand, were to be foot soldiers in the Zionist campaign, adding "quantity" to the pioneers' "qualitative" efforts.


This distinction between "quality" and "quantity" was meant to bridge the gap between the pioneers' claim to be a dedicated, exclusive vanguard, deserving of special privileges, and the need to draw the Jewish masses to Palestine. This proved to be of crucial importance in the 1950s and 60s, when the pioneers, now occupying all dominant positions in the society, had to deal with a massive influx of Mizrahi immigrants. Thus, as Jews immigrating under the Law of Return, Mizrahi immigrants were granted all civil and political rights. At the same time, however, they were socially marginalized, sent to settle in border areas and in towns deserted by Palestinians in 1948, to beef up the lower ranks of the military, and to provide unskilled labor for the country's agriculture and industrialization drive.


The resultant "ethnic gap" between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim in educational attainment, occupational status, income distribution and political power has persisted, and in some respects even widened, to this day. Mizrahim, by and large, are concentrated in the working and lower middle classes, while Ashkenazim largely comprise the upper and upper middle classes of Israeli society.


For decades Mizrahim had not been able to find an effective political voice in which to express their grievances and challenge the dominant Zionist identity that had relegated them to the margins of Jewish Israeli society. Repeated efforts to form Mizrahi political parties or social movements had failed, and most Mizrahim had been voting for Labor, on whom they were dependent, and then, since the mid-1970s, for Likud. Only in 1984, with the appearance of Shas, a Mizrahi religiously Orthodox social movement and political party, has a distinct Mizrahi notion of Jewish Israeli identity appeared on the scene and has become the major challenge to the dominant, Ashkenazi identity.


Shas’s electoral power has risen from 63,600 votes and four Knesset seats in 1984 to 480,000 votes and seventeen Knesset seats in 1999 (to Likud’s nineteen seats and Labor’s twenty-four). This political power is utilized by the party in order to promote a new version of Zionism and a new conception of Israeli Jewish identity. While Shas clearly appeals to a particular social sector – lower-class Mizrahim – the identity it seeks to promote is not a Mizrahi identity but rather Jewish identity. Its key argument is that the modern and “pioneering” aspects of the dominant identity, which had been used to marginalize the Mizrahim, should be replaced by Orthodox religious Jewish identity, which would accord all Jews (and only Jews) the same standing in the society. By stressing Jewish, as opposed to Mizrahi identity as its political formula, Shas has wisely avoided the charge of separatism that had been leveled against all previous attempts to organize the Mizrahim politically. Its call for “Returning the Crown [of Judaism] to its Ancient Glory” has resonated well among lower-class Mizrahim precisely because they do not consider it a separatist slogan, and because of the privileged status Orthodox Jewish religion had already enjoyed in Israeli public life.
The Privileged Orthodox Jews  

Israel’s constitutional definition as a Jewish state precluded the possibility of adopting one of the key identifying features of the modern state -- the separation of state and religion. Instead, Jewish religion, or more accurately, Orthodox Jewish religion, is guaranteed an official role in the country’s public life. This is manifested primarily in four important areas: the almost exclusive jurisdiction granted Orthodox religious courts over matters of family law, legal sanctioning of the observance of the Sabbath and of Jewish holidays in the public sphere, state support of religious educational institutions that are largely autonomous of the general educational system, and various privileges granted Orthodox individuals, most importantly the exemption from military service granted Orthodox women and Orthodox Yeshiva (religious seminary) students. Non-orthodox pluralistic religious streams have received no official recognition. 


Students of Zionist and Israeli politics have been puzzled, over the years, by the accommodating, even subservient attitude displayed by the Zionist movement and by the Israeli state towards Orthodox Jews, many of them non- and even anti-Zionist. Zionism, after all, has always proclaimed itself a secular national movement in the tradition of the Enlightenment. It intended, in the famous words of Herzl, the founder of political Zionism in 1897, to keep the rabbis in their synagogues and the soldiers in their barracks. Furthermore, Orthodox Jews have constituted a relatively small minority in the Yishuv and in Israel (currently they comprise about 25% of the Jewish population), and their political influence has been vastly disproportionate to their electoral strength.


The usual explanation for the privileges enjoyed by Orthodox Jews has been that Israel's system of proportional representation has enabled Orthodox political parties to hold the balance needed for forming coalition governments. As “one issue” movements, so the argument goes, these political parties can be satisfied above all with budgetary allocations, and with concessions to the role of religion in the public sphere. Thus, gaining their parliamentary support does not require (or, at least, did not require in the past) of the major political parties to pay any price in more important policy areas: social, economic, military, foreign policy.

While this explanation may be able to account for tactical decisions made by the major parties at particular historical moments, it cannot account for the depth and breadth of the role Orthodox Judaism has been able to play in Israeli public life. The real explanation for that is more profound, and has to do with the nature of Zionism as a national movement. Of all the political movements spawned by the crisis of Eastern European Jewry in the second half of the 19th century, Zionism alone claimed to speak on behalf of a world-wide Jewish nation. The only cultural attribute holding this Jewish nation together, however, was the common religion to which the vast majority of Jews still held. Claiming to speak in the name of world Jewry, both internally and externally, Zionism needed at least the tacit approval of those universally recognized as the Jewish spokesmen -- Orthodox rabbis. 


Zionism was not unique among national movements in its efforts to coopt the bearers and symbols of tradition. All national movements have had to rely on primordial cultural elements in order to mobilize their target populations for essentially modernizing aims. For Zionism, however, the need to rely on such factors for legitimation and mobilization was particularly acute, as there was no modern culture common to all Jews. This reality dictated, firstly, the choice of the movement's target territory – Palestine (in dispute until Herzl's death in 1904), and then the use of a whole array of religious Jewish symbols and other cultural constructs. Traditional Jewish themes abound in Israeli lore, from the dubbing of immigration to Palestine Aliyah (ascent or pilgrimage), through the choice of the Star of David and the seven-branch candelabrum (Menorah) as the official emblems of the state, to the celebration of Jewish religious holidays as national holidays. 

       What accounts for the forthcoming attitude displayed by the state and by non-observant Israeli Jews towards Jewish religion, then, is primarily the need for religious affirmation of their collective, ethno-national identity. Because their identity symbolizes Jewish unity and the continuity of Jewish history, Orthodox Jews have provided the Zionist project with ideological resources it required for legitimating its claim to act on behalf of a world-wide Jewish nation that possesses an historically substantiated right to the Land of Israel.

Immigrants from the former Soviet Union

The privileged status of Jews and of Orthodox Judaism in Israel makes the question "Who is a Jew?" an important political issue. In 1970 the official definition of "Jew" for the purpose of the Law of Return was made identical with the Orthodox definition – anyone born of a Jewish mother who has not converted to another religion, or has been converted to Judaism. This restricted definition came into conflict, however, with the demographic aim of Zionism, to produce, maintain and enhance the Jewish majority in Israel. As a result, the Law of Return was amended, so that one Jewish grandparent became sufficient to entitle a person and her/his spouse and minor children to the privileges provided by the law. Thus, it is estimated that up to 20% of the immigrants from the FSU in the early 1990s, and fully 60% by the mid-1990s, have not been Jews by the Orthodox definition. (The Jewishness of Ethiopian immigrants is also questioned by the Orthodox rabbinic establishment, but in their case the questions do not refer to individuals but rather to the community as a whole.) Since marriage, divorce, and burial are all under the exclusive jurisdiction of religious authorities, these non-Jews or doubtful Jews run into problems when they come to need these services, unless they undergo an orthodox conversion to Judaism. One paradoxical result of the amended Law of Return, then, is the development of a new non-Jewish, non-Palestinian Israeli ethnic identity. The influx from foreign countries of labor migrants into Israel, that began with the first intifada (1987-1993) and was greatly accelerated after the Oslo accords, is augmenting this ethnic identity even further.


In spite of the high rate of non-Jews among them (about 25%), the million or so immigrants from the FSU who arrived during the 1990s consider Jewishness to be a major component of their identity. But they see their Jewishness as primarily a national, rather than a religious identity. Thus, most of them are opposed to religious legislation and favor the institution of civil marriage and divorce. At the same time, they support strongly nationalist positions on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Because of their experience in the Soviet Union, most FSU immigrants hold liberal economic views, but they still feel that the state has not done enough in order to facilitate their own absorption in Israel. 

Most distinctively, FSU immigrants have a sense of cultural superiority with respect to the rest of Israeli society, and have established a whole network of institutions – a vibrant press, high-quality schools, a theatre, innumerable book stores, libraries etc. – in order to preserve their Russian cultural heritage. On the margins of this cultural activity, the demand to include Russian as a third official language in Israel, in addition to Hebrew and Arabic, is already being heard.


Unlike the Mizrahim, who took over 30 years to organize their first successful political party, immigrants from the FSU were able to organize a political party, and then a second one, within very few years of their arrival. These two parties, expressing the particular repertoire of political views held by the immigrants, and helping in their efforts at cultural preservation, received over 50% of the FSU immigrant vote in the general elections of 1999, and currently have ten seats in the Knesset.
The Challenge of Liberalization
Over the years, Israel's economic development, funded to a very large extent by externally-generated resources, has weakened the state's and Histadrut's control over the economy in favor of private business interests. This sectoral shift has manifested itself in policy changes, that began as early as the late 1960s, allowing market forces to play a greater role in the economy and providing foreign goods and investments easier access to the Israeli market.


These economic changes, culminating in the liberal economic policy inaugurated in 1985, have enabled the Israeli economy to take advantage of the globalisation processes that have occurred in the world economy since the 1980s. They have thus affected the personal fortunes of the younger members of the veteran Ashkenazi elite. If the second generation of leaders of the Labor Zionist movement (such as Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres) made their careers in the various public bureaucracies or in the military, the third generation, those who came of age after 1967, were drawn to the private sector. These young members of the elite have been the principal champions of economic liberalization and of the integration of Israel's economy with the world market. They have also come to see the institutional edifice created by the Labor movement around the Histadrut as an obstacle to economic rationality and to their own economic wellbeing. Since they feel confident enough to compete in the open market, both domestically and internationally, their concern is no longer to be protected within this market, but rather to expand it as much as possible.


The liberal economic values of this emergent business community are naturally more consonant with a liberal worldview than with the collectivist pioneering identity forged by their grandparents. Moreover, the continuing conflict with the Palestinians had a negative impact on Israel’s ability to gain from the process of globalization. Israeli businesses faced many obstacles in trying to operate in the Third World, and Western businesses were reluctant to invest in Israel because of the Arab boycott and their fear of political instability. Thus, operating through organizations such as Peace Now, it was primarily the younger members of the Ashkenazi elite who provided the main opposition to Likud's efforts to legitimate the de-facto annexation of the occupied territories and to its 1982 adventure in Lebanon. They were also the group that was most supportive of the Oslo peace process.


Electorally, this economic elite has had a major base in the Labor party, whose economic policies had reflected its interests at least since 1985. But its views have been expressed even more clearly by two political parties standing at the two opposite flanks of Labor: the Democratic Movement for Change (DMC) and Meretz. The DMC appeared on the scene on the eve of the 1977 general elections with a platform calling for increased efficiency and honesty in government and for relaxation of state control over the economy and over other areas of public life, such as culture and mass communications. In the 1977 elections this party drew fifteen Knesset seats away from Labor, thus enabling Likud to take power. By 1981 the DMC had disintegrated and most of its voters either returned to Labor or joined the more liberal-dovish Meretz  party.


Together with some neo-liberal groups within the Labor party, Meretz has become the main champion of privatization and economic liberalization, as well as of the peace process with the Palestinians. In the Histadrut general elections of May 1994 a peace and privatization block, headed by Chaim Ramon of Labor and closely cooperating with Shas, won nearly 50% of the vote. Thus the Histadrut was captured by those who were formerly its bitterest enemies, receiving the coup de grace with the nationalization of its healthcare system, a move that eliminated the dependence upon it of a broad sector of the population. Since the “pioneering” labor economic sector centered around the Histadrut had provided the material infrastructure for the old, “pioneering” identity, that identity too has suffered a major loss of status. 

Conclusion


The decline of the traditional identity of “pioneering” Labor Zionism has left the field open to a fierce conflict between two alternative conceptions of Israeli Jewish identity: a neo-Zionist religio-ethno-national identity advocated by the Orthodox-Mizrahi alliance exemplified by Shas, and a post-Zionist liberal national identity promoted most clearly by Meretz. The great instability exhibited by Israel’s political system over the last decade, as seen most dramatically and tragically in the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, is an expression of this confrontation. The twists and turns in the peace process is another consequence, since each one of these identities has its own conception not only of Israeli society but also of Israel’s place in the world and, most importantly, in the Middle East. 


While the post-Zionist identity probably enjoys a slight majority in the Israeli population as a whole, the neo-Zionist one is clearly preferred by the majority of Israeli Jews. In order to prevail politically, therefore, the post-Zionist camp must be able to forge a genuine alliance with Israel’s Palestinian citizens. Its failure to do that, a failure that resulted in the killing of thirteen Palestinian citizens by police in October 2000, and in the massive abstention of Palestinians in the prime ministerial elections of February 2001, does not augur well for the prospects of the post-Zionist identity or for the peace process.
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The Cana’anite Factor: (Un)Defining Religious Identities

in Palestine and Israel

Basem L. Ra’ad

Abstract

“Cana’an” is an idealized construct in the Western and Jewish imagination, while “Cana’anite” refers to real people and a real culture.  Using "Cana'anite" as a complex frame of reference enables us to unravel monolithic concepts in identity construction among Palestinians and Israelis.  It enlightens the role of history in forming identities and provides a measure of imaginary and actual continuities.  In the current context, there is an over-reliance on religious orientations and their accompanying narratives and an exaggerated employment of them in the service of political agendas.  As a result, multiple and contradictory identifications prevent the possibility of any consistent and coherent identity emerging in each of the two conflicting societies.  In turn, this leads to various strategies of justification and appropriation.  History would be less problematic and identity more promising when there is willing to recognize and to negotiate cultural rather than religious perspectives. 

Who are they and are they important?

However they may have thought of themselves, the Canaanites were a concrete cultural reality throughout the Mediterranean basin for several thousand years, more definitely from about 4500 years before the present until about 1400 years before the present (i.e. 2500 BCE-600 CE).  Their initial concentration occurred in the area between the NW Arabian Peninsula to Northern Syria (including Jordan and Palestine, Syria and Lebanon).  Their form of government was not usually centralized but took the form of city-states.  About 4000 years ago, the Cana’anites invented the alphabet (an innovation that benefited but improved on hieroglyphic and cuneiform). Both the alphabet and the city-state concept migrated (along with many Cana’anites) to Greece and many Mediterranean island and coasts.  The Greeks later, probably, were the ones who gave the Cana’anites the name “Phoenicians” (in Greek, the name refers to palm trees and also a dye used for cloth they were famed for trading).  They settled, for example, in what became Carthage, in Crete, in the Iberian Peninsula, and other places.  For well over 2500 years, they radiated influence across the Mediterranean basin and maintained an advanced culture distinguished for its eclecticism and high artistry.

It was also a culture with a highly developed pantheon.  The Cana’anite pantheon became more clearly defined after the discovery of Ugarit in 1928 and the eventual translation of the tablets that contained mythological stories and other literary works.  It has become clear to scholars not only that the Cana’anite pantheon was later reproduced in Greece (with name changes), but also that the Cana’anite pantheon contained elements that explain later monotheistic development.  “El” was the head of the pantheon, the father of gods and creator, represented as a wise old man with a grey beard; ‘Asherah was his consort and mother of gods, the fertility god-son Ba’al dies and is resurrected,  ‘Ashtar[at] is the “virgin goddess” who from El immaculately conceives and delivers two gods Sahar and Salem; as in other cases, “Salem” became the god of a city (Ur-Salim, that is Jerusalem).  Some scholars are now convinced that Cana’anite religion is the direct ancestor of later Israelite religion. “Yahweh” (the Old Testament God) was one member of the Cana’anite pantheon who later took over dominance in one geographical area, typical of what happened elsewhere in Syro-Palestinian religions.  A more exact translation of biblical passages such as Exodus 6.3 and Psalm 82 indicate that Yahweh was a member of the pantheon, who assumes the role of El. (Note 1)

“Cana’an” is a significant construct that contrasts to the bias against its inhabitants in the monotheistic books (both the Hebrew Bible and the Qur’an).  Cana’an represent an ideal land of wish; it is the “land of milk and honey,” “the promised land,” a rich land that is the object of both dream and attainment.  As a construct, it has been used in many colonial projects.  The “pilgrims” to North America in the 17th century used biblical language and typology to justify their conquest and their eradication of the native population; the colonists were the “chosen people” who were building the “New Israel” or “New Jerusalem”; the natives were equated with the “Cana’anites,” “Philistines,” “pagans” and all the other enemies of God’s people.  Many place names reflect the imposition of this ideological transfer onto the North American landscape, and the effect of this identification is felt in many aspects of American religion and American politics today.  South African whites used a similar pattern in building the apartheid system.  (Note 2)
Who/what came first?

Both history and science now demonstrate that the population of Palestine has more or less remained continuous since prehistoric times, despite changes in religion, movement of some population out or in, and a variety of ethnic mixtures by reason of invasion or other events. 

Yet, terms like "Israelite" or Jew and "Arab," Muslim or Christian are formative models for the dominant views of identity in Israel and Palestine.  Are present Israelis, in matters of identity, connected to the ancient Israelites, to Hebrews, or to Jews, or to some other affiliation?  Are present Palestinians identifiable with the Philistines or Cana'anites, with Arabs or Muslims, or with some other affiliation?  Should then Palestinian Christians date their presence to the conversion of Constantine?  The terms just used, we shall see, should be approached with caution in discussing identity-formation.  These terms represent either constructed communities or dominant stereotyped notions that make possible inaccurate simplifications of the demographic complexities of past and present.  

Let us take, for example, Palestinian Christians.  Some of them assume that, since Christianity came to Palestine as a dominant religion in the time of Constantine, they can say, “We have been here for 1700 years.”  In fact, historical records point to the systematic effort by Constantine to suppress paganism among the local population, which policy his mother Helena helped implement by associating biblical events with pagan sites and having churches built there. (Note 3)   

Or take the two assumptions that present Jews are descendants of the “Israelites” or that “Arabs” in Palestine came along with the Muslim conquest.  Many Palestinians and Arabs fall into the trap of this thinking "We have been here for 1350 years" (Muslim Conquest).  Obviously more appealing is the assumption by most Israelis that “This is our ancient homeland since Jacob (or Abraham).”

All monotheistic identifications fall into the traps of fallacious history, willingly or by design.  Thus the strategy of limiting thinking to political concepts derived from claims based on chronological sequencing of the three monotheistic religions (Judaism, Christianity, then Islam).  Along with this sequencing is an assumption of each being the carrier of the truth (or the innovative first or the inclusive last).  All the religious traditions include many values that promote spirituality and morality; yet each of them has had its certain exclusivities and its inconsistent practices. 

All three assumptions not only confuse myths with realities but also negate all historical, archaeological, linguistic, and (now with DNA studies) scientific facts.  In addition, the monotheistic traditions are, as I have indicated, rooted in previously “pagan” religions that they appropriated, developed and denied.  It should be a cause for humbling thought that no one holds anything called the truth.  This humbling is not a reason to disbelieve but an affirmation that there are human continuities, even with what is assumed to be “pagan”—in fact, that we owe more to the “pagans” that we let out. 

Confusion of History and its Terms

Politicization of religion has always led to polarization and arbitrary terminology.  It is in the interest of a dominant narrative to promote itself as historical fact, and to do so it has to oversimplify history and wield it to its purpose.  For the primary Zionist claim to Palestine (or Cana’an) to be given historical and religious legitimacy, it is necessary to connect Jews of today to Jews who lived in Palestine 2000 years ago, and further to connect to the “Israelites” about a thousand years earlier (David and Solomon, etc.), and the Hebrews even earlier (for more ancient biblical figures).   All these connections require varying degrees of argument and leaps of faith.  They tend to confuse religion with ethnicity and literary narratives with historical events.  All are problematic even if one were to assume that the Bible is an accurate reflection of history (something that the majority of scholars today say is not the case).

In this politicized atmosphere, the images that are circulated also must be consistent with the claims.  The inherited biases against “Arabs” and “Muslims” are magnified and expanded.  So, the Palestinians are only “Arabs” or Muslims in the terminology of some narratives.  If the identification and bias is approached differently, the Palestinians become the Philistines. (Note 4)  In this same perspective, the Phoenicians (diminished into mere pagan traders) are distinct from the Cana’anites and are also outsiders to the special community of the ancient Israelites.  In such a distorted view, the “Arabs” are prevented from connecting to more ancient cultures in the region, which obviously they inherit by obvious reasons of continued development and descent.

The claims and related theories are also very adaptable, and their uses are traversable.  So, for example, while the desert and Bedouin life are romanticized when applied to Old Testament narratives, “Arabs” of today have often been portrayed as nomadic, as “Ishmaelites.”  Once placed in that category, it become easy for a colonizer to use a strategy used in many other colonizing situations: these “Arabs” are not using the land effectively and so have no claim or need to claim land—in fact, are generally incapable of cultivation or civilization. 

Contradictions between Palestinian and Muslim Identification   

[Story from village]

Unfortunately, this story illustrates that the Palestinians themselves often unknowingly participate in the biases against them, and thus engage in what might be called self-bias.  Partly the reason is lack of knowledge, partly it is that religious identification tends to overwhelm inherent or subaltern cultural traits.  So, the Palestinians who carry habits and language that connect them to the ancient world are often unaware that they do.  In this way, they truncate their own history, shortening it and allowing it to be appropriated by others without any attempt to claim it.

Another contradictory aspect of identity is reflected in some traditions about holy places.  I have elsewhere demonstrated that almost all “holy places” in Palestine and Israel were previously pagan sites; some sites are associated somewhat arbitrarily with the burial of a biblical character.  (Note 5)  One such site is the place associated with Abraham.  In fact, in the 4th century this site was used for pagan sacrifice until Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and ordered a church to be built there in order to suppress paganism.  Eventually, a mosque was built in the area, and now after the Israeli occupation in 1967 and infiltration by Jewish extremists, the mosque has been forcibly divided and half of it is now a synagogue.

An interesting site is Maqam en-Nabi Musa (associated with Moses).  But this site is not near Mount Nebo but southwest of Jericho, west of the Jordan River.  How do we explain this tradition, especially that the story says Moses died east of the Jordan and his burial place is unknown!  But more pertinently, for a Palestinian Muslim it may be troubling (upon reflection) to believe the conquest narrative, also given in the Qur’an, as it is in the Bible, a story that form part of the Zionist claim system for Palestine.   

The dilemma between identity and belief may be equally as strong in the case of some Palestinian Christians, whether it is because of Constantine, or the Crusades, or the priesthood, or colonial designs to make Christians feel separate in their identity and connection.

Archaeology and Biblical Narratives 

Despite intense efforts by early Israeli archaeologists to support the Bible, recently more and more research and archaeological findings are showing that the biblical accounts are not supportable by history.  This involves a wide range of stories from Exodus, David and Joshua, and many of the previous religious and demographic assumptions.

In one instance, since the classic biblical claim Zionist version of history involves a conquest event (based on Joshua), it sees a major challenge in the archaeology that disproves it.  One theory that has emerged is the “peaceful immigration” theory in the formulations of people like George E. Mendenhall and (more recently) Israel Finkelstein.  The assumption of a “peaceful immigration” or slow evolution theory is that the Israelites were not much different from the Cana’anites; in fact, some scholars would contend that the Israelites grew out of Cana’anite society.  The sense of threat to the Zionist claim comes from any work that shatters long-held views and historical assumptions.  But, in fact, views about an ancient merger, rather than a conquest, is a much more politically correct historical reinterpretation.  And while it may have grains of truth, it is still a way to rationalize and adapt scholarly interpretation to current trends, and is therefore no less a justificatory strategy for claims, now based on updated theories.

The "Cana'anite" Movement

One other challenge to mainstream Zionist discourse is a movement in Israel whose members were referred to as “the Cana’anites,” who found a different connection to ancient history than the religious connection.  This movement was based on a cultural link between the Hebrews and the present, and some in the movement saw connections with the “Phoenicians” and other regional cultures.  Politically, the “Cana’anite” movement advocated a secular entity instead of “an anachronistic Jewish religious exclusivism”; unfortunately, though, they also excluded “Arabs” and advocated that this entity would “assimilate all other non-Arab minorities.” (Note 6)
DNA Studies: Will the Real Cana'anites Please Stand Up

So who are the Canaanites past or who are their descendants today?  And why does it matter to know?

Some recent DNA studies seem to be headed toward answering such questions.  A study by a group (Almut Nebel, et al, 2000) came to the conclusion, among others, that Palestinian Arabs have close genetic similarity to some Jews and that the findings agreed with historical records indicating “Moslem Arabs in this country descended from local inhabitants, mainly Christians and Jews, who had converted after the Islamic conquest in the seventh century AD.”   Another study by Antonio Arnaiz-Villena, et al, has recently caused a furore after it was published in Human Immunology, and the journal took the unusual step of asking subscriber and library to disregard or preferably tear out the article.  This study concluded: “Jews and Palestinians share a very similar HLA genetic pool … that support a common ancient Canaanite origin.”   The study also other close relatives in people like “Cretans, Egyptians, Iranians, Turks and Armenians.” (Note 7) 

I have my reservations about these studies for various reasons or in terms of samplings, or the historical language or assumptions used.  But they still have something important to say, although I am sure the findings can be refined.  If DNA studies can be used to understand the Etruscans and their relationship to the present populations in Italy, there are even more pressing reasons to do that in our region.

Conclusion

It is to the advantage of religiously based claims to emphasize narratives based on sacred books and consider them as true history, whereas these books should only be seen as sources of spiritual values and as literary products.  All histories are constructed, but a further distortion is committed when literary or religious history is taken as actual history.   This leads to perverse uses of history or literary and religious history, on the one hand, or truncation of history on the other hand.  It also magnifies imagined memories and causes a willed amnesia that rejects others.  And distorted perspectives have to be supported by an increasingly complex series of appropriations and justifications that are endless and humanly destructive.

How can we balance the need for mythic belief and respect for tradition with realities that are likely to correct perspectives?

It is clear to me that only an inclusive cultural perspective holds promise, even if it combined with positive aspects from the monolithic religious outlooks.  It may be that only when recognition is given to real cultural connections that a potential for consistency within each identity and a rapprochement between the two peoples can become at all possible. 
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Borderline Collective Consciousness: Israel Identity, “Arabness” and the Green Line

By Danny Rabinowitz

Introduction

Israeli identity, like all other national identities, is anything but primordial, natural or integral. Rather, it is contested and negotiated, incessantly constructed and manufactured by those who promulgate it so as to fit approximations of what they deem to be the national project.

The presence and proximity of Arabs, as individuals, as a culture, as a polity - in short as an essentialized category - is central to Israeli identity formation. This makes physical and symbolic points of contact with and separation from Arabs, in particular the Palestinians, sites in which Israeli identity and solidarity are acted out and reified.

 This paper uses this theoretical context to look at some of the socio-psychological and political significance of borders for Israel and Israelis. The first part of the article looks at the recent fascination on the part of the Israeli mainstream with the notion of 'unilateral separation' from the Palestinians. Present in Israeli politics in various forms and guises for decades, this obsession resurfaced to become particularly potent in the summer of 2001. It preached for a withdrawal of Israel from its current positions in the West-Bank and Gaza even if it means doing it without the prior agreement or approval of the Palestinians. However, this vision is far from promising in terms of progress toward a viable solution. Its popularity is better analyzed not in terms of solution, but as a part of the internal debate within Jewish Israeli society regarding Israeli identity and destiny.

To set such an analysis in motion, the second part of the article looks at the ironic ways in which realities in Israel / Palestine since 1967 consistently obscured and obfuscated the demarcation lines between Israelis and Palestinians. This ambiguity was exacerbated with the violent events of 2001, when Palestinian suicide bombers crossed into Israel almost at the same ease in which Israeli armor penetrated Palestinian soil. This diffusion of the border further confused the Israeli mainstream, breeding a craving for a 'real' - and preferably impenetrable physical border between Israel and Palestine.   

The third part of the articles put this into a more general theoretical perspective through the use of Arjun Appadurai's concept of culturalism (Appadurai 1996). Zionist discourse, like other national narratives, promotes a particular bundle of cultural traits as an exclusive representation of the national project. A central tenet of Israeli culturalism is the binary opposition between Jew versus Arab, which stands for a series of 'Us versus Them' dichotomies: modern versus primitive, European versus Other, progressive versus stagnant. In such a context, the quest for the border, the need for psychological differentiation and the desire for a coherent Israeli identity emerge as different aspects of one, ostensibly uniform and coherent national project. 

‘Unilateral Separation’ and the border in contemporary Israeli discourse

Recent surveys indicate that more than 60% of the Israeli public now support ‘unilateral separation’. This concept made an impressive entry into Israeli public discourse in the summer of 2001. Heralded by ex-generals, security experts, some academics, a considerable number of Labor politicians and some influential members of the press, unilateral separation is premised on the logic of territorial division that has guided political initiatives in Israel/Palestine ever since the partition proposals of the British  Peel Commission in 1936 (see Shlaim 1990:54-106).

However, unlike earlier attempts to divide Mandatory Palestine, which were premised on a formal agreement between Israel and a future Palestine, current Israeli thought on unilateral separation assumes that an agreement with the Palestinians is unattainable. This is of course a clear reflection of the view of Ehud Barak, who as prime minister of Israel convinced his public that the failure of the Camp David II negotiations in July 2000 was a result of irrational and dishonest Palestinian osbtinacy vis-a-vis a reasonable and lavish Israeli peace proposal. According to this linear logic, Israel has no choice but to act alone: withdraw its armed forces and possibly some outlying settlements from the West Bank and the Gaza strip, re-group along lines of its own choosing, and hope for the best. Barak, incidentally, was forcefully in favor of separation even before he came to office in June 1999.

While Ehud Barak was the first to give it prominence, many of those advocating unilateral separation in 2001 are politicians identified with the dovish wing in  Labor, such as Shlomo Ben-Ami and Haim Ramon. This must not be taken as an indication that the new border they envisage will run along the old green line and terminate Israeli occupation. The protagonists have never indicated  willingness to dismantle all Israeli settlements in the occupied territories and to relinquish all territories taken by Israel in 1967. While they are, in principal, in favor of a nominal Palestinian state, the outcome of their proposal is likely to be a partial Israeli redeployment. The Palestinians will surely perceive this as a transgression of their sovereignty, the armed conflict will persist and chances for a comprehensive settlement be badly damaged. 

When supporters  of the concept of unilateral separation rationalize it, they focus on two aspects, ostensibly congruent with fundamental Israeli interests. One is that separation, once  consolidated by a real barrier in the form of a well surveyed, controllable frontier zone,  will curb Palestinian suicide attacks and bring security to Israel. The second is that separation is necessary for Israel to protect itself from the demographic threat posed by the rapid population growth of Palestinians in the occupied territories.

Both claims are very difficult to defend. No credible security expert is willing to maintain that a wall or a fence can effectively stop  terrorists willing to die in action. The chance that such a barrier might work in the hilly terrain of Israel/Palestine, where potential Palestinian vigilantes view Israeli territory as the homeland stolen from their parents, are as slim as they are on the United States - Mexican border (Kearney 1991, Rouse 1991), on Europe’s eastern and southern frontiers (Driesen 1998), and along all other interfaces dividing a strong economy such as Israel from a considerably poorer repository of cheap labor such as Palestine (cf. Borneman 1998). In fact the economic interdependence between Israeli employers and Palestinian laborers is likely to ensure that the border, however well buttressed, will in the long run be as porous as it has been since 1967.

The demographic argument is equally indefensible. The Palestinians who are under Israel’s system of control, without citizenship and other basic human rights, will remain in more or less the same predicament until they can establish a viable state of their own. Separating them from Israel without catering for such a state is no more than incarceration – an intensified state of occupation in a different form and with tighter control. It reflects a well disguised xenophobic impulse on the part of Israel to consolidate an apartheid-like system of segregation while maintaining internal cohesion and external support, and has little  or no effect on demographics.  

Some say the unilateral separation option is a device by frustrated Labor politicians to rekindle hope for a settlement that would be antithetical to prime minister's Sharon hard line and pave their way back to power. They know, the argument goes, that the ploy will never work, but preach it anyway, assuming failure could always be attributed to incomplete execution, external interventions and unforeseen developments. In short, they cynically wave it as a trump card in a game they know full well is going nowhere. 

While this may be so, it nevertheless begs the following question: how come an alert and generally well-informed Israeli public support this seemingly improbable solution with such enthusiastic persistence? To understand this, I shall present a two-tiered analysis of Israeli identity. First, the confusion associated with territorial blurring. Second, the role of separation from the Arabs.  

The Geography of Occupation

The summer of 2001 witnessed renewed preoccupation on the part of Israelis with the notion of the border. The backdrop was a chaotic phase of the conflict in which a well prepared Israeli army, capable of inflicting mortal damage on Palestinians in the occupied territories at will, was doing so incessantly, with or without immediate provocation. It seemed to operate, however, without a clear objective other than defending the settlers and its own troops, and occasionally making punitive retaliatory hits on Palestinian leaders, activists and facilities. More than two and a half million Palestinians in the occupied territories became subject to unprecedented disruptions of their daily lives: road blocks and closures sealed off villages and towns for days and weeks, condemning many to thirst and hunger. Commerce was stifled, poverty and economic hardship became the order of the day. Health and education seemed to be the only elements of Palestinian public life which somehow functioned.

By that time, the lives of Israeli settlers in the occupied territories had also been transformed, as attacks by armed Palestinians on vehicles traveling to and from the settlements took toll on life and limb. Palestinian suicide bombers proved practically unstoppable, sowing death, damage and fear in Israeli town centers. No real long-term political solution to the century long crisis was in sight.

This crisis threw the territorial incoherence of the conflict into sharp relief. The war of 1967 signaled the imposition of Israeli military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, but did little to clarify the borders of the Israeli state. On the contrary. Israel established a policy of open bridges between the West Bank and Jordan to the east. It opened up the green line so as to enable hundreds of thousands of Palestinian laborers to commute and seek employment in the lower ranks of the Israeli labor market. The occupation became a canopy for wide scale expropriation of Palestinian land for Israeli settlements, triggering an ever growing wave of Palestinian guerila attacks against Israel and Israelis.

Over the years, Israeli governments of all political persuasions consistently attempted through settelment to undo the green line. The result, which was further complicated by the practices that followed the Oslo agreement of 1993, is a geography of occupation on the West Bank that looks like a jigsaw of protrusions and incursions. Israeli settlements are isolated by large expanses of pre-existing Palestinian towns and villages. Israeli built bypass roads traverse Palestinian spaces. Army posts and holy sites venerated by both sides add to the territorial incoherence. A map prepared by Israel for the Camp David talks in July 2000, reflecting a partition possibly acceptable to Israel, indicates the immense difficulty associated with translation of the logic of territorial separation into an operational plan.  

The occupation transformed the ultimate demarcation line between ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ that had been such a major component of Israeli and Arab realities until 1967. The role of such a dividing line in the daily lives of millions was largely suspended. For a while before the Oslo process of the 1990s it looked as though the territorial mass of Israel/Palestine was turning into one large borderzone, in which a fateful historic competition over control, identity and destiny was being waged (cf. Kearney 1991).

This geographical reality, and the complexity of history and politics since 1967 go some way to explicate the desperate yearning of so many Israelis for separation. Clearly, they see the border as a replacement for an agreed settlement, a panacea for a torn and restless world. 

The explanation is incomplete, however, without a concluding look at the symbolic role of  the border for Israeli identity.

Culture, Zionist Identity and the Border

Israelis have an inherent tendency, buttressed by the ideological concept that Zionism brings modernization and progress, to associate themselves and their collective project with a ‘cultured’ Europe. This tendency is often played out through disassociation from the ‘primitive’ and threatening Arab East – a trajectory the roots of which go back to early Zionist thought. 

Tom Segev (Segev 1999, C. 7) demonstrates the deep-seated fear and alienation which Zionist leaders felt and perpetuated vis-a-vis the Arab east. For example, Theodor Herzl, who founded political zionism in 1897, asserted that Zionism should provide the vanguard of (European) culture against (eastern)  barbarism (quoted in Segev 1999:125). Max Nordau told the first Zionist congress that Zionism must attempt to do to Western Asia what the British did to India, 'coming to the land of Israel as envoys of culture, with the aim of widening the moral boundaries of Europe as far the Euphrates' (ibid). The Jewish writer Mordechay Hacohen, who describes the Arabs and the Bedouins as savages 'yet to be reached by world culture', was adamant that Zionists must neither imitate the Arabs nor become integrated with them (ibid:126). Aharon Kabak thought that Yemenite Jews, like other natives of the east, have a tendency to daydreaming, sloppiness, slowness, physical fatigue and nerve weakness (ibid). Zeev Jabotinsky, the charismatic leader of Revisionet Zionism, the forerunners of the present Likud party, was particularly outspoken of the need to distance Jews and Zionists from Arab culture. In his words:

“We Jews have nothing in common with what is called 'The East', and so much for the better. To the extent that our uneducated masses have ancient spiritual traditions and laws reminiscent of 'The East' we must wean them - as indeed we do in every desent school and as, in fact, is happening successfully in daily life itself. We go to the land of Israel first and foremost for our national convenience, and secondly […] to finally sweep from the Land of Israel  […] all traces of the 'Eastern soul'. As for the Arabs who are in the Land of Israel - that is their concern. But if there is one favor we can extend to them, it is to help them liberate themselves from 'The East'”.(quoted in Bielsky Ben-Hur 1988:173 and in Segev 1999:126. My translation.)

Admittedly, there was a tendency among some early Zionist practitioners and writers to stress the similarities between Jews and Arabs. For example, founding members of the early Zionist defense organization 'Hashomer', established in 1909 and seen by many as the institutional origins of the Hagana 
 modeled their attire, riding skills and field craft after a romanticized version of Arabness, many of them acquiring considerable language skill in Arabic (cf. Hurwitz 1970, Talmi 1955, Rogel 1979)
 In many ways, however, this superficial mimicking of native Palestinians, which was never accompanied by any tendency to lower barriers - let alone promote assimilation between Jews and Arabs - served to reaffirm symbolic borders. In fact by highlighting a similarity between contemporary Palestinians and the biblical Hebrews, which many Jews did quite explicitly, (see Smilanky ….. Burla ….. ), the Hashomer version of orientalism signaled that Arabness, in spite of its obvious claims to be an authentic representation of locality, is in fact merely a secondary incarnation of ancient Judaism.

Between Us and Them

The mainstay of Zionist ideology was thus confined to a consistent - and on the whole successful - attempt to sustain  a new identity against a negated ultimate Arab Other. The representations of the east so rife in formative Zionist musings on this subject are thus politically and historically significant: they isolate rural Palestine, incarcerating it in a time capsule with rudimentary technology and marginal economy, and make it into a prototype Arabness at large. By doing so, they repeatedly obscure contemporary Arab and Palestinian urban culture, Arab contributions to western thought and learning, and many other aspects of Arab culture and society which signify modernity and progress. The old dichotomy between 'Us' and 'Them' is reified.

These convictions thus became the substrate against which Zionist identity was shaped. This of course placed a formidable load on geographical border and other demarcation lines purporting to reflect and signify it (cf. Barth 1969). When the time came in 1949 to draw an international border between the newly born Israeli state and the Arab states around it, it was construed not only as a line that separates physical communities, but as an interface of cultures and civilizations. The 1950’s saw the border being socially constructed as a fetishized entity (Kemp 2000), a space where the nation defines itself against the ultimate Arab Other, perceived as a malicious, faceless mass conspiring across the sealed frontier. 
This notion, blurred beyond recognition following the 1967 occupation, began resurfacing after the 1979 peace agreement between Israel and Egypt, and once again, as I have indicated earlier, in the mid- 1990s. It made a powerful re-entry, albeit in a different version, in the immediate aftermath of the terror attacks on New York’s  World Trade Centre on September 11 2001, as Israel was scrambling to identify itself with the USA's ‘coalition against terror’.

Appadurai’s thesis on culturalism (1996), defines it as an active and conscious attempt by states to establish composite notions of 'culture' and present them as defining features of the national projects. Israeli culturalism, to follow this logic, is characterized by an ongoing attempt on the part of the state to fabricate a new, essentially secular identity for immigrants from a variety of territories, cultural and socio-economic backgrounds. While much was (and still is) actively done to imbue it with a positive inventory, Israeli identity remains premised to a considerable degree on a dual negation: that of the Jewish diaspora (cf. Raz-Krakotzkin 1993, Boyarin and Boyarin 1994) and that of anything and everything remotely associated with the Arab East. Defining a border thus becomes, to use Mary Douglas's  term, a tool to think with at least as much as it is a tool with which to actually attain political, demographic or cultural goals.  

Border and Identity


There are elements in the current desire of Israelis to have a border which were absent in earlier periods, which further amplify the role of the border as an identity marker. The first Intifada (1988 to 1993) illustrated the Palestinian capacity to attain self definition and activate democratic processes under occupation. It did, however, lack involvement of two important segments of the Palestinian nation: the Palestinian citizens of Israel and the Palestinian diaspora. The 2000-2001 Al-Aqsa Intifada , which came about partly because of Israel’s refusal to discuss the Palestinian right of return, admittedly takes place predominantly in the occupied territories. However, and unlike the earlier Intifada, it was echoed in October 2000 by mass demonstrations inside Israel, leading  to violent clashes with Israeli police that left 13 Palestinian demonstrators dead and hundreds wounded. Abroad, the Al-Aqsa Intifada became immensely relevant for diasporic Palestinians, for whom the right of return carries concrete and personal ramifications. This turned it into a unifying process, integrating Palestinian communities in unprecedented fashion and seriously impairing the symbolic role of the green line. 

This created more confusion amongst Israeli liberals of moderate leftist persuasions. The traditional Israeli left needs the green line so as to define whatever happens on the other side as ‘temporary occupation’ (Shenhav 2001). This allows them to treat the territory within the line as a coherent, self explanatory component of the Israeli project. More importantly, it exempts them from the awkward task of coming to terms with the catastrophic implications of the war of 1948 for Palestinians, and with its moral consequences.

The collapse of the Oslo process in Camp David in July 2000 left this important segment of mainstream Israel suspended. The al-Aqsa Intifada brought home the imminent dissolution of the green line. The dependence of Israeli identity on the existence and viability of an exclusive ethno-territorial project in the form of a well bounded Israel came under direct threat. Demands made by Palestinian negotiators for a Palestinian return into Israel proper, coupled with strong signals sent by Palestinians from within of their feelings for Palestine rather than for Israel, are interpreted by Israelis as challanging the very stability of the Israeli project. 

This is a serious threat. The notion of re-defining Israel as anything other than an exclusive ethno-territorial project, for and by the Jews alone, is unthinkable for the majority of Israelis. Modifying Israel is thus not only a matter of national importance, but one that carries real significance on an intimate and personal level. Once, though uninvited, these notions entered Israeli public discourse Israelis tended to scramble for a border – any border – to save and reconstitute the national project, and through it their identity. 
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Outsiders’ Identity: Are the realities of the “inside Palestinians” reconcilable?

Nadim N. Rouhana
The Palestinians in Israel were known in Palestinian political jargon as the “Inside Palestinians”  in reference to their geographical location inside  Palestine. The Palestinian political center moved from exile to the West Bank and Gaza after the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982.  The “Inside Palestinians ” have  always been on the outside of both Palestinian and Israeli society and politics and, in a way, outside the Israeli and Palestinian national experiences and authentic identity. This article examine how this dual “outsiders” reality has become the defining characteristic of the collective identity and national existence of the Arabs in Israel, and questions whether their conflicting political realities are in fact reconcilable.

 On the margins of Two Societies

Although the Palestinians in Israel are an integral part of the Palestinian people by virtue of their history, culture, and national consciousness, and although they are citizens in Israel with legal political rights of suffrage and representation,  they are nevertheless, not fully Israelis, and in a sense, not fully Palestinians. The essence of their political struggle over the 53 years since their society was dismantled and exiled and they became a minority in their own homeland has been to achieve equal citizenship and maintain the integrity of their national identity. However, until now, they remained on the margin of each society with deep implications for their collective identity.

In order to understand the depth of the political quandary and its consequences for the Arabs’ collective identity, one should consider the extraordinary characteristics of their relationship with Israel, “their state,” on the one hand, and with the Palestinian people, “their people”, on the other. The most meaningful elements of the relationship with Israel point to experiences of denial and exclusion: Israel through its policies, laws, and declared ideology questions their collective existence, challenges the authenticity of their relationship to their land, considers them as a threat or as adversaries, and often expresses a wish that they didn’t exist at all. On the Palestinian side their predicament relative to the major issues that face other Palestinians is overlooked; their collective concerns are placed outside the national goals of the Palestinian National Movement, and they fall outside any negotiations between the Palestinians and Israel. 

Consider, for example, three major issues in their relationship with Israel: Their relationship to the land as an indigenous group, their citizenship, and the reality of being a national minority in Israel. First, it is hardly a matter of historical dispute that the Arab community in Israel is an indigenous minority whose relationship to its homeland, sense of belonging, and sense of ownership and right are deeply ingrained and taken for granted. Yet this status, as an indigenous group, is explicitly or implicitly denied to them as they are considered foreigners, aliens, invaders, or tolerated guests by mainstream Zionist ideology and by most Israelis, ironically, a nation of immigrants that conferred indigenousness upon itself.  The dominance of the state and its ideology, which considered the country the exclusive homeland of the Jewish people, ingrained in the Jewish public the awareness that Arabs have no authentic indigenous connection to the place as a homeland. 

Furthermore, only in the last few years has the Arab community itself begun to claim the status of an indigenous group, despite the fact that some of their major grievances emanate from denial of indigenous rights (e.g., recognition of their identity, the simple recognition that the country is their homeland, control over their land, and cultural autonomy). It is the Zionist perception of Arabs as aliens, occupiers of the land of the Jewish state, and foreigners that allowed their privately and publicly owned land to be expropriated for the exclusive use of Jewish citizens without an eyebrow raised by the Jewish public or the justice system. 

Even now, tens of Arab villages and towns are not recognized by the state (and as such receive no basic services such as access roads, health services, and education), and about 20% of Arabs are internal refugees whose original towns were destroyed and their land in many cases handed over to Jewish towns and kibbutzim. These refugees are not allowed to return to their villages or to regain their land. These issues remained on the back burner of Arab political agenda because the Arab minority did not have the power to challenge this imposed denial of their indigenous status and authentic ownership of the homeland. These issues are gradually emerging together in parallel to growing awareness of their status of an indigenous minority.

Citizens or Enimeies?

Second, consider Arab citizenship and Israel’s ethnic project. The most important factor in determining Israel’s approach to its Arab citizens is that Israel is an ethnic Jewish state – an exclusionary vision that leaves no place for non-Jews. Being Jewish rather than being an Israeli citizen determines the borders of inclusion in the state identity, power centers, and resource distributions. Israel is a state in the service of the Jewish people – Israeli and non-Israeli citizens – and not of its citizens, as in  national states . To the contrary, Israel sees in the existence of the Arab minority a hindrance to the ethnic Jewish project, and, therefore, it sees in them a demographic threat, regardless of the security considerations.

 The Arabs are to be controlled--even if that means using morally warped policies such as encouraging internal segmentation and social tension and using cooptation -- policies that are generally used against adversaries, not fellow citizens. In some cases, such as in issues related to land and immigration policies, Arabs are treated more as enemies than as citizens. This exclusion from the state’s identity and goals is blatantly reflected in fundamental policies, basic and other laws, and numerous regulations. What Arabs in ethno-centered Israel experience is not discrimination similar to that of national or other minorities in nation states. The Arabs are excluded, repelled, treated as adversary, and considered a threat to the state for no other reason than being what they are. Perhaps the draft law that was recently submitted to the Knesset  by MK Michael Kleiner that offers an "emigration package" to Arabs in order to encourage them to leave the country (in contrast to the “immigration package” given to Jews) best represents how Arabs experience the official state policies toward them.

It might be misleading to describe Israel’s ethnic project without referring to Israel’s broad democratic margin. Although Israel’s democracy applies in full to Jews only, it provides Arab citizens with a broad enough margin of political freedoms and social state services to enable most Palestinians in Israel to take their citizenship seriously and consider it an asset. Citizenship, even if unequal, is what connects the Arabs to Israel and to the Jewish majority because many Arabs assume that once the larger Palestinian issue is resolved, it would be possible for Arab citizens, together with non-Zionist Jewish allies, to work on making the fundamental issues of equal citizenship and separation of state and religion a central focus for the whole society. The political vision of a state for all its citizens advanced by their secular national leadership was widely accepted in the community as the program that could gradually lead to a de-Zionized and democratic state.

An Unrecognized national Minority

Third, Palestinians in Israel constitute a national minority by any standard of demography (they are about one million citizens and compose about 17% of the population), national awareness as Palestinian Arabs, or history.  Yet this reality is wholly unrecognized by Israel, which refuses to see in them a national group. Their very national existence is still psychologically and politically denied. Israel sees in them a collection of minorities and actively implements policies to segment this group into religious and other subgroups. Israel, therefore, refuses to consider group rights for the Arab community, even on the most basic level of cultural and identity rights. Arab education, for example, is a notoriously known tool of state control that is deplete with Zionist substance and devoid of Palestinian national themes. 

On the Palestinian side, Arabs are in a strong sense outsiders to the Palestinian National Movement. They never participated in the Movement or were represented in its institutions. The Movement that started in exile reached out to the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza, but refrained from reaching out to the Arabs in Israel. The Arabs in Israel were placed outside the strategic goals of the Palestinian people. They are important to the National Movement to the extent that they can offer support to the project of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, a project that excludes them by definition. 

The Arabs in Israel, although treated as strangers in their own homeland, were spared the devastating experiences of refugee life, exile and occupation, which define the core national experience of all other Palestinians. They didn’t take part in Palestinian resistance and pay the price of being under a superior Israeli power; they were not exposed to extreme hardship or military crackdown during the first or second Intifada. During the two Intifadas when Palestinian life was defined by resistance, death and destruction, closures, home demolitions, and military curfews, and in the recent Intifada by assassinations and military incursions, the Palestinians in Israel continued in their life undisrupted, showing solidarity but avoiding confrontation. The only exception was in October 2000, when Palestinians in Israel demonstrated in identification with the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza and were met by police forces that killed 13 citizens.

The predicament of the Arabs in Israel is not an urgent priority for the Palestinian society, nor does it have a prominent place in the leadership’s stated national goals. Even Palestinian elites often show ignorance about the predicament of the Arabs in Israel, oscillating between considering Arabs collaborators with the Israelis or models of resistance to be followed by others. In negotiations with Israel over the last ten years, the Palestinian team didn’t raise any issue of concern to the Palestinians in Israel. 

Struggles of eternal outsiders

Thus the essence of the Palestinians’ experience since the establishment of Israel has been rejection, exclusion and inequality. Even without considering the psychological implications of these collective experiences, the collective existential predicament has been intensified with the conclusion that Arabs cannot be equal in a Jewish Zionist state. It should not be surprising, therefore, that Palestinians do not feel a sense of belonging to, identification with, or attachment to Israel. Indeed, their Israeli identity is devoid of the very essence that makes identity such a gripping force on national groups: solidarity, belonging, group identification, loyalty, national commitment, and pride. The characteristic which have been the exclusive privilege of the Palestinian Arab national movement (and increasingly in recent years the Islamic identity of a large segment of the population), leave out the Palestinians Israelis because they do not bear the brunt of Palestinian resistance. 

The annals of the Arabs in the Jewish state have been, by and large, a history of struggle to overcome the status of eternal outsiders that they have been assigned by the dynamics of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This struggle has swung from one direction to another: struggle for equality and full inclusion in the Israel system, or for fully asserting their Palestinian identity. As we will see below, a major attempt to bridge the two might have come to end in light of developments after the recent Intifada.

The first two decades, between 1948-1966, Arabs in Israel, the remnants of a defeated and exiled nation, found themselves under a system of military control designed to extract their resources in favor of building the young Zionist state. They were treated more as a defeated enemy – which they were – than as fellow citizens, which they also were, at least legally. Their struggle was at the time spearheaded by the Israeli Communist Party with an agenda to lift military rule, fight legal land theft by the state called land expropriation, and improve basic services. This was a period of national trauma and collective fear in which the main goal was to stay put. Neither Israeli nor Palestinian identity was a matter of interest in the public discourse.

The period after the 1967 war, the occupation of the remainder of Palestine, and the renewed and awkward contact with the Palestinians under occupation witnessed a gradual reassertion of their Palestinian identity, parallel to the forceful reemergence of the Palestinian identity with the rise of the Palestinian National Movement headed by the PLO. The 1970s witnessed the emergence of many community-based local nationalist organizations, the rise of student movements, the Land Day strike in 1976, which became a landmark of successful extra parliamentary resistance, and the creation of the Democratic Front for Peace and Equality (DFPE), an uneasy and temporary coalition between the Communist Party and nationalist groups. In the 1977 elections, the DFPE received half of the Arab votes, the highest percentage the ICP ever achieved. The essence of the political struggle under the leadership of the DFEP was for equality, without defining its consequences for the Israeli state and the identity of the Arabs, and for a two-state solution without spelling out the nature of the Israeli state that would emerge out of that program. Yet, it is important to notice that the essence of their struggle in this period, until the end of the 1970s was for equality and inclusion within the Israeli system.

New Leadership

The late 1970s and the 1980s were characterized by the separate organization of nationalists in the form of a list that ran for the Knesset – The Progressive List for Peace (PLP). The PLP broke the grip of the Israeli Communist Party on the Arab community in Israel. The PLP was a coalition of Arab nationalist groups that emphasized their Palestinian identity, and a small leftist Jewish group. Indeed the Arab side in the PLP represented an accentuated Palestinian consciousness. It stressed the community’s Palestinian roots and belonging, manifested deep identification with the goals of the Palestinian National Movement and established contacts with the Palestinian leadership in the West Bank and Gaza and the PLO leadership in exile. The PLP offered no vision for the future of Israeli citizenship or the meaning of equality. It represented a full swing in the pendulum toward Palestinian National identity and away from Israeli identity.

During the 1980s and 1990s, the Islamic movement also emerged as a major political force. On the other hand, a pragmatic and non-ideological party (called the Arab Democratic Party) that was in essence the outgrowth of the Arab representation in the Labor party also emerged. Both the Islamic movement and the Arab Democratic Party avoided dealing with the complexity and intensity of the issues of Israeli citizenship and Palestinian identity. In the last ten or fifteen years, a new secular and nationalist Arab leadership emerged in Israel that galvanized the intelligentsia and cultural elites in a national project that sought to erect a bridge between equal citizenship and national identity: The national Democratic Alliance (NDA). This was the only major force that dealt heads on with both poles f the Arab’s identity. The NDA first ran for the Knesset with the DFPE in 1996, when it won one seat, and later as a separate list in 1999, when it won two seats. 

Under the leadership of Azmi Bishara, a charismatic and high-power intellectual bridge between equal citizenship and national identity: The National Democratic Alliance (NDA). This was the only major force that dealt heads on with both poles of the Arabs’ identity. The NDA first ran for the Knesset with the DFPE in 1996, when it won one seat, and later as a separate list in 1999, when it won two, the DNA presented the first serious intellectual effort to deal with the Israeli citizenship and Palestinian identity in a way that pulls the Arab minority from the “outside” of each group to the center. 

The DNA presented in utmost clarity the possibility of equal citizenship for Arab and Jew in a non Zionist Israel that should be transformed to a state for its citizens rather than a state for the Jewish people. The DNA articulated some of the constitutional, political, and social changes that would be required for such transformation but stopped short of developing this vision into a political program. The DNA argued that if the state were de-ethnicized, the Arab minority could develop a proud Arab national identity and be an integral and active part of the Palestinian people, thus bridging the two main components of their identity. Claiming the two components of the identity requires political transformation on the Israeli side and the side of the Arab community itself,  the nature of this transformation was discussed and clarified only as it relates to the nature of Israel and Israeli society.

The cornerstone of the required transformation has always been seen as shared citizenship between Arabs and Jews. Arab citizenship, although unequal to that of Jews, was seen by many as the foundation for a democratizing force that could push for change in Israeli society, together with democratic Jewish sectors.  But this cornerstone was shaken to the core after the recent Intifada. In reaction to Arab demonstrations in October 2000, a few days after the start of the Palestinian Intifada, Israeli police killed 13 Arab demonstrators, Jewish mobs attacked Nazareth, Arab citizens were assaulted in the streets of Israeli cities, and angry Jewish citizens damaged Arab businesses.

 Unlike any major development in the Arab-Israeli conflict since 1967 -- including the first Intifada and the Oslo agreements -- the present Intifada has permanently damaged the nature of the relationship between Israel and its Palestinian citizens. In particular, its first few fateful days, and specifically, Israel's reaction to the demonstrations that erupted in various Arab localities inside Israel, raised deep doubts among Arabs about the value of their Israeli citizenship and ruptured the relationship between Arab and Jew in the country. The Israeli behavior in the West Bank and Gaza since October of last year has deepened the split that emerged between the two communities, and perhaps caused irreparable damage to the fabric of relationship that was already significantly frayed.

With the shaken trust in the nature and value of citizenship, the nationalist secular project that was conceived as a way out of the double marginality seems to have reached a serious impasse. Both the elites and the public are recognizing this impasse as an existential predicament. The predicament emanates not only from the irreconcilability of the realities on the ground, because most people agree on that, but also from the failure to imagine a reconcilable reality within the secular nationalist thinking, even theoretically. Until such a reality is imagined, the “Inside Palestinians” will remain on the Outside of both societies and their institutions.
The Writing of the History of Palestinian Identity:
Problems Facing the Historian

Issam Nassar

The notions of nation and nationalism have played a central role in the process of shaping, making and constructing our modern world. Since the nineteenth century, the nation has proclaimed itself the guardian and champion of all history. For that reason alone a historical study concerned with the present ought to seriously consider the impact that the ideas of nation and nationalism have had — and continue to have — on our understanding of certain historical events.

 
With the birth of the nation, national historical narratives were also born for the need arose to create, construct and write authoritative lineages and chronologies that would present the nation as an entity that is ancient and primordial. Accordingly, it has been the task of historians to provide the nation with a sense of historical legitimacy. Through differentiating between the past and the present, writing organizes the content of history and forces the silent body, i.e., the nation, to speak.
 The distinction between the dead past and the living present is what invents the historical chronology that divides the past into different periods assumed to be homogeneous with beginnings and endings entirely based on the historian’s decision that a different time has come. It is such separation between past and present that enables the nation to appear as the messiah of history not only because, to borrow the words of Benjamin, it “consummates all history,” but also because it presents itself as the end of history.
 Studying the formation and development of a specific national identity is, indeed, almost more of an academic exercise in “historical teleology” than of a search for the historical roots of the nation.  It is a process, which begins from an already known conclusion whereby the historian selects a number of events and emplots them, retrospectively. 
It is not surprising, therefore that one can often find a number of different narratives on the evolution of each nation. Despite the fact that historians eventually come to an agreement regarding the outcome, they rarely agree about what came before. Each national historical narrative depends on what the historian has chosen as a beginning point and as significant events. Of course, we are not talking about conscious selection on the part of the historian, but rather about a process in which interests intersect with ideology, the structure of knowledge, and historical imagination--all of which influence the historian himself.


The history of Palestinian national identity is a salient example of the multiplicity of historical narratives resulting from a number of historical imaginations. The implications of such multiple narration is particularly weighty in the Palestinian context because the Palestinians form a national group whose very existence is often questioned by some. Although such questioning of Palestinian nationness is largely connected with Zionist negation, even complete denial, of the existence of the Palestinians, it is also a result of internal contradictions inside the Palestinian discourse itself. For in the final analysis such a discourse emerged out of historical processes that were often intended to precisely prevent its emergence. 

The construction of a modern Palestinian identity points to a number of challenges and contradictions that simultaneously produced it and made it ambiguous. For example, as textual evidence reveals, the Palestinian discourse of the nineteen sixties was essentially a pan-Arabist discourse stemmed from a belief in the existence of a larger Arab nation. At the same time it argued that the Palestinians constituted a nationed people in its attempts to counter the Zionist discourse that vehemently denied the mere existence of the Palestinians through insisting that they were simply Arabs living in Palestine and as such ought to be absorbed by a larger Arab nation. In other words, the Palestinian discourse was involved in both rejecting the Arab sameness argument because Zionism employed it and at the same time it was advocating it for entirely different reasons. In any case the Palestinian discourse, together with other Arab discourses, has already bypassed the sixties’ predicament for the current political conditions signal the defeat of the Arab nation project in the face of the Arab nation-states. Now even the most fervent proponents of Arab nationalism accept the existence of different Arab identities while Palestinians are generally recognized by the international community, and even by Israel, as a people. Nonetheless, since such developments are essentially political in nature, they do not necessarily imply that there is agreement regarding how a collective Palestinian identity came into existence or what the nature and boundaries of such an identity is.


In this context, studying the history of Palestinian identity through a reading of the past is a matter of utmost importance to the Palestinians themselves not because it is necessary for the negotiation process, but because it is tied with the way the Palestinians define themselves, envision their future, and determine the boundaries of their national political community. After all, ideas about, and imaginings of, history are neither merely illusions nor are they necessarily true depictions of reality. Rather, they are basically epistemologies through which individuals understand reality and deal with it. When an identity is formulated and assimilated—be it individually or collectively—it becomes the spectacle through which the individual sees the world. In this way, “it becomes a barricade behind which hides the believer […] whether as a fundamentalist, as a universalist, or as a racist fascist”
, as Ali Harb has pointed out.


A close look at some of the most important writings on Palestinian history reveals that most historians have not adequately considered the question of Palestinian national identity. The few studies dealing with the issue expose, at best, disagreements among historians about the origins and evolution of the Palestinians as a people. There are many different attitudes to Palestinian identity, ranging from the total negation of its existence
 to the insistence on a long historical presence that goes back to the Canaanites.
 Between these two extremes we find some historians, particularly Israeli, who see Palestinian identity as a reaction to the Zionist presence, with relatively recent origins dating back to the 1960s. In fact, the claim has been made by some Israeli historians that “the Zionist movement is one of the most successful national movements in history for it started with the aim of forming one national group, and it ended up with forming two.”
 On the Palestinian side we find studies that view the formation of Palestinian identity as a recent historical process going back to the events surrounding the start of the Zionist immigration to Palestine, the British Mandate period and the failure of the Arab nationalist movement in the aftermath of WWI. Muhammad Muslih, for example, argued that Palestinian nationalism was "ushered into its own independent existence mainly as a result of the chaos and disarray of the larger Arab nationalist movement" after the fall Faysal's government between 1918 and 1920
.


The starting point for my reflections on the history of Palestinian identity is the belief that nations are not infinite primordial entities as some national thinkers claim. Rather, the nation or people as a collectivity is basically an imagined political community produced at specific time and place.
 The production of the imagined community is not only an economic and political process, but also, to a large extent, a cultural-rhetorical one. Therefore, writing its history must not be limited to the political events that produce the nation-people, but must also include the discourse through which the nation is produced and constructed, and the history employed in this production process.
 Accordingly, the study of the emergence of the Palestinians as a people, in my opinion, must be looked at not only through the development of their political institutions but also through the study of the Palestinian imagination, the kind of discourse it produced, and the historical factors influencing it—all of which contributed to the construction of a Palestinian consciousness with loyalty to the collectivity and helped drew the boundaries of this collectivity. I realize that limiting the discussion to consciousness and discourse has dangerous implications. For many see in Palestinian self-consciousness a kind of false consciousness. This is one of the political challenges to the study of the historical emergence and development of Palestinian identity. But it is a matter that must not be ignored if we are seriously interested, in an academic sense, in the historical understanding of this identity.  For after all consciousness influence reality and reality influences consciousness. Self-consciousness is not only connected to the way the self is imagined, but also to the way others see, represent, and interact with us and we with them. 

Rashid Khalidi rightly maintains that one of the main challenges facing historians of Palestinian identity today is the fact that the emergence of a distinctive identity on the political level intersects with, but does not completely depend on, the exclusion of the Palestinians and their becoming the Other for national groups that see themselves as notably different from the Palestinians and who hold historical narrations that can attest to that. This is exactly what makes the study of Palestinian identity based on its own textual sources an almost impossible task. The historian of Palestine, therefore, can not solely depend only on “Palestinian sources” but must rely on, and borrow from, historical texts belonging to the other nations of the region. For such textual sources often employ the same historical events on which the Palestinian narrative is trying to base itself.  There are many examples of this. For instance, is it possible to claim that the period of Arab renaissance at the end of the nineteenth century t—or the period of the political emergence of Arab national thought during the First World War t—belongs only to Lebanese history, or to Palestinian history, or to any other single history? Is it possible to claim that Jewish history in Palestine is a matter relevant only to Israeli history and is not part of the history of the Palestinians themselves? Are not these historical issues echoed in several historical texts of different groups in our region?

 
This intersection of and frequent conflict between Palestinian history and the histories of the others poses yet another difficulty to students of Palestinian history and identity today. Because the development of this identity is often explained according to meanings produced in other texts that often ignore the Palestinians themselves, the Palestinian historian is faced with the responsibility of recovering those parts of Palestinian memory which have been colonized by competing historical discourses. The historian of Palestine has the uneasy task of defining modern Palestinian history and separating it from its Israeli counterpart and from the wider Arab history or the history of neighboring countries.

If the non-independence of Palestinian history is one challenge facing the historian, resisting the temptation to invent a completely independent Palestinian narrative is another. For after all, the difference of the Palestinians’ national identity from that of their neighbors does not mean that it is possible to understand it outside the context of histories that are not, literally speaking, their own. The particularity of the Palestinian nakba (catastrophe) of 1948, for instance, ties the Palestinian narrative with its Israeli counterpart, whether both parties like it or not. Thus, the inability of many historians to appreciate or even take into account how difficult it is for Palestinians to be part of any of the national identity of any of their neighboring countries poses a real problem that faces studies of Palestinian identity. Not recognizing the connections between Palestinian history and competing histories has led some to consider Palestinian identity as a recent phenomenon, product of modern political national activities that emerged in the 1960s. This perspective points to another problem facing historians, one which often leads them to the rather simplistic solution of seeing the evolution of Palestinian identity through the political history of the region.  This, I believe, ignores the complex roots of Palestinian identity. True, it is important to consider the impact on the production of Palestinian identity of dominant Middle East ideologies, such as Arab nationalism and Islamism, of the imposed western divisions on the region, and of Zionism. However, these factors, albeit important, do not explain the evidence that suggests that part of the urban intellectuals in Palestine, and the mashreq (the eastern part of the Arab world) generally, began to imagine Palestine as a distinct political unit well before colonial divisions and intensive Jewish immigration, even though this imagining was not accompanied with a distinct Palestinian national consciousness. For example, the writer (and former Ottoman official in Jerusalem) Najib cAzuri proposed in 1908 the idea of expanding the Sanjak (district in the Ottoman Empire) of Jerusalem to include northern Palestine, explaining that this was necessary to develop the land of Palestine.
 His vision of Palestine corresponds with both Palestine’s borders as they were drawn a decade later by the British as well as with the borders indicated in the statement issued by the First Palestinian Arab Congress that was held in Jerusalem on February 3rd 1919. In the protest statement sent by the participants to the Peace Conference, they stated that they represent “all Muslim and Christian residents of Palestine, which is made of the regions of Jerusalem, Nablus, Arab Acre.”
 Moreover, the protest letter sent by the Muslim-Christian committee in Jaffa to General Allenby in 1918 spoke in the name of “the Arab Palestinian”


The mere emergence of the idea of the land of Palestine with defined borders similar to the ones relied on later by the British Mandate reveals that the idea of a Palestine distinct from its neighbors existed in some circles. A number of historians accept this view, believing that the Palestinian imagining of the boundaries of their national group is a product of conditions that largely existed in the nineteenth century. However, they do not agree on the what was the main reason behind such an imagining. Among those historians is Rashid Khalidi, who argues that the centrality of Jerusalem in the popular imagination of the Muslim, Christian, and Jewish residents made it a symbol for all other places in Palestine and turned visiting it into an important part of the religious identity of the residents of Palestine.
 Other historians who share Khalidi(s view usually point out the importance of the administrative status of Jerusalem in the lives of the people of the region from the middle of the nineteenth century on. They point out that Jerusalem was the administrative and political capital for all nearby areas, particularly in the period after 1887, when it became the capital of an independent Sanjak carrying its name and sending delegates to Majlis al-Mab’outhan (the Ottoman parliament). Therefore, as Kimmerling and Migdal point out that such a special administrative status for Jerusalem was important for the eventual birth of an independent Palestinian identity in the aftermath of Ottoman rule.
 Kimmerling and Migdal based their argument on an essay by Butrus Abu-Manneh in which he argued that the autonomous of Jerusalem (was of tremendous importance for the emergence of Palestine.(
 


While agreeing with the general sentiment that the emergence of Palestinian identity ought to be examined based on developments related to the later part of Ottoman rule in Palestine, Beshara Doumani does not accept that this was due to the centrality of Jerusalem in Palestinian life. Instead, he argues that historians of Palestinian identity ought first and foremost to examine the “economic, social, and cultural relations between the inhabitants of the various regions of Palestine during the Ottoman period . . . [should want to understand] why Palestine became a nation in the minds of the people who call themselves Palestinians today.”
  Keeping that in mind, Doumani points out that Palestine “produced large agricultural surplus and was integrated into the world capitalist economy as an exporter of wheat, barely, sesame, olive oil, soap and cotton during 1856-1882 period.”
  In this context, it was Nablus, and not Jerusalem, that constituted the main commercial center in the nineteenth century to the villages in a region that spreads from Hebron in the south to the Galillee in the north. Its trade relations with the Greater Syrian hinterlands, particularly with Damascus, made Jabal Nablus, in effect, the actual center of Palestine. 

Yet, there are historians who argue that the European consciousness of the region generally, and of Palestine as a holy land particularly, as expressed in writings by European travelers, missionaries, archeologists in the nineteenth century, played an important role in shaping a local recognition of the distinctiveness of Palestine and its geographic unity, even though its frontiers were not clearly and accurately drawn.
 Alexander Scholch stated this case when he wrote:

It is possible to state with certainty that imagining Palestine as a unit (as the Holy Land or as the Land of Israel) was far more developed and precise in the minds of Europeans in the second half of the nineteenth century than it was for its own local population or for the Ottoman administration.

Scholch goes on to show that in the second half of the nineteenth century the port of Jaffa—because of its connection with Jerusalem—was Palestine’s window onto the world. Using Ottoman and European statistics, Scholch argued that from this port Palestine exported to Europe and imported its different products, and consequently Jaffa played a central role in shaping an independent meaning for Palestine.
 

The different narrations of the emergence of Palestinian self-identification outlined above do not necessarily suggest that such identification was prevalent among the majority of the residents of Palestine. Rather these narrations only point out the material conditions that laid the foundations for the eventual emergence of a Palestinian self-identification.  There is almost a consensus that the loyalties and identifications of the residents of Palestine at the end of the Ottoman period were not national but more of combinations of local, regional and religious affiliations. The Ottoman, Arab, tribal, and religious identities coexisted among the urban elite and the residents of villages, who often assumed local identities.
  This multiplicity of identities did not necessarily reflect any kind of conflicts. Loyalty to the Ottomans did not mean negate being proud of Arab heritage or not defending Palestine against foreign greed. The coexistence of loyalties will always accompany Palestinian discourse and will later become one of the characteristics of Palestinian identity. 

Herein lies the main problem for Palestinian historians. For the history of Palestinian self-consciousness can not be characterized as chronological in the sense that with the passing of time it was continuously strengthened. Rather, Palestinian self-identification appears to have often been oscillated between different historical belongings and loyalties. Sometimes the historian finds in the same event evidence of Palestinian particularity and at the same time an insistence on a national identification broader than Palestine. This multiplicity was obvious during the mandate period as well as in the fifties and sixties.

 
The conference held in Jerusalem in 1919, for instance, was called “the Arab Palestinian Congress” and the statement issued by it emphasized the importance of the independence of Palestine and of preserving its unity, asserting at the same time that Palestine was part of Greater Arab Syria.
  The same thing is noticeable in the nineteenth fifties and early sixties. Examine the political program of any the Palestinian political movements at the time—say the Arab Nationalist Movement—and you will notice that the Palestinian concern with the liberation of Palestine from the Zionist movement was always expressed in the language of Arab nationalism.
  

Along with the colonial division of the region based on the Sykes-Picot agreement (1916), the Jewish immigration to Palestine played the largest role in the evolution of a distinct Palestinian nation, which began to assume new directions and develop new characteristics. Because of the nature of Jewish settlement, which basically sought to build agricultural colonies, the Palestinian clash with the Zionist project began in the villages, not in the cities. This produced one of the most important characteristics of Palestinian identity and one of its problems at the same time. The peasant character became an essential part of the way Palestinians view and represent themselves. Later on they would adopt peasant forms of dress, the kufeyeh headscarf, and the village dance the dabkeh, as symbols of Palestinian national identity. At the same time, the fact that the city did not play the larger role in shaping local consciousness is responsible for not generalizing this consciousness, which continued to compete with a number of other national perspectives. However, during the British Mandate period the peasant feeling of distinctness found its political expression not in rural areas but in the city, through articles in local newspapers, political discourse, and emerging parties. The different Palestinian newspapers, Al Karmel, Filasteen, and Al Munadi, all without exception, conducted one campaign after another against the Zionist movement and its project in Palestine, demanding that Palestine remained for its people and politically independent. Najeeb Nassar, the most prominent of Palestinian journalists and owner of the Haifa based Al-Karmel newspaper asked in 1914 the Arabs of Bilad al Sham (Greater Syria) to support the people of Palestine, whom he called “the Palestinians.” In 1914 Nassar wrote:

We, your Palestinian brothers, share with you all your difficulties. So why don’t you, at least, feel with us a little the disasters raining on us … and on our country. 

Nassar’s text reveals recognition of the borders of the Palestinian group then. It also reveals the awareness of the difference of this group from the another neighboring group—the people in the rest of Greater Syria. This awareness becomes deeper after the Balfour Declaration in 1917 and during the British Mandate period generally, when it starts to take a political bent. In 1923, for instance, The National Arab party announced in its founding statement that its goal is “preserving Palestine for its people […] and establishing a constitutional government in it.”
 Although the Arab identity of Palestine will continue to be an important part of Palestinian discourse during the Mandate period, this discourse will focus more and more on the particularity of Palestine. In other words, despite the fact that Palestinian particularity was rooted in historical conditions preceding intensive Jewish settlement activity, it crystallized as a consciousness only after the Palestinian encounter with Jewish settlements. 

The peasant rejection of settlement and the political expression of this rejection through urban institutions constitute, then, the practical starting point at which the Palestinians saw themselves as an independent people. The emergence of the Zionist project into the light, and the British support of it through the Balfour Declaration, accelerated the development of a distinct political Palestinian identity. This identity began to express itself through societies and organizations that characterized themselves as either Arab, Syrian, Islamic, or Christian but whose aim was defending Palestine against the Zionist threat. Imagining the Palestinian collectivity begins to take a practical bend with the convening of several Palestinian conferences as a reaction to Zionist threats and with the unambiguous demands for the right of self determination for Palestine. This imagining will take a more formal vein in the period after 1922, following the official establishment of the mandate and with it the political borders of Palestine. It will develop later to become a collective imagining in which the majority of the population in mandate Palestine participates, until 1948.  

The development of a Palestinian national consciousness did not produce its own nation state, as was the case with the Arab neighbors of Palestine, but went through a period of disruption and discontinuity as a result of the events of 1948, which Palestinians, and other Arabs, call the Nakba, i.e., the catastrophe. No doubt a tragic event on different levels — familial, personal, and national — the catastrophe resulted into, first, the dismantling of the social structure for a significant part of the population in Palestine, who became refugees; and, second, the disappearance of urban centers from the lives of those Palestinians remaining in Palestine, who were transformed from city dwellers into groups living on the margins of cities. These two consequences mark a turning point in the nature of Palestinian discourse and in its continuity. The first one significantly aided the emergence of the Palestinians as a distinct group united by their shared experience of displacement. The second one put an end to the development of a Palestinian collective imagination, which used to be formulated in the cities.

The two issues are closely related, but the first is especially important because it encouraged the emergence of a new kind of Palestinian identity. The disappearance of local identifications as a result of uprooting accelerated the confirmation of a Palestinian particularity that can be called national. After all as Homi K. Bhabha correctly noted the “nation fills the void left in the uprooting of communities and kin.”
  The exodus and the forced expulsion of the Palestinians in 1948 and the eventual erection of refugee camps all over the Middle East presented the perfect context for the transformation of the old Palestinian local and communal belongings into a nationalist one. The construction of such a new form of a living locality that is far more complex than the old community and far more symbolic than society to a large extent transfigured “the meaning of home and belonging.”
 


The uprooting of the Palestinians in this sense affirmed for them a kind of particularity and created a condition ripe for the creation of a new kind of national imagining. Therefore, seen within the framework of Palestinian national discourse, the nakba (catastrophe of 1948) represented more a rhetorical shift than a beginning or an ending an era in itself. The identity that seemed so clear before 1948, which was finessed and expressed by the intellectuals of the city elite was terminated with the end of the cities. The destruction of more than 400 Palestinian population centers led to the loss of the old local trait and its replacement with a new kind of belonging; i.e., to the refugee experience as distinctly Palestinian one. It is important to notice that this experience and the rhetorical shift that accompanied it did not affect all Palestinian Arabs in the same way at the time. While it retained the Palestinian as an “Other,” it did so in relation to new groups—the neighboring Arab countries. The exclusion of refugees from all other identities forming around them deepened this feeling of “otherness”. 

Residents of east Palestine, except for the refugees among them, did not experience this exclusion in the same way. Significantly, Palestinian identity was “at its weakest in Jordan and the West Bank, its emergence delayed until Israeli rule replaced Jordanian rule.”
  This new identity took longer to take roots in the West Bank mainly due to an active and repressive Jordanian policy to Jordanize East Palestine and its people. The complete adoption of the Palestinian identity in this part of Palestine in the period that followed the war of 1967 thus, was the result of a combination of circumstances that included both Palestinian political activity coming from abroad as well as the repressive policies of the Israeli occupation since 1967, which distanced the West Bank socially and economically from Jordan. In other words, Palestinian self-awareness in the West Bank appeared later in comparison with Palestinian self-awareness in the Diaspora and was the product of special events and developments that did not affect the inhabitants of the refugee camps outside the West Bank. Mussa Budairi best reflected this when he wrote:  

Growing up in “Jordanian” Jerusalem in the 1950s, what strikes me most today is the total absence of Palestine and Palestinian things in my worldview, both as a child and as an adolescent. True, on my daily trip to school I walked in the shadow of the wall built by the Jordanian army presumably to protect people from Israeli sniper fire [. . .] east Jerusalem and the West Bank, as the name implied, were no longer Palestine but Jordan; “Palestine” was over there, beyond the flimsy wall that started at Damascus Gate and stretched all the way to Shaykh Jarrah.

Although it is not possible to be certain about how representative Budairi’s description is of the feelings of the population of east Jerusalem at the time, the fact remains that it is a position that reflects at least the sentiment that existed among segments of the residents of the West Bank. It is no secret that the residents of the “West Bank” (both urbanites and villagers) were rather aware of the distinction between themselves as the “residents” and those who arrived during and after the war in 1948 as the “refugees.”  The notion of a Palestinian collective identity, which emerged among the refugees then and dominated modern Palestinian national discourse, was essentially based on the experience of the refugee camp. The emergence of a legal framework for determining who is legally a Palestinian and who is not — connected to the Oslo Peace Agreement — hence centered around those who currently live in the West Bank and Gaza Strip will only make future studies of Palestinian identity more confusing because it excludes the Palestinians who do not reside in these areas. West Bank-Gaza centrism, in this sense, can only be described as a colonization of historical Palestinian discourse. The reductive transformation of the Palestinians into a single local group deprives those who lived the Palestinian experience of their Palestinianism, casting them once again as refugees. In a sense, those who lived the catastrophe are now facing a new catastrophe: the disappearance of their Palestinian identity, an identity which evolved from their personal diaspora experience in the years following the creation of the State of Israel.

This essay began by explaining the challenges that faced the articulation of the Palestinian identity. It then moved to examine the difficulties that faces historians in their attempts of study the historical emergence of this particular identity. In this context, it is important to stress the point that this article is not about whether Palestinians posses a legitimate identity or not. It is my conviction that the Palestinians constitute a national group with political and national rights that ought not to be ignored no matter how they read their history. The issue of how legitimate a nation is might be relevant for international law, but from the perspective of history is it meaningless and futile.

The main point in this article, however, is that nations, to use the words of Homi Bhabha, “lose their origins in the myths of time and only fully realize their horizons in the mind’s eye.”
  In other words, the question is not whether historians—of Palestinian identity in this case—can actually come to agree on the origins of their nation, inasmuch as what kind of nation do they envision they have. It is in regards to precisely this last point that the kind of narration of the history of the nation is what matters most. For not only does it present a certain vision of the past, but in many ways it forms the foundations based on which the nation views its present and its future. Realizing how elusive, ambivalent and pliant national identities are, is important to understand that they are—and always will be—subject to change. What makes it hard in the Palestinian case is that due to dispersion the change is now affecting different parts of the community differently. The mere creation of  an authoritative national history of the nation will, in such a case, no doubt result in the marginalization of certain segments of the Palestinians.
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