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Introduction:

Many individuals in the Western world today equate Palestinian nationalism with
Muslim fundamentalism, with violence, with suicide bombers and maimed Israeli
children, with corruption and religious fervor, with anti-Semitism and anti-democratic
views. Others recall issues of human rights and oppression, the right of autonomy and
self-rule and the perhaps broken promises made by the United Nations to Palestinian
Arabs. Although these representations connect Palestinian nationalism with Islam and
terrorists, many of its fiercest creators and proponents during the first half of the
twentieth century were neither. These images of the Palestinian national movement
ignore both its history and the contributions of Palestinian Christian Arabs, a small but
powerful minority that helped to establish nationalist ideas among Palestinian Arabs. In
particular, Palestinian Christian journalists during the British Mandate used their
newspapers to both disseminate information and propaganda about Palestinian
nationalism, and to provide a place for debate about nationalism between different
factions within Palestinian elite society. The religious connections with Western
Europeans, urban environment, and education of many Palestinian Christians provided
this community with a high enough status that, despite their minority position, they were
able to help lead and influence the development of Palestinian nationalism through their
control of major periodicals. However, greater factionalism, violence, and a rise in
education of Palestinian Muslims during the British Mandate system, as well as the
increased threat from Zionist settlers, eventually lost the Palestinian Christian journalists

much of their autonomy in the latter half of the Mandate period and forced them to



choose sides to support in their journals. Despite this loss of power, the Palestinian
Christian press remains an important source of information about the rise and

transformation of Palestinian nationalism and the role of Arab Christians in the

nationalist movement.



Part 1: The History of the Ismaeli-Palestinian Conflict and the Rise of Arab Nationalism

The historical background to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict reveals some of the
main factors that caused the ongoing discord. Also, it helps to explain why the Palestinian
Christian newspaper editors chose to write and include discourse about the Palestinian
national movement. The relevant history begins with the decline of the Ottoman Empire
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The Ottoman Turks established their empire in
1453 and had governed Palestine territory since 1516 (Smith, 10). The Ottoman rulers
partitioned Palestine into five sanjaks, or districts, within a larger province that included
Syria.! However, the Ottoman regime was preoccupied with internal discord, and as a
result let Arab notables, or leaders of prominent clans, control local governments. This
included Palestinian families, although Arab Christians were generally not allowed
important positions in the administration because of their religion.” By the nineteenth
century, Palestinian notables from families such as the Huseinis, Alalmis, and Khalidis
were both local clites and government officials who ran the sanjak governments and
collected taxes for the distant Ottoman rulers.”

After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, however, other nations began to
influence the population of Palestine. France, Russia, and Britain all attempted to
establish their influence in the region as part of the larger power struggles within Europe
and the need for safe land routes and resources in the Middle East. This new European
involvement transformed Arab Christian status throughout the Levant, including
Palestine. Christians, despite sharing the Arabic language and culture of their neighbors,

had been treated as lower class citizens under the Ottomans. They along with Jewish
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communitics were identified as dhimmis, or protected religious minoritics who believed
in God but were not Muslim." These individuals had to pay special taxes to the Ottomans
and were denied many rights that Palestinian Muslims enjoyed, such as holding most
local offices. However, these communities were given some independence, by
“preserving their own laws and usages under a religious head responsible to the central

»3 However, after 1800

power for the administration and good behavior of his people. . .
the decline of the Ottomans forced the empire to allow greater European involvement in
its provinces, and one goal of these Western nations was to protect the rights of Arabs
who shared their Christian beliefs. In particular British influence in the Palestinian region
allowed Palestinian Christians to improve their status and for the first time enjoy equal or
greater prosperity than their Muslim neighbors. However, this new position of Christians
disconcerted Arab Muslims, who were used to a superior standing within Arabic culture
and government. As Charles Smith states, “the improved position of the Christian
dhimmis seemed to many Muslims to result from a loss of Ottoman power at the hands of
hostile forces that sought to weaken Muslim control over lands they considered to be
theirs.”® This shift created a strain in Muslim and Christian relationships within Palestine
and the greater Levant. For example, in the mid-nineteenth century the governor of
Palestine and Syria, Ibrahim, gave Arab Christians equal religious and social rights and
favored them for local government positions, both because he desired European support

in his personal political struggles and because the dhimmis were more amenable to his

tax reforms.’ This change in power also occurred among merchants, because of the
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increasing influence European traders had in Palestine in the nincteenth century. These
businessmen tended to hire Arab Christians as representatives for their merchandise, and
because of new laws in the Ottoman Empire protecting those who worked for Europeans
the Christians obtained the status of barat, or individuals protected by the Muslim
government.® These developments caused further tension between Muslim and Christian
Arabs in Palestine, particularly when Christians paraded their new rank before the
disgruntled Muslims.

The influence of Europe in this area also affected the relationships between
Jewish and Christian communities. Jewish individuals were also considered dhimmis
under Ottoman rule and received comparable gains in status when rulers such as Ibrahim
desired their political and financial support. However, unlike the Arab Christians, “Jews
accepted their official equality cautiously and without fanfare,” and so Arab Muslims
generally recognized their new position without resentment.” On the other hand, Arab
Christians more often found themselves competing economically with Jewish merchants
in local markets, and as a result religious riots were sometimes caused by Jewish and
Christian hostility. 10

Throughout the nineteenth century European influence, particularly that of the
British, steadily increased as Ottoman power declined. In the next century World Wars 1
and II caused huge changes in the social, economic, and political structure of Palestine. In
1915 during the First World War, European powers, in particular France, Britain, and

Russia, agreed that the Ottoman Empire, because it had allied itself with their German
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cncmics, was 10 be dismantled afler the conclusion of the conflict.!’ These nations also
decided that Palestine would remain independent under the influence of Britain, because
the British desired to build a railroad in this arca to move oil from Iraq.'? British interest
in Palestine would become a major factor in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict later in the
century. Further, before and during the British mandate the European nation offered
written and verbal support for both Zionist goals and Arab independence. One important
diplomat, Sir Mark Sykes, wrote to both Arab and Jewish leaders promising British
backing for their quests to achieve autonomy, in direct contradiction to other agreements
that declared British authority over some Arab territories.'® In 1918, Britain “promised
once more to support the creation of national governments . . . derived from ‘the initiative
and choice of the indigenous populations.”'* At the end of World War I and after the
final collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the British established a mandate system in
Palestine, which was supposed to help locals create an autonomous government.'* Thus
in theory the British presence in Palestine should have concentrated on building an
independent administration and then withdrew when this regime became stable. If the
Europeans had followed this policy, they would have assisted all Palestinian attempts to
become independent, including nationalist propaganda in the local press. However, in
reality the British officials in Palestine often disapproved of or even censored these
newspapers and during World War I they halted the production of these journals.'®

Despite some British opposition to Palestinian nationalism, in the mandate period Arabs
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still managed to discuss independence. It was in this period that the Palestinian Christian

newspapers began to influence and guide the nationalism movement.

By the early twentieth century, Palestinian identities had been shaped in part by
these historical events. Several major components that produced a new sense of identity
during this period included religion, location, education, family, and wealth. For most
Palestinian Arabs, their adherence to either Islam or Christianity affected both their
position in society and their beliefs. Historically Muslims had a superior role in the
community because of the laws of the Ottoman Empire, which had adopted Islam as the
state religion. In particular the Christian status as dhimmis until the nineteenth century,
which made Arab Christians subordinate to Muslims religiously, culturally,
economically, and politically, helped form a division between Muslim and Christian
Arabs. Sometimes this separation caused tension and hostility between the two
communities. For example, in 1860 Christians in Damascus and Lebanon were massacred
by Muslims discontented with European favoring of Arab Christians.'” When Europeans
favored Arab Christians in Palestine, the religious gulf widened even further. However,
by the nineteenth century a higher proportion of Christians resided in Jerusalem and other
large cities and were wealthier than many of their Muslim neighbors of their better
relationship with Europeans.

Christian Arabs have existed in Palestine since the expansion of Christianity.
Palestinian Christians, around sixteen percent of the total Arab population before the

creation of Israel, often lived in separate communities such as in the Christian village of

'” George Antonius, The Arab Awakening (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1946), 49.



Taybeh.'™ By the twentieth century, many different Christian denominations were present
in this region. The majority of Palestinian Christians belonged to the Greek Orthodox
Church. because of the influence of the Byzantine Empire after the fall of Rome. Other
denominations in Palestine included Roman and Syrian Catholics, Melkites, Maronites,
Copts, Jacobites, and some Protestant denominations.'” Roman Catholicism and
Protestantism arrived in Palestine much later than other eastern denominations, and were
spread by late nineteenth-century European missionaries. These missionaries often
became very involved in their local communities. For example, during this period French
Catholics donated money to churches and other religious organizations, the German
Templars created small communities in Palestine to both establish a presence within the
area and to sermonize, and Protestant missionaries tried to convert Christian Arabs.?’
While some tension did exist between different Christian denominations, their religious
minority status bound Arab Christians together.

Family was an important aspect of identity as well. Palestinian society during this
era centered on large family lineages, whether in rural or urban areas. These clans gained
hereditary power within their communities and sometimes kept local government offices
among relatives for generations.”! Notables could not have retained their positions
without this familial support. Moreover, when the British took control of Palestine, they

allowed these notables to maintain their authority. As a result, in Palestinian society the
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famuly individuals belonged to influenced their status in the community politically and
culturally.

Another component of the Palestinian sensc of sclf was the location of an
individual, because great social and economic disparity existed between urban and rural
Populations. Urban Palestinians were generally more wealthy, educated, and
cosmopolitan than rural Palestinians. These Arabs generally congregated in the major
cities of Palestine, such as Jerusalem, Haifa, and Nablus. Also, a larger number of
schools operated within these towns, especially those founded by Christian missionaries.
For example, the College des Freres was established by the Jesuits in 1875, and St.
George’s School in Jerusalem in 1899 by Angli(:ans.22 These schools mainly taught
Christian Arabs, who consequently both had greater access to education and, from their
close relationships to Europeans, a better understanding of Western governmental
concepts. Finally, urban Palestinians had more contact with other cultures, such as
Western Europeans and Jews. These cities attracted the literate and wealthy, merchants
and leaders, and so became centers of economics, politics, culture, and religion. On the
other hand rural Palestinians lived in clusters of small, homogeneous villages usually led
by the head of a prominent local fami ly.2 These Arabs tended to be less educated
because of their lack of access to schooling, and less well connected to new ideas and
movements.

In the nineteenth century, the religion, family background, and urban or rural
location of most individuals was more important than their identity as Palestinian Arabs.

The village one belonged to, for instance, was more important economically and

22 Rashid Khalidi, Palestinian Identity: The Consiruction of Modern National Consciousness (New York:
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politically to many Arabs during this period than the connection to other Palestimans. For
many, the ditferences between vanious scgments of society outweizhad the similanties of
culture and language. The Brtsh. for example, used these distinctions, particularly
between Palestinian Muslims and Christians, to cause friction among the Arshs so that
they would not unite against the European nations. Family lineages competing for power,
such as the Khalidis and Husseinis, also created factions consisting of large clans and
their supporters.?*

However, other factors gave Palestinian Arabs a sense of community. As stated
before, they shared a common language, Arabic, despite different religious allegiances.
Moreover, common experiences often made Palestinians feel unified. They all lived in
the area known as Palestine, resided in similar geographic environments. and shared local
history. Even further, they all had shared experiences of the events of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, with the fall of the Ottoman Empire and increased political
insecurity. As European and Jewish settlers immigrated to the area, Palestinians began to
find greater similarities with other Arab Palestinians than with these new foreign
populations. Also, interactions in cities between different local groups and through trade
allowed Palestinians of diverse backgrounds to create connections with each other. Until
the collapse of the Ottomans, Palestinians were citizens of the empire. Finally, among
Palestinian Muslims common religious celebrations and mutual obedience to the mufti. or

spiritual leader, in Jerusalem produced ties among villagers and city dwellers, and various

rural factions.®’
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