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Conference: The Battle for Public Opinion: Where are we regarding Palestine and Israel - 65 years within political conflict? At Copenhagen Uni.TORS, 2 may 2013

Mahmoud Issa

Orientalism and Theology´s role in silencing Palestine Historiography
Why Palestine and its Palestinian population were still misunderstood in Europe?
Many reasons could be mentioned. But I will highlight one major point for debate: namely the academic approach to the historicity of Palestine: past and present, through biblical studies and disciplines.   
In academia and more specifically in Western academia, it was intended and planned: first through biblical discourse, or as Edward Said argued, through Orientalism as a discipline of the 19th and 20th century in Europe, where Eurocentric interest started consolidating its own narrative vis a vis the rest of the world, mainly in the region named “ middle east-“. Nevertheless, I agree with prof. Basem Raad that it is better to name the region:  the eastern Mediterranean - to evade the colonial tone of the name: middle east.  
“What is required is a fundamental alteration in our approach to the history of the region” (p8), wrote Keith Whitlam in “The invention of ancient Israel, the silencing of Palestinian history”1996.

Palestine ancient as well as modern history was one of the “excluded histories”, the “suppressed histories” that was mainly designed by the Western scholarship in order to mark the authenticity of the biblical narrative, through the focal point of the invention of the ancient Israel that was perceived as “the taproot of Western civilization”. It is the same egocentric European school that suppressed and alienated the Arab Islamic philosophy from the European historiography, so as to confirm the Judeo-Christian cultural background and its centrality to European culture and civilization, without recognition of the Arab Islamic philosophical contribution. The central role of the Arab Islamic philosophers as al-Farabi, al-Kindi and specially Ibn Rushd, was almost absent; and their central role, not only in carrying the heritage of Plato and Aristotle to Europe, but mainly in enriching and presenting new philosophical perceptions of the necessity of separating philosophy from religion as a methodological necessity to both domains- through Cordova`s philosophe: Averroes - Ibn Rushd. The Arab Islamic pioneers sow the seeds of the European Enlightenment and Renaissance together with the latter’s own intellectuals. It was not strange to hear then of torturing scholars and priests who joined Ibn Rushd circles of discussions in Curdova. They were called “Rushdie’s sons”, as a means of discrediting them by both religious and political authorities, especially in southern Europe.
It was part of a whole European system of control that is presented under the claim of “objectivity” and “scientific text”, though chronological presentation of an aloof past. It was the present of the authors reality and its concerns that was hidden behind the objective and scientific approach of the constructed past. (Edward Said´s idea that: “there is no neutrality, there can be no neutrality or objectivity about Palestine” is worthy to reconsider when we read all those academic studies concerning Palestine, especially when claiming their impartiality. 
Although Edwards Said tried to present a “contrapuntal reading” of Palestinian history from a non western point of view in his book: “Blaming the Victims: Spurious Scholarship and the Palestine Question 1988”; where he wrote that Palestine had been the home of remarkable civilization “centuries before the first Hebrew tribes migrated to the areas (1988:235”, cited in Whitelam p.8).  Although “the people(s) of Palestine are ancient and they have a continuous history in the land since the Neolithic period.” nevertheless, the ancient history of Palestine was not studied and analyzed properly by its own Arab scholars until nowadays. “The Copenhagen school” has done a lot to revise the whole heritage of the biblical studies by applying a critical history approach as a necessary means of knowing the ancient past. But there is still much to be done to fill the gap of the intentional absence of Palestine ancient history.
From a paper entitled: Palestine´s Pre-Islamic heritage, one of the main founders of Copenhagen school, Thomas Thomson wrote: 

“The failure of Palestinian and foreign scholars and institutions to develop an independent perspective on Palestine’s ancient history and its rich, unparalleled cultural heritage, is today an intolerable scandal that urgently needs addressing. Unfortunately, historians, archaeologists, biblical scholars, intellectuals and educators have created a politically tendentious and colonialist history of Palestine that has effectively marginalized alternative histories.  The twentieth century’s construct of an ancient, historical and biblical Israel of the South Levant was centered until 1967 in a narrow, nationalist agenda, which international scholarship promoted. The biblical narrative, understood as Jewish national epic, has created an ethnocentric perspective for both Palestine’s ancient history and the interpretation of archaeological remains, supporting a politically motivated de-Arabicisation of geographic names at great cost to the region’s historical heritage”.
 More than 10.000 Arabic names of villages, valleys, mountains…etc. were Hebraized after 1948, by a special scientific committee established to restore the Hebrew names of the bible back.- For more information in this regard, Meron Benvenisti´s book---Sacred Landscape (the buried history of the holy land since 1948) is recommended to be read.
Thomas has raised an interesting view when he confirms the poor link with the cultural heritage of Palestine: “There has been, unfortunately, little adequate scholarship, integrating our archaeological and literary understanding of the past with the daily life of Palestinians before the destructions of 1948 and 1967 and the best of what had been done  is neglected by historians. Cultural heritage’s influence on identity and education is, however, dependent on just such integration”.
Other critical theologists, such as Whitelam and Davies confirm the centrality of this constructed history: “Biblical studies have been dominated from its inception by a concern for the history of ancient Israel as the key to understanding the Hebrew bible”… (p 3 Whitelam). Philip Davies  also (1992) has observed that “an ancient Israel” of biblical studies is a scholarly construct based upon a misreading of the biblical traditions and divorced from historical reality.
The invisibility of the Palestinian natives in biblical oriental discourse and all the European travelers- such as Johann Burkhart, 1784-1817, Mark twain 1835-1910 – who travelled to Palestine over the past two centuries, in search of historically significant religious traces and identification with passages of the bible, have overlooked the actual inhabitants of the land and the daily life of Palestinians -apart from few exceptions who portrayed the social, cultural and economic life of Palestinians in a different way than other orientalists: such as ( German Gustaf Dalman 1855-1942, and Finish anthropologist Hilma Granqvist,1890-1972). 
This denial of ancient Palestine history, written only in the past two centuries, was the ideological basis and the fundamental ground for the recent denial of Palestinian people´s right for self-determination, especially with intended policies of the late nineteenth century attempts by the Zionist movement to uproot the original people of Palestine, up to the ethnic cleansing of 2/3 of the people of Palestine in 1948, which includes the destruction of 532 villages; and the later occupation of the rest of mandate Palestine in 1967; fulfilling the claims of the holy script concerning the ancient Israel. 
Recently, on the 14th of April 2013, in a new  interview,  given to the Israeli press on the eve of the state’s ” Independence Day,” Shimon Peres, the current president of Israel, continued e same denial policy that dominates Palestine historiography of earlier European academics, by saying:

“I remember how it all began. The whole state of Israel is a millimeter of the whole Middle East. A statistical error, barren and disappointing land, swamps in the north, desert in the south, two lakes, one dead and an overrated river. No natural resource apart from malaria. There was nothing here. And we now have the best agriculture in the world? This is a miracle: a land built by people” (Maariv, 14 April 2013).

The other dark unknown side of the claimed miracle is not mentioned by Peres: “I worked with this issue and Israeli agriculture has caused a drop in the water table to destructive levels and have resulted in an increase of salination over much of the southern coast as the Mediterranean replaces the groundwater. Israeli agriculture is an ecological disaster”, said Thomas Thompson.
“This fabricated narrative, voiced by Israel’s number one citizen and spokesman, highlights how much the historical narrative is part of the present reality. This presidential impunity sums up the reality on the eve of the 65th commemoration of the Nakba, the ethnic cleansing of historic Palestine. The disturbing fact of life, 65 years on, is ….the worrying and challenging reality:  the global immunity given to such impunity”, commented the Israeli historian Ilan pappe; and added. “Peres’ denial of the native Palestinians and his reselling in 2013 of the landless people mythology exposes the cognitive dissonance in which he lives: he denies the existence of approximately twelve million people living in and near to the country to which they belong. History shows that the human consequences are horrific and catastrophic when powerful people, heading powerful outfits such as a modern state, denied the existence of a people who are very much present”.
This policy of denial and the myth of the empty land discourse are clearly reflected by the founders of Zionism as  Herzl. Who at least recognizes that there are indigenous population in the land  although they are “penniless population” as he characterize them. In 1895, Herzl wrote in his diary:

"We must expropriate gently the private property on the state assigned to us. We shall try to spirit the penniless population across the border by procuring employment for it in the transit countries, while denying it employment in our country. The property owners will come over to our side. Both the process of expropriation and the removal of the poor must be carried out discretely and circumspectly. Let the owners of the immoveable property believe that they are cheating us, selling us things for more than they are worth. But we are not going to sell them anything back." (America And The Founding Of Israel, p. 49, Righteous Victims, p. 21-22). 
In 1897 Herzl outlined one of the most important goals for Zionism during the first Zionist Congress convention held in Bessel, Switzerland:

"We have an important task before us. We have met here to lay the foundation-stone of the house that will some day shelter the Jewish people. . . We have to aim at securing legal, international guarantees for our work." (Israel: A History, p. 14)
For more debate on the issue of the “Jewish People”, one should read the well documented book of Shlomo Sand: “the invention of the Jewish People” 2009, to have more historical documentation about the European historiography’s fundamental role in shaping  Herzl´s and other European Jewish personalities vision, in their continuous efforts to imitate their European counterparts and construct “the Jewish people” terminology to match European nation states, and by consequence suppressing and marginalizing the identity and history of the indigenous people of Palestine. 

On 7 July 1902, while meeting the Royal Commission on Alien Immigration in London, Herzl was asked why Russian Jews could not be settled in uninhabited lands other than Palestine, such as Argentina, he

 replied:

"[Such resettlement would fail] because when you want a great settlement, you must have a flag and an idea. You cannot make those things only with money. . . With money you cannot make a general movement of a great mass of people. You must give them an ideal. You must put into them the belief in their future, and then you will be able to take out the devotion of the hardest labour imaginable. [For example,] Argentina has a very good soil and the conditions for agricultural labour are much better than in Palestine, but in Palestine they work with enthusiasm and they succeed. I am not speaking of artificially made colonies, but self-helping colonies, which  have that great national idea." (Israel: A History, p. 21).
Ideas and ideals to retrieve the ancient Israel, coppled with the “self helping colonies” of the modern era   were the principal motor and the motto of all the colonial powers when used to justify the conquering of  other nations, in their attempts to “civilize” the “uncivilized”: whether Indians, South Africans, Cubans, Afghans, Vietnamese, Algerians or Palestinians.
Academic disciplines: first in Germany, and later in USA –through  Martin Noth, Albrecht Alt, John Bright, Herrmann, William Albright,- paved the way through their research and analyses to match theology with historicity, or better said; neglecting historical facts to biblical interpretation. Even theology was totally ignored as Thomas commented that: “Yahweh had promised the land to Israel in the Bible's theology. But he also took it from them. The peoples who are uprooted from the land in the Bible's theology of irony were not the Canaanites, but quite pointedly Israel and Judah”. The above mentioned  scholars according to Thomas are “not only interpreting the Bible as if it were history, but distorting the past in a national and racist propaganda and interpreting it as arbiter of the future, thus depriving Palestinians from their rights to their past, present and future: 

“ We in biblical studies have, with our perverse and dishonest distortion of our research, created a history of Israel which has taken the land from the heritage of Palestinian youngsters. We have taken their place away and therefore they are a people who not only have lost their past, but also their future. This is a tragedy and an immense crime that we orientalists and biblical scholars have created that can no longer be ignored”.
The direct policy of this biblical discipline gave direct political results in 1948 by displacing the Palestinians from their historical homeland to exile. Moshe Dayan, earlier defense minister, confirmed and implemented what Herzl dreamed  half a century before. He addressed the Teknion (Israel Institute of Technology), Haifa (as quoted in Ha'aretz, 4 April 1969):
"Jewish villages were built in the place of Arab villages. You do not even know the names of these Arab villages, and I do not blame you because geography books no longer exist, not only do the books not exist, the Arab villages are not there either. Nahlal arose in the place of Mahlul; Kibbutz Gvat in the place of Jibta; Kibbutz Sarid in the place of Huneifis; and Kefar Yehushu'a in the place of Tal al-Shuman. There is not one single place built in this country that did not have a former Arab population." This confession by Dayan is absolutely true: 532 villages, with all their thousand years of historiography and material culture, had the same destiny as the ones Dayan mentioned above. Only six villages out of the 532 survived the total destruction until nowadays, such as Ain Hooth that was turned to an art village for Jewish immigrants from East Europe, while its people are only less than two miles away, disregarded and denied the right to come back to their village, although they have Israeli citizenship. Inhabitants of other 40 villages struggle until now to be recognized by the state under a campaign of recognition of the “”unrecognized villages”.  All that remained of this rich cultural heritage is only the rich memories of those uprooted Palestinians that constitute 2/3rds of the Palestinians who were pushed to exile in the four corners of the world, and denying them the right of return, even after 65 years of exile, against all the international and humanitarian laws of the rights of refugees to come back to their homes of origin…..
Another colleague of Moshe Dayan comments on this triumphant episode, by commenting on the fate of the nearly one million Palestinian Arab refugees who were exiled after 1948, the Israeli Foreign Ministry observed that “the most adaptable and best survivors would ‘manage’ by a process of natural selection. The others will waste away. Some will die but most will turn into human debris and social outcasts and will probably join the poorest classes of Arab countries.”  The statement was not merely cynical but absolutely wrong. In less than twenty years, a new revolt had started in 1965 by those “human debris” and “social outcasts”. Those outcasts give birth to Mahmoud darweesh, Edward Said, Hisham Sharabi and hundreds of scholars who contributed through literature, poetry, critic and writing to our modern cultural heritage.  
The individual stories of the men, women, children and elderly, who had been forced to leave their homes in search of safety, as millions of people have done throughout the many wars and civil conflicts of the past century, had simply been buried beneath Israel’s heroic narrative of victory, and obliterated  by the narrative of western academia.  

Therefore Memory, as a battle field against uprooting and exile, is a main tool for the marginal and exiled to keep their traditions alive.
During four hundred years of Ottoman rule, Palestinians were directly oppressed through systems of conscription and taxes. The Ottoman regime persecuted Palestinian elites because of their willingness to join their Arab brothers in Syria and Lebanon in hopes of forming a society, independent and free from Turkish rule. This persecution took place at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, and continued until the Turkish withdrawal in the aftermath of the First World War. 

The post-war British mandate authority was set on a collision course with the majority of the indigenous Palestinian people by the 1917 Balfour Declaration, promising a “national home for the Jewish people” at a time when Jews in Palestine comprised less than 40,000 of Jewish faith, or some nine percent of the population of Palestine. Most of those Jews have been an integral part of the people of Palestine. If one believe the many critical archeologists and historians about the period of bonze- iron age transition and the new interpretation of this period in ancient times, then the people(s) of Palestine were the same: they were first pagans, then Jewish, Christians and Muslims; depending on the power that dominates the region and dictate its official religion on the peoples of Palestine, whether they were Persians, Assyrians, Greeks, Romans, or later Turks and British.  

The majority of Arab Palestinians were designated by the British colonial rule as belonging to “existing non-Jewish communities,” whose “civil and religious (rather than political) rights” were not to be prejudiced. Colonial powers always impose their narrative through power and violence means. Measures taken by successive mandate authorities and policies adopted to facilitate Jewish immigration from abroad to Palestine, supporting the acquisition of land by Zionist colonization associations, began to affect all mandate Palestine- My own village Lubya was one of those villages that falls within this strategy of appropriation since 1892, more than half a century before the catastrophe of 1948. The consolidation of paramilitary Jewish forces of the Yishuv in the 1930s and 1940s culminated in the dispossession of the majority of Palestinians from their lands and homes over a period of some thirty years (from 1917-1947). Today, Palestinians in Israel, sometimes called Arabs, other times called Bedouins, Druze, Muslims or Christians,-so as to deny them the right to be an ethnic Palestinian minority, or the right to be an integral part of their Palestinian people, whether in west bank and Gaza or in exile - own only 3% of the land they had owned previously.
 International laws and Human rights charter

We are only two weeks before the 65th anniversary of the Palestinian Nakba of 1948. For the past 65 years, resolutions concerning the right of return of Palestinian refugees have been shelved in the archives of the United Nations. Every year, until the Oslo agreements of 1993, the same resolutions affirm the right of Palestinians to return to their homes. This is particularly expressed in the UN General Assembly Resolution 194, which had been voted on and passed unanimously—with the exception of two or three states which voted against it. Protests have not yet helped. Results remain ever the same. For the United Nations, the ‘temporary status’ of Palestinian refugees has become ‘permanent.’ Refugees are the fundamental issue that needs to be addressed seriously, based on international laws and human rights declaration. Without involving 2/3rds of the people of Palestine in deciding their own fate, all the attempts to reach a permanent justice will fail.
In the end, only through recognition of the integrity of Palestine history, past and present, with all its mosaic and its peoples and religions, whether Pagans, Jews, Christians, or Muslims, and the justice to be done to its exiled people, coupled with more information in media and academia on ancient and modern Palestine historiography; only then an open horizon of hope and peace will be achieved- based, as said, on modern international laws and equal human rights for all who live in historic Palestine, regardless of religious faith, ethnicities, gender or colour.
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