ISLAM IN PALESTINE

The thought of Palestine prompts mental images of shattered buildings, bloodied faces, and people launching rocks and Molotov cocktails at soldiers.  War and violence have been near constant companions for Palestine as people of different races and religions have sought to gain political control of this region.  Palestine has often been one of the most violent places on Earth because of its importance to all three of the world’s most prominent monotheistic religions.  

Throughout history, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have demonstrated strong interest in the area, particularly the holy city of Jerusalem.  The reason is that it is one of the most important geographical places for all three.  For the Jews, Palestine is the land promised to them by Yahweh.  For the Christians, Palestine is where Jesus lived and performed his ministry.  Jerusalem is the city where he was killed.  Palestine is not central to Islam, but it is a very significant place.  Mohammed first commanded his followers to pray in the direction of Jerusalem, not Mecca.  Furthermore, “The prophet was believed to have ascended to Heaven on a night journey from the area in Jerusalem where the Dome of the Rock was later built” (ArabNet 1).  

Today, Islam is the strongest religion in the area, dominating religion and politics throughout the Middle East.  For the past century, however, Jews have fought with Arabs both through diplomacy and through violence.  The Palestinian Arabs have always tied religion and politics together, with religion being the dominant factor.  The conflict that has existed in Palestine since time began is primarily religious in nature, not political.  This battle is the story of their history.  


The Arabs, of course, have not always controlled Palestine.  From the records that scholars have uncovered, the Canaanites established the first settlement of which something can be learned around 3000 BC (Palestine-Net 1).  There were individuals who inhabited Palestine before this time, such as Abraham.  Abraham is the father of both the Hebrews and the Arabs.  The Jews trace their lineage through Isaac while the Arabs claim Ishmael as their ancestor.  Initially, the Jews won control of Palestine.


Although the dates are not certain, the Israelites began their conquest of Palestine around 1250 BC and had completed it about 250 years later (Palestine-Net 1).  Saul was the first Israelite king, but he failed to completely drive the Canaanites out of the land.  David replaced him as king and fought many battles to secure the Israelites in Palestine.  Solomon succeeded his father, David, and took Israel to its highest point.  He oversaw the construction of the Temple, the residence of Yahweh, and made Israel a very prosperous nation.  After Solomon’s reign, Israel began to decline.  


Solomon’s son Reheboam was not able to keep the confederation of twelve tribes together.  The tribes divided into two nations, Israel (the Northern Kingdom) and Judah (the Southern Kingdom).  By this time, the power in the Middle East had shifted to they Assyrians, who were based in Ninevah.  By 721 BC, the Assyrians had come down from the north and conquered Israel; however, they failed to take the Southern Kingdom (Palestine-Net 1).  Once again, the power shifted in the Middle East and the Babylonians conquered the Assyrians.  The Babylonians, under the direction of King Nebuchadnezzar, followed the same path as the Assyrians.  Coming down from north of Palestine, the Babylonians conquered Judah in 586 BC (Palestine –Net 1). 


The next 500 years repeated a cycle that has already been demonstrated.  One nation would rise and conquer other nations, only to be conquered by another nation on the rise.  In 539, the Persians conquered Babylon and thus acquired control of Palestine (Palestine-Net 1).  The Persians were lenient towards the Jews and allowed them to rebuild Jerusalem.  Persian rule continued for two hundred years, until Alexander the Great conquered Persia in 333 BC (Palestine-Net 1).  Alexander himself ruled Palestine for ten years until his death in 323 BC (Palestine-Net 1).  After his death, his empire was split into several sections.  The rule of Palestine was split between the Ptolemies of Egypt and the Seleucids of Syria until 165 BC (Palestine-Net 1).  It was in that year that the Hebrew Macabees revolted against the Seleucids and established their independence, which they maintained for about 100 years.  It was the last time the Jews would have independence in Palestine until 1948.  


Rome incorporated Palestine into its empire in 63 BC (Palestine-Net 1).  About sixty years later, the Christian religion began with the birth of Jesus Christ in the town of Bethlehem.  This new religion received early opposition from both Jewish and Roman leaders in its early years, and many Christians had fled Palestine by AD 100.  On the other hand, the Romans treated the Jews rather fairly, allowing them to continue many of their religious traditions.  Problems only arose when the Jews attempted to rebel against their rulers.  The Roman emperor Titus put down a revolt in AD 70 and inflicted tremendous damage on Jerusalem (Palestine-Net 2).  The Jews never lost their thirst for independence, and they sustained a lengthy rebellion from AD 132-135 (Palestine-Net 2).  In the end, Emperor Hadrian put down the uprising and barred the Jews from Jerusalem.  He then proceeded to build a pagan city on its ruins.  By 330, Palestine fell under Byzantine rule.  By this time, Christianity had gone from the most persecuted religion to the most popular religion.  As a result, Christianity and Judaism were both common in the region.  


The final religion to make its impact on Palestine was Islam.  Mohammed, from the city of Mecca in present day Saudi Arabia, began receiving his revelations from Allah in 610.  Initially, Mohammed instructed his disciples to turn towards Jerusalem when they prayed; however, the location would later be changed to Mecca.  Mohammed and his heavily persecuted followers migrated to Medina in 622.  After converting Medina to Islam, Mohammed turned his focus to Mecca again.  In 630, he returned to Mecca and converted most of the people there.  At the time of his death two years later, Mohammed’s followers had conquered the whole Arabian Peninsula.  Muslims then turned their focus to expanding their empire.      


It did not take long for the Muslims to reach Palestine.  The Byzantine rule of Palestine concluded when Omar ibn al-Khattab conquered Jerusalem in 638 (Palestine-Net 2).  Omar was the successor of Abu-Bakr, the successor of Mohammed.  He was one of the greatest military leaders in his lifetime.  When the Muslims conquered Palestine, they did not force their religion on the Jews and Christians still living in the area.  The Moslems permitted freedom of religion and allowed the Jews and Christians to control their own communities.        

Omar is second in the line of what the Muslims refer to as the “Rightly Guided Caliphs”.  These caliphs governed Islam from Mohammed’s death in 632 until 661.  This line is the cause of the greatest division in the religion of Islam.  The great majority of Muslims recognizes the “Rightly Guided Caliphs” as the proper successors of the prophet Mohammed, and is called Sunni.  Shii Muslims are the fifteen to twenty percent of Muslims worldwide who reject the authority of the “Rightly Guided Caliphs”.       


The reign of the “Rightly Guided Caliphs” ended in 661 with the ascension of Muawiyah to the caliphate (Espositio 40).  He founded the Umayyad Dynasty, which controlled Islam for the next hundred years.   The Umayyad caliphs were part of the Arab military aristocracy, and continued to expand the Muslim empire.  As the empire grew, the Umayyad caliphs decided to shift the capital from Mecca to Damascus for its more centralized location.  This proved rather fortunate for Palestinians, as Damascus is much closer to Jerusalem than almost any other major city at the time.  This move brought much new religious and trade traffic to Jerusalem and caused the entire region to prosper.  It was during this time that the Umayyad Dynasty constructed the Dome of the Rock and Al-Aqsa Mosque, the third holiest mosque in Islam.  The positive effect Islam had on Palestine concerning economics and infrastructure is an explanation of the religious change in Palestine.  Despite a lack of coercion, many Palestinians had converted to Islam within a century of the Muslim takeover (Mattar 1).  


The Abbasids succeeded the Umayyads in 750 (Palestine-Net 2).  Once again the capital city moved, this time from Damascus to Baghdad.  Whereas Jerusalem and Palestine had benefited from the close proximity of the capital, it was harmed by this move away from Palestine.  While Palestine and the rest of the expansive empire flourished in science, art, and literature, the Abbasid leaders neglected Palestine from a military perspective.  Although they generally controlled the area until 1258, Palestine experienced civil unrest during the reign of the Abbasids. 


The first threat to the Abbasids was the Ismaili Fatamid dynasty (Espositio 46).  The Fatimids came from the Ismaili sect of Shii Islam.  The early Ismailis were very violent and became known for their assassinations of Sunni religious and political leaders.  The Fatimids conquered Egypt and Palestine in 969, and built Cairo to be their new capital.  Although the Fatamid leadership was Shii, many of their subjects remained Sunni.  Despite the obstacle, the Fatimids maintained their goal to control the entire Muslim world.


As the Fatimids continued on their journey towards Baghdad, they left behind a thinly defended Palestine.  In 1071, the Saljuqs were able to take back Jerusalem and certain parts of Palestine (Palestine-Net 2). The Saljuqs were originally from Isfahan, and ruled Palestine themselves; however, Palestine was officially under the direction of the Abbasids in Baghdad.  The Saljuqs moved northward into Asia Minor still controlled by the Christian Byzantines (Esposito 58)  


The Saljuqs control of Palestine was very short-lived however.  After they defeated Byzantine army, the Byzantine emperor called upon Europe for help to prevent the Muslims from further penetration into Europe (Esposito 58).  It bothered them that the land where Jesus Christ walked and talked was under the control of the Muslim heretics.  The Church began a series of Crusades to establish a Latin Kingdom in Palestine.  In 1099, the Christians arrived in Jerusalem with the force of a hurricane.  They massacred hundreds of Muslims, and forced thousands to flee Palestine.  The Christians attempted to erase every trace of Islam from Palestine.  


The Muslims simply would not go away, however.  Salah al-Diin al-Ayyoubi (Saladin) led the charge against the Crusaders (Palestine-Net 2).   Saladin had reestablished Fatimid rule over the Fatamid sect in Egypt before he turned his attention to Palestine.  Saladin led his army against the Christians and defeated them in the Battle of Hittin (Esposito 59).  The Muslims were gracious to the Christians in their defeat by sparing civilians and leaving Christian holy places undesecrated.  Eventually, the Crusaders then abandoned their hopes of dominion over Palestine and returned to Europe.  Saladin’s victory resulted in Palestine being governed from Cairo once again, but this time by Abbasid rulers. 


By this point, the empire of the Abassids was simply no longer maintainable.  In 1258, the Mongols overran Baghdad killing many Muslims in the city, and bringing an end to the Abassid dynasty after roughly 500 years of power in the Middle East (Esposito 60).  Around 1260, the Mamluks, a group of former slave soldiers, succeeded the Ayyoubis on the throne of Egypt (Palestine-Net 2).  As now the entire empire was up for grabs, the Mamluks moved toward Syria conquering Palestine along the way.  The Mongols desired Palestine as well, but the Mamluks repelled them at the Battle of Ayn Jaluut.  The Mamluk rule over Palestine, which lasted until the sixteenth century, was largely uneventful once the Mongols and the final remnants of the Crusaders had been banished from the land. 

 In 1516, Palestine was incorporated into the expanding Ottoman Empire.  This was not a surprising development since the Mamluks were of Turkish descent (Esposito 60).  Rule of Palestine moved from Cairo to Istanbul.  Palestine was typical of the general state of the Ottoman Empire.  Palestine flourished in the sixteenth century, but declined in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as did the empire.  In the nineteenth century, Palestine was modernized thanks to the Ottomans and European immigrants.  Very little of historic importance occurred during the rule of the Ottomans, except towards the end of Ottoman control. 

 In this time Zionists, those who support a nation-state for the Jews in Palestine, began making their way back to their homeland.   In 1880, Palestine was home to 450,000 people (Mattar 1).  Arab Palestinians were ninety-five percent of the total population.  However, Arab leaders were concerned about the Zionist claims concerning a nation-state.  They became adamantly opposed to anything having to do with a larger Jewish influence in Palestine.  Meanwhile, the Jews continued to come, albeit slowly.  By 1914, Jews were six percent of the total population (Palestine-Net 3).  

The end of the Ottoman rule in Palestine came after the Ottomans came out on the losing side of World War I.  In 1916, Sharif Hussein, an Arab Palestinian, began a successful revolt against the Ottomans (Palestine-Net 3).  Because the Ottomans were fighting World War I, they could not concentrate their efforts on the Palestinian rebellion.  When the Ottomans were defeated in 1918, British forces took over Palestine also, ending Islam’s briefly interrupted 1500- year domination of the area.  Great Britain debated what to do with the territory while the Jews continued to come.  Now that Palestine was controlled by a Christian nation, they were even bolder.  By 1923, Jews comprised twelve percent of Palestinian inhabitants and owned three percent of the land (Palestine-Net 3).  

In 1948, Jews were granted their homeland in Palestine.  Their new state, named Israel, was immediately recognized by the United States.  Of those living in Israel, 717,00 were Jews and 156,000 were Arabs (Adams 217). There were still parts of Palestine that did not belong to Israel however; Jordan and Egypt still controlled some of the area.  Roughly one million Arabs lived in non-Israeli Palestine.  Of these people, seventy percent were Muslim, twenty percent were Christians, and ten percent were Druze (Adams 217).

Druze is a heretical esoteric offshoot of Ismaili Shiism (Littlefield 137).  The faith originated in the closing years of the reign of Fatimid caliph al-Hakim.  Hamza ibn ‘Ali began to advocate that al-Hakim was the embodiment of the ultimate Godhead.  Al-Hakim did nothing to put down this doctrine and it began to spread quickly.  In 1021, both al-Hakim and Hamza ibn ‘Ali disappeared (Howard 173).  Their followers naturally anticipate their return, as is the case when any religious leaders disappear.  Today, the Druze community is closed and its followers discourage outside conversion to the faith (Betts 17).  


Besides having no conversions to their faith, the Druze religion differs from the faith of the Muslims in several other important ways.  The Druze adhere to the doctrine of transmigration of the soul (Betts 17).  In layman’s terms, when one member of the Druze community dies, another person is born into the community.  The soul of the dead body transfers to the body of the newborn.  There is an exact, unchanging number of souls that exist.  The Druze idea of heaven differs also from the Islamic teaching on the subject.  While the Muslims teach that heaven is some kind of earthly paradise, the Druze hold that heaven is “a beatific vision of the Holy One” (Betts 17).  The Druze also exclude predestination from their teachings, which is a cardinal doctrine for traditional Muslims (Betts 17).


Women of the Druze communities are treated differently than their counterparts in Islam.  Polygamy is prohibited in Druze society while the Qur’an encourages multiple wives for one man.  A divorce is rather difficult to obtain in Druze culture, and women are permitted to divorce their husbands, something that is a rare occurrence in Islamic society (Betts 18).  Druze society also gives women the right to own property and to do with it as they please.  The difference in attitudes toward women is a major discrepancy between the Druze and Muslim faiths.


Further evidence of the distinction between the two can be seen in the Druze’ interpretations of basic Islamic doctrines.  For the Druze, the shari’a, the “code of Islamic law that governs the life of all religious Muslims” (Betts 18), is allegorical.  It is not a binding law that must be followed.  As a result, the Five Pillars of Islam are rejected.  In their place, Hamza instituted the Seven Duties.  They are:


“Recognition of al-Hakim and strict adherence to monotheism.


 Negation of all non-Druze tenets.


 Rejection of Satan and unbelief.


 Acceptance of God’s acts.


 Submission to God for good or ill.


 Truthfulness.


 Mutual help and solidarity between fellow Druze” (Betts 19).  

 

A study of the basic tenets of Druze reveals that many philosophies have contributed teachings to the faith.  “(T)he Druze concept of the Deity combines almost all notions current at the time of its emergence.  Besides Jewish and Christian beliefs, we find Gnostic, Neo-Platonist, and Persian elements, and all this under the strict flag of monotheism” (Betts 19). 


In modern times, the Druze confine themselves to small communities of which they are the majority.  “The majority of Druze today are still the hardy, independent, and prosperous farmers living in small towns and villages of fewer than ten thousand inhabitants” (Betts 37).   The clothing of men and women is rather traditional, and the women generally wear head coverings (Betts 38).  The Druze communities are found primarily in Lebanon, Syria, and Israel.  The Druze have earned the ire of Muslim Palestinians by serving in the Israeli army in recent years (Howard 173).       


   The Muslim Brotherhood Society was founded in Egypt in 1928 by Hasan al-Banna.  The goal of this organization throughout its history is more religious than political in nature, although certain political elements are definitely incorporated.  Hasan al-Banna’s goal “was to build an Islamic society by applying Islamic law (shari’a)” (Abu-Amr 1).  


Although founded in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood soon began its relationship with the region of Palestine.    In 1936, the Society moved into the region to protest the British occupation of the territory.  Their primary activity at this time was spreading propaganda against the British; generally speaking, they did refrain from violence.  As Zionism and the prospects of a homeland for the Jews increased, the Muslim Brotherhood increased their activity in the region.  They set up chapters to recruit throughout Palestine.  “In 1947, there were about twenty-five Brotherhood branches in the country with a membership that ranged from twelve thousand to twenty thousand active members” (Abu-Amr 3).  In addition, before the war of 1948 commenced, Hasan al-Banna had sent 1,500 Muslim Brotherhood members to Palestine from Egypt, Syria, and Jordan (Abu-Amr 2). 


The regimes of Egypt had always been uncomfortable with the Muslim Brotherhood Society.  The regimes had to be wary of any organized party that wanted to create a new society with a new set of laws.  Thus, from their inception in 1928, the Brotherhood had been treated with suspicion.  In 1948, the Egyptian rulers changed their position due to the threat of a Jewish state in Palestine, and began to supply the Society with military training camps and ammunition (Abu-Amr 3).  In 1952, Nasir overthrew the Egyptian regime and set up his own government, which was more friendly to the British than previous administrations had been.  This angered the Muslim Brotherhood and other groups that detested British interference in the Middle East.  In 1954, an assassination attempt was made against Nasir and the Society was blamed.  Egypt then banned the group altogether.  As a result, membership in the organization plummeted.  


In 1950, the West Bank was annexed to Jordan.  Thus, Brotherhood members living in the West Bank became Jordanian citizens.  The Society had more success with the government of Jordan than they did in Egypt.  The Jordanian government allowed them freedoms that the Society had been refused in Egypt.  The relationship between the two can best be described as “loyal opposition” (Abu-Amr 6).  By 1967, however, the group’s membership in the West bank had dwindled to somewhere between seven hundred and one thousand (Abu-Amr 6).  


The wars of 1967 band 1973 turned things around for the Muslim Brotherhood.  After Israel’s defeat of the Arab coalition in 1967, the Society urged Palestinians and all Arabs to look at the situation in a religious context.  The Society “argued that the state’s lack of religious faith and its failure to follow divine laws were the primary causes of the disaster” (Abu-Amr 11).  Membership began to increase in this climate, as well as the fact that the Palestinian Liberation Organization had failed to deliver on their objective of booting Israel from Palestine.  


The Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) was created in 1964 in response to the Palestinians desire for a statist government for the Palestinians (Schulz 33).  The PLO is limited to Palestinians and their desire for a Palestinian state.  It does not invoke the religious issues that the Muslim Brotherhood brings to the table.  The PLO is simply interested in creating a Palestinian state and checking Israeli advances into Palestinian territory.  Initially, their goals were the removal of Palestine through any means necessary, including violence.  However, their efforts in 1967 and 1973 were generally unsuccessful.  In the wake of the 1973 fighting, the PLO shifted their objectives to diplomacy, much to the anger of the Muslim Brotherhood (Abu-Amr 13).  The PLO was now willing to allow Israel to exist.  This shift in policy resulted in Islamic fundamentalists becoming disenfranchised with the PLO.  As a result, various, more violent splinter groups, such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad, emerged on the scene.  While many would prefer a more religious perspective on the Palestinian question, the majority of Palestinians continue to support the PLO, particularly in the crucial territories of the West Bank and Gaza (Cambridge 468).  The PLO is seen as the best vehicle for arriving at the goal of Palestinian statehood and a more peaceful way of life.  For the past thirty years, the United Nations has recognized the PLO as representative of the Palestinian people (Nusse 59).         


Unlike the PLO, the Muslim Brotherhood Society has been consistent in its stance toward Israel.  The Society “considers all of Palestine to be Muslim land and holds that Israel has no right to exist” (Abu-Amr 23).  However, as stated above, the goal of the Muslim Brotherhood is more religious than it is political.  Before, Israel can be removed from Palestine, there must be a religious transformation among the Muslims.  The Palestinians cannot themselves defeat Israel; the assistance of the other Arab nations is necessary (Abu-Amr 23).  Nevertheless, they must have a religious reawakening before they commit themselves to the removal of the evil Israel.     


The land itself, while important, is not the main issue for the Muslim Brotherhood.  Focusing on land alone is a mistake, for it neglects the truth and importance of the Islamic message.  Land is land, and one piece can  replace another.  “Islam was not revealed to solve the Palestinian problem” (Abu-Amr 24).            


Since the Israeli occupation began, many Palestinians have migrated away from the Israeli territory (Smith 468).  More than one million Palestinians live in the East Bank, an area controlled by Jordan.  Another 400,000 reside in neighboring Lebanon.  Syria and Kuwait together have about 300,000.  Nearly all the other Arab nations have some sizeable number of Palestinians within their borders.  However, a surprisingly significant number remain in Palestine.  Almost 1.2 million Palestinians reside in the heavily fought over areas of the West Bank and the Gaza strip, areas currently under Israeli control.  Another half a million reside in the fixed Israeli territory.  Those who live in Israel, tend to be much more supportive of the PLO, while those in Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan are more militant in their views.  Perhaps this is because the violence does not affect them as much as it does those who live in the contested areas.    


Currently, Islam is by far the dominant religion of the Palestinians (PASSIA 1).  Ninety-seven percent of the population subscribes to the beliefs and doctrines of Sunni Islam.  Roughly three percent claim Christianity, while a rather small number will admit to being Jews, something that cannot be terribly popular with Palestinians.  Many of the Palestinian Muslims will trace their lineage back to the fathers of their faith, the Arabian Muslims  who conquered Palestine in the seventh century (PASSIA 1).  Others will go back even farther and claim they are the descendents of the Canaanites who originally inhabited Palestine in 3000 BC (Mattar 1).      


There are primarily four rites of Sunni Islam practiced in Palestine.  The Shafe’i rite has similarities to the Sufi mystical movements (Arzt 5).  The Hanafi rite is based upon the interpretation of the Sharia (Microsoft 1).  Where there is no precedent, personal opinion is the deciding factor (Uzbek 3). The Hanbali rite “rejects analogy, consensus and judicial opinion as sources. It is very strict and is the official legal system in present day Saudi Arabia” (On Early Islam 3).  The Malki rite relies heavily on the prophetic hadiths as its base (On Early Islam 3).  Although all four of these rites developed in various parts of the world, they have all found followers in Palestine (PASSIA 1).


The desire to control Palestine has little to do with geography.  Compared to the other nations in the Middle East, Palestine is an incredibly small region.  Israel does have a coastal area, but so do most other countries in the Arab world.  What makes Palestine so special is its religious significance.  Those who really desire to control the land want to because they believe that God (Yahweh or Allah) has promised it to them.  True religion dictates that it must be brought back into the fold, and the infidels who inhabit it must be removed.  The fact that this conflict is religious, and not geographical or political, makes it extremely difficult to arrive at a solution that will ultimately bring peace to this troubled and violent part of the world.        
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