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Introduction 

In the war of words that accompanies all conflicts, a persistent stumbling block  

between the Palestinian Arabs and Israel has historically been a tale of diverging 

nationalist narratives, yet only one is reality and the other, a myth.  The competing “isms” 

of Zionism and Palestinianism reveal, in the case of the latter, the presence of a 

psychological phenomenon called “The Rashomon Effect,” from the 1950 film of that 

name by Akira Kurosawa.1 The film portrays a crime remembered differently by each 

separate witness, leaving the viewer to question the nature of truth itself.2 Ultimately, 

“the characters deceive themselves into believing the version they have told.”3 This paper 

will examine both myths and facts behind the narratives, exposing the goal of 

Palestinianism: the ultimate destruction of Israel.  

   
The Palestinian Arab Narrative 

 The Palestinian Arab narrative, a manufactured self-image nurtured since Israel’s 

founding in 1948, is punctuated by the oft-repeated phrase, “the occupation.” The 

founding of Israel is characterized as a “nakba,” or catastrophe, a word attributed to Arab 

nationalist, Constantine Zurayk, who circulated a pamphlet in 1948, The Meaning of the 

Catastrophe. 4 

 The Arab defeat [hazima] in Palestine is not a mere setback [naksa] or   

                                                 
1“Reconstructive memory: Confabulating the past, simulating the future,” January 9, 2007, 
http://neurophilosophy.wordpress.com/2007/01/09/reconstructive-memory-confabulating-the-past-
simulating-the-future/ (accessed December 3, 2010).   
2 Akira Kurosawa, Rashamon, Daiei Motion Picture Co., Tokyo, Japan, December 26, 1951, 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0042876/ 
3 Wendy D. Roth and Jal D. Mehta, “The Rashomon Effect, Combining Positivist and Interpretivist 
Approaches in the Analysis of Contested Events,” Sociological Methods & Research, Vol. 31 No. 2, 

November 2002, Harvard University, Sage Publications, 2002, 
http://www.pineforge.com/isw6/articles/ch3roth.pdf, 132 (accessed December 2, 2010). 
4 Natan Sharansky with Shira Wolosky Weiss, Defending Identity, It’s Indispensable Role in Protecting 
Democracy, (NY, NY: Public Affairs, a member of Perseus Books Group, 2008), 191. 
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 a simple, transitory misfortune, but a catastrophe [nakba] in every sense 
 of the word, a calamitous ordeal among the most difficult that the Arabs 
 have undergone in the course of a long history full of ordeals and calamities.5 
 

Interestingly, Zurayk points out that 400,000 Arabs were not expelled, but rather fled 

after the Jewish state was proclaimed on May 14, 1948.6  Nowhere at the time was the 

“nakba” described as “a systematic dispossession of Arabs by Jews.”7   Palestinianism, 

however, maintains that the political Zionist movement created a Jewish state as a haven 

for Jews escaping the Holocaust, stealing Arab land to do so.8 

Efraim Karsh’s book Palestine Betrayed, based on primary source documents 

from the time of the British Mandate (1920-1948), reveals that the clashes between the 

Jews and Palestinian Arabs were not a foregone conclusion.  In fact, despite the 

preferences of many Arabs, Palestinian Arab leaders rejected the Jewish nationalist 

movement and actively sought to abort the 1947 United Nations (UN) partition plan.9 

Indeed, the Palestinian Authority (PA), the governing body in the West Bank and Gaza 

established in 1993,10 has incorporated the commitment to “continuous and vigorous 

struggle” in the “land of their forefathers” as an article of faith in the Palestinian Basic 

Law which functions as their temporary constitution.11 The fact that Israel’s occupation 

of the West Bank and Gaza is a result of Israel’s victory in the 1967 war launched against 

                                                 
5 Gilbert Achcar, The Arabs and the Holocaust, (New York, New York: Metropolitan Books, 2009), 24. 
6 Efraim Karsh, Palestine Betrayed, (Cornwall, Great Britain: Yale University Press, 2010), 3. 
7 Ibid., 2. 
8 Mitchell G. Bard, Myths & Facts, A Guide to the Arab-Israeli Conflict, (Chevy Chase, MD: American 
Israeli Cooperative Enterprise (AICE) Inc., 2001), 44. 
9 Karsh, Palestine Betrayed., 5. 
10 Jonathan Schanzer, Hamas vs. Fatah, (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 2. 
11 The Palestinian Basic Law, 2003 Amended Basic Law, website created by Erik Bolstad and Tonje M. 
Viken, February, 2008, http://www.palestinianbasiclaw.org/2003-amended-basic-law (accessed November 
29, 2010), Introduction. 
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them by the Arabs, ignores the contradiction that the PA’s forerunner, the Palestine 

Liberation Organization (PLO), was established in 1964 before the occupation.12  

Jewish and Arab Origins in the Region 

Prior to World War I, the Middle East, parts of Eastern Europe and North Africa 

had been ruled by the Ottoman Empire.13  Arab loyalties in the region were dedicated “to 

one’s clan, tribe, village, town, or religious sect,” and Arabs did not define themselves as 

part of a greater Arab nation.14   As such, the increasing Jewish presence in the land that 

existed since the ancient Jewish Kingdom of Judea did not experience nationwide 

objection in Palestine.15  Jews who had been dispersed throughout the Diaspora since 

Roman times never abandoned their yearning to return to their ancestral homeland of 

Zion.  Jewish belief in God’s biblical covenant to inherit the land of Israel promised to 

their forefather, Abraham, sanctified their nationalism. The Jewish religion became the 

unifying trait of a people scattered among the nations with a memory rooted in the land.16   

Palestinianism decries the historical legitimacy of the Jewish people’s right to the 

land of Israel. It claims that the Jews left after the Romans destroyed the Second Temple 

in Jerusalem and then mysteriously reappeared in modern times.17  The State of Israel re-

established (emphasis mine) in 1948 had been named Palestine in early history, following 

the Roman conquest of Judea that had existed until the first century A.D.18  The first 

independent Jewish commonwealth under Joshua’s leadership circa 1200 B.C. developed 

                                                 
12 Schanzer, Hamas vs. Fatah, 17. 
13 Karsh, Palestine Betrayed, 9. 
14 Ibid., 10. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Karsh, Palestine Betrayed, 8. 
17 Bard, Myths and Facts, 24. 
18 Ibid., 25. 



 4 

into the first constitutional monarchy in Palestine in 1029 B.C.19 Jewish independence 

lasted there for 212 years until the Babylonian conquest and exile in 586 B.C.20  Tens of 

thousands of Jews then returned to Palestine to establish the second Jewish 

commonwealth after King Cyrus of Persia conquered Babylon.   The king encouraged the 

rebuilding of the Jewish Temple which was destroyed by the Romans in 70 A.D.21   

Jewish communities remained in Palestine even after the Roman exile, growing in 

Jerusalem and Tiberias and spreading to other cities in the land from the ninth through 

the 12th centuries.22  Despite the massacres brought upon the Jews in Palestine by the 

Crusades in the 12th century, by the late 18th century rabbinical leaders in the Diaspora 

from communities as diverse as Eastern Europe to Yemen led communities back to 

Jerusalem.23 They re-established their numbers until there were more than 10,000 Jews 

living in Palestine by the 19th century.24 

Zionism 

Zionism, the Jewish national liberation movement, gathered momentum in the 

1880s among nationalists in communities in Russia and Eastern Europe.25  Arriving in 

Palestine, these Zionists referred to their communal endeavor as the Yishuv, “the return,” 

to restore Jewish sovereignty.  Reclaiming Hebrew as the national language, Zionist 

                                                 
19 Ibid 
20 Solomon Grayzel, The History of the Jews, from the Babylonian Exile to the Establishment of Israel, 
(Philadelphia, U.S.A.:The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1947), 9. 
21 Karsh, Palestine Betrayed, 8. 
22 Bernard Lewis, “License to Kill, Osama bin Laden’s Declaration of Jihad,” Foreign Affairs, Volume 77 

No. 6, November-December 1998. (Class handout) 
23 Ibid., 9. 
24 Bard, Myths and Facts, 24. 
25 Karsh, Palestine Betrayed, 9. 
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pioneers revived older agricultural settlements in the rural areas and, with contributions 

from the Jewish Diaspora, established the first modern Hebrew city, Tel Aviv.26  

The First Zionist Congress convened in Switzerland in 1897. It was led by 

Theodor Herzl, the “Father” of the Zionist movement.27 His aim was “the creation of a 

home for the Jewish people in Palestine to be secured by public law.”28  That year Herzl 

had been convinced that the future of European Jewry was in peril after witnessing the 

anti-Semitism unleashed by the Catholic Church and the military towards Alfred Dreyfus, 

a French Jewish army captain unfairly accused of spying for Germany.29   

By 1914, the Yishuv numbered 100,000 people.30  Jews who had lived under 

Ottoman Turkish rule prior to the Zionist endeavor had lived as “dhimmis,” second-class 

citizens.31  Segregation, discrimination and abuse in Islamic lands relegated Jews to 

conditions comparable to “blacks in the post-Reconstruction American South.”32  Even 

under periods of relative calm, Jews had no political power under Muslim rule, making 

them vulnerable targets.  Thus, the notion of Jewish sovereignty engendered an inherent 

hostility among many Arabs unable to accept Zionism, despite the fact that the only times 

in history when the area between the Jordan River  and the Mediterranean Sea was a 

sovereign power was when it was under Jewish control. 33 Arabs gained employment and 

benefited economically from the increasing Jewish development in Palestine.  

                                                 
26 Ibid. 
27 Michael B. Oren, Power, Faith, and Fantasy, America in the Middle East, 1776 to the Present, (New 
York, NY: W.W. Norton & Co., 2007), 283. 
28 Karsh, Palestine Betrayed, 9. 
29 Oren, Power, Faith, and Fantasy…, 283. 
30 Karsh, Palestine Betrayed, 9. 
31 Robert S. Wistrich, A Lethal Obsession, (NY, NY: Random House, 2010), 690. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 691. 
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By 1917, American Zionists, Jews and “restorationist” Protestants sought 

presidential approval for the Zionist initiative regardless of the anti-Jewish sentiment that 

existed among American diplomats.34  President Woodrow Wilson ultimately supported 

the British initiative undertaken by Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour to issue the 

Balfour Declaration of 1917, recommending a homeland for the Jews, “that would not 

impinge on the ‘civil and religious rights of non-Jewish communities in Palestine.’”35  

Haj Amin al- Husseini, Grand Mufti of Jerusalem 

  The first leader of a nationalist Palestinian Arab movement emerged after World 

War I.  In 1920, Haj Amin al- Husseini, a member of an aristocratic Arab family in 

Jerusalem, was appointed Grand Mufti (religious authority) by the British despite the 

Mufti’s known acts of incitement and instigation of violence against the Jews.36  Husseini 

was virulently anti-Jewish and a persistent force behind terror attacks against Jews in the 

British mandate of Palestine. Husseini used the Quran’s inflammatory passages of Jews 

as a “deceitful, evil, and treacherous people…who persecuted Mohammed” in order to 

incite the Arab population.37  

Husseini provoked further nationalist frenzy with the dissemination of the 

Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a fabrication of a Jewish conspiracy concocted by the 

propagandists of the Russian czarist secret police in the late 1800s, in order to stoke fears 

of Jews and Zionists by portraying them as bent on world domination.38 In 1933, 

                                                 
34 Oren, Power, Faith, and Fantasy…, 359. 
35 Ibid., 362. 
36 Karsh, Palestine Betrayed, 19. 
37 Ibid., 18. 
38 Ibid. 
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Husseini contacted the German consul in Jerusalem after Hitler rose to power in Nazi 

Germany, expressing his support for the Nazi cause.39   

The UN Partition Plan 

 On the heels of Husseini’s rule of terror was the reversal of the British 

government’s support for a Jewish homeland proclaimed by the Balfour declaration.40 

The UN Partition Plan, which advocated partitioning Palestine into Jewish and Arab 

states with Jerusalem to be placed under international rule, was approved by the General 

Assembly on November 29, 1947.41  The plan was rejected by Palestinian Arab leaders, 

and immediate mob violence erupted throughout Palestine and the Arab world.42 

From 1947 through 1948, Palestine slid into anarchy.  Attacks against the Jews, 

initiated by the Arab League countries surrounding Palestine, continued by the league’s 

Arab Liberation Army (ALA).43  In the face of offensives by Jewish militia units 

organized into the army of the Haganah, incidents of fleeing Palestinian Arab military 

commanders dissolved Arab morale in cities like Haifa and Jaffa.44  With only a minority 

willing to fight, tens of thousands of Palestinian Arabs chose to flee the increasing 

turmoil.  King Abdullah of Transjordan welcomed those who fled as a temporary 

measure based upon the anticipation that Egypt and Transjordan, and other Arab states, 

would launch a war to divide Palestine among them once the British mandate dissolved.45  

 

 

                                                 
39 Wistrich, A Lethal Obsession, 697. 
40 Karsh, Palestine Betrayed, 75. 
41 Ibid., 99. 
42 Ibid., 105. 
43 Ibid., 193. 
44 Ibid., 135. 
45 Ibid., 199. 
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The Establishment of the State of Israel 

On May 14, 1948, hours before the termination of the British mandate, David 

Ben-Gurion proclaimed the establishment of the State of Israel and became its first prime 

minister.  Immediately following, a pan-Arab war was launched against Israel.  The 

Palestinian Arab society, split among differing clans and tribes, deserted military units, 

and after their loss to Israel, maintained that they were victims of inter-Arab politics.  

Once the 1949 armistice between Israel, Jordan, and Egypt had been signed, there were 

no initiatives to create an independent state for the Arabs who fell under their control. 

Arab countries displayed contempt towards the Palestinian Arabs, and denied them entry.  

They remained in the ancient Jewish region of Judea and Samaria, now called the West 

Bank, annexed by King Abdullah in 1950, yet without any Palestinian Arab identity.46  

Egypt clamped down on the Palestinian Arab population with military rule and refused 

them citizenship.47  Israel did not expel the Arabs who remained after the conflict, which 

accounts for the more than one million Arab citizens in Israel today.  Instead, Arab 

citizens of Israel were encouraged to partake in building the new country and afforded 

equal rights.48  

Ironically, the UN, instrumental in supporting the Partition Plan, is now 

responsible for perpetuating the myth of Palestinianism by enabling the Arab countries to 

use the Palestinian Arabs as a weapon to delegitimize Israel.  The United Nations Relief 

and Works Agency (UNRWA) maintains the Palestinians, descendants of those who fled 

                                                 
46 Ibid., 232. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid., 235. 
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in the Arab war against Israel’s birth, in perennial refugee status.49  While UNRWA 

appears to be a humanitarian agency providing social assistance to a displaced 

population, in reality, it fuels anger in the refugee camps and nurses the grievance of the 

“right of return” to Israel. With international funding of $1.23 billion in 2010-2011 alone, 

UNRWA is unlikely to dismantle its system of suspended animation for Palestinian 

Arabs, thus preventing their absorption into Arab countries.  

Fatah and Hamas 

 The years following the establishment of Israel have seen the rise of Palestinian 

Arab leaders who have ruled with authoritarian self-interest.  Egypt and Jordan, which 

had sought Israel’s destruction in 1948, again joined forces by planning to launch a 1967 

war with the renewed aim of destroying Israel.  Instead, Israel’s pre-emptive attack on 

Egypt and vigorous response to the shelling by Jordan resulted in the capture of the West 

Bank and Gaza.50  In an effort to restore Palestinian Arab honor after their humiliating 

loss in the 1967 Six-Day War, a liberation theology took root in the disputed territories 

with connections to the Islamist organization, the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt.51  

Yasser Arafat established his Fatah movement in Cairo in 1958, a secular revolutionary, 

nationalist movement that in 1964 became the PLO with Arafat as its chairman.  “Fatah,” 

was chosen for its Qur’anic meaning of triumph or “conquest.”52   

Arafat was fanatic in his devotion to the cause to eliminate Israel, and launched 

terrorist attacks against Israeli civilians. However, after the failed Yom Kippur War in 

                                                 
49 Asaf Romirowsky, “UNRWA and Broken Rules,” FrontPageMagazine.com, May 17, 2009, 
http://www.romirowsky.com/5625/unrwa-and-broken-rules (accessed December 5, 2010). 
50 Michael B. Oren, Six Days of War, June 1967 and the Making of the Modern Middle East, (New York, 
NY: Random House, Inc., 2002, 2003), 186. 
51 Schanzer, Hamas vs. Fatah, 14. 
52 Ibid., 17. 
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1973, Arafat expanded his strategy by exhorting his followers to continue the struggle, 

the “jihad,” against Israel. Arafat’s charade in pursuing diplomatic initiatives resulted in 

the Oslo Accords of 1993, which established the PA.  Arafat’s ruse would not have 

advanced without the complicity of the UN which lent him legitimacy even though he 

refused to renounce terror.53   

Due to Arafat’s corruption and failure to improve the lives of Palestinian Arabs, 

most of them turned to Islamist social service organizations.  One of those organizations, 

also committed to the elimination of Israel, was Hamas, established in 1987.  Islamism 

came into full force with the religious ideology of sharia law, jihad, and suicide bombers 

as shahid (martyrs).54  The first suicide bomb attack in Israel occurred in the Israel-

administered West Bank in 1993.55  Between 1993 and the second intifada (uprising) in 

the West Bank against the occupation, 37 suicide bombers were unleashed against Israel, 

mostly targeting civilians and mostly perpetrated by Hamas.56  Between 2000 and 2004, 

the number of suicide bombers increased to 164.  One of the main motivations for most 

suicide bombers emanated from “a strong religious affiliation” with Islam and was 

reinforced in mosques and schools.57 

Current Status 

Recently, Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas issued a statement after Fatah’s 

fifth convention held in Ramallah.  Fatah, the dominant faction of the PA, rejects any 

compromise and refuses to recognize Israel as a Jewish state.  It says “no” to temporary 

                                                 
53 Ibid., 76. 
54 Ibid., 21. 
55 Revital Sela-Shayovitz, “Suicide Bombers in Israel: Their Motivations, Characteristics, and Prior 
Activity in Terrorist Organizations,” International Journal of Conflict and Violence, June 2004, 
http://www.ijcv.org/index.php/ijcv/article/viewFile/13/13 , 162 (accessed December 10, 2010). 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
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borders, “no” to land swaps, “no” to settlement construction, and basically “no change” 

in Fatah’s position.58  Fatah wants all the territories Israel captured in the 1967 Six-Day 

War, and Hamas wants all of Israel.  Neither movement will relinquish its claim to the 

“right of return for Palestinian refugees” or the insistence that its definition of “refugees” 

include the offspring of the original refugees.  This is code for Israel’s destruction, with 

the original number of refugees in 1948 of 700,000 having grown to 4.6 million.59  

In an interview with Jonathan Schanzer,60 author of Hamas vs. Fatah, which 

explores the ongoing internecine warfare between Fatah and Hamas, he discussed the 

prospects of progress towards peace. He was less than optimistic that the current 

conditions enable any movement.  Schanzer notes that on the eve of the 63rd anniversary 

of the UN Partition Plan, the Palestinian Arab narrative remains rejectionism.  

Schanzer surmises that Abbas’s intransigence may be due to his awareness that 

the PA is “the only game in town.”  Hamas waits on the sidelines while the Palestinian 

government under Abbas and Fayyad are actively undermining Israel through political 

means on the world stage.  The PA delegitimization of Israel is a form of diplomatic 

warfare used to pressure Israel to cede territory. A strong American leadership would 

shed light on the conflict and expose the hypocrisy of propping up a Palestinian Arab 

government that seeks to delegitimize Israel in the U.N.   Israel bides its time, as the U.S. 

pressures Israel to yield to an uncompromising “partner.”  Schanzer argues that this is not 

an effective strategy, given the lack of moderate leaders who could fill the void after 

Abbas and Fayyad are gone.  Hamas knows there will be no stabilizing force to anchor 

                                                 
58 Khaled Abu Toameh, “Fatah: The Message Remains No and No and No,” The Hudson Institute, 
November 30, 2010, http://www.hudson-ny.org/1697/fatah-message (accessed December 6, 2010). 
59 MidEastWeb, “The Palestinian Refugees,” MidEastWeb.com, 2001-2006, 
http://www.mideastweb.org/refugees1.htm (accessed December 5, 2010). 
60 Phone interview with author, November 28, 2010. 
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the West Bank.  Schanzer suggests that the separation between Israel and the Palestinian 

Arabs may be the only option to ensure short-term stability, if not long-term coexistence.   

Abbas has threatened to declare a Palestinian state along the 1967 borders and has 

gained the support of Argentina and Brazil should he follow through with his threat.  

Reports from the domestic political landscape in the West Bank, however, reveal a 

greater internal threat to Abbas’s power being posed by Fatah leaders opposed to him.  

Muhammad Dahlan, former security commander of the PA and current “information 

portfolio” minister, has dismissed accusations by Abbas’s aides that the former is 

attempting to stage a coup, while the previous PA Prime Minister, Ahmed Qurei, has 

been accused of “undermining” Abbas’s leadership.61 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Rashomon Effect reinforces the myth of the Palestinian Arab 

narrative. This myth has taken root in the minds of the West, which refuses to hold this 

group accountable. Even former U.S. President Jimmy Carter parrots the claims of the 

Palestinian Arab narrative of victimhood, without any reference to their eliminationist 

and rejectionist position against Israel.  In his interview with National Public Radio, 

Carter furthers the fiction that the “Palestinians have had their own land…occupied and 

then confiscated and then colonized….So this has been in many ways worse than it was 

in South Africa.”62  

 Israel’s security fence, labeled an “apartheid wall” by its detractors, was built to 

stop suicide bombers from penetrating Israeli cities and murdering civilians. The wall has 

                                                 
61 Khaled Abu Toameh, “Palestinian Affairs: Abbas’s biggest threat,” The Jerusalem Post, December 12, 
2010, http://www.jpost.com/LandedPages/PrintArticle.aspx?id=198809 (accessed December 11, 2010). 
62 David Horowitz, “Jimmy Carter: Jew-Hater, Genocide-Enabler, Liar,” David’s Blog.Email.Feature, 
December 4, 2010, http://www.newsrealblog.com (accessed December 5, 2010). 
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been a successful deterrent against attacks, and the anti-Semitism behind such blatantly 

false accusations cannot be dismissed.63   Antiwar groups, Muslim American 

organizations, and Palestinian groups have used Holocaust terminology charging Israel 

with genocide in Gaza.  Palestinianism has used the Islamicization of the Palestinian 

Arab narrative against Israel to equate Jews with “bloodthirsty and criminal” Zionists.64   

The reasons for U.S. hypocrisy in indulging the myth of Palestinian nationalism 

range from a fear of economic disruption in a globalized world heavily dependent on 

mideast oil, to a fear of being targeted by Islamists in lieu of Israel. Despite a “confused 

and disoriented Western world” participating in the deception of Palestinian nationalism, 

Israel must either regard the Palestinian Arabs as a viable partner or expose them as an 

adversary unwilling to make peace.65 The quiet in Israel for the last few years may prove 

to be transitory given the recent declarations of a Palestinian Arab leadership that shows 

it is trapped within a self-destructive myth of their own making -- the “nakba” of 

Palestinianism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
63 Wistrich, A Lethal Obsession, 153. 
64 Ibid., 937. 
65 Horowitz, “Jimmy Carter…” 
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