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Abstract
THE PALESTINIAN DIASPORA:

NATIONALISM AND ETHNICITY AMONG PALESTINIANS LIVING IN NEW
YORK

by
Basima Ahmad Ahed
Adviser: Professor William Kornblum

This study explores Palestinian nationalism and political
consciousness, and it's saliency for Palestinians living in the
United States. It seeks to determine whether nationalism is
responsible for maintaining ethnic identity among Palestinians
living in the United States, and delaying their assimilation
into American society. It suggests criteria and techniques
appropriate to analysis of Palestinian-American ethnicity.

For years the dream of a homeland, has impeded the natural
progression of assimilation for Palestinians. They have
resisted assimilation preserving their traditions and clinging
to their identity as Palestinians. They have not cut off ties
with their own towns and villages of origin. Everything that
they have accomplished in the United States is in preparation
for their return to Palestine.

This study demonstrates how Palestinians have maintained
a diaspora existence, and a diaspora mentality and how the
consciousness of a people, with a powerful sense of their

Palestinian national identity, are trying to resist
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assimilation into the American mainstream.

Basic elements from the research methodology of
participant observation, interrelated with fifty-five in-depth
interviews, were conducted with first and second generation
Palestinians, 1living in New York. The interviews sought to
understand; the rationalizations and defenses that Palestinian
Americans have developed, individually and collectively, to the
threat of assimilation; the connection to the politics of their
home society and the effect that their pelitical consciousness
has on maintaining their ethnic identity; and the frustrations
of living "two lives" in two different worlds.

Despite differences between and first and second
generation Palestinians, in terms of political values, all were
concerned about events in the West Bank, the Israeli military
occupation, and the Intifadah. There were no significant
differences between first and second generation American- born
Palestinians in terms of their commitment to the "Palestinian
cause" and their attachment to the land.

The mystique of return or 'El-Awda," has sustained the
Palestinians in New York. The second generation, however
perceives the return as a step into the unknown. Although they
are proud of their ancestral roots and their heritage, they
realize that America is also part of their existence and

identity.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

As a displaced and transplanted group that has ancestries
and religious bonds and that is unlike other immigrant groups
who may turn their backs on their past, there exists for
Palestinians in the United States, a powerful bond that
sustains and heightens their consciousness. For them
nationalism, and political ties +to the "Question of
Palestine," and to political events in their home society, are
key elements in their ethnic consciousness and ethnic

identity.

By looking at the lived experiences of Palestinians in
New York whose lives may span two different societies we may
be able to understand what defines the identity of
Palestinians and what constitutes the continuous linkage with
their home society. And why that 1linkage is maintained
through generations. One of the guestions that will be
examined is what constitutes Palestinian ethnic identity in

the diaspora?

This study explores their nationalism and political

consciousness and its saliency for Palestinians living in the

United States. It se=ks to determine whether that dimension
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2
is responsible for maintaining ethnic identity among
Palestinians living in the United States and delaying their
assimilation. This study will suggest criteria and techniques
appropriate to such measurement of ethnicity and to the

analysis of Palestinian American ethnicity in particular.

I will also examine the degree of involvement and ties of
Palestinians to their "home society." With the signing of the
Peace Treaty between the Palestine Liberation Organization
(PLC) and Israel, Palestinians living in New York may be
confronted and challenged by the idea of actual return. Will
there be rush to return or does a greater sense of ambivalence
exist for Palestinians living in the United State? These are

questions that will be addressed in this dissertation.

Most Palestinians are not politically active and the vast
majority may not attend local political functions. At the
same time, it is rare to find a Palestinian who is ignorant of
the origins of the Palestinian problem or unaware of the

political issues involved in the Arab-Israeli conflict.

There has been a constant migration of Palestinians since
1948 between different communities in the Arab World and
beyond, either for work, study, or marriage, just as there
have been periodic expulsions of Palestinians from Palestine

and from Arab countries (most recently from Kuwait), depending
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on the prevailing poliitical c¢limate. The resulting
configuration of Palestinian society is that of a series of
scattered and diverse communities that has been called by some

the "Palestinian diaspora."

A~
I3y

amdretrigious
bonds, unlike other immigrant groups who may turn their backs
on their past, there exists for Palestinians in the diaspora,
a powerful bond that sustains and heightens their
consciousness. For them, politics and political ties to the
"Question of Palestine," and to political events in their home

society, are key elements in their ethnic consciousness.

For Palestinians living in New York, nationalism and/or
political involvement; and ties to politics of their country
of origin continues to reinforce their ethnic identity and
their linkages to "Palestine." Their nationality gives them
a collective feeling of belonging to a "Palestinian people"
which persists among members of the ethnic community living in

the United States.

Unlike other immigrant societies who may turn their backs
on their country of origin, Palestinians do not dissociate
from their native society when they move to the United States.
Family ties that have been a prominent mainstay of Palestinian

social structure are maintained. Sending money to their
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4
families "back home" reinforces their positions in the various
towns and villages that they ~ome from, by giving them the
means to increase their land holdings, build new houses and
thus increase their status. Family members left behind and
intense politics which keep the Palestinian Israeli conflict
in the news headlines, contribute to the dual situation of
having left a society while retaining a deep connection to it.

The ongeing conflict and their political and emotional
connection with it seem to keep ties alive. The
FPalestinian/Israeli conflict, and their powerful loyalty to
the "Palestinian Cause," also tends to put a break on their
assimilation into American society. This characteristic
distinguishes them from other immigrant groups in that
Palestinians in the United States, maintain a continuing

relationship to Palestine.

Although first-generation Palestinian immigrants tend to
make a rapid adjustment to American society, they remain, to
an unusual degree among immigrant communities, highly
conscious of and deeply involved in the politics of their
native land. The American-born second generation Palestinians
also tend to exhibit a high and growing degree of political
consciousness and ethnic pride. Although failure to speak
Arabic in the home, the ability to speak unaccented English,
marriage to a non-Arab, socializing with non-Arabs may appear

on the surface to be a loss of ethnic identity, it does not
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indicate the loss of a Palestinian identity.

For many Palestinians, submerging their national identity
in order to become "American" has been less possible than for
any other refugee group fleeing its country, not voluntarily,
but to escape political oppression. Many Palestinians are in
the U.S. not by political choice but because there is no where
to go. TFor these Palestinians, becoming American is not a
choice made enthusiastically but a passive act, that is
reached because there is no other or no better alternative.
Other refugees seem, in general, not to harbor a lingering
attachment to their homelands to the extent that Palestinians
de. The reason being that in Vietnam, Cuba, the Soviet Union,
and other countries from which large numbers of refugees have
fled to the U.S., foreign cccupation and alienation of land
are not issues as they are for Palestinians. For Palestinians
there is Palestinian land but no homeland because that larnd is
under occupation, and because Palestinians have refused to
accept that occupation. Thus, there is for a great many
Palestinians a sense of incompleteness in the adoption of any
other homeland. There is a sense of something still to come
that perpetuates +the vision of a homeland and thus
differentiates them from other immigrant Americans. For them
being Palestinian is not just a nationality but it revolves
around gaining an identity. For Palestinians, an identity, the

sense of belonging to a smaller unit, the "Watan" (homeland)
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6
operates. For Palestinians this attachment to parental
birthplace +translates into political nationalism. One
Palestinian writer Fawaz Turki (1974), recounts:

"If I was not a Palestinian when I left Haifa as a
child, I am one now. Living in Beirut as a stateless

person for most of my growing up years, many of them
in a refugee camp, I did not feel I was living among

my "Arab brothers." I did not feel I was an Arab, a
Lebanese or, as some wretchedly pious writer claimed,
a "southern Syrian." I was a Palestinian. And that

meant I was an outsider, an alien, a refugee, burden.
To be that, for us, for my generation, meant to look
inward, to draw closer, to be part of a minority that
had its own way of doing and seeing and feeling and
reacting."

For the very reason that there is no sovereign
Palestinian state, Palestinian Americans tend to be acutely
conscious of the "Palestinian problem" in all its aspects, and
it is virtually impossible to be a Palestinian in America
without also being political about it. Nationalism is a key

elenment in their ethnic consciousness.

This dissertation explores the strength of nationalism

and its saliency for Palestinians living in the United States.
It will seek to determine whether that dimension is
responsible for maintaining ethnicity among Palestinians
living in the U.S.. This study will also explore the degree
of involvement and ties of Palestinian Americans to their

"home society."
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

There is no consensus among social scientists on the
essential elements of the concepts of ethnicity and ethnic
groups. The "Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups"
(1980) describes the difficulties in defining the concept of
ethnicity, by stating that, "If the demands for pure
categories were to be extended to the indicators generally
used in the social disciplines, acceding to it would bar most
research.® It states that indicators of ethnicity bhave
included "race", "language", and "region.” It also points to
the insufficiency of these indicators and their lack of
defined borders: "none of the group characteristics cultural
or physical that are used to denote ethnicity set off any
group sharply. It goes further to state that great contrast
is 1likely only when several indexes overlap "ethnic
differentiation is typically both important and imprecise...an
impressionistic account of how one ethnic sector is set off
from others can be more accurate than one based on sharp

divisions."

Researchers nave emphasized different dimensions as bases
for ethnic identification. Glazer and Moynihan emphasized the
"religious" aspect that "serves as the basis of a subcommunity

and subculture." (1963:313) Spicer defined the essence of a
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persistent people as a separate identity based on shared
symbols that define the group in opposition to others
(1971:795). According to Spicer, such symbols may coalesce
around race, language, territory, or religion; their commen
denominator is that they provide a basis for the division
between "ingroup" and “outgroup." In sum, persistent peoples
are ethnic groups that have endured over time in different

cultural environments.

Ethnicity is also used by social researchers as a process
or consequence of social interaction. Researchers use it as
an independent variable in the analysis of processes ranging
from assimilation to discrimination. Ethnic differences are
used to explain or clarify different social ccnsequences such
as those associated with family roles (Kluckhohn, 1958),
social status levels (Warner and Strole, 1945), religious
involvement or political preferences (Levy and Kramer, 1972).
In such research, ethnicity is a classification which
designates persons, groups relevant to the dependent variables
under investigation. For example, the "ethnic" listed in a
breakdown of ethnic Democratic voting patterns in U.S.
elections are %Irish, German, Italian, and Polish Catholics"
in comparison to "all Americans" (Greeley, 1974). For
purposes of such studies, persons or gxoups are either ethnic

or not in a nominal sense.
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But when the research is on the nature of ethnicity,

when ethnicity is a dependent variable, the "either-or"
designation is less relevant since ethnicity is assumed to
exist in terms of arbitrary, integrative elements, such as a
common culture or shared national origin. As a dependent
variable, ethnicity is strong or weak or less intense, and
present in varying degrees in distinct social settings. For
example, an article titled, "On Studying Ethnicity," refers
to research stressing "psychological dimensions of
ethnicity.... measuring the saliency of the group to
individual (Plax,1972). Polish American ethnicity, described
in terms of several dimensions, in the Los Angeles area was
stronger in the working class than in other status categories
(Sandberg, 1974). When ethnicity is a matter of degree, rather
than a convenient basis for nominal classification, it seems
appropriate that empirical indexes of ethnic phenomena be
considered in terms of intensity differences measured at the

ordinal and interval levels.

Whatever the basis for establishing ethnic categories,
such categories often are used as independent variables or
intervening variables related to social processes, such as
assimilation or conflict; and institutional patterns such as
political involvement or religiosity are treated as dependent

variables.
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Two conclusions emerge from a review of sociological
literature dealing with ethnicity or the ethnic group. First,
that ethnic distinctions have some causal or correlative
bearing upon the social phenomena under investigation. Less
attention is given to ethnicity as an "effect" or consequence

of specific social interaction.

Second, because o¢f the view of ethnicity as an
independent variable, it is assumed to exist by definition in
common sense terms or within conventional indexes. Thus the
ethnic group samples which generate survey research data
consist of persons of similar “"nationality." In such cases,
ethnicity is not so much a matter of degree as research

design.

Scholars of nationalism approach the problem of defining
Nationalism from differing points of view:

To Hans Kohn(1944), nationalism is "first and foremost a
state of mind, an act of consciousness, ... the individual's
identification of himself with the we-group' to which he gives
supreme loyalty."

According to Pfaff (1993:41) "Nationalism is connected
with the absence as well as the existence of nations. A
violent "nationalism" is often an unsucessful or unachieved
nationalism. The search of a nation to establish political

existence, or to separate itself from the foreign political
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body encompassing it." In the case of the Palestinians both
those in the Diaspora, and in Palestine, the nation struggling
to exist, is forced to fight against everything that does not
recognize its claim, or occupies its territory.

Isaiah Berlin believes nationalism "“"expresses the inflamed
desire of the insufficiently regarded tc count for something
among the cultures of the world."®

Carlton J.H. Hayes (1931) views nationalism as "a fusion
of patriotism with a consciousness of nationality." It is, he
says, a product combining "a common language or (closely
related dialect) and ... a community of historical traditions.
According to Hayes, nationality is the product of remembered
or imagined factors from a people's past which together
produce the conviction of being a separate and distinct part

of mankind.

Boyd C. Shafer (1953) points out that everywhere men
seeks realization of their dearest dreams, whatever they may
be, within their nations. Everywhere they erect their nation
into bulwarks, no matter how weak, against adversity. This
devotion to their nation he calls "nationalism."

Karl W. Deutsch approached the problem with the help of
communication theory and cybernetics. In place of the
conventional political, economic, and cultural factors, one or
more of which seems always to be missing, Deutsch proposed

that the test of nationality (a term he prefers to
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nationalism) be the ability of a people to communicate more

effectively with their fellow members than with outsiders.

Benedict Anderson (1990) saw the development of the
printing press and the standardization of language, and the
emergence of written vernacular literatures which followed
making possible "imagined communities" much grander than the
actual ones which existed before. For this reason, the modern
nation, national consciousness, and eventually nationalism,
developed. The bourgecis intelligentsia brought into being by
the print revolution "invited the masses into history." He
claims that the rise of nationalism has coincided with the

decline of religion as a social force.

Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1993) states in his book

Pandemonium, that a distinction exists between ethnic group
and nation, between ethnicity and nationality, but that "it is
a distinction of degree. The nation is the "highest" form of
the ethnic group, denoting a subjective state of mind as
regards ancestry, but also, almost always, an objective claim
to forms of territorial autonomy ranging from a regional

assembly to full-blown independence."

Almost every activity and idea seems to conspire to

promote Palestinian "diaspora nationalism" which is a term

defined by Snyder (1982) as, "The nations sentiment of a
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special group dispersed among another people and resistant to
assimilation (Snyder, 1982:xv). Everything they see and hear
reinforce this; television, home societies, weddings,
funerals, and music. He believes that if nationalism is to be
substituted by some new loyalty such as religion, some other
realities, some new myths will have to provide as much and

touch the citizens as deeply.

The criteria most often used to define an ethnic group
are culture, language, religion, race, or region. (Rothschild,
1981). Palestinians after the 1948 period are, however, a
puzzlement. They live throughout the Arab countries in the
Middle East, in Europe and the Americas and are therefore no
linger residents of a single region. Palestinians may be
Sunni muslims, Shiite muslims, Druze, or Christians of various
sects. Although dialect may possibly identify them, they have
in many cases adapted to the dialect of the country where they
live. in terms of customs, food, clothing they are not

significantly different from other Arabs in the Middle East.

The Case of the Palestinians
Although Palestinian Americans are difficult to pinpoint
numerically, it is estimated that there are between 150,000

and 250,000 Palestinians in the U.S.' This figure accounts

' No reliable Inmigration or Census figures exist for

Palestinian Americans because the U.s Immigration and
Naturalization Service has only rarely recognized "Palestinian" as
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for approximately 10% of the 2 million Arab Americans.
In the 1980 census, the first in which respondents had an
opportunity to list their ancestry, only 21,288 individuals

listed Palestinian.?

The Palestinian Statistical Abstract for 1983 lists
108,045 Palestinians as living in U.S. But educated guesses
by those active in Arab-American organizations fall in the

200,000 - 400,000 range.

There has been a constant migration of Palestinians since
1948 between different communities in the Arab world and
beyond, either for work, study, or marriage, just as there
have been periodic expulsions of Palestinians frocm Palestine
and from Arab countries, depending on the prevailing political
climate. The resulting configuration of Palestinian society
is that of a series of scattered and diverse communities that
has been called by some the "Palestinian diaspora." The term
"diaspora® has most often been used to refer to the dispersed
condition of world Jewry, but it has also been applied to
other ethnic communities such as the Armenians and

Palestinians. In Arabic, the most common word for diaspora is

a Nationality.

2 Many reasons can account for that: many Palestinians hold
Jordanian, Lebanese or Syrian passports, others continue to hold
Israeli Identity cards (Hawiyah) -~and many prefer not to divulge
that information for fear of repercussions by the American
government.
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Shatat (dispersal). However the word Ghurbah (a state of
exile and alienation- The Palestinian equivalent of the Jewish
Diaspora), the root of which carries the meaning of stranger
or outsider, is also used. Several other words are also used
to describe the Palestinians' condition: Manfa (exile) and

Tasharrud (banishment).

Researchers typically have studied Palestinian diaspora
communities in the Arab World (Brand,1982) and have concluded
that the family network and village ties that held pre-1948
Palestinian society together have continued to function in the
diaspora, along with a wide array of popular organizations
formed after 1948 specifically to bring the diaspora together,
and have accounted for the Palestinians' political survival
"yithout the family and other basic social relationships." If
it were not for that, one researcher (Ghabra, 1987) concludes,
"Palestinian society would have been totally fragmented and
almost non-existent after 1948.% Survival has also required,
according to another researcher (Yusuf, 1973), "a new
framework capable of mobilizing a once unified, now scattered
people to reassert their identity and national rights,"
Organizations developed out of needs and efforts from both the
communities in the diaspora and from initiatives of the PLO
leadership. The goal was to mobhilize all members of the
diaspora communities to serve the national cause. "As the

bridge between the vast majority of Palestinians and the
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“revolution," they were to assume responsibility for creating
experienced, capable, and politically aware cadres to lead the

political work." (Yusuf,1973: 145)

Naseer Aruri and Samih Farsoun (1980), in discussing
diaspora Palestinian involvement in politics, summarized it
as:

"Palestinians were most active in creating and
participating in student's, teacher's, women's,
and worker's unions and syndicates in nearly all
all the host countries. These organizations took
on political coloring in addition to their economic
and organizational functions. Furthermore, the
Palestinians were first in the streets in support of
progressive political and social demonstrations and
strikes. 1In short, because of their tragedy, Pales-
tinians, became and continue to be a highly peclitical
people.....Hence, recognizing this general political
thrust of Palestinians is crucial for understanding

the behavior and relationships of Palestinian commu-
nities to the host governments and people."

The concept most central to understanding the position of
a Palestinian diaspora community in a host society such as the
United States and their mobilization through the elaboration
of separate organizations, is that of "marginality."
Marginality, refers to a condition of lack of integration into
the political or productive economic structure of the host
society.
In the United States, this has taken the form of a variety of
sociopolitical organizations of students, women, laborers,
teachers and so on. Family and village networks and

sociopolitical institutions also operate in the U.S. and serve
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to forge a common political identity.

According to Farah (1977), who studied the political
socialization of Palestininian children in XKuwait, the
Palestinian children are taught the symbols, rituals, myths,
and values of their identity. The author concluded that
Palestinians, despite differences due to gender and
socioeconomic background, are still attached to the

Palestinian cause and identify themselves as Palestinians.

Rosemary Sayigh (1977) in one study, demonstrated that
Palestinian identity among camp residents is based on a number
of factors including historical background different from
other Arab nations, displacement, poverty, oppression,
uncertainty about Arab support, development of national
identities within the Arab World, establishment of the PLO,
and kin and neighborhood solidarity. The author considered
displacement a central factor that led to consolidation of

Palestinian relations and supported their identity.

According to Brand (1988:11), "More likely, both
processes personal choice and imposition from outside activate
a given identity, with the degree of input from each source
variable and depending upon the individual and his or her
situation. Furthermore, the identity a perscn or group will

choose or have chosen for it is not predetermined or fixed.
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While religion may prove salient in one period, language,
class, or region may tale on greater significance in another,
depending upon the configuration of economic and political
forces in society and how they affect the individual.
Therefore, the historical experience of direct and continuing
confrontation with Zionism and the resulting dispossession and
statelessness have been the most basic factors that have
shaped-not created - a Palestinian identity and nationalism as

distinct and separate from other Arab nationalism.

Don Peretz (1972) in discussing Palestinian success in
the Diaspora states, "Despite their successes in the material
world, few Palestinians have abandoned attachment to their
homeland. Indeed, it is often the successful who are the most
outspoken advocates of irredentist policies, providing
substantial financial support for guerilla activities against
Israel such as those of al-Fateh. Often, 1like Jewish
nationalists who settled in America or Europe, Palestinians
who have gone abroad, or who have become successful in
countries distant from their homeland have been most militant

in support of nationalist aSpirations."

According to the criteria most often used to define an
ethnic group- culture, language, religion, race, or region
(Rothschild, 1981; Geertz, 1963) - Palestinians in the post-

1948 period are an enigma. They have come to live throughout
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the Middle East, Europe and North and South America and thus
are no longer residents of a single region. Palestinians may
be Sunni Muslims, Druze, or Christians of a variety of sects.
Although dialect may automatically identify them, in many
cases they have adapted to the dialect of the country of their
residence or have at least been influenced by it. Culturally,
they do not differ significantly from other communities of the
Middle East, either in clething, food, or customs.
Additionally, regional differences do exist; indeed the
rural/urban distinctions are often the more salient. However,
such regionalism are viewed as subcultural variations and not

as bases of ethnically distinctive communities.

For Palestinians more than any other ethnic group,
political consciousness and political solidarity with the home
society, are important factors in their ethnic identification.
In this study a distinction must be made between political
activism and political consciousness. Most Palestinians are
not politically active, for reasons that include fear of
repercussions in the U.S and/or repercussions in their home
society if they return. The vast majority may not attend
local political functions or participate in demonstrations.
At the same time, it is rare to find a Palestinian who is
ignorant of the origins of the Palestinian problem or unaware

of the political issues involved in the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



20

For Palestinians in +the United States, political
consciousness, political involvement, and ties to politics in
their country of origin continue to reinforce their ethnic
identity. Their nationality gives them a collective feeling
of belonging to a Palestinian nationality which persists among

members of the ethnic community living in the United States.

Palestinian Americans tend to be more active in church or
mosque groups and social organizations particularly town
associations than in explicitly political organizations' but
it is difficult to draw the line between the social and the
political or to say with any certainty that a social gathering

is not by its very occurrence a political statement.

According to Linda Basch (1980), "“The literature on
voluntary or ethnic associations demonstrates that these
organizations provide an important mode of adaptation for
immigrants in new urban environments. One focus has been, on
the role voluntary associations play in fostering immigrants'
links to the home society-through encouraging a continued
involvement in the community and political life of the home
society. This has been demonstrated by Dominican immigrants in
New York (George, 1984) and Vincentians and Grenadians (Basch,
1980) . According to Basch, these associations are
continuously involved with the economic development and

political life of the home societies.
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Although for many Palestinians adjustment and adaptation
to American life has been relatively easy, the degree of
Palestinian adaptation to American scciety covers the spectrun
from rejection or resistance to assimilation according to
Kathleen Christison (1988):
1) Rejection/resistance to American Society:
2) Accommodation

3) Assimilation

Rejection: Total rejection of American society is rare but it
is still possible to live in the United States without ever
becoming a part of it. According to Louise Cainkar (1988),
cultural alienation is more often the case with Palestinian
women, who, because of Arab cultural and religion strictures,
are often prevented from integrating in American society. 1In
her study of Muslim Palestinian women in Chicago, she
concluded that because women are the principal protectors and
transmitters of Palestinian culture, they are often
deliberately kept apart from the American mainstream.
According to Cainkar, "Many Palestinian men and women fear
that the entire familial foundation of the society will
collapse if women focus their energies elsewhere than the
family."

Rejection is also true of the elderly, who might come to
the United States accompanving grown children who immigrate.

These elderly immigrants most often live with their children,
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never learn English, do not work, depend on family for
transportation, and socialize only with family or other

Palestinians. (Christison, 1988)

Accommodation: There is a larger middle ground of Palestinians
between the alienated and the fully adapted, who are
comfortable in the United States but regard it as a kind of
temporary stop on the way to a full Palestinian identity.
Within this middle area the degree of social adjustment
varies. There are Palestinians who feel comfortable
socializing with other Palestinians but who regard themselves
as socially well-adapted to the United States. On the other
hand, Palestinians who socialize easily with non-Arabs may
even count non-Arabs amcng their close friends.

(Christison, 1988)

Assimilation: As total rejection is not the norm; total
assimilation is not either. Although there are a few who join
various American clubs, vote for the Republicans, and serve in
the army, U.S. support for Israel still angers them; the
Intifadah still fills them with pride as a symbol of their own

will to survive as a people.
Additionally, first and second generation Palestinians

relate to their Palestinian identity and their Arab identify

in distinctive ways. In general, their adjustment to life in
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America differs. These differences may stem partly from the
fact that individuals in each group were born and raised
during different periods of palestinian political history.
However, for Palestinians, regardless of their degree of
adaptation to American society, generally maintain a strong
ethnic identity as a result of their political consciousness
and solidarity with their home society. This study examines
the strength of political solidarity with the home society
and whether politics is the key element of Palestinian

American ethnic consciousness.
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METHODOLOGY
Ethnography is the task of describing and understanding
a particular culture in its own terms. The goal is "to grasp
the natives’ point of view, his relation to life, to realize
his vision of his world....Rather than studying people,

ethnography means learning from people" (Spradley 1979:3)

Western scholarly investigation of the Arab world and
of Arabs has been extensive. However, Arab investigators
question the wvalidity of this research as a description of
their societies. The critiques of orientalism, expressed
especially sharply by Edward Said (1979), was directed at the
Western scholarly study of Islam and Arab society. The
critiques, whatever its merits as accurate historiographic
research, voiced a strongly felt and widely believed
perception of modern arab social theorists: that the
documentary approach of many Western scholars, with its
pervasive emphasis on Islamic tradition, lacks empathy with

and understanding of and the changing nature of Arab society.

This is an ethnographic study - qualitative rather than
quantitative. This study encompasses basic elements from the
research methodology of participant observation, interrelated
with ethnographic interviews which take place in a social
situation. In this type of research, the researcher sees the

data unfolding rather than fixed. Instead of going in with a

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



25
preconceived notion of what to find, the researcher lets the
continuous discovery of clues and data guide the study. It is
in the analysis of the data that categories and concepts take
shape and patterns begin to emerge. My purpose in conducting
such research was to tap all sources whether it be from
references, informants, statistics or by observation and
interviews. The premise is that the greater the variety of

sources, the wider the perspective gained on the issue.

I have devised a dual research strateqgy: The first part
involves historical research, synthesizing existing written
sources to gain a comparative view of the processes of change
since 1948. Second, I decided it was important to probe in
depth into how the Palestinians perceived their own situation.
Because major changes have been so rapid and so recent in
Palestinian history, the Palestinians could talk about how
they viewed the resulting shifts in personal status and in
local and national organizations and the effect of Muslim

Fundamentalism on their ethnic and political identity.

As a supplement to the historical materials, the
interviews provide an essential glimpse into the 1lives of
Palestinians living in New York. Because political conditions
have been changing so quickly, there probably is no ideal
time to interview, and any other timing would have been, in

all likelihood, similarly unrepresentative.
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Participant Observation

"To the extent that a participant observer can
participate and still retain a measure of non-
involvement, his technique provides a basis for

an approach to the problem of validity. The back-

ground of infermation which he acquires in time

makes him familiar with the psychology of his

respondents and their social milieu. With this

knowledge he is able to evaluate their validity

on the basis of standards extraneous to the

immediate situation" (Vidich 1970: 172)

Participant observation will be a key part of this study
thus allowing for conversations with palestinians in a natural
and informal way. I have developed informants who are in
strategic places in the community. Selecting representative

voices is a function of the participant observation.

Conducting research among Palestinians is bound to be
fraught with problems involving access to accurate and
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