Yusuf al-'Isa: A
Founder of Modern
Journalism in
Palestine
Emanuel Beška

Yusuf al-‘Isa was an early pioneer of modern
journalism in Palestine which began to flourish
during the second Ottoman constitutional
period. During the years 1911–14 he worked
as the editor-in-chief of the Arabic newspaper
Filastin (Palestine). The texts written by him
reflect his broad cultural horizon, progressive
modernist thinking, open-mindedness, and
aversion to dogmatism. These writings also
manifest his commitment to secularism,
Ottoman and Palestinian patriotism, and
religious tolerance, as well as a respect for
and inclusive approach to other religious
and ethnic communities within the Ottoman
Empire.

Beginnings of the Arabic Periodical
Press in Palestine
The history of the private Arabic periodical
press in the Ottoman Palestine began only
after the Young Turk Revolution of July 1908.
Thereafter, the autocratic rule of Sultan Abd
al-Hamid II (1876–1909) came to an end, the
constitution was restored, a new parliament
elected, and press censorship significantly
eased. In Palestine this spurred a sudden boom
in newspaper publication. While previously
no private Arabic newspapers had existed
in the sanjaqs of Jerusalem, Nablus, and
‘
Akka, more than thirty Arabic periodicals
were established in the years following the
revolution until the outbreak of World War I.
This was a development of crucial importance,
which led to an accelerated flow of information
and had a momentous impact on the identity
of Palestine’s inhabitants. Many of the newly
founded periodicals had a very short lifespan,
and only a few became well established.
Among the most long-lived were al-Karmil
(1908–1914) published in Haifa by Najib al-
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The team of the Arabic newspaper Filastin, Jaffa, 1993. Yusuf al-'Isa might be the first person from left in
the middle row. Photo published in 'Isa al-'Isa's memoirs by Noha Tadros Khalaf.

Khuri Nassar and al-Quds (1908–1914) published in Jerusalem by Jurji Habib Hananiya.
Most of the newspapers of this era were either weeklies or biweeklies and contained four
pages. All pre–World War I Arabic Palestinian periodicals were printed in Jerusalem,
Jaffa, or Haifa.1
The newspaper Filastin was established in January 1911 in Jaffa, and continued until
the end of October 1914. In total, 367 issues were published during the second Ottoman
constitutional period. Unfortunately, not all issues of the newspaper are extant. Of the first
fifty issues from the first half of 1911 only one has been located;2 the last twenty-two issues
printed after mid-August 1914 are also missing. The owner and managing director of Filastin
was ‘Isa Dawud al-‘Isa (1878–1950) and its editor-in-chief, his older cousin Yusuf al-‘Isa
(1870/74–1948). The biweekly appeared always on Wednesday and Saturday and for most
of its pre–WWI existence it consisted of four pages (in mid-June 1914 its size was enlarged
to six pages).3 It was a truly modern newspaper with a wide network of contributors and
correspondents. Most of its coverage focused on the Jerusalem mutasarrifate, but it was also
concerned with the neighboring districts, the Ottoman Empire, and the wider world, drawing
extensively on reports from other newspapers and several news agencies.4 With more than
a thousand subscribers, Filastin was one of the highest circulation Arabic periodicals in
Palestine.5 In 1913, the editors adopted the innovative approach of sending free copies of
the newspaper to the villages of the Jaffa subdistrict in order to disseminate information in
the countryside.6 However, this was a short-lived attempt which ended in failure.7 Filastin
was suspended three times by the government in the Ottoman era, once in 1913 and twice
in 1914. The third hiatus lasted all through World War I. The al-‘Isa cousins spent most of
the war in exile in Anatolia and towards its end Yusuf al-‘Isa settled down in Damascus,
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where he later founded the newspaper Alif Baʼ. Filastin was only reestablished in March
1921, this time with ‘Isa al-‘Isa as its editor-in-chief.8
The main reason behind the establishment of Filastin was to serve the Orthodox
Renaissance [al-Nahda al-urthudhuksiyya]. This was a movement that strove to empower
the native Arabic-speaking Orthodox Christians in the Patriarchate of Jerusalem, which
was monopolized by the clergy of Greek ethnic background. Many issues of the newspaper
contain columns entitled “Orthodox Matters” [al-Shu’un al-urthudhuksiyya] and “Orthodox
Renaissance” [al-Nahda al-urthudhuksiyya] which were dedicated to this cause.9 Furthermore,
the newspaper focused on diverse subjects including reforms, modernization of agriculture,
conditions in the countryside, trade, security and education. Other important topics were
concessions and infrastructural projects; in this regard, the insufficiency of port facilities
in Jaffa was frequently discussed. During the wars that occurred throughout the years of
Filastin’s publication (Italian invasion of Libya, Balkan Wars, World War I) much space was
given to their coverage. Finally, gradually more and more space was devoted to Zionism and
Zionist colonization, which by 1914 became the most discussed subject in the periodical.

The Life of Yusuf al-‘Isa
Yusuf al-‘Isa, an Arab Orthodox Christian, was born in the Palestinian port city of Jaffa,
between 1870 and 1874. His brother, Hanna ‘Abdallah al-‘Isa (d.1909), was the founder
of one of the first periodicals in Palestine, the short-lived semimonthly journal al-Asma‘i
(1908–09). Not much is known about Yusuf al-’Isaʼs childhood and youth. Later on, he
was employed at the Jaffa–Jerusalem railway company. He was an active Freemason and
a member of the Barkai lodge in Jaffa. After the revolution, he joined the Committee of
Union and Progress and acted as a member of its leadership committee in his hometown.
What is more, Filastin’s editorial office served as the seat of the Committee of Union and
Progress in Jaffa. Yusuf al-‘Isa actively participated in the Orthodox Renaissance, was
one of the leaders of the movement, and was elected as a member of the mixed council
which consisted of twelve members drawn equally from among the Greek clergy and the
native laymen. The council’s responsibility was to take care of social services, healthcare,
and education for the Orthodox community. Already before Filastin’s establishment he
contributed to various periodicals including al-Asma‘i and al-Taraqqi. In addition, in
1912 he became the editor of a short-lived comical newspaper Abu Shaduf founded by
Wahba Tamari.10

Yusuf al-‘Isa and the Newspaper Filastin
Yusuf al-‘Isa played a very important role as one of the founders of modern journalism
in Palestine. As the editor-in-chief of a leading Palestinian newspaper he exerted a
strong influence on a large number of people. Al-Muqattam, one of the most widely
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read contemporary Egyptian dailies, reportedly described his journalistic standing in the
following words: “Heads of Arabs in all major cities bend to the editorials of Ustadh
Yusuf al-‘Isa.”11 The majority of Filastin’s editorials were written and signed by him.
In these, Yusuf al-‘Isa discussed a broad range of subjects. He criticized the passivity of
the Palestinians, pointed frequently to various social and political problems, censured
those who caused them, and berated officials who ignored them. In spite of being an
admirer of European culture and civilization, it was not an uncritical appreciation as he
castigated the Western powers for their expansive policies, predatory intentions, and acts
of deceit aimed at non-European countries. He pointed out the double standards of the
Europeans. For example, when an act of injustice had been perpetrated in the Ottoman
Empire against a Christian, it caused a great commotion in Europe; however, when a
European had committed such an act on Ottomans, it was met with silence.12 Moreover,
he also upbraided Europeans for their haughty attitude towards the Ottoman Empire and
its inhabitants. He argued that Europeans should be prevented from buying land in the
Ottoman Empire unless abolition of the Capitulations13 takes place; cooperation should
be based on equality not domination of one over the other.14
The editor-in-chief was conversant with both European and Arab cultural and literary
heritage. His writings contain references to various pieces of mythology, literary works,
and their “authors” among them Aesop’s fables (“The Ant and the Grasshopper”), Honoré
de Balzac’s Labors of Heracles,15 William Shakespeare’s Hamlet,16 and al-Hariri’s alMaqamat.17
Yusuf al-‘Isa was a staunch secularist and an Ottoman patriot and it seems that he
developed this perspective under the influence of Western education, literature, and press:
They [Europeans] have told us in their schools, they have explained in their
books and newspapers, that religion belongs to God and that there is no bond
that links the nations [al-umam] and no association that unites the peoples
[al-shu‘ub] apart from national unity [al-wahda al-wataniyya]. ...[W] e have
started to understand that, and the adherents of the three religions in our
country have agreed to revere patriotism and to dedicate themselves with
heart and soul to love of the homeland.18
The editor-in-chief did not distinguish between Jews, Christians and Muslims in this
regard, and he saw religion as a private matter separated from the state, race and nation.
Furthermore, he was convinced that all ethnic and religious communities living in the
Ottoman Empire are equal members of the Ottoman nation, and he considered both
Ottoman Jews and Muslims his brothers [ikhwanuna al-Isra’iliyyun19 and ikhwanuna alMuslimun20]. In another editorial, published at the end of 1912, Yusuf al-‘Isa once more
openly and unequivocally demonstrated his secular spirit. After emphasizing the religious
tolerance of the newspaper, he continued by saying: “We endeavor … to allocate to the
religions two noble places, appropriate to their sublimity, whose borders should not be
overstepped, and these are [the people’s] hearts and places of worship.”21
Filastin’s coverage of Zionism clearly demonstrates the openness of its editors to
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discussion, their readiness to listen to different opinions and to modify their view under
the mounting weight of evidence. As already mentioned above, with the passing of time
this subject was discussed with increasing frequency on the pages of the periodical. At
the beginning, the editors maintained neutrality in this regard, offering space to both
supporters of Zionist colonization and to its opponents, but avoiding taking part in these
discussions. Surprising as it may seem, the way the al-‘Isa cousins treated the subject
implies that they at first considered Zionist colonization beneficial to the rural areas. In
June 1912 Yusuf al-‘Isa wrote: “[W]e have said and are still saying that we do not believe
in the existence of danger in the Israelite colonization of our vast open country; no, we
even see some benefits from it.”22 At that time the editors apparently thought that the
positive example of the Jewish settlements and exposure to modern agricultural practices
could help the Palestinian peasants to improve their situation. However, from mid-1912
Yusuf al-‘Isa’s attitude began to change as he started to consider Zionism as economically
and socially detrimental to the native Arab Palestinians. Furthermore, in the latter part
of 1913, his position went through another, even more radical change as he arrived at
the conclusion that Zionism poses a political, demographic, as well as existential threat
to the native Arab Palestinians. This gradual, but profound transformation occurred
under the impact of several events and affairs.23 By mid-1914 the editors of Filastin had
already forgotten their previous, more ambivalent attitude as manifested by the following
statement: “The newspaper Filastin since its establishment has continued to emphasise
the Zionist danger for the country and to warn the people [al-ahlin] about it and to alert
the natives [al-wataniyyin] to what threatens their existence.”24
In 1911, Menachem Beilis, a Russian Jew from Kiev, was detained and subsequently
falsely accused of ritually murdering a Christian boy. Two years later, in the autumn of
1913, he stood trial in his hometown which was covered by the media from around the
world, among them Filastin. Yusuf al-‘Isa showed strong professionalism in writing about
this affair.25 Even though the newspaper’s editorial line had by that time become clearly
anti-Zionist, he did not use this event to criticize the Jewish community. Moreover, the
editor-in-chief did not remain silent vis-à-vis this injustice. Quite the contrary, more
than ten articles discussed the trial and its aftermath in which both the editors and the
contributors unequivocally rejected the accusation and voiced support for Beilis, Judaism,
and Jews. In his editorial “The Disgrace of the Twentieth Century,” published during the
trial, Yusuf al-‘Isa wrote:
We said in the previous issue and repeat that their accusing the Jews [alYahud] of shedding blood to perform a religious ritual is a fabrication with
regard to those who believe it; an abomination with regard to those who
spread it; and a disgrace to the twentieth century, during which, if minds are
not liberated from the shackles of ignorance, God will never liberate them.26
Similarly, on other occasions he stood for the oppressed and exploited. In the summer
of 1914 he criticized two prominent notables from Gaza, Sa‘id al-Shawwa and Ahmad
‘Arif al-Husayni,27 for taking advantage of the poverty of the Bedouins in the Beersheba
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subdistrict and of their problems with the authorities in order to buy their land for a
fraction of its real value.28
Yusuf al-‘Isa and his journalistic legacy have been to a large degree forgotten. This
was likely caused by the relative brevity of his journalistic work in Palestine and his
post–World War I absence from the country after his move to Damascus. In addition, the
memory of his activities had been overshadowed by the fact that his cousin ‘Isa al-‘Isa
acted subsequently for many years as the editor-in-chief of Filastin which after World
War I became the preeminent Arabic newspaper in Palestine.
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