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ISRAEL’S COLONIAL SIEGE
AND THE PALESTINIANS

BASHIR ABU-MANNEH

If there’s one short phrase that can describe Palestinian reality under Israeli
occupation today, it is this: enduring under permanent siege, without surren-
der.!

My aim in the following is, first, to defend the accuracy of this state-
ment. Since the Oslo Agreements of 1993, Israel’s occupation of the West
Bank and Gaza has developed into a colonial siege, gradually atomizing and
strangling Palestinian economy and society. Compounded by international
boycott, poverty levels are now between 70 per cent and 80 per cent, with
extreme and unprecedented levels of unemployment and rising dependency
on food aid.* Second, although Israeli policy is mainly to blame for this
drastic worsening of Palestinian living conditions since 1993, the Palestinian
national secular elite is far from blameless. They have, in fact, played a junior
yet pivotal role in bringing this new regime into being. By legitimizing their
people’s continued dispossession and domination by Israel, they have ended
up corrupting Palestinian national aspirations for justice and self-determina-
tion. With no alternative left project in sight, religious fundamentalism was
destined to carry the mantle of an abandoned nationalism and drastically
increase its own popular political constituency. Third, siege and capitula-
tion also eventually generated mass resistance. As with the first Intifada of
the late 1980s that led to Oslo, Palestinians again revolted in popular protest
against colonization and national denial. And with the al-Agsa Intifada in
September 2000, resistance was re-legitimized.> This time round, though,
conditions were much worse: social power and political leverage were in
even shorter supply. Suicide bombing expressed growing Palestinian cap-
tivity and despair, and armed struggle replaced an earlier emphasis on mass
political participation. I examine these new forms of resistance and scrutinize
their prospects of achieving decolonization under continuing conditions of
siege, Hamas-Fatah factionalism, and an absence of unified strategy.



ATOMIZED AND ENCIRCLED

Siege (or closure) is arguably Israel’s most pernicious instrument of colonial
control and punishment. It basically means a denial of the Palestinian right
to freedom of movement through the use of hundreds of roadblocks and
checkpoints, numbering 546 in total. Closure doesn’t just restrict movement
of goods and persons externally between the West Bank and Gaza, as well as
from either area to Israel or the outside world. It blocks freedom of move-
ment internally within the West Bank as well. Initially imposed as far back as
the first Intifada in 1991, this regime was consolidated and incorporated into
Oslo, only to be massively intensified since the second Intifada began. As a
result, 40 per cent of the West Bank is today inaccessible to Palestinians.

In a recent report by the World Bank on movement restrictions in the
West Bank, Israel was strongly criticized for the way ‘closure has been im-
plemented through a complicated agglomeration of policies and practices
which has fragmented the territory into ever smaller and more disconnected
cantons’.' While acknowledging (but without going into the deeper roots
of the conflict) that Israeli security concerns are ‘undeniable and must be
addressed’, the report clearly states that ‘...it is often difficult to reconcile
the use of closure for security purposes from its use to expand and protect
settlement activity and the relatively unhindered movement of settlers in
and out of the West Bank... It is also difficult to account for the discrimi-
natory enforcement of zoning and planning regulations which minimize
the amount of land available for the normal growth and development of
Palestinian areas...”. As a result, the Palestinian economy has been thor-
oughly devastated and is on the brink of collapse: ‘“The practical eftect of
this shattered economic space is that on any given day the ability to reach
work, school, shopping, healthcare facilities and agricultural land is highly
uncertain and subject to arbitrary restriction and delay’.

Much of this has been known for years. Indeed, four years earlier Salem
Ajluni, chief UN economist, described Israel’s economic strangulation of
the Occupied Territories as a deliberate ‘mass impoverishment — indeed
immiseration — a process that is unprecedented in modern Palestinian his-
tory’.> With the recent economic and political boycott of the Palestinian
government following on the heels of Hamas’s election victory in January
20006, siege has been compounded by even harsher restrictions. As part of
what the special rapporteur on human rights in the Occupied Territories,
John Dugard, called ‘economic coercion for regime change’, Palestinians
have been strangled even more: ‘In effect, the Palestinian people have been
subjected to economic sanctions — the first time an occupied people have
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been so treated.... [they] have been subjected to possibly the most rigorous
form of international sanctions imposed in modern times’.®

So what started as ‘an ad hoc military-bureaucratic measure crystallized
into a fully conscious Israeli strategy with a clear political goal: separation
between the two peoples with an appearance of political separation, but with
only one government — Israel — having any effective power to shape the
destinies of both’.” If Israel’s strategy before the first Intifada was the exploi-
tation and partial inclusion of the Palestinian working class into the Israeli
economy as daily migrant labour, since 1991 Israel has reverted to its origi-
nal Zionist goal of complete exclusion.® Unlike apartheid, then, Zionism
combines political separation with economic exclusion. Azmi Bishara has
described the logic of Zionist colonialism as ‘separation, within separation’:
“This colonialism displaces people, confiscates their land or bypasses them
(the term, often applied to roads, is pertinent). It “develops” the land for
settlement, but not for the inhabitants’.” The process of Zionist conquest
and siege is, thus, more reminiscent of whites’ treatment of Native Indians
in North America than it is of Blacks under South African apartheid.' As
Fayez A. Sayegh put it: ‘The people of Palestine has lost not only political
control over its country, but physical occupation of its country as well: it has
been deprived not only of its inalienable right to self-determination, but also of
its elemental right to exist on its own land!""!

A major effect of such dispensability, inequality, and separation has been
a growing sense of social and political alienation. Occupied Palestinians
have become not only alienated from their own leadership, as it has failed
to deliver political independence and continues to benefit from VIP passes
allowing it to travel freely. They have also become alienated from their
own collective powers and capacities. What Amira Hass calls Israel’s collec-
tive ‘theft of space and time’ is thus experienced as a maze of bureaucratic
measures and arbitrary restrictions which people have to face and navigate
as individuals on a daily basis, killing their sense of spontaneity, ability to
plan, and everyday normalcy, and resulting in a ‘privatization of the oc-
cupation’ through a growing sense of personal insecurity, uncertainty, and
impotence.'? Stratified and segmented, Palestinians have thus carried the
heavy weight of siege on their shoulders as individuals and families rather
than as a national collective: ‘Once I used to dream of a state’, a Palestinian
cameraman told Hass, ‘Now I dream of getting to the other side of the Erez
checkpoint’.’? Such atomization and helplessness would ultimately generate
a very particular form of resistance, one that is isolated and disengaged from
mass organizational politics, as I argue below.



The fact that this was actually the intended consequence of Oslo is made
abundantly clear in a report issued by the Israeli human rights organiza-
tion B’ Tselem in 2002. Land Grab: Israel’s Settlement Policy in the West Bank
clearly shows how colonization has always been a ‘vigorous and systematic’

state-sponsored and state-driven project.'

Involving a ‘massive interven-
tion’ by the Israeli army and by both Likud and Labour governments since
1967, Palestinian land was seized and cordoned off in order to establish and
expand settlements in contravention of international laws and UN resolu-
tions. This process only intensified with Oslo, leading to a ‘dramatic growth
of the settlements’ and to a near doubling of the number of settlers in the
West Bank from 1993 to 2001. In fact: “The sharpest increase [of settle-
ment housing units] during this period was recorded in 2000, under the
government headed by Ehud Barak, when the construction of almost 4,800
new housing units was commenced’. Land Grab is unequivocal in stating
that the Israeli settlements in the Occupied Palestinian Territories consti-
tute a serious violation of Article 49 of the Fourth Geneva Convention:
‘The Occupying Power shall not deport or transfer parts of its own civilian
population into the territory it occupies’. Settlements and by-pass roads also
violate Palestinian rights to self-determination and statehood, to equality,
property, adequate living standards, and to freedom of movement. As a re-
sult of ongoing colonization, Palestinian territorial contiguity has been shat-
tered, and Palestinian economic development and access to lands and natural
resources has been blocked. B’ Tselem thus charges the Israeli government,
acting with the collusion of the Israeli High Court of Justice, with ‘the de
facto annexation of the settlements to the State of Israel, while avoiding the
problems that would be caused by de jure annexation, particularly in the
international arena’.

Land Grab was published five years ago. The situation today is much worse.
Today there are 450,000 settlers in the West Bank and East Jerusalem, an
increase of nearly 100,000 settlers since 2001. Many of the same mechanisms
of land expropriation and settlement expansion continue, but there has been
one major drastic development in this period: the Wall. Mostly completed,
the Wall is 703 km long and incorporates most of the Israeli settlements. 85
per cent of it is built within the territory of the West Bank, annexing 16 per
cent of its territory. As the International Court of Justice advisory opinion
clearly states: ‘Around 80 per cent of the settlers living in the Occupied
Palestinian Territory, that is 320,000 individuals, would reside in that area,
as well as 237,000 Palestinians. Moreover, as a result of the construction of
the wall, around 160,000 other Palestinians would reside in almost com-
pletely encircled communities’."® Qalqiliya, a city of 40,000, is already sur-
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rounded by the Wall, and residents can only enter and leave through one
military checkpoint open every day from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. By the time the
Wall is completed, there will be over 400,000 Palestinians completely or
partially surrounded by it. No wonder the Court warned about the dangers
of continued daily subsistence and survival of occupied Palestinians and,
significantly, of the possibility of ‘the departure of Palestinian populations

' In order to facilitate its colonial objectives and de facto

from certain areas’.
annexation of more Palestinian lands, then, Israel has yet again created the
conditions for a massive forced exodus of the indigenous population.

The factual record of siege and ongoing dispossession is thus pretty damn-
ing: Israel is in permanent violation of international norms and customs.
Human rights reports continuously and unfailingly list the international il-
legality of: settlements, the Wall, an arbitrary permit system, house demo-
litions, assassinations, killings, Jewish-only by-pass roads, checkpoints and
roadblocks, and a cruel and brutal occupation regime bolstered by unend-
ing military operations and periodic large-scale invasions.'”” This is not to
mention more than 4,000 Palestinians killed since the beginning of al-Agsa
Intifada, 650 in 2006 (a triple increase from 2005, compared to a reduction
by half over the same year of the number of Israelis killed, from 54 to 27
— six of whom were soldiers), or the more than 10,000 Palestinians still in
Israeli prisons today." Indeed, since 1967 Israel has imprisoned more than
650,000 Palestinians, equivalent to nearly 20 per cent of the population.

How then, one wonders, does a national elite that purports to be leading
its constituency to statchood and independence end up, since 1993, partici-
pating in a process that has produced such a drastic worsening of Palestinian
living conditions, weakening if not terminally undermining Palestinian na-
tional survival? Why hasn’t the PLO elite utilized all the aforementioned
international laws and conventions, which clearly safeguard and guarantee
its people’s inalienable rights and national aspirations, in its struggle against
[srael’s occupation? A short answer has been provided by Edward Said: ‘No
other liberation group in history has sold itself to its enemies like this’."
Political capitulation, or ‘partnership’ with the occupier, has been the hall-
mark of Oslo, leaving the majority of Palestinians completely vulnerable to
the ravages of Israeli colonialism.

ELITE CAPITULATION

My intention here is not to review the diplomatic and political record of
the PLO/PA, but to focus on two main issues relevant to understanding
the nature of the Palestinian resistance that eventually emerged in the West
Bank and Gaza.*® One is legal-ideological, and the other is more purely
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political. On the legal-ideological level, Oslo undermined the legitimacy of
international law as a basis for resolving the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, ef-
fectively de-legitimizing Palestinian rights of national self~-determination and
of resistance against occupation. In one stroke of the pen, self-determination
was denied and resistance was criminalized. On the political level, the PA
also systematically policed Palestinian society to ensure the security of Israel
and of its illegal settlers. PA rule, therefore, was characterized by a com-
bination of political repression, authoritarianism, and co-optation of local
economic and political elites. Anti-colonial selt-organization and resistance
were de-mobilized, and the resources for independent political initiative and
participation were effectively undercut. In the face of elite profiteering and
collusion, popular apathy and despair grew, until the explosion of al-Agsa
Intifada gave resistance another important lease of life.

Under Oslo, the PLO became Israel’s colonial enforcer. As Arafat put it on
9 September 1993: “The PLO considers that the signing of the Declaration of
Principles constitutes a historic event, inaugurating a new epoch of peaceful
coexistence, free from violence and all other acts which endanger peace and
stability. Accordingly, the PLO renounces the use of terrorism and other acts
of violence and will assume responsibility over all PLO elements and per-
sonnel in order to assure their compliance, prevent violations and discipline
violators’.?! Arafat declared a political end to the Intifada and unequivocally
renounced his people’s right to resist Israel’s occupation. As Burhan Dajani
putit: “The Palestinian letter of recognition of Israel in effect renounces vio-
lence, the right to the Palestinian struggle. That letter amounted to throw-
ing away the most important card the Palestinians had to play: Palestinian
legitimacy versus the illegitimacy of Israeli occupation. The result is a series
of negotiations that will be a process of entreaty on one side and of giving
or refusal on the other’.?

What the PLO effectively did by signing Oslo was undermine its own
people’s national rights while legitimizing the illegal practices of the occu-
pier. This didn’t just mean that the sovereignty of an occupier was ‘affirmed’
and ‘consecrated’ by representatives of the occupied. It also meant that the
agreement gave the occupied no legal powers to prevent further illegal ex-
pansion or expropriation of land by the occupier. As Dajani clearly predicted
then: ‘An unfortunate result of the DOP [Declaration of Principles]| is that
it makes it far more difficult to challenge Israel’s further legislations, and in-
deed even to challenge, as in the past, Israeli laws permitting the expropria-
tion of land and property and the violation of rights and liberties on the basis
of the Geneva Convention on occupying powers’. Israel’s illegal colonial
sovereignty was ratified.”



Ambiguous phrasing and vague formulations about maintaining the sta-
tus quo aside, Oslo facilitated Israel’s continued violations of the Geneva
Convention and international humanitarian law. As a result, the PA did the
following: it agreed to continued control of East Jerusalem; made 60 per
cent of the West Bank negotiable with an illegal occupier; legitimized il-
legal Jewish settlements; agreed to construction of by-pass roads; legitimized
prohibition on freedom of movement, etc.* Such abrogation of Palestinian
civilian rights under occupation is prohibited under the Convention. This
clearly undermines the PA’s own authority to flout international law or to
sell off Palestinian national rights, and constitutes an important resource for
re-legitimizing Palestinian rights and anti-colonial struggle.

The critics of Oslo, then, were proven right. The PA turned out to be
what they predicted it would be: a collaborationist regime running bisected
and repressed cantons. Achcar formulated it accurately when he wrote at the
time that ‘...the Arafat leadership’s “Palestinian self-government” will be an
extreme case of indirect colonial administration, closer to a “puppet” govern-
ment than to the neo-colonial governments emerging from decolonization.
Either it will be this or it will not be. The Zionist government has decided
to proceed by stages, beginning with Gaza and Jericho, to test the efficiency
of the Arafat apparatus in the repressive task that has been allocated to it. If
this apparatus proves itself incapable of fulfilling the task, the Washington
Accords will end up in the dustbin’.” The effect on the Palestinians of what
Said called ‘a betrayal of our history and our people’ was a growing sense of
disillusionment and cynicism. Oslo became a crisis of national proportions:
it ‘plunged the Palestinian people and its political institutions into the most
serious and profound moral, cultural, identity, and political crisis’.*®

Such a degeneration and diminishment of national life can be gauged
by examining the way in which the PA reconstructed occupied Palestinian
society around its own capitulation and opportunism. This brings me to my
second focus: the politics of national de-legitimization. If the PLO’s suspi-
cion of democracy and mass mobilization was reconfirmed in its relation-
ship to the first Intifada, its heir, the PA elite, would take the PLO’s tight
political grip to its logical conclusion, substituting itself for the Palestinian
nation. Bureaucracy and authoritarianism became the norm, and security

the main means of control.?”’

The PA actively undermined and co-opted the
democratic and resistance forces that produced the first Intifada. As Glenn
Robinson concluded: ‘Put bluntly, the PLO in Tunis successfully captured
political power in the West Bank and Gaza not because it led the revolution
but because it promised to end it. The PA had to construct its own political

base, which would diminish the position of the new [university educated



and progressive] elite inside the West Bank and Gaza while consolidating its
own power’.?® With the support of traditional sources of power like clans
and notable families, old forms of patronage and control were reactivated
and revived. Nigel Parsons, who studied PA rule in meticulous detail, de-
scribes Arafat’s new centralized apparatus as follows:

Rather than harnessing the mobilizational capacities developed
during the first intifada and leading resistance to colonization, the
PA engineered social control through patronage. The expansion of
the PA bureaucracy diminished the political salience of the NGO
community — the heart of Palestinian civil society and a stronghold
of the left — through centralizing the provision of services, redi-
recting resources away from the non-state sector, and widespread

recruitment from the professional and technocratic middle class.”

Many Palestinians thus became totally dependent on the PA for jobs and
work opportunities (140,000 today), and this entangled significant segments
of the population with a regime which existed mainly to deny them sov-
ereignty and political independence. With the labour movement either re-
pressed or ‘politically quiescent’,” and with a weak and fragmented working
class, reeling from Israel’s closure policy, there was little social leverage to
either withstand or transform PA mechanisms of rule. As Nina Sovich notes,
‘the PA has co-opted and quelled union leadership as well as the grass-roots
movements that occasionally arise; and the union leaders themselves lack
the discipline, expertise, and political will to mobilize the workers’.”" Such
working-class de-mobilization was compounded by the political left’s loss of
bearings after Oslo. In a clear admission of failure, the head of the Popular
Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) clearly stated, as he looked back
on seven years of Oslo, that the secular opposition ‘has failed to transform
its political discourse into practical, material action’, blaming disunity and
factionalism for its near total absence from the Palestinian political scene.?
Little has changed since then.

An important signifier of strong political discontent came from the
Committee of Twenty in November 1999. Parsons recounts this important
episode in Palestinian dissent, and reads it as ‘presaging’ al-Agsa Intifada.
Signed by leading political figures, nine of whom were Legislative members
for Arafat’s own Fatah group, the petition was entitled “The Homeland Calls
Us’ and attacked ‘corruption, deceit and despotism’:



More lands are robbed while settlements expand. The conspiracy
against refugees accelerates behind the scenes. Palestinian jails close
their doors to our own sons and daughters. Jerusalem has not re-
turned and Singapore has not arrived. The people are divided into
two groups: that of the select who rule and steal, and that of the

majority which complains and searches for someone to save it.”

The signatories looked forward to the day when the ‘collective eftorts
of the deprived’ would overcome injustice and end the humiliations of
Oslo.** Arafat responded with severe repression, imprisoning nearly all of
the signatories and sparking oft public uproar, demonstrations, and solidar-
ity calls from all the opposition factions (Islamic Jihad, Hamas, PFLP, and
Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine). Less than a year later,
occupied Palestinians would revolt again. Deceived by a false peace process,
disappointed by their submissive leadership, and besieged by more colonial
expansion, Palestinians came out in their thousands to demonstrate and pro-
test. The al-Agsa Intifada had begun.

RESISTING BRUTALITY AND SIEGE

The nature of the second Intifada was very different than the first, how-
ever. One of Oslo’s practical consequences was that the Israeli army had
redeployed outside major population concentrations, making it extremely
difficult for enclaved Palestinians to get at or confront the occupation forces,
unlike in the first Intifada. Being fragmented by checkpoints and confined
to their locales ‘rendered mass action virtually impossible’.”> Reflecting the
effects of the siege regime through the 1990s, there has thus been a system-
atic weakening of the capacity of Palestinian society to act and organize as
a national collective. As Rema Hammami and Salim Tamari argue, Oslo
destroyed all resources for civil rebellion:

Save for massive candlelight marches and funeral processions with-
in the cities, the population at large has been left with virtually no
active role in the uprising. This is clearly not by choice, but as a
consequence of the fact that the kinds of political structures that
made grass-roots organizing the main thrust of the first intifada, at
least in the early years, no longer exist. Popular and neighborhood
committees as well as mass organizations (and most of the political
movements that sustained them) began to collapse at the end of the
first intifada under the cumulative weight of Israeli anti-insurgency
methods. Their recovery was preempted by the Gulf War and,
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even more profoundly, by Oslo and the state formation process
it set in motion. The demobilization of the population and their
deepening alienation from political action (until the current upris-
ing) has been one of the most salient outcomes of PA rule.*

The second Intifada suffered seriously as a result. It was disorganized and
lacked leadership: ‘Not only was the al-Aqsa Intifada essentially leaderless in
the sense of organization, expression of objectives, and tactics; the PA [with
its 40,000 armed police], in essence, abandoned its own people to the vagar-
ies of Israel’s punishing blows’.”’

And the blows were indeed immediate and merciless. Three weeks into
the Intifada, General Amos Malka, head of Israel’s Military Intelligence,
wanted to know how many bullets the Israeli army had fired since the be-

ginning of the Intifada. Ben Kaspit broke the story in Ma’ariv in 2002:

When the answer arrived by noon, most of the ofticers who were
present, according to an eye witness, turned white. In the first
few days of the Intifada, the IDF fired about 700,000 bullets and
other projectiles in Judea and Samaria [the West Bank| and about
300,000 in Gaza. All told, about a million bullets and other projec-
tiles were used. Someone in the Central Command later quipped
that the project should be named ‘a bullet for every child’. This
astronomical number evinces the facts on the ground.®

Israel’s severe repression and brutality after the outbreak of the second
Intifada had a clear political objective: complete Palestinian submission. Arafat
had not been in a position to provide that in the Camp David negotiations
of July 2000, refusing to go all the way along with what the US and Israel
wanted without getting significant Israeli concessions in exchange. Barak, in
response, initiated Israel’s long campaign to both de-legitimize Arafat as an
interlocutor and ‘partner for peace’ and to destroy the PA.* In a matter of
months, Arafat was transformed from a courageous Nobel Laureate of Peace
to a mastermind of revolt and terrorism.* Israel’s immediate use of massive
force to crush the Palestinian popular dissent that broke out in September
2000 also had the immediate effect of militarizing the Intifada and pushing
Palestinians towards armed operations, rather than trying to revive the con-
ditions for sustained civil participation and mobilization. Betrayed, besieged,
and defenceless, Palestinian support for armed resistance and suicide bomb-
ings was bound to increase.
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Three main groups competed for primacy. The Tanzim/al-Aqsa Martyrs
Brigades emerged out of grassroots disenchantment within Fatah, and had
been active as an anti-Oslo force since the mid-1990s; it was led in Ramallah
by Marwan Barghouti, who was captured by the Israeli army during the
spring 2002 invasion. The Islamic Jihad was a military-nationalist group
made up of fundamentalists active in Gaza since the 1980s and had no in-
terest in social work or in participating in Legislative elections. Hamas, the
most powerful resistance group, was, like Jihad, a product of the Israeli oc-
cupation, and has been active since the first Intifada. Combining a military
wing with social welfare and charity work, Hamas sees itself as the heir
to secular nationalism and to the PLO’s political programme of liberating
Palestine, and has implicitly recognized the two-state solution based on full
independence, sovereignty, and complete withdrawal and dismantlement of
all settlements.*

Between September 2000 and up to a ceasefire in mid-2003, it was esti-
mated that 96 per cent of the attacks against Israeli targets took place in the
West Bank and Gaza, with only 4 per cent inside Israel itself.* This was a
clear indication that the al-Agsa Intifada was fundamentally an anti-colonial
rebellion. Yet Israel managed to obscure this essential fact by arguing that
suicide terrorism against Jews is the real core of and motivation behind the
revolt. As Baruch Kimmerling put it: ‘If the symbol of the first Intifada was
Palestinian children throwing stones, the symbol of the al-Agsa Intifada — for
both sides — is the suicide bombers’. Israel exploited this ‘to gain domes-
tic and international legitimacy for the unrestrained use of Israeli military
power’.*?

Suicide bombing, however, was susceptible to such appropriation and
misconception. Because it targeted civilians inside the Green Line, it could
easily be misrepresented by Israel as part of the age-old Palestinian desire to
destroy Jewish life and Israeli statehood. As a form of resistance, therefore,
suicide bombing had insurmountable internal weaknesses. In their excellent
‘On Suicide Bombings’, Rema Hammami and Musa Budeiri have shown
that both as a means of revenge and retaliation for Israeli terror and violence
and as a strategy for forcing Israeli withdrawal, suicide bombing has severe
costs and drawbacks: it is counterproductive, inefficient, immoral, and may
even risk de-legitimizing the Palestinian struggle for emancipation and jus-
tice. Its main effect, however, has been on the domestic Palestinian front:

[It] risk[s] transforming Palestinian society into one in which the
only people with a political role are those willing to die or kill
while they die. The rest are confined to the role of spectators.
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They applaud, but are not called upon to shoulder any task in the
ongoing struggle for liberation and independence. The history of
political struggle teaches us that such actions belittle the role of
the masses and reconcile them to their own powerlessness — they
merely exaggerate the feeling among exploited and oppressed peo-
ples that the matter of resistance has to be left to a few martyrs.**

Rather than being a means for overcoming siege and ending colonialism,
suicide bombing is a symptom of atomization and disengagement. Rather
than re-mobilizing people, it exacerbates their demobilization, and risks un-
dercutting their potential for collective participation.

A critical evaluation of suicide bombing was eventually achieved by the
Palestinian resistance groups, and an end to targeting civilians within Israel
was declared. Nasser Jumaa, Israel’s most wanted al-Aqsa Brigades leader,
made the following assessment in an interview in 2005: ‘We didn’t have
a clear strategy for the Palestinian resistance. We should have specified the
place for its work as the occupied territories, and made its target the settlers
and the soldiers that exist to protect them. It would have been possible this
way to win a voice within Israeli society. It would also have prevented out-
siders from denying our rights to defend our land and expel those who stole
and occupied our land’.* Having been abandoned by the Fatah PA, al-Agsa
Brigades remains unable either to democratize or to reform Fatah, overcome
corruption, or unite the various factions, which remain very loosely organ-
ized and localized. Nasser Jumaa concludes: “We are searching now for a
strategy to get out of this miserable abyss’.

ABSENT STRATEGY

The absence of a clear strategy for national liberation is the most urgent
problem facing Palestinians today. Israeli military superiority is still over-
whelming, and Oslo has only improved Israel’s diplomatic standing in the
world, as it de-legitimized Palestinian needs and national rights. Under Oslo,
Arab ‘normalization’ with Israel intensified, and most Islamic and third-
world states removed political and economic barriers with Israel. This has
radically worsened official international identification with the Palestinian
cause, which was very high during the first Intifada. The structural con-
straints on the Palestinians have thus only gotten worse. The collapse of
the Palestinian national project has also made the subjective conditions of
national self-realization even harder. The Abbas leadership of the PLO and
PA has abandoned refugee rights and representation, a clear measure of the
degeneration of the Palestinian cause.*
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Undersuch dire conditions, nagging questions remain: Will the Palestinians
be able to formulate a successful liberation strategy that can overcome both
colonial siege and PA capitulation? What are the political tasks of the present
moment, and what role does military resistance play in a reconstructed na-
tional project, if any? And how, finally, can the Palestinian question return to
the realm of popular political contestation?

In the January 2006 Legislative elections, Hamas had an answer which
spoke to the majority of the occupied Palestinian electorate. Hamas’s R eform
and Change list declared its clear and unambiguous defence of the inalien-
able rights of the Palestinian people, including the right of self-determina-
tion in the West Bank and Gaza and the right of return for all Palestinian
refugees. Committed to bolstering resistance against the Israeli occupation,
Hamas vowed to reform the PA, end corruption and opportunism, work
for unity, defend political pluralism, and support Palestinian steadfastness
and resilience.”” Hamas also flagged its regressive social agenda of Islamizing
Palestinian society, but only a minority of Palestinians have ever support-
ed that (13 per cent). What attracted most occupied Palestinians to Hamas
was neither its elaborate welfare programmes nor its religious fundamental-
ism (though both played a part). It was, rather, Hamas’s promise to revive
Palestinian nationalism and lead it to victory.

The Oslo framework was, as a result, put into crisis. Oslo was not in-
tended to facilitate real democracy: elections were a good idea as long as
they guaranteed the continuation of the colonial regime, and were dispen-
sable if they didn’t. Israel recognized this and was therefore against hold-
ing the 2006 elections. The US, however, was caught in a contradiction:
its messianic rhetoric on the democratic transformation of the Middle East
clashed with its actual hostility to Palestinian nationalism and to Hamas. The
US risked elections and hoped for a Fatah victory (as the polls predicted).
When Hamas won, the whole might of US imperialism descended on the
Palestinians even harder: siege was compounded by economic sanctions and
diplomatic boycott. Palestinians would have to be ‘starved’ for their choice,
as the New York Times stated. And, true to form, since then every possible
means of ‘regime change’ has been tried by Israel and its allies, including:

8 assassinations of activists; arrest by

Israeli military attacks and massacres;*
Israel of nearly a third of the newly-elected parliament; calls and threats by
the US-oriented Abbas to conduct new elections; active marginalization by
Abbas of his own government ministers; a politically-motivated civil-service
strike that sought to cripple the workings of government ministries even fur-
ther; endless threats from Muhammad Dahlan, Abbas’s main security chief,

to ‘decimate’ Hamas;* and, finally, Dahlan’s attempt to topple the govern-
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ment by force, leading to serious factional armed clashes, which left scores of
Palestinian dead and a looming threat of civil war hanging.’® Hamas was, as a
result, pushed towards a military and security build-up in Gaza, yet again de-
ferring possibilities of popular political mobilization and organization. The
danger that Hamas will be endlessly dragged down by Dahlan’s Fatah into
fighting over the breadcrumbs of a prison regime rather than helping people
break out of it is very real.

In spite all of this, Hamas - and the Palestinians generally - have with-
stood the global onslaught. Israel, the US, and local Palestinian capitulators
have all failed to reverse Hamas’s victory.’! The US, mired in Iraq, also
failed to prevent a new Saudi-sponsored power-sharing unity government
from forming, which was motivated by Saudi fears of Iranian sponsorship of
Hamas. This attenuated the push towards civil war and national disintegra-
tion, though clashes continue to erupt occasionally. What the new govern-
ment has failed to achieve, however, is an end to the international boycott:
the tax-money Israel owes the PA ($700 million) is still unreturned and
international economic and political sanctions are still in place. Israel and
the US have also done everything possible to ensure that the new govern-
ment either collapses or is unable to function effectively or properly. Internal
contradictions have been severely exacerbated by Dahlan (dubbed by Hamas
as the ‘leader of the American, putschist faction’), who is indeed armed and
supported by the US and Israel and actively sabotages unity and pushes for
armed confrontation and civil war.>

On 14 June 2007, the Hamas-Fatah contradiction was resolved by force.
Fearing a US-backed military coup, Hamas rooted out Dahlan’s appara-
tus and took over the internal security of Gaza.”> While announcing very
clearly that this was not a military coup but a ‘necessary step’ to remove the
‘stumbling block’ facing Palestinian unity and national conciliation, Hamas’
action was deemed an illegitimate aggression by all Palestinian factions, ob-
jecting to the use of force in Palestinian politics.>* Abbas exploited Hamas’
strategic blunder and declared a national emergency. He also dissolved the
unity government and formed a new government of technocrats led by the
American-favoured Salam Fayyad. Israel and the Western world applauded
this unconstitutional act, promising Abbas support and an end to the boycott
and sanctions. This left Hamas isolated and cut off, and risks compounding
the geographical separation between the West Bank and Gaza with a po-
litical separation between a Hamas-run Gaza and a PA-run West Bank, an
outcome that Israel has been working towards since 1991.% Such a Fatah-
Hamas dual power situation can only entrench Palestinian political division
and fragmentation.
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Whether unity is restored or new elections declared, one thing is cer-
tain: Abbas won’t deliver the independent statehood and decolonization that
most Palestinians want; while Hamas seems unable to organize a popular

% The real alternative is still dor-

mass mobilization against the occupation.
mant: a nation looks on in discontent. The majority of Palestinians, who
blame both Hamas and Fatah for the current crisis, are yet to re-mobilize
against Israel’s occupation and overcome the militarization of their politics.””
Collective self~organization is now Palestine’s only hope.

One positive recent development is the consolidation of popular non-
violent civilian struggles against the Wall. The village of Bilee’n has become
a symbol for such local resistance campaigns, with Palestinian-led peaceful
protests attracting Israeli and international solidarity activists joining in to
protect Palestinian life and land. Though village lands have rarely been saved
(Budrus is an important exception), many recognize the value of such col-
lective political practices both in building up international and Israeli popu-
lar support for the Palestinian cause and in communicating the justness and
urgency of the Palestinian question.®

Still missing, however, is a comprehensive liberation strategy. Neither
elite nationalism nor religious fundamentalism has succeeded in this task.
The elections of January 2006 have again re-opened the question of resist-
ance as a political project. As Azmi Bishara put it, how can ‘the occupiers
[be forced] to pay a price for their occupation that they are unwilling or un-
able to withstand morally, materially, emotionally, politically, economically,
and socially’?® Collective mobilization by all Palestinians around coherent
national objectives is still necessary, as is clear elaboration of both short-term
tasks and long-term strategic goals. These cannot be achieved without dem-
ocratic re-activation of grassroots forces both inside and outside Palestine.
The closest Palestinians have ever come to such national-popular mobiliza-
tion was in the first Intifada - what Edward Said called ‘one of the most
extraordinary anti-colonial and unarmed mass insurrections in the whole
history of the modern period’.®” Only when its revolutionary remembrance
comes to animate future Palestinian political organization can sufficient po-
litical leverage be created in order to make Israel pay the price of its 40 year-
old occupation and begin to rectify the wrongs it has committed against the
Palestinian people. A new progressive political agent is now imperative. No
less than the survival of an oppressed nation is at stake.
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