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ISRAEL’S COLONIAL SIEGE 
AND THE PALESTINIANS

BASHIRABU-MANNEH

Ifthere’soneshortphrasethatcandescribePalestinianrealityunderIsraeli
occupationtoday,itisthis:enduringunderpermanentsiege,withoutsurren-

der.1
Myaim in the following is,first, todefend the accuracyof this state-

ment.SincetheOsloAgreementsof1993,Israel’soccupationoftheWest
BankandGazahasdevelopedintoacolonialsiege,graduallyatomizingand
stranglingPalestinianeconomyandsociety.Compoundedbyinternational
boycott,povertylevelsarenowbetween70percentand80percent,with
extremeandunprecedentedlevelsofunemploymentandrisingdependency
on food aid.2 Second, although Israeli policy is mainly to blame for this
drasticworseningofPalestinianlivingconditionssince1993,thePalestinian
nationalseculareliteisfarfromblameless.Theyhave,infact,playedajunior
yetpivotalroleinbringingthisnewregimeintobeing.Bylegitimizingtheir
people’scontinueddispossessionanddominationbyIsrael,theyhaveended
upcorruptingPalestiniannationalaspirationsforjusticeandself-determina-
tion.Withnoalternativeleftprojectinsight,religiousfundamentalismwas
destined to carry the mantle of an abandoned nationalism and drastically
increase itsownpopularpoliticalconstituency.Third, siegeandcapitula-
tionalsoeventuallygeneratedmassresistance.AswiththefirstIntifadaof
thelate1980sthatledtoOslo,Palestiniansagainrevoltedinpopularprotest
againstcolonizationandnationaldenial.Andwith theal-AqsaIntifada in
September2000,resistancewasre-legitimized.3Thistimeround,though,
conditionsweremuchworse: socialpowerandpolitical leveragewere in
even shorter supply.SuicidebombingexpressedgrowingPalestiniancap-
tivityanddespair,andarmedstrugglereplacedanearlieremphasisonmass
politicalparticipation.Iexaminethesenewformsofresistanceandscrutinize
theirprospectsofachievingdecolonizationundercontinuingconditionsof
siege,Hamas-Fatahfactionalism,andanabsenceofunifiedstrategy.
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ATOMIZEDANDENCIRCLED

Siege(orclosure)isarguablyIsrael’smostperniciousinstrumentofcolonial
controlandpunishment.ItbasicallymeansadenialofthePalestinianright
to freedomofmovement throughtheuseofhundredsof roadblocksand
checkpoints,numbering546intotal.Closuredoesn’tjustrestrictmovement
ofgoodsandpersonsexternallybetweentheWestBankandGaza,aswellas
fromeitherareatoIsraelortheoutsideworld.Itblocksfreedomofmove-
mentinternallywithintheWestBankaswell.Initiallyimposedasfarbackas
thefirstIntifadain1991,thisregimewasconsolidatedandincorporatedinto
Oslo,onlytobemassivelyintensifiedsincethesecondIntifadabegan.Asa
result,40percentoftheWestBankistodayinaccessibletoPalestinians.

InarecentreportbytheWorldBankonmovementrestrictionsinthe
WestBank,Israelwasstronglycriticizedfortheway‘closurehasbeenim-
plemented through a complicated agglomerationofpolicies andpractices
whichhasfragmentedtheterritoryintoeversmallerandmoredisconnected
cantons’.4Whileacknowledging(butwithoutgoingintothedeeperroots
of theconflict) that Israeli securityconcernsare ‘undeniableandmustbe
addressed’, the reportclearly states that ‘...it isoftendifficult to reconcile
theuseofclosureforsecuritypurposesfromitsusetoexpandandprotect
settlement activity and the relatively unhinderedmovement of settlers in
andoutoftheWestBank…Itisalsodifficulttoaccountforthediscrimi-
natory enforcement of zoning and planning regulations which minimize
the amountof land available for thenormal growth anddevelopmentof
Palestinian areas…’. As a result, the Palestinian economy has been thor-
oughlydevastatedand isonthebrinkofcollapse: ‘Thepracticaleffectof
thisshatteredeconomicspaceisthatonanygivendaytheabilitytoreach
work,school,shopping,healthcarefacilitiesandagriculturallandishighly
uncertainandsubjecttoarbitraryrestrictionanddelay’.

Muchofthishasbeenknownforyears.Indeed,fouryearsearlierSalem
Ajluni, chiefUNeconomist, described Israel’s economic strangulationof
the Occupied Territories as a deliberate ‘mass impoverishment – indeed
immiseration–aprocessthatisunprecedentedinmodernPalestinianhis-
tory’.5With the recent economic andpolitical boycottof thePalestinian
governmentfollowingontheheelsofHamas’selectionvictoryinJanuary
2006,siegehasbeencompoundedbyevenharsherrestrictions.Aspartof
whatthespecialrapporteuronhumanrightsintheOccupiedTerritories,
JohnDugard, called ‘economic coercion for regime change’, Palestinians
havebeenstrangledevenmore:‘Ineffect,thePalestinianpeoplehavebeen
subjectedtoeconomicsanctions–thefirsttimeanoccupiedpeoplehave
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beensotreated….[they]havebeensubjectedtopossiblythemostrigorous
formofinternationalsanctionsimposedinmoderntimes’.6

Sowhatstartedas‘anadhocmilitary-bureaucraticmeasurecrystallized
intoa fullyconsciousIsraeli strategywithaclearpoliticalgoal: separation
betweenthetwopeopleswithanappearanceofpoliticalseparation,butwith
onlyonegovernment– Israel–having anyeffectivepower to shape the
destiniesofboth’.7IfIsrael’sstrategybeforethefirstIntifadawastheexploi-
tationandpartialinclusionofthePalestinianworkingclassintotheIsraeli
economyasdailymigrantlabour,since1991Israelhasrevertedtoitsorigi-
nalZionist goalof complete exclusion.8Unlike apartheid, then,Zionism
combinespolitical separationwitheconomicexclusion.AzmiBisharahas
describedthelogicofZionistcolonialismas‘separation,withinseparation’:
‘Thiscolonialismdisplacespeople,confiscates their landorbypasses them
(theterm,oftenappliedtoroads, ispertinent). It“develops”the landfor
settlement,butnot for the inhabitants’.9TheprocessofZionist conquest
andsiegeis,thus,morereminiscentofwhites’treatmentofNativeIndians
inNorthAmericathanitisofBlacksunderSouthAfricanapartheid.10As
FayezA.Sayeghputit: ‘ThepeopleofPalestinehaslostnotonlypolitical
controlover itscountry,butphysicaloccupationof itscountryaswell: ithas
beendeprivednotonlyofitsinalienablerighttoself-determination,butalsoof
itselementalrighttoexistonitsownland!’11

Amajoreffectofsuchdispensability,inequality,andseparationhasbeen
a growing sense of social and political alienation. Occupied Palestinians
havebecomenotonlyalienatedfromtheirownleadership,asithasfailed
todeliverpoliticalindependenceandcontinuestobenefitfromVIPpasses
allowing it to travel freely. They have also become alienated from their
owncollectivepowersandcapacities.WhatAmiraHasscallsIsrael’scollec-
tive‘theftofspaceandtime’isthusexperiencedasamazeofbureaucratic
measuresandarbitraryrestrictionswhichpeoplehavetofaceandnavigate
as individualsonadailybasis,killing their senseof spontaneity,ability to
plan, and everyday normalcy, and resulting in a ‘privatization of the oc-
cupation’throughagrowingsenseofpersonalinsecurity,uncertainty,and
impotence.12 Stratified and segmented, Palestinians have thus carried the
heavyweightofsiegeontheirshouldersasindividualsandfamiliesrather
thanasanationalcollective:‘OnceIusedtodreamofastate’,aPalestinian
cameramantoldHass,‘NowIdreamofgettingtotheothersideoftheErez
checkpoint’.13Suchatomizationandhelplessnesswouldultimatelygenerate
averyparticularformofresistance,onethatisisolatedanddisengagedfrom
massorganizationalpolitics,asIarguebelow.
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The fact that thiswas actually the intended consequenceofOslo ismade
abundantly clear in a report issued by the Israeli human rights organiza-
tionB’Tselemin2002.LandGrab:Israel’sSettlementPolicyintheWestBank
clearlyshowshowcolonizationhasalwaysbeena‘vigorousandsystematic’
state-sponsored and state-driven project.14 Involving a ‘massive interven-
tion’bytheIsraeliarmyandbybothLikudandLabourgovernmentssince
1967,Palestinianlandwasseizedandcordonedoffinordertoestablishand
expandsettlementsincontraventionofinternationallawsandUNresolu-
tions.ThisprocessonlyintensifiedwithOslo,leadingtoa‘dramaticgrowth
ofthesettlements’andtoaneardoublingofthenumberofsettlersinthe
WestBank from1993 to2001. In fact: ‘The sharpest increase [of settle-
ment housingunits] during this periodwas recorded in 2000, under the
governmentheadedbyEhudBarak,whentheconstructionofalmost4,800
newhousingunitswascommenced’.LandGrab isunequivocal in stating
that the Israeli settlements in theOccupiedPalestinianTerritoriesconsti-
tute a serious violationofArticle 49of theFourthGenevaConvention:
‘TheOccupyingPowershallnotdeportortransferpartsofitsowncivilian
populationintotheterritoryitoccupies’.Settlementsandby-passroadsalso
violatePalestinian rights to self-determination and statehood, to equality,
property,adequatelivingstandards,andtofreedomofmovement.Asare-
sultofongoingcolonization,Palestinianterritorialcontiguityhasbeenshat-
tered,andPalestinianeconomicdevelopmentandaccesstolandsandnatural
resourceshasbeenblocked.B’TselemthuschargestheIsraeligovernment,
actingwiththecollusionoftheIsraeliHighCourtofJustice,with‘thede
factoannexationofthesettlementstotheStateofIsrael,whileavoidingthe
problems that would be caused by de jure annexation, particularly in the
internationalarena’.

LandGrabwaspublishedfiveyearsago.Thesituationtodayismuchworse.
Todaythereare450,000settlersintheWestBankandEastJerusalem,an
increaseofnearly100,000settlerssince2001.Manyofthesamemechanisms
oflandexpropriationandsettlementexpansioncontinue,buttherehasbeen
onemajordrasticdevelopmentinthisperiod:theWall.Mostlycompleted,
theWallis703kmlongandincorporatesmostoftheIsraelisettlements.85
percentofitisbuiltwithintheterritoryoftheWestBank,annexing16per
centofitsterritory.AstheInternationalCourtofJusticeadvisoryopinion
clearly states: ‘Around 80 per cent of the settlers living in theOccupied
PalestinianTerritory,thatis320,000individuals,wouldresideinthatarea,
aswellas237,000Palestinians.Moreover,asaresultoftheconstructionof
thewall, around160,000otherPalestinianswould reside in almost com-
pletelyencircledcommunities’.15Qalqiliya,acityof40,000,isalreadysur-
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roundedbytheWall,andresidentscanonlyenterandleavethroughone
militarycheckpointopeneverydayfrom7a.m.to7p.m.Bythetimethe
Wall is completed, therewillbeover400,000Palestinians completelyor
partiallysurroundedbyit.NowondertheCourtwarnedaboutthedangers
of continued daily subsistence and survival of occupied Palestinians and,
significantly,of thepossibilityof ‘thedepartureofPalestinianpopulations
fromcertainareas’.16Inordertofacilitateitscolonialobjectivesanddefacto
annexationofmorePalestinianlands,then,Israelhasyetagaincreatedthe
conditionsforamassiveforcedexodusoftheindigenouspopulation.

Thefactualrecordofsiegeandongoingdispossessionisthusprettydamn-
ing: Israel is in permanent violation of international norms and customs.
Humanrightsreportscontinuouslyandunfailinglylisttheinternationalil-
legalityof:settlements,theWall,anarbitrarypermitsystem,housedemo-
litions, assassinations, killings, Jewish-onlyby-pass roads, checkpoints and
roadblocks,andacruelandbrutaloccupationregimebolsteredbyunend-
ingmilitaryoperations andperiodic large-scale invasions.17This isnot to
mentionmorethan4,000Palestinianskilledsincethebeginningofal-Aqsa
Intifada,650in2006(atripleincreasefrom2005,comparedtoareduction
byhalfoverthesameyearofthenumberofIsraeliskilled,from54to27
–sixofwhomweresoldiers),orthemorethan10,000Palestiniansstillin
Israeliprisonstoday.18Indeed,since1967Israelhasimprisonedmorethan
650,000Palestinians,equivalenttonearly20percentofthepopulation.

Howthen,onewonders,doesanationalelitethatpurportstobeleading
itsconstituencytostatehoodandindependenceendup,since1993,partici-
patinginaprocessthathasproducedsuchadrasticworseningofPalestinian
livingconditions,weakeningifnotterminallyunderminingPalestinianna-
tional survival?Whyhasn’t thePLOeliteutilizedall theaforementioned
internationallawsandconventions,whichclearlysafeguardandguarantee
itspeople’sinalienablerightsandnationalaspirations,initsstruggleagainst
Israel’soccupation?AshortanswerhasbeenprovidedbyEdwardSaid:‘No
other liberation group inhistoryhas sold itself to its enemies like this’.19
Politicalcapitulation,or‘partnership’withtheoccupier,hasbeenthehall-
markofOslo,leavingthemajorityofPalestinianscompletelyvulnerableto
theravagesofIsraelicolonialism.

ELITECAPITULATION

Myintentionhereisnottoreviewthediplomaticandpoliticalrecordof
thePLO/PA,but to focuson twomain issues relevant tounderstanding
thenatureofthePalestinianresistancethateventuallyemergedintheWest
Bank and Gaza.20 One is legal-ideological, and the other is more purely
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political.Onthelegal-ideologicallevel,Oslounderminedthelegitimacyof
internationallawasabasisforresolvingthePalestinian-Israeliconflict,ef-
fectivelyde-legitimizingPalestinianrightsofnationalself-determinationand
ofresistanceagainstoccupation.Inonestrokeofthepen,self-determination
wasdeniedandresistancewascriminalized.Onthepoliticallevel,thePA
alsosystematicallypolicedPalestiniansocietytoensurethesecurityofIsrael
andof its illegal settlers.PArule, therefore,wascharacterizedbyacom-
binationofpolitical repression, authoritarianism, andco-optationof local
economicandpoliticalelites.Anti-colonialself-organizationandresistance
werede-mobilized,andtheresourcesforindependentpoliticalinitiativeand
participationwereeffectivelyundercut.Inthefaceofeliteprofiteeringand
collusion,popularapathyanddespairgrew,untiltheexplosionofal-Aqsa
Intifadagaveresistanceanotherimportantleaseoflife.

UnderOslo,thePLObecameIsrael’scolonialenforcer.AsArafatputiton
9September1993:‘ThePLOconsidersthatthesigningoftheDeclarationof
Principlesconstitutesahistoricevent,inauguratinganewepochofpeaceful
coexistence,freefromviolenceandallotheractswhichendangerpeaceand
stability.Accordingly,thePLOrenouncestheuseofterrorismandotheracts
ofviolenceandwillassumeresponsibilityoverallPLOelementsandper-
sonnelinordertoassuretheircompliance,preventviolationsanddiscipline
violators’.21ArafatdeclaredapoliticalendtotheIntifadaandunequivocally
renouncedhispeople’srighttoresistIsrael’soccupation.AsBurhanDajani
putit:‘ThePalestinianletterofrecognitionofIsraelineffectrenouncesvio-
lence,therighttothePalestinianstruggle.Thatletteramountedtothrow-
ingawaythemostimportantcardthePalestinianshadtoplay:Palestinian
legitimacyversustheillegitimacyofIsraelioccupation.Theresultisaseries
ofnegotiationsthatwillbeaprocessofentreatyononesideandofgiving
orrefusalontheother’.22

WhatthePLOeffectivelydidbysigningOslowasundermineitsown
people’snationalrightswhilelegitimizingtheillegalpracticesoftheoccu-
pier.Thisdidn’tjustmeanthatthesovereigntyofanoccupierwas‘affirmed’
and‘consecrated’byrepresentativesoftheoccupied.Italsomeantthatthe
agreementgavetheoccupiednolegalpowerstopreventfurtherillegalex-
pansionorexpropriationoflandbytheoccupier.AsDajaniclearlypredicted
then:‘AnunfortunateresultoftheDOP[DeclarationofPrinciples]isthat
itmakesitfarmoredifficulttochallengeIsrael’sfurtherlegislations,andin-
deedeventochallenge,asinthepast,Israelilawspermittingtheexpropria-
tionoflandandpropertyandtheviolationofrightsandlibertiesonthebasis
of theGenevaConventiononoccupyingpowers’. Israel’s illegal colonial
sovereigntywasratified.23
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Ambiguousphrasingandvagueformulationsaboutmaintainingthesta-
tusquo aside,Oslo facilitated Israel’s continuedviolationsof theGeneva
Conventionandinternationalhumanitarianlaw.Asaresult,thePAdidthe
following: it agreed tocontinuedcontrolofEast Jerusalem;made60per
centof theWestBanknegotiablewithanillegaloccupier; legitimizedil-
legalJewishsettlements;agreedtoconstructionofby-passroads;legitimized
prohibitiononfreedomofmovement,etc.24SuchabrogationofPalestinian
civilianrightsunderoccupationisprohibitedundertheConvention.This
clearlyunderminesthePA’sownauthoritytofloutinternationallaworto
selloffPalestiniannationalrights,andconstitutesanimportantresourcefor
re-legitimizingPalestinianrightsandanti-colonialstruggle.

ThecriticsofOslo,then,wereprovenright.ThePAturnedouttobe
whattheypredicteditwouldbe:acollaborationistregimerunningbisected
andrepressedcantons.Achcarformulateditaccuratelywhenhewroteatthe
timethat‘…theArafatleadership’s“Palestinianself-government”willbean
extremecaseofindirectcolonialadministration,closertoa“puppet”govern-
mentthantotheneo-colonialgovernmentsemergingfromdecolonization.
Eitheritwillbethisoritwillnotbe.TheZionistgovernmenthasdecided
toproceedbystages,beginningwithGazaandJericho,totesttheefficiency
oftheArafatapparatusintherepressivetaskthathasbeenallocatedtoit.If
thisapparatusproves itself incapableof fulfillingthetask,theWashington
Accordswillendupinthedustbin’.25TheeffectonthePalestiniansofwhat
Saidcalled‘abetrayalofourhistoryandourpeople’wasagrowingsenseof
disillusionmentandcynicism.Oslobecameacrisisofnationalproportions:
it‘plungedthePalestinianpeopleanditspoliticalinstitutionsintothemost
seriousandprofoundmoral,cultural,identity,andpoliticalcrisis’.26

Such a degeneration and diminishment of national life can be gauged
byexaminingthewayinwhichthePAreconstructedoccupiedPalestinian
societyarounditsowncapitulationandopportunism.Thisbringsmetomy
secondfocus:thepoliticsofnationalde-legitimization.IfthePLO’ssuspi-
cionofdemocracyandmassmobilizationwasreconfirmedinitsrelation-
shiptothefirstIntifada,itsheir,thePAelite,wouldtakethePLO’stight
politicalgriptoitslogicalconclusion,substitutingitselfforthePalestinian
nation.Bureaucracy and authoritarianismbecame the norm, and security
themainmeansofcontrol.27ThePAactivelyunderminedandco-optedthe
democraticandresistanceforcesthatproducedthefirstIntifada.AsGlenn
Robinsonconcluded:‘Putbluntly,thePLOinTunissuccessfullycaptured
politicalpowerintheWestBankandGazanotbecauseitledtherevolution
butbecauseitpromisedtoendit.ThePAhadtoconstructitsownpolitical
base,whichwoulddiminishthepositionof thenew[universityeducated



8

andprogressive]eliteinsidetheWestBankandGazawhileconsolidatingits
ownpower’.28Withthesupportoftraditionalsourcesofpowerlikeclans
andnotable families,old formsofpatronageandcontrolwerereactivated
andrevived.NigelParsons,whostudiedPAruleinmeticulousdetail,de-
scribesArafat’snewcentralizedapparatusasfollows:

Rather than harnessing the mobilizational capacities developed
duringthefirstintifadaandleadingresistancetocolonization,the
PAengineeredsocialcontrolthroughpatronage.Theexpansionof
thePAbureaucracydiminishedthepoliticalsalienceoftheNGO
community–theheartofPalestiniancivilsocietyandastronghold
oftheleft–throughcentralizingtheprovisionofservices,redi-
rectingresourcesawayfromthenon-statesector,andwidespread
recruitmentfromtheprofessionalandtechnocraticmiddleclass.29

ManyPalestiniansthusbecametotallydependentonthePAforjobsand
workopportunities(140,000today),andthisentangledsignificantsegments
ofthepopulationwitharegimewhichexistedmainlytodenythemsov-
ereigntyandpoliticalindependence.Withthelabourmovementeitherre-
pressedor‘politicallyquiescent’,30andwithaweakandfragmentedworking
class,reelingfromIsrael’sclosurepolicy,therewaslittlesocialleverageto
eitherwithstandortransformPAmechanismsofrule.AsNinaSovichnotes,
‘thePAhasco-optedandquelledunionleadershipaswellasthegrass-roots
movements that occasionally arise; and theunion leaders themselves lack
thediscipline,expertise,andpoliticalwilltomobilizetheworkers’.31Such
working-classde-mobilizationwascompoundedbythepoliticalleft’slossof
bearingsafterOslo.Inaclearadmissionoffailure,theheadofthePopular
FrontfortheLiberationofPalestine(PFLP)clearlystated,ashelookedback
onsevenyearsofOslo,thatthesecularopposition‘hasfailedtotransform
itspoliticaldiscourse intopractical,materialaction’,blamingdisunityand
factionalismforitsneartotalabsencefromthePalestinianpoliticalscene.32
Littlehaschangedsincethen.

An important signifier of strong political discontent came from the
CommitteeofTwentyinNovember1999.Parsonsrecountsthisimportant
episode inPalestinian dissent, and reads it as ‘presaging’ al-Aqsa Intifada.
Signedbyleadingpoliticalfigures,nineofwhomwereLegislativemembers
forArafat’sownFatahgroup,thepetitionwasentitled‘TheHomelandCalls
Us’andattacked‘corruption,deceitanddespotism’:
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Morelandsarerobbedwhilesettlementsexpand.Theconspiracy
againstrefugeesacceleratesbehindthescenes.Palestinianjailsclose
theirdoorstoourownsonsanddaughters.Jerusalemhasnotre-
turnedandSingaporehasnotarrived.Thepeoplearedividedinto
twogroups:thatoftheselectwhoruleandsteal,andthatofthe
majoritywhichcomplainsandsearchesforsomeonetosaveit.33

The signatories looked forward to thedaywhen the ‘collectiveefforts
of the deprived’ would overcome injustice and end the humiliations of
Oslo.34Arafat respondedwith severe repression, imprisoningnearly allof
thesignatoriesandsparkingoffpublicuproar,demonstrations,andsolidar-
itycallsfromalltheoppositionfactions(IslamicJihad,Hamas,PFLP,and
Democratic Front for theLiberationofPalestine). Less than a year later,
occupiedPalestinianswouldrevoltagain.Deceivedbyafalsepeaceprocess,
disappointedbytheirsubmissiveleadership,andbesiegedbymorecolonial
expansion,Palestinianscameoutintheirthousandstodemonstrateandpro-
test.Theal-AqsaIntifadahadbegun.

RESISTINGBRUTALITYANDSIEGE

Thenatureof the second Intifadawasverydifferent than thefirst,how-
ever.OneofOslo’s practical consequenceswas that the Israeli armyhad
redeployedoutsidemajorpopulationconcentrations,making itextremely
difficultforenclavedPalestinianstogetatorconfronttheoccupationforces,
unlikeinthefirstIntifada.Beingfragmentedbycheckpointsandconfined
totheirlocales‘renderedmassactionvirtuallyimpossible’.35Reflectingthe
effectsofthesiegeregimethroughthe1990s,therehasthusbeenasystem-
aticweakeningofthecapacityofPalestiniansocietytoactandorganizeas
anational collective.AsRemaHammami andSalimTamari argue,Oslo
destroyedallresourcesforcivilrebellion:

Saveformassivecandlelightmarchesandfuneralprocessionswith-
inthecities,thepopulationatlargehasbeenleftwithvirtuallyno
activeroleintheuprising.Thisisclearlynotbychoice,butasa
consequenceofthefactthatthekindsofpoliticalstructuresthat
madegrass-rootsorganizingthemainthrustofthefirstintifada,at
leastintheearlyyears,nolongerexist.Popularandneighborhood
committeesaswellasmassorganizations(andmostofthepolitical
movementsthatsustainedthem)begantocollapseattheendofthe
firstintifadaunderthecumulativeweightofIsraelianti-insurgency
methods.Their recoverywas preempted by theGulfWar and,
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evenmoreprofoundly,byOsloand the state formationprocess
itsetinmotion.Thedemobilizationofthepopulationandtheir
deepeningalienationfrompoliticalaction(untilthecurrentupris-
ing)hasbeenoneofthemostsalientoutcomesofPArule.36

ThesecondIntifadasufferedseriouslyasaresult.Itwasdisorganizedand
lackedleadership:‘Notonlywastheal-AqsaIntifadaessentiallyleaderlessin
thesenseoforganization,expressionofobjectives,andtactics;thePA[with
its40,000armedpolice],inessence,abandoneditsownpeopletothevagar-
iesofIsrael’spunishingblows’.37

Andtheblowswereindeedimmediateandmerciless.Threeweeksinto
the Intifada, General Amos Malka, head of Israel’s Military Intelligence,
wantedtoknowhowmanybulletstheIsraeliarmyhadfiredsincethebe-
ginningoftheIntifada.BenKaspitbrokethestoryinMa’arivin2002:

Whentheanswerarrivedbynoon,mostoftheofficerswhowere
present, according to an eye witness, turned white. In the first
fewdaysoftheIntifada,theIDFfiredabout700,000bulletsand
otherprojectilesinJudeaandSamaria[theWestBank]andabout
300,000inGaza.Alltold,aboutamillionbulletsandotherprojec-
tileswereused.SomeoneintheCentralCommandlaterquipped
thattheprojectshouldbenamed‘abulletforeverychild’.This
astronomicalnumberevincesthefactsontheground.38

Israel’s severe repressionandbrutality after theoutbreakof the second
Intifadahadaclearpoliticalobjective:completePalestiniansubmission.Arafat
hadnotbeeninapositiontoprovidethatintheCampDavidnegotiations
ofJuly2000,refusingtogoallthewayalongwithwhattheUSandIsrael
wantedwithoutgettingsignificantIsraeliconcessionsinexchange.Barak,in
response,initiatedIsrael’slongcampaigntobothde-legitimizeArafatasan
interlocutorand‘partnerforpeace’andtodestroythePA.39Inamatterof
months,ArafatwastransformedfromacourageousNobelLaureateofPeace
toamastermindofrevoltandterrorism.40Israel’simmediateuseofmassive
forcetocrushthePalestinianpopulardissentthatbrokeoutinSeptember
2000alsohadtheimmediateeffectofmilitarizingtheIntifadaandpushing
Palestinianstowardsarmedoperations,ratherthantryingtorevivethecon-
ditionsforsustainedcivilparticipationandmobilization.Betrayed,besieged,
anddefenceless,Palestiniansupportforarmedresistanceandsuicidebomb-
ingswasboundtoincrease.
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Threemaingroupscompetedforprimacy.TheTanzim/al-AqsaMartyrs
BrigadesemergedoutofgrassrootsdisenchantmentwithinFatah,andhad
beenactiveasananti-Osloforcesincethemid-1990s;itwasledinRamallah
byMarwanBarghouti,whowas capturedby the Israeli armyduring the
spring 2002 invasion. The Islamic Jihad was a military-nationalist group
madeupoffundamentalistsactiveinGazasincethe1980sandhadnoin-
terestinsocialworkorinparticipatinginLegislativeelections.Hamas,the
mostpowerfulresistancegroup,was,likeJihad,aproductoftheIsraelioc-
cupation,andhasbeenactivesincethefirstIntifada.Combiningamilitary
wing with social welfare and charity work, Hamas sees itself as the heir
tosecularnationalismandtothePLO’spoliticalprogrammeof liberating
Palestine,andhasimplicitlyrecognizedthetwo-statesolutionbasedonfull
independence,sovereignty,andcompletewithdrawalanddismantlementof
allsettlements.41

BetweenSeptember2000anduptoaceasefireinmid-2003,itwasesti-
matedthat96percentoftheattacksagainstIsraelitargetstookplaceinthe
WestBankandGaza,withonly4percentinsideIsraelitself.42Thiswasa
clearindicationthattheal-AqsaIntifadawasfundamentallyananti-colonial
rebellion.YetIsraelmanagedtoobscurethisessentialfactbyarguingthat
suicideterrorismagainstJewsistherealcoreofandmotivationbehindthe
revolt.AsBaruchKimmerlingputit:‘IfthesymbolofthefirstIntifadawas
Palestinianchildrenthrowingstones,thesymboloftheal-AqsaIntifada–for
both sides– is the suicidebombers’. Israelexploited this ‘togaindomes-
ticand international legitimacy for theunrestraineduseof Israelimilitary
power’.43

Suicide bombing, however, was susceptible to such appropriation and
misconception.BecauseittargetedciviliansinsidetheGreenLine,itcould
easilybemisrepresentedbyIsraelaspartoftheage-oldPalestiniandesireto
destroyJewishlifeandIsraelistatehood.Asaformofresistance,therefore,
suicidebombinghadinsurmountableinternalweaknesses.Intheirexcellent
‘OnSuicideBombings’,RemaHammamiandMusaBudeirihaveshown
thatbothasameansofrevengeandretaliationforIsraeliterrorandviolence
andasastrategyforforcingIsraeliwithdrawal,suicidebombinghassevere
costsanddrawbacks:itiscounterproductive,inefficient,immoral,andmay
evenriskde-legitimizingthePalestinianstruggleforemancipationandjus-
tice.Itsmaineffect,however,hasbeenonthedomesticPalestinianfront:

[It]risk[s]transformingPalestiniansocietyintooneinwhichthe
onlypeoplewith apolitical role are thosewilling todieorkill
while they die. The rest are confined to the role of spectators.
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Theyapplaud,butarenotcalledupontoshoulderanytaskinthe
ongoingstruggleforliberationandindependence.Thehistoryof
political struggle teachesus that such actionsbelittle the roleof
themassesandreconcilethemtotheirownpowerlessness–they
merelyexaggeratethefeelingamongexploitedandoppressedpeo-
plesthatthematterofresistancehastobelefttoafewmartyrs.44

Ratherthanbeingameansforovercomingsiegeandendingcolonialism,
suicidebombingisasymptomofatomizationanddisengagement.Rather
thanre-mobilizingpeople,itexacerbatestheirdemobilization,andrisksun-
dercuttingtheirpotentialforcollectiveparticipation.

Acriticalevaluationofsuicidebombingwaseventuallyachievedbythe
Palestinianresistancegroups,andanendtotargetingcivilianswithinIsrael
wasdeclared.Nasser Jumaa, Israel’smostwantedal-AqsaBrigades leader,
made the followingassessment in an interview in2005: ‘Wedidn’thave
aclearstrategyforthePalestinianresistance.Weshouldhavespecifiedthe
placeforitsworkastheoccupiedterritories,andmadeitstargetthesettlers
andthesoldiersthatexisttoprotectthem.Itwouldhavebeenpossiblethis
waytowinavoicewithinIsraelisociety.Itwouldalsohavepreventedout-
sidersfromdenyingourrightstodefendourlandandexpelthosewhostole
andoccupiedourland’.45HavingbeenabandonedbytheFatahPA,al-Aqsa
BrigadesremainsunableeithertodemocratizeortoreformFatah,overcome
corruption,orunitethevariousfactions,whichremainverylooselyorgan-
izedand localized.Nasser Jumaaconcludes: ‘Weare searchingnowfora
strategytogetoutofthismiserableabyss’.

ABSENTSTRATEGY

The absenceof a clear strategy for national liberation is themost urgent
problem facingPalestinians today. Israelimilitary superiority is still over-
whelming,andOslohasonlyimprovedIsrael’sdiplomaticstandinginthe
world,asitde-legitimizedPalestinianneedsandnationalrights.UnderOslo,
Arab ‘normalization’ with Israel intensified, and most Islamic and third-
worldstatesremovedpoliticalandeconomicbarrierswithIsrael.Thishas
radicallyworsenedofficial international identificationwith thePalestinian
cause,whichwas veryhighduring thefirst Intifada.The structural con-
straints on the Palestinians have thus only gottenworse.The collapse of
thePalestiniannationalprojecthasalsomadethesubjectiveconditionsof
nationalself-realizationevenharder.TheAbbasleadershipofthePLOand
PAhasabandonedrefugeerightsandrepresentation,aclearmeasureofthe
degenerationofthePalestiniancause.46
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Undersuchdireconditions,naggingquestionsremain:WillthePalestinians
beabletoformulateasuccessfulliberationstrategythatcanovercomeboth
colonialsiegeandPAcapitulation?Whatarethepoliticaltasksofthepresent
moment,andwhatroledoesmilitaryresistanceplayinareconstructedna-
tionalproject,ifany?Andhow,finally,canthePalestinianquestionreturnto
therealmofpopularpoliticalcontestation?

In theJanuary2006Legislativeelections,Hamashadananswerwhich
spoketothemajorityoftheoccupiedPalestinianelectorate.Hamas’sReform
andChangelistdeclareditsclearandunambiguousdefenceoftheinalien-
ablerightsofthePalestinianpeople,includingtherightofself-determina-
tionintheWestBankandGazaandtherightofreturnforallPalestinian
refugees.CommittedtobolsteringresistanceagainsttheIsraelioccupation,
HamasvowedtoreformthePA,endcorruptionandopportunism,work
for unity, defend political pluralism, and support Palestinian steadfastness
andresilience.47HamasalsoflaggeditsregressivesocialagendaofIslamizing
Palestiniansociety,butonlyaminorityofPalestinianshaveeversupport-
edthat(13percent).WhatattractedmostoccupiedPalestinianstoHamas
wasneitheritselaboratewelfareprogrammesnoritsreligiousfundamental-
ism(thoughbothplayedapart).Itwas,rather,Hamas’spromisetorevive
Palestiniannationalismandleadittovictory.

TheOslo frameworkwas,asa result,put intocrisis.Oslowasnot in-
tended to facilitate realdemocracy:electionswereagood ideaas longas
theyguaranteedthecontinuationofthecolonialregime,andweredispen-
sable if theydidn’t. Israel recognized thisandwas thereforeagainsthold-
ingthe2006elections.TheUS,however,wascaught inacontradiction:
itsmessianicrhetoriconthedemocratictransformationoftheMiddleEast
clashedwithitsactualhostilitytoPalestiniannationalismandtoHamas.The
USriskedelectionsandhopedforaFatahvictory(asthepollspredicted).
WhenHamaswon,thewholemightofUSimperialismdescendedonthe
Palestiniansevenharder:siegewascompoundedbyeconomicsanctionsand
diplomaticboycott.Palestinianswouldhavetobe‘starved’fortheirchoice,
astheNewYorkTimesstated.And,truetoform,sincetheneverypossible
meansof‘regimechange’hasbeentriedbyIsraelanditsallies,including:
Israeli military attacks and massacres;48 assassinations of activists; arrest by
Israelofnearlyathirdofthenewly-electedparliament;callsandthreatsby
theUS-orientedAbbastoconductnewelections;activemarginalizationby
Abbasofhisowngovernmentministers;apolitically-motivatedcivil-service
strikethatsoughttocrippletheworkingsofgovernmentministriesevenfur-
ther;endlessthreatsfromMuhammadDahlan,Abbas’smainsecuritychief,
to‘decimate’Hamas;49and,finally,Dahlan’sattempttotopplethegovern-
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mentbyforce,leadingtoseriousfactionalarmedclashes,whichleftscoresof
Palestiniandeadandaloomingthreatofcivilwarhanging.50Hamaswas,asa
result,pushedtowardsamilitaryandsecuritybuild-upinGaza,yetagainde-
ferringpossibilitiesofpopularpoliticalmobilizationandorganization.The
dangerthatHamaswillbeendlesslydraggeddownbyDahlan’sFatahinto
fightingoverthebreadcrumbsofaprisonregimeratherthanhelpingpeople
breakoutofitisveryreal.

Inspiteallofthis,Hamas-andthePalestiniansgenerally-havewith-
stoodtheglobalonslaught.Israel,theUS,andlocalPalestiniancapitulators
have all failed to reverse Hamas’s victory.51 The US, mired in Iraq, also
failedtopreventanewSaudi-sponsoredpower-sharingunitygovernment
fromforming,whichwasmotivatedbySaudifearsofIraniansponsorshipof
Hamas.Thisattenuatedthepushtowardscivilwarandnationaldisintegra-
tion,thoughclashescontinuetoeruptoccasionally.Whatthenewgovern-
menthasfailedtoachieve,however,isanendtotheinternationalboycott:
the tax-money Israel owes the PA ($700 million) is still unreturned and
international economicandpolitical sanctions are still inplace. Israel and
theUShavealsodoneeverythingpossibletoensurethatthenewgovern-
menteithercollapsesorisunabletofunctioneffectivelyorproperly.Internal
contradictionshavebeenseverelyexacerbatedbyDahlan(dubbedbyHamas
asthe‘leaderoftheAmerican,putschistfaction’),whoisindeedarmedand
supportedbytheUSandIsraelandactivelysabotagesunityandpushesfor
armedconfrontationandcivilwar.52

On14June2007,theHamas-Fatahcontradictionwasresolvedbyforce.
Fearing a US-backed military coup, Hamas rooted out Dahlan’s appara-
tusandtookovertheinternalsecurityofGaza.53Whileannouncingvery
clearlythatthiswasnotamilitarycoupbuta‘necessarystep’toremovethe
‘stumblingblock’facingPalestinianunityandnationalconciliation,Hamas’
actionwasdeemedanillegitimateaggressionbyallPalestinianfactions,ob-
jectingtotheuseofforceinPalestinianpolitics.54AbbasexploitedHamas’
strategicblunderanddeclaredanationalemergency.Healsodissolvedthe
unitygovernmentandformedanewgovernmentoftechnocratsledbythe
American-favouredSalamFayyad.IsraelandtheWesternworldapplauded
thisunconstitutionalact,promisingAbbassupportandanendtotheboycott
andsanctions.ThisleftHamasisolatedandcutoff,andriskscompounding
thegeographicalseparationbetweentheWestBankandGazawithapo-
liticalseparationbetweenaHamas-runGazaandaPA-runWestBank,an
outcomethatIsraelhasbeenworkingtowardssince1991.55SuchaFatah-
HamasdualpowersituationcanonlyentrenchPalestinianpoliticaldivision
andfragmentation.
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Whetherunity is restoredornewelectionsdeclared,one thing is cer-
tain:Abbaswon’tdelivertheindependentstatehoodanddecolonizationthat
mostPalestinianswant;whileHamas seemsunable toorganize apopular
massmobilizationagainsttheoccupation.56Therealalternativeisstilldor-
mant:anation lookson indiscontent.ThemajorityofPalestinians,who
blamebothHamasandFatahforthecurrentcrisis,areyettore-mobilize
againstIsrael’soccupationandovercomethemilitarizationoftheirpolitics.57
Collectiveself-organizationisnowPalestine’sonlyhope.

Onepositive recentdevelopment is theconsolidationofpopularnon-
violentcivilianstrugglesagainsttheWall.ThevillageofBilee’nhasbecome
asymbolforsuchlocalresistancecampaigns,withPalestinian-ledpeaceful
protests attracting Israeli and international solidarity activists joining in to
protectPalestinianlifeandland.Thoughvillagelandshaverarelybeensaved
(Budrusisanimportantexception),manyrecognizethevalueofsuchcol-
lectivepoliticalpracticesbothinbuildingupinternationalandIsraelipopu-
larsupportforthePalestiniancauseandincommunicatingthejustnessand
urgencyofthePalestinianquestion.58

Still missing, however, is a comprehensive liberation strategy. Neither
elite nationalismnor religious fundamentalismhas succeeded in this task.
TheelectionsofJanuary2006haveagainre-openedthequestionofresist-
anceasapoliticalproject.AsAzmiBisharaputit,howcan‘theoccupiers
[beforced]topayapricefortheiroccupationthattheyareunwillingorun-
abletowithstandmorally,materially,emotionally,politically,economically,
andsocially’?59CollectivemobilizationbyallPalestiniansaroundcoherent
nationalobjectivesisstillnecessary,asisclearelaborationofbothshort-term
tasksandlong-termstrategicgoals.Thesecannotbeachievedwithoutdem-
ocraticre-activationofgrassroots forcesbothinsideandoutsidePalestine.
TheclosestPalestinianshaveevercometosuchnational-popularmobiliza-
tionwas in thefirst Intifada-whatEdwardSaidcalled ‘oneof themost
extraordinary anti-colonial and unarmed mass insurrections in the whole
historyofthemodernperiod’.60Onlywhenitsrevolutionaryremembrance
comestoanimatefuturePalestinianpoliticalorganizationcansufficientpo-
liticalleveragebecreatedinordertomakeIsraelpaythepriceofits40year-
oldoccupationandbegintorectifythewrongsithascommittedagainstthe
Palestinianpeople.Anewprogressivepoliticalagentisnowimperative.No
lessthanthesurvivalofanoppressednationisatstake.
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