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An iron law of the conflict over Palestine has been the refusal by the
Zionist movement and its backers, first Great Britain and then the
United States, to make room for the existence of Palestinians as a polit-
ical community. This non-recognition is rooted in historical forces that
predate the existence of the Zionist movement and the Palestinians as a
people. Consequently, there is a tension between identity and territory,
with obvious repercussions for the following questions: Who are the
Palestinians? What do they want? And who speaks for them? This essay
calls for a critical reappraisal of the relationship between the concepts
“Palestine” and “Palestinians,” as well as of the state-centered project
of successive phases of the Palestinian national movement.

THE EMERGENCE IN 2007 of two Palestinian “authorities” in two geographical

areas—Hamas in Gaza and Fatah in the West Bank—has given new urgency to

several perennial questions: Who are the Palestinians? In what sense do they

constitute a political community? What do they want? Who speaks for them?

The nearly century-long persistence of these questions highlights some of the

iron laws and ironies of modern Palestinian history that merit consideration in

discussions about the causes and consequences of the current predicament and

about how to come up with creative strategies for achieving freedom, peace,

and justice. By “iron laws” I mean the formative historical forces produced by

the overwhelming asymmetry of power relations that have imprisoned Pales-

tinians in what Rashid Khalidi has termed an iron cage.1 By “ironies” I mean the

paradoxes of history that subvert nationalist narratives about the past. I argue

that iron laws and ironies point to the need for a critical reappraisal of the rela-

tionship between “Palestine” and “Palestinians” as concepts, and of the state-

centered project of successive phases of the Palestinian national movement.

OF IRONIES AND IRON LAWS

The central dynamic or iron law of the conflict over Palestine, since it be-

gan in the late nineteenth century, has been the adamant refusal by the most
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powerful forces in this conflict—the Zionist movement (later the Israeli govern-

ment) and its key supporters (first Great Britain, later the United States)—either

to recognize or to make room for the existence of Palestinians as a political com-

munity. This nonrecognition has made it possible for the twin engines of the

conflict—territorial appropriation and demographic displacement of Palestini-

ans from their ancestral lands—to continue operating largely unabated, as they

have for over a century. It also explains, incidentally, Israel’s central public re-

lations message, which is (as these things usually are) the reverse projection

of reality: namely, that what needs to be recognized is Israel’s right to exist.

In this sense, the boycott of the Palestinian Authority by Israel, the United

States, and, to a lesser degree, the European Union following Hamas’s electoral

victory in January 2006 is not a rupture but a continuation of a fundamental

pattern in the history of the conflict. This pattern has a long pedigree stretch-

ing from the late nineteenth-century Zionist slogan of “a land without people

for a people without a land,” to the careful political erasure of the indigenous

inhabitants in the wording of the 1922 League of Nations Mandate Charter

for Palestine, to the brazen denial of their existence as a political community

after 1948, as epitomized in Israeli prime minister Golda Meir’s infamous 1969

statement, “The Palestinian people do not exist.”2 And the pattern has contin-

ued into the more recent phase, with the iron-clad “no negotiations with the

terrorist Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)” line of successive Israeli gov-

ernments (and, with fleeting exceptions, U.S. administrations) from the 1967

war until Oslo in 1993; to the “we will not negotiate with Arafat” mantra of

the post-Oslo era; and to the “Mahmud Abbas is too weak to talk with” trope

that circulated prior to the 2006 elections. Dov Weisglass, political advisor to

former Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon, summed up this pattern as follows:

With the proper management, we succeeded in removing the

issue of the political process from the agenda. And we edu-

cated the world to understand that there is no one to talk to.

And we received a no-one-to-talk-to certificate . . . The certifi-

cate will be revoked only when this-and-this happens—when

Palestine becomes Finland.3

In other words, never—at least not until the fundamental dynamics of land

expropriation and demographic displacement have run their course to the

satisfaction of the Israeli ruling elite, thus allowing Israel to finally declare its

borders.

Paradoxically, the stubborn nonrecognition or erasure of Palestinians as a

political community is the product of discursive and material forces that pre-

date the existence of the Palestinians as a people in the modern sense of the

word: that is to say, as a collectivity whose members assume a natural and

neat fit between identity and territory, the inevitable expression of which is

state sovereignty. This does not mean that those who today call themselves

Palestinians are not the indigenous inhabitants of the territories that became
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Mandatory Palestine in 1922. Rather, it means that instead of a natural fit, there

has been and continues to be an “out of phase” tension between Palestine and

the Palestinians, as if one could exist only at the expense of the other. A feature

of this situation is a temporal lag whereby the Palestinians are continuously one

or two steps behind in their approach to events at hand, and, consequently,

systematically unable to frame the rules of the conflict. Well before it would

have been possible for the Palestinians to attain them, the rules demanded a

nationalist consciousness in every mind and a land deed backed by cadastral

surveys in every hand as prerequisites for the rights to claim the land, to speak,

and to be recognized as a political community. For the Palestinians, to accept

these prerequisites was to enter a race they could never win; to refuse them

was to be cast outside the official political process (hence leaving “no one to

speak to”).

There is no end to the ironies produced by this “out of phase” tension. Four

such ironies deserve special attention, for each marks a watershed moment of

both erasure and birth of either identity or territory (but not of both simul-

taneously). The first irony is that the establishment of a state called Palestine

represented a devastating defeat of the political aspirations of those who would

later become the Palestinian people. Up until 1920, the creation of a separate

political entity in southern Syria was by far the least-favored option among those

who articulated specific political opinions (admittedly a minority) during the

last decades of Ottoman rule.4

The second irony is that the very creation of a Palestinian state by the British

through the League of Nations was predicated upon the carefully crafted denial

of the existence of Palestinians as a political community. Thus, the long nego-

tiations between the British government and leaders of the Zionist movement

preceding the Balfour Declaration (1917) on the status of “non-Jews” (over

90 percent of the population) resulted in a formula whereby they were allowed

only civil and religious rights, while Jews were explicitly recognized as having

political rights. This formula was inserted verbatim into the Mandate Charter,

where the word “Arab” is never mentioned and the word “Palestinian” appears

only once (ironically, in reference to facilitating “Palestinian citizenship”

for Jews). Rashid Khalidi argues persuasively that the nascent Palestinian

political organizations did not come to terms with the implications of these

developments—the formation of a Palestinian state and their simultaneous

erasure—until well into the Mandate period. By then it was too late, and the

Palestinians became the only exception to the pattern of decolonization of Arab

lands after World War II. While it is not clear what “too late” means in historical

time if linearity is not assumed, Britain’s active refusal to allow the Palestinians to

form the very institutions that the Mandate was charged with developing, com-

bined with the inability of the local leaders to adapt a political culture honed

by centuries of Ottoman imperial rule in ways that could effectively counter

British rule and the Zionist project, underscore the tension between identity

and territory that has dogged Palestinians since the beginning of the conflict.

This tension is likely to continue as long as the Palestinian national movement
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remains within the conceptual terrain laid out by the Zionist movement and the

imperial powers that established the modern state system in the Middle East.

A third inversion rich with historical irony is that the very destruction of

Palestine as a state in 1948 marked the pivotal moment in the formation of the

“A third inversion rich with
historical irony is that the

very destruction of
Palestine as a state in 1948
marked the pivotal moment

in the formation of the
Palestinians as a people.”

Palestinians as a people. Of course, the privileging of a

Palestinian national identity over other existing forms

of identification had been gaining momentum since

the creation of a Palestinian state after World War I,

and there is no doubt that the Great Revolt of 1936–

39 against British rule made that process irreversible.

Nevertheless, the shared memories of the traumatic up-

rooting of their society and the experiences of being

dispossessed, displaced, and stateless are what have

come to define “Palestinian-ness.” They are also what energized the second

phase of the Palestinian national movement, which eventually led the inter-

national concert of nations, through the United Nations (minus Israel and the

United States), to recognize the Palestinians as a political community and the

PLO as its “sole legitimate representative.”

The fourth irony has not yet occurred, but very well may in the near future:

The Palestinians in the occupied territories are being force-fed a state (or two)

against their will after many decades of demanding one. I say “against their

will” because it is difficult to imagine Palestinians willingly signing off on a

deal that gives up their right of return, all of East Jerusalem, and half the West

Bank in exchange for a state with no defined borders, no territorial contiguity,

no sovereignty, no economic viability, no means of self-defense, and no control

over resources. In short, the formation of a Palestinian state as repeatedly called

for by U.S. President George W. Bush and Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert has

become the vehicle for preempting, rather than delivering, self-determination

for the Palestinian people.

CAN THE PALESTINIANS SPEAK?

The tension between land and people that permeates these ironies predates

the modern era. In a general sense, this is partly due to the fact that those

who call themselves Palestinians have the (mis)fortune of being indigenous to

a rather small and economically marginal landscape that is holy to the world’s

three major monotheistic religions and is a strategic land bridge connecting

the African and Asian continents. Consequently, the inhabitants who tilled the

fields, built the terraces, and ran the neighborhood shops have a Janus-faced

relationship to the place they call home.

On the one hand, they have woven over the centuries a thick web of spe-

cific and intimate relations to the land that informs the entire range of their

existence, from subsistence to self-worth. Without it, they would be, according

to a phrase given new resonance by Edward Said, “out of place.” In rural areas,

to give but a small example, every noticeable geological marker—whether a
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boulder, hillside, or spring—and every significant manifestation of human labor

on the land—whether a garden, terrace, or olive grove—possessed a name that

was passed down the generations. These named markers are sites of memories

that anchor durable, discrete, and interlinked social spaces (especially in the

hill areas) where individuals and communities are constituted; hence the strong

regional identities that have easily survived the nationalist turn and remain a

strong presence in Palestinian culture.5

On the other hand, this holy and strategic landscape is vulnerable to the

ideological abstractions and desires—hence, appropriation in the name of God

and civilization—of forces more powerful than its inhabitants. Apart from the

Crusades, the penultimate moment of European appropriation of this landscape

(minus people) was the nineteenth-century transformation of a collection of

districts situated in two Ottoman provinces into a European-dominated Holy

Land.6 Through a variety of scholarly and religious enterprises that involved a

great deal of walking, surveying, digging, and building, the land was secured

and redeemed. (The passionate pursuit of the same activities by the Zionist

movement and the Israeli state is but a continuation of this pattern.) In this

manner, abstractions and desires were transformed into a competing web of

specific relations to the land at the expense of the already-existing networks. For

example, biblical geographers, a new breed of academics, diligently traced the

footsteps of Jesus Christ, remapping the terrain along the way, and ultimately

shaped the borders of Mandate Palestine. Like the archaeologists, pilgrims, and

other Europeans that populated the landscape in increasing numbers, biblical

geographers usually ignored the inhabitants altogether, or else represented

them either as unsightly and irritating obstacles to modernity to be swept

away or as pristine remnants of a passing traditional society whose days were

numbered. Thus, the making of the Holy Land laid the discursive and material

foundations for the denial of the Palestinians’ right to exist even before they

became a people, and ensured the success of the Zionist movement well before

that movement was articulated.

What it means to belong to a Palestinian political community, and how others

perceive that belonging, became more complicated after the disappearance of

Palestine in 1948. Because the massive territorial conquest and demographic

displacement of that catastrophe were but links in a chain of erasures, it is

not surprising that the Israeli government and the international community

succeeded, at least for a while, in transforming the Palestinian struggle for in-

dependence and self-determination into a de-politicized humanitarian “refugee

problem.”7 Thus, and as a community denied, the Palestinians discovered that

the closer they came to finding their own voice, the more they were perceived

as a destabilizing force. This is why, for example, Arab regime politics became

characterized by a policy of sacralization of Palestine in rhetoric and oppres-

sion of Palestinians in practice, thus reinforcing the already-existing tension

between land and people.8 The two iconic moments in this regard were, first,

the annexation of the West Bank (1950) accompanied by the imposition of

Jordanian citizenship on its inhabitants (effectively criminalizing Palestinian
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nationalist speech), and second, the founding of the PLO in 1964 by the Arab

League at the behest of Egypt’s Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir for the precise purpose

of preempting a rising Palestinian national movement from speaking for the

Palestinians.

The takeover of the PLO by the Palestinian Resistance Movement soon after

the 1967 war and the historic “Gun and Olive Branch” speech of Yasir Arafat

at the UN in 1974—both of which solidified the recognition of the PLO as the

“sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people”—mark the moment

when the Palestinians came closest to speaking for themselves. I hasten to

add that as a national movement defined by exile, the PLO never paid much

attention to the Palestinians who remained in what became Israel; neither did

they develop an institutional presence among them. Indeed, and in an ironic

twist, these Palestinians were shunned and ignored in the Arab world for hav-

ing stayed on their lands as citizens of an enemy state. As for the Palestinians

living under Israeli occupation after 1967, the Fatah-dominated PLO leadership

was interested in agents, not partners. This being the case, it made concerted

efforts to prevent the rise of autonomous national political institutions in the

occupied territories, especially following the 1976 elections and the first in-

tifada (1987–91). Thus, the PLO, despite the strong popular support it enjoyed

in the territories, did not invest significant resources in political mobilization

and institution-building there until well after Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in

1982.

Nevertheless, PLO leaders, especially Arafat, deserve credit for reconstitut-

ing the Palestinian national movement and giving it a voice. It is precisely this

achievement, however, that was abandoned with the signing of the Oslo Accord

on the White House lawn in September 1993. In yet another moment pregnant

with irony, the Declaration of Principles—which ostensibly recognized both

the PLO as an organization that represents the Palestinian people and the prin-

ciple of land for peace—directly led to the virtual demise of the PLO and to

the creation of new realities on the ground that make a viable Palestinian state

impossible.

It is true that by the time the Oslo Accord was signed, the PLO was in

a very weakened state. Arafat’s success in the 1970s in pushing the Pales-

tinian national movement toward accepting a politically negotiated settlement

based on a two-state solution had prompted Israel to launch its 1982 inva-

sion of Lebanon with the specific aim of physically destroying the move-

ment’s infrastructure and easing the de-facto annexation of the occupied terri-

tories. This goal was largely achieved a decade later as the institutions of the

PLO, abandoned in Lebanon and hollowed out in Tunisian exile, were dealt

a deadly blow as a result of Arafat’s decision to support Saddam Hussein in

1990: Arab and international financial and political support were cut off, and

the large, wealthy, and politically active Palestinian community in Kuwait, a

key pillar of the PLO, was forcibly uprooted and dispersed. In any case, the

desperate Oslo gamble did not pay off. Almost fifteen years into the “peace

process,” it is clear that the Palestinians have failed, despite great sacrifices,
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to give rise to a representative and effective leadership capable of moving

them toward statehood, to say nothing of the right of return, equality, or

prosperity.

OPPORTUNITY OR DISASTER?

Three recent watershed events—the removal of Israeli settlements in Gaza

(completed September 2005), the sweeping electoral victory of Hamas (January

2006), and the failure of Israel’s invasion of Lebanon (July–August 2006)—

mark the beginning of a new stage in the history of the Palestinians’ struggle

for national self-determination. When set against the background of the U.S.

military intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan, the escalating U.S. campaign for

the isolation and possible invasion of Iran, and the recodification of political

language along sectarian and ethnic lines (especially the Sunni/Shi‘i binary),

these events pose an unprecedented challenge to the state system in the Middle

East that emerged after World War I, as well as to some of the national identities

consolidated over the course of the twentieth century. Ironically, a Palestinian

state might come into being at a moment when this system seems to be on the

verge of imminent collapse.

The first watershed event is Israel’s unilateral and accelerated imposition of

its “end game,” or what it perceives as the final status arrangements, including

borders. The evacuation of the Gaza settlements signals the beginning of the

end of a century-long process of demographic displacement and land expropri-

ation, the latest phase of which kicked into high gear following the signing of

the Oslo Accords. For the first time, it is now fairly certain that some Palestinian

lands will not become part of Israel, and that roughly half the Palestinian peo-

ple will remain within the boundaries of Mandatory Palestine. True, land is still

being appropriated in the West Bank and East Jerusalem, and tens of thousands

of Palestinians have been forced under the pressures of military occupation

and settlement building to leave their homes since the outbreak of the second

intifada in 2000.9 True, Gaza is still under occupation, for the redeployment

merely turned it from a multi-room to a single warehouse-size prison. And true,

the unilateral withdrawal did not bolster a two-state, land-for-peace trajectory.

Rather, its aim was to cement Israel’s annexation of East Jerusalem and roughly

half the West Bank, thereby preventing the establishment of a viable Palestinian

state.10 Still, and partly as a result of dogged resistance and demographic real-

ities in Gaza (1.5 million Palestinians facing 7,000 settlers), one can say with

some confidence that the long-standing debate within the Zionist movement

between land maximalists and demographic maximalists is almost settled. The

political manifestation of this compromise is the formation of the new Kadima

Party, which as a result of Israel’s March 2006 elections eclipsed the two ma-

jor political tendencies—Labor and Likud—that have dominated the politics

of the Yishuv (the pre-1948 Jewish community in Palestine) and Israel since

the early twentieth century. The demographic and territorial manifestation of

this compromise is the doubling of the settler population in the West Bank
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over the past decade and its consolidation into five major blocs. The logistical

manifestation is the construction of the multi-billion dollar barrier, bypass, and

movement-control system that facilitates the integration of Jewish settlements

in the occupied territories into Israel, primarily by turning Palestinian popula-

tion centers into open-air prisons.11

The second watershed event is the sweeping victory of Hamas in the Pales-

tinian parliamentary elections held on 25 January 2006. This victory marks

both the official end of a half century in which the Palestinian national move-

ment was dominated by a secular political culture, and the beginning of a

new phase of unknown duration in which an Islamist political culture will be

an integral, if not dominant, part of the movement. The election was not in

itself a major turning point. Rather, it was another milestone in the ongoing

slow-motion collapse since the 1990s of the post-1948 phase of the Palestinian

national movement. Other milestones include the demise of the PLO as a vi-

able institution after Oslo; the suspicious death on 10 November 2004 of Arafat

(who can be considered an institution in human form); and the implosion of

his Fatah movement after four decades of dominating the Palestinian national

scene. Indeed, the internal corrosion and lack of vitality of Fatah in its current

configuration were such that Hamas itself was surprised at the magnitude of

its electoral victory in January 2006, as well as by its rapid military takeover of

Gaza in mid-June 2007.12

On the regional level, Hamas’s victory is part of the larger trend of political

Islam’s ascendance through the iconic vehicle of the secular liberal political

order of the Enlightenment: the ballot box. The incredible scenes of women

supporters of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood scaling walls to reach polling sta-

tions sealed off by police in the November 2005 parliamentary elections reveal

a great deal about the determination of Islamist parties, which have swept

to victories in many countries, most recently Turkey, to translate decades of

grassroots organizing into political power.

It is ironic that the most ruthless regime of political and economic sanctions

in recent history was imposed, in the wake of the Hamas victory, on the oc-

cupied and not the occupier, and—of all things—for the sin of following the

very path of peaceful and democratic change they had been urged to pursue.

The unwillingness to accept the results of free and open elections dealt a fresh

blow to the credibility of the international community in the eyes of most Pales-

tinians; it also killed any hopes for a new political horizon raised by Hamas’s

decision to enter the political arena created by the Oslo Accord. The sanctions

buttressed an ever-tighter Israeli military siege calculated to slowly fragment

Palestinian society and to starve the population into political capitulation. (Dov

Weisglass described this policy in the following way: “It’s like an appointment

with a dietician. The Palestinians will get a lot thinner, but won’t die.”13) Conse-

quently, the daily life of Palestinians in the occupied territories, already on the

verge of a humanitarian disaster in Gaza, deteriorated at an alarming pace.14

The most frequently asked question in the five-star hotel lobbies and confer-

ence rooms where international financial and human rights organizations meet
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has become: When (not if) will Palestinian society collapse? And what will be

the long-term consequences?15

The rise of political Islam in the Palestinian context has led to mixed reac-

tions. Those interested solely in anti-imperialist credentials tend to see Hamas

as the Palestinians’ last great hope: an ideologically tight and disciplined orga-

nization that has steadfastly opposed the Oslo Accord and refused to disavow

armed struggle in return for the kinds of privileges and special treatment from

Israel that the Fatah leadership enjoys. Hamas also has a different mix of terri-

toriality and identity than Fatah. It stresses Arab and Muslim elements as much

as, if not more than, Palestinian ones, and it has not clearly committed itself to

a two-state solution along the lines of UN Resolution 242. To many, especially

to the overwhelmingly refugee population of the Gaza Strip, Hamas is seen as

less likely to bargain away the right of return or give up claims to Jerusalem.

It is important to remember, however, that historically, Fatah fighters have

carried out the vast majority of attacks on Israeli military targets up to the

second intifada, and roughly 50 percent of such attacks since then; Hamas,

meanwhile, has concentrated more on bombing civilian targets, carrying out

twice as many such attacks as Fatah. Hamas also has strong ties to and receives

aid from Arab regimes such as Saudi Arabia, which in turn have strong ties to

the United States. And although this is no longer the case, there was for a while

a convergence of interests and a significant degree of collaboration (during the

1970s and 1980s) between Israel and the Muslim Brotherhood (later Hamas)

in opposing the PLO. Finally, while it is difficult to imagine what Hamas could

have done to escape the sanctions trap or to dissuade powerful elements within

Fatah from working closely with Israel and the United States to sabotage their

new government, there is no doubt that Hamas made a strategic blunder by

attempting to play by two different sets of rules at the same time: as both the

government within the framework of the Oslo Accord, and as the opposition

to that very framework.16

In any case, there is more to Palestinian self-determination than an anti-

imperialist agenda. There is the question of what kind of society Palestinians

aspire to build, a question that involves weighty economic, social, and cultural

issues. Here Hamas faces a dilemma. On the one hand, it has allowed many

“Although Hamas won
partly because it is the

most effective organizer of
grassroots civil society and

self-help institutions in
Palestine, its worldview
and tactics pose a major

problem for most
international solidarity

and civil society
movements.”

Palestinians to transcend helplessness and deprivation

by combining social, moral, and political agendas in one

political language and by providing the infrastructure

for realizing these agendas at the neighborhood level.

On the other hand, although Hamas won partly because

it is the most effective organizer of grassroots civil so-

ciety and self-help institutions in Palestine, its world-

view and tactics pose a major problem for most interna-

tional solidarity and civil society movements (labor, fem-

inist, human rights, and so on), which are grounded in

the principles of secular humanism and nonviolence.17

Since the Palestinians cannot possibly achieve freedom
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and self-determination by themselves, it is imperative that they come to grips

with the following two questions. First, how can they realize the progressive

potential of international law and human rights principles without subscribing

uncritically to the underlying epistemological foundations of these principles

(which, as we know from recent history, have also anchored racism, imperial

expansion, colonial exploitation, ethnic cleansing, and genocide)? And second,

how can the Palestinians acknowledge and mine the progressive potential of

the cultural and religious traditions to which they are heirs without ossifying

them into defensive shields that reinforce internal stratifications?

The third watershed event was Israel’s defeat by Hizballah in the July 2006

war, albeit at a very high price for Lebanon as a whole. If 1967 marks the

peak of Israeli military power in the region, 2006 marks its lowest ebb. The

process of decline began with the war of attrition with Egypt after 1967 and

has continued, despite apparent successes, through the 1973 war, the 1982

invasion of Lebanon, the forced withdrawal from south Lebanon in 2000, and

the reoccupation of Area A of the occupied territories in April 2002. All these

events point to a simple truth: The use of violence to impose new realities

on the ground is yielding fewer and fewer dividends. In Iraq and Afghanistan,

as in Palestine and Lebanon, the cost to the United States and Israel of sus-

taining a high level of coercion is becoming more and more formidable. This

can be seen not only in the increasing resistance and radicalization in the

Middle East and the Islamic world as a whole, but also in the economic

hemorrhage and, more importantly, in the severe social and economic dis-

parities that are causing serious domestic discontent in these regions. The

terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 made possible the marriage between

neo-liberalism and military adventure, but that honeymoon is nearing an end.

Sooner or later—probably later, and probably after a series of horrors that

will make the hyper-violence of recent years look tame in comparison, for

U.S. and Israeli leaders still seem to be in denial about the consequences

of their failed policies of coercion—a process of political negotiations will

take root. The most important long-term political commitment Palestinians

can make at this point is to figure out new and creative ways of prepar-

ing for and framing these negotiations so as not to repeat the mistakes of

Oslo.

ACTIVE VS. PASSIVE STRATEGIES

Shortly before he died, Arafat made yet another of his “We are not Red

Indians” remarks:

We have made the Palestinian case the biggest problem in the

world. Look at the Hague ruling on the wall. One hundred and

thirty countries supported us at the General Assembly. One

hundred and seven years after the [founding Zionist] Basel

Conference, 90 years after the Sykes-Picot Agreement, Israel
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has failed to wipe us out. We are here, in Palestine, facing

them. We are not Red Indians.18

It is true. To this date, all settler societies that did not manage to (mostly)

wipe out or ethnically cleanse their native populations have failed to maintain

ethnic supremacy. It is also true that Palestinians now constitute roughly half the

population within the borders of Mandate Palestine. But there is no guarantee

that this historical pattern will hold true for the Palestinians, and in any case,

waiting for historical laws to work themselves out in the fullness of time is a

passive approach that glorifies tactics and disdains strategy. It assumes that time

is on the Palestinians’ side; that the higher Palestinian birthrate will hasten a

demographic solution; and that meanwhile, steadfastness and refusal to accept

defeat are sufficient courses of action. This passive approach is a recipe for

failure, and it has failed.

It is easy to understand the temptations of this recipe, for its primary ingre-

dient is faith in truth and progress, and its primary consequence is avoiding

the thankless busy-bee life of patient institution-building. Many of us would

like to believe that international law counts for something and will eventually

be adhered to. We would like to believe that achieving self-determination in

the age of decolonization is as inevitable for Palestinians as it was for other

peoples and that justice will prevail. These beliefs, however, are not iron laws

or even necessarily realistic expectations. They are merely the products of a

positivist epistemological orientation and/or a moral stance that guides action.

We may have already seen the best there is to see; there is no inevitability in

the salvation of the Palestinians. If the post-colonial era is any indication, the

success of anti-colonial struggles in achieving real independence or economic

development—or even in warding off future colonial occupations—has been

fleeting.

Passive strategy is also tempting for reasons having to do with the conve-

nient reluctance to abandon the primacy of the purely political, and hence

to embark upon painful reevaluations. Foregrounding the political sidesteps

the complex and sensitive task of integrating social and cultural issues into

the national agenda on the pretext that there will be time enough to do so

later, a stance that has the effect of maintaining an internally repressive and

exploitative status quo.19 It also makes it possible to avoid the burden of hav-

ing to understand global cultural dynamics in general (and those of Israeli and

U.S. societies in particular) and of having to formulate fine-tuned strategies

for dealing with them. The reluctance to engage with these crucial issues is

partly due to the enormous pressures, restrictions, and fast-paced changes that

most Palestinians are subjected to. Through mutual help and inventive strate-

gies for daily survival—primarily, though by no means exclusively, at the family,

neighborhood/village, and regional levels—they have managed to endure and

resist far longer than most observers thought possible. But this all-consuming

effort comes at a price, insofar as it fosters a strong provincial, cynical, and

self-absorbed current in Palestinian political culture that shuns the urgent need
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to look both inward and outward. Thus, the Palestinians, though the weak-

est party in the conflict, have tolerated successive leaderships that have been

largely co-opted, that have committed strategic blunders, and that have acqui-

esced in rules specifically designed to preempt substantive self-determination.

Simply put, there can be no freedom or justice without a broader definition

of what constitutes the “political” in a way that accords as much attention to

Palestinians as to Palestine, or without building coalitions across international

and psychological boundaries in ways that inevitably involve a rethinking of

what self-determination and sovereignty mean.

BEYOND THE IDENTITY/TERRITORY/SOVEREIGNTY MATRIX

I am aware that a postnationalist analysis of the modern history of a peo-

ple who have yet to achieve their national aspirations is tortuous conceptual

terrain, if not a political minefield. Questioning the territorial dimension of peo-

plehood and the meaning of sovereignty while the conflict is still “hot” could

be understood by some as challenging the very right of Palestinians to Palestine,

as well as undermining the political language of self-determination that lies at

the heart of the Palestinian national struggle. These are not trivial concerns. Is-

raeli revisionist historians can afford to dismantle Zionist nationalist mythology

precisely because there is a well-developed official Israeli historical narrative

that can be targeted, and because Israel is the superpower of the Middle East,

possessing a high level of self-confidence and achievement. The Palestinians,

by contrast, are by far the weaker party in an ongoing conflict. Their material

and cultural patrimony, from places to place names, has been and continues to

be subject to a systematic process of physical erasure and discursive silencing.

This, along with the absence of national institutions and a succession of

severe ruptures starting with the 1948 war, is why Palestinian national narra-

tives are fragmented and revolve for the most part around two binaries: era-

sure/affirmation and colonization/resistance. The first is obsessed with identity

politics and often assumes things that ought to be explained, such as how the

Palestinians became a people and what their relationship is to place. The lat-

ter is absorbed by the political confrontation with Zionism and often perches

on the moral high ground of victimhood while turning a blind eye to internal

contradictions.20 For these reasons, neither narrative genre can lay the founda-

tion for a new mobilizing political language informed by sensitivity to social and

cultural practices that produce and transform what it means to be a Palestinian.

These practices both reflect and transcend the incredibly diverse contexts in

which Palestinians live: whether under foreign military occupation, as putative

citizens of a country built on the ashes of their history, or as refugees in a hostile

world.

The above provisional reflections on the changing nature of the Palestinian

political community emphasize a long-term perspective, foreground the power

of discursive formations, and seek to promote a critical discussion of the iden-

tity/territory/sovereignty matrix in the hope that this exercise can point toward
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new political horizons.21 The motivation is as obvious as it is fraught with dan-

ger: We are at the cusp of a watershed moment filled with potential oppor-

tunities and very real dangers for the Palestinians. If the Palestinians do not

manage, sooner rather than later, to become a united political community on

the basis of a clear agenda and effective strategies, their suffering as a dispos-

sessed and oppressed people will continue into the foreseeable future, with

severe consequences for themselves and for the region as a whole.

If history is any guide, there is room for agency and for an active strategy

even in the direst of circumstances. There are already numerous calls for the

revitalization and reconfiguration of the PLO or for a new representative body—

a crucial first step. But there is little discussion of how the new or reconfigured

body will differ from the old PLO in terms of institutional structure, goals, and

program.22 Three brief comments, by way of conclusion, may be useful.

First, such a body should speak for the Palestinians, not just for Palestine,

and needs to be far more democratic and demographically representative than

its predecessor. It should be grounded in all three major segments of the

Palestinian people today: the five million or so in the Diaspora, who consti-

tute one of the largest and oldest refugee populations in modern times; the

roughly 3.8 million in East Jerusalem, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, who

have been living for over four decades under a brutal military occupation;

and the (usually forgotten) 1.2 million Palestinian citizens of Israel, who con-

stitute almost 20 percent of that country’s population. Mechanisms have to

be developed to allow the voices of all these Palestinians, especially those of

the dispersed Palestinian refugees, to be articulated and debated.23 Reconsti-

tuted along these lines, the new entity would be more accurately called the

Organization for the Liberation of Palestinians, not the Palestine Liberation

Organization.

Such a body should also be more politically inclusive. The integration of

Hamas and of the political tendencies of the Palestinian citizens of Israel is the

most pressing task. The combination of a political and territorial split between

Fatah and Hamas, and the likelihood that it will only deepen in the foreseeable

future, have greatly raised the stock of a one-state solution and made obvious

the fact that change within Israel is key. Palestinian citizens of Israel are well

placed to contribute to the formulation of effective strategies addressing these

two issues.24 As to Hamas, it is by far the strongest and most cohesive force in

the occupied territories. It can be ignored only at the expense of fragmenting

the Palestinian body politic, with negative long-term consequences.

Second, the new entity needs to implement creative long-term strategies that

rewrite the rules of the game and break iron laws. It is important to pursue, link,

and synergize three parallel goals that do not have to conflict with one another:

to free Palestinians in the West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem from military

occupation; to secure the right of Palestinian refugee communities to return

or to receive compensation; and to promote equality and cultural autonomy

for the Palestinian citizens of Israel. While it is almost impossible to imagine

how Palestinians can make progress on these fronts without the institutional
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infrastructure of a sovereign state on Palestinian land, given the unlikelihood

of such a state in the foreseeable future, ways have to be found.

Third, Palestinians cannot afford to give up the moral high ground by resort-

ing to tactics and strategies that allow for indiscriminate violence. Palestinians

do have the right under international law to use violence to end an illegal for-

eign military occupation. They also have the legal and moral right to defend

themselves against those using violence to take their lands or their lives. But

this is a far cry from glorifying armed struggle and deliberately targeting civil-

ians for political ends. What kind of society can be built on such actions? How

can grassroots mobilization take place if attention and resources are focused on

militias, especially when these militias, unable to confront the Israeli military,

have turned on each other and on their own society? And what are the costs

of such actions in terms of how Palestinians are perceived by world public

opinion, especially in the two important arenas of Israel and the United States?

All of the above calls for a rethinking of the identity/territory/sovereignty

matrix, beginning with the obvious facts that Israelis now constitute a nation

in Palestine and that the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is not just a Palestinian or

Israeli concern. The conflict has been an international concern from the League

of Nations Mandate Charter in 1922 and the UN Partition Resolution in 1947

all the way through the International Court of Justice ruling on the illegality

of the Apartheid Wall in 2004. Whatever the strategy, internationalization is

bound to take place, at least as a transitional phase. There is also no doubt

that internationalization requires compromises on the territorial dimension of

peoplehood and on sovereignty in the classical sense for both Palestinians and

Israelis. The questions are: What kind of internationalization? And to whose

benefit? Besides, it may well be that by the time the Palestinians are strong

enough, statehood might not be the only or even best form of self-determination

in an increasingly global and interdependent world, just as nationalism may

not be the most fruitful form of realizing justice, equality, and freedom for

communities bound by a single identity.

For a variety of reasons, the world has paid more attention to this conflict

than to any other in modern history. This attention can turn the weaknesses of

Palestinians into sources of strength, and it can transform the “out of phase”

tension between identity and territory into a beacon for new political hori-

zons. The iron law and ironies of their history have made the Palestinians a

potent symbol of the dark side of modernity, and the cause of Palestine has

become a conspicuous element in progressive movements across the globe.

All those who have experienced modernity not as progress and prosperity or

as self-determination and redemption, but as colonial occupation, territorial

partition, and demographic displacement, can potentially see themselves in

the Palestinian experience. But harnessing the tremendous political energy of

Palestinian communities and their supporters worldwide requires the establish-

ment of a representative entity that can clearly articulate what the Palestinians

want and why, and can define the parameters for strategic action. Coming up

with different strategies and the means to realize them involves, in turn, the
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ability to imagine different futures and to move toward a political culture that

can see beyond the identity/territory/sovereignty matrix.
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