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The Gaza Strip
Humanitarian Crisis and Lost Statehood

Tareq Baconi

The Oslo Accords defined a moment of transition in which the Palestinian
liberation project moved from a focus on armed struggle and revolution towards
negotiation and state-building under occupation. While many were initially
hopeful about the Oslo Accords, one of the unexpected effects of these agreements
was the split of the Palestinian movement into two projects: one that broadly
remained committed to the principles of liberation as first articulated by the Pal-
estine Liberation Organization (PLO), and one that adopted a diplomatic path
towards the partition of Mandatory Palestine. These two projects have manifested
themselves in divisions between and within factions, the most explicit of which is
the divide between Hamas, the Islamic resistance movement currently governing
the Gaza Strip, and the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) in Ramallah. The
Gaza Strip, as home to the Palestinian school of thought that remains committed
to the PLO’s purist vision of armed struggle for liberation, albeit in an Islamist
guise, is in many ways today a microcosm of the Palestinian national movement.
It demonstrates in contemporary fashion the costs and limitations of remaining
committed to central tenets of the Palestinian struggle. In that sense, the Gaza
Strip is also the lynchpin of the debate for determining the future of the Palestinian
national movement.

The Palestinian people are currently undergoing a period of transition into
a post-Oslo reality, the nature of which is yet to be determined. Many possible
trajectories present themselves: a reorientation and strengthening of efforts to
achieve self-determination within the context of a two-state model through inter-
nationalization efforts or multilateral diplomacy; a shift towards a rights-based
movement and the launching of an anti-apartheid grassroots struggle; an armed
uprising; or, most likely, a future that combines elements of all of the above. It
is also probable that debates and introspection regarding the optimal path for-
ward will be preempted by a tipping point that is at this moment unforeseen. The
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policies of an increasingly right-wing and messianic Israeli political establishment,
backed by American support, are actively creating facts on the ground that could
force Palestinians to react in one way or another, heightening their sense of uncer-
tainty and instability.

Regardless of the future trajectory of the Palestinian national movement,
policies that have now been imposed and institutionalized within the Gaza Strip
must be contended with. The political reality that informs and justifies present
attempts to separate and isolate the Gaza Strip is itself a symptom of a broader
unwillingness to contend with the ongoing suffering of the Palestinian people, and
their quest for a justice rooted in the catastrophic events of 1948. Past and con-
temporary political discourse, led primarily by Israel and the United States, seeks
to avoid such a reckoning by adopting humanitarian, military, and/or economic
means to assuage the need for a political resolution. Such efforts are clearest today
in Gaza, where members of the international community deal with the strip vari-
ously as a humanitarian challenge or a terroristic security threat. Within such a
framing, the political drivers that have given rise to the current situation in Gaza
are effectively marginalized.

This has resulted in the emergence of a de facto reality where dealings with the
question of Palestine are necessarily restricted to the West Bank, particularly
the effort to address Israel’s colonization of the territories there. Yet such a focus
will not in any way settle the principle drivers of Palestinian nationalism. Rather,
it is imperative to know the underlying factors that animate the status quo in the
Gaza Strip, and Israel's disposition towards it, as these are representative of
the core issues. To do so, one must also contend with the reality of Hamas. The fates
of Hamas and the Gaza Strip over the past three decades have inadvertently come
to be intertwined, and it is impossible to deal with one without understanding the
other. During the present period of transition, as Palestinians rethink their visions
of statehood and contemplate the future of their struggle, an understanding of this
interplay between Hamas and Gaza, and the historical backdrop that has led us to
the present moment in time, where two million Palestinians are sealed off by an
unforgiving blockade, is essential.

HAMAS AND THE OSLO PROCESS

In late 1988, Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat convened the exiled leadership of
the PLO in Algiers. The eruption of the First Intifada in the Occupied Territories
had finally compelled Arafat to officially adopt policies the PLO had been con-
templating for years. Since Arafat had taken over the chairmanship of the PLO,
and his movement, Fatah, had come to dominate its leadership, the PLO’s policies
had been clear. PLO factions were conducting a revolutionary “global offensive”
against Israel.' According to a 1967 statement by Fatah, armed struggle was cen-
tral to this revolution. “Our correct understanding of the reality of the Zionist
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occupation confirms to us that regaining the occupied homeland cannot happen
except through armed violence as the sole, inevitable, unavoidable, and indispens-
able means in the battle of liberation”? Fatah’s statement goes on to describe the
necessity of dismantling the “colonial base . . . of the Zionist occupation state” and
asserts that its intellectual, social, political, military, and financial elements have to
be destroyed before the Palestinian homeland can be liberated.’

Addressingthe convened attendeesin 1988, Arafat gave a speech that conclusively
broke with this trajectory. Rejecting the use of armed struggle for liberation, Ara-
fat declared the independence of the State of Palestine and invoked international
resolutions that demonstrated the PLO’s willingness to accept a state on the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip, with East Jerusalem as the capital. Arafat’s declaration
signaled the PLO’s readiness to concede the 78 percent of Palestinian land that had
been lost in 1948 and to officially renounce terrorism.* With this long-anticipated
about-face, the PLO transitioned to a diplomatic track that was focused on achiev-
ing statehood on the remaining 22 percent of “historic Palestine

The PLO’s concessions were anathema for Hamas, the Islamic resistance move-
ment that had been created in December 1987, only a few months prior to Arafat’s
speech. In its charter, Hamas stressed the indivisibility of the land of historic
Palestine, referring to the land that had constituted the British Mandate, located
between the Eastern Mediterranean and the River Jordan, over which Israel had
been established. Hamas defined this territory as “an Islamic land entrusted to
the Muslim generations until Judgement Day.”® The charter proclaimed that “jihad
for the liberation of Palestine is obligatory” No other path for liberation was viable.
The movement dismissed diplomatic efforts as contrary to its ideology, primar-
ily because they were premised on conceding parts of Palestine, but also because
Hamas believed they were unlikely to serve Palestinian interests. Instead, jihad
was defined not as a tactic but rather a holistic and effective strategy around which
the Palestinian community could rally.”

With Hamas’s charter and the PLO’ strategic shift, 1988 became a turning
point that heralded a new phase of Palestinian nationalism.® In that year, the PLO’s
resolve to sustain the use of armed force to liberate historic Palestine appeared to
wane. Almost seamlessly, Islamic nationalism rose to carry the mantle forward.
While the PLO had risen at a time of global revolutionary anticolonialism, Hamas
emerged against a regional backdrop of resurgent Islamism. The lessons that Fatah
and the PLO had learned regarding the limitations of armed struggle and their
path towards pacification were not seen as relevant to Hamas, which believed
that its success was predestined.” The movement’s leaders contended that Hamas’s
Islamic character would offer a robust ideological framework through which to
offset the worldly pressures that had hamstrung the PLO.

With Arafat’s concession, the Palestinian national movement conclusively
moved away from the notion of liberation through arms towards state-building
in the pursuit of independence. This transition culminated with the signing of
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the Oslo Accords in 1993, which Hamas came out in full opposition against.” The
Oslo Accords enshrined the mutual recognition of Israel and the PLO, without
officially making any commitments to Palestinian statehood. A central product
of the Oslo Accords was the creation of the PNA. It was established in 1994 as a
temporary administrative body that could govern portions of the Palestinian ter-
ritories for a transitional period of five years, when the conclusive settlement was
to be reached."" Among other governing tasks, the PNA was held accountable for
security issues, as coordination mechanisms were put in place between the nascent
entity and the Israeli army. Security was framed as a litmus test for Palestinian
readiness to self-govern and a prerequisite for further Israeli withdrawal.'> While
the PNA was restricted to administering the affairs of daily governance under
occupation, responsibility for negotiations in the pursuit of liberation ostensibly
continued to rest with the PLO.

The Oslo Accords precipitated what has become a chronic disagreement
between the PLO and Hamas on the nature of the Palestinian national move-
ment, one that continues to this day. Palestinians under occupation hoped the
Oslo Accords would bring statehood.”* Yet Hamas opposed the recognition of
Israel on which the Oslo Accords were premised. It joined forces with Marxist
and other nationalist groups to form a rejectionist front that called for the con-
tinuation of resistance.'" As peace talks were launched, Hamas played the role
of a typical spoiler movement, embracing armed operations to derail the talks,
even though this put it at odds with public sentiment."” In response, thousands
of Hamas members were arrested by the PNA and Israel, as security coordination
mechanisms were initiated throughout the West Bank and Gaza.'* Alongside its
military operations, Hamas also contemplated participating in the PNA’s presi-
dential and legislative elections, which were set for 1996."” After extensive debate,
however, the movement’s consultative council decided to boycott the ballot box to
avoid conferring legitimacy to the Oslo Accords.”® Expectedly, Yasser Arafat and
his party, Fatah, emerged victorious and consolidated their grip on the presidency
and the legislature."

The PLO and successive Israeli governments sustained peace talks even as it
became evident that the five-year deadline for reaching a final settlement in 1999
would be missed. During this period, Israeli settlements continued to expand
against a backdrop of growing Palestinian frustration, aggravated by Israeli clo-
sures and checkpoint policies that severely undermined the Palestinian econ-
omy, weakened its labor markets and physically separated the Gaza Strip from
the West Bank.?® During this time, the number of settlers reached more than
350,000, controlling almost 7 percent of the land on which three million Palestin-
ians were living. Israeli settlers competed with Palestinians for access to land and
resources, fragmented the Palestinian territories into increasingly isolated silos,
and restricted freedom of movement, with severe implications on the overall econ-
omy. During the period of negotiations, unemployment rose from under 7 percent
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before the Oslo Accords to 25 percent in the West Bank and 38 percent in the Gaza
Strip by 1996. In the five-year period of negotiations, Israel imposed 443 days of
closure, preventing the movement of persons, goods, or capital between Israel and
the Palestinian territories.” As the Palestinian economy sagged under the weight
of the occupation, Palestinian quality of life suffered and discontent grew.?

AL-AQSA INTIFADA: PALESTINIAN RESISTANCE,
ISRAELI UNILATERALISM, AND “WAR ON TERROR”

In September 2000, in the absence of prospects for a Palestinian state, the Occu-
pied Territories erupted in the Second Intifada, what Hamas hailed as “the divine
intervention” that had derailed the diplomatic process.” Unlike the first upris-
ing, the Second Intifada rapidly militarized, as Palestinian mobilization was met
with the full power of Israel’s army. The military wings of both Hamas and Fatah
reverted to armed resistance in order to pressure Israel to end its occupation.
Arafat’s role was widely interpreted as focused on leveraging arms to change the
balance of power in the negotiations, and thereby as complementing, rather than
supplanting, the diplomatic track that the PLO had committed to with Oslo. For
Hamas, the reading was different. Hamas’s leaders celebrated the Intifada, and
early on articulated their vision for it. As Abdel Aziz al-Rantissi, a prominent
Hamas leader, explained succinctly, “I am not saying that the Intifada will lead
to the complete liberation of Palestinian land from the river to the sea. Still, this
Intifada [can] . .. achieve the complete withdrawal from the West Bank, the [Gaza]
Strip and Jerusalem without giving up on 8o percent of Palestine”** Hamas’s state-
ments indicated that its goal for the Intifada was focused on ending Israel’s occu-
pation, a disposition that carried with it an implicit recognition of the 1967 lines.”

While both Hamas and the PLO limited their immediate goals to the liberation
of the Occupied Territories, Hamas was clear that this must come through force
as the only way liberation could be unconditional. The movement’s publications
explained that diplomacy meant the “return of these lands with truncated sover-
eignty, subservience to the occupier, deformation of Jerusalem and without the
rights of refugees”” Hamas rapidly became the central instigator of armed opera-
tions against Israel. Al-Qassam Brigades, Hamas’s military wing, adopted what
they referred to as a “Balance of Terror” approach: in return for their brutal and
indiscriminate killing of the elderly, women, and children, “now, the Zionists also
suffer from being killed . . . . Now Israeli buses have no one riding in them and
Israeli shopping centers are not what they used to be”*” Balancing terror was a tool
for Hamas to deter Israeli attacks on the Palestinians by forcing Israel to anticipate
inevitable retaliation.”

Yet Hamas’s military strategy reflected a fundamental misunderstanding on its
part regarding how Israel would react, particularly under Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon, who was elected into power six months after the Intifada began, on
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February 6, 2001. Sharon won with a landslide vote, a resounding mandate from
the Israeli electorate to deal with the Palestinian question militarily. A deeply con-
troversial figure within Israel itself, Sharon was also despised by Palestinians, as he
had built a military and political career rooted in destroying Palestinian national-
ism.” His ideal outcome for Israel entailed the pacification of the Palestinian ter-
ritories and their inhabitants, subjugating them to Israeli rule without conferring
any collective political rights. Sharon’s election had far-reaching consequences.
Hamas, as well as Palestinians more broadly, interpreted his victory to mean that
the Israeli public was not looking for peace.®

Early on, Sharon sought American approval for Israel’s heavy-handedness.
Reaching out to the United States, Sharon noted that Israel was facing its own
Al-Qaeda in the form of Palestinian armed resistance. Initially, Sharon’s rhetoric
failed to gather sympathy from the administration of George W. Bush.*’ How-
ever, after September 11, the war of attrition between Israel and the Palestinians
that had marked the first year of the Second Intifada almost immediately shifted
in Israel’s favor. Overnight, the Second Intifada was presented as Israel's War on
Terror. Arafat condemned Al-Qaeda’s actions, as did Hamas, which deescalated
its military front.”> Nonetheless, in a post-9/11 Bush administration, Sharon’s anal-
ogy carried a great deal of weight. Conflating what constituted “Islamic extrem-
ism,” Hamas’s bombs in Jerusalem were described as being another symptom of
global “Islamic terrorism” Within the regional and international climate, any
argument that Hamas was using armed struggle strategically to end Israel’s illegal
occupation of Palestinian land was circumvented, as Israel positioned its response
to the Second Intifada as an existential battle. Even though Sharon held Arafat,
and the PNA, directly responsible for the violence, Israel also dealt Hamas a pow-
erful blow. Israel sustained a policy of targeted assassinations that removed all
of Hamas’s senior leadership, including those seen as pragmatic leaders who had
been instrumental in negotiating ceasefires.

The War on Terror rhetoric justified, to the American administration, not only
Israel’s iron grip, but also its unilateral initiatives to reconfigure the structure of
occupation. This was carried out through the construction of a wall, which Israelis
refer to as the security fence and Palestinians as the apartheid wall, that physically
separates the West Bank from Israel.”® Simultaneously, Sharon announced Israel’s
unilateral disengagement from the Gaza Strip. This entailed withdrawing nine
thousand Jewish settlers as a precursor to strengthening Israel’s grip over areas that
“constitute an inseparable part of the State of Israel,” namely the West Bank. Such a
disengagement promised to reduce Israel’s exposure to Palestinian resistance from
the coastal enclave, and save significant security expenditure, given that these
few thousand settlers controlled up to 30 percent of the Strip.* The remaining 70
percent of the Gaza Strip housed 1.8 million Palestinians. More important than
security was Sharon’s plan to remove these Palestinian inhabitants from Israel’s
direct jurisdiction. This allowed the state to maintain its control over the territories
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of the West Bank and East Jerusalem, with their 2.7 million non-Jewish inhabit-
ants, without the threat of altering Israel’s character as a Jewish-majority nation.*

Sharon’s initiative reflected a continuation of his use of the pretext of security
to unilaterally consolidate Israel’s grip on the territories while avoiding any form
of political engagement with the Palestinians.*® This goal was explicitly articu-
lated by Sharon’s top aide, Dov Weisglass, in an interview several months after the
announcement of the disengagement plan. “The disengagement is actually form-
aldehyde,” Weisglass told the Israeli newspaper Haaretz. “It supplies the amount of
formaldehyde that is necessary so that there will not be a political process with the
Palestinians”*” Hamas understood these calculations and voiced early reservations
regarding Israel’s disengagement even while celebrating what it viewed as the abil-
ity of the resistance front to prompt an Israeli retreat.®

As TIsrael decimated the Palestinian uprising and political establishment, the
Bush administration pushed for “democratization” in the Palestinian territories,
another element of its War on Terror doctrine. After Arafat’s death in 2004, the
United States and Israel sought a new Palestinian leadership that might revert to
the project of state-building and diplomacy that had been initiated under the Oslo
Accords. The failure of Hamas’s military strategy meant that the movement needed
to consider other means to safeguard its ideology. The elections that the United
States pushed for in 2006 inadvertently provided an entry point for Hamas into
the Palestinian political establishment, which had to be rebuilt. This major reform
and resuscitation of the Palestinian political system offered Hamas the impetus to
seek an alternative to its military strategy, one that could safeguard the fixed prin-
ciples that it viewed as central to the Palestinian struggle. Like the PLO before
it, Hamas defined these principles as the refusal to concede the land of historic
Palestine, a commitment to the right of return of refugees, and the safeguarding of
the right to resist in the face of an unyielding and lethal occupation.*

MARRYING RESISTANCE WITH POLITICS

The opportunity for Hamas to transition its ideology into the political sphere came
in the form of planned presidential and legislative elections in 2006. Hamas’s pro-
spective engagement with the elections had to contend with a central tension:
it disapproved of the premise of the PNA and the underlying Oslo Accords that
had created it. As the movement considered engagement in the political process,
it sustained its armed operations, in keeping with its perception that it could
“marry” resistance with politics.*’ Musa Abu Marzougq, a Hamas leader, explained
that Hamas’s political aspirations entailed “preserving the program of resistance.
Despite [armed struggle] being in an ebb and flow, the political framework should
be the continuation of resistance, the refusal to undermine it, to remove its arms,
or to shackle it with unfair security arrangements”*> While the PLO’s past entry
into politics had been premised on concessions, Hamas tethered its possible
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engagement in politics to the failure of negotiations and underscored the need to
reject any further concessions from the Palestinian side.*

After extensive deliberations throughout 2005, Hamas’s consultative coun-
cil gave the go-ahead for the movement to take part in the elections.* Hamas’s
leadership declared that the perceived demise of the peace process meant that its
political participation could not be seen as conferring legitimacy onto the Oslo
Accords, which it believed had been annulled by the developments of the Second
Intifada.” Rather, Hamas held the goal of circumventing the PNA and what it felt
was the focus on governance that had institutionalized Palestinian capitulation
to the Israeli occupation. Hamas’s leaders advocated instead for the resuscitation
of the overarching institutions overseeing Palestinian liberation, namely the PLO.*
It was on this basis that Hamas ran on a platform of “Change and Reform,” a far-
reaching agenda that presented its strategic trajectory for the liberation struggle
alongside promises to tackle daily administrative challenges within the territories.

In a historic watershed that marked the culmination of its politicization, Hamas
won 76 of the 132 seats of the legislative council, relative to Fatah’s 43. As a senior
leader in Beirut stated, “This is a peaceful coup on the present decrepit politi-
cal reality, which was born out of defeat, corruption and acquiescence to rotten
political solutions . . . . These results are an excellent political renewal, as if the
Palestinian people are reborn, and it’s a new birth for the project of resistance,
for the development of a society of resistance, for a shaking-off of all the institu-
tions”*” Hamas’s political emergence heightened Israeli worries by rupturing the
prolonged subservience of Palestinian institutions to the occupation. This compli-
ance had become concretized in the body of the PNA following the Oslo Accords.
By resuscitating key demands that the PLO had conceded, including the goal of
liberating historic Palestine, Hamas was attempting to take Palestinian national-
ism back to a pre-Oslo period. The Oslo Accords had failed to achieve the goals
that Palestinians aspired to, and had instead facilitated the continuation of Israel’s
occupation at significant cost to Palestinians. Hamas’s efforts to undo the political
structures created by Oslo challenged a status quo that had been made sustainable,
if not beneficial, for Israel and its colonization of Palestinian territories.

Hamas’s victory caused utter confusion within the Bush administration, given
its focus on democracy promotion in Palestine and in Iraq, as test cases for the
region. The most immediate reaction was trepidation regarding the place of a des-
ignated terrorist organization in public office. As Elliot Abrams, a senior member
of the Bush administration, noted, “legally, we had to treat Hamas as we treated al
Qaeda”* In high-level meetings within the White House shortly after Hamas’s vic-
tory, it was quickly decided that the optimal response was to adopt a strategy that
could both isolate Hamas and reassert Fatah’s dominance.* The dual-pronged plan
was to be implemented on several levels: military, financial, and diplomatic.” Con-
currently, the Quartet, the international body composed of the United States, the
United Nations, the European Union, and Russia, issued a statement noting “that
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it was inevitable that future assistance to any new government would be reviewed
by donors against that governments commitment to the principles of nonviolence,
recognition of Israel, and acceptance of previous agreements and obligations.”*!

The Quartet’s conditions mirrored the prerequisites the PLO had been required
to fulfill for diplomatic engagement almost two decades prior. Even though the
PLO’s acceptance of these conditions and the subsequent extensive peace talks
had still not compelled Israel to relinquish its hold over the territories, the same
demands were now put to Hamas. Until these demands were met, the United
States and Israel launched what Hamas’s publications referred to as an “iron-wall”
strategy aimed at suffocating its government.” Such intervention precluded any
engagement with Hamas despite the movement’s efforts to show pragmatism,
including offering a political agenda that called for “the formation of an inde-
pendent and fully sovereign Palestinian state, with Jerusalem as its capital,” on
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, and limiting resistance to the removal of the
occupation beyond the 1967 borders.” In a pragmatic nod, Hamas’s agenda stated
that “the government will deal with [past] signed agreements with a high level
of responsibility, in a manner that protects the interests of our people, preserves
their rights and does not harm their fixed principles”** Addressing calls for more
flexibility in dealing with the Quartet’s conditions, Hamas’s leader Khaled Meshal
stated, “we have shown enough flexibility. We cannot say more than the official
Arab and Palestinian position, which is to call for a Palestinian state on the land
occupied in 1967. The problem is not with us. It is not with Hamas, as in the past
it was also not with the official Palestinian and Arab positions. The problem has
always been with Israel”

Alongside such offerings, Hamas stressed the need to sustain resistance. Abu
Marzouq explained, “We are in government, yes, but the government is not whole.
We are a government under occupation. We cannot assume that we have a govern-
ment similar to others in the world. Or as the Americans demand, that we act only
as a government. Hamas’s program in government is one which is aligned, which
is compatible, with its program of resistance.”*® Through its political intervention,
Hamas sought to reassess how Palestinians dealt with their occupation, namely by
breaking from the trappings of self-governance, repoliticizing the PNA away from
its administrative focus and dedication to endless peace talks, and rupturing the
continuity that the incumbent leadership hoped to secure.”” In essence, Hamas
sought to reverse the institutional inertia that had pacified the Palestinian leader-
ship, and to resuscitate the calls for liberation that had marked the PLO’s early
history—and to do so within the framework of its Islamist ideology.*®

Hamas’s politics of resistance created much discomfort to those invested in
the peace process launched through the Oslo Accords, which called for gover-
nance and gradual state-building under occupation. Opposition to Hamas’s vision
of the Palestinian national movement, now endowed with a popular mandate by
the democratic election, was seen as an existential threat to Fatah and the PNA,
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which remained wedded to the Oslo principles. Supported by the United States
and Israel, and by the cover of the Quartet principles, domestic measures were
taken within the Palestinian political establishment to stymie power-sharing
and prevent Hamas’s actual entry into a leadership position. Signaling an initial
impetus to act pluralistically within the PNA, Hamas extended a formal request
to Fatah to form a coalition government.” Yet, reflecting wider sentiment, Fatah
leaders suggested it would be “shameful” for Fatah to even consider entering a
coalition government with Hamas.*

Fatah’s monopolization of the political establishment meant that Hamas
faced enormous institutional inertia. This was exacerbated by the international
community’s overt and clandestine support of the incumbent. As discussions
among factions progressed to forming a unity government, the PNA’ leadership
initiated measures to mitigate Hamas’s entry into politics. In an extraordinary ses-
sion, the outgoing legislature proposed and passed bills to expand the remit of
the president’s office, held by Mahmoud Abbas, who won the presidential elec-
tions in 2006, at the expense of the incoming cabinet in areas such as security
and the judiciary. These measures reversed past American-led reforms and recen-
tralized political power within the hands of the president." Hamas’s publications
viewed these activities as part of an “international conspiracy” and called the
extraordinary session “unconstitutional”®* Articles condemned Abbas’s authori-
tarian hold on power.® Leaders remarked that “when [the United States and
Israel] pushed reforms on President Arafat, the goal was to pass the authority
to the prime minister, particularly over the security forces. Now the time is to return
the authority to the president once Hamas has come into government. That is
illogical and unacceptable*

For close to eighteen months, the parties pursued a plethora of initiatives aimed
at sharing power. Yet Fatah insisted that, prior to sharing power, it was incum-
bent on Hamas to transition, as the PLO had done in the past, from “liberation
through armed struggle” to “state-building towards independence” As a senior
Fatah leader said, “If new parties come into power in Spain or Italy, they would still
recognize their membership in NATO. Recognition does not have to come from
the party—but the government would have to respect past agreements”® Fatah’s
leadership was working from the premise of continuity, on the basis that the PLO
was an authoritative body, akin to a sovereign state, recognized through its adher-
ence to past agreements. The PLO remained committed to the 1988 concessions
and the Oslo Accords, despite their failure to lead to a Palestinian state, and they
believed Hamas’s politicking in the PNA was premised on an implicit embrace
of the Oslo Accords. Hamas dismissed these “delusions” Citing the absence of
sovereignty, repeated American and Israeli intervention, and the vacuous nature
of past agreements given Israeli reservations, Hamas questioned the basis of inter-
national recognition.® Before past agreements could be upheld, Hamas insisted
that the PLO must be reformed so that all political parties could have a say in
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reconstituting its manifesto. Widely understood but unspoken was Hamas’s desire
to reverse the trajectory that the PLO had taken under Fatal’s tenure, including its
recognition of Israel.””

Hamas’s attempts to offer pragmatic concessions were consistently ignored in
favor of military, financial, and diplomatic intervention. During the brief window
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between 2006 and 2007 when Hamas sought to claim its position as democrati-
cally elected government, more than six hundred Palestinians were killed. A brief
episode in Palestinian democracy had ended in fratricide.®® Foreign intervention
and domestic authoritarianism ultimately facilitated military clashes between
Hamas and Fatah, and paved the way for Hamas’s violent capture of the Gaza Strip.
Underlying such turmoil was an absence of any effort to deal with the political
motivations underpinning Hamas’s agenda. Like the PLO before it, Hamas’s politi-
cal vision, and with it the internationally sanctioned right of self-determination,
right of return, and right to resist—demands that form the core of Palestinian
nationalism—had effectively been neutralized.

THE FIG LEAF: GAZA AS TERRORIST HAVEN

On the eve of Hamas’s takeover of Gaza in June 2007, a leaked report noted that
a senior member of Israel’s security establishment was quoted as being “happy”
at the prospect of Hamas taking over the Gaza Strip, as that would then allow
Israel to declare the coastal enclave a “hostile territory”® Although not an official
position, this well encapsulates Israel’s disposition towards the Gaza Strip after
Hamas’s takeover, a development which ruptured the Palestinian territories insti-
tutionally and politically. With that division, the international blockade that had
been imposed on the Palestinian Authority (PA) following Hamas’s entry into
the political establishment morphed to focus primarily on the Gaza Strip, where
Hamas’s jurisdiction could be geographically delineated. All five crossings leading
into the territory from Israel were shut, as was the Rafah border with Egypt, her-
metically sealing the strip and preventing the movement of goods or people into
or out of it.”

Israel cut fuel shipments by half and reduced imports into Gaza to the minimum
amounts of food and medical supplies required for survival without sinking Gaza
into a humanitarian catastrophe.”” Food shortage and healthcare crises were felt
almost instantly as poverty rates and unemployment soared. Palestinians in Gaza
began experiencing electricity cuts of up to sixteen hours per day; half of Gaza’s
1.8 million Palestinians were receiving water for only a few hours a week; unem-
ployment rose to more than 50 percent; only 23 out of more than 3,900 industrial
operations continued to function; and 70 percent of Gaza’s agricultural land was
no longer being irrigated.” Rapid economic deterioration was compounded by the
fact that Gaza had suffered decades of de-development, whereby its economy had
contracted and its infrastructure regressed as a result of Israel’s isolationist policies
towards the strip, which officially began following the Oslo Accords.”

Under international law, the blockade amounted to collective punishment and
came at a horrific cost to Gaza’s population.” Initially, as articulated by Israeli, US,
and PNA politicians, the blockade was aimed at forcing the collapse of Hamas’s
government, and reunifying the Palestinian territories under a single leadership
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committed to negotiations with Israel. Yet rather than collapsing Hamas, the
blockade allowed it to consolidate its grip and institutionalize a government that
today oversees the affairs of the Gaza Strip in much the same way as the PNA
does in the West Bank. In response to Hamas’s entrenchment in the Gaza Strip,
Israel gradually adopted a military doctrine referred to by its security establish-
ment as “mowing the lawn”* This entails the intermittent use of military power
to undercut any growth by the resistance factions in Gaza. Through three major
military assaults and countless incursions since 2007, Israel has used overwhelm-
ing military might to break the spirit of resistance in Gaza, pacify Hamas, and
work towards deterrence.”

Over the course of more than a decade, this dynamic has given rise to an equi-
librium of belligerence between Hamas and Israel. Hamas relies on rocket fire as
a negotiating tactic, to unsettle the status quo and pressure Israel to ease access of
goods and people into the Gaza Strip by loosening the blockade. Israel employs
military might to deter Hamas and prevent it from developing its military arsenal.
This modus operandi has enabled both Israel and Hamas to pursue short-term
victories at the expense of a longer-term resolution while they both bide their
time. From Israel’s perspective, resistance has been sufficiently managed so that
Hamas’s rule over the Gaza Strip can be tolerated, even abetted. Israeli politicians
and the security establishment today speak of the need to “stabilize” Gaza under
Hamas’s rule and as a separate territory from the West Bank.”” As a key member
of Israel’s security establishment noted, “Israel needs Hamas to be weak enough
not to attack, but stable enough to deal with the radical terrorist groups in Gaza.
This line may be blurry but the logic is clear. The challenge lies with walking this
blurry line”®

Such policies have produced a situation whereby Israel is able to exercise
effective control over the entirety of the Occupied Palestinian Territories without
taking responsibility as an occupying force. Within the West Bank, the occupation
has been outsourced to a compliant PA. Even as Israel maintains its settlement
expansion throughout the territories, the PA is still held accountable for admin-
istering and governing the lives of Palestinians under Israel’s occupation and for
safeguarding Israel’s security through extensive coordination mechanisms with
the Israeli army. Even in the absence of an effective peace process, the Palestinian
leadership in the West Bank remains rooted in the international legitimacy that
was gained following the PLO’s concessions in 1988 and the signing of the Oslo
Agreement. The ongoing belief is that international law mechanisms and diplo-
macy will ultimately compel Israel to allow for the creation of a Palestinian state on
the 1967 armistice line. As such, commitment to security coordination with Israel
persists alongside state-building endeavors by the PNA, despite the absence of the
effective sovereignty such tactics entail.

Within the Gaza Strip, Hamas remains ideologically committed to the notion
of armed struggle for full liberation, despite the failure of this strategy as well to
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achieve any tangible gains for the Palestinian people. Hamas’s ideology and its
Islamist nature are often described by Israel, cynically or inadvertently, as the local
manifestation of global terror networks.” Such demonization has succeeded in
marginalizing the Gaza Strip and justifying the collective punishment inherent
in besieging two million Palestinians. Operations carried out by the Israeli army
against Gaza are then understood as a legitimate form of—most often preemptive—
self-defense. By containing Hamas in the Gaza Strip, Israel has effectively cultivated
a fig leaf that legitimates its policies of separation towards the strip. Those policies
predate Hamas. As home to a high proportion of Palestinian refugees, Gaza had
long been a foundation of resistance to Zionism and to Israel’s ongoing military
rule over Palestinians.®’ In the 1950s, decades before Hamas’s creation, Israel des-
ignated Gaza a “fedayeen’s nest,” in reference to the PLO fighters, and thus a terri-
tory that merited constant isolation and military bombardment in order to break
the resistance.”” Under Hamas’s rule, Gaza moved from being a “fedayeen’s nest”
to becoming a “hostile entity” and an “enclave of terrorism. Israel has leveraged
Hamas’s entrenchment in Gaza in a manner that allows it to act as an “effective and
disengaged occupier;,” ensuring the containment and isolation of the Palestinians
in Gaza without having to incur any additional cost for administration.®

The outcome is two administrative Palestinian authorities operating under an
unyielding occupation. Whether there is a systematic Israeli separation policy for
the West Bank and Gaza remains unclear, but Israel has nonetheless benefited
from and reinforced this division.*> More importantly, by reducing both strands
of the Palestinian national movement from liberation to governance and stabiliza-
tion, Israel has successfully avoided any engagement with the political drivers that
continue to animate the Palestinian struggle. Despite their failed strategies, both
Hamas and the PLO are driven by key Palestinian political demands that remain
unmet and unanswered and that form the basis of the Palestinian struggle: achiev-
ing self-determination, dealing with the festering injustice of the refugee problem
created by Israel’s establishment in 1948, and exercising the right to use armed
struggle to resist an illegal occupation.®

Hamas’s takeover of Gaza marked the failure of Israels efforts to centralize
Palestinian decision-making within compliant structures such as the PA, which
in effect allows Israel to maintain its occupation cost-free. Hamas’s fate, and with
it Gazas, is emblematic of Israel’s “decision not to decide” on the future of the
Palestinian territories and its reliance on military superiority to dismiss the politi-
cal demands animating the Palestinian national movement, choosing instead to
continually manage rather than address the question of Palestine.®* In this light,
Hamas is the contemporary manifestation of demands that began a century ago.
Israeli efforts to continue sidelining these demands, addressing them solely from a
military lens, have persisted. Having moved from the terminology of “anti-guerilla
warfare” to that of its own “war on terror,” Israel merely employs contemporary
language to wage a century-old war.
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Argued in another way, the political reality that makes Gaza “a hostile entity”
extends beyond that strip of land and animates the Palestinian struggle in its
entirety. Gaza is one microcosm, one parcel, of the Palestinian experience.* Instead
of addressing this reality or engaging with Hamas’s political drivers, Israel has
adopted a military approach that defines Hamas solely as a terrorist organization.
This depoliticizes and decontextualizes the movement, giving credence to the
persistent “politicide” of Palestinian nationalism, Israel's process of erasing
the political ideology that animates Palestinian nationalism.*” This approach has
allowed successive Israeli governments to avoid taking a position on the demands
that have been upheld by Palestinians since before the creation of the State of Israel.

GAZA AS HUMANITARIANISM AND THE GREAT
MARCH OF RETURN

Under the administration of President Donald J. Trump, American foreign policy
towards Israel and the Palestinian territories was clarified. Rather than commit
to the two-state model, as historically understood by the international commu-
nity, President Trump pursued drastic measures to formalize the one-state reality
on the ground, and effectively terminated the prospect of a viable and sovereign
Palestinian state. Over the course of little more than a year after Trump’s inaugu-
ration in 2017, the United States recognized Jerusalem as Israel’s capital; severely
defunded the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), the main
international body charged with providing social and economic services to Pales-
tinian refugees; reduced financial support to the PA and to development organiza-
tions active throughout the territories; recognized Israel’s annexation of the Syrian
Golan Heights; and legitimized Israel’s settlement enterprise, paving the way for its
de jure annexation of up to 30 percent of the West Bank.

Alongside these measures, the Trump administration also pursued policies that
focused specifically on the Gaza Strip, and that demonstrated the continued efforts
to depoliticize and isolate the coastal enclave. One year into his administration, as
reports gathered pace regarding the presence of a “deal of the century” that would
presumably resolve the question of Israel/Palestine, the Trump administration
hosted a closed, invitation-only conference in the White House. This was attended
by politicians and businesspeople from the United States, Israel, and a host of Arab
countries. The conference was aimed at promoting foreign investment within the
Gaza Strip, ostensibly with the goal of alleviating the dire humanitarian suffering
on the ground. Projects ranged from power generation plants that would miti-
gate the chronic electricity crisis in Gaza to sewage treatment and water desalina-
tion plants. These interventions expanded and built on a history of developmental
projects, including those that continue to be promoted by economic bodies such
as the Office of the Quartet and other development organizations that are active
in the Gaza Strip. Alongside planning for these projects, a media campaign was
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carried out by the US mediators against Hamas, blaming the movement exclu-
sively for the situation in the Gaza Strip, and failing to mention issues related to
the blockade or Israel’s occupation of the Palestinian territories.

Efforts to deal with Gaza in a humanitarian framing are not new, and with the
current reality, they serve Israel’s continued occupation of Palestinian territories
in two ways. The first is by reducing the humanitarian suffering in the Gaza Strip
without challenging the overall political context that is, in reality, the prime driver
for that suffering: that of the blockade. Addressing Gaza’s humanitarian misery is
an urgent priority. Yet doing so in a manner that does not engage with the block-
ade makes this reality sustainable for much longer than it otherwise might be.
With the international community and the private sector underwriting and prof-
iting from the need for humanitarian intervention in Gaza, the structure of the
blockade can firmly remain in place without Israel risking a catastrophic humani-
tarian crisis that would turn the world’s opinion against its flagrant violation of
international law. The second benefit follows directly from the first, and involves
the formalization of policies of positioning Gaza as a challenge to be addressed
independently of the rest of the Palestinian territories. With Gaza stabilized under
Hamas’s governance and with international intervention, Israel’s ongoing annexa-
tion of the West Bank is free to continue apace with no accountability.

The combination of these two issues has given rise to the reemergence of a
“state minus” discourse. This alludes to a “resolution” whereby Palestinians would
be placated with measures that are symbolically akin to statehood but that lack
constituent elements of true sovereignty. Past and present measures include
demanding that the future Palestinian state remain demilitarized, or limiting
Palestinian sovereignty to autonomous governance in specific jurisdictions. The
Trump plan, released in January 2020, redefined Palestinian statehood to entail
self-governance within around 168 urban silos in the Occupied Territories, almost
entirely surrounded by Israeli territory and lacking any form of sovereignty. With
Jerusalem having been recognized by the United States as the capital of Israel,
with major territorial divisions throughout the West Bank as a result of illegal
settlements, and with the severance of the Gaza Strip from the rest of the territo-
ries, the “state” on offer to the Palestinians through formal diplomatic channels
entails a fraction of the 22 percent of historic Palestine that Palestinians had hoped
to build their state on when the PLO first accepted the notion of partitioning the
land in 1988. Such formulations, although touted as “resolutions,” are little more
than a continuation of Israeli efforts to manage, rather than resolve, the question
of Palestine. With the current failed strategies of both Hamas and Fatah and the
institutionalization of the division within the territories, Israel has been able to
sustain a cost-free occupation while enjoying Jewish supremacy over the entirety
of the land of historic Palestine.

Yet it would be a mistake to overemphasize the sustainability of this situation.
The failure of the Palestinian political elite and the slow demise of the Oslo project
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have initiated a gradual reorientation on the level of the Palestinian grassroots that
is possibly indicative of where the future of the Palestinian national conscious-
ness resides. From the “prayer intifada” of the summer of 2017 in Jerusalem to the
“return marches” carried out from Syria outside Israel’s northern front, a signifi-
cant, if sporadic, mobilization on the grassroots level has been slowly flourishing
over the past few years. Such mobilization is taking place outside the context of
the PLO or that of the Palestinian political establishment. Previous ruptures in the
long history of the Palestinian struggle for self-determination suggest that such
sporadic instances of popular resistance to Israel’s occupation are likely to erupt in
one form or another. They are a reminder of the political nature of the Palestinian
question, which remains unaddressed.

One of the most significant of these mobilizations was, of course, the Great
March of Return (GRM), in which Palestinian civil society in Gaza launched a
mass movement that cut across political affiliations. The GRM was a popular
initiative that mobilized under the single banner of “return”: the demand for the
return of the Palestinian refugees to homes from which they had been expelled
or had fled in 1948. Although the immediate goal of the GRM was to pressure
Israel to lift the blockade, the overarching vision under which it unfolded was
one of return. As such, the GRM openly broke from the central tenants of peace-
making that marked the Oslo period, which entailed the minutia of diplomatic
negotiations around land swaps and the 1967 lines, and instead returned to the
roots animating Palestinian nationalism, which remain anchored in the tragedy
of al-Nakba. The effect of such discourse was to begin the process of reclaiming
a Palestinian narrative that might move beyond the factional fragmentation that
was the outcome of the Oslo Accords, the most prominent result of which is Gaza’s
geographic isolation. Furthermore, the fact that the GRM was initiated at a grass-
roots level demonstrates an inherent rejection, or impatience, with factional poli-
tics, and a recognition that the Palestinian political elite have become embroiled in
a system of power dynamics that has failed to achieve freedom, equality, or justice
for the Palestinians.

The initial hope that the GRM could be the harbinger of broader change
within the Palestinian struggle dissolved as the movement was challenged by
Israel’s disproportionate, and tremendously lethal, use of force, as well as, even-
tually, by greater involvement from Hamas. Hamas’s efforts to coopt the GRM
threatened to subsume it into the very political reality it was hoping to break away
from. Yet even with such risks, the protests can nonetheless be understood as a
rejuvenated form of Palestinian political mobilization—and possibly, as the cata-
lyst for the launching of the next, post-Oslo, phase of the Palestinian struggle. The
inclusive discourse that marked the GRM’s ideology and its rootedness in 1948
have the power to unite Palestinians across geographies in a single narrative based
on the Palestinian historical experience of dispossession and exile. It is this kind of
narrative that ultimately has the power to lead the Palestinians out of the current
political stalemate that first the PLO, then Hamas, have led them into.
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In rethinking the notion of Palestinian statehood, one must heed the demands
being generated from the grassroots, given that the political elite no longer have
the required legitimacy to lead the narrative. Once again, Gaza is leading the path
by illuminating the power of defining a Palestinian vision that is rooted in Pales-
tinian rights, like the right of return. These rights and the political demands that
emerge around them are the ones that Israel continues to marginalize in the hope
of managing rather than resolving the question of Palestine, often through the
use of overwhelming military might. The Gaza Strip, while contained and safely
isolated under Hamas’s government, demonstrates through its marches that even
in the face of the greatest adversity, the Palestinian people remain committed in
their quest to achieve the justice they have been seeking for the past century. It
is imperative to heed this call, and to root the future trajectory of the Palestinian
struggle in this call for rights, embracing the power of this narrative to reunify the
Palestinian people and dismantle the political structures that have been created to
fragment them.
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