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“What was will not be”

—Ilsraeli Minister of Energy and
Infrastructure Israel Katz






On October 7, 2023, Hamas-led militants from Gaza attacked

civilian communities and military installations in southern Israel.

Hamas called the operation Al-Agsa Deluge.
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Foreword

Avi Shlaim

The powerful military offensive launched by Israel on the
Gaza Strip in October 2023, or Operation Swords of Iron
to give it its official name, was a major landmark in the
blood-soaked history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It
was an instant, almost Pavlovian response to the Hamas at-
tack on Israel on October 7. That attack caught Israel by
complete surprise, and it was devastating in its consequences,
killing about 300 Israeli soldiers, massacring more than 800
civilians, and taking some 250 hostages. Whereas previous
Hamas attacks involved the firing of rockets from the Gaza
Strip on southern Israel, this was a ground incursion into
Israeli territory made possible by breaking down the fence
with which Israel had surrounded Gaza. The murderous
Hamas attack did not come out of the blue as many believed.
It was a response to Israel’s illegal and exceptionally brutal
military occupation of the Palestinian territories since June
1967, as well as the suffocating economic blockade that Israel
had imposed on Gaza since 2006. Israel, however, treated it
as an unprovoked terrorist attack that gave it a blank check
to use military force on an unprecedented scale to exact re-
venge and to crush the enemy.

Israel is no stranger to the use of military force in dealing
with its neighbors. It is a country that lives by the sword. Under
international law, states are allowed to use military force in
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self-defense as a last resort; Israel often employs force as a first
resort. Some of its wars with the Arabs have been “wars of no
choice,” like the first Arab-Israeli war of 1948; others have been
“wars of choice,” like the Suez War of 1956 and the invasion
of Lebanon in 1982. Wars are usually followed by the search
for a diplomatic resolution of the conflict. When one examines
Israel’s record in dealing with the Arabs as a whole, however,
the use of force appears to be the preferred instrument of state-
craft. Indeed, all too often, instead of war being the pursuit of
politics by other means, Israeli diplomacy is the pursuit of war
by other means.

When talking about the Arab-Israeli conflict, one needs
to distinguish between two levels: the interstate level and the
Israeli-Palestinian level. The interstate level refers to the rela-
tions between Israel and the neighboring Arab states. The
Israeli-Palestinian level refers to the relations between Israel and
the Palestinian people who are a non-state actor. In essence this
is a clash between two national movements over the same piece
of land. This is the heart and core of the conflict. Historically,
Israel has preferred to negotiate with conservative Arab lead-
ers, like President Anwar Sadat of Egypt and King Hussein
of Jordan, rather than with the leaders of the Palestinian
national movement.

The Oslo Accord of September 1993 was an excep-
tion to this rule. It was an agreement between the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO) and Israel, the first agree-
ment between the two principal parties to the conflict. As
such it may deserve the overused term “historic,” although
it did not touch the root cause of the conflict. All the key
issues in dispute, the “final status issues” as they are some-
times called, were deferred to negotiations in the last year of
the stipulated five-year transition period. These are the status
of Jerusalem, the right of return of the Palestinian refugees
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expelled from their homes in 1948, the status of the Jewish
settlements on occupied Palestinian land, and the borders of
the Palestinian entity. All these issues remain unresolved to
this day. Palestinian frustration with the lack of political pro-
gress toward independence sparked two intifadas, or upris-
ings, one in 1987 and the second in 2000. Israel, under the
Labor government that signed the Oslo agreement, opted to
repackage rather than to end the occupation. Under the Likud
governments that followed, Israel reneged on the promise to
exchange land for peace. Under both Labor and Likud, Israel
seemed intent on “managing” rather than resolving the con-
flict with the Palestinians.

In 2005 a right-wing Likud government, under the lead-
ership of Ariel Sharon, decided to withdraw unilaterally from
the Gaza Strip. This was part of a broader strategy designed to
defeat the Palestinian struggle for national liberation by sepa-
rating the West Bank from the Gaza Strip. Hamas, the Islamic
Resistance Movement, won a decisive victory in the Palestinian
legislative elections of January 2006 and proceeded to form a
unified Palestinian government, but Israel continued to practice
the imperial tactic of divide and rule. Once in power, Hamas
lowered its sights from a unitary, Islamic Palestinian state from
the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea to a Palestinian state
along the 1967 lines.

All of Hamas’s peace overtures were rebuffed by Israel and
its Western allies. Israel, the US, and the European Union
persisted in viewing Hamas as a terrorist organization despite
its clean victory in the 2006 elections. It is no exaggeration
to say that Israel blocked every avenue to a peaceful settle-
ment of the conflict. Prime Minister Ehud Barak did offer
to the Palestinians a two-state solution in 2000 and so did
Ehud Olmert in 2008, but the terms they offered did not
meet the minimal Palestinian demands. These demands, it is
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important to stress, were anchored in UN resolutions and a
broad international consensus.

Deadlock on the diplomatic front led to periodic clashes
between Hamas and Israel. This is not a conflict between two
roughly equal parties but asymmetric warfare between a small
paramilitary force and one of the most powerful militaries in
the world, armed to the teeth with the most advanced American
weaponry. The result was low-intensity (but for people in Gaza,
still devastating) conflict which took the form of primitive mis-
siles fired from inside the Gaza Strip on settlements in south-
ern Israel and Israel Defense Forces (IDF) counter-insurgency
operations designed to weaken but not to destroy Hamas. From
time to time, Israel would move beyond aerial bombardment
to ground invasion of the enclave. It launched major military
offensives into Gaza in 2008-2009, 2012, 2014, 2021, 2022,
and 2023.

Israeli leaders used to call these recurrent IDF incursions into
Gaza “mowing the lawn.” This was the metaphor to describe
Israel’s strategy against Hamas. The strategy did not seek to
defeat Hamas, let alone drive it from power. On the contrary,
the aim was to allow Hamas to govern Gaza but to isolate and
weaken it, and to reduce its influence on the West Bank. Israel’s
overarching political objective was to keep the Palestinian
Authority and the Hamas government geographically separate
so as to prevent the emergence of a unified leadership. In this
context, Israel’s periodic offensives were designed to degrade
the military capability of Hamas, to enhance Israeli deterrence,
and to turn the civilian population of Gaza against its rulers.
In short, it was a strategy of managing the conflict, of avoiding
peace talks, of using the Palestinian Authority in Ramallah as
a sub-contractor for Israeli security on the West Bank, and of
containing Palestinian resistance within the open-air prison of
the Gaza Strip.
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This strategy lay in tatters following the Hamas attack on
a military base and Israeli civilians around the Gaza Strip on
October 7, 2023. The scale and ferocity of the attack clearly
demonstrated that Hamas was not deterred by the military
might of the IDE The cruelty and savagery that accompa-
nied the killing of civilians shook Israeli society to the core.
Cries for revenge reverberated throughout the land. What
were previously viewed as annoying pinpricks were overnight
transformed into an existential threat. Despite deep politi-
cal cleavages inside Israeli society, a consensus emerged that
Hamas had to be destroyed and that the threat to Israel’s secu-
rity emanating from the Gaza Strip had to be removed once
and for all.

The change in the popular mood was reflected in an abrupt
change in government policy. The three declared war aims of
the Israeli government in Operation Swords of Iron were: to
destroy Hamas as a political and military organization, to bring
back the hostages, and to prevent the Gaza Strip from posing a
threat to Israeli security ever again. After October 7, there was
no more talk about mowing the lawn. What has not changed
is the Israeli addiction to occupation, its hugely exaggerated
trust in the utility of military force, and its dogged refusal to
give peace a chance. The simple truth that without peace they
cannot have security was lost on the government and the great
majority of Israelis.

The chapters in this volume were written while Israel’s war
on Gaza was still in progress. The aim of the volume is to place
this war in its proper historical context and to provide a prelim-
inary assessment of the many different aspects of the war. When
one initiates a war, one knows how it will start but one does not
know how it will end. Here we are trying to explore how and
why the war started and to examine developments in its initial
stage. We cannot predict how the war will end nor what its
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long-term consequences might be. What is clear beyond doubrt,
however, is that this war constitutes a turning point in the his-
tory of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Collectively, we hope to
have shed some light in this volume on what is one of the most
protracted, bitter, and intractable conflicts of modern times.

Avi Shlaim
Oxford
December 2023
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Some Key Dates

November 1917: British foreign secretary Lord Balfour declares,
“His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment
in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.”
1936-1939: The Arab Revolt in Palestine.

November 1947: The United Nations (UN) General Assem-
bly adopts Resolution 181 (II), which approves the partition
of Palestine into an Arab and a Jewish state.

May 14, 1948: Establishment of the State of Israel.

May 15, 1948-January 1949: The first Arab-Israeli war (the
War of Independence/ Nakba). Israel expands its territory and
drives some 750,000 Palestinians into exile. About 250,000
Palestinians flee to Gaza, which comes under Egyptian admin-
istrative control.

December 1948: The UN General Assembly adopts Resolu-
tion 194 (I1I), which resolves “that the [Palestinian] refugees
wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with

their neighbours should be permitted to do so at the earliest
practical date.”

February—July 1949: Arab-Isracli armistice agreements
establish demarcation boundaries. They eventually come to
be internationally accepted as Israel’s legal borders.

October 1956: Britain, France, and Israel invade Egypt.
Israeli forces occupy Gaza and carry out summary execu-

tions as well as large-scale massacres. The UN estimates that
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between 447 and 550 civilians are killed in the first three
weeks of Israel’s occupation of Gaza.

*  June 5-10, 1967: Israel engages in armed hostilities with
Egypt, Jordan, and Syria, and achieves a resounding military
victory. The West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and Gaza
Strip, as well as the Syrian Golan Heights and Egyptian
Sinai, come under Israeli military occupation.

*  November 22, 1967: The UN Security Council adopts
Resolution 242. This comes to be called the “land for peace”
formula for resolving the conflict: Isracl must fully withdraw
from the territories it occupied in the 1967 war, while neigh-
boring Arab states must unequivocally establish peaceful
relations with Israel.

*  1971: To crush resistance in Gaza, Israel displaces thou-
sands of Gaza residents and bulldozes broad paths through
the Strip.

*  June 1982: Israel invades Lebanon to destroy the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO). Up to 20,000 Palestinian
and Lebanese, overwhelmingly civilians, are killed.

*  December 1987: The first Palestinian intifada (upris-
ing) breaks out in Gaza. Palestinians across the occupied
Palestinian territories enter into mass civil revolt against
Israel’s occupation.

e February 1988: Hamas, the Islamic Resistance Movement,
issues its first communiqué. The group is established as the
militant arm of the Muslim Brotherhood in Palestine.

* November 1988: The PLO officially recognizes the State of
Israel beside a Palestinian state in the West Bank, including
East Jerusalem, and Gaza.

* September 1993: The PLO “recognizes the right of the

State of Israel to exist in peace and security” while Israel



SOME KEY DATES XXI

“recognizel[s] the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian
people.” This begins the “Oslo peace process.”
August-September 2005: Isracl unilaterally evacuates all
settlements and military bases from Gaza (the “disengage-
ment”) but retains control over Gaza’s borders, waters,
airspace, and population registry.

January 2006: Hamas wins a majority of seats in PA
legislative elections. Israel imposes an economic blockade

on Gaza, while the US and EU apply sanctions to the new
government.

June 2007: Hamas consolidates its control of the Gaza Strip,
while Israel tightens the blockade.

December 27, 2008—January 18, 2009: Isracl unleashes
“Operation Cast Lead” in Gaza. Thirteen Israelis and approx-
imately 1,400 Palestinians are killed.

July 8-August 26, 2014: Isracl unleashes “Operation
Protective Edge” in Gaza. About 2,200 Palestinians and

73 Israelis are killed. Eighteen thousand homes in Gaza

and one house in Israel are destroyed.

May 2017: Hamas publishes a “Document of General Princi-
ples and Policies” to supersede its Charter. The Document des-
ignates establishing a Palestinian state alongside Israel, with the
return of Palestinian refugees, “a formula of national consensus.”
March 2018: Tens of thousands of people in Gaza begin
weekly demonstrations against the siege and for their rights
as refugees. Between March 30 and December 31, 2018,

at least 189 demonstrators are killed and 6,103 injured by
live ammunition.

May 2021: Hamas fires rockets from Gaza, citing Israeli
encroachments in East Jerusalem. More than 250 people in
Gaza and 13 in Israel are killed in the ensuing escalation,

which ends with a ceasefire after eleven days.
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Introduction

On October 7, 2023, hundreds of Palestinian militants burst
the gates of Gaza, overwhelmed military installations, and ram-
paged across southern Israel. The operation was shocking in its
boldness, the ensuing massacre for its brutality. But the condi-
tions that led to the Hamas attack were long-standing. Gaza is
a speck of coastline that is among the most densely populated
areas on earth. Some 75 percent of its inhabitants are refugees
driven from their homes to make way for the State of Israel in
1948, and their descendants. Israel occupied the Strip in 1967
and de facto annexed it without extending rights of citizenship
to the inhabitants. After Palestinians revolted against Israeli mil-
itary rule, in 1987 (the first intifada), Israel crushed the uprising
and then strengthened its grip on Gaza through various forms
of confinement. By 2004, the head of Israel’s National Security
Council could describe Gaza as “a huge concentration camp.”™
In January 2006, the Islamic Resistance Movement, Hamas,
won democratic elections in Gaza and the West Bank. Israel
and its allies responded by subjecting the occupied Palestinian
population—already enduring the “worst economic depression
in modern history”—to “possibly the most rigorous form of
international sanctions imposed in modern times.”* After
Hamas consolidated control in Gaza the following year, Israel
tightened the screws further as it put Gaza under a compre-
hensive closure that has been enforced with varying degrees of
intensity ever since.?
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The siege extinguished Gaza’s economy and reduced its
people to penury. “The idea is to put the Palestinians on a diet,”
a senior Israeli official explained, “but not to make them die of
hunger.”* The unemployment rate soared to among the highest
in the world, four-fifths of the population were forced to rely
on humanitarian assistance, three-quarters became dependent
on food aid, more than half faced “acute food insecurity,” one
in ten children were stunted by malnutrition, and over 96 per-
cent of potable water became unsafe for human consumption.’

The head of the United Nations (UN) agency for Palestinian
refugees, UNRWA, observed in 2008 that

Gaza is on the threshold of becoming the first territory
to be intentionally reduced to a state of abject destitution,
with the knowledge, acquiescence and—some would say—

encouragement of the international community.®

The UN warned in 2015 that the cumulative impact of this
induced “humanitarian implosion” might render Gaza “unliv-
able” within a half-decade. Israeli military intelligence agreed,
whereas a subsequent UN analysis judged the projection overly
optimistic.”

Long before October 2023, then, Israel had turned Gaza
into what the Economist termed a “human rubbish heap,” the
Haarerz editorial board a “ghetto,” the International Committee
of the Red Cross a “sinking ship.”® It had reduced Gaza to what
the UN high commissioner for human rights called a “toxic
slum,” in which above two million people were “caged . . . from
birth to death.” An Israeli officer stationed on the Gaza bor-
der distilled his mission there: “No development, no prosper-
ity, only humanitarian dependency.”’® He might have added,
forever.
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Many in Gaza did not share this vision for their future,
and so Israel found it prudent to periodically massacre them—
what Israeli officials termed “mowing the lawn.”'" Some of
these onslaughts responded to resistance emanating from Gaza;
armed, as when Hamas fired projectiles into Israel in May 2021
following settler encroachments in occupied East Jerusalem,
or unarmed, as in early 2018, when Palestinians demonstrated
nonviolently along Gaza’s perimeter fence—scores were killed
and thousands injured by Israeli snipers arrayed on the other
side.”* But Israel's most devastating offensives, in 2008 and
2014, were motivated by broader political objectives: to inspire
fear in the Arab world and to thwart Hamas “peace offen-
sives” that threatened to make Israel’s rejectionist diplomatic
posture—its refusal to withdraw from Palestinian territory in
exchange for peace—untenable.” In the 2014 assault alone,
approximately 1,600 civilians in Gaza were killed, including
550 children, and 18,000 homes were destroyed.'*

Expulsion. Annexation. Siege. Massacre. Injustice layered
on injustice, atrocity compounding atrocity, sedimented sav-
agery amounting in sum to a colossal crime against humanity—
culminating in the blockade and bombardment of a refu-
gee population, confined in a concentration camp, one-half
of whom were children."” It would surprise if suffering of this
severity were a recipe for long-term stability. Israeli officials
knew the “humanitarian condition in Gaza” was “progres-
sively deteriorating”—this being the intended outcome of
Israeli policy—and could predict that, “if it blows up, it'll be
in Israel’s direction.”’® But they apparently believed that by
oscillating “between [military] operations and providing that
level of aid to Gaza” sufficient to prevent its complete “col-
lapse,” Palestinian eruptions could be contained within toler-
able limits. Hamas will “rise up from time to time and hit us,”
Israel’s former national security advisor acknowledged in 2018,
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but “[i]t can’t cause us any real damage.”"” If the timing, scale,
and character of the October 7 attack came as a shock, the fact
that people in Gaza would strike out at some point and in some
fashion was not just predictable but priced in to Israel’s “con-
flict management” policy. Indeed, a former deputy to Israel’s
national security advisor found in the Hamas-led assault, not
proof of Gazans’ irrational barbarism, but confirmation of a
historical universal: “Eventually the oppressed will rise against

their oppressor.”'®

1 of the Gaza catastrophe were familiar,

If the “root causes”
and if the resort to terrorism by Israel as well as Hamas had
ample precedent, still, four critical aspects of the crisis marked
a departure:

First, there was a radical intensification in the magnitude
of death and destruction inflicted. The authorities in Israel
reported that Hamas-led militants killed some 1,200 people on
October 7, including more than 800 civilians, and took 250
more captive. If these figures are correct, this means Palestinians
killed more Israelis in one day than during the entire second
intifada (inclusive of the bloody suicide bombings).* At the
time of writing, allegations that Hamas forces engaged in wide-
spread mutilation, beheading, and rape had not been substan-
tiated. If those claims prove accurate, this would constitute
another grim novelty from an organization that has historically
eschewed such tactics.

In retaliation for the Hamas operation and massacre, Israel
turned Gaza into a howling wasteland. Over two months,
Israeli forces killed more than 17,000 people, including more
than 7,700 children.?! That’s almost as many children as were
killed across all the world’s conflict zones over the previous
three years combined.”” Gazan hospitals developed the acro-
nym “WCNSF’—Wounded Child No Surviving Family—as
hundreds of extended family units were wiped out.” Nearly 85
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percent of the population was internally displaced. More than
60 percent of homes were damaged or destroyed.?* Northern
Gaza became “an uninhabitable moonscape” as broad swathes
of the territory were erased. “Beit Hanoun is not only dead,” a
correspondent for Le Monde reported in November, referring
to a northern town, “Beit Hanoun no longer exists.”* In what
might have been a first in the annals of modern warfare, Israeli
forces systematically targeted hospitals as they “completely
obliterated” Gaza’s “healthcare infrastructure.”” At the same
time, Israel targeted water and sewage facilities and employed
“starvation of civilians as a method of warfare” as it prevented
deliveries of food, fuel, water, medicines, and electricity to the
battered enclave.” Inevitably, by mid-December, half the pop-
ulation of Gaza faced “severe hunger” while disease and lack
of medical treatment threatened to increase the death toll by
“multiples.”?®

Second, this ramping up of violence reflected a shift in Israel’s
strategy. Before October 7, Israel sought to manage its conflict
with the Palestinians by deploying economic “carrots” alongside
military “sticks” to co-opt as well as deter Palestinian resistance.
In the West Bank, many Palestinians came to acquire a material
investment in the status quo.” The emphasis in Gaza lay more
on the “sticks—those periodic bloodlettings—but there, too,
a class of profiteers had congealed, even under the harsh block-
ade. Crucially, in the years leading up to 2023, Israeli planners
thought that Hamas would prioritize control of a territory and
ability to govern it over resistance. Hamas’s responsibility for
providing public services in Gaza, together with its dependence
on Israel for access to the resources needed to discharge this
obligation, would induce the movement to abandon armed
struggle and acquiesce in Israel’s overarching control.

The October 7 attack was an emphatic refusal of this role.
Hamas would not become another Palestinian Authority,
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policing unlawfully annexed Palestinian territory on Israel’s
behalf. Even as the Hamas assault made Israel’s conflict manage-
ment approach a dead letter, the unqualified support extended
by the US and EU in its wake gave Israel an opportunity to, as
one member of Israel’s war cabinet declared, “change the . . .
strategic reality.”” Israel’s strategy accordingly shifted from
mowing the lawn in Gaza to salting the earth; from perpetu-
ally deferring the Gaza question to definitively resolving it.%!
To this end, Israel systematically destroyed the prerequisites for
civilization in Gaza and sought to render the territory unin-
habitable, while mobilizing US influence to persuade Egypt to
accept masses of Gazan refugees. The refusal of Egypt and other
Arab states to cooperate, together with mounting international
pressure to limit the humanitarian disaster, may have precluded
Israel from achieving these maximal objectives. But with half
of Gaza reduced to rubble, half the population crammed into
the southern city of Rafah, and Hamas not yet militarily van-
quished, it was wholly unclear, at the time of writing, what a
viable “day after” might look like.*

Third, the conflicc may now have entered a zero-sum
phase. The mainstream Palestinian leadership has for decades
sought a two-state settlement of the conflict, while Hamas
also attempted, after its election in 20006, to achieve this.*®
Meanwhile, previous escalations in Gaza ended with the pros-
pect, albeit never fulfilled, that the siege would be lifted and the
possibility, however remote, that some kind of modus vivendi
might be found. But after October 7, it is hard to foresee any
Israeli government negotiating with Hamas on anything more
substantial than a prisoner exchange. Hamas, for its part, may
no longer be prepared to coexist with the State of Israel. On the
one hand, Israel’s genocidal war will have multiplied ten-fold the
bitterness and rage in Gaza, which was already substantial. On
the other hand, if Hamas had previously reconciled to Israel’s
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existence as an immutable reality, the gravity of Israel’s oper-
ational and intelligence failures on October 7, together with
Hamas’s impressive military performance, may have convinced
them that Israel’s defeat is an option.

Finally, it there appears little short-term prospect of peace
taking root in Gaza’s scorched soil, seeds of hope did sprout
elsewhere, as a solidarity movement of unprecedented size and
vigor sprang to Gazas defense. In Western Europe and North
America, massive demonstrations mobilized for week after week
opposing Israel’s onslaught. Progressive Jews were in the mili-
tant vanguard. In the US and Britain, public opinion backed
an immediate ceasefire in Gaza, even as not one major polit-
ical party endorsed this position.** And right in the heart of
the political establishment, from the European Union to the
US State Department and White House, hundreds of officials
risked their careers to demand an end to complicity in Israel’s
war crimes.” In 2023, Gaza became a symbol for injustice, ine-
quality, and the hypocrisies of power writ large, and around this
symbol, the glimmer of a New International could be espied. If
the Gaza cataclysm resonated so widely, especially among the
young, it might be because, in this age of yawning inequality,
hollowed-out democracy, and a futureless future circumscribed
by economic stagnation and climate crisis, the global “99 per-
cent” saw in Gazans’ plight an extreme version of their own.

*okok

Contributions to this book were finalized in early December
2023. Figures provided for casualties and destruction are those
reported by the United Nations on December 9.
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“We are fighting human
animals and we are acting
accordingly”

—|sraeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant






Israel’s War on Gaza

Avi Shlaim

When Israel withdrew from Gaza in 2005, it turned the tiny
enclave into an open-air prison. Israel’s response to the Hamas
attack of October 7, 2023—the incessant bombardment of
Gaza by land, sea, and air—turned this open-air prison into an
open graveyard, a pile of rubble, a desolate wasteland.

Anténio Guterres, the secretary-general of the United
Nations (UN), said in his address to the Security Council that
the Hamas attack, in which 1,200 Israelis were killed and 250
taken hostage, did not happen in a vacuum. “The Palestinian
people have been subjected to fifty-six years of suffocating occu-
pation,” he noted. He immediately added that “the grievances
of the Palestinian people cannot justify the appalling attacks by
Hamas. And those appalling attacks cannot justify the collec-
tive punishment of the Palestinian people.”

Gilad Erdan, Israel’s ambassador to the UN, responded
with a vicious personal attack on the secretary-general, claim-

ing, falsely, that he accused Israel of blood libel, calling for his

Avi Shlaim is an emeritus professor of international relations at Oxford
University, a fellow of the British Academy, and the author of 7he Iron Wall:
Israel and the Arab World (Penguin, 2014) and Israel and Palestine: Reapprais-
als, Revisions, Refurations (Verso, 2009).
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resignation, and topping it off with a call on members of the
UN to stop funding the organization. Israeli antagonism to
the UN and obstruction of its work is nothing new, but the con-
trast between the decency and humanity of the secretary-general
and the rudeness and crudeness of the Israeli representative was
particularly striking on this occasion.

I propose to follow in the footsteps of the secretary-general
by stating the obvious: the Israel-Hamas conflict did not begin
on October 7. It has to be placed in its proper historical con-
text. The Gaza Strip is the name given to the southern part
of the coastal plain of Palestine, adjoining Egypt. It was part
of Palestine during the British Mandate which ended in May
1948. Under the 1947 UN partition plan this area was to form
part of the Palestinian Arab state but this state did not mate-
rialize. During the 1948 war for Palestine the Egyptian army
captured this semi-desert strip.

The 1949 Israeli-Egyptian Armistice Agreement left this area
on the Egyptian side of the new international border. Egypt did
not annex the territory but kept it under military rule, pending
resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

The Strip is 25 miles long and 4 to 9 miles wide with
a total area of 141 square miles. In the course of the 1948
war more than 200,000 Palestinian refugees were added to a
population of around 80,000, creating a massive humanitar-
ian problem. UNRWA (the UN Relief and Works Agency)
was set up to provide food, education, and health services
to the refugees. Israel occupied the Gaza Strip in the course
of the Suez War of October—November 1956 but was forced
by international pressure to vacate it in March 1957. A large
number of civilians were killed, and atrocities were commit-
ted by the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) during its short-lived
occupation of the territory in what was a foretaste of things
to come.
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In June 1967, Israel occupied the Gaza Strip, the West
Bank, including East Jerusalem, the Golan Heights, and the
Sinai Peninsula. In August 2005, Israel withdrew its soldiers and
settlers from the Gaza Strip. Israeli spokespersons claimed that
by withdrawing they gave the Gazans an opportunity to turn
the enclave into the Singapore of the Middle East. This claim
is utterly preposterous when compared with the grim reality,
but it is quite typical of Israeli propaganda. The reality is that
between 1967 and 2005, a classic colonial situation prevailed
in the Gaza Strip. A few thousand Israeli settlers controlled 25
percent of the territory, 40 percent of the arable land, and the
largest share of the desperately scarce water resources.

The Gaza Strip is not backward and impoverished because its
residents are lazy but because Israel’s rapacious colonial regime
did not give it a chance to flourish. Economic progress was
thwarted by a deliberate Israeli strategy of “de-development.”
Sara Roy, a Jewish scholar at Harvard, the daughter of Holocaust
survivors, is the leading expert on the Gaza Strip. She has writ-
ten four books on Gaza (as well as a chapter in this volume). The
first and ground-breaking book was called 7he Gaza Strip: The
Political Economy of De-development. In this book she coined the
term and formulated the pivotal concept of de-development. Her
powerful thesis is that the dire state of Gaza is not the result of
objective conditions but of a deliberate Israeli policy of keeping
it under-developed and dependent. Despite considerable oppo-
sition from the scholarly community when she first introduced
the concept, it has become widely used and part of the lexicon in
political science and other disciplines. The book shows in detail
the various measures by which Israel systematically thwarted the
growth of industry in the Gaza Strip and exploited the enclave
as a source of cheap labor as well as a market for its own goods.

There were three principal reasons for the decision of the
right-wing Likud government, headed by Ariel Sharon, to
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withdraw from Gaza in 2005. One is that Hamas, the Islamic
Resistance Movement, launched attacks against Israel’s settlers
and soldiers and, as a result, the price of occupying Gaza out-
stripped the benefits. The game was no longer worth the candle.
A second aim of the move was to sabotage the Oslo peace pro-
cess. As Dov Weissglas, Sharon’s chief of staff, explained in an
interview with Hauretz on October 8, 2004:

The significance is the freezing of the political process. And
when you freeze that process you prevent the establishment
of a Palestinian state and you prevent a discussion about the
refugees, the borders and Jerusalem. Effectively, this whole
package that is called the Palestinian state, with all that it
entails, has been removed from our agenda indefinitely . . .
The disengagement is actually formaldehyde. It supplies the
amount of formaldehyde that’s necessary so that there will not
be a political process with the Palestinians.

The third reason for disengagement had to do with demogra-
phy. Palestinians have a higher birth rate than Israelis and this
is perceived as a threat, a “demographic time bomb” as some
Israelis call it. To preserve the slim Jewish majority in areas
claimed by Israel, the Likud government decided to withdraw
unilaterally from Gaza. By withdrawing from Gaza, it removed,
or thought it removed, in one stroke, 1.4 million Palestinians
from the overall demographic equation. Sharon claimed that by
withdrawing from Gaza, his government was making a contri-
bution toward peace with the Palestinians. But this was a unilat-
eral Israeli move undertaken solely in what was considered to be
the Israeli national interest. The nature of the move was revealed
by its official name: “the unilateral disengagement from Gaza.”
Disengagement from Gaza was not the prelude to further with-
drawals from the West Bank and it most emphatically was not
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a contribution to peace. The houses that were abandoned in
Gaza were demolished by bulldozers in what amounted to a
scorched earth policy. The controlling consideration behind the
move was to divert resources from Gaza in order to safeguard
and consolidate the more significant Israeli settlements in the
West Bank.

In the year after withdrawing its 8,000 settlers from Gaza,
the Likud government introduced 12,000 new settlers into the
West Bank. Today, there are over 700,000 settlers in the West
Bank, including East Jerusalem. The 2005 move was not coor-
dinated with the Palestinian Authority (PA). The long-term
aim of the Sharon government was to redraw unilaterally the
borders of Greater Israel. One step in this overall strategy was
the disengagement from Gaza. The other step was the building
of the so-called security barrier on the West Bank. The security
barrier was in fact as much about land-grabbing as it was about
security. It was said to be a temporary security measure, but it
was intended to delineate the final borders of Greater Israel.

The two moves were anchored in a fundamental rejection
of Palestinian national rights. They reflected a determination
to prevent the Palestinians from ever achieving independence
on their own land. Denying access between the Gaza Strip and
the West Bank was a means of obstructing a unified Palestinian
struggle for independence. At the tactical level, withdrawing
from Gaza enabled the Israeli Air Force to bomb the terri-
tory at will, something they could not do when Israeli settlers
lived there.

Following the Israeli withdrawal from Gaza, Hamas mod-
erated its program and turned to the ballot box as the road to
power. Its 1988 Charter was antisemitic and called for a uni-
tary Islamic state from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean
Sea. But in its platform for the January 2006 elections, it
tacitly accepted Israel’s existence and lowered its sights to an
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independent Palestinian state along the 1967 lines. However,
Hamas did not agree to sign a formal peace treaty with Israel,
and it insisted on the right of return of the 1948 refugees,
widely seen as a codeword for dismantling Israel as a Jewish
state. Hamas won a clear victory in a fair and free election
not just in Gaza, but in the West Bank as well. Having won
an absolute majority of seats in the Palestinian Legislative
Council, Hamas proceeded to form a government in accord-
ance with customary democratic procedure. The Hamas vic-
tory came as an unpleasant surprise for Israel and its Western
supporters. Israel refused to recognize the new government
and resorted to economic warfare to undermine it. The United
States (US) and European Union, to their eternal shame, fol-
lowed Israel’s example in refusing to recognize the democrati-
cally elected government and joined Israel in economic warfare
to undermine it.

This is just one example, one example among many, of
Western hypocrisy on Israel-Palestine. The Western leaders
claim that they believe in democracy and that their objective
around the world is democracy-promotion. They invaded Iraq
in 2003 in the name of democracy and ended up by destroying
the country and causing hundreds of thousands of casualties.
The Western military interventions in Afghanistan, Syria, and
Libya also used democracy as a camouflage for imperial ambi-
tions and all of them ended in dismal failure. Democracy needs
to be built by the people from the ground up; it cannot be
imposed by a foreign army from the barrel of a tank.

Palestine was a shining example of democracy in action.
With the possible exception of Lebanon, it was the only gen-
uine as opposed to sham democracy in the Arab world. Under
the incredibly difficult conditions imposed by coercive military
occupation, the Palestinians succeeded in building a democratic
political system. The Palestinian people had spoken, but Israel
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and its Western allies refused to recognize the result of the elec-
tion because the people had voted for the “wrong” party.

In March 2007, Hamas formed a national unity govern-
ment with Fatah, the mainstream party that came second in
the ballot box. It was a moderate government which consisted
mainly of technocrats rather than politicians. Hamas invited
its coalition partner to negotiate with Israel a long-term hudna,
or truce. Much more significant than the offer of a long-term
hudna was Hamas’s acceptance of a two-state settlement (with
the implicit de facto recognition of Israel). This acceptance
was already hinted at in the Cairo Declaration of 2005, the
“Prisoners’ Document” of 2006, and the Mecca Accord between
Hamas and Fatah of 2007. Hamas all but explicitly endorsed a
two-state settlement and, as the then UN Middle East Envoy
Alvaro de Soto observed, it could have evolved further—if only
its overtures had not met with flat dismissal and rejection from
Israel and its allies. Nevertheless, Hamas leaders continued to
make it clear, in countless subsequent statements, that they
would accept a Palestinian state based on the 1967 borders.

Not content with dismissing Hamas’s call for a hudna
and its offer of negotiations for a two-state settlement, Israel
entered into a plot to topple the national unity government
and to oust Hamas from power. In 2008, a leak of memos from
the Israel-Palestinian Authority negotiations showed that Israel
and the US armed and trained the security forces of President
Mahmoud Abbas with the aim of overthrowing the unity gov-
ernment. Later, the “Palestine Papers,” a cache of 1,600 diplo-
matic documents leaked to Al Jazeera, provided more details.
They revealed that a secret committee was formed called the
Gaza Security Committee. It had four members: Israel, the
United States, Fatah, and Egyptian intelligence. The aim of this
committee was to isolate and weaken Hamas and to help Fatah
stage a coup in order to recapture power.
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Hamas decided to pre-empt the Fatah coup. It seized power
violently in Gaza in June 2007. Since then, the two branches
of the Palestinian national movement have been divided with
Hamas ruling over the Gaza Strip from Gaza City and the
Palestinian Authority, dominated by Fatah, governing the West
Bank from Ramallah. The Palestinian Authority, funded mainly
by the European Union and to a lesser extent by the United
States, functions essentially as a sub-contractor for Israeli secu-
rity. It is corrupt, incompetent, and impotent. As a result, it
enjoys little legitimacy in the West Bank and even less in the
Gaza Strip.

Israel’s response to the Hamas seizure of power was to
intensify a blockade on Gaza. The US, United Kingdom
(UK), and other European allies participated in this cruel
blockade. The blockade has now been in force for seventeen
years. It inflicts daily hardship on the inhabitants of the Strip.
It involves Israeli control not only of the imports but also of all
exports from Gaza, including agricultural goods. The blockade
of Gaza is not only cruel and inhumane but plainly illegal.
A blockade is a form of collective punishment which is explic-
itly proscribed by international law. And yet the international
community has totally failed to hold Israel to account for this
and the rest of its illegal actions. Israel denies that it is an
occupying power of the Gaza Strip. However, the UN, the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Amnesty
International, and Human Rights Watch have all concluded
that Israel remains in “effective occupation” despite its phys-
ical withdrawal because it continues to control access to the
territory by land, sea, and air.

Having been denied the fruits of its electoral victory, Hamas
resorted to the weapon of the weak, to what Israel calls terrorism,
and this took the form of rocket attacks from Gaza on south-
ern Israel. The IDF retaliated by bombing Gaza; a tit-for-tat
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ensued and the inevitable escalation of hostilities. In June
2008, Egypt brokered a ceasefire between Israel and Hamas.
The ceasefire worked remarkably well. In the six months before
June, the average number of rockets fired on Israel was 179. In
the following months, the average fell to three rockets a month.
On November 4, 2008, the IDF launched a raid into Gaza,
killed six Hamas fighters, and killed the ceasefire, leading to an
immediate resumption of hostilities. Hamas offered to renew
the ceasefire on its original terms, which included the easing of
the blockade. Israel refused the offer and prepared to renew the
fight. In general, Hamas has a much better record than Israel of
observing ceasefires.

Israel launched its first major military offensive in Gaza on
December 27,2008, naming it Operation Cast Lead. The reason
given for the attack was self-defense. Israel, like any other coun-
try, it was claimed, has the right to defend itself and to protectits
citizens. In other words, Israel claimed the right to self-defense
against the people it occupied and oppressed. However, if all
Israel wanted was to protect its citizens, it did not have to resort
to force. All it had to do was to follow Hamas’s good example
and observe the ceasefire. Israel repeatedly invokes its right to
self-defense but under international law self-defense does not
apply if you are an illegal military occupier.

Operation Cast Lead was also the first major Israeli
assault on the people of Gaza, and I use the words “people of
Gaza” deliberately. Israel claims that Hamas uses civilians as
human shields and that this makes them legitimate military
targets. In a crowded enclave, however, it is inevitable that
some Hamas command centers, tunnels, and weapons stores
are located near civilian buildings. That is not the same as
using civilians as human shields. Many of the Israeli claims
that Hamas uses schools, hospitals, mosques, and UNRWA
buildings as cover for its operations have turned out to be
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untrue. On the other hand, the claim that the IDF goes to
great lengths to avoid hurting innocent civilians is flatly con-
tradicted by the evidence. Its offensive inflicted very heavy
casualties and massive damage to the civilian infrastructure.
It established a pattern of regular incursions to hit Hamas,
incursions that invariably rain down death and destruction
on the civilian population.

The United Nations Human Rights Council appointed a
commission of inquiry into Operation Cast Lead. It was headed
by the eminent South African Judge Richard Goldstone. The
Goldstone team noted that both sides were guilty of war crimes
but reserved its severest criticisms for Israel because of the scale
and seriousness of its war crimes. To give just one example,
Goldstone and his colleagues found seven incidents in which
Israeli soldiers shot civilians leaving their homes, holding a
white flag.

The conclusion of the report was that the attacks in 2008—
2009 were directed, at least in part, at the people of Gaza as a
whole. It was “a deliberately disproportionate attack designed
to punish, humiliate, and terrorize a civilian population.”
During the second Lebanon war of 2006 the IDF chief of
general staff Gadi Eizenkot enunciated a policy of deliberately
harming enemy civilians which became known as the “Dahiya
Doctrine.” The doctrine was named after the Dahiya neighbor-
hood of Beirut, where Hezbollah was headquartered during
the war. It encompassed the destruction of civilian infrastruc-
ture in order to deny its use to the enemy and it endorsed the
use of “disproportionate force” to achieve that end. Israel has
repeatedly applied this criminal doctrine in Gaza to devastating
humanitarian effect.

Operation Cast Lead was followed by further Israeli
attacks on the Gaza Strip in 2012, 2014, 2018, 2021, 2022,
and mid-2023. Operation Swords of Iron is the eighth Israeli
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military offensive in Gaza in fifteen years, and it is by far the
most lethal and destructive. After two months of fighting, the
Palestinian death toll had risen to at least 17,700, including
7,729 children and 5,153 women, with over 48,700 injured—
more than the total of the previous military offensives com-
bined. A further 265 Palestinians were killed on the West Bank
by the Israeli military and armed settlers. Nearly 1.9 million
people in Gaza, equivalent to 85 percent of a population of
2.3 million, were internally displaced. Heavy IDF bombard-
ment reduced entire neighborhoods to rubble and inflicted cat-
astrophic damage on the civilian infrastructure and economy of
Gaza. UN staff who assist the Palestinians were another casualty
of this savage Israeli offensive. More than 130 UNRWA teach-
ers, health workers, and aid workers were killed—the highest
number in any conflict in the UN’s history.

The United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) estimated that Israeli attacks
destroyed more than 52,000 housing units and damaged more
than 253,000. At least 60 percent of Gaza’s homes were dam-
aged or destroyed. By November 12, OCHA reported, 279
educational facilities had been damaged, more than 51 per-
cent of the total, with none of Gaza’s 625,000 students able to
access education. More than half of Gaza’s hospitals and nearly
two-thirds of primary healthcare centers were out of service and
53 ambulances damaged. All thirteen hospitals in Gaza City and
northern Gaza had received evacuation orders from the Israeli
military. Water consumption had fallen by 90 percent since the
war started. People were queuing for an average of four to six
hours to receive half the normal bread ration. Around 390,000
jobs had been lost since the start of the war. Before the war
the jobless rate already stood at 46 percent, rising to 70 per-
cent among youth. The socio-economic impact of the war has
been nothing short of catastrophic. It is difficult to avoid the
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conclusion that, as in Operation Cast Lead, Operation Swords
of Iron is “a deliberately disproportionate attack designed to
punish, humiliate, and terrorize a civilian population.”

Israeli generals frequently use the same phrase to describe
their recurrent operations in Gaza: “mowing the lawn.” What
this means is that they have no political solution to the problem
of Gaza. So every few years they move in with foot soldiers,
tanks, artillery, navy, and aircraft, smash up the place, degrade
the military capabilities of Hamas, pulverize the civilian infra-
structure, and then go home and leave the political problem
completely unresolved.

“Mowing the lawn” is a chilling metaphor because it
describes a mechanical action that you do periodically every few
years and with no end in sight. Under this template, there is
no end to the bloodshed, and the next war is always around
the corner. This is not a policy for dealing with Gaza; it is a
non-policy. To put it differently, it is an inappropriate military
response to what essentially is a political problem.

There is a popular Israeli saying: if force does not work, use
more force. This is an asinine idea: if force does not work, it
is because it is an unsuitable instrument for dealing with the
problem at hand. It can also be counterproductive. Israel’s dis-
proportionate, excessive use of military force in the past ended
up encouraging the rise of Hezbollah in Lebanon and of Hamas
in the Gaza Strip. Israel’s policy of assassinating Hamas leaders
with the aim of decapitating the organization has never worked.
The dead leaders are quickly replaced by younger leaders who
are usually more militant.

The government formed by Benjamin Netanyahu at the end
of 2022 was the most radical, right-wing, xenophobic, expan-
sionist, overtly racist, and the most incompetent government
in Israel’s history. It was also the most explicitly pro-settler,
Jewish supremacist government. The policy guidelines of this
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government assert that “the Jewish people have an exclusive
and inalienable right to all parts of the Land of Isracl.” In other
words, only Jews have a right to the whole Land of Israel which
includes the West Bank. Palestinians have no national rights.
This extreme and uncompromising position makes bloodshed
inevitable because it leaves the Palestinians no peaceful avenue
for realizing their right to national self-determination.

After October 7, Israel announced a new war aim, namely,
to eliminate Hamas altogether as a political and military force.
Israeli leaders began to speak of “dismantling Hamas once and
for all” or “eradicating” Hamas. To anyone familiar with the
history of Israel-Gaza relations, this aim comes as a surprise. It
definitely represents an abrupt reversal of Netanyahu’s previ-
ous policy. Whereas some Israeli leaders prefer having a unified
collaborator PA administration in Gaza and the West Bank,
Netanyahu was content with the status quo of different regimes
in Gaza and the West Bank. Here is what he reportedly said to
his Likud colleagues in March 2019: “Anyone who wants to
thwart the establishment of a Palestinian state has to support
bolstering Hamas and transferring money to Hamas . . . This
is part of our strategy—to isolate the Palestinians in Gaza from
the Palestinians in the West Bank.”

On October 7, the cynical policy of Netanyahu, of pre-
serving the status quo in the occupied territories by a tactic of
divide and rule, collapsed spectacularly. His policy was to keep
the Palestinian Authority weak, to allow Israel a free hand to do
whatever it liked on the West Bank, and to keep the Palestinians
in Gaza cooped up in the open-air prison. It was a policy of
containment that ultimately failed to contain.

On October 7, the inmates broke out of the prison. In the
words of Norman Finkelstein, the breakout was akin to a slave
rebellion. Fighters of Hamas and Islamic Jihad broke down
the fence and went on a killing spree in southern Israel. First,
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they attacked a military base, then kibbutzim and settlements
around the borders of Gaza. They killed about 350 soldiers,
more than 800 civilians, and the carnage was accompanied by
terrible atrocities. They also took 250 hostages, both soldiers
and civilians. This was a game-changer: the first time Hamas
conducted a large-scale attack by land inside Israel. It was a hor-
rific and totally unexpected attack that traumatized the whole
of Israeli society.

On the Israeli side, this was more than an intelligence
failure; it was a policy failure of the highest magnitude. For
years Netanyahu had been saying to the Israeli public that the
Palestinians are finished, that they are defeated, that Israelis can
do whatever they like on the West Bank, that they can forget
Gaza, and achieve peace with the Arab states without making
any concessions to the Palestinians.

The 2020-2021 Abraham Accords between Israel and
Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Morocco, and
Sudan seemed to vindicate Netanyahu. They yielded what he
wanted: peace for peace without Israel having to make any con-
cessions on the Palestinian issue. The Accords were a betrayal
of the collective Arab position on the Palestinian issue. This
position was adopted by the Arab League summit in Beirut in
March 2002, and it became known as the Arab Peace Initiative.
It offered Israel peace and normalization with all twenty-two
members of the Arab League in return for agreeing to an inde-
pendent Palestinian state along the 1967 lines with a capital
city in East Jerusalem. Israel ignored the offer. The Abraham
Accords amounted to a very different kind of deal for Israel and
a stab in the back to the Palestinian national movement. They
were sponsored by the United States as part of a misguided
policy of promoting stability in the Middle East by cooperat-
ing with authoritarian Arab regimes and Israel while bypassing
the Palestinians.
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The Hamas attack announced loud and clear that the
Palestinian issue is not dead and that Palestinian resistance to
the Israeli occupation is far from over. One of its aims was to
deter Saudi Arabia from concluding a peace treaty with Israel.
Under strong American pressure, Saudi Arabia came very close
to signing an Abraham Accord with Israel. In the Arab world,
as in the West, there is a disconnect between the governments
and the people on Israel-Palestine. The governments value their
relationship with America and Israel; the Arab street remains
strongly pro-Palestinian regardless of the shifting geopolitics
of the region. The Hamas attack, by rekindling popular sup-
port for the Palestinian cause throughout the Arab and Islamic
worlds, forced the Saudis to think again.

The October 7 attack also highlighted the contrast between
the craven subservience of the PA to Israel and America and
the Islamic resistance to the occupation spearheaded by Hamas.
The PA had been totally ineffective in protecting the people
of the West Bank against Israeli land grabs, ethnic cleansing,
escalating settler violence, and ever-increasing provocations in
and around the al-Agsa mosque in the Old City of Jerusalem,
one of the three holiest sites of Islam alongside Mecca and
Medina. Al-Agsa is of the greatest importance to Muslims as
a religious symbol and this is precisely why the encroachment
by the Netanyahu government and its Jewish fundamentalist
followers is so incendiary. By its attack on October 7, Hamas
signaled to Israel that these provocations will no longer be tol-
erated. It was for this reason too that the operation was named
the Al-Agsa Deluge. All in all, it was a powerful assertion of
Palestinian agency and leadership in the ongoing struggle
against the Israeli occupation.

The Hamas attack left Netanyahu’s entire policy in tat-
ters, and he will probably pay the political price for the intel-
ligence and security failures. Before October 7 there was
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massive protest in Israel against his plan for judicial overhaul.
The protest did not cease altogether following the Hamas
attack but the situation in Gaza became the dominant issue.
It did not take long for families of the hostages to start a
vigil outside the prime minister’s residence in Jerusalem. After
the dust settles, all the anger will be redirected at Netanyahu.
In the face of mounting international calls for an immediate
ceasefire, he remains defiant. He knows that once the war
against Hamas comes to an end, his days in office will be
numbered. Politically speaking, Netanyahu looks like a dead
man walking.

What is clear is that Netanyahu’s new policy of eradicating
Hamas has no chance of succeeding. Hamas has a military wing,
the Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigades, which commits terrorist
acts when it targets Israeli civilians. Even if all its commanders
were killed, they would be quickly replaced by new recruits and
more militant ones. But Hamas is also a political party with
institutions and a social movement with many branches such as
a women’s association and a students’ association. It is part of
the fabric of Palestinian society. What is more: Hamas is a set of
ideas, including the idea of freedom and self-determination for
the Palestinian people. Military force can decimate an organiza-
tion, but it cannot kill an idea.

With characteristic hubris, Netanyahu announced that
he was determined to destroy Hamas not only to ensure his
own country’s security but also to free the people of Gaza from
Hamas’s tyranny. Israel’s indiscriminate use of force, however,
does not weaken Hamas; it strengthens it. By relying on brute
military force alone, Israel weakens those Palestinian leaders who
advocate for negotiations and believe that Palestinians need only
behave nicely for the world to sit up and listen. Nor is Hamas
identical to ISIS, as Netanyahu and an ever-increasing number
of his ministers keep claiming. ISIS is a jihadist organization
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with a nihilist global agenda. Hamas, by contrast, is a regional
organization with a limited and legitimate political agenda.

On June 2, 1948, Sir John Troutbeck, a senior official in
the Foreign Office, wrote a memo to Foreign Secretary Ernest
Bevin. He complained that by their support for the creation
of Israel, the Americans helped to create a “gangster state with
a thoroughly unscrupulous set of leaders.” Whether Israel
behaves like a gangster state is open to debate, but Netanyahu
is without doubt a thoroughly unscrupulous leader. As he
directed Israel’s 2023 assault on Gaza, Netanyahu was also
on trial for three serious corruption charges, and he knew
that if convicted, he might end up in prison. The imperative
of personal political survival helped to shape his conduct of
the war.

Yet Netanyahu’s motives for prolonging the war in Gaza
went deeper than self-preservation. His life’s mission has been
to defeat the Palestinian national movement and to prevent
the emergence of an independent Palestinian State alongside
Israel. He grew up in a fiercely nationalistic Jewish home. His
father, Benzion Netanyahu, was the political secretary of Ze'ev
Jabotinsky, the spiritual father of the Israeli Right and the chief
architect of the strategy of the “iron wall.” In 1923, Jabotinsky
published an article under the title “On the Iron Wall (We and
the Arabs).” In it he argued that the Zionist goal of an independ-
ent Jewish state in Palestine could only be achieved unilaterally
and by military force. A Jewish state could only be established
not by negotiations with the Arabs of Palestine but behind an
iron wall of Jewish military power. The essence of the strategy
was negotiations from strength. Once the Arabs gave up hope
of defeating the Jews on the battlefield, then would come the
time for stage two, for negotiating with them about their sta-
tus and rights in Palestine. Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin
moved from stage one to stage two of the strategy by signing the
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Oslo Accord with the PLO in 1993 though he never conceded
any Palestinian national rights.

Netanyahu came to power in 1996, following the assassi-
nation of Rabin, with the explicit mission of subverting the
Oslo Accords and preventing the establishment of a Palestinian
state. He was fixated on the first part of the iron wall strategy,
on accumulating more and more military power, and avoid-
ing stage two, negotiations of any kind. Until October 7,
his strategy was to drive a firm wedge between Gaza and the
West Bank and to allow a weak Hamas to govern Gaza. After
October 7, he was determined to destroy Hamas but without
allowing the PA to extend its writ to Gaza because that would
strengthen the case for a two-state solution. This amounted to
a crude version of Jabotinsky’s strategy, using Jewish military
power not to resolve the conflict but to keep the Palestinians
in the West Bank and Gaza in a permanent state of subor-
dination to a Jewish supremacist state. Netanyahu’s declared
aim is to ensure security for Israel for the long-term. His
undeclared aim is to end forever the prospect of Palestinian
independence.

One disturbing aspect of the Israeli response to the horrific
Hamas attack is the dehumanizing of the Palestinian people.
This is nothing new. On one occasion, Netanyahu famously
suggested that it was Haj Amin al-Husseini, the leader of the
Palestinian National Movement, who suggested to Hitler that
instead of expelling the Jews from Germany, he should extermi-
nate them. One of Netanyahu’s most often repeated, and most
morally repugnant, claims is that Palestinian nationalism is a
direct continuation of Nazi antisemitism.

Today, many Israeli ministers depict the Palestinians
as Nazis. Yoav Galant, the defense minister, referred to the
enemy as “human animals,” and used this view to justify the
inhuman siege that he imposed, the cutting off of electricity,
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food, water, and fuel to 2.3 million people. Particularly chill-
ing in its cruelty, given the huge number of children killed,
was the statement by Israeli president Isaac Herzog that the
“entire nation” of Gaza “is responsible.” Dehumanizing an
entire people can have serious political consequences even if
they are unintended. The Nazi dehumanization of the Jews
was a major factor in paving the way for the death camps.
Israeli demonization of the Palestinians is a similarly danger-
ous dynamic that can be used to justify the ethnic cleansing
of Gaza.

The Western response to the crisis in Gaza has comprised
the usual hypocrisy and brazen double standards, but this time
taken to a new level. The Western love of Israel has always been
accompanied by the denial of Palestinian history and humanity.
Deep concern for Israel’s security is reiterated all the time by all
Western leaders, but no thought is spared for Palestinian secu-
rity, let alone Palestinian rights. Evidently, the Palestinians are
the children of a lesser God.

In the immediate aftermath of the Hamas attack, Western
leaders undertook a pilgrimage to Jerusalem to demonstrate that
they are standing by Israel. Palestinian resistance to the occu-
pation, the most prolonged and brutal military occupation of
modern times, has been decontextualized and de-historicized.
The Palestinians are engaged in an anti-colonial struggle, pos-
sibly the last anti-colonial struggle in today’s world. But their
struggle is widely attributed by Western commentators to reli-
gious fanaticism and irrational hatred of Jews rather than to
the normal, universal desire of all people to live in freedom
and dignity on their land.

The Western stand with Israel carries an echo of the habitual
colonial tendency to treat struggles for national liberation as
proof of the savagery, barbarism, and terrorism of the indige-
nous population. This is how the “civilized world” responded to
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the liberation struggles of South Africans, Algerians, Kenyans,
and Vietnamese. And this is how some Western leaders look
upon Palestinian resistance today.

The US and UK have given Israel not only moral but
material and military support as well as diplomatic protec-
tion. President Joe Biden said that the attack of October
7 was the worst attack on the Jewish people since the
Holocaust. This is to trivialize the Holocaust. America
sent two aircraft carriers to the Eastern Mediterranean and
beefed up its forces in Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Jordan. By
shielding Israel from Hezbollah and Iran, the US enabled
Israel to carry on with the mass slaughter in Gaza. In effect,
America and Britain gave Israel warrant to pursue its war on
Gaza despite the humanitarian catastrophe it caused. They
called for “humanitarian pauses” when what was desper-
ately needed was a complete ceasefire. The seven-day pause
in the fighting made it possible to send some humanitarian
aid into Gaza and for the freeing by Hamas of some of the
hostages in return for the release of three times the number
of Palestinians from Israeli prisons. But as soon as the pause
expired, on December 1, the IDF intensified the bombard-
ment, killing 700 people in one day and exacerbating the
utterly horrendous humanitarian crisis.

A UAE draft resolution to the Security Council for an
immediate humanitarian ceasefire was defeated by an American
veto on December 8, although it had the support of thirteen
members with only the UK abstaining. Since 1948, the US has
used its veto thirty-four times to defeat resolutions critical of
Israel. The majority of these resolutions were drafted to provide
a framework for resolving the Israel-Palestine conflict. The veto
of the UAE draft resolution was widely denounced, especially
in the global south, as tantamount to a free pass for Israel to
continue the butchery and destruction of Gaza.
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In his October 28 address to the nation, Netanyahu said
that Israelis were fighting their second war of independence.
This is preposterous: no one is threatening Israel’s independence
or existence today. It is Israel which is denying freedom and
independence to the Palestinians. The statement may also have
carried a veiled threat. In 1948 what Israelis call their “War of
Independence” was accompanied by the Nakba, the catastro-
phe, the ethnic cleansing of Palestine. There have been ample
signs that the Netanyahu government is in fact actively plan-
ning a second Nakba.

A leaked report of Israel’s intelligence ministry, dated
October 13, outlined three alternatives “to bring about a signif-
icant change in the civilian reality in the Gaza Strip in light of
the Hamas crimes that led to the ‘Iron Swords’ war.” The alter-
native deemed by the document’s authors to best serve Israeli
security involves moving Gaza’s civilian population to tent cit-
ies in northern Sinai, then building permanent cities and an
undefined humanitarian corridor. A security zone would be
established inside Israel, on the border with Egypt, to block
the displaced Palestinians from entering. The report did not
say what would become of Gaza once its population is cleared
out. History tells us that once Israel drives Palestinians from
their homes, it does not allow them to return. This is what hap-
pened in the 1948 war and in the 1967 war and, despite strong
Egyptian opposition, it could happen again.

These are not isolated actions but part of a pattern. They
all serve the ultimate goal that the Zionist movement had set
itself from the start: to build a Jewish state on as large a part of
Palestine as possible with as few Arabs within its borders as pos-
sible. Operation Swords of Iron marks a new and utterly ruth-
less step in this direction. As Ahdaf Soueif, the Egyptian-British
novelist, observed in the Guardian on December 4, 2023,
“[wlhat the global south has known for 100 years, the people
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of the global north are understanding now: that the Zionists
want all the land, with no Palestinian people, and will stop at
nothing to get it.”

In 1876, Liberal opposition leader William Gladstone
published a pamphlet denouncing atrocities committed by
soldiers of the Ottoman Empire against civilians in Bulgaria.
Gladstone’s indictment seared itself in my memory since I was
an eighteen-year-old schoolboy in London doing A-level British
History. The key passage went as follows: “Let the Turks now
carry away their abuses in the only possible manner, namely
by carrying off themselves. Their Zaphtichs and their Mudirs,
their Bimbashis and their Yuzbachis, their Kaimakams and their
Pashas, one and all, bag and baggage, shall, I hope, clear out
from the province they have desolated and profaned.” This is
rather how I feel about the atrocities perpetrated by the IDF in
the Gaza province today.



“You wanted hell—
you will get hell”
—l|sraeli Coordinator of

Government in the Territories
Major General Ghassan Alian
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Econocide in Gaza

Sara Roy

On November 14, 2023, several weeks after the start of the hor-
rifying conflict in Gaza, a colleague received this message from
a friend of hers who lives in Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip:
“There is really no water or bread. It has stopped completely
due to the lack of fuel. We are now in famine and there is no
drinking water or salt water. If it continues for 3 days, we will
actually die.” Two days later, on November 16, the World Food
Programme reported:

Supplies of food and water are practically non-existent in
Gaza and only a fraction of what is needed is arriving through
the borders. With winter fast approaching, unsafe and over-
crowded shelters, and the lack of clean water, civilians are fac-
ing the immediate possibility of starvation . . . There is no way
to meet current hunger needs with one operational border
crossing . . . Fuel shortages have triggered a crippling halt in
bread production across all 130 bakeries in Gaza. Bread, a sta-
ple food for people in Gaza, is scarce or non-existent . . . The

Sara Roy is an associate of the Center for Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard
University. Her most recent book is Unsilencing Gaza: Reflections on Resis-
tance (Pluto Press, 2021).
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food infrastructure in Gaza is no longer functional . . . Local
markets have shut down completely . . . [L]ife in Gaza [is at]
a standstill . . . People are going hungry.!

After nearly forty years of engagement with Palestinian-
Israeli crisis, studying the impact of the occupation on Gaza’s
economy and society, I am not altogether surprised by the cat-
astrophic events described above. That Gaza now finds itself
devastated and dismembered, with the majority of its pop-
ulation internally displaced, on the verge of starvation and
expulsion, is the deadliest expression to date of longstanding
Israeli policies of separation, isolation, and closure. I have
examined these policies in great detail in my writings, ana-
lyzing how they deliberately aimed to weaken, undermine,
and hollow out Gaza’s economy over time. This gave rise to
my concept of de-development, which, simply put, deprives
the economy of its productive capacity and any possibility of
meaningful structural growth. In effect, de-development de-
scribes the systematic dismantling of a normal economy and
its rational functioning.

A crucial point in the trajectory of Israeli policy was the
imposition of a total economic blockade (or siege) of Gaza
by land, sea, and air. The blockade effectively began follow-
ing Hamas’s victory in the Palestinian legislative elections in
January 2006 and was tightened after Hamas’s takeover of the
Gaza Strip in June 2007. In the seventeen years since it was
imposed, the blockade has proven to be the single most damag-
ing measure affecting Gaza’s economy and society. The impact
has been devastating. With the blockade the logical endpoint
of de-development was arguably reached: an economy inter-
nally disabled, unable to function without external sources of
support. According to a confidential document produced by an
international organization in 2015,



ECONOCIDE IN GAZA 39

Gaza has not been a functioning economy since 2007. With-
out external aid there simply would not be a functioning
economy in Gaza, and public or other basic services would
not be provided to the population.

In this way, the blockade starkly revealed a reality, long ob-
scured, that had characterized Gaza’s economy since 1967 when
the occupation began: Gaza’s was never a normal economy, and
was never allowed to be.

The blockade, like other Israeli measures, must be understood
not as a singular, decontextualized event imposed in response to
other precipitating and decontextualized events—but as part of
a policy framework that long preceded its implementation. In
fact, the blockade, which is really an intensified military closure,
was consistent with, and a more acute expression of, Israel’s sep-
aration and closure policy in Gaza that began in 1991 and was
formalized in 1993. Gaza has been under a form of closure—
restricting and periodically prohibiting trade and the movement
of Gaza’s labor force and general population—for over three dec-
ades, a structure that has never been lifted. All that has changed
in the period since it was imposed is the closure’s intensity.

The total siege of Gaza that was imposed following the hor-
rifying murders of Israelis by Hamas militants on October 7,
2023, was part of that same policy continuum of separation
and closure—clearly, its most extreme and pernicious form—
characterized by the destruction of Gaza’s infrastructure (espe-
cially housing) and the denial of food, water, electricity, and
fuel to its population. This speaks to a process which I term
econocide: the wholesale destruction of an economy and its con-
stituent parts, particularly a clearly defined economic identity
and an organized and functioning economic community.” It is
the logical extension of de-development—destruction. Without
doubt, Gaza’s economy has been destroyed.
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The Gaza blockade in context: A policy trajectory

Although it is not possible here to detail the long and painful
history of the past decades and the various political and eco-
nomic policies that emerged therein, certain points are critical
to an understanding of the Gaza blockade.’

—De-development and the ‘peace process”

Often lost from view is the reality of occupation—which now
spans three quarters of Israel’s entire history—as the primary
factor defining (and delimiting) Gazas tragic situation. The
Oslo “peace process” of the 1990s enabled Israel to claim that
it was mitigating if not ending the occupation. (It is worth not-
ing that the term “occupation” appears nowhere in any of the
Oslo agreements, which also fail to acknowledge Israel as an
occupying power.) In fact, the Oslo process was doing the exact
opposite: deepening Israel’s control of the territories through a
variety of policies—including territorial fragmentation and the
large-scale expropriation of Arab land and other resources—
intended to ensure Israel’s continued presence and preclude the
establishment of a Palestinian state. In this way, the historical
contest over territory was replaced by a policy of separation,
isolation, and containment. Israeli policy now goes well beyond
occupation to total annexation of the West Bank and almost
total ruination in Gaza.

The political and economic illusions created by the Oslo
process and negotiation framework—supported by a com-
pliant Palestinian Authority (PA) and donor community—
led to a range of economic programs and initiatives pro-
moting “economic peace” under occupation. By conflating
freedom with free trade, economic peace as conceived by
Oslo’s architects held that economic change must precede
political change, creating a context conducive to future polit-
ical compromise. In other words, the “economic returns of
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cooperation will outweigh the benefits of resistance,” or, as
Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu explained in
November 2009, “development does not solve problems, it
mitigates them and makes them more accessible for solution
and creates a stronger political base.” In effect, this policy
saw any form of economic improvement as an alternative
to ending the occupation and the dispossession that accom-
panies it. The persistence of this failed approach could be
seen in US secretary of state John Kerry’s 2013 attempt to
restart Israeli-Palestinian peace negotiations by “promot[ing]
economic development and . . . remov[ing] some of the bot-
tlenecks and barriers that exist with respect to commerce
in the West Bank.” In this way, he said, economic growth
“will help us be able to provide a climate . . . an atmos-
phere, within which people have greater confidence about
moving forward.”

Yet the economic peace approach did not fundamentally
differ from Israeli policies dating back to the early years of
occupation. These policies aimed to extinguish Palestinian
political demands and aspirations through limited economic
gains under an occupation that continued to extract Palestinian
resources. Oslo was simply a more sophisticated expression of
this deception. Some of the industrial estates, infrastructural
change, trade, and institutional development that attended
the Oslo process did deliver limited change and transient
periods of economic growth. But they could not be sustained
given the (structural) context of increasingly oppressive Israeli
control, restrictions (notably a strengthened closure regime),
and assault.

The damage wrought by the Oslo “peace process” was
profound, and perhaps nowhere more striking than in Gaza.
Throughout my near four decades of research on the Gaza Strip,
I have encountered two recurring themes. The first is Israel’s
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desire to rid itself of any responsibility for Gaza while retain-
ing control of it—a clear outcome, if not a goal, of the Oslo
process. Continued control is essential since, as the late Tanya
Reinhardt argued, Israel cannot free Gaza if it wants to rule the
West Bank, its principal objective. This is because a free Gaza
would be able to establish direct ties with the Arab (and possibly
Western) world and become, once again, a center of resistance
to Israeli occupation. By extension, in destroying Gaza, as it is
doing at present, Israel believes it is eliminating any resistance
to its annexation of the West Bank.

The second theme centers on Israel’s desire to “exchange”
Gaza, as it were, for full and internationally (i.e., American)
sanctioned control of the West Bank, something, arguably,
Israel achieved after October 7. This would prevent the crea-
tion of a Palestinian state and secure Israel’s continued occu-
pation. This increasingly evident goal, institutionalized during
the Oslo period and shared by successive Israeli governments
throughout the second intifada, involved an encircled, non-
contiguous, and fragmented Palestinian entity under Israeli
control on less than half the West Bank, with the remaining
majority effectively annexed. A critical feature of the policy
was the isolation, encirclement, and weakening of the Gaza
Strip, which would similarly remain under Israeli dominance.
Basically, the objective was to eliminate Palestinian control
over the whole of the West Bank and East Jerusalem and sever
most ties between these areas and Gaza. In order to implement
this reality, Israel needed to attenuate Palestinian demands and
to create a malleable leadership willing to accept such an out-
come. It attempted to do this primarily by economic coop-
tation in the West Bank and, in the Gaza Strip, by economic
deprivation, demographic isolation, and physical as well as
institutional destruction.
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—Guaza “disengagement”

A critical turning point for the conflict generally and Gaza spe-
cifically came in 2005 with then Israeli prime minister Ariel
Sharon’s so-called disengagement from the Gaza Strip. This in-
volved the redeployment of the Israeli army outside Gaza’s bor-
ders and the evacuation of all Israeli settlements, even as Israel
maintained complete and direct control over Gaza’s borders, air-
space, water, and maritime access. This policy laid the framework
for a new unilateral approach and exposed the “peace” negotia-
tions as a means of buying time to entrench Israeli occupation
rather than a sincere attempt to end it. In a now famous October
2004 interview with Israeli newspaper Haaretz, Sharon’s close
advisor Dov Weissglas, who handled some of the negotiations,
explained the rationale behind the Gaza disengagement:

I found a device . . . to ensure that there will be no stopwatch
here. That there will be no timetable to implement the set-
tlers’ nightmare. I have postponed the nightmare indefinitely.
Because what I effectively agreed to with the Americans was
that part of the settlements would not be dealt with at all, and
the rest will not be dealt with until the Palestinians turn into
Finns. . . . The significance is the freezing of the political pro-
cess. And when you freeze that process you prevent the estab-
lishment of a Palestinian state and you prevent a discussion
about refugees, the borders, and Jerusalem. Effectively, this
whole package that is called the Palestinian state, with all that
it entails, has been removed from our agenda indefinitely. And
all this with authority and permission. All with a presidential
blessing and the ratification of both houses of Congress.

In a 2006 meeting with a high-level Israeli official who played a
key role in designing the Gaza disengagement plan, a colleague
of mine was told the following: “The next two years will be
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crucial for Israel. Our goals are very clear—more settlements in
the West Bank and the increased cantonization of the West Bank.
We want to see three major cantons in the West Bank and the
fourth will be Gaza.” These goals were subsequently achieved.

Israel’s 2005 disengagement from the Gaza Strip effectively
completed the implementation of Oslo’s 1994 Gaza and Jericho
First plan, which also aimed to turn Gaza into an imprisoned
and diminished canton (in the guise of the envisioned provi-
sional Palestinian state) and isolate it from the West Bank. This
in turn freed Israel to pursue, in one form or another, its de
facto annexation of the West Bank, which it has largely accom-
plished in the two decades since the first Oslo accord was signed.
Shlomo Ben-Ami, a former Israeli foreign minister, put it this
way: “To believe that we ended the occupation in Gaza while
still occupying the West Bank is to assume that Gaza is not part
of a Palestinian entity.” It is precisely this assumption that has
long informed Israeli policy toward Gaza, especially after 2005.

The Gaza disengagement plan should thus be understood
as part of the continuum that began at least with the Oslo pro-
cess and arguably with earlier government initiatives. The core
goals were the same: to internally divide, separate, and isolate
the Palestinians—demographically, economically, and politi-
cally—so as to ensure Israel’s full control—both direct (West
Bank) and indirect (Gaza Strip)—over #// Palestinian lands and
resources. The ultimate goal is to safeguard a Jewish majority in
an expanded Israel and to preclude any political process (and
any diplomatic pressure to initiate that process) that would
result in the establishment of a Palestinian state.

Indeed, the disengagement plan, by formally separating the
territories into two entities each with a separate status, divided
the Palestinian people, separated families, and made it difhcult if
not impossible for Gazans to access a range of services, including
health and education. By destroying the national collective and
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with it, political unity, separation further diminished organized
resistance to the occupation regime. Separation also removed
the geographical basis of a national economy, denied people
access to all of their lands, prevented them from exploiting their
natural resources, and severed the Palestinian economy from
the global one. It also impeded institution-building and other
developmental processes and was an important factor facilitat-
ing Israel’s many attacks on Gaza. This is why, in practice, the
evacuation of Gazas Israeli settlements and the subsequent “res-
toration” of nearly one-third of the Strip’s land to Palestinian
use had no meaningful impact on the local economy.

As the historical center of political resistance and a dynamic
source of conflict, Gaza represents a political challenge and
threat that goes well beyond—and long precedes—the estab-
lishment of Hamas. Israel understood this, which is why Gaza
was sealed and cut off from the West Bank in 2005 and a more
devastating blockade was imposed the following year.

Paradigm shifts
The lack of territorial contiguity between Gaza and the West
Bank, the geographic distance between them, and the absence
of any “safe passage” are what make Gaza’s total separation and
isolation possible. The severing of Gaza reflects just one of several
critical paradigm shifts that emerged over the last three decades.
These shifts profoundly changed the way the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict is understood, with crucial consequences for both ter-
ritories. With regard to Gaza, these transformational shifts ac-
celerated its de-development, unviability, and now desolation.
Gaza’s isolation, which came to define the post-Oslo sta-
tus quo, itself derives from another defining paradigm shift:
the steady, seamless normalization of the occupation over the
last three decades—the way it has come to be seen as natural,
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manageable, and routine, and has been largely acceded to by
key international actors.

Indeed, in the more than three decades since the Oslo
agreements were signed, it became clear that the occupation
was not going to be stopped. If the occupation has changed
over time, it is in the extent of its expansion and the tightening
of its grip. The most obvious indication of its entrenchment is
the relentless growth of Israeli settlements and of their infra-
structure (including a settlement road network from which
Palestinians are effectively barred). Many if not most Israelis,
largely untouched by the everyday realities of the occupation,
accept—even embrace—a status quo seen as stable and perma-
nent (although this may be changing after October 7). In this
way, peace and occupation stopped being viewed as incompat-
ible. On the contrary, peace could be achieved in the presence
of occupation, which some even saw as necessary for achieving
peace. As Alon Liel, Israel’s former ambassador to South Africa,
stated over ten years ago:

It seems that we Israelis have come to the conclusion that we
no longer need peace. Behind the separation wall and with
the army’s might, we are more or less safe without peace. The
economy is growing, and Tel Aviv is booming. The occupation
is not a source of great moral discomfort to us. Except for
the minority which does combat military service, the mili-
tary oppression of Palestinians is out of sight and out of mind
for the average Isracli. Many of us tend to believe that the
conflict can be managed forever and Israel no longer has a
“Palestine problem.”

This normalization of the occupation assumes a different but
extremely compelling form in the Gaza Strip. With its 2005
disengagement, Israel claims that it no longer occupies Gaza.
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The claim is patently contrary to international law and has nev-
er been formally accepted by the international community. In
practice, however, Gaza’s status as an occupied territory ceased
to be a matter of much international concern. Instead, after
2006, the focus of attention shifted to Gaza’s enforced isolation,
containment, and punishment.

Following Hamass assumption of power, the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict was reshaped to center on Gaza and on
Israel’s hostile relationship with Hamas. On September 19,
2007, for example, the Israeli government designated Gaza a
“hostile territory.” The new designation had severe economic
implications. It also transformed the way the occupation was
perceived: instead of a political and legal issue of international
legitimacy, it became a simple border dispute where the rules
of war, not of occupation, apply. This represented another
critical paradigm shift in the way the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict is understood. The new interpretation has been made
explicit with regard to Gaza, where Israel affirms that its sole
post-disengagement obligations to Gaza’s people “are those
mandated by the law of armed conflict, which continues to
apply, so long as the violent conflict between the Israeli military
and armed groups in Gaza continues.”

Hence, the Israeli government has explicitly referred to its
intensified closure or blockade policy in Gaza as a form of “eco-
nomic warfare.” Aspects of this warfare included Israel’s 2007
termination of the customs code (needed for imports into Gaza)
and the Israeli-created and controlled buffer zones cutting into
Gaza’s northern and eastern perimeters, which account for at
least 48 percent of Gaza’s cultivable land. These measures were
intentionally designed to undermine and deplete Gaza’s econ-
omy and productive capacity as part of Israel’s policy to bring
down the Hamas regime (and punish Gazans for supporting
Hamas) while promoting the PA in the West Bank.
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The West came largely to accept Israel’s recasting of its rela-
tionship with Gaza from one between occupier and occupied to
one between warring parties. This has facilitated Israeli attacks
on Gaza and rendered illegitimate, or irrelevant, any notion of
freedom or democracy for Palestinians. Raji Sourani, an inter-
nationally recognized human rights lawyer, and the late Eyad
el-Sarraj, a well-known psychiatrist, noted some time ago that
“[ilmpunity has become so pervasive and violations of interna-
tional law so routine, that Israel now feels comfortable admitting
publicly that its closure policy targets the civilian population.”

The growing obsolescence of occupation as an analytical
and legal framework led to another important paradigm shift:
from ongoing occupation to outright annexation and imposed
sovereignty with regard to the West Bank, and from ongoing
occupation to isolation and disablement with regard to Gaza.

The shift in the analytical framework for Gaza from occu-
pied territory to an entity governed by the rules of war had
important consequences in terms of Israeli policy toward the
Palestinian economy. In the first two decades of occupation,
Israel sought to control and dominate the Palestinian economy,
shaping it to serve its own interests. Israel’s current policy in
Gaza, by contrast, attacks the economic structure with the aim
of permanently disabling it. In the process, the population is
transformed from a people with national, political, and eco-
nomic rights into a humanitarian problem.

In a November 2008 cable from the US embassy in Tel Aviv
released by WikiLeaks, US officials wrote: “As part of their over-
all embargo plan against Gaza, Israeli officials have confirmed
(to US embassy economic officers) on multiple occasions that
they intend to keep the Gazan economy on the brink of collapse
without quite pushing it over the edge,” with the aim of having
Gaza’s economy “functioning at the lowest level possible con-
sistent with avoiding a humanitarian crisis.” Confirming this
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analysis, the Israeli human rights organization Gisha noted that
following Hamas’s 2007 takeover of Gaza, the entry of goods
into the Strip was limited to a “humanitarian minimum” that
included only those goods considered “essential to the survival
of the civilian population.”

Indeed, senior army officers developed “mathematical for-
mulas to monitor foodstuffs and other basic goods entering the
Strip. . . . The formulas used coefficients and a formulation for
‘breathing space,” a term used by . . . authorities to refer to
the number of days remaining until a certain supply runs out
in Gaza, to determine allowed quantities.” In other words, the
military used these formulas “to determine the quantity and
types of food Gaza residents would be allowed to consume.”

Given the policy of economic warfare against Gaza, it was
but a short step from the goal of Gaza’s isolation and disable-
ment to that of its abstraction and deletion, which is being car-
ried out at present. Israeli policy also shifted from addressing
the economy in some manner (whether positively or negatively)
to dispensing with the concept of an economy altogether. That
is, rather than weaken Gaza’s economy through punishing
closures and other restrictions, as had long been the case, the
Israeli government imposed a blockade that treats the economy
as totally irrelevant.

Perhaps the most dramatic expression of Gaza’s economic
nullification was the Israeli Supreme Courts decision in
November 2007 to approve fuel cuts to Gaza—deemed per-
missible since it would not harm the population’s “essential
humanitarian needs.” This was followed in January 2008 by
the court’s approval of electricity cuts and in May 2008 by a
lowering of acceptable levels for fuel and electricity. The court
did “not accept the petitioners’ argument that ‘market forces’
should be allowed to play their role in Gaza with regard to fuel
consumption.” Hence, once the government decides how much
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fuel it will allow into Gaza, the economy (e.g., market forces)
has no role.

The endpoint of Israel’s policy continuum as applied to
Gaza is the transformation of Palestinians, especially Gazans,
into intruders in their own land, without claims, living in sub-
mission and dependence in a place where true civilians, let alone
innocents, no longer exist. Within this construct, Palestinians
are at best reduced to a “humanitarian issue,” a demographic
presence in impoverished enclaves without economic or politi-
cal rights and dependent on the “goodwill” of the international
community. At worst, they are rendered disposable, a status
made manifest in the killing of over 17,700 Palestinians in the
weeks following October 7.

Impact of the blockade
In its 2011 report on poverty in Gaza and the West Bank, the
World Bank summarized Palestine’s reality:

Following the second intifada of 2000, the Palestinian econ-
omy began to resemble no other in the world. Limited say
over economic policies and trade, the extent of dependence
on Israel and international aid and a regime of internal and
external closures has created an economy characterized by
extreme fluctuations in growth and employment and an
increasing divergence between the two territories: the West
Bank a fragmented archipelago; and Gaza an increasingly iso-
lated island.

Although closure has a long history in Gaza dating back to
1991 when it was first imposed, it was made more acute af-
ter 2000 with the start of the second intifada. Closure was
tightened further after the 2005 disengagement, deepening
the separation between the Strip and the West Bank. Another
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damaging feature was the intermittent closure of the Rafah
crossing between Gaza and Egypt to the movement of goods
(though not people). Still, it was not until 2006, after Hamas’s
electoral victory and the escalated conflict between the Israeli
military and armed groups in Gaza (triggered by the capture
of Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit by Hamas operatives in June
2000), that heightened restrictions were imposed on imports
and exports as well as on the movement of people, including
Gazas labor force. With the further intensification of closure
after Hamas’s takeover of the Strip in June 2007 and the es-
tablishment of Hamas’s de facto government, Gaza’s isolation
was complete.

Gaza’s small economy has always been heavily dependent
on trade with the West Bank and Israel and on employment
in Israel. With the comprehensive blockade of 2006-2007,
onerous restrictions were imposed particularly on trade.
Imports were severely restricted? and exports—e.g., agricul-
tural produce, furniture, textiles, and processed food—were
almost totally eliminated, which was especially destructive
to Gazas economy. The movement of people was similarly
restricted. Normal trade ended completely with Israel’s can-
cellation of the customs code, making the importation of
anything (except humanitarian goods) and the export of fin-
ished products virtually impossible. By September 2008, the
normally restrained World Bank wrote that Gaza had been
“starkly transform[ed] from a potential trade route to a walled
hub of humanitarian donations.” Indeed, the blockade has
proved to be most ruinous for Gaza, ending the functioning
of the formal economy.

Opver the ensuing decade and a half, certain restrictions were
eased, particularly on imports and on the movement of Gazan
labor into Israel. Nevertheless, the changes introduced and for-
malized by the draconian blockade catalyzed a new phase of
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economic decline, which was accelerated by the 2008-2009
assault on Gaza known as Operation Cast Lead, and its many
sequels. This decline has been characterized most dramatically
by the erosion of Gaza’s private sector (spurred by the lack of
investment, the inability to acquire needed inputs, and high
transaction costs) and already repressed productive base (lead-
ing to high levels of unemployment and impoverishment),
the termination of all direct transactions between Israeli and
Gaza banks (leading to massive cash shortages and other finan-
cial constraints further weakening private sector activity and
trade), and heightened restrictions on the movement of people
between Gaza, the West Bank, and Israel. A 2015 study found
that, “[by 2013] the Palestinian economy had been hollowed
out.” Furthermore,

the siege, along with three Israeli incursions in five years,
have robbed Gaza of its energy and entrepreneurial resources.
[By 2014] per capita income [was] lower than it was twenty
years ago, having fallen from $1,347 in 1994 to an estimated
$1,100 in 2014. With its population unable to move freely
between Gaza and the West Bank, or to trade freely, it can
only survive through external financial assistance.’

Almost ten years later, just prior to October 7, per capita in-
come in Gaza remained below its 1994 level.

While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to detail the
blockade’s devastating sectoral impact, certain facts are reveal-
ing. On the eve of the current conflict, unemployment affected
close to 50 percent of Gaza’s labor force overall and 62 percent
of young people (fifteen to twenty-nine years old). That is to
say that “almost every second economically active Gazan [was]
out of work,” according to the World Labour Organization, a
rate that is among the highest in the world. Between 63 and 66
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percent of the population suffered from food insecurity (refer-
ring to people without access to enough food to meet their min-
imum dietary needs) and between 75 and 80 percent relied on
humanitarian assistance to survive. It is noteworthy that this
situation obtained despite the absence of a natural disaster or
food shortage. By early November 2023, “multidimensional
poverty ha[d] increased” and will no doubt deepen as the con-
flict continues. By the third week of the war, “nearly all of the
Gazan population . . . was estimated to have become multidi-
mensionally poor,” meaning that “almost all of the 2.3 million
Palestinians residing in the enclave . . . require basic support for
survival.”®

On blockades and barriers and other forms of defeat

Gaza has been under occupation for fifty-six years and subject to
increasingly severe trade and mobility restrictions for thirty-two
consecutive years. It has been virtually severed from its natural
and international markets for eighteen consecutive years, and
dependent on external assistance by key donor states for the
PA’s recurring budget operations (rather than for development)
for twenty-three consecutive years.

Long before October 7, 2023, Gaza had been removed as
an integral part of Palestine (increasingly excluded from pro-
jections for Palestine as a whole), eliminating any possibility of
a larger Palestinian economy capable of sustained growth and
development—in other words, an economy that could support
a sovereign Palestinian state. Without an economy able to stand
on its own, any Palestinian state would be “limited to the height
of its residential buildings and the depth of its graves,” as the
deputy mayor of Jerusalem Meron Benvenisti said many years
ago, in words now eerily prescient.

Debilitating Gaza’s economy is the key to debilitating
Palestine’s economy—and sovereignty—as a whole. Israel’s
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current war on Gaza, as already stated, has transformed debil-
ity into destruction by denying people food, water, electricity,
and fuel; razing or damaging over 60 percent of Gaza’s hous-
ing stock; and internally displacing nearly 85 percent of Gaza’s
people. Just one month into the conflict, 182,000 jobs were
estimated to have been lost in Gaza.”

Gaza has long been fenced in, walled off, encircled, and
blockaded. A security fence around Gaza was first erected
in 1994, completed in 1996, and complemented by a
one-kilometer buffer zone inside Gaza meant to prevent
Palestinians from approaching the border with Israel unde-
tected. After Israel’s 2005 redeployment from Gaza a series
of enhanced security barriers were erected. According to
Haaretz:

Israel invested nearly four billion shekels in building the
underground barrier between it and the Gaza Strip . . . This
was one of the largest engineering projects in Israeli history
and took three and a half years to build. Six cement man-
ufacturing facilities were built along the border just for this
purpose. More than two million cubic meters of cement was
poured dozens of meters deep in the earth, to the level of the
groundwater—enough cement to “to build a road from Israel
to Bulgaria,” the Defense Ministry said.

Israel managed to defend itself from threats from Gaza,
by doing the same thing over and over again. It identified a
threat from the sea and erected a barrier. It identified a threat
from the ground and erected a barrier. It identified a threat
from the air and erected a barrier. It identified a threat from
underground and erected a barrier.?

Yet, these structures of enclosure, isolation, and concealment
could not protect Israelis who, horrifically, lost their lives in
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the carnage of October 7. The walls meant to protect them also
confine them, begging the question, is it possible for Israel to
live without barriers? Perhaps the answer lies in something my
late friend and Gaza activist, Mary Khass, told me over thirty
years ago: “There is no freedom if you are an occupier.”






“Shujaiya—rest in peace!”

—Deputy Commander of Israel Defense
Forces Battalion 749, while demolishing thirty
houses in the Gaza City district of Shujaiya
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Is Hamas to Blame for the
Failure to Resolve the Israel-
Palestine Conflict?

Colter Lonwerse

“If Lsrael recognizes our rights and pledges to withdraw from all
occupied lands, Hamas and the Palestinian people will decide to

halt armed resistance”

— Hamas chairman Khalid Meshal'

“[An extended truce or calm] harms the Israel strategic goal,
empowers Hamas, and gives the impression that Israel recognizes
the movement”

— Israeli foreign minister Tzipi Livni?

After Hamas-led militants massacred hundreds of Israelis
on October 7, prominent observers argued that the group’s

Colter Louwerse is an academic researcher focused on the diplomatic history
of the Palestine Question. His Ph.D. dissertation, 7he Struggle for Palestinian
Rights: The Palestinian Campaign for Self-Determination and Statehood at the
United Nations, 1967-1989, shed new evidentiary light on the relationship be-
tween Palestinian popular struggle, diplomacy, and development of proposals
for “resolving” the Israeli-Palestinian conflict under international auspices.



60 DELUGE

ideological intransigence left Israel with no option but to
eliminate it.> US president Joe Biden rejected calls to “stop
the war” because “[a]s long as Hamas clings to its ideology of
destruction, a cease-fire is not peace.” Senator Bernie Sanders
dismissed the prospect of “a permanent ceasefire with an organ-
ization like Hamas which is dedicated to destroying the State of

Israel.”” «

People who are calling for a ceasefire now,” former US
secretary of state Hillary Clinton asserted, “don’t understand
Hamas.” The group “will sabotage any efforts to forge a lasting
peace, and will never stop attacking Israel.”® The practical cor-
ollary of this reasoning was set out with disarming frankness
by the Economist. In an editorial published November 2, the
august journal acknowledged that “Israel is inflicting terrible ci-
vilian casualties” in Gaza, accepted that Israel “has unleashed a
ferocious bombardment against the people of Gaza,” recognized
that a prolongation of Israel’s offensive would cause “the deaths
of thousands of innocent people” in Gaza—and concluded that
“Israel must fight on,” because “while Hamas runs Gaza, peace
is impossible.”” Given its lethal-cum-genocidal implications,®
the claim that no lasting truce or peace agreement with Hamas
is possible merits careful scrutiny.

Attempts to blame Palestinian recalcitrance for the intrac-
tability of the Israel-Palestine conflict are not new. On the
contrary, Israeli spokespeople long ago elevated into a public
relations mantra the aphorism of Abba Eban, Israel’s one-time
foreign minister: “The Palestinians have never missed an oppor-
tunity to miss an opportunity” for peace.” The main problem
with this claim is that it is flatly contradicted by the histor-
ical record. Palestinian leaders have sought for decades to
resolve the conflict on terms approved by the international
community. By contrast, Israel and the United States have
consistently rejected those terms in favor of Israel’s territorial
expansion. Furthermore, Israeli military offensives have often
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been directed not at combatting Palestinian terrorism but, on
the contrary, at dispelling the “threat” of a peace agreement.
Whenever Palestinian leaders moved toward accepting the
international consensus framework for resolving the conflict,
Israel responded with violence calibrated to force them back
into militant rejectionism.

Preventing peace with the PLO

During the June 1967 Arab-Israel War, Israel came into mili-
tary occupation of the Palestinian West Bank, including East
Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip. (Israel also occupied the Egyptian
Sinai, Syrian Golan Heights, and two islands in the Gulf of
Agaba.) Already by the mid-1970s, the international communi-
ty converged on a framework for resolving the festering conflict.
This framework comprised two elements rooted in fundamen-
tal principles of international law. The first called for Israel’s full
withdrawal from the occupied Palestinian and other Arab ter-
ritories in exchange for Palestinian-Arab recognition of Israel.
The second called for establishing an independent State of
Palestine on the Palestinian territories from which Israel would
withdraw, i.e., the West Bank and Gaza, as well as a “just reso-
lution” of the Palestinian refugee question.'’ Land for peace and
Palestinian self-determination secured through a rwo-state settle-
ment: these principles for a reasonable if imperfect resolution
of the Israel-Palestine conflict were eventually endorsed by an
overwhelming consensus at the International Court of Justice
(ICJ), in the political organs of the United Nations (UN), and
of respected human rights organizations.

In the immediate aftermath of the June 1967 war, both
Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) rejected
a two-state settlement. Preferring territorial expansion over
peace, Israel pursued an “insatiable quest for Lebensraum” in
the occupied Palestinian territories.'” It began establishing illegal
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settlements in 1967 and unlawfully annexed East Jerusalem in
1980." Palestinians under Israeli occupation were controlled
through “brute force, repression and fear, collaboration and
treachery, beatings and torture chambers.”* Israel’s defiance of
UN efforts to facilitate a negotiated resolution of the conflict
was underwritten by Washington, which, impressed by Israel’s
decisive victory over Arab nationalism in 1967, adopted Israel
as its key “strategic asset” in the Middle East."” Under the direc-
tion of Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, the United States
extended unqualified support for Israel’s rejection of any peace
plan requiring its full withdrawal from occupied territory.'
Israel’s rejectionism was at first mirrored by Palestinian lead-
ers.”” In the late-1960s, the PLO was unwilling to recognize
the legitimacy of a Jewish state established through the system-
atic dispossession of the Palestinian people and situated on over
three-quarters of historic Palestine. The diverse factions which
together comprised the PLO cleaved to the “unifying” political
program articulated in the organization’s 1969 Charter. This
called for “the retrieval of Palestine” and its “liberation through
armed struggle.”'® PLO chairman Yasser Arafat and the mod-
erate leadership, however, quickly discerned that mobilizing
international support on behalf of the Palestinian national
cause would be possible only if the PLO came to terms with
Israeli sovereignty. From the early 1970s, the PLO began cau-
tiously signaling to Washington its willingness to negotiate on
the basis of the crystallizing two-state consensus.'” After the
October 1973 Arab-Israeli war swung “the tide of international
opinion” in Palestine’s favor, Arafat seized the moment to thrust
the Palestinian case before the UN General Assembly, ambig-
uously offering Israel “the gun or the olive branch.”*® Pretenses
to the contrary notwithstanding, Western officials understood
Arafat’s speech as inaugurating a Palestinian push for peace.”!
At a landmark October 1974 Arab League Summit at Rabat,
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a “strikingly moderate” Arafat had privately indicated to the
assembled heads of state that he was “ready to accept a peace
settlement” and to “recognize Israel.”*

Arafat took his olive branch to the UN Security Council one
year later. In January 1976, the PLO tacitly supported an Arab
and Non-Aligned draft resolution endorsing a two-state settle-
ment of the Arab-Israel conflict. The PLO publicly welcomed
the draft resolution as “consonant with a just peace” while, in
private, Palestinian representatives conveyed to American and
UN officials their acceptance of Israeli sovereignty as a “major
concession.”® This far-reaching Palestinian peace offer was sup-
ported by 4/ the frontline Arab “confrontation” states—Egypt,
Syria, Jordan—as well as the Soviet Union.?* The resolution was
also approved by majority on the Security Council. But Israel
refused to participate in the debate, angrily resolving “never to
negotiate” with “terrorist organizations,” and the US killed the
draft by voting it down. The PLO ambassador was left to bit-
terly condemn this “tyranny of the veto.””

US and Israeli intransigence did not deflect the PLO from
its moderate trajectory. On the contrary, the January 1976
draft resolution was just the first of many Palestinian offers
to negotiate a two-state settlement, all of which were rejected
by Washington. In 1977, Arafat painstakingly negotiated
formal PLO recognition of Israel with the administration of
US president Jimmy Carter. The talks collapsed when Carter
refused to offer reciprocal American recognition of Palestinian
self-determination.” In July 1979, the PLO promoted its own
Security Council resolution that explicitly reconciled Israeli sov-
ereignty with Palestinian self-determination.”” This Palestinian
initiative marked, in the words of one European ambassador to
the UN, “potentially the biggest breakthrough” in peace efforts
“since 1948.”*® Washington again threatened its “tyranny of
the veto” and the resolution was shelved. In April 1980, the
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PLO, supported by the Arab states, tabled a Security Council
resolution that reproduced almost verbatim the January 1976
draft. The US vetoed it again.” In July 1982, the PLO affirmed
its “full support” for a French and Egyptian Security Council
resolution calling for “mutual” Israeli-Palestinian recognition.
Faced with unrelenting American-Israeli opposition, the draft
never reached a vote.*

Already forty years ago, then, Western observers concluded
that Palestinian leaders wanted a diplomatic settlement whereas
Israeli rejectionism posed the primary obstacle to peace. In
1981, the entire US intelligence community—including the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), State Department, and
Department of Defense—converged on these judgments:

1. In exchange for independent Palestinian statehood, Arafat
and the core Palestinian leadership was “prepared to rec-
ognize Israel’s right to exist,” “could probably enforce the
discipline necessary to obtain acceptance of this within the
PLO,” and “would also agree to a process leading to more
formal recognition.”!

2. Israeli politicians from Likud on the right to Labor on the
left were united in “broad agreement” that there should
be “no total withdrawal [by Israel] to the pre-June 1967
borders and no negotiating with the PLO.” “Even if the
PLO were to modify its charter to recognize Israel and to

renounce terrorism,” Israel “would still oppose negotiations

with the PLO.”??

The PLO and all Arab states support the international consen-
sus two-state settlement; Israel and the US obstinately reject it.
This fundamental impasse persists into the present and explains
why the Israel-Palestine conflict continues.
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Thwarting Palestinian moderation
Israel did not rely solely on Washington’s Security Council veto
to pre-empt, discredit, and deflect the pestiferous onslaught of
Palestinian peace offers. In the 1970s and 1980s, Israel conduct-
ed so-called “reprisals” against the PLO in Lebanon that were
vastly disproportionate to Palestinian attacks, wildly indiscrim-
inate, and all too often targeted at civilians.** Western observers
commented at the time on a most cynical aspect of this “retali-
atory” policy: Israeli assaults on Palestinian and Lebanese civil-
ians increasingly responded not to Palestinian terrorism but, on
the contrary, to Palestinian moderation.’* Israel’s reaction to the
PLO’s January 1976 peace initiative was illustrative of this dy-
namic. Two days after the Security Council decided to include
the PLO in its deliberations on the Arab and Non-Aligned draft
resolution, Israeli warplanes bombed Palestinian refugee camps
in South Lebanon. The strikes killed dozens, including many
civilians. Israeli officials admitted the bloody assault was “pre-
ventive, not punitive” while the CIA regarded it as a “reflection
of Israeli anger” over the Security Council’s decision to hear the
Arab peace plan.®

In fact, the massacre was not an emotional outburst but
reflected a strategic logic that manifested repeatedly over the
following six years. When Israel greeted the PLO’s July 1979
peace proposal with another round of “particularly bloody”
and “unprovoked” airstrikes—twenty-two men, women, and
children were killed—US officials took note of the pattern.®
“Israeli actions in Lebanon,” they concluded, “are designed to
weaken the position of moderate Palestinians and drive them
into extremist attitudes which will effectively prevent the US
from doing business with them.”” The logic was straightfor-
ward, if perverse: people are unlikely to desire peace with you if
you murder their families, and that’s a good thing, if you aim to
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acquire territory, not peace. This macabre strategy culminated
in Israel’s June 1982 invasion of Lebanon.

Successive Palestinian peace initiatives had by then cor-
roded the legitimacy of Israel’s rejectionist posture and raised
the prospect that Israel would be pressured into relinquish-
ing the West Bank and Gaza Strip. In 1980, the governments
of Western Europe began to reward Palestinian moderation
by drifting toward the UN consensus on Palestinian rights.*®
Still more ominously, the Arab League issued a peace plan
the following year offering recognition of Israel in exchange
for Palestinian statehood.”” Most disturbing of all, the PLO
signed a US-brokered ceasefire in July 1981 and proved “scru-
pulous” in adhering to it.* Halting attacks across Israel’s
northern border, Arafat sent word to Western officials that the
PLO was, “in unequivocal terms,” prepared “to live in peace
with Israel.”

These developments elicited panic in Israel. The US envoy
responsible for negotiating the PLO ceasefire warned that
Israeli officials were “almost paranoic” about the diminished
violence.* Israeli defense minister Ariel Sharon feared that, by
substituting the image of the PLO “diplomat” for that of the
PLO “terrorist,” Arafat might unleash a tide of global, and even
American, pressure for Palestinian statehood. “Paradoxically,
the fact that the PLO . . . restrained itself and observed the
cease-fire for a year was the greatest threat of all to Israel,” a
prominent Israeli political sociologist concludes. “[A]fter all,
someone might draw the conclusion that the organization
could be a partner for peace.”* Indeed, the word “ceasefire” was
such a “negative codeword” for Israel’s “neurotic” officials that
many refused even to utter it in the presence of their American
counterparts.” Perhaps “what the US ought to be doing,” one
high-level American official mused, “was sending Israel, not

supplies of arms, but loads of Valium.”*
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In order to thwart these “Palestinian peace offensives” that
threatened to foist on Israel a diplomatic settlement of the
conflict, Israel resolved to “wipe out” the PLO in Beirut.*
From July 1981, Israel persistently sought to “goad the PLO
into breaching the ceasefire” and thereby to “manufacture” a
“propaganda base” for war.”’ Israeli forces bombarded Lebanese
villages indiscriminately, exploded car bombs in Beirut’s
crowded city center, and only narrowly aborted a scheme to
bomb Beiruts stadium sky-high, liquidating the PLO leader-
ship in one fell swoop.* When Arafat finally succumbed to the
relentless pressure and authorized retaliatory rocket fire, in May
1982, the Israeli army steamrolled into Lebanon in the name
of “rooting out Palestinian terror,” killing as many as 20,000
Palestinian and Lebanese, overwhelmingly civilians.” Having
been privy to Israel’s repudiation of UN efforts to consoli-
date the ceasefire, Britain’s Secretary of State for Foreign and
Commonwealth Affairs Francis Pym observed in the opening
week of the war that “Israel’s . . . prime objective” was “not
security of [its] northern border” but the “elimination of incon-
venient Palestinian claims”—“inconvenient” because validated
by an ever-widening international consensus.”

Israel’s operation to smash the moderate PLO leadership in
Lebanon was therefore directed not at combating Palestinian
terrorism, but at fomenting and provoking it. This was widely
recognized by informed Western observers. “The Israeli gov-
ernment will undoubtedly see its invasion as a clear military
and political success,” Britain’s Joint Intelligence Committee
(JIC) reported several weeks into the war. “There must now
be a greater risk of terrorist acts, especially against American
and Israeli targets"—and “any PLO terrorism will give Israel
a propaganda success.”' After the invasion, the PLO’s moder-
ate leadership faced internal revolt over Arafat’s “failure . . . to
mobilize international support behind a negotiated solution to
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the Palestinian issue.”? The CIA found “the Israelis . . . pleased”
with this dissension:

the unrest will produce a more militant PLO, raising the
chances for increased terrorist attacks on Israeli targets
throughout the world. Nonetheless, Israel realizes that a
return to terrorism will decrease the PLO’s acceptability as a
negotiating partner and thereby further erode international

pressure on Israel to deal with the Palestinians.>

Though Arafat retained his leadership role, the Lebanon war
dealt the Palestinian national movement a shattering blow.
Displaced to far-off Tunis, riven by factionalism, and politi-
cally overshadowed by regional conflicts, the 1980s saw the
PLO in steady decline. The outbreak of the first Palestinian
intifada in December 1987 pulled Arafat’s chestnuts from the
fire. Despairing of liberation from without, Palestinians under
occupation took the national struggle into their own hands.
First in Gaza, then across the occupied territories, Palestinians
entered into mass, unarmed civil revolt against Israel’s mil-
itary rule.’* Israel’s policy of “force, might, and beatings” to
suppress the uprising provoked international indignation
and rejuvenated support for Palestinian self-determination.”
Arafat sought to capitalize on this newfound political ur-
gency by launching another peace offensive. In December
1988, Arafat renounced “all forms of terrorism” and affirmed
Israel’s “right . . . to exist.”® US officials groused that, by
once-and-for-all burying the US-Israeli pretext for refusing to
negotiate, Arafat had inaugurated a “new and rather night-
marish era” in which Palestinian claims could no longer be
dismissed.” To deflate international pressure for a Palestinian
state, the US and Israel were henceforth compelled to adjust
their approach: instead of sidelining the PLO or battering it
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into extremism, they now sought to co-opt the Palestinian
leadership and, thereby, to pacify it.

In 1993, with the intifada sputtering under Israel Defense
Forces (IDF) repression, Arafatand Israel’s prime minister Yitzhak
Rabin shook hands on the White House lawn as they inaugurated
what became known as the “Oslo peace process.” For the PLO,
this was a Faustian pact: the Palestinian leadership-in-exile was
permitted to return and set up a subordinate administration in
the occupied territories, where it would serve as “Israel’s enforc-
er.””® This newly established Palestinian Authority (PA) would
“rule . . . by their own methods,” Rabin explained to a meeting of
the Israeli Labor Party, “freeing . . . Israeli soldiers from having to
do what they will do.”* “The [Oslo] agreement leaves us with the
territory and them with the populated areas,” Oslo’s legal archi-
tect likewise enthused. “[I]t even leaves them with the dirty work
of patrolling the cities and refugee camps.”*

Worse still, the PLO embarked on negotiations conducted
outside the framework of international law, absent a protective
UN forum, and without having received any US or Israeli guar-
antees that talks would be directed toward achieving Palestinian
self-determination. The results were predictable. The PLO
unilaterally recognized Israel and committed to negotiations
“mediated” by Israel’s primary ally and patron. In exchange,
Israeli leaders made no commitments on the terms of a final
agreement and continued to reject any prospect of a Palestinian
state, while the number of Israeli settlers in the occupied terri-
tories ballooned by more than 50 percent between 1993 and
2001.°" When Palestinian and Israeli leaders eventually met to
hash out a final deal, in 2000 and again in 2007, Israeli offers
fell short of even the minimum requirements under interna-
tional law.%? Palestinian representatives were willing to compro-
mise on the terms of the international consensus. But when
they refused to entirely sign away the internationally validated
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rights of the Palestinian people, American “mediators” erupted
in fury. “This isn’t the Security Council here. This isn’t the UN
General Assembly,” President Bill Clinton fumed in 2000. “I'm
the president of the United States.”®

Since 2014, even the pretense of diplomatic negotiations
has been abandoned as Israel brazenly trumpets its opposition
to Palestinian statehood.® The leading Israeli human rights
organization, B Tselem, affirms that “the West Bank has been
annexed in practice.”® Israel’s government, formed after the
November 2022 elections, is formally committed to “promote
and develop [Jewish] settlement” in the West Bank, to which, it
stipulates, “[t]he Jewish people have an exclusive and indisputa-
ble right.”*® All this time, the PA has run the negotiations tread-
mill. It has talked—pleaded—with its oppressor for three dec-
ades, longer than any other anti-colonial movement in history.
Meanwhile, Israel steadily consolidated its grip on the occupied
territories, incorporated ever larger tracts of Palestinian land,
implanted hundreds of thousands of Jewish colonists, and
squeezed Palestinians into ever smaller concentrations hemmed
in on all sides by Israeli military and settler infrastructure.’
Palestinian independence has never been farther from reach.

Hamas redux

The PLO not only accepted, but compromised well beyond, the
requirements of international law and the international consen-
sus for resolving the conflict. Can the same be said of the Hamas
authorities in Gaza? In fact, Hamas has substantially retraced
the PLO’s political trajectory while attempting to avoid replicat-
ing the PLO’s mistakes. At its inception in 1988, Hamas reject-
ed the international two-state consensus. Its founding covenant,
like that of the PLO before it, looked forward to “a decisive bat-
tle of liberation” for the whole of Palestine.®® The Islamist move-
ment’s attitude began to shift, however, when Israel unilaterally
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redeployed its troops to the perimeter of Gaza in August 2005,
removing civilian settlers from the Strip while retaining control
over Gaza’s borders, airspace, and waters.®” A few months later,
in January 2000, Palestinians across the occupied territories held
a carefully monitored, “completely honest and fair” election.”
Hamas had previously opposed elections on the grounds that
the PA, like the Oslo process which created it, was illegitimate.
But this time, Hamas unexpectedly decided to participate. Even
more unexpectedly, it won: in what was widely interpreted as a
protest vote against the PA’s corruption as well as collaboration
with Israel, a plurality of Palestinians gave Hamas a majority of
seats in the legislature.”

Newly burdened with administrative responsibility and
eager to obtain international legitimacy, Hamas repeatedly
signaled that it was ready to moderate its program to achieve
a negotiated settlement with Israel. “If Israel withdraws to
the 1967 borders,” Hamas leader Khalid Meshal asserted
in February 2006, “there could be peace and security in the
region.” “If Israel declares that it will give the Palestinian people
a state,” added Hamas prime minister Ismail Haniyeh, “then
we are ready to recognize them.”’> Hamas officials subsequently
proposed a “long-term truce” that would be “automatically
renewed,” securing space to “negotiate a lasting peace” includ-
ing resolution of “important issues like the right of return
and the release of prisoners.””> “Hamas’ conditions are almost
too good to be true,” asserted a former deputy head of Israeli
intelligence. “Refugees and right of return and Jerusalem can
wait for some other process; Hamas will suffice with the 1967
borders, more or less, and in return will guarantee peace and
quiet for ten, 25 or 30 years of good neighborly relations and
confidence-building.””* In January 2007, Mishal acknowledged
that a viable peace settlement would leave Israel intact—“the
first time,” asserted Israel’s leading newspaper Haarerz, “that a
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Hamas official has raised the possibility of full and official rec-
ognition of Israel.””

Two years later, Hamas sent letters to the newly elected
US president Barack Obama, committing itself to “a just res-
olution to the conflict not in contradiction with the interna-
tional community and enlightened opinion as expressed in the
International Court of Justice, the United Nations General
Assembly, and leading human rights organizations.”” The letter
was delivered amidst a new spate of public statements from top
officials asserting Hamas’s commitment to negotiated peace:
“If our demand is met and a Palestinian state is established,”
affirmed one high-ranking figure, “we will recognize Israel.””
Over the following decade, Hamas reiterated to the point of
tedium its support for negotiations based on the international
consensus two-state settlement.”® Ambiguities notwithstanding,
the organization’s overarching trajectory toward the two-state
settlement was unmistakable. “Hamas has been carefully and
consciously adjusting its political program for years,” argued a
US government agency study in 2009, “and has sent repeated
signals that it is ready to begin a process of coexisting with
Israel.”” “The leadership of Hamas knows that they have no
capability of destroying Israel,” a former head of Israel’s Mossad
intelligence agency affirmed in 2016. “Hamas is now searching
for ways and means of dialoguing with Israel.”*

It might be objected that, even as Hamas offered a long-term
ceasefire in exchange for a state on the West Bank and Gaza, it
still refused to countenance a permanent peace with or to for-
mally recognize Israel. But Hamas has also stated that, “regard-
less of its ideology or principles,” it would abide by a two-state
settlement if this was approved by a popular referendum of the
Palestinian people or adopted by a legitimately representative
government.®! This pragmatic compromise was formalized by
Hamas’s adoption of a new covenant in 2017. Supplanting the
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“outdated” as well as antisemitic original, Hamas’s “de-facto”
new Charter stipulated that, whereas Hamas itself would not
recognize Israel, the movement would accept the reality of Israel
within its pre-June 1967 borders as “a formula of national con-
sensus.”®? This positioned Hamas closer to the international
consensus framework for resolving the conflict than every
mainstream political party in Israel.

It might also be contended that the above survey overlooks
Hamas statements rejecting co-existence with Israel or that it
naively takes Hamas overtures at face value. But putting aside
the fact that Hamas has demonstrated itself willing and able
to uphold past diplomatic agreements with Israel,*® the crucial
point is this: az no point in the last fifteen years have Israel or the
United States ever so much as seriously considered testing Hamas’s
offers to negotiate a peaceful end to the conflict. It bears emphasis
that Hamas’s moderate overtures represented its opening offer,
issued without any guarantee of reciprocation from Washington
or Tel Aviv. If Hamas refused to unilaterally recognize Israel, this
likely reflected a rational aversion to replicating what Hamas
considers a cardinal PLO error: unconditionally recognizing
Israel, and negotiating on this basis for three decades, only to
receive worse-than-nothing in return. “Having witnessed the
sorry fate of the PLO,” a leading scholar of the movement que-
ried, “what is Hamas’s incentive to follow suit?”® Hamas nev-
ertheless showed potential to “evolve in a pragmatic direction
that would allow for a two-state solution,” UN Middle East
envoy Alvaro de Soto observed.® Yet, reprising their treatment
of the PLO three decades prior, Israel and its allies responded to
evidence of Hamas’s political moderation not as an opportunity
to pursue but a dire threat to avert.

As soon as Hamas was elected, the US and Israel moved
to punish Palestinians for their democratic choice. “If we were
going to push for an election,” US senator Hillary Clinton
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rued, “we should have made sure to determine who was going
to win.”® With Egyptian complicity, and US backing, Israel
imposed a suffocating blockade on Gaza—an illegal policy of
collective punishment and probable crime against humanity.?’
Following Israel’s lead, the Middle East Quartet—comprising
the US, UN, European Union, and Russia—put forth three
“unattainable preconditions” for Hamas’s entry into the peace
process: renunciation of violence, respect for past agreements,
and recognition of Israel.*® Putting aside the fact that Israel
reserves the right to use violence with impunity, runs rough-
shod over past agreements, and flagrantly denies the Palestinian
right to sovereignty, Israel ensured that nothing was done to
incentivize Hamas to make concessions. Instead, the specter of
Hamas “terrorists” ruling Gaza provided Israel with a conven-
ient dual alibi for its refusal to negotiate Palestinian independ-
ence. On the one hand, how could Israel be expected to parlay
with an organization committed to its destruction?® On the
other hand, how could Israel reach a deal with the PA if it did
not represent all Palestinians?®

Whenever Hamas deviated from its assigned role as terror-
ist spoiler—for instance, by affirming moderate positions or by
forming a unity government with the PA—it became necessary
to discipline the organization using the standard methods.”
Consider the build-up to and aftermath of the January 2006
Palestinian elections, during which Hamas adhered to a unilat-
eral ceasefire with Israel. Israeli military officers “readily” credited
the “sharp decline in violence” primarily to Hamas’s “restraint,”
observed the International Crisis Group, even as “Israel refused
to negotiate a reciprocal and comprehensive cessation of hostili-
ties” or to terminate “attacks, including assassinations.””* When
Hamas won the election, it wrote to the Middle East Quartet
expressing its wish to achieve a “negotiated settlement with
Israel” and, in a letter to President George W. Bush, offered to
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accept “a Palestinian state in the 1967 borders” along with “a
truce for many years.”” Israel responded with a sharp escala-
tion in violence. Pummeling Gaza with indiscriminate shelling
in June, the IDF killed a Palestinian family picnicking on a
beach, driving Hamas to abandon the ceasefire it had “largely
maintained for sixteen months.”* Israel then abducted dozens
of Hamas parliamentarians, including a third of the Palestinian
cabinet.” The following year, the US and Israel orchestrated a
Fatah-led coup in Gaza which Hamas pre-empted, fragmenting
Palestinian politics and precluding Hamas’s integration into the
peace process.”

The “cycle of violence” came full circle in 2008. That June,
Israel and Hamas agreed to another ceasefire. Though its terms
were contested, its essence was straightforward: Hamas would
not fire rockets, and Israel would lift its devastating siege.””
Hamas was subsequently “careful to maintain the ceasefire,”
Israel’s quasi-official Intelligence and Terrorism Information
Center observed, resulting in what a Defense Ministry official
conceded was “a large measure of peace and quiet to Israeli com-
munities near Gaza.””® Informed observers intuited that Hamas
had signed the ceasefire to prepare the ground for a renewed
peace offensive. Hamas “recognized . . . [it’s] ideological goal is
not attainable” and was “ready and willing to see the establish-
ment of a Palestinian state in the temporary borders of 1967,
asserted former Israeli intelligence chief Ephraim Halevy, but
“Israel, for reasons of its own, did not want to turn the cease-
fire into the start of a diplomatic process with Hamas.™” Just
barely easing its suffocating siege, Israel exploited the truce to
refine plans—first developed in 2007—for an aggressive assault
against the Strip.'” The moment of opportunity presented itself
on November 4: with Americans transfixed by their presiden-
tial election, Israel raided Gaza, killing six Palestinians.'”! When
Hamas responded with rocket fire, the IDF seized on the pretext
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to terminate the truce: ignoring Hamas offers to re-establish the
ceasefire, on December 27 Israel dropped over a hundred tons
of bombs on Gaza, killing hundreds.'” The bombardment vio-
lated a “48-hour lull” in hostilities, a senior UN official reported,
during which “it was obvious that Hamas was trying, again, to
observe that truce to get this back under control.”'* Israel then
visited upon Gaza what Amnesty International described as “22
days of death and destruction,” killing some 1,400 people, up
to four-fifths of whom were civilians.'**

The same blood-drenched process was repeated twice more.
In 2012, Israel triggered another military operation after it
assassinated its own Palestinian “subcontractor” in Gaza, who
“hours before” had “received the draft of a permanent truce
agreement with Israel.”'® The operation killed some 170
Palestinians.'® In April 2014, with yet another fragile cease-
fire in place, Hamas joined a Palestinian unity government that
signed up to the Quartet’s three demands, including recogni-
tion of Israel.'”” For once, the US and Europe signaled cau-
tious support, sparking angry denunciations from Israel.'®®
When a rogue Hamas cell abducted three Israeli teenagers in
June, Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu seized the
opportunity to torpedo the hated unity government. Though
the Israeli government quickly realized the teenagers were dead,
it pretended otherwise, citing their rescue as a pretext to ram-
page through the West Bank, targeting Hamas and provoking
rocket fire.'” As Israeli warplanes pounded Gaza, killing doz-
ens, Hamas proposed a far-reaching ten-year ceasefire. Hamas
demanded that Israel lift the siege on Gaza in accordance with
international law and release Palestinian prisoners arrested in
the preceding weeks, but dropped its traditional quid pro quo
of a full Israeli withdrawal to the pre-June 1967 borders. Israel
ignored the offer.® Unleashing Operation Protective Edge,
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the IDF massacred some 2,250 Palestinians, mostly civilians,
including 550 children.""!

Ceasefire, Palestinian peace offer, brutal Israeli military
assault—the parallels to Israel's 1982 invasion of Lebanon
scarcely require further elucidation. “What has been will be
again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing

new under the sun.”''?

Roads not taken

Conventional wisdom in the West posits that the massacre of
Israeli civilians on October 7 traces back to Hamas’s irremedi-
able “ideology of destruction,” necessitating that the group be
militarily destroyed. But the historical record compels a differ-
ent view. The Hamas-led massacre was a predictable and avoid-
able political response to Israel’s denial of Palestinian statehood
and violation of human dignity in Gaza. In its treatment of the
PLO and then Hamas, Israel has consistently rejected the inter-
national consensus framework for resolving the conflict while
thwarting any attempt by Palestinian representatives to reach
a diplomatic settlement within that framework. To neutralize
these Palestinian “peace offensives,” Israel sought first to bypass
Palestinian leaders as interlocutors, then to violently provoke
them, and finally to co-opt and contain them. Israel followed
this playbook with both the PLO and Hamas, in roughly the
same sequence. In each case, Israel initially refused even to
engage with Palestinian overtures. When moderate PLO and
Hamas pronouncements threatened to win them international
legitimacy, and thereby to undermine the tenability of Israel’s
non-engagement policy, Israel in both cases conducted bru-
tal military attacks aimed at derailing Palestinian diplomacy.
Finally, Israel sought to maneuver both the PLO and Hamas
into positions of subordinacy. Each organization found itself
responsible for administering occupied territory and dependent
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on Israel for the resources and stability needed to do so. Israel
thereby sought to reconcile the PLO and Hamas to its regime of
domination over the Palestinian people without having to make
any political or territorial concessions.

In the West Bank, Israel’s policy proved remarkably suc-
cessful. By subcontracting the task of repression to the PA,
Israel eroded the Palestinian leadership’s legitimacy and thus
its desire as well as capacity to mobilize popular resistance to
Israel’s occupation. By 2023, Israel believed that it had engi-
neered a similar equilibrium in Gaza, with Hamas administer-
ing a besieged prison camp on Israel’s behalf. It seemed, at first
glance, that Hamas had been “pacified”: insofar as the Islamist
movement prioritized its rule in Gaza, its resistance could be
“contained.”' It is now evident that this Israeli assessment
was complacent. Fenced off from any diplomatic horizon and
trapped within an unbearable and interminable siege, Hamas
resolved to disrupt Israel’s equilibrium and violently refocus
international attention on Palestine.

The bottom line is this. If, over the past half-century, Israel
and its allies had desisted for but a moment in not merely miss-
ing, but actively spurning and sabotaging prospects for a just res-
olution to the Palestine Question, the 2023 massacre of Israeli
civilians and incipient genocide in Gaza need never have hap-
pened. Indeed, the Israel-Palestine conflict would almost cer-
tainly have been resolved decades ago.



“Remember ... Amalek”

—Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu






4

Rule Number One of
Nonviolent Resistance:
It Can’t Work If It’s
Misrepresented as Violent

RJ

The actions of Hamas on October 7, 2023, were universally
condemned in the United States. The denunciation focused
on Hamas’s brutal treatment of civilians in southern Israel—
conduct that this author likewise deplores. But implicit in
much of the criticism was also the following accusatory ques-
tion: Why didnt Gazans use nonviolent protest to achieve their
goals? This rebuke was implied when commentators invoked
Israel’s “right of self-defense,” but denied that same right to
Gazans. It was further implied when commentators delegiti-
mized armed resistance in Gaza by arguing that Hamas should
not have expended scarce resources on military infrastruc-
ture. And it was certainly implied when commentators rhe-
torically queried “what else was Israel supposed to do” as it

leveled northern Gaza, displaced 1.9 million people, and killed

R. J. is an independent researcher and humanist living in the United States.



82 DELUGE

upward of 7,700 children, without ever once asking “what else
was Gaza supposed to do” under much greater duress. Despite
the bad faith that often accompanied it, however, the question
why Gazans did not employ nonviolent means on October 7
to break Israel’s unlawful siege was a good one. It has a simple
answer: they already tried that.

In 2018, tens of thousands of Palestinians in Gaza
embarked on a heroic campaign of mass, overwhelmingly
nonviolent resistance along the perimeter fence. These for-
gotten people—abandoned to their fate in the “world’s largest
concentration camp”! after having endured three major mas-
sacres in under a decade—mustered the courage, the disci-
pline, and the spiritual wherewithal to stage what they called
a “Great March of Return” (GMR). By dramatizing their
plight before the global public, they hoped to inspire enough
international pressure to force Israel to respect their rights
as refugees and to lift the “inhumane, illegal, and immoral
blockade™ imposed on them. Israel responded by deploying
a wall of snipers along its side of the fence. “It’s not a barrage
of fire,” a journalist for 7he Nation reported. “It is methodical,
patient, precise. A single shot rings out and someone falls.
You wait a few minutes. The crosshairs settle on the next tar-
get. Another shot, another body drops. Again and again and
again. It goes on for hours.”

Seeking “to leave as many young people as possible with per-
manent disabilities,” Isracli marksmen systematically targeted
the legs of Palestinian demonstrators. They fired high-velocity
bullets at close range, resulting in “[pJermanent, life-changing
injuries.” One sharpshooter boasted that he “brought in
seven-cight knees in one day.” In the first two months of
protests, dozens of demonstrators were killed and more than
3,600 injured by live ammunition.” A Commission of Inquiry
appointed by the United Nations (UN) found that Israeli forces
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deliberately shot children, medical workers, journalists, and
persons with disabilities.® No participant in the Gaza protests
would have been surprised by Israel’s “systematic targeting of
civilians.” Everyone in Gaza also knew that hospitals already
“over capacity” would be “unable to treat all the wounded.”"
Yet day after day, for week after week, ordinary men, women,
and children in Gaza assembled to chant, sit-in, and march for a
fair chance at life. And day after day, for week after week, Israeli
snipers in broad daylight “mowed” them down.'' The inter-
national community issued condemnations, and passed critical
resolutions, but did not sanction Israel. The Great March of
Return must surely rank among the most inspiring and hum-
bling displays of nonviolent resistance in history. It did not just
fail, but drowned in blood.

Why did the GMR falter? Nonviolent resistance works by
publicizing injustice while provoking repression that pricks
the conscience of onlookers and compels them to intervene.
In the American South, during the Civil Rights Movement,
images of peaceful demonstrators brutalized by white racists
were transmitted to the north as well as abroad. “Nonviolent
Black protest triggered violent segregationist resistance; which
then aroused sympathetic white public opinion outside the
South; which in turn compelled the federal government to
stay the hand of local white armed power: that was the essen-
tial sequence, trajectory, and dynamic that averted a bloody
defeat.”"? It follows that, to stand any chance of succeeding,
civil disobedience requires “a sympathetic audience.”® If rele-
vant third parties are oblivious to the confrontation, or if they
consider as illegitimate the means or objectives of those pro-
testing, then unarmed demonstrators will simply be crushed.
The unarmed Gazans who marched undefended toward Israel’s
wall of snipers put their lives in the world’s hands. They gam-
bled that, if they were gunned down, it would arouse sufficient
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public indignation as to compel influential states—above all
the US—to restrain Israel.

The world did not redeem their faith: unarmed demon-
strators in Gaza were left to the mercy of the Israel Defense
Forces (IDF). Why did the GMR not resonate? One crucial
factor was its systematic distortion by US media. Since inter-
national observers could not witness the protests firsthand,
media representations of the GMR were decisive in the battle
for international public opinion. Accordingly, this chapter ana-
lyzes how the most widely consumed US print'* and television'
news sources covered the GMR in the critical period between
March 31 and May 28, 2018." It finds that US media repro-
duced and reinforced three salient allegations by Israel. First,
that Hamas was the principal organizer of the protests. Second,
that Palestinian protesters who were killed or injured in Gaza
posed a security threat to Israel. 7hird, that the IDF responded
to the Gaza demonstrations in lawful self-defense. These con-
tentions, separately and in combination, powerfully delegiti-
mized the GMR and legitimized Israel’s lethal repression. Yet
not one of them bears scrutiny when juxtaposed against the
consensus findings of human rights authorities.” They were
falsehoods whose uncritical amplification in US media gave
Israel the license to kill.

Mpyth One. Hamas organized the protests

Israeli spokespersons consistently alleged that Hamas had
conceived, launched, and directed the Gaza protests. Israel’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs asserted, for example, that the
border demonstrators were “sen[t]” by “an organization that
sanctifies murder and death” to participate in “this murderous
spectacle.”® Former defense minister Avigdor Lieberman pur-
ported that “[t]hose who are trying to challenge us at the border
and breach it belong to Hamas’s military wing,” and added for
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good measure that “there are no innocent people in the Gaza
Strip.”"” Brigadier General Ronen Manelis, a former spokesman
for the IDE acknowledged that “hundreds of Gazans were in-
jured . . . and several dozen died” at Israel’s hands in Gaza—but
explained that “most . . . were Hamas operatives” while “Hamas
instigated and orchestrated” the violence deliberately as part of
its “propaganda operation.”” US media routinely reproduced
Israel’s depiction of the GMR as “Hamas-led” (USA Today), “led
by Hamas” (Fox News), “largely . . . orchestrated by Hamas,
the Islamic militant group that rules Gaza” (New York Times).”
Even if the GMR was “original[ly]” organized by “nonviolent
protesters,” media outlets elsewhere allowed, Hamas had “hi-
jacked it” (CNN)* to “launch violence” (MSNBC).*

Hamas was widely viewed in the US as a terrorist organi-
zation devoted to Israel’s destruction. The GMR was therefore
tarred by association. Yet in truth, the GMR was a broad-based
popular mobilization from inception to fruition, emerging from
“grassroots origins” to inspire “grassroots participation.”* The
GMR’s organizing committee stipulated from the outset that
“[plarticipants will be from all components of the Palestinian
civil society and all political parties or factions that believe in
peaceful public resistance.”” The Palestinian Center for Human
Rights in Gaza (PCHR) affirmed throughout that protesters did
not attend on Hamas orders but were willing participants who
formed a cross-section of Gazan society. The demonstrations
comprised “hundreds of thousands of Palestinians” from across
the “social and political spectrum,” PCHR reported, including
“children, women and elderlies.”” PCHR fieldworkers specifi-
cally testified to the involvement of “entire families, including
their children” who participated “with no influence from any
political party encouraging them to do so.””” These accounts
were later validated by the UN Commission of Inquiry, which
characterized the GMR leadership as follows:
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A higher national committee [HNC] and 12 subcommittees
were . . . established to organize and oversee the planning of
the march. Its members came from all sectors of Palestinian
society, including civil society, cultural and social organiza-
tions, student unions, women’s groups, eminent persons and

members of clans.?®

This is not to say that Hamas was 7oz involved in the GMR. “As
an HNC member,” the UN Commission of Inquiry noted in its
detailed findings, “Hamas’s and the de facto authorities’ civilian
and political entities” provided demonstrators with “infrastruc-
ture, coordination, and technical and administrative sup-
port.”* But Hamas neither initiated the protest campaign nor
compelled people to participate in it. As the UN Commission
found, “the thousands of people who responded to the calls to
demonstrate did not do so prompted by Hamas, which was
deeply unpopular at the time.”

It merits noting that, even if the protests sad been orches-
trated by Hamas, this would not have affected their civilian
character under international law.! Regardless of who organ-
ized the GMR, and irrespective of the party affiliation of its
participants, so long as the “demonstrations themselves” were
“not combative,”** Israel was obliged to apply “law enforcement
based on international human rights law” (IHRL) rather than
the more permissive framework of international humanitarian
law (IHL, or the “laws of war”).?® Under the more restrictive
IHRL framework, Israel’s resort to lethal force was permissi-
ble only in response to “imminent threat of death or serious
injury”*—not the mere presence in a civilian demonstration
of Hamas members. But if conflating the GMR with Hamas
had no legal effect, the political consequences were devastating.
By following Israel in falsely attributing the GMR to Hamas,
US media outlets lent credibility to Israel’s depiction of the
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protests as a security threat requiring a military response. At
the same time, this media distortion precluded any possibil-
ity that the nonviolent demonstrations in Gaza would resonate
in US opinion—Ileaving civilian protesters in Gaza exposed
before Israel’s wall of snipers, denied the protective shield of
sympathetic publicity.

Myth Two. Palestinian protesters posed a security threat

When pressed on the heavy civilian casualties inflicted at the
fence, Israeli representatives claimed that Israel only targeted
Palestinian “instigators” who presented a clear threat to Israel’s
security and sovereignty. This rationale assumed two main
forms: that protesters targeted by Israel were armed—i.e., in
possession of Molotov cocktails, grenades, improvised explosive
devices (IEDs), and guns—and/or that they had astempted to
breach the perimeter fence.

—Arms

US media relayed claims by Israel that “alleged terrorists”™ in
Gaza had staged “human wave attacks”™ armed with guns,”
“Molotov cocktails,”™® and “hand grenades.” Israel figured in
this reportage as the harsh protector, reluctantly responding to
“terrorist” aggression. It was subtly implied that, even as Israel’s
response was unpleasant, it did not reflect any oppressive intent
by Israel but, rather, the unenviable dilemma Palestinian infil-
trators had thrust upon it. The human rights organizations, on
the other hand, reached very different conclusions. They uni-
formly found that the only thing “overwhelming” about those
targeted by the IDF in Gaza was that they were “overwhelm-
ingly” unarmed. The documentation assembled by internation-
al, Palestinian, and Israeli human rights observers undermined
every Israeli and, therefore, US media talking point:
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*  Grenades: The UN Commission of Inquiry affirmed that it
“has not been able to verify claims, nor has it seen evidence
that demonstrators carried or threw actual grenades at the
demonstration sites during demonstration times.”*

*  Guns: The UN Commission of Inquiry concluded that there
were two incidents, on May 14 and October 12, in which some
Palestinians may have used arms, and where, as a result, Israel
would have had a legitimate claim to use force. With the sole
exception of these two incidents, “the use of live ammunition by
Israeli security forces against demonstrators was unlawful.”!

o Stones and tires: Al Mezan observed in May that, “even if
some of the civilians threw stones or burned tires, it would
not alter the categorization of the event as civilian.”* In its
2019 annual report, PCHR concluded that “sometimes the
young men approached the border fence to throw stones
and [M]olotov cocktails and used slingshots . . . However,
all those acts did not pose any imminent threat to the life
of Israeli soldiers” and therefore did not render legitimate

Israel’s use of live ammunition in response.®

More generally, the PCHR consistently reported that “Israeli
forces . . . use[d] force against Palestinian unarmed civilians and
peaceful protesters in the Gaza Strip.”* In June, HRW noted
that the “vast majority of protesters were unarmed,”* Amnesty
International reported that it had “not seen evidence of the use
of firearms by Palestinians against Israeli soldiers during the
protests,”* and Al-Haq observed that “Israeli occupying forc-
es, despite overwhelming international condemnation, contin-
ued to use excessive, disproportionate, and unnecessary force
against unarmed Palestinian protesters.” Recall that, by this
point, Israeli soldiers had shot dead dozens of demonstrators
and injured more than 3,600 with live ammunition.
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As late as October 2018, Amnesty International observed
that “Israel has repeatedly used lethal force unnecessarily and
excessively against unarmed protesters in shameless violation
of international law.”*® The following month, B Tselem pre-
sented its conclusion that the “vast majority of casualties were
unarmed.”® In its concluding report, the UN Commission of
Inquiry, while acknowledging that “not all demonstrators were
peaceful,” found “reasonable grounds to believe that the exces-
sive use of force by Israeli security forces violated the rights of

the thousands who were.”°

—Breaching the fence

As well as posing an armed threat to Israeli soldiers, Palestinian
protesters were also depicted as menacing Israel’s sovereignty,
as they attempted to “crash through,”' “breach,”? “cut,” and
“rush™* the Gaza fence. Two important messages were con-
veyed to Western audiences. The first was that Israel only shot
those who were approaching the perimeter fence or damaging
it. The second, which followed, was that Israel was merely pro-
tecting its borders from hostile infiltration. These claims would
be difficult to sustain, however, if the majority of those shot
by Israeli snipers were either distant from the fence or running
away from it.

In April, Amnesty International reported that “Israeli sol-
diers shot unarmed protesters, bystanders, journalists and med-
ical staff approximately 150-400m from the fence, where they
did not pose any threat.”> Al-Haq found that the IDF targeted
“unarmed civilians standing hundreds of meters away from
the fence with high velocity weaponry.”*® HRW, in a report
released in June, stated that six of the witnesses they had inter-
viewed were “200 to 300 meters from the two parallel fences”
when “Israeli forces shot them or people close to them with
live ammunition.” The report also noted that “other witnesses
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said that soldiers shot them when they were between 30 and 40
meters from the fences.”’

When it surveyed hundreds of protesters who had suffered
live gunshot wounds, B Tselem found that most reported being
hit when they were “not in the immediate vicinity of the fence”
while more than one-fifth reported being hit when they were
over 150 meters from the fence.”® The PCHR likewise found
that many protesters “were killed while being hundreds of
meters away from the border fence.” The UN Commission of
Inquiry would eventually determine that “demonstrators who
were hundreds of meters away from the Israeli forces and vis-
ibly engaged in civilian activities were intentionally shot.”* In
short, then, all of the human rights investigations found that
the majority of those who were shot were neither near the fence
nor attempting to break through it.*’

Myth Three. Israel engaged in lawful self-defense

Once it was established—at any rate, to the satisfaction of
US media—that Hamas had orchestrated the protests, that
Palestinian demonstrators were violent, and that protesters
were shot only when they attempted to breach Israel’s “border,”
it was but a flea’s hop to the conclusion that Israel’s lethal re-
pression was legitimate self-defense. This exculpatory verdict
was typically attributed to the “Israeli military,”®* “the IDE”%
and “Israeli officials”*—but audiences were given no reason to
doubt it. Here again, however, the evidence marshaled by the
human rights organizations completely undermined the claim.
They found, overwhelmingly, that Israel deliberately targeted
protesters who posed no threat whatsoever.

In March 2018, Al-Haq criticized the IDF for “deliber-
ately and systematically” opening fire on unarmed Palestinian
protesters.”” HRW found that “Israeli soldiers were not merely
using excessive force, but were apparently acting on orders” that
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resulted in the “foreseeable deaths and injuries” of unarmed
protesters “who posed no imminent threat to life.”*® PCHR
confirmed that “the Israeli soldiers deliberately” targeted pro-
testers “in cold blood and deliberately inflicted casualties.”®”
Ampnesty International characterized the Israeli “response” as a
“murderous assault.”®® In its final report, the UN Commission
of Inquiry itemized the victims of this slaughter:

o Children: “Israeli security forces used lethal force against
children who did not pose an imminent threat of death or
serious injury to its soldiers”; “[there are] reasonable grounds
to believe that Israeli snipers shot them intentionally, know-
ing that they were children.”

*  Journalists: “Israeli snipers shot journalists intentionally,
despite seeing that they were clearly marked as such.”

*  Disabled persons: “Israeli snipers shot these [disabled] dem-
onstrators intentionally, despite seeing that they had visible
disabilities.”

*  Health workers: “Isracli snipers intentionally shot health work-
ers, despite seeing that they were clearly marked as such.”

*  Non-participants: “[D]emonstrators who were hundreds of
metres away from the Israeli forces and visibly engaged in

civilian activities were intentionally shot.”®

Israel falsely claimed it was exercising its right of self-defense as
it put down a violent riot along its border, and US media cov-
erage uncritically reinforced the propaganda. But human rights
organizations reached a diametrically opposed conclusion.
They unanimously found that Israel had been confronted with
a protest in territory it was unlawfully blockading; that this
protest was overwhelmingly unarmed; and that, in response,

Israel carried out a “calculated” (HRW), “deliberate” (Adalah),
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“intentional” (UN Commission of Inquiry), “murderous as-
sault” (Amnesty International) against civilians.

Gaza’s Sharpeville

That the nonviolent character of the Great March of Return
lasted as long as it did, in the face of overwhelming brutality,
is a lasting testament to resilience, courage, and self-discipline.
That US media betrayed this sacrifice is a lasting testament
to cowardice. On March 21, 1960, the South African Police
opened fire on thousands of unarmed protesters who were
demonstrating against the racist pass laws. The incident, which
left sixty-nine people dead and 180 injured, galvanized the in-
ternational anti-apartheid movement and went down in history
as the infamous “Sharpeville Massacre.” On May 14, 2023, six-
ty Palestinians were killed in Gaza and fully 1,359 were injured
with live ammunition. Yet that bloodletting, far from constitut-
ing a historic milestone in the long struggle for human rights,
has already been forgotten.

To fully understand the events of October 7, 2023—why
Hamas staged a violent prison break, and why the break took
such vicious form—it must be acknowledged that alternative
strategies had been tried, and tried again, without success. In
2018, when the people of Gaza embarked on mass nonviolent
protest to draw attention to their plight, this effort was vio-
lently crushed. That does not justify the atrocities perpetrated
by Hamas. But it does call for a more honest distribution of
moral responsibility: culpability for the horrors of October 7
does not lie with Hamas alone, but also with the US and Israeli
governments who strangled a nonviolent campaign for inter-
nationally recognized human rights, as well as the US media
which—in abandoning objectivity, fairness, and truth—Ilaid
the groundwork for oppression, terrorism, and war.
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“Burn Gaza now, nothing less!”

—Deputy Speaker of the Knesset
Nissim Vaturi MK
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Targeting Civilians: Its Logic
in Gaza and Israel

Yaniv Cogan

In a press briefing on October 7, while Hamas’s unprecedented
attack was still underway, US secretary of defense Lloyd Austin
pledged “to ensure that Israel has what it needs to defend itself
and protect civilians from indiscriminate violence and terror-
ism.”" Hours later, Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu
made his first public comment about the massacre. Referring to
Gaza as “that city of evil,” Netanyahu vowed to leave it in ruins,
and issued a warning to the civilian population: “I'm telling the
residents of Gaza: get out of there.”?

Two months later, the fruits of Israel’s US-backed mission
to protect civilians from indiscriminate violence were as fol-
lows. According to the Government Media Office in Gaza, over
17,700 people in Gaza had been killed, overwhelmingly civil-
ians. More than 7,700 children and 5,000 women were among
the dead. Nearly 85 percent of the population had been dis-
placed. Above 60 percent of housing units were damaged or
destroyed.’

Yaniv Cogan studies computer science at Tel Aviv University.



98 DELUGE

Hospitals and clinics throughout Gaza had been systemati-
cally besieged and targeted by airstrikes, rendering the majority
of them inoperable and leading to a collapse of the healthcare
system.” A doctor working at the Indonesian Hospital in Beit
Lahiya testified about the conditions there: “We do surgeries
while the injuries are covered with flies. And we have worms
coming out of wounds, even after we do the surgery . . . The
whole hospital is full of blood and insects.” Other doctors
reported having to perform operations, including amputations,
without anesthesia due to lack of supplies, and having to dis-
infect wounds with vinegar and window cleaning products.®

Gaza’s water infrastructure was decimated by aerial bom-
bardment” and deprivation of fuel required to operate water
pumps and treatment plants.® This left streets in southern Gaza
overflowing with sewage.” Worsening sanitary conditions and
the healthcare collapse led to a spike in disease-related deaths,
especially among children. A spokesperson for the World
Health Organization (WHO) put it bluntly: “Basically, if you're
sick, if your child has diarrhoea, if you've got a respiratory infec-
tion, you're not going to get any [help].” She added that, unless
the healthcare system was reestablished, “we will see more peo-
ple dying from disease than from bombardment.”"* Already in
November, Oxfam reported that “newborns up to three months
old are dying of diarrhoea, hypothermia, dehydration.”"' In
some cases observed by human rights groups, “children have
suffered from dehydration not only because there is no water,
but also because they refuse to drink.”"?

The north of Gaza had become “an uninhabitable moon-
scape,” according to a report by the Associated Press, an assess-
ment shared by Dr. Ghassan Abu-Sittah, a British-Palestinian
surgeon who warned, based on his experience working in sev-
eral Gazan hospitals since the beginning of the assault, that the
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Strip was being turned into “an uninhabitable death world.”
The Economist estimates it will remain so “for years.”"?

Yinon Magal, a right-wing Israeli pundit who fantasized
about “dropping a bomb on Gaza that will erase 10,000 peo-
ple,”'* entered Gaza as an embedded reporter and was delighted

by what he saw:

[My] first impression—there is no Gaza. Everything is in
ruins, everything is over, no roads, no houses, not a single
undamaged home, everything has been destroyed. Our guys
did a hell of a job here, and this is only the beginning.”®

Israeli journalist Ron Ben-Yishai was also given a tour of the
ruins. He noted with satisfaction the destruction wrought upon
the place where “up until a week ago lived the mothers, wives,
children, and parents of the sadistic murderers.” Ben-Yishai
continued: “Birds of prey are circling in the skies above us. In
this area, on these days, there is a lot to stick a beak into. It is
obvious that they got used to it. The firing of the cannons and

mortars does not frighten them.”'¢

Lsrael’s means and ends

In the face of overwhelming evidence that the Israeli military
(IDF) intentionally targeted civilians and civilian infrastructure
in Gaza, the Biden administration did not waver from its posi-
tion: “it is obvious” Israel seeks to minimize civilian casualties."”
Indeed, Israeli officials did occasionally claim that their sole
aim in Gaza was “destroying Hamas,” and that, in pursuing this
military objective, the IDF was attempting to prevent harm to
civilians.'® But that PR line was undercut by other statements
from influential decision-makers in Israel’s senior military
and political echelons that were more consistent with Israel’s
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manifest conduct in Gaza as well as with established informa-
tion about its military doctrine.

Israeli officials typically explain attacks directed against civilian
populations as an attempt to pressure civilians to turn against the
“terror organizations.” In 2004, then finance minister Netanyahu
advocated “hitting infrastructure in Gaza in order to pressure the
population to vomit out the Qassam launchers.”" Two years later,
after shrapnel from IDF shelling killed eight-year-old Hadeel
Ghaban in Beit Lahia, IDF chief of staff Dan Halutz insisted
that “the Palestinian population must understand that if it vomits
out the rocket launchers, then it will be able to live in peace.””
In 2018, a Haaretz military correspondent reported that “[t]he
intention behind the latest batch of airstrikes [by Israel] is to put
Hamas in a problematic position vis-d-vis the civilian population
in the Strip.”!

This philosophy is not limited to routine punishment of
the civilian population. Israeli policymakers also apply it to the
conduct of the IDF during major offensives. In such cases, the
“price” the IDF seeks to inflict upon the civilian population
inflates to barbaric proportions. Major General Gadi Eizenkor,
who would later be appointed IDF chief of staff, is often cred-
ited with formalizing and promoting the approval of a military
doctrine based on these principles, which he described in an
October 2008 interview:

I call it the a-Dahiya doctrine. What happened in the a-Dahiya
district of Beirut in 2006 will happen in every village from
which Israel is shot at. We will subject it to disproportionate
force and cause enormous damage and destruction. We don’t
consider them to be civilian villages but military bases. . . .
This is not a recommendation, this is the plan. And it has
already been approved.*
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The former head of Israel’s National Security Council, Major
General Giora Eiland, expanded upon Eizenkot’s doctrine in
a paper published by Israel’s Institute for National Security
Studies (INSS), concerning the application of these principles
in the case of a third war in Lebanon. He argued that “the
suffering of hundreds of thousands of people are the things
that can have the most effect on the conduct of Hezbollah.”
On this basis, he recommended Israel make clear that “the
next war will be between Israel and Lebanon, not Israel and
Hezbollah,” and that such a war “will bring about the elimi-
nation of the Lebanese military, destruction of infrastructure,
and extreme suffering to the civilian population.”” Eiland also
laid out this vision in an opinion column for the Israeli news
website Yzet:

The only good thing that happened in the last war [i.c., the
2006 Lebanon War] was the relative damage caused to Leba-
non’s population. The destruction of thousands of homes of
“innocents” preserved some of Israel’s deterrent power. The
only way to prevent another war is to make it clear that should

one break out, Lebanon may be razed to the ground.*

Eiland’s recommendation was adopted by the IDF and re-
mained virtually unchanged over the last fifteen years, so much
so that, in 2018, he was quoted almost verbatim by then head
of the IDF’s Northern Command, Major General Yoel Strick:
“Our next war will be between Israel and Lebanon in its entire-
ty, not Israel and Hezbollah.”*

Two months after the publication of Eiland’s INSS paper,
Israel launched a major assault on Gaza, Operation Cast Lead,
during which it implemented the Dahiya doctrine, leaving
immense devastation in its wake. Eiland plainly laid out the
pertinence of the doctrine to Israel’s aims in Gaza:
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[If our goal] is a real cease fire, with deterrence that will last for
a very long time, and sorting out additional issues including
prisoner exchanges, then this can be achieved relatively easily,
in a few days. The more pressure [we put] on Gaza, including
killing civilians, and the more the international community
gets mad at us, the better!*

Commenting on the success of that offensive, Israeli officials
highlighted the restoration of Israel’s “deterrence” not only
vis-4-vis Hamas but also—and primarily—in the eyes of other
regional actors. Major General Herzi Halevi dismissed the idea
that “we went too far”:

It is true that there are streets [in Gaza] that look like [cities]
after the Second World War. Destruction and devastation that
even the pictures shown on TV don’t adequately capture. Still,
the proportionality of our operation, given the location and
traps set by the enemy, was very appropriate. . . . The Iranians,
the Syrians, and Hezbollah looked at what happened here,
and got the message.”’

Yoav Gallant, then commander of the IDF Southern Command,
similarly explained:

Operation Cast Lead came one and a half years after [the
2006 Lebanon War], and reeducated the entire region. It
was followed by Egypt, Syria, Iran, Hamas, Hezbollah.
They watched [the devastation in Gaza], and understood
that what the IDF did there, it could copy-and-paste [else-
where]. The significance of this to [our] deterrence towards
Lebanon is ten times greater than that of the [2006] Leb-
anon War, as unrelated as it may seem. It is very much
related.?®
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Netanyahu was the leader of the opposition during Cast
Lead. But he agreed that blows should be inflicted on the ci-
vilian population in any one battlefield to enhance Israel’s de-
terrence vis-a-vis regional actors in general. Thus, he boasted
in 2006 that “during my tenure as Prime Minister no rockets
or Qassams were launched [from Gaza], because whenever
there was Katyusha fire [from Lebanon] we turned off the
lights in Beirut.”

In the aftermath of Operation Cast Lead, Eizenkot’s inter-
view to the Israeli press was picked up by the UN Fact Finding
Mission headed by Judge Richard Goldstone. Goldstone deter-
mined that the IDF had carried out in Gaza “a deliberately
disproportionate attack designed to punish, humiliate, and
terrorize a civilian population.” He concluded that “the facts
on the ground” demonstrate that “what [Eizenkot] prescribed
as the best strategy appears to have been precisely what was
put into practice.”® After the publication of the UN report,
Eizenkot was invited to speak at an event hosted by the Haifa
University-affiliated National Security Studies Center (NSSC).
He was preceded by the head of the NSSC, Professor Dan
Schueftan. Schueftan urged that, in the next Lebanon war,
“[glround invasions” should inflict “devastation”:

Ground invasions should be carried out, perhaps under the
banner of “harming enemy forces,” but their real significance
is the devastation they leave behind them. 1 don't mind that as a
pretext we claim that there is some military objective, because
that’s required by all these International Law people, so we can
bring in some lawyer to explain how to do it, but the main

thing is that [we understand] very clearly [the real purpose].”!

Eizenkot appeared to agree with Schueftan, even as he was re-
luctant to say so explicitly:
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I will not use the same words Dan allows himself to use, I did
it once in a press interview some years ago, and I had to deal
with it for many months afterwards, and also had my name
appear in the Goldstone report. So I will use softer words:
in case there is a conflict, we must inflict upon our enemy
a severe blow that will create deterrence for years to come.*

Major General Benny Gantz, at the time the IDF’s deputy
chief of staff, also commented on the success of Cast Lead, and
on the military doctrine Israel would rely upon in the event of
a future war in Lebanon. “It will be painful for the Lebanese,”
he said. “It will be difhcult, it will be ugly, and the State of
Lebanon needs to understand that. . . . When the war reach-
es enemy territory . . . we will be unstoppable; a Wadi [val-
ley] here, three villages there, until our government agrees to
a ceasefire.”??

By 2014, when Israel carried out yet another ferocious
attack on Gaza, Gantz had been appointed IDF chief of staff.
Debriefings after the assault indicated that, under his com-
mand, the IDF considered its most significant achievements to
have been the “2,000 dead and 11,000 wounded, half a million
refugees, [and] decades worth of destruction.”®* Most people
killed were civilians. Gantz would go on to boast, in an election
campaign video, that “parts of Gaza have been returned back to
the Stone Age.” Gantz has since repeatedly threatened both
Gaza and Lebanon with enormous devastation in line with the
principles of the Dahiya Doctrine.*

During Israel's 2014 Gaza massacre, Yair Lapid was the
finance minister and a member of the cabinet. He concluded
approvingly that, “[w]hen the people of Gaza came out [of their
houses], they saw destruction on a level they didn’t know was
possible. They saw Gaza flattened, and understood the scale of
the disaster Hamas has brought upon them.””
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Israel called its assault on Gaza after October 7, 2023,
Operation Swords of Iron. The offensive was led by Prime
Minister Netanyahu, Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, and IDF
chief of staff Herzi Halevi—all three of whom were on record
endorsing the intentional targeting of civilians as a core prin-
ciple of Israel’s military doctrine. Day-to-day operational deci-
sions were made by an Emergency War Cabinet, which apart
from Netanyahu and Gallant included Benny Gantz, another
enthusiastic supporter of targeting civilians. Gadi Eizenkot,
who formulated the Dahiya Doctrine, was one of two observing
members of the War Cabinet. Defense Minister Gallant report-
edly set up an independent “strategic thinking taskforce,”*®
which, alongside a PR consultant and experts on matters related
to the management of the home front, included two advisors on
military affairs: Giora Eiland and Yoel Strick. Both advocated
targeting civilians, an approach also endorsed by the leader of
the opposition, Yair Lapid.

The absolute consensus among Israeli war leaders that tar-
geting civilians is both legitimate and necessary, together with
the well-documented conduct of the IDF during the onslaught,
leave no room for doubt that Israel’s assault on Gaza’s civilian
population has been deliberate.

From containment to destruction

But the assault on Gaza after October 7 did not simply reca-
pitulate the approach adopted in preceding “rounds.” In key
respects, it marked a qualitative departure. During previous
assaults Israel did not seek to depose Hamas from power; rath-
er, as Gantz put it, Israel’s strategy in Gaza entailed “[anoth-
er] round of war, followed by another, and each such round
will have worse consequences for the enemy than the previous
one.”* These “consequences,” in the form of mass death and
destruction, were supposed to compel the civilian population in
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Gaza to apply pressure on Hamas, thus limiting its ability and
willingness to attack Israel.

Following October 7, the top political and military echelons
in Israel evinced a determination not just to contain Hamas, or
degrade its capacity, but to annihilate its presence in Gaza. They
held fast to this objective well past the point when its imprac-
ticality should have been apparent. Israel’s strategy of inflicting
massive damage upon the civilian population in Gaza could
therefore no longer be explained on the basis of the conven-
tional (Dahiya) doctrine. Instead, statements by Israeli officials
indicated that a major component of current Israeli military
doctrine is a genocidal aspiration to harm civilians for its own
sake, either out of revenge for the October 7 attacks or to capi-
talize on the political opportunity those attacks created.?!

In aletter to IDF soldiers, Prime Minister Netanyahu urged
them to ““[rJemember what Amalek did to you’ . . . This is
a war between the sons of light and the sons of darkness.”*
This invoked the biblical injunction to carry out a war of anni-
hilation against the people of Amalek, to “slay both man and
woman, infant and suckling, ox and sheep, camel and ass.”

At the outset of the assault, Defense Minister Gallant
announced that Israel was “imposing a complete siege on the
city of Gaza. There will be no electricity, no food, no water,
no fuel, everything is closed. We are fighting animals,” he
explained, “and we are acting accordingly.” Gallant elsewhere
promised that Israel “will change the face of reality in the Gaza
Strip for the coming 50 years.” By attacking Israel, he vowed,
Hamas leader “Yahya Sinwar . . . sealed the fate of Hamas and
the fate of Gaza.”®

Major General Giora Eiland declared that “our only way to
bring back the hostages” held by Hamas “is to create a severe
humanitarian crisis in Gaza.”** He advised that Israel should
not only cut Gaza’s water supply but also put out of commission
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local water-related infrastructure, either by bombing wells and
water treatment facilities, or by ensuring they can’t operate due
to lack of electricity.® And he urged that Israel maintain its
resolve in the face of international pressure that would come
when “the Palestinians show pictures of babies who died in their
incubators due to blackouts resulting from the lack of fuel.”*
The end goal, Eiland said, is “to render Gaza an uninhabitable
place, temporarily, or permanently,” from which it followed that
“Israel in this case cannot spare these civilians in Gaza.”¥ In an
article published six weeks into the assault, Eiland concluded:

The international community warns us of a humanitarian
disaster In Gaza and of severe epidemics. We must not shy
away from it, as difficult as that may be. After all, severe epi-
demics in the south of the Gaza Strip will bring victory closer
and reduce casualties among IDF soldiers. And no, this is not
about cruelty for cruelty’s sake, since we don't support the suf-
fering of the other side as an end, but as a means.*

This aspect of Eiland’s recommendations appears consistent
with the policy implemented by the IDF in Gaza—both in
general, as reviewed above, and in detail. In line with Eiland’s
warning that Israel would face international pressure once in-
cubators in Gaza were rendered unusable for lack of electricity,
the IDF spokesperson unit prepared a series of PR stunts to
coincide with reports from Al-Shifa Hospital that premature
babies had—exactly as foreseen—begun to perish.’

Discussion of major changes to the status quo in Gaza “the
day after the war,” and in particular hints by Israeli officials of a
long-term Israeli military or civilian presence within Gaza, are
significantly more commonplace than they were during previ-
ous ground invasions of the Strip. In 2014, then finance minis-
ter Yair Lapid’s insistence that “[a]ll the options, including the
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reoccupation of Gaza, are on the table”" was relatively unusual.
By contrast, after October 7, Israeli government ministers and
military officials regularly suggested: reoccupying the entire
Gaza Strip and reestablishing Israeli settlements there,” trans-
ferring the Gazan population to tent cities in the Sinai desert,’
distributing Gazan refugees among the countries of the world,”
installing a technocratic government to manage the civil affairs of
the Strip backed by a UNIFIL-style international peacekeeping
force,” transferring control over Gaza to the PA while maintain-
ing Israel’s ability to carry out ground invasions and airstrikes in
the Strip whenever it wishes,” and marking a wide “kill-strip”
along the perimeter fence to serve as a permanent buffer-zone.”

Former acting director of Israel’s National Security Council,
Ya'acov Nagel, explained that the “/day after’ question, impor-
tant as it may be, is secondary to the current war. . . . We must
not let thinking about the ‘day after’ lead or influence our
strategy during the fighting, or hinder the completion of our
mission.” Taken together with the relentless torrent of contra-
dictory proposals put forward by Israeli officials, this statement
might give the impression that the Israeli government is not
actually pursuing long-term changes to the situation in Gaza
and will eventually revert back to its comfort zone of perma-
nent occupation via remote control. There are, however, initial
signs that Israel is making logistical preparations for a long-term
on-the-ground presence in Gaza,” and given the willingness of
the US to go along with even the most outrageous Israeli initia-
tives,”® there is a real possibility that the assault will end with the
implementation of major changes to the mechanism of occupa-
tion and subjugation of the Strip.

The war in Israel
It is currently impossible to conclusively determine the ration-
ale behind Hamas’s October 7 operation and atrocities. Basic
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details about how the attack was conceptualized in the minds of
Hamas’s leaders remain a mystery, with only sparse, unconvinc-
ing, and often contradictory pieces of evidence shedding any
light on the operational plan.” More elusive still is the question
of what Hamas hoped to gain from it. Even the most knowl-
edgeable assessment of this question based on publicly available
information is bound to be little more than guesswork, and it is
reasonable to assume that different officials within the organi-
zation would offer radically different answers.

An examination of its record—both in words and in
actions—might point to some aspects of Hamas’s thinking
behind October 7, even if there is no basis for confidently
asserting knowledge of its intentions. Similarly, while there is
no telling what trajectory history will take from this point on,
looking back at the history of Israeli policy and social develop-
ments may illuminate some of the dynamics that are sure to
play an important role in shaping conflict going forward.

Hamas has explained its previous reliance on ruthless vio-
lence against civilians, exemplified by the suicide bombings of
the 1990s and 2000s, as attempts to encourage the emergence in
Israel of a political force which is both aligned with the interests
of Palestinians, and backed by the enthusiasm and commitment
that characterize the pursuit of one’s own pressing needs—as
opposed to the existing solidarity-based pro-Palestinian left in
Israel, which has been limited to a rather small and privileged
section of the population, unwilling to make significant sacri-
fices in service of the cause. A lucid articulation of this approach
was provided by Jamal Abu al-Hayjaa, a senior member of
Hamas, in his explanation of the rationale behind attacks on
Israeli soldiers and civilians during the second intifada:

[We wanted] to change the perception of Israelis, who were
under the impression they would be able to continue the
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occupation forever. The diplomatic negotiations didn’t bring
any change. Our attacks, however, made Israelis feel the pain
we have felt. We wanted them to pressure their government to
halt its actions—and for us the [2005 Gaza] disengagement is

proof of our ability to change the Israeli consciousness.®

This approach has enabled other regional actors to secure major
concessions from Israel. The blow inflicted by Egypt’s surprise
attack in October 1973 forced Israel to abandon its rejection-
ist stance and negotiate a withdrawal from the occupied Sinai
Peninsula. Similarly, it was Hezbollah’s armed struggle that cre-
ated the political conditions for the development of a popular
pro-withdrawal camp in Israel, led by the Four Mothers move-
ment.®" That campaign quickly achieved what leftist movements
in Israel, which had opposed the occupation of South Lebanon
on principled grounds, failed to do for eighteen years.®

Palestinian armed groups which followed this line of
thinking have had much more limited success so far; even the
achievement cited by Abu al-Hayjaa—compelling Israel to
evacuate its settlers from Gaza and redeploy the IDF along the
perimeter—has proven to be, at best, a mixed bag.®® In part,
this failure reflects the fact that Israel’s commitment to con-
trolling Gaza and the West Bank has always been significantly
greater than its commitment to controlling the Sinai Peninsula
or South Lebanon. But this difference does not fully account
for the failure of armed resistance to dislodge the occupation of
the Palestinian territories.

Additional reasons for the underwhelming success of armed
resistance to the occupation were pointed out early on by Sabri
Jiryis, editor-at-large of Shuun Filastiniyya, the journal of the
PLO research center. Predicting from the outset that the largely
nonviolent first intifada would fail, Jiryis harshly criticized the
PLO leadership for “organizing international peace conferences
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and unending discussions of ‘just peace’”* while demonstrating
“clear incompetence” when it came to armed resistance:

The Palestinians go out on demonstrations, throw stones, or
carry out knife attacks—and the occupation forces respond
by opening fire; and the martyrs fall one after another . . . the
demonstrations and the stone throwing are an indisputable
proof that organized armed resistance has failed. . . . There is
no doubt this miserable showing does more harm than good:
the resistance loses its credibility; the resistance doesn’t play
a part in convincing the enemy to change its views or pull
it towards a more realistic and moderate position—instead it
hardens their hearts, and—and here lies the danger—Ileads to
Palestinian national aspirations not being taken seriously.

Jiryis, whose criticism was endorsed by other dissenting voices
within the PLO, including poet Mahmoud Darwish and car-
toonist Naji al-Ali,* likened armed struggle and diplomatic
pressure in service of achievable goals to “two rails that make up
a train track, both of which are required in order to reach the
station.” As he foresaw, the Palestinian national struggle soon
derailed: the first intifada failed to compel Israel into conceding
an inch toward the core demands of the Palestinians. Instead,
the PLO became a de facto collaborator with the Israeli military
occupation and an enabler of its apartheid regime.

If military incompetence previously limited the potential
of Palestinian armed struggle, Hamas’s October 7 assault and
resilience in the face of Israeli retaliation indicates that this con-
straint has been overcome. Yet the goal of pulling the Israeli gov-
ernment “towards a more realistic and moderate position”—as
Jiryis put it—or inducing Israelis to “pressure their government
to [end the occupation]”—as Abu al-Hayjaa described Hamas’s
aim—still seems very far off.
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The complexity inherent in any attempt to translate
violent blows into lasting political gains can be usefully
illustrated by examining a novel dimension of the cur-
rent hostilities in Gaza: the large number of hostages taken
by Hamas (as well as other Palestinian groups and private
individuals) back into Gaza. This was an aspect of Hamas’s
assault that was undoubtedly part of its original plan,
rather than a spur-of-the-moment development.

Almost 250 people were taken captive in southern Israel
and brought to Gaza on October 7, the vast majority of them
civilians.® The first protests calling on the government to prior-
itize returning hostages over destroying Hamas were organized
by the marginalized Israeli left. They were met with a violent
crackdown by police and right-wing hooligans.”” The slogan
“bring them back home” has remained prominent in anti-war
protests,® even as direct opposition to the assault on Gaza—

? and politically

initially deemed both physically dangerous®
suicidal—became possible.

The Israeli government completely ignored these protests
and instead elected to follow the policy outlined by Finance
Minister Bezalel Smotrich: “Now we must be cruel, and not
be overly concerned about the hostages.””® The government has
stuck to this policy even as Hamas began spreading claims that
Israeli hostages had been killed by Israeli airstrikes in Gaza.”!
In polls conducted by the Israel Democracy Institute between
October 15 and October 19, only around 17 percent of
respondents supported an immediate ceasefire (a term which in
Israeli discourse can be assumed to refer to a temporary pause)
in order to facilitate the return of the hostages through negoti-
ations with Hamas.”?

It was within this seemingly inhospitable environment that
a significant new political force emerged. A large number of
families of the hostages formed “the HQ of the Families of the
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Abducted,” which soon became recognized as a representative
organization of nearly all such families.”” The HQ advocated
an “all-for-all” prisoner exchange—that is, the release of all
Palestinian prisoners in exchange for all the hostages held in
Gaza’*—and criticized the intensity of Israel’s assault on Gaza,
which put in jeopardy the lives of those held captive. In the
initial days following October 7, these positions made the HQ
a radical outlier in Israel’s political landscape.

Crucially, the HQ was not part of the marginal Israeli Left,
nor was it concerned with the well-being of Palestinians in
Gaza. Although some speeches at their rallies highlighted the
contradiction between bombarding Gaza and securing the
return of hostages,”” other speeches advocated a maximum pres-
sure approach even more punishing than the one implemented
by the IDE

In an official statement posted on its Facebook page, the
HQ bemoaned the entry of limited humanitarian aid into Gaza,
accusing the government of “pampering the murderers and kid-
nappers with baklava and medicine.””® Following statements by
the Biden administration in favor of temporary humanitarian
pauses, the HQ set up tents next to the Kirya military base,
vowing not to leave without guarantees that “no ceasefire will
be made without the return of all the hostages.””

'The protests by families of the hostages soon grew to become
the largest political demonstrations held in Israel since Hamas’s
attack. They culminated in a five-day march from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem, which reportedly drew over 25,000 participants.”
The HQ was able to secure meetings with top Israeli officials
including Prime Minister Netanyahu and Defense Minister
Gallant, and forced officials from nearly the entire political
spectrum to pay lip-service to their plight by repeatedly assur-
ing the Israeli public that the safe return of hostages was guid-
ing Israeli policy.”
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By November 24, 49 percent of Israelis polled said the
safe return of the hostages should be prioritized by the gov-
ernment over all other goals; only 32 percent of respondents
said “destroying Hamas” was more important.® That same day,
the Israeli government finally accepted a hostage exchange deal
roughly in line with Qatari-mediated proposals that had report-
edly been on the table almost immediately after October 7.5
Notably, the government was compelled to accept the hostage
exchange and accompanying ceasefire despite making very lit-
tle progress toward its stated military objective of “destroying
Hamas,” or even the more limited aim of “denying Hamas its
military capabilities.”®

At a time when most expressions of dissent resulted in polit-
ical marginalization, the HQ of the Families of the Abducted
harshly criticized the government and yet remained well within
the political mainstream. Eventually, the HQ forced the Israeli
government to change its agenda and agree to a temporary
ceasefire which afforded some relief to the people of Gaza.
Could this development be considered a realization of Abu
al-Hayjaa’s hope that Israelis affected by Hamas’s terror attacks
will “pressure their government to halt its actions”? Perhaps, but
if so, it also demonstrated the limits of this approach. Like the
Four Mothers before it, the HQ of the Families of the Abducted
was in no way committed to humanitarian principle; unlike
the Four Mothers, it had not, at the time of writing, coalesced
around a consistent political demand. As circumstances shift, it
could become a reactionary force that will pressure the govern-
ment to implement ever crueler measures in Gaza.

Yet the difficulties that have so far prevented the realiza-
tion of Hamas’s tactical aims—namely, forcing the release of all
Palestinian prisoners while placing some limit on the ferocity
of Israel’s assault—pale in comparison to the seemingly insur-
mountable challenge Hamas faces when it comes to leveraging
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the blow it inflicted on Israel into a strategic achievement. Across
virtually the entire Israeli political spectrum, Hamas has been
completely written off as a partner for peace. Avi Dabush, exec-
utive director of the group “Rabbis for Human Rights,” wrote:
“Hamas . . . was revealed as ISIS, as a Nazi force, as absolute
evil . . . Hamas, with which I called in the past to negotiate . . .
in order to bring about a [peaceful] settlement, has lost its right
to exist.”® Representing the left-most edge of acceptable opin-
ion, the communist Member of the Knesset Ofer Cassif (of the
Hadash-Tza’al list) referred to the October 7 massacre as “mon-
strous, satanic carnage,” described it as a “terror operation in
the style of the Nazis,” and characterized Hamas’s Gaza-based
leader Yahya Sinwar as “a vile fanatic . . . who aspires to commit
genocide.”® According to Cassif, Netanyahu has pursued a pol-
icy aimed at emboldening “the Hamas murderers” and weak-
ening the Palestinian Authority,®> a baseless myth which has its
origins in the very same hawkish regime-change advocates who
sabotaged Hamas’s peace initiatives and set the foundations of
Israeli policy in Gaza.®

This development presents a major problem for Hamas,
which, unlike Hezbollah, cannot fulfill its main objective—an
end to the occupation and the establishment of an independent
Palestinian state—solely through unilateral action.

There is a stark contrast between the hawkish Israeli reac-
tion to the blow inflicted by Hamas on October 7 and the
equally severe surprise attack by Egyptian forces fifty years
prior. During the 1973 War, major atrocities were commit-
ted by both sides.” Yet even before the fighting ceased, Israeli
newspapers—alongside murderous calls to inflict suffering
upon the Arab population®*—were also graced by head-
lines preparing the ground for peace: “Sadat’s Wife: ‘I Have
Instead

» <«

a Feeling We Are Standing on the Cusp of Peace’,
of Stagnation—the Beginning of Progress Towards Peace?” By
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the end of December, even long-time peace rejectionist Golda
Meir, the prime minister, had expressed “Support for Territorial
Concessions in Exchange for Peace.”®

No such headlines have appeared in Israeli media since
October 7. The Hebrew press, without exception, ignored
comments made by Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh in a tele-
vised speech on November 1, which reaffirmed Hamas’s sup-
port for initiating negotiations on a two-state solution based
on internationally accepted principles.” The Israeli media
also quickly glossed over Israeli minister of health Aryeh
Deri’s acknowledgment that Haniyeh’s proposal (or one
very similar) was officially conveyed by Hamas to the Israeli
cabinet and immediately dismissed despite being deemed
serious.”!

Nor has the Israeli media reported senior Hamas official
Mousa Abu Marzouk’s comments on the October 7 attack:

We said, “We want peace, but give us some of our rights”™—
but they didnt let us in . . . We tried every path. We didn’t
find one political path to take us out of this morass and free
us from occupation.’

Israeli media outlets focused instead on bloodthirsty statements
made by Hamas officials Ghazi Hamad and Taher El-Nounou
in order to crush support for peace in Israel, while cheerleading
the carnage in Gaza. This approach is sure to wear out the seem-
ingly unending willingness of the Palestinians to seek a political
solution.”

If any silver lining is to emerge from the horrors of October
7 and after, Hamas cannot be content with having momentar-
ily seized the reins of history but will have to take bold initia-
tives toward a just resolution of the conflict. If it does not do
so, and instead remains paralyzed by the absence of a political
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strategy,” Israel’s lasting response will end up being determined
by a right-wing government and a warmongering media. It is
unlikely that any progress toward peace will be made in this
scenario. Instead, Israel and the US will continue to tighten the
noose around Gaza, as Israel entrenches an increasingly vicious
system of apartheid across the entirety of Palestine.






“Severe epidemics in the south
of the Gaza Strip will bring
victory closer”

—Advisor to the Defense Minister

and former head of the National
Security Council Giora Eiland
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Just Like That: Life and
Death in Gaza

Ahmed Alnaouq

I was born in 1994 in Deir al-Balah, Gaza. A small city, popu-
lation around 80,000. It’s not London or New York. There are
few lights or towering buildings. But it's my home and I always
loved it. The palm trees lift me. They are everywhere. If you
climb to a high area in Deir al-Balah, it’s all you see: hundreds
of palm trees.

Most of the residents are farmers, or used to be. In Gaza, we
joke that Deir al-Balah is the city where everyone goes to sleep
at seven. Farmers can't lie in. My father was also born there. But
like most in Gaza, my family hails from towns and cities that
were destroyed or ethnically cleansed to make way for Israel.

My father’s relatives lived in Yafa. The area is known today
for the metropolis of Tel Aviv. My mother came from Beersheba.
An Israeli city now. A few months before my father was born, in
1948, some 750,000 Palestinians were driven from their homes

Ahmed Alnaougq is a journalist from Gaza. He co-founded We Are Not
Numbers, which helps young people in Gaza share their stories, and Border
Gone, which publishes stories from Gaza in Hebrew. He works as an advo-
cacy officer for the Euro-Med Human Rights Monitor.



122 DELUGE

in what is now Israel. My forebears fled to Gaza and our fate
was sealed.

When my father was born, his grandfather went to the
marketplace to fetch him a doctor. An Israeli airplane appeared
from nowhere and bombed the market, killing 150 people,
just like that. My great-grandfather was among them. You
will search the records in vain for mention of this. Only a few
Palestinians in Deir al-Balah still remember. Many such mas-
sacres have been erased from history. That's why the world is
surprised when Palestinians, sometimes, fight back.

My father lived his whole life in Deir al-Balah. He was
one of the smartest people I ever met. He had a photographic
memory: at seventy-five years old, he could recite passages from
textbooks he studied in elementary school. He spoke Hebrew,
English, and Arabic, despite having been unable to attend uni-
versity. Gaza didnt have one at the time, and anyway, he had
family to support after his own father died.

When Israel occupied Gaza in 1967, it hollowed out the
economy to make us dependent. Most Gazans could either
work in Israel or not at all. I remember my father waking up
at two in the morning to a catch a bus into Israel for work. He
wouldn’t return until seven in the evening. He did this every
day, despite having to endure humiliations from his boss and
from Israeli soldiers at the checkpoints.

There was no Hamas then. But the spirit which feeds it
sprung from the degradation and physical abuse men like my
father went through. Israeli soldiers would sometimes detain
Palestinian laborers for hours, or order them to strip naked, just
for their amusement. My mother was always worried for my
father’s safety. She spent her evenings by the window, awaiting
his return.

My father shared a story when I was about five that I can
never forget. His Israeli boss told him, “God created only Israelis
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as humans; the rest of the world were animals, created to serve
them. But the early Israelis were disgusted with the animals,
so they asked God to transform them into human-like beings.
And that’s how you all came to be.” It seems many in Israel still
don’t view Palestinians as fully human. In October 2023, Israel’s
defense minister Yoav Gallant ordered a “complete siege” on
Gaza: “no electricity, no food, no water, no fuel.” “We are fight-
ing human animals,” he said, “and we are acting accordingly.”

The second intifada erupted in 2000, when I was six. Israel
stopped allowing Palestinians to cross from Gaza to find work.
Just like that, my father lost his job, so he bought a car and
found work as a taxi driver. Another joke in Gaza: everyone
is a taxi driver, because there are no other jobs around. Like
every Palestinian revolt, the second intifada was a reaction to
Israel’s suffocating restrictions. People from abroad should try
to understand: when you are forced to live under military occu-
pation, when you are constricted, confined, and controlled,
with no end in sight, you will push back, and may even, at
times, lash out.

The second intifada period was formative for me. I began
to understand what was going on, what I had been born into.
On my walks to school, I saw protests, and funerals. I remem-
ber an Israeli tank invading Deir al-Balah, my city, and killing
people in its tracks. Apache helicopters and M-16s supplied the
soundtrack. Of course, my friends and I played, too. But our
dominant memories are of violence.

One day my older brother, Ayman, came back more scared
than usual. He was trembling. “Ayman, what happened?” He
had been walking in the street when, just like that, a tank killed
six of his friends, all thirteen or fourteen years old. “Why?” All
he could say was that the tank shot everyone in its path.

This memory is joined by others. Muhammad al-Durrah,
from the Buraij refugee camp in Gaza, was killed by Israeli
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bullets while his father tried to shield him with a hug. We saw it
on TV. And there was Iman Hajjo, three months old, from my
city. An Israeli tank fired, and Iman was killed in the arms of her
mother. Just like that. One day my brother went missing, and
my mother was beside herself. A neighbor told her, “We saw
an Israeli man killing your son.” Fortunately, this was untrue.
We survived.

The intifada ended and Israel withdrew its settlers from
Gaza. We could now move more freely. But when Hamas won
elections in 2006, Israel put Gaza under a blockade. Israel
always claims it does not target civilians. But who is hurt when
food, water, gas, and electricity are limited?

I was twelve when the borders were sealed. I remember my
father collecting firewood every morning so he could make
food for us. The siege sent us back hundreds of years. But we
still had television, to remind us how others lived. Almost all
the factories in Gaza closed. Farmers stopped working for lack
of fuel, fertilizer, and spare parts. My father, still driving his taxi
to support us, resorted to vegetable oil for gas. Israeli techni-
cians calculated the minimum number of calories we needed to
survive, and only that much food was allowed in.

On December 27, 2008, Israel launched its first major
assault on Gaza. I was in the ninth grade, waiting nervously
for an exam. I had not studied much and was worried about
how it would go. Suddenly, I heard loud explosions outside the
school. My first thought was, /¢s Yawm al-Qiyamah. Judgment
Day. I heard screams and saw fire and smoke in the sky. I had
never been so close to a bombing. As I ran home, I saw corpses
in the streets, blood everywhere.

In the end, 1,400 Palestinians were killed in that war.
5,000 more were injured. And 60,000 homes were damaged or
destroyed. When the bombardment ceased, after three weeks,
we tried to pick up the pieces of our lives. But then, in 2012,
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another war. About a hundred people killed in just over a week.
And in 2014, they came again. This one lasted fifty-one days.
The bombing was everywhere and did not stop. This time, my
family did not escape.

My brother was killed, along with six of my friends. He was
my closest companion. We grew up together, and now I was
nineteen, and he was gone. Just like that. My last memory of
him is his face covered in blood. As for my friends, they were
buried under the rubble for eight days. When their bodies were
eventually retrieved, during a “humanitarian pause,” they had
already begun to decompose.

I was never the same after that war. I spent my days beside
my brother’s grave. When an American friend, Pam, reached
out to me on Facebook, I told her “I'm fine.” She insisted,
“No, tell me something real.” And my feelings poured out.
She encouraged me to write about Ayman, to celebrate his life.
With her coaching, I wrote my first story in English—about my
brother—and she published it.

That was a turning point for me. My story was read by
many people, some of whom reached out to learn more about
Palestine and offer support. I realized the power of words to
educate people abroad, to show that we are more than mere
statistics. Pam and I set up a platform, We Are Not Numbers,
pairing young people in Gaza with writing mentors from
around the world.

*

In 2023, Gaza entered its seventeenth year under Israeli block-
ade. There was no hope of relief. Then Hamas launched an at-
tack that reportedly killed 1,200 Israelis, and Israel retaliated
with its most devastating assault on Gaza yet. I had settled in
London after studying in the UK on a scholarship, but was on
holiday in Turkey when the bombing started. Unlike in 2008,
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2012, and 2014, I was away from my family during a war.
I worried about them constantly.

Most of my relatives gathered at my father’s place in Deir
al-Balah. It was in a residential neighborhood, with no mili-
tary installations or warehouses nearby. If anywhere was safe,
we thought, its there. I called them every day, asking how
they were. “We're fine, were OK.” They were running out of
food and water, though. “The situation is very difficult,” they
admitted—"“but we’re together. Together, we'll be OK.”

They were asleep when, on October 22, at five in the morn-
ing, some Israeli pilot dropped a bomb on our house. Just like
that. My family wiped out.

My father, Nasri Alnaougq, aged seventy-five.

My sister Walaa, thirty-six, and her children: Raghd, thir-
teen; Eslam, twelve; Sara, nine; and Abdullah, six.

My sister Alaa, thirty-five, and her children: Eslam, thirteen;
Dima, twelve; Tala, eight; Noor, four; and Nasmah, two.

My sister Aya, thirty-three, and her children: Malak, twelve;
Mohammed, nine; and Tamim, six.

My oldest brother, Muhammad, thirty-five, and his chil-
dren: Bakr, eleven, and Basema, nine.

And Mahmoud, twenty-five, a human rights activist who
had just been admitted to a master’s program in Australia. My
liccle brother.

Why was my family eliminated? There was no reason. Were
militants there? No. Were rockets there? No. They turned my
home into ash and vaporized the life from those people because
they were Palestinian. Because the occupation decreed that a
decent life is not for us, and if we demand it, then life is not
for us.

Many of my relatives were left for days under the rubble.
One family member went to my home to recover the pieces.
He put these remains that were once my nieces and nephews,
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brothers and sisters in a trash bag and gave it to my sister. Just
like that. For me, and my surviving family, this is an epic trag-
edy. It is also an epic tragedy for the world. Because what the
world let happen to Gaza, in 2023 and before 2023, is a stain
that can never be removed.






“The children in Gaza have
brought this upon themselves”

—Meirav Ben-Ari MK, Yesh Atid, opposition
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Nothing Fails Like Success:
Hamas and the Gaza
Explosion

Kbaled Hroub

What did Hamas hope to achieve by its attack of October 7,
2023? Why did it select that date? How far did events unfold
according to plan, and in particular, to what extent was the tar-
geting of civilians in southern Israel premeditated? The evidence
pertaining to such questions currently ranges from suggestive
to non-existent. It seems that Hamas launched the operation
without notifying its main allies, Hezbollah and Iran. Even the
external leadership of Hamas was apparently kept in the dark.
It would have been reckless to provoke a massive Israeli offen-
sive without preparing the ground for covering interventions
from other fronts. Failure to coordinate with the “resistance
axis” therefore indicates that the blow inflicted by Hamas on
October 7 exceeded what its architects had designed.

One plausible interpretation is that Operation Al-Agsa
Deluge was an attempt by Hamas to repeat its Operation
Jerusalem Sword of May 2021. That confrontation began after

Khaled Hroub is professor of Middle Eastern studies at Northwestern
University/Qatar and the author of two books on Hamas.
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Hamas demanded that Israel halt evictions in the East Jerusalem
neighborhood of Sheikh Jarrah as well as encroachments by
far-right Jewish nationalists on the Al-Aqsa Mosque. When
Israel failed to comply, Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad
fired hundreds of rockets from Gaza. The conflict which ensued
ended with a ceasefire after eleven days. Hamas launched
Jerusalem Sword in part to answer criticisms that, since its mili-
tary takeover of the Gaza Strip in 2007, it had become absorbed
by local problems at the expense of the broader national agenda.
The operation was a political triumph as, almost immediately,
large demonstrations erupted in the West Bank, the Arab world,
and among Palestinian citizens of Israel. This concerted effort
was celebrated by Palestinians whose struggle had been hobbled
for so long by geographic and political fragmentation. National
unity had been realized in resistance.

Hamas might have conceived Operation Al-Agsa Deluge
as an attempt to recreate this “unity of the battlefields” on a
larger scale. In a speech on October 12, Hamas spokesman
Abu Obeida declared that the “current battle has started where
Operation Jerusalem Sword left off.” There are notable paral-
lels between the two initiatives. In both 2021 and 2023, unlike
previous confrontations, Hamas struck first. In both cases, too,
Hamas presented its attack as a response to national challenges
rather than grievances specific to Gaza. As the leader of Hamas’s
military wing, Mohammed Deif, stated on October 7, 2023:

The incursions of the occupation troops into Al-Agsa
increased, and they desecrated the holiness of the Mosque,
dragged praying women, the elderly, the children and the
youth and prevented them from arriving to the mosque . . . At
the same time, the occupation authorities still imprison thou-
sands of our heroes and practice against them the most brutal
methods of humiliation and torture. There are hundreds of
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our prisoners who spent more than twenty years in prison,
and dozens of them, males and females, whose bodies were
eaten by cancer and illnesses, and many of them died because
of lack of medical treatment, and a deliberate slow death. All
our offers to undertake exchange of prisoners based on human

reasons were met by rejection and stubbornness.?

Synonymous with Jerusalem, Al-Agsa is a national refer-
ence point as well as the primary symbol through which the
Palestinian struggle resonates with Muslim constituencies
around the world. Hamas’s decision to spotlight it pointed to a
political rationale for the attack: enhancing Hamas’s stature in
Palestinian as well as regional politics, bridging across divided
Palestinian constituencies, and returning the Palestinian cause
to international and Arab agendas. The frequent references by
Hamas to Palestinian prisoners also fell within a broad national
agenda, as these prisoners come from various parts of Palestine,
and at the same time indicated the operation’s practical objec-
tive: capturing Israelis to secure the release of more than six
thousand Palestinians detained by Israel.

Beyond these preliminary conclusions, no definitive answers
can yet be given. But if the precise details of the October 7 erup-
tion could not be foreseen, and remain mysterious, that Gaza
would explode somehow was widely predicted.’ To understand
why, it is necessary to recognize with UN secretary-general
Anténio Guterres that “the attacks by Hamas did not happen in
a vacuum,” and attend to what Amnesty International termed
“the root causes of these repeated cycles of violence.” It is com-
monly said that “nothing succeeds like success.” But if Hamas
resorted to the violent incursion of October 7, it was because
the movement had repeatedly failed to translate short-term tri-
umphs into lasting political gains. Hamas’s persistent efforts
to participate in a unified Palestinian political system and to
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acquire international legitimacy were unable to overcome
the unyielding intransigence of Israel, the United States, and
the rival Palestinian faction Fatah. Meanwhile, if Israel suf-
fered the devastating blow of October 7, this was because its
achievements—annexing the Occupied Palestinian Territory
(OPT) and sealing off the Gaza concentration camp while
simultaneously side-lining the Palestine Question abroad—
finally pushed Hamas, and the people of Gaza in general,
beyond what they could bear.

Hamas and the ‘peace process”
In 1987, Palestinians in the West Bank, including East
Jerusalem, and Gaza undertook a mass civil revolt against
Israel’s occupation. In the 1990s, exiled Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO) leaders entered diplomatic talks to cap-
italize on the uprising. They secured permission to establish
a Palestinian Authority (PA) in the OPT. In return, the PLO
unilaterally recognized Israel, disavowed armed struggle, and
agreed to administer the OPT pending a final settlement of the
conflict. These concessions were formalized in the interim 1993
and 1995 Oslo Accords, which did not require Israel to end its
colonization of the OPT or commit to Palestinian statehood.
Whereas Palestinians expected the Oslo process to culminate in
Palestinian independence, it actually gave Israel political cover
to further entrench the occupation while conscripting the PA
as its functionary. When the Oslo process finally collapsed in
2000, Palestinian disappointment curdled into rage, and a sec-
ond intifada broke out. What began as another popular upris-
ing rapidly militarized in response to Israel’s lethal repression.
By 2005 the revolt was quelled.

Hamas—an Islamist nationalist movement comprising an
armed wing, a political party, and a social welfare infrastructure—
was founded during the first intifada. It generally cooperated
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with other factions during the uprising. But it rejected the Oslo
agreements that followed as a capitulation that abandoned
Palestinian rights to their homeland. In the 1990s, Hamas led an
anti-Oslo coalition, known as “The Ten Faction,” that included
the Islamic Jihad movement as well as the main left-wing groups
of the PLO. This represented a new phase in Hamas’s political tra-
jectory: by combining Islamist, Marxist, and nationalist factions,
the alliance prioritized a common political program over ideo-
logical conformity. On the ground, Hamas was harshly repressed
by the newly installed PA, which hoped thereby to appease its
US-Israeli interlocutors and prevent Hamas resistance from
derailing negotiations.

The collapse of Oslo and the intifada that ensued gave Hamas
room to breathe. The uprising was initially led by Fatah,’ but
the easing of PA repression gave Hamas and the Islamic Jihad a
green light to join in. As the violence escalated, Fatah and the
PLO factions competed with Hamas over who could fight Israel
more ferociously. Fatah even resorted to suicide bombings, a
tactic Hamas had employed in the mid-1990s. The resumption
of armed struggle by the PLO factions appeared to vindicate
the military approach of Hamas and Islamic Jihad. Yet Israel’s
superior might eventually prevailed while its indiscriminate
repression took a severe toll on the PA, all armed factions, and
Palestinian society in general.

In 2005, amidst a post-intifada impasse, Hamas took stock
and reconsidered its approach.® It made three consequential
decisions. First, to unilaterally end the suicide attacks, which
had tarred its image and led not only Israel and the US but also
many European states to proscribe Hamas as a terrorist organi-
zation.” Second, to seek membership of the PLO. 7hird, to par-
ticipate in any municipal or national elections held in Palestine.
Taken together, these new policies amounted to a strategic
transformation: from the consummate outsider, Hamas would
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henceforth try desperately to become part of the formal and
internationally recognized Palestinian political system.

Frozen out
Hamas’s new political strategy yielded short-term successes. But
the movement’s adversaries—Israel, the US, the PA, and certain
Arab governments—undertook a concerted effort to prevent
the movement from translating those achievements into last-
ing gains. Hamas was unable to overcome this opposition and
eventually concluded that the political strategy was a dead end.
In January 2006, Hamas contested national elections for
the Palestinian Legislative Council. Hamas had for many years
opposed Palestinian elections on the grounds that they would
be conducted within the framework of the Oslo Accords, which
Hamas considered illegitimate. It changed this stance for two
main reasons. First, it hoped to circumvent the targeting of the
movement by the US. The George W. Bush administration had
declared a “global war on terror” and included Hamas in its
gallery of evildoers. The PA had signed up for this “war” under
US-Israeli pressure, which created a risk of factional conflict
with Hamas. In order to legitimize its aggressive policy, the
Bush administration simultaneously trumpeted its commit-
ment to “democracy promotion,” institutionalized regionally in
the Middle East Partnership Initiative. In this context, Hamas
participated in Palestinian elections to promote its reconcep-
tualization by the US as a legitimate political party rather than
a terrorist group. It hoped to use US “democracy promotion”
as a shield against the US “war on terror.” Second, Hamas
judged that it had sufficient support to win many seats, even as
it did not want a full victory.® Running in the election would
therefore allow it to influence Palestinian decision-making as
an opposition party without having to assume the burden of
executive authority.
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To everyone’s surprise, including its own, Hamas won the
election.” This put the group in an uncomfortable position: a
militant resistance force suddenly became the ruling party of
an institution that functioned within a framework (the Oslo
Accord) it vehemently rejected. Unprepared for this outcome,
and lacking administrative experience, Hamas sought to
convince other Palestinian factions to join in a coalition gov-
ernment. When Fatah refused and encouraged others to do the
same, Hamas reluctantly formed a Hamas-exclusive cabinet in
March 2006. Secking regional and international legitimacy, the
Hamas government issued a manifesto whose language hov-
ered around “ending the occupation,” well-understood code for
accepting the two-state solution.'® That gesture fell on deaf ears.
Israel together with the US and EU imposed economic sanc-
tions on the Hamas government while Israel undertook major
military offensives against it. Hamas remained isolated.

Even after Hamas assumed power, the PA security forces
remained under the control of the Fatah-aligned President
Mahmoud Abbas. This effectively created a dual power struc-
ture. The US then collaborated with certain PA security officials
to paralyze the Hamas government and ultimately foment a
coup against it."" In June 2007, Hamas pre-emptively attacked
the Fatah-aligned paramilitaries that were causing most of the
trouble. Hamas’s immediate objective was narrow: to “punish”
and constrain the PAs security apparatus.’ But to its surprise,
Hamas fighters found that the PA security forces offered little
to no effective resistance and were easily overrun. This tempted
Hamas to expand its operation across the entire Gaza Strip,
culminating in the dismissal of all PA security forces and the
imposition of Hamas’s sole military control. Hamas fighters
triumphed—but the chalice was poisoned.

When Hamas launched its anticipatory strike, it no more
expected to end up in sole command of Gaza than it had
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foreseen, prior to January 2006, that it would form the next
Palestinian government. Once again, a short-term, tactical
move wound up having strategic significance. And once
again, Hamas was unable to translate its unexpected success
into lasting political gain, due primarily to the unbending
refusal of international and other Palestinian actors to engage
with it. Immediately after Hamas’s electoral victory, and even
before it formed a government, the US and Israel mobilized
Western and other states to boycott any Hamas-led admin-
istration. To achieve this, the Middle East “Quartet”—
comprising the US, EU, UN, and Russia—issued three con-
ditions that any Hamas government would need to meet in
order to qualify for diplomatic engagement."” These stipu-
lated that Hamas should renounce “terrorism,” abide by all
agreements reached between Israel and the PLO, and rec-
ognize Israel. Hamas had hoped that its decisions to uni-
laterally end suicide attacks, run for elections, and attempt
to join the PLO would be received positively as progress
toward international expectations. That didn’t work, and
the cage door began to swing shut.

The Hamas takeover of Gaza in June 2007 triggered further
factional warfare that culminated in the PA seizing complete
control of the West Bank. The geographical separation Israel
had engineered between Gaza and the West Bank was now rein-
forced by a corresponding political divide. Isracl immediately
intensified its blockade of Gaza, cutting off access by land, sea,
and air. International and regional powers refused to recog-
nize the Hamas authority in Gaza but dealt with it indirectly
via UN agencies and NGOs. The movement found itself the
de facto ruler of a besieged enclave, isolated from most of the
world, committed to resisting the occupation, yet also respon-
sible for delivering services and security to more than two
million Palestinians.
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Under siege

Notwithstanding these difhiculties, the movement managed to
consolidate its rule in Gaza. It was especially effective in the
realm of internal security. Following Israel’s disengagement in
2005, the residents of Gaza had been plagued by criminal and
clan violence. The PA’s multiple and overlapping security forc-
es were unable to address the problem, but after June 2007,
Hamas enforced order.'* Hamas was also credited with running
a more efficient, less corrupt civil bureaucracy than the PA, de-
spite the hardships attending Israel’s blockade."

Israel’s closure regime nevertheless remained as the overrid-
ing factor that determined and constricted possibilities in Gaza.
The siege did not only preclude meaningful development; it
extinguished the economy, with the inevitable and intended
consequence that humanitarian conditions in the Gaza prison
camp relentlessly deteriorated. Israel’s objective was to turn
public opinion in Gaza against Hamas.

To this end, it did not rest content with suffocating the
population economically, but also periodically “mowed the
lawn”—massacring civilians and flattening civilian infrastruc-
ture to weaken Hamas, maintain the population in its state of
destitution, and deter other regional actors from challenging
Isracli domination. Those devastating assaults—in 2008-9,
2012, 2014, 2018, 2021, 2022, and mid-2023—killed thou-
sands of Palestinians, wounded many thousands more, and,
together with the blockade, rendered Gaza “unlivable.”'® The
people of Gaza blamed Israel more than Hamas for their wors-
ening plight. Nonetheless, they did look to the Hamas authori-
ties for effective relief, and when this was not provided, support
for Hamas declined.

Hounded, hamstrung, and hemmed in, Hamas’s survival
strategy combined military deterrence with political out-
reach. By developing its military capabilities and engaging in
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low-intensity operations along the perimeter fence, Hamas
sought to maintain its credibility as a resistance force while
deterring Israel from deploying its ground forces in urban areas.
This strategy scored limited successes—prisoner exchanges,
temporary easings of the blockade—but never came close to
breaking the siege. Meanwhile, the firing of projectiles argu-
ably helped legitimize Israel’s regular resort to overwhelming
force that exhausted the population and fomented criticism
of Hamas."” In an attempt to appease public opinion in Gaza,
Hamas gradually relaxed its grip on Fatah and other groups
in the Strip, became more tolerant of public criticism, and
abandoned early attempts to impose its conservative religious
mores on women.'® The Hamas administration was not free of
corruption, and engaged in authoritarian impositions, but its
performance in key aspects of governance still received higher
approval ratings than the PA in the West Bank, even as the latter
enjoyed international benefaction and was not under siege."
At the same time, Hamas sought to overcome its political
isolation by extending conciliatory overtures internally, toward
the PA, and abroad, to the US and European Union (EU).
Internally, Hamas repeatedly albeit unsuccessfully engaged in
efforts to reconcile with Fatah. Both factions were severely crit-
icized, by each other and in public opinion at large, for prior-
itizing their particular interests over the national struggle. In
2017, during reconciliation talks with Fatah and other factions
in Cairo, Hamas made landmark concessions that would have
seen the administration of Gaza transferred to the PA and the
establishment of a unity government across the West Bank and
Gaza.”® In 2021, Hamas offered another major concession when
it agreed to participate in “engineered elections” structured to
guarantee that Hamas would not win a majority, as a prelimi-
nary to the formation of a national unity government after the
vote.”! But three weeks before polling day, Abbas canceled the
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vote, fearing poor results in light of “fragmentation and lack of
discipline within the [Fatah] movement.””> Hamas denounced
the move but, once again, remained caged in the Strip. Without
absolving either Hamas or the PA from culpability for the fac-
tional divide which continues to paralyze Palestinian politics,
they have not been the principal obstacles to reconciliation.
The unity government of 2007 was sabotaged by Israel and the
US, and those actors have effectively vetoed Palestinian unity
ever since. The PA knows that integration with Hamas will put
in jeopardy the aid it receives from the US and EU as well as
the tax revenues controlled by Israel, without which the PA
would collapse.

Externally, Hamas attempted to prize a political opening
by formally revising its political program. In May 2017, the
movement published a “Document of General Principles and
Policies” to replace its (in practice, long defunct) 1988 charter.
The main element of the new document was the reaffirmation of
Hamas’s acceptance of a Palestinian state on the 1967 borders:

Hamas considers the establishment of a fully sovereign and
independent Palestinian state, with Jerusalem as its capital
along the lines of the 4th of June 1967, with the return of the
refugees and the displaced to their homes from which they

were expelled, to be a formula of national consensus.

Measured against Hamas’s early insistence on the liberation of
Palestine from the River Jordan to the Mediterranean Sea, the
formalization of this revised rhetoric marked a major milestone
in Hamas’s trajectory toward the PLO’s terms for resolving the
conflict. It also paved the way for factional reconciliation based
on shared political objectives. Israel’s response was categorical
rejection, with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu theatri-
cally tossing a copy of the document into a trashcan.?* This
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response was hardly unexpected given that Israel was refusing to
engage in negotiations even with the PA, whose preparedness to
compromise well beyond the international consensus two-state
settlement was a matter of unambiguous record. Hamas saw
President Abbas humiliated and the PA rendered irrelevant, ex-
cept in its capacity as Israel’s enforcer, and it understood that
compromising further—for instance, by unilaterally recogniz-
ing Israel—would destroy its own political credibility without
yielding anything in return.” Hamas’s integrationist political
strategy had reached a dead end.

Pyrrhic victories

The path from there to the explosion of October 7, 2023, was
short and direct. Even Israeli intelligence could connect the
dots. In 2016, Israel’s military intelligence chief observed that
the “humanitarian condition in Gaza is progressively deterio-
rating” and warned that “if it blows up, itll be in Israel’s di-
rection.”” In 2018, when tens of thousands of people in Gaza
embarked on mass nonviolent demonstrations along the pe-
rimeter, Netanyahu had little difficulty identifying the cause.
“They’re suffocating economically, and therefore, they decided
to crash the fence.””

As living conditions degenerated, political horizons were
comprehensively foreclosed. Israel declared its intention to
annex the OPT, accomplished this in practice, pledged never
to permit the establishment of a Palestinian state, and relent-
lessly expanded the illegal settlements that materially pre-
cluded Palestinian self-determination. Israelis voted into power
far-right parties whose program gave Palestinians just three
options: resign themselves to permanent subjugation in an
apartheid regime, or leave, or be put down.”® Worse still, these
developments did not incur any political price from those inter-
national actors that remained at least formally committed to a
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two-state settlement. On the contrary, Israel’s lurch to the ultra-
nationalist far-right coincided with increased US hostility to the
PA, the Trump administration’s abandonment of even the pre-
text of support for Palestinian independence, and the signing
of normalization agreements between Israel and several Arab
states. The implication for Palestinians in Gaza, and Hamas as
their government, was clear. No political concession would be
rewarded, resistance in any form would be crushed, and the
Palestinian cause was dead, as the world moved on. One million
children were fated to rot in Gaza prison camp, with death their
only deliverance. And so, on October 7, Hamas rolled the dice.

As with its 2006 electoral victory and 2007 takeover of
Gaza, it is unlikely that Hamas expected to achieve what it
did on October 7. The question now is whether, unlike those
previous episodes, Hamas will be able to translate a short-term
success into lasting political gain. No answer can yet be given,
as it remains unclear at the time of writing how Israel’s assault
on Gaza will end. Thus far, the US and Israel have responded to
October 7 by doubling down on their demonization of Hamas
and refusal to engage it in any political process. This approach
either seeks to eliminate the Palestinian people by expulsion
and/or genocide, or it considers repeated massacres (including
of Israelis) an acceptable price to pay for maintaining Israeli
rule in the OPT, or it is delusional in its refusal to learn from
the history surveyed above. So long as Israel offers Palestinians
under its boot nothing but permanent subjugation, the condi-
tions will remain for another explosion, and another, whether at
the hands of Hamas or some other group. Hamas does not have
a monopoly on Pyrrhic victories.






““Gaza will become a
place where no human
being can exist”
—Adyvisor to the Defense Minister and

former head of the National Security
Council Giora Eiland
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The Quiet Front: Reflections
From the West Bank

Musa Abubashhash

These lines were written as the war in Gaza, which began on
October 7, was still underway. They do not offer definitive an-
swers as any conclusions and predictions will be directly affect-
ed by the outcomes of the war. But they pose questions that
Palestinians themselves have raised since the war began and
they identify historical as well as political factors that will shape
the possibilities going forward.

The first question raised since the first day of the war was:
Will the West Bank rise up and form a supportive front for Gaza?
Similar questions were asked of Hezbollah, Iran, and other
players in the region. There were reasons to think they would
intervene. Hezbollah, Hamas, and their allies had promoted
the “unification of the fronts” while it was immediately evident
that this conflict represented a qualitative escalation from pre-
vious confrontations. More importantly, the Gaza war marked
a turning point in Palestinian and global awareness of the
Israel-Palestinian conflict. In the immediate aftermath of the

Musa Abuhashhash worked for many years as Hebron field researcher for
B'Tselem, the Isracli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied
Territories. He grew up in Fawwar refugee camp.
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October 7 attack, some even considered the extent of Israel’s
security and intelligence failures to mark the beginning of the
end for its existence as a state.

Hamas’s surprise attack left the Israeli government and its
military leadership in a state of astonishment and confusion,
prompting them to retaliate with excessive and overwhelming
force that resulted in widespread massacres. At the time of writ-
ing, more than 17,000 Palestinian citizens, mostly civilians,
had fallen victim. More than half were children and women.
Hundreds of medical personnel and employees of the United
Nations refugee agency (UNRWA) have been killed. Tens of
thousands of homes, schools, universities, hospitals, and even
churches have been destroyed.

All this unfolded before the lenses of international cam-
eras. Livestreams broadcast across the world ignited public
anger against Israel. For the first time, a wave of sympathy for
the Palestinians and their cause even reached to staff inside the
White House. Unfortunately, this did not prompt commensu-
rate action from Palestinians in the West Bank, Jerusalem, the
diaspora, or even the Arab nations closest to the Palestinian
cause. When the Arab League met in Riyadh on November
11, Palestinians did not take this embarrassment seriously
but greeted it with scorn and anger. The summit revealed
the falseness of Palestinian expectations and hopes pinned
on their Arab brothers, especially Egypt and Jordan, the only
geographical outlets for Palestinian communication with the
outside world. Numerous chants heard during the limited
and dwindling protests in the West Bank and Arab coun-
tries accused the Palestinian Authority (PA) and some Arab
regimes of being silent, complicit, and conspiring against the
Palestinian cause. But Palestinians themselves also did not rise
to the occasion.
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Missing in action

More than forty days into Israel’s genocidal war in Gaza,
Palestinians in the West Bank had still failed to form a unified
emergency command that would organize the people, direct
their efforts, and strengthen their steadfastness. This was pri-
marily due to the opposition of the PA as well as the largest
faction of the Fatah movement. The PA was virtually silent after
October 7, while popular demonstrations were limited to spon-
taneous and random reactions—much less than the mobiliza-
tions seen in Europe.

Why did Palestinians in the West Bank fail to act in large
numbers to support their brethren in Gaza?

One factor is that, from the first day of the war, the Israeli
army preemptively implemented an unprecedented policy of
suppression and terrorism. Its aim was to neutralize Palestinians
and prevent any attempt to open a second front in support of
Gaza. Israel imposed a comprehensive and strict siege on cities,
towns, and camps in the West Bank, as well as on the roads. The
Israeli army carried out extensive raids on Palestinian gather-
ings. More than 2,500 people were arrested and more than 200
were killed, with hundreds more injured. This campaign was
reminiscent of the “iron fist” deployed by Israeli prime min-
ister Yitzhak Rabin during the first intifada, except this time,
without any uprising to put down. On top of the movement
restrictions and military repression, some 170,000 Palestinians
were prevented from accessing their jobs in Israel. This inflicted
serious damage on the Palestinian economy, which is closely
linked to the economy of Israel.

A second factor is the way in which Israel has managed to
artificially insulate many Palestinians in the West Bank from
the reality of Israeli occupation. As a result of the 1993 and
1995 Oslo Accords, Palestinians in the West Bank are managed
by a Palestinian Authority which operates on Israel’s permission
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and functions as Israel’s security contractor. The PA has helped
Israel to hollow out the Palestinian cause and establish a toler-
able equilibrium under Israel’s overall control. Both Israel and
the PA work to preserve this arrangement through security and
political cooperation. Many residents of the West Bank have
accused the PA of corruption and incompetence. The PA is also
discredited in the eyes of the political elite—except for Fatah,
which benefits from the status quo. But the reality is that many
Palestinians in the West Bank have acquired a material stake in
stability under Israeli occupation. They observe their brothers
in Gaza living under Israeli siege and strict Hamas administra-
tion and feel comfortable by comparison.

Even as Israel’s occupation deepened, the construction
industry flourished and individual living standards in the West
Bank improved. The economy developed in an unnatural way
that took advantage of the imposed calm. More than 150,000
employees work directly for the PA, with over 70,000 in the
security forces. The role of the latter is limited to maintain-
ing internal order and preventing confrontations with the
Israeli occupation that would expose the PA and West Bank
residents to sanctions. In addition, a class of Palestinian inves-
tors and merchants has been granted permits to import goods
and commodities from Israel and through Israeli ports. These
are marketed to a growing Palestinian consumer society, whose
purchases are fueled by the incomes of Palestinian workers
employed in Israel. These workers receive relatively high wages
compared to the salaries available not only in Gaza but also in
most Arab countries, excluding the Gulf States. This contradic-
tory situation is evident in cities like Ramallah, which boasts a
flourishing real estate market as well as hundreds of restaurants
and cafés that would not feel out of place in Europe.

Across the West Bank, one also finds that many Palestinians
have taken out long-term bank loans with high interest rates, to
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fund consumer purchases such as apartments and cars as well as
commercial ventures. According to recent statistics, the num-
ber of borrowers exceeded 220,000 by the end of 2022, most
of whom were people on low incomes. The total amount bor-
rowed has reached $10 billion. But it is not only their incomes
and their liabilities that have bound Palestinians in the West
Bank. A psychological stability has been constructed and, how-
ever artificial it is, many fear losing it. Anyone who tries to fun-
damentally change this reality will face resistance.

The groups most likely to oppose such efforts are employees
of the PA, the major traders, and the workers in Israel who
have built enviable lives based on their higher incomes. These
conservative elements comprise a majority of the West Bank
population and also reside in all Palestinian areas, from boom-
ing cities to the most impoverished camps. It is worth noting
that what appears to be a recent uprising against the status quo,
marked by the emergence of armed resistance in the northern
West Bank, specifically in Jenin, Nablus, and Tulkarm, does not
necessarily represent a significant departure from the picture
described above. Many observers believe that this phenomenon
amounts to little more than small-scale protests against internal
shortcomings within Palestinian organizations. Young members
of those groups felt neglected and unfairly excluded from jobs
and privileges, and therefore rebelled by setting up their own
armed brigades. These included many militants who have trou-
bled the Israeli army and even the PA, leading to the expulsion,
killing, and arrest of dozens of them in their own communities.

A third factor impeding popular mobilization in the West
Bank is the continued political division between the Fatah and
Hamas movements. All attempts since 2007 have failed to end
the split and unite the Palestinian people behind a common
national program that would guide their struggle, strengthen
their steadfastness, supply a clear political vision, and provide
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a basis for responding effectively to unforeseen developments,
as occurred on October 7. Hamas hoped that the people in the
West Bank would launch a massive intifada, including armed
operations against Israeli soldiers and settler paramilitaries, that
would relieve Gaza by creating a second front. But in the absence
of a unified leadership, or any common national program, few
believed that their sacrifice would contribute toward victory.

What next?

The absence of a West Bank front was not just a failure of na-
tional commitment. It also betrayed an unwarranted compla-
cency in the face of Israeli plans. Since October 7, Israeli settlers
armed themselves and escalated attacks on Palestinians, with
tolerance and cover from the Israeli army. The army imposed
a strict siege on Palestinian cities, towns, and camps, while the
common roads were restricted for use by the settlers. This ag-
gression was accompanied by fascist declarations threatening to
expel the Palestinians to Jordan in a repeat of the 1948 Nakba.
Already, the economic impact of Israel’s closures has threatened
the legitimacy of the PA. If Israeli violence in the West Bank es-
calates, and the genocidal war in Gaza continues for an extend-
ed period, the PA will face a serious risk of collapse. This could
create a crisis that would allow Israel to solve its demographic
“problem” once and for all.

Palestinians in the West Bank are aware that Israel’s actions
in Gaza exceed its declared goals of exacting revenge on Hamas
and eliminating its military infrastructure. Some have specu-
lated that Israel intends to expel the Palestinians from Gaza first,
then from the West Bank, and finally from population centers
in Jerusalem and the interior. Some residents of the West Bank
would like the PA leadership, backed by Fatah, to break its
silence, define a new vision for the next phase, and prepare for
the worst-case scenario, which threatens Palestinian existence
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not only in Gaza but also in the West Bank. At minimum, they
believe, the PA should end its security coordination with Israel,
provide basic protection for the besieged Palestinian people,
and confront the terrorism of Israeli soldiers and settlers.

But even now, many Palestinians in the West Bank, the
PA, and the Fatah leadership are preparing a return to the old
delusions of betting on the international community to deliver
justice and statehood for the Palestinian people. Even now,
they draw comfort from the fantasy that Israel will suddenly
halt its genocidal war and things will return to “normal,” as if
this were just another “round” in the Israel-Palestine conflict
and not its bloody conclusion. Those Palestinians who look at
Gaza, and are grateful not to be there, are avoiding the harsh
reality. As they observe the neighborhoods reduced to rubble,
the hundreds of thousands displaced, the hospitals and schools
destroyed, the question West Bank Palestinians should be ask-
ing is this: Once Israel has annihilated the people in Gaza, who
will it go after next?

Very sad is the condition of the Palestinians in the West
Bank who sit in front of television sets, watching the news,
hoping for a ceasefire announcement that will not come soon,
taking to the streets and squares in ever smaller numbers, but
otherwise waiting for the unknown, with a mixture of fears,
hopes, and prayers that things will not deteriorate further.
When the bombing ceases, and the snow melts, many, includ-
ing the Palestinians in the West Bank, will understand that their
hesitation and timid sympathy was not enough, that the time
to act has passed, and that their fate was linked to the fate of
their brothers in Gaza from the second day of the outbreak of
the war.






“One goal: Nakba!”

—Ariel Kallner MK, Likud, governing
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All Shook Up: Regional
Dynamics of the Gaza War

Mouin Rabbani

In the wake of the devastating attacks launched by Hamas and
other Palestinian organizations against Isracl on October 7,
2023, observers and analysts began seeking a motive for these
actions, particularly one that might help explain their timing.

A consensus soon emerged that the prospect of a normal-
ization agreement between Israel and the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia (KSA) was a key factor in Hamas’s calculations. The
Palestinians, so the argument went, felt increasingly isolated
and marginalized by the series of Arab-Israeli normalization
agreements engineered by the United States during the final
months of the Donald Trump administration, the grandiosely
named Abraham Accords. In this context a Saudi-Israeli sequel
was considered a particularly heavy if not mortal blow in view of
KSA’s leadership position in both the Arab and broader Islamic
worlds. If Riyadh normalized, the floodgates would open and
numerous other states would follow suit.

Mouin Rabbani is co-editor of Jadaliyya and host of its Connections podcast.
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Whereas the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain
had been condemned and shunned by the formal Palestinian
leadership of Mahmoud Abbas after their embrace of Israel, in
KSA’s case Abbas negotiated with Riyadh to ensure that any
deal incorporated Palestinian interests, or at least enhanced
funding for the Palestinian Authority (PA). In other words, the
Palestinian leadership believed it was not in a position to ostra-
cize KSA as it had attempted to do with respect to the UAE and
had previously succeeded with Egypt after its 1979 peace treaty
with Israel.

The identification of KSA-Israeli normalization as an impor-
tant motivating factor for Hamas in launching the October 7
offensive is, however, problematic in multiple respects. These
include, prominently, the slim prospects of such an agreement
materializing, let alone imminently. This is because rather than
consisting of a pact negotiated bilaterally between Israel and
KSA, it is in the first instance an American initiative and one in
which US rather than Israeli or Saudi commitments are deci-
sive. In other words, KSA was primarily seeking to extract ben-
efits from Washington rather than Israel.

The key commitments KSA sought to obtain from the US
were a formal security guarantee, which would obligate the
US military to defend the Kingdom from foreign attack, and
a nuclear reactor with uranium enrichment capability. Neither
of these can be provided without approval by the US Congress,
and given the hostility to either KSA, the Biden administration,
or both among many of its members, as well as the vilification
of KSA’s de facto leader, Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman
(MBS), such an endorsement is extremely unlikely.

Secondly, the deal as proposed by Washington would include
a number of Israeli gestures toward the Palestinians. These
would be largely cosmetic in nature, intended to strengthen
the PA and to improve Palestinian economic prospects under
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occupation rather than end Israeli rule. Even so, they would be
a non-starter for key members of Israel’s governing coalition,
and not only its most extreme elements. There are indications
that the Biden administration hoped to use this obstacle to
cajole Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu into aban-
doning his most fanatical coalition partners and form a differ-
ent government. But this would have jeopardized Netanyahu’s
legislative agenda and the prospects of overhauling Israel’s judi-
ciary, which remains a key political and personal objective of
his. Furthermore, the most likely alternative partner, opposi-
tion leader Yair Lapid, has repeatedly proclaimed his refusal to
endorse any agreement that provides KSA with a nuclear reac-
tor. Additionally, KSA may be an absolute monarchy but its
rulers cannot simply ignore public opinion. And Saudi public
opinion is considerably more engaged than that in the UAE.
In other words, Riyadh may have felt the need for more and
more substantive Israeli gestures than Washington is prepared
to offer.

Were one to conclude that despite the above an agreement
was nevertheless likely, Hamas would have had little reason
to believe it could successfully sabotage its consummation
through war with Israel. There is no previous instance of an
Arab state renouncing normalization with Israel on account of
the Palestinians. Thus Egypt’s 1979 peace treaty handily sur-
vived Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon and the Sabra-Shatila
massacres; Egypt and Jordan went no further than a temporary
recall of their ambassadors from Israel in response to the col-
lapse of Israeli-Palestinian negotiations in 2000 and the erup-
tion of the second intifada; and none of Israel’s newer Arab
friends felt the need to punish Israel for its actions during the
2021 Unity Uprising, including extensive bombing of the Gaza
Strip, or the current Netanyahu government’s explicitly annex-
ationist agenda. If an agreement was indeed awaiting signature,
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the most the Palestinians could have hoped to achieve would
have been to postpone the inevitable by a decent interval after
the guns fell silent and corpses retrieved from under the rubble
were properly buried.

Regional considerations did play an important role in
Palestinian assessments, but in a fundamentally different way
than posited by the many instant specialists migrating from
commentary on the war in Ukraine and expertise in epidemi-
ology. After the Palestinians renounced the use of force and
recognized Israeli sovereignty over 78 percent of Mandatory
Palestine in the context of the 1993 Oslo Accord, their per-
ceived veto power over Arab-Israeli normalization remained as
their final source of strategic leverage. Palestinian leaders in fact
enunciated the belief that Israel entered negotiations with the
PLO not primarily to achieve peace with the Palestinians, but
because it perceived such a peace as the price of admission for
normalized relations with the Arab world. In this perception,
the Palestinians formed the bridge Israel would need to cross
to enter the Arab world, and the PLO controlled access to it,
determined to extend Israel passage only in exchange for an end
to the occupation and establishment of a Palestinian state.

The problem for the Palestinians was that their own nor-
malization of relations with Israel during the 1990s legitimized
Arab relations with the Jewish state. Such relations of course
preceded Oslo by decades, but after 1993 they expanded rap-
idly in size and scope. Unlike the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty,
which transformed a relationship previously characterized by
war and enmity, the Isracl-UAE normalization agreement pri-
marily formalized an existing web of relations and allowed for
their further expansion.

A further development was that since 2000 Israel, with few
exceptions, abandoned the model of resolving its conflict with
the Palestinians through bilateral negotiations conducted under
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US auspices. Instead, acting with the active support of the US
and passive acquiescence of the Europeans, Israel reverted to
unilateralism, seeking to determine core issues by force, exclu-
sively on the basis of its own interests and without reference
to Palestinian rights or reaching agreements with them. Israel’s
2005 “disengagement” from the Gaza Strip was not only con-
ducted unilaterally, but deliberately rejected coordination with
the PA or an orderly handover of the territory to it. It would
also prove to be a key turning point in the fortunes of Hamas.

By 2020 the new reality was indisputable. The US issued
its latest diplomatic initiative, From Peace to Prosperity, which
essentially dealt with the Palestinians as an inconvenient after-
thought. About a third of the West Bank was slated for formal
Israeli annexation, the Palestinian refugee question pronounced
non-existent, and Palestinian statehood both severely circum-
scribed and postponed to the hereafter. Later that same year the
UAE-Israel normalization agreement was dressed up to suggest
that, on its account, Israel at the last moment aborted plans to
formally annex West Bank territory pursuant to the US initia-
tive. In reality, Israel had already reconsidered its plans to do so
on account of a number of domestic and foreign policy consid-
erations. The subsequent Bahrain-Israel agreement by contrast
left the Palestinians entirely unmentioned, and that between
Morocco and Israel did little better.

Thus, rather than the Palestinians leveraging the prospect
of Arab-Israeli normalization to achieve statehood, Israel was
successfully forming relationships with Arab states to further
marginalize and isolate the Palestinians, and obtaining halal
certificates for Greater Israel from key regional actors. It is
this perception of abandonment by not only the West and
the international community, but also what Palestinians had
always considered their natural hinterland, that helped Hamas
decide it was time to act and irrevocably shatter the status



162 DELUGE

quo. It is difficult to assess the extent to which this sense of
isolation and abandonment played a role, but reasonable to
assume that local factors, such as conditions in the Gaza Strip,
East Jerusalem and the Haram Al-Sharif, the Jordan Valley,
and Israeli prisons, were more prominent factors than regional
realities. Simply stated, Israel had gone too far, for too long.
That the world and increasingly the region as well shrugged
its shoulders and looked the other way formed a contributing
more than causative factor.

A different regional dynamic relevant to understanding the
current crisis concerns the self-styled Axis of Resistance, a coali-
tion of states and movements opposed to US-Israeli hegemony
in the region. Composed of a combination of states, move-
ments, and militias, most prominently Iran and Hezbollah in
Lebanon, Hamas has always had a somewhat ambivalent rela-
tionship with this coalition. Most notably, it in 2012 broke
with Damascus, where it had maintained its headquarters for
the previous decade, relocated to Qatar, and aligned with the
Syrian opposition. This in turn led to a rupture between Hamas
and Iran.

Under the leadership of Yahya Sinwar things began to
change. After his 2011 release from several decades in Israel’s
prisons in that year’s exchange with Israel, Sinwar was elected
head of Hamas’s Gaza branch and quickly became the move-
ment’s dominant personality. His approach was that Hamas’s
relations with regional states should reflect the movement’s
interests rather than preferences. Whereas Qatar and Turkey
offered financial support and safe haven, Egypt is the only Arab
state bordering the Gaza Strip, while the Axis of Resistance was
vital for military assistance. Relations with Cairo, which had
deteriorated almost to the point of armed hostilities after the
2013 coup that brought Abdel Fattah El-Sisi to power, were
normalized, as were those with Tehran and more recently Syria.
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The repaired relations with the Axis of Resistance were cen-
tral to Hamas’s ability to successfully confront Israel’s military
and intelligence services on October 7. But the attacks also
demonstrated that the coalition’s individual members operate
according to their own priorities rather than, as often portrayed,
as proxies beholden to Iran. Thus, it is now widely accepted
that Hamas neither coordinated its attacks with its coalition
partners nor provided them with advance warning. This secrecy
appears to have extended even to the Palestinian Islamic Jihad
(PI]) until the very last moment.

Hamas’s unilateralism also helps explains why its coalition
partners didn’t fully throw their weight into the conflict. Like
the Palestinian movement, they too have priorities of their
own. But Hamas also confronted them with a dilemma. If they
remained on the sidelines while Palestinians were slaughtered
by the thousand, the Axis of Resistance would be exposed as a
toothless illusion. And if they followed Hamas into open con-
frontation with Israel, they would be ceding control over their
agenda and decision-making to a member of the coalition that
failed to coordinate its actions with them or take their views
into account.

The response was one of controlled escalation. Thus
Hezbollah in Lebanon entered the fray virtually from the out-
set, conducting more intensive exchanges as time progressed
and permitting Palestinian organizations based in Lebanon to
launch attacks of their own, but without engaging in all-out
war. Subsequently militias in Iraq began targeting US bases
in Iraq and Syria, and the Houthis in addition to launching
strikes against Israel used their strategic location astride Bab
al-Mandab to prohibit shipping—first ships owned or operated
by Israel, and from December ships of any nationality docking
in Israel. More than any other party, the Yemenis transformed
Israel’s war on the Gaza Strip from a regional to an international
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crisis. All this was done “in support of the Palestinians,” sending
the message that calm would be restored once the US called a
halt to Israel’s war on the Gaza Strip.

If Hamas acted on the basis that the scale of its October 7
attacks would embolden its allies to throw caution to the wind
and seek to match its efforts, they miscalculated. If their assump-
tion was that Israel would unleash an orgy of violence that would
shame its partners into coming to Gaza’s defense, they succeeded
but only partially. Yet in doing so the Axis of Resistance sent
daily reminders to Israel’s sponsors in the West that the region in
its entirety could erupt in flames at any moment, and was more
likely to do so as the conflict was prolonged. This may yet prove
to be the trigger that forces a halt to Israel’s onslaught.

Notably, Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah has publicly
expressed a requirement for this war to end with a “victory
for the [Palestinian] resistance,” and of Hamas in particu-
lar, as well as his confidence in this outcome. It’s a some-
what ambiguous statement that could either mean he wishes
Hamas the best of luck in its confrontation with Israel, or
that Hezbollah will not allow its Palestinian coalition part-
ners to be defeated. Given that Israeli leaders have stated an
intention to take on Hezbollah and settle accounts with the
Lebanese organization when the time is right, it would appear
unlikely that Nasrallah will sit idly by if Israel appears to be
achieving a decisive outcome in the Gaza Strip. This may also
help explain the intensification of Israeli-Lebanese confron-
tations after the temporary Israeli-Palestinian truce collapsed
on December 1.

Less clear is what if any expectations Hamas may have had
regarding the regional response. Given the unprecedented
intensity of Israel’s onslaught on the Gaza Strip, the response of
Arab governments was essentially one of all talk and no action.
The Arab League did not convene a summit on the crisis until
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November 11. At the last minute, the Saudi hosts combined it
with an Organization of Islamic Cooperation conclave to make
it a joint meeting; the latter’s considerably larger and more
diverse membership ensured it would conclude with weaker
decisions, particularly concerning relations with the United
States. Its resolution to ignore the siege and ensure the delivery
of humanitarian aid to the Gaza Strip was essentially stillborn.
The delegation of foreign ministers dispatched to foreign cap-
itals similarly did not rush off to Washington, which has real
and direct influence on Israeli policy, but rather sauntered to
Beijing, Moscow, and other destinations before finally meeting
with US secretary of state Antony Blinken at Foggy Bottom
in December.

Arab governments did, however, play a decisive role early
in the crisis. As Israel began the most intensive bombing cam-
paign in the history of the Middle East, its leaders openly spoke
of removing the population of the Gaza Strip to Egypts Sinai
Peninsula. The proposal was also embraced by the US, as Blinken
on his first visit to the Middle East convened with pro-Western
Arab governments and sought to sell them on the idea. His
efforts were met with determined and unanimous rejection.

By way of background, Israel has aspired to reduce the pop-
ulation of the Gaza Strip, and particularly of its refugees, since
the early 1950s, and has formulated and even tried to imple-
ment a variety of initiatives to this end over the decades. More
recently, Israel has on several occasions offered to relinquish
control over the Gaza Strip to Egypt, which borders the ter-
ritory and ruled it from 1948-1967 (but unlike Jordan in the
West Bank staked no territorial claim). Cairo has energetically
rejected such offers, refusing to transform an Israeli challenge
into an Egyptian national security problem. In fact, refusing to
relieve Israel of responsibility for the Gaza Strip has been among
the most consistent Egyptian national security principles since
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President Anwar Sadat initiated relations with Israel in 1977.
Blinken, seemingly ignorant of this reality, nevertheless tried to
market it to his various Arab hosts.

Jordan, which lives in perennial fear of being transformed
by Israel into an alternative Palestinian homeland, was similarly
opposed, on the grounds that the ethnic cleansing of Gaza could
set a precedent for the West Bank, and because once displaced
to Egypt it was likely that a significant number of uprooted
Palestinians would make their way to Jordan, which already has
a substantial population of Gaza Palestinians displaced in 1967.

The Arab states further indicated that they would neither
participate in an Arab peacekeeping force nor bear responsi-
bility for reconstruction costs, roles that were assigned to them
by the US and Israel. Scenario planning for the “day after”
commenced almost as soon as the first bombs were launched
into the Gaza Strip, and ever more ambitious plans have been
emerging from the Washington echo chamber.

Some have suggested that once the dust settles, Arab gov-
ernments can be persuaded to participate in such plans. Yet the
prospects are unlikely. To begin with, all such plans are pred-
icated on the successful eradication of Hamas, which repeat-
edly indicated that it views any participant in them as doing
Israel’s bidding and therefore an enemy. Secondly, given the
widespread and intense rage in the region at Israel’s genocidal
onslaught, such governments will be careful about further
inflaming public opinion.

Israel’s response was to say that it received many private
words of encouragement from Arab governments. Given wide-
spread opposition to Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood that
spawned it, this was a not entirely implausible contention. At
the same time, for Israel to claim, against the available evidence,
that its war had unanimous backing, because it was supported
either openly and vocally by its allies, or quietly and informally
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by others, smacked suspiciously of propaganda. Here again
Egypt is instructive: Sisi’s Cairo detests Hamas, not least because
of its organic relationship with the Muslim Brotherhood and
vocal opposition to Sisi’s coup. Yet Egypt thereafter also con-
cluded that its sentiments about Hamas notwithstanding, the
PA was incapable of administering the Gaza Strip, and the
alternative to Hamas was either a power vacuum and chaos, or
a new regime aligned with jihadi movements rather than one
focused on the Palestinian arena. Claims that Sisi has been sali-
vating over the prospects of Hamas being removed from power
should therefore be taken with some skepticism.

Arab states could potentially accept a role in post-war plan-
ning if offered a clear pathway to a political resolution in the
form of a two-state settlement. This would, however, require
a US willingness to compel Israel to end its occupation of not
only the Gaza Strip but also the West Bank. Washington has
made clear its political horizon is a revival of the Oslo process,
which has over three decades resulted in the consolidation of
occupation rather than a Palestinian statehood which was not
incorporated into its terms, and even this is strenuously rejected
by Israel.

The war on the Gaza Strip has once again exposed the impo-
tence of the formal Arab state system, and its inability to func-
tion in coherent and purposeful fashion. Yet it has also revealed
significant weaknesses in Israel, that in the coming years are
likely to embolden Arabs now convinced that the Jewish state
can be not only effectively challenged but also defeated. How
these countervailing pressures may play out is too early to deter-
mine, but it is already clear they will be in tension for years
to come.






““Gaza has become a
graveyard for children”

—UNICEF
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Into the Abyss

Nathan ]. Brown

Hamas’s dramatic and unexpected offensive on October 7
thrust Israel-Palestine rapidly forward—but less toward a clear
outcome and more toward deepening conflict. The immediate
effect on each individual actor was to retreat back into a bub-
ble. Hamas showed that it could dominate the public sphere
among Palestinians; it could also capture global attention but
at the cost of exposing Palestinians to unprecedented levels of
violence and isolation. Israelis endorsed any actions that re-
sponded harshly and abandoned efforts to link short-term tac-
tics to a dispassionate calculation of long-term consequences.
If each actor fell backward, however, the effect on the inhabit-
ants of Israel-Palestine was to shove them onward into an abyss
in which—to paraphrase Jean-Paul Sartre’s No Exir—hell is
other peoples.

Israclis and Palestinians rushed ahead not merely impul-
sively but with moral blindness as well. The moral blindness
should be easy to see—except that blindness is about not being

Nathan J. Brown is professor of political science and international affairs at
George Washington University and nonresident senior fellow at the Carne-
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able to see. Hamas’s tactical brilliance was harnessed to a set
of atrocities directed against civilians that were collectively far
bloodier than Deir Yassin. For others, the immense cruelty of
the Israeli closure of Gaza had long dropped from view—a clo-
sure whose origin predates Hamas’s control of the territory and
was clearly far more effective at impoverishing two million peo-
ple than making Hamas militarily incapable.

I make these observations not in an effort to draw up moral
balance sheets or assign culpability, but simply to observe that
very few observers and none of the participants are able to keep
more than one party’s sins in view. No sense of shared humanity
has driven either understanding or action. And indeed, it seems
that nobody is driving events now—or rather that those driving
events have no realistic path to follow that will deliver a better
world to anyone.

Hamas: seizing the initiative
For Hamass part, its brutal campaign showed less solid
long-term thinking than the United States’ invasion of Iraq in
2003. And indeed, that may have been the point. The extent
of despair and powerlessness among Palestinians had grown so
profound that the ground was open to anyone who seized any
kind of initiative. With apartheid-like conditions entrenched
by harsh security measures, settler violence, diplomatic inertia,
and political decay, Hamas’s leaders seem to have been driv-
en by a grim determination that upending arrangements was
bound to have a positive outcome. But if they had a plan for
following up on their success with anything more substantial
than hostage negotiations, this was kept even more secret than
the initial attack.

Hamas’s decision-making has often been linked to the
regional situation (the desire to energize the “resistance camp”
or disrupt Saudi-Israeli normalization). If regional politics was



INTO THE ABYSS 173

indeed the driver, Hamas may have miscalculated. But the
October 7 attack was far more likely geared first and foremost
to the Palestinian arena, where there is pressure to engage in
resistance and where the national leadership is bankrupt. There
was also a long-held understanding within Hamas that its trun-
cated and blockaded republic of Gaza was not a tolerable out-
come. This led some leaders within the movement to drag the
rest of Hamas into uncharted waters.

And in some ways that effort paid off short-term. Hamas
showed Palestinian and international actors that it could not
be ignored, it thrust the Palestinian cause on to the agenda of
the leaders of the most powerful states in the world, it showed
the bankruptcy of Israeli tactics and dragged Israel into a costly
(and perhaps unwinnable) military conflict, and it forced
Israel as well as other global actors to negotiate (over hostages,
though, not Palestinian rights). The historic national leadership
in Ramallah reacted to events with a deafening silence born of
impotence. Many Palestinians who had waited for someone to
do something rallied around Hamas’s boldness.

But if it came to dominate Palestinian politics, Hamas
showed no ability to construct any framework for unified
action or to translate its propaganda victories into practical
ones. Tactics seemed to be connected to a prayer rather than a
strategy or a plan.

Israel: A ferocious response in support of an endless war

Hamas’s October 7 offensive meant that Israel’s central goal of
maintaining the status quo in Gaza collapsed. So Israel invad-
ed Gaza, killed enormous numbers of fighters but many, many
more civilians, decimated Gazan civilian life still further—with
great immediate impact but unknowable long-term effects.
Deeply divided Israelis will give their leaders a blank check for

any harsh measures, without abandoning an impulse toward
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recrimination (much of it justified) based on the warring camp
in Israel to which they belong.

Initial reactions to Hamas’s bloody attack on Israelis and
Israel’s declaration of war focused on the short term: how
strongly would Israel react and what would its objectives be?
When Israel finally spelled out war aims, they were very ambi-
tious: to oust Hamas from governance and to destroy its mil-
itary capability. Some, including Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu, went further: the goal was to kill every member
of Hamas whether inside Gaza or not. While few international
actors echoed the bloodthirsty rhetoric of Israeli leaders, the
goal of eliminating Hamas politically and militarily was widely
embraced without thinking by US and European leaders who
only asked what would come next—and showed an inability to
hear the Israeli answer that there would not be anything next.
There would be no “day after.”

It rapidly became clear that the Israeli military operation
was killing many civilians and destroying part of Gaza, includ-
ing housing, infrastructure, and critical aspects of civilian life.
What outsiders were slow to realize was that this was not simply
collateral damage; it was also related to a new security regime.
Israeli leaders hinted and then spoke more openly about impos-
ing significant military buffer zones within Gaza that would be
inaccessible to Palestinians for a while, if not indefinitely. The
Israeli military operation seemed designed to force a significant
number of people to leave Gaza into the Sinai Peninsula, but
that possibility was hampered as a result of external pressure
and very sharp Egyptian resistance. Population shifts within the
Gaza Strip, however, were profound. As they flattened neigh-
borhoods and forced hundreds of thousands to move, Israeli
officials were steadfastly silent on any possibility that displaced
people would be allowed to return to their (often no longer
standing) homes. And they made clear that, even when fighting
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died down, the ongoing Israeli military stance in Gaza would
tighten the border and increase security forces’ capacity to con-
duct incursions into populated areas.

Israel will not seek to dominate Gaza to the same degree
as the West Bank, because without settlements in Gaza, that
level of control is not necessary. (Israel will likely not reintro-
duce settlers into Gaza, though the idea is discussed.) Future
military moves might include setting up military installations
within Gaza. Parts of the north of Gaza might be effectively
annexed—at least in security terms—and turned into a closed
Israeli military zone.

And governance? Israel made clear that was not its problem.

No good options

The United States played a dramatic role in the war’s initial stag-
es, hardwiring the American and Israeli decision-making pro-
cesses together in an unprecedented way. European states have
followed their general pattern of tailing the United States while
advocating a bit more publicly for civilian lives and longer-term
diplomacy. The result may be that the United States gains real
leverage with Israel, but it is unclear whether the US would
know what to do with it.

The United States immediately pressed Israel for its post-war
plans and observers rushed out one unrealistic proposal after
another. But there was no sign of consensus, and even the most
detailed authoritative statements lacked clarity. US secretary of
state Antony Blinken’s comments on October 31 were the most
specific offered, but they only suggested that the United States
and other countries were looking at “a variety of possible permu-
tations.” He mused that an “effective and revitalized Palestinian
Authority” (PA) should ultimately govern Gaza but offered no
clues on how to make the PA effective or overcome Israeli oppo-
sition. He only suggested vaguely that, in the meantime, “there
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are other temporary arrangements that may involve a number
of other countries in the region. It may involve international
agencies that would help provide for both security and govern-
ance.” The nominees floated for this interim role include Arab
states and the United Nations (UN), supported by other gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental international organizations.

After 2007, the Hamas government could not provide for
all its people’s needs, and so international bodies stepped in.
For example, a desalination plant was managed by the UN
Children’s Fund, a power plant managed by the Palestinian
Energy and Natural Resources Authority, some schools man-
aged by the UN’s Relief and Works Agency for Palestine
Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), and salaries of hospital
staff paid by Ramallah. This setup was necessary to avoid essen-
tial services being cut off when the international community
boycotted Hamas and to facilitate vital cooperation with Israel
in running these services.

Most of the ideas about the “day after” that assume Hamas
will soon be gone are based on expanding these ad hoc inter-
national arrangements with less involvement (or none at all)
by formerly Hamas-led structures. But multilateral institutions
have been far more adept at service provision and humanitar-
ian aid than governance. Misleading comparisons to Kosovo or
Iraq obscure the far more hostile context: UNRWA alone has
already seen more than 130 of its workers killed, Israeli officials
have heaped vituperation on senior UN officials, and inter-
nal security has dissolved in Gaza. For the UN to establish a
political or peacekeeping mission, a high degree of consensus
would have to be possible in the UN Security Council, which is
already deeply divided on many global issues.

Regional management seems even less plausible. Why would
countries in the region want to take responsibility for adminis-
tering Gaza under the military control of Israel? And why would
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Israel want regional actors to have military control of Gaza?
Arab states never wished to be made responsible for Gaza and
that preference has likely been strengthened. Nor are they likely
to band together to manage a problem they feel was caused
by the recklessness of others. The few experiences of multilat-
eral involvement by Arab states in “peacekeeping” or security
arrangements do not provide positive models. In short, Arab
states are unlikely to accept a role. And in the unlikely event
they were persuaded to step in, such involvement would likely
be ineffective in providing administration, much less security.

The PA is unlikely to restore its pre-2007 institutional and
legal framework. First, Israel’s long-standing policy to discon-
nect Gaza from the West Bank and to treat Gaza as a nonentity
in political and governing terms would have to be completely
reversed, and that seems unlikely. Second, the PA lacks popular
support to begin with; to be seen as the agent of Israeli invasion
and US complicity—which is how most Palestinians would see
it—might be close to suicidal. The PA is clear on this point; its
prime minister has said that

[tJo have the Palestinian Authority go to Gaza and run the
affairs of Gaza without a political solution for the West Bank,
as if this Palestinian Authority is going aboard an F-16 or
an Israeli tank? I dont accept it. Our president [Mahmoud
Abbas] does not accept it. None of us will accept it.

And the PA’s stubbornly passive behavior has been consistent
with this stance: PA officials launched an initiative to partic-
ipate in a humanitarian response in Gaza but did not engage
in strategic communication to promote a ceasefire. There has
been no political dialogue with Hamas nor other Palestinian
factions. On top of that, the potential PA administration would
be under Israel’s complete security control, similar to the West
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Bank’s Area C. This complete control would likely exacerbate
the image of the PA as an Israeli “contractor.” A “revitalized” PA
capable of undertaking administration and providing security
in Gaza would seem to require both elections and a very muscu-
lar diplomatic process within an acceptable horizon. Neither is
likely; those now calling for a “revitalized” PA are precisely the
same actors who have resisted such steps for many years.

Evolving actors
Changes within each actor are likely to complicate matters
further.

Israel’s future posture is unknown even to most Israelis. Over
the short term, there is unity behind a military effort, but the
underlying fissures in Israeli society seem more deferred than
resolved. The religious nationalist camp has lost its centrality
with the expansion of Israel’s governing coalition, but it retains
key ministries for now, and its citizens violent activities against
Palestinians in the West Bank have stepped up. Its vision for
annexing the land but denying rights to non-Jewish inhabitants
has already advanced very far. The country’s military and secu-
rity leaders are both leading much of the country’s response,
but they are also taking blame for missing the signs that Hamas
would strike out; the tensions between the leadership and right-
ist politicians seem to be just below the surface. Leading Israeli
political and security figures are divided about whether the PA
in Ramallah is annoying, hostile, or a potential partner, but the
idea that Palestinians are a national community that should be
treated as such is accepted only in pockets of the Israeli political
spectrum. The political configuration in Israel is volatile, and
the stance and composition of the country’s leadership a year
from now are difficult to foresee.

Meanwhile, Hamas is not likely to be destroyed, though it
will undoubtedly suffer tremendous losses. It may be that the
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movement’s political wing—since it operates above-ground—is
a softer target than the military wing, which is both hardened
and already partially underground. There is a significant possi-
bility that the military wing will actually increase its hold on the
organization—and that it will identify any postwar governance
that targets the movement as collaboration with Israeli efforts
to eliminate it.

So how will Gaza be governed? Maybe it won't be

The question is not whether Israel will “reoccupy” Gaza. The
most onerous aspects of Israel’s occupation never ended: what
ended with the Oslo Accords was Israel’s post-1967 strong
role in overseeing administration and internal security outside
of settlements; what changed in 2005 was the withdrawal of
Israel’s settlements and the attendant military presence. Now
that Israel has moved back inside Gaza, rearranged its popu-
lation, and disrupted all aspects of civilian life, it seems quite
content to let matters rest there until something better comes
along. And maybe nothing will.

Rather than a “day after,” what seems more likely is a shift
from intensive to low-level combat that has no clear resolution.
There will be efforts to devise arrangements, to be sure. But
the most notable diplomatic fallout from the fighting might be
that diplomacy becomes even more difficult. The coordination
necessary to make any arrangements for governance functions
may be extremely hard to achieve.

Gazans will live in the surviving buildings and makeshift
structures for a while. Any rebuilding will exclude significant
portions of Gaza. Commerce, manufacturing, agriculture, and
other businesses will be effectively destroyed, rendering Gazans
completely dependent on humanitarian aid. Once a “besieged
enclave,” Gaza will be reduced to a “supercamp” of internally
displaced persons.
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For the foreseeable future, there will be no central govern-
ment for Gaza. Not only will no force be able to supply security
in terms of public security and basic law and order, but also,
continuous Israeli raids or Hamas attacks on perceived collabo-
rators may be ongoing.

In that context, law and order on the streets will likely be
handled—if they are handled at all—by camp committees and
self-appointed gangs. And this deterioration at the level of gov-
ernance, security, and public order will likely be deepened by
the absence of a political horizon, diplomatic process, or future
prospects. Gazans will be offered a dispiriting present and a
future of statelessness and denial of dignity, national rights, and
individual rights.

This seems less like the day after a conflict than a long twi-
light of disintegration and despair.

And when the dust settles, the people of Israel-Palestine will
be left facing each other with more bitterness, but with no more
tools to craft a less violent future.
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“All of our missiles ... it’s
all from the US. The minute
they turn off the tap, you can’t
keep fighting”

—lIsrael Defense Forces Major
General (Ret.) Yitzhak Brick






1

Breakthroughs and Backlash
in the Belly of the Beast

Mitchell Plitnick

On November 19, 2023, the latest in a long line of polls came
out demonstrating that US president Joe Biden was losing votes
in key sectors due to his support for Israel’s massive assault on
the Gaza Strip.! Since October 7, when the Palestinian group
Hamas launched a bloody attack that killed some 1,200 Israelis,
injured thousands more, and kidnapped some 250 others, Israel
had been relentlessly bombing Gaza, and its troops were, at that
point, in the middle of a bloody invasion. As of November 17,
Gazan authorities reported that more than 11,000 people had
been killed, mostly women and children, and another 27,490
had been injured.?

Biden’s response included mobilizing two massive aircraft
carriers, threatening other states against helping the Gazans mil-
itarily, and asking Congress to approve $14.3 billion in military
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aid for Israel on top of its annual allotment of $3.8 billion. This
policy was controversial, particularly within the president’s own
Democratic Party. Many wanted a ceasefire, were uncomforta-
ble with Biden’s full-throated support for Israel, and appalled
at his apparent disregard for the massive destruction Israel was
inflicting. Yet the president persisted.

In the United States, it is often said that Israel is a domes-
tic issue. While few Americans are particularly well-informed
about the conflict—and many who believe they are only know
what they get from a very narrow range of sources—it tends to
generate very strong opinions. Due to the outsized influence
the US has on Palestine and Israel, those opinions matter, as do
the collective social and cultural responses to events in Palestine
and Israel. They influence United States policy in the region
and are also important signals to actors in the Middle East.

When Hamas attacked Israel on October 7, there was an
enormous outpouring of emotion all around the world, and
the US was certainly no exception. A few voices were imme-
diately raised in justifying Hamas’s attack, but the overwhelm-
ing message—from opponents of Israel’s policies toward the
Palestinians as well as supporters—was one of outrage at the
atrocities and sympathy for those killed, injured, and kid-
napped, along with their families.

That sympathy started to splinter, however, once Israel
began its relentless assault on Gaza. The split widened the longer
Israel’s bombing campaign, and then ground offensive, contin-
ued. As Israel inflicted unprecedented death and destruction,
administration spokespeople and Biden himself took public
stands that helped legitimize Israel’s offensive. Notably, Biden
called into question the reliability of casualty statistics from the
Ministry of Health in Gaza, telling reporters on October 25
that “I have no notion that the Palestinians are telling the truth
about how many people are killed.” He said this even as the
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Ministry of Health’s numbers had been routinely relied on for
years by international humanitarian organizations, the United
Nations, and even the US Department of State.?

Biden’s lockstep support for Israel despite concerns about
the massive civilian casualty figures and widespread devastation
of Gaza helped polarize public opinion. Passionate debate raged
on college campuses, in public spaces, in Congress, in the media,
and within the Jewish community. Whereas before October 7,
2023, the issue of the Israeli occupation and denial of Palestinian
rights had long seemed to be fading from the public agenda, its
salience in public debate has been firmly reestablished.

October 7 in context

The situation in both the West Bank and Gaza had been dete-
riorating for years and gotten considerably worse since Biden
took office. In 2022, Israelis elected their most right-wing gov-
ernment ever. Meanwhile, the Biden administration preferred
to ignore the Palestinian issue in favor of building on President
Donald Trump’s success in brokering normalization agree-
ments between Israel and the countries of Bahrain, Morocco,
Sudan, and the United Arab Emirates. This combination
magnified the feelings of hopelessness among Palestinians
and impunity among Israelis. While Israeli settlers attacked
Palestinian villages, Israelis within the internationally recog-
nized borders of the state felt a relative comfort, despite occa-
sional attacks, most carried out by rogue Palestinians operating
alone or consisting of largely ineffective rockets that typically
caused no damage.

Just eight days before Hamas launched its attack, US
national security advisor Jake Sullivan declared that “[t]he
Middle East region is quieter today than it has been in two
decades.” Sullivan’s boast reflected the Biden administration’s
indifference to both the worsening humanitarian crisis in Gaza
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and the escalating attacks by Israeli settlers and soldiers in the
West Bank. According to United Nations (UN) data, 237
Palestinians had been killed in the seven months leading up to
October 7. Twenty-nine Israelis had been killed, all but four in
the West Bank.’

Those figures were both the highest in years. But with no
major clashes, Sullivan’s statement reflected a general mood
in the United States that the Israeli occupation was being
effectively “managed.”® Hamas destroyed that illusion with
its attack.

US diplomacy on Palestine had been virtually non-existent
for a decade. After talks broke down in 2013, President Barack
Obama turned his focus to Iran. Trump, Obama’s successor, did
not take a serious approach to the issue and made numerous
moves that deeply alienated the Palestinians, particularly his
decision to relocate the US embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.
Biden, for his part, has preferred to maintain the status quo.
In fact, the major battleground over Israel’s occupation and
its denial of Palestinian rights in the United States just before
October 7 was a contested definition of antisemitism, which
encompassed criticism of Israel, effectively collapsing antisemi-
tism and anti-Zionism; and the attempt to label the movement
for boycott, divestment, and sanctions (BDS) against Israel an
expression of antisemitism.

The International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance
(IHRA) definition of antisemitism came with several exam-
ples of purported antisemitism that consisted of nothing more
than criticisms of Israel.” It was adopted in 2016 and the debate
around it grew steadily over time. Though championed by large
Jewish organizations, such as the Anti-Defamation League and
American Jewish Committee, it met with significant opposition
from other Jewish groups as well as Palestinians and those in
solidarity with them.
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That debate, often heated, was linked to ongoing tensions
over the BDS movement. Launched in 2005, BDS calls for
equality for all Israelis and Palestinians, including Palestinian
refugees. It has been besieged for years by Israel and its sup-
porters worldwide. Rather than accept that Palestinians had
found a nonviolent method of fighting for their liberation
after the second intifada, pro-Israel forces delegitimized
the movement as antisemitic and primarily interested not
in Palestinian liberation but in harming, or even annihilat-
ing, Jews.

With little diplomacy to influence, the contest over
Palestinian rights in the United States had thus been largely rel-
egated to a battle over the very legitimacy of support for those
rights. In the courts, the streets, even in the halls of Congress,
the question of whether support for Palestinian rights was
inherently antisemitic was the subject. Naturally, this was not
explicit; defenders of Israeli policies claimed that Palestinians
should be free, but that security concerns forced Israel’s hand.
Nonetheless, they responded to nearly every criticism of Israel
with accusations of antisemitism and the claim that the crit-
icisms were being leveled not to defend human rights but to
“delegitimize” Israel. Criticism of the far-right government
headed by Benjamin Netanyahu was fair game only because
there was such massive protest against it in Israel and because
the major legacy Jewish organizations saw a threat to their abil-
ity to defend Israel in the extremist government. The fact that
the Israeli protest movement intensely resisted any connection
to Israel’s ongoing occupation of the West Bank and siege of
Gaza allowed for this exception.

The controversies over IHRA and BDS did little to change
the minds of people involved in or observing the debates. But
they put the idea in the minds of Americans—who, for the
most part, were not deeply involved in or concerned with the
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question of Palestine and Israel—that criticizing Israel at least
ran the risk of antisemitism, and often was thought to be inher-
ently antisemitic. This fed, in turn, into a broader atmosphere
of Islamophobia in the United States. As Professor Sahar Aziz
and I observed:

Islamophobia is juxtaposed against antisemitism, portraying
Muslims globally and domestically as agents of antisemitism;
attempting to create a competition, or even a zero-sum sce-
nario between Muslims and Jews . . . As a result, legitimate
efforts to combat antisemitism are disingenuously co-opted
to undermine Palestinian aspirations for self-determination
and human rights, as well as to defame Muslim and Arab
human rights defenders as inherently antisemitic. Palestin-
ian aspirations are often portrayed by the media and Zion-
ist organizations as a cover for a uniquely Arab and Muslim
antisemitism.’?

This was the American atmosphere that the Hamas attack of
October 7 appeared in.

The killing begins

Any student of history knows that one of the most fundamen-
tal choices one must make, when trying to convey a historical
subject, is where to start. For most Americans, and certainly
for the overwhelming majority of American leaders and media,
the history of what Hamas called Operation Al-Agsa Deluge
and Israel called Operation Swords of Iron began on October
7,2023. In the days after Hamas’s attack and the beginning of
Israel’s response, it seemed almost de rigueur that the Hamas
attack be described as “unprovoked.” This was not the usual
skirmish over semantics. As Yousef Munayyer, Senior Fellow at

the Arab Center, Washington DC, wrote,
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[t]o call this “unprovoked” . . . is to ignore the daily and con-
stant Israeli violence and war crimes against Palestinians which
has only escalated in recent years. It is language that erases Pal-

estinians and enables continued violence against them.”

Indeed, the presumption that the attack was unprovoked pro-
vided the basis for the common narrative in the United States
that Hamas was uninterested in Palestinian liberation but only
wanted to kill Jews. It allowed for the equating of Hamas—
undoubtedly as violent and militant a group as any, but also
a political entity with a distinctively nationalist ideology—to
groups like al-Qaeda or ISIS, which are motivated by zealous
visions of global jihad that Hamas does not share.'

The twin ideas that Hamas was motivated by murderous anti-
semitism and that they were a carbon copy of ISIS stretched the
tolerance of much of the American public and allowed both the
president and Congress to support what was sure to be an unprec-
edented Israeli reaction to an unprecedented Palestinian strike.

When UN secretary-general Anténio Guterres stated, cor-
rectly, that the Hamas attack didn’t happen in a vacuum—a
reference to the ongoing conflict, the occupation since 1967,
and the blockade of Gaza since 2006, as well as the increas-
ing Israeli violence against Palestinians and provocations on the
Temple Mount in Jerusalem since Israel’s far-right government
came to power in 2022—the response from Israel was to call
for his resignation. While American leaders largely kept quiet
about this demand, they were quite vocal on the matter of a
ceasefire. White House press secretary Karin Jean-Pierre, when
asked about the very few members of Congress who were call-
ing almost immediately for a ceasefire, responded:

I've seen some of those statements this weekend. And we're
gonna continue to be very clear. We believe theyre wrong.
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We believe they’re repugnant and we believe they’re disgrace-
ful . .. There are not two sides here. There are not two sides."

In fact, whereas many Hamas members doubtless harbor lit-
tle love for Jews, Hamas did not attack anyone because they
were Jewish on October 7. It murdered and brutalized people
because they were Israeli. This crucial difference in no way mit-
igates, much less justifies, Hamas’s criminal and bloody actions.
But understanding what happened and why is important if we
want to stop the suffering, stop the killing, and make sure that
Israelis and Palestinians can all live with the rights that all hu-
mans are entitled to.

Nor should we underestimate the magnitude of Hamas’s
crime and the shock it caused Israelis and anyone, this author
included, who has friends and relatives in Israel. This was an
unprecedented attack in the history of a state which has seen
many of them in its relatively brief existence. The rage and grief
it produced, regardless of the circumstances, were enormous, as
befits a crime of that magnitude. The response from Israel was
universally expected to be extreme. But the massive toll on civil-
ians and the brazen declarations from Israeli leaders of disregard
for those civilian casualties led to a sharpened split in American
attitudes. While some saw an overriding need to eliminate
Gaza, others saw the casualties and destruction in Gaza as far
too high a price to pay, whatever their feelings about Hamas.

Dividing opinions

These ideological divisions often play out most visibly on col-
lege campuses, and this time was no exception. Reporting of
those conflicts frequently focused on discomfort felt by Jewish
students and encapsulated some of the factors that distort
thinking in the US about the conflict.
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On the macro level, the dependence of the American univer-
sity system on wealthy donors was again exposed for the harm
this can cause to academic freedom and liberty of speech. As
students on campuses came out in support of either Israel or the
Palestinians, those donors—naturally disposed to right-wing
and conservative views due to their position of wealth and
power and motivated by an equally radical and right-wing sup-
port for Isracl—came out overwhelmingly in support of Israel.
More to the point, they pressured universities to take action
against students who were protesting Israel’s massive bombard-
ment of Gaza.

On November 10, Columbia University, which has been a
site of some of the fiercest campus battles over Israel, Palestine,
and academic freedom, suspended two student groups—
Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP) and Jewish Voice for
Peace (JVP)—claiming safety concerns.' This was the clearest
example of an atmosphere of tension, even fear, among univer-
sity administrations, created by a large wave of donors cutting
off their support to both private and public educational institu-
tions."® Columbia’s suspension of JVP and SJP was indicative of
the panic this phenomenon caused.

Media of all kinds discussed the massive spike in reported
antisemitic, Islamophobic, and anti-Arab incidents across
the United States since October 7. Some news items focused
on one or the other and some on both. In all cases, we saw
reports of assaults, vandalism, threats, harassment, and other
kinds of intolerable abuse. But the coverage of Jewish students
also brought forward complaints about their comfort level
that highlighted the difficulties in conversations about Israel
and Palestine.

One New York Times article, headlined “After Antisemitic
Attacks, Colleges Debate What Kind of Speech Is Out of
Bounds,” typified this problem. While the article cited some
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very disturbing examples of antisemitism, its focus was on the
discomfort of Jewish students at expressions of a Palestinian nar-
rative that is valid, fact-based, and worthy of respect. The article
opened with the example of Max Strozenberg, a Jewish student
at Northwestern University. Mr. Strozenberg was upset because
he saw a poster in a public area in his dorm that referred to Gaza
as a “modern-day concentration camp” and later heard protest-
ers on campus chanting, “Hey, Schill, what do you say, how
many kids did you kill today?”—referring to Northwestern’s
president Michael Schill, who is Jewish, and to ongoing efforts
by student activists to get Northwestern to divest from Israel.”

According to the Times, these incidents prompted Mr.
Strozenberg to say that he feels unsafe and that the mood on his
campus “is not pro-Palestinian, it’s antisemitic.” The focus of the
Times piece was on the question of what is and is not “accept-
able language” of protest. Yet consider what Mr. Strozenberg is
presented as reacting to. Nothing about either incident is spe-
cific to Jews. While “concentration camps” are obviously asso-
ciated deeply with the Holocaust, it is not unique to that act of
genocide. It’s a distinct term that long predates World War II
and has been applied in many other cases.

That doesn’t diminish Mr. Strozenberg’s visceral reaction.
But Gaza is commonly referred to as an open-air prison, even as
the Strip’s dense population and the problems that brings with
it are not fully encompassed by that term. It isn't unreasonable
to choose “concentration camp” as a closer reflection of life in
Gaza before October 7, as prominent Israeli officials as well as
commentators have done.

Similarly, while the chant that disturbed Mr. Strozenberg
might have been directed at a person who happened to be
Jewish, it was not the Jewishness of the man in question, but
rather his position as president of the university, that made him
the target. The chant itself is a very familiar one that has been



BREAKTHROUGHS AND BACKLASH 195

heard at American protests since the 1960s and has nothing in
it that can reasonably be interpreted as expressing any comment
at all about Jews. And if it was the accusation of children being
killed that discomforted, that was simply a factual aspect of
Israel’s campaign in Gaza, which killed thousands of Palestinian
children in a small area of land, half of whose population are
under the age of eighteen.

This too does not minimize Mr. Strozenberg’s reaction,
nor that of other Jewish students made uncomfortable by
these words and the protests themselves. But what made them
uncomfortable, exactly? They feel there is antisemitism here,
but the only way this can be interpreted as antisemitism, given
the very real circumstances of Israel’s actions in Gaza, is by
branding any criticism of Israel antisemitic by definition.

Mr. Strozenberg was not alone. On CNN, Jake Tapper
interviewed a young Jewish woman, Talia Kahn, on a similar
topic. Ms. Kahn is a student at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT). When Tapper asked her why she feels
unsafe, she responded that the campus and local “anti-Israel
groups’ had staged protests at the entrance of the campus
and the student center. As Tapper tried to get some concrete
example of a reason to fear for her safety, Ms. Kahn could only
point to language that supported Palestinian resistance to Israeli
oppression and the fact that the groups tried to enter specific
offices that promoted partnership with Israel.

Ms. Kahn also relayed that, during the protests, the univer-
sity administration advised parents to pick up their children
from the university day care center because they were “worried
that it would get violent.” But no such thing happened.'®

These students were doubtless experiencing real fear. But
that fear was not grounded in the experience of actual violence.
They were, to be sure, being confronted with significant anger
by Palestinian students and their supporters, but those feelings
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were at least as legitimate as those of the Jewish students, espe-
cially under the circumstances of week after week of massive
Palestinian death tolls.

The fear Jewish students experienced, though an authentic
emotion, was also at least in part a product of the Islamophobic
dynamics of American society, culture, and politics. These
dynamics are particularly strong with regard to Palestinians, who
are routinely associated in the American mind with violence."”
The Bridge Initiative at Georgetown University explains:

One of the most common tropes about Muslims is that they
have a unique penchant for violence or that their religion
encourages it. This narrative is often reinforced by media cov-
erage which primarily reports on Muslims in the context of
violence and terrorism. Bound up with this narrative is the
idea that the more religious a person becomes the more vio-

lent he/she is likely to become.*®

In an atmosphere informed by this trope, it is unsurprising if
protests led by Muslims, Arabs, or their supporters, and using
the phraseology of Palestinian resistance, produces visceral fear
reactions. But for Jewish students whose identity is strongly
connected to Israel it is even more powerful.

As a Jew who grew up in a radically pro-Israel environment,
I can attest to the propaganda that is constantly thrust at many
young Jews. Many of my own contemporaries have told similar
stories and, while subsequent generations have experienced this
differently and often with more nuance, the wall of propaganda
around Israel remains steadfast. Indeed, it is this wall of false
perception, reinforced by a fantastical version of both Israel
and the Palestinians put forth by American political leaders,"
that challenges young Jews, as it is relentlessly contradicted
by the reality of Palestinian experience. Most American Jews,
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especially younger Jews, hold to liberal values. While supporters
of Palestinian rights may sometimes be glib about the ability of
American liberals—Jewish and not—to suspend their princi-
ples as they make an exception for Palestine, it is important to
recognize that this apparent double standard, based on a version
of Israel and the Palestinians that is largely detached from real-
ity, is what allows many Jews, young and old, to avoid having to
truly choose between their liberal values and their identification
with the Jewish state.

In that context, we can better understand why protest for
Palestinian rights evokes a visceral reaction for Jews. That reac-
tion is perhaps most acute for the young, who are also being
exposed every day at university to sharp, and often angry, sup-
port for Palestinians. But it is very real for all Jews who associate
their Jewish identity strongly with Israel.

It is this visceral reaction that the push to adopt the
IHRA definition of antisemitism and the demonization of
BDS seeks to exploit. By construing all criticism of Israel
as antisemitism, those who support the IHRA definition
and demonize BDS play on deep anxieties harbored by
many Jews attempting to reconcile Israeli behavior with
their values. Understandably, then, many people feel nerv-
ous, as the 7imes and CNN reported, whenever support
for Palestinians is expressed, particularly when expressed in
Palestinian terms.

Yet these attempted conflations fail badly to account for the
deep divisions among American Jews on Israel generally and on
the assault on Gaza in particular. The major American Jewish
institutions have historically dominated the policy conversation
on Israel, giving the impression of uniformity, if not on all poli-
cies, then at least on the basic question of Zionism. Long before
October 7, 2023, that impression was being challenged by
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anti-Zionist groups like Jewish Voice for Peace or groups that
were noncommittal on that issue such as IfNotNow (INN).

With the Hamas attack and the subsequent Israeli onslaught
on Gaza, JVP and INN took on much greater prominence, lead-
ing dramatic demonstrations all over the country and making
clear that Jewish support for Israel’s campaign of total destruc-
tion of Gaza was far from absolute. Perhaps most dramatically,
JVP led protests that shut down business in the Hart Senate
office building and disrupted a meeting of the Democratic
National Committee in Washington® as well as Grand Central
Station in New York.*!

A pro-war demonstration was organized by the larger and
better-funded Jewish organizations, which descended into
controversy when Pastor John Hagee—a so-called “Christian
Zionist” leader who once claimed that Hitler was sent by God
to force the Jews to settle in Palestine—was invited to speak.?
The bloodthirstiness of the gathering was made clear when
one speaker, the liberal CNN commentator Van Jones, was
shouted down with chants of “no ceasefire” when he dared
say that he wanted to see bombs and rockets stop falling on
both sides.”

That single rally, though, had little impact when com-
pared to the many anti-war demonstrations held all over the
United States throughout October and November 2023.2 On
November 4 alone, some 300,000 people reportedly gathered
in Washington to support the Palestinians—by far the largest
such gathering ever in the United States.” This matched the
estimate organizers reported for the far better-funded pro-war
march.?

Censuring “from the river to the sea”
These dynamics played out as well in the distortion of the com-
mon Palestinian slogan, “From the river to the sea, Palestine
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will be free.” That phrase, in one form or another, has been
used for many years by Palestinians, while some Israelis also
use “from the river to the sea” to designate all of Israel, the
West Bank, and Gaza. But after October 7, especially, the
slogan’s use by Palestine solidarity activists was labeled anti-
semitic by pro-Israel forces. They argued that it called for the
elimination of Israel and of Jews from the Jordan River to the
Mediterranean Sea, the bodies of water on either side of Israel
and Palestine.

As Professor Maha Nassar of the University of Arizona
explains, “[t]he majority of Palestinians who use this phrase do
so because they believe that, in 10 short words, it sums up their
personal ties, their national rights, and their vision for the land
they call Palestine.” As a popular Palestinian phrase, it is hardly
surprising that Hamas would also use it. And it absolutely is
connected with the contention that Zionism is incompatible
with true democracy or political, cultural, and social equality in
the state. Thart is its own debate, but as Professor Nassar elab-
orates, “‘[m]ost Palestinians using this chant do not see it as
advocating for a specific political platform or as belonging to a
specific political group. Rather, the majority of people using the
phrase see it as a principled vision of freedom and coexistence.””

Bad faith actors have arbitrarily translated the slogan as call-
ing for a Palestine “free of Jews,””® but Professor Nassar notes
that the phrase in the original Arabic, “Filastin hurra, means
liberated Palestine. ‘Free from’ would be a different Arabic
word altogether.” So while the phrase is contentious, no rea-
sonable person could conclude that it can only be said with
antisemitic intent.

Yet it was uttering that phrase that led Rep. Rashida Tlaib—
the only Palestinian-American in Congress and one of only
three Muslims—to be censured, a highly unusual practice in
the House of Representatives that has only occurred twenty-six
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times in the chamber’s 234-year history. In recent years, there
have been several incidents of censure along party lines, but in
Rep. Tlaib’s case, twenty-two members of her own party voted
to censure her, a remarkable feature of this episode.

The censure resolution,? which contained numerous errors
of fact and some outright false accusations, specifically cited
Tlaib’s use of the phrase “from the river to the sea” among the
charges. Yet no official objections were raised to the words of
Rep. Brian Mast, during a speech he made on the floor of the
House of Representatives. “I would encourage the other side
to not so lightly throw around the idea of innocent Palestinian
civilians,” Mast admonished during debate on an amendment
to a bill whose purpose was to reduce aid to civilians in Gaza. “I
don’t think we would so lightly throw around the term ‘innocent
Nazi civilians’ during World War II. It is not a far stretch to say
there are very few innocent Palestinian civilians.”*

The comparison of Palestinians to Nazis was bad enough,
but the legal implication of stating that there are few Palestinian
civilians in Gaza ran dangerously close to endorsing the indis-
criminate killing of Palestinians. One Democrat, Rep. Sara
Jacobs, filed a motion to censure Mast, but when she tried
to force a vote on the measure, the bill was pulled from con-
sideration by Democratic minority leader Hakeem Jeffries.
Whereas nearly two dozen Democrats voted to censure Tlaib,
no Democrat would agree to cosponsor Jacobs’s resolution
against Mast, and those who spoke, even when critical of Mast,
expressed no support for censure.’!

The two incidents exemplify the overwhelming, biparti-
san support in Congress for Israel’s assault on the Gaza Strip.
But they obscure the views of the American public, which
supported a truce in Gaza and Israel soon after October 7,
even as it sympathized with Israel. An October 20 poll by
Data for Progress found that fully 66 percent of respondents
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supported a ceasefire.’> A November 15 poll by Reuters/
Ipsos found that 68 percent of Americans wanted the United
States to call for a ceasefire and negotiate a settlement between
Israel and the Palestinians.”* That remarkably consistent result
demonstrated the disconnect between American opinion and
congressional views.

As of November 18, only thirty-six members of the House
of Representatives and one senator had called for a ceasefire.
Though the list was growing, it was doing so slowly. The
foot-dragging in Washington was, however, far from unanimous.

Dissent in the establishment

Less than two weeks into Israel's bombing campaign against
Gaza, stories began appearing about problems at the State
Department. These internal rifts were so severe, they were
described by one State Department staffer as a brewing “mu-
tiny.”* In early November, more reports surfaced of “dissent
memos~ sent by State staffers to the top of the agency, including
Secretary Antony Blinken.®

The complaints included a letter from employees of USAID,
the State Department’s international development agency. Their
communication, signed by over a thousand staffers, informed
the secretary that they were “alarmed and disheartened at the
numerous violations of international law; laws which aim
to protect civilians, medical and media personnel, as well as
schools, hospitals, and places of worship.”*

Indeed, it was apparent from the outset, and became clearer
as the days wore on and the death toll mounted, that US policy
on Israel’s actions was being made by a small, insular group at
the very top and was not drawing on the expertise available
among White House and State Department staff. Essentially,
the president was deciding these matters alone, with his closest
advisors there to support his decisions.?”
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It was so bad that an eleven-year veteran director at State,
Josh Paul, resigned from his position handling arms sales to
foreign countries, a role he acknowledged often came with
difficult moral compromises. “I have had my fair share of
debates and discussions and efforts to shift policy on contro-
versial arms sales,” he explained. “It was clear that there’s no
arguing with this one. Given that I couldnt shift anything,
I resigned.”®®

Finally, on November 14, Blinken felt he had to address his
critics. His reported response condescended to the diplomats in
his department by suggesting they were letting their sympathy
for the suffering of Palestinians in Gaza trump their policy judg-
ment. He acknowledged that they had disagreements about pol-
icy and simply offered dissatisfied officials a forum where they
could be “heard.” This did little to still the dissenting voices.

The disconnect between establishment leadership and staff
was reflected in US media as well, as mainstream outlets such
as the New York Times and CNN came under withering attack
for their biased coverage of Israel’s onslaught. A letter signed
by over 1,200 professional journalists on November 9 sharply
criticized mainstream news coverage.” The Los Angeles Times
informed its reporters and staffers who signed the letter that
they were barred from covering the Gaza war.*’

Accusations of media bias have long been a focal point of
contention for supporters of both Israel and Palestine. This
time, however, we saw a significant number of journalists will-
ing to put their professional futures at risk to speak out against
anti-Palestinian bias in American media.

An overdue awakening
Given the forces of politics, media bias, and Islamophobia, it
is remarkable that Americans were so consistent in preferring a
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ceasefire to maintaining Israel’s ability to wage a war that had
no defined endpoint. It is even more telling that this opinion
held even though there was no evidence that people had forgot-
ten the bloody events of October 7 or that their outrage over
Hamas’s brutality had diminished. Rather, the message one got
from the zeitgeist in the United States was a simple yearning for
the atrocities to end.

There was also a deep disappointment evident from sig-
nificant sectors of the US public in the administration of
Joe Biden. While Biden had the enthusiastic support of the
pro-Israel community, key sectors that Biden counts on for
support were alienated by his policy of full support of Israel
regardless of the level of death and destruction Israel visited on
Palestinian civilians.

Democratic activist and Arab-American leader Jim Zogby
spoke about the plummeting support among Arab and Muslim
Americans for Biden’s re-election campaign. He shared that
White House staff dismissed these concerns, saying those com-
munities “are not going to vote for Donald Trump, because
they don’t want [to return to] what he was doing during his
four years, and so they’ll come around in a year.”*!

This smug attitude, Zogby said, was “insulting and dismiss-
ive,” and the voices of Muslim and Arab Americans, as well
as their allies, echoed that sentiment. The National Muslim
Democratic Council pledged “to mobilize Muslim, Arab,
and allied voters to withhold endorsement, support, or votes
for any candidate who did not advocate for a ceasefire and
endorse[d] the Israeli offensive against the Palestinian people.”*
Muslim voters are key in some of the most contested states in
presidential elections.

Has Biden doomed his 2024 reelection bid by insisting on
blind support for Israel? Only time will tell, and the specter
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of another Donald Trump presidency may yet be enough
to compel voters to support Biden despite the blood on his
hands.

But he has clearly gone against the wishes of the American
public, not least his own voters, as 80 percent of Democrats
attested in the polls cited above. In another poll at the end
of November, not only did 77 percent of Democrats back a
ceasefire, but so did 58 percent of Republicans and 60 per-
cent of unaffiliated voters.*” Among young voters—a Biden
demographic—fully 70 percent said they disapproved of
Biden’s policy in Gaza, while Biden’s overall approval rating
among that group fell to 31 percent in mid-November.**
Democrats generally rely on younger voters turning out to
win elections.

This level of public criticism is unlike what has come before.
While many Palestine solidarity groups reported increases in
membership and support during previous Israeli assaults on
Gaza, polling numbers never shifted this dramatically. For
example, a January 2009 survey taken at the height of Israel’s
massive bombing campaign dubbed Operation Cast Lead
showed little change in either American support for Israel or
desire for greater US action.” The rifts Gaza has aggravated in
American society over the entire Israel-Palestine question will
no longer be so easily shunted aside as a topic of conversation
best avoided.

It is crucial that it not be. Americans, due to our tax dollars
and our government’s strong support for Israel on the world
stage, cannot be neutral, much less silent, on this issue. Nor
can the issue be placed on the backburner. Biden tried to do
that, and the result was unconditional support for what could
turn out to be a genocide in Gaza, and one that may not stop
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there. Americans clearly don’t want that. But if we are to be
responsible for our own democratic power, we will have to
press harder on our elected officials to reflect the will of the
majority of Americans, not the few who support Israel with
no limits.






“Starvation is being used
as a weapon of war against
Gaza civilians”

—Oxfam
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Palestine Solidarity in Britain

1alal Hangari

The Palestine solidarity movement in Britain put forward two
demands to stop the massacre in Gaza: ceasefire now and lift the
siege. These positions aligned with those adopted by most UN
member states as well as the consensus among human rights
organizations." They also enjoyed broad public support.® Yet
Britains ruling Conservative and opposition Labour parties
united behind Israel’s devastating offensive—despite repeated
calls to end British complicity in Israel’s crimes—while popular
solidarity with Palestinians under fire was subjected to unprec-
edented delegitimization. This chapter reviews the continuities
and changes in British responses to the Gaza catastrophe, the
obstacles confronting the solidarity movement here, and the
opportunities now available to it.

Government policy

Britain opposed Palestinian self-determination after the First
World War and in 1936 brutally suppressed a Palestinian in-
dependence revolt. “I do not agree,” future prime minister
Winston Churchill explained the following year, “that the

Talal Hangari is a socialist who lives in London and has written for several
left-wing publications. His website is talalhangari.com.
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dog in a manger has the final right to the manger even though
he may have lain there for a very long time.”® After the 1967
Arab-Israel War, successive British administrations colluded in
Israel’s refusal to resolve its conflict with the Palestinians on the
terms prescribed by international law.* When Palestinians under
occupation elected Hamas in 2006, Britain “tacitly or openly
supported” Israel’s “policy of protracted collective punishment”
which, for the past seventeen years, has been primarily respon-
sible for the hopeless situation in Gaza.> And when Israeli for-
eign minister Tzipi Livni was threatened with prosecution after
boasting that Israel had gone “wild” in Gaza during Operation
Cast Lead,® the British government helped shield her from ac-
countability under the law.” Britain’s response to the Gaza mas-
sacre of 2023 added another chapter to this shameful record.
In the weeks after October 7, as Gaza was being pumme-
led and pulverized, Prime Minister Rishi Sunak expressed his
“absolute” support for “Israel’s right to defend itself, to go after
Hamas and take back the hostages, to deter further incursions,
and to strengthen its security for the long term.”® Sunak refused
to call for a ceasefire while Israel was “still facing rocket fire,”
apparently misunderstanding the concept.” During an official
visit “to demonstrate British backing for the Israeli govern-
ment,” Sunak personally informed Israel’s prime minister that
“we . . . want you to win.”'’ By this point, Israel had killed
nearly 3,500 people in Gaza, including more than 850 chil-
dren, and damaged or destroyed one out of every four homes."
Sunak did enter the rider that Israel’s retaliation “must be
done in line with international humanitarian law.” But this
qualification was itself immediately qualified as Sunak alleged
that Israel “face[d] a vicious enemy that embeds itself behind
civilians.”'* The caveat was emptied of meaning entirely when
Sunak announced that Israel was already “taking every precau-
tion to avoid harming civilians.”® He issued this all-clear on
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October 19—long after human rights observers had warned
that Israel was inflicting the “war crime” of “collective punish-
ment” (Human Rights Watch) as part of a “criminal policy of
revenge” (B'Tselem) and one day before Amnesty International
published documentation of “unlawful Israeli attacks, including
indiscriminate attacks, which caused mass civilian casualties.”*
Whereas human rights organizations uniformly condemned
Israel’s evacuation order to the entire population of northern
Gaza as “not compatible with international humanitarian law”
(Red Cross), Sunak commended it as “absolutely right.”*

British complicity in Israel’s massacre extended beyond ver-
bal support. In the United Nations (UN) Security Council,
Britain abstained on a resolution for “humanitarian pauses” in
Gaza and vetoed another that demanded an immediate cease-
fire.’ At the military level, the Conservative government has
authorized the sale of more than £470 million worth of arms
to Israel since 2015, including components for F-35 stealth
combat aircraft reportedly deployed by Israel in Gaza.'” After
October 7, the Royal Air Force was sent to conduct regional
surveillance patrols, the Royal Navy was dispatched to the
Eastern Mediterranean, and British forces in the region were
strengthened “to prevent escalation and further threats against
Israel.”'® The government presented this military “package” as
“a significant demonstration of the UK’s support for Israel’s
right to self-defense.””” Calls by leading human rights groups
for Britain to “suspend military assistance and arms sales to
Israel so long as its forces commit . . . war crimes” were not
reported in the British press.”

In sum, the British government extended its unconditional
support as Israel unleashed one of “the most intense aerial
bombardment[s] this century” upon an occupied and besieged
civilian population.” This depravity was compounded by deceit
as the government promulgated a sequence of lies designed to
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obscure its complicity in a terror bombing. First, the govern-
ment asserted, quite fantastically, that it wanted to “revive the
long-term prospects for a two-state solution,”** notwithstand-
ing the total expiry of the “peace process” and Israel’s admitted
opposition to Palestinian statehood.” In March 2023, Britain
and Israel agreed on a “roadmap” establishing the “mutual pri-
orities” that would steer their “strategic partnership” until 2030.
This document did not mention a two-state solution.*
Second, the government repeatedly misrepresented the
unfolding catastrophe to the British public. When parliamen-
tarians raised the prospect of a ceasefire, James Cleverly, the
foreign secretary, alleged that “Hamas have no interest in a
ceasefire” and “have never attempted to engage in a two-state
solution.”” He added: “I have seen nothing—nothing—
that leads me to believe that Hamas would respect calls for a
ceasefire.””® Yet Hamas had already expressed its openness to
a ceasefire on October 9, more than a week before Cleverly’s
statement;”” Hamas has a more impressive record of upholding

ceasefires than Israel;?®

and Hamas has repeatedly indicated a
willingness to negotiate a resolution of the conflict.” Cleverly
deceived his listeners on all these points, and further deceived
them by omitting Israel’s opposition to a ceasefire and steadfast
rejection of a Palestinian state.

To excuse the soaring civilian casualties in Gaza, Cleverly
incessantly repeated that Hamas uses “human shields,” the
implication being that Israel could not exercise its “right to
defend itself” except by inflicting large civilian casualties. But
human rights investigations did not sustain “human shields”
allegations against Hamas in previous hostilities, whereas they
did find credible evidence that Israeli forces used Palestinians as
human shields.*® Cleverly also cast doubt on the casualty figures
provided by the Gaza health ministry: Hamas “abuse the figures
they put in the public domain. We must be highly skeptical of
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any information coming out of Hamas.”*' Yet reputable human
rights organizations and international agencies judged these fig-
ures reliable.’?

These aspects of British policy—facilitating while lying
about Israeli war crimes—are consistent with Britain’s long
record on Palestine, as noted above. This should not surprise
as they are rooted in entrenched institutions. Foremost among
these is Britain’s international position as a subordinate mem-
ber of a US-led alliance. British policy on Palestine has largely
tracked that of the United States since the 1970s, when British
planners recognized “the need for association with the United
States over Middle East issues” to avoid “injury to the general
Anglo-US relationship.”

Recent developments have only exacerbated Britain’s
dependence on its former colony. Britain previously sought
to position its Palestine policy between the US, the European
Union (EU), and the oil-producing Gulf States—though always
much closer to the US than the others. But the Donald Trump
administration shifted US policy further toward uncritical sup-
port for the most overtly annexationist government in Israel’s
history, while President Joe Biden did not effect a substantive
course correction. At the same time, Brexit likely diminished
the EU’s influence over British foreign policy, while normaliza-
tion between Israel and leading Arab states meant that the lacter
no longer acted as an effective counterweight to pro-Israel pres-
sures. This helps to explain the wildly unbalanced “roadmap”
agreed to by Britain and Israel, which proposed to deepen their
“extensive defense and security cooperation” irrespective of any
commitment or progress by Israel toward ceasing its violations
of Palestinian rights.?

In 2006, Britain imposed sanctions on the elected Hamas
government in coordination with the Middle East “Quartet.”
That body nominally comprised the UN, US, EU, and Russia,
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but was in fact dominated by the US.* The same is doubt-
less true of the “Quintet,” a Western grouping—including
Britain—that on October 10, 2023, declared its “united sup-
port” for Israel.’® In short: the US approved Israel’s massacre
in Gaza, therefore, the British government approved it also.
Britain’s former defense secretary, Michael Portillo, accordingly
praised the opposition leader Sir Keir Starmer for resisting
grassroots pressure to support a ceasefire. This was “impor-
tant,” Portillo explained, “because the United States, for exam-
ple, would want to know whether a Labour government was
going to deviate from the alliance with the United States.”?’
Guardian columnist Polly Toynbee sounded the same note: “as
he [Starmer] expects to be prime minister next year, breaking
ranks with all Britain’s allies would be frivolous.”® Labour MPs
themselves were reportedly informed that “party policy on Gaza
will simply follow the White House.”

Within the overall context of British subordination to
American power, pro-Israel advocacy groups also shape gov-
ernment policy in significant ways. Israel’s supporters are effi-
ciently organized, well-funded, and in some cases receive assis-
tance from the Israeli government.”’ In recent decades they have
had influence at the highest official levels, especially, though
not exclusively, in the Conservative Party.” It was reported
in November 2023 that fully thirteen of thirty-one Labour
shadow cabinet members had received money from pro-Israel
donors while Starmer’s 2019 Labour leadership campaign had
been secretly funded by a prominent pro-Israel lobbyist.** The
diligence of the Israel lobby, the resources at its disposal, and
the overlap between its demands and the interests of British
elites committed to the US alliance, make it a formidable polit-
ical force. Prominent pro-Israel organizations rallied in support
of Israel’s previous offensives in Gaza and they reprised this role
after October 7.% The Board of Deputies of British Jews, for
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example, produced guidance explaining that Israel’s attack on
Gaza “is a legitimate military action to prevent future acts of
terror and to prevent civilian casualties.” Labour Friends of
Israel claimed that “Israel is fighting Hamas, not the Palestinian
people,” albeit with the usual pro forma mention of Israel’s legal
responsibilities.” And the Campaign Against Antisemitism
convened a rally in London that depicted Palestine solidarity
protests as antisemitic and expressed solidarity with Israel.*
Alongside support for Israel’s criminal assault, and public
deceptions to justify this, the final plank of the government’s
policy was to delegitimize Palestine solidarity activism. In a
letter to police leadership, Suella Braverman, the home secre-
tary,”” warned that “whenever Israel is attacked, Islamists and
other racists, seek to use legitimate Israeli defensive measures
as a pretext to stir up hatred against British Jews.” Braverman
reminded the police that Hamas is a proscribed terrorist
organization and that support for it is a criminal offence; she
asked them “to consider whether chants such as ‘From the
river to the sea, Palestine will be free’ should be understood as
an expression of a violent desire to see Israel erased from the
world, and whether its use in certain contexts may amount to a
racially aggravated . . . public order offence”; she suggested that
“[b]ehaviors that are legitimate in some circumstances, for
example the waving of a Palestinian flag, may not be legiti-
mate . . . when intended to glorify acts of terrorism”; and she
encouraged “a strong police presence” at demonstrations.”* The
letter was sent the day after the first major Palestine solidar-
ity demonstration outside the Israeli embassy. After a 150,000
strong protest march on October 14, which called for an end
to the violence and to Israel’s apartheid system, Braverman ful-
minated that “an intimidating mob” had “marched through
London.” She alleged that the slogan “[f]rom the river to the
sea’ was “a staple of an antisemitic discourse” and threatened
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that “[t]hose who promote hate on Britain’s streets should real-
ize that our tolerance has limits.”°

The governments policy of delegitimizing solidarity was
aided by the hysterical denunciation of pro-Palestine protest-
ers in the media. The commissioner for countering extremism
wrote in the Zimes that protest chants supporting resistance
and Palestinian freedom after October 7 in fact meant “death
to Jews, and the erasure of Israel from the map.” With their
wily tactics, he warned, “the overwhelming majority” of pro-
testers were careful to conduct themselves “just below the legal
threshold for hate crime, glorification of terror, or public order
offences.” In other words, “the overwhelming majority” of pro-
testers behaved lawfully. In doing so, he charged, the protest-
ers were “exploiting . . . freedom of expression, to pursue a
shameful extremist agenda.”' In other words, they exercised
their lawful right to free expression. Abandoning any pretense
of fairness, the commissioner did not consider the possibil-
ity that any extremism had emanated from pro-Israel groups
or individuals.

Worst of all were calls for the elimination of hard-won lib-
erties on the false premise that Palestine solidarity protests were
violent and hateful. The alt-right commentator Douglas Murray,
responding to demonstrations scheduled for the Armistice Day
weekend on November 11, declared: “This is the tipping point.
If such a march goes ahead then the people of Britain must
come out and stop these barbarians.” Other right-wing fig-
ures and parties also called for the marches to be banned,*
reversing their otherwise well-publicized opposition to “cancel
culture” and support for “free speech.” The Campaign Against
Antisemitism petitioned the police to ask that marches be pre-
vented and replaced by “static protests of no more than 20,000
people” instead.
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Government officials voiced indignation that Palestine soli-
darity activists had planned a demonstration on Armistice Day,
with the odd implication that calls for a ceasefire violated the
spirit of peace and remembrance.” Sunak charged that the rally
was “provocative and disrespectful” and alleged there was “a clear
and present risk that the Cenotaph and other war memorials
could be desecrated.”® But the organizers of the pro-Palestine
demonstration had “no intention of marching on or near
Whitehall, in order not to disrupt events at the Cenotaph.””’
Braverman condemned the “hate marchers” and suggested that
“pro-Palestinian mobs” had been generously treated by the
police in comparison to “[r]ight-wing and nationalist protest-
7% Emboldened, a number of far-right protesters gathered
in Whitehall, near the Cenotaph, and fought with police on
Armistice Day.”

The reality is that the solidarity protests were overwhelm-

€rs

ingly peaceful. After demonstrations in London on November
4, a police commander noted that, although there were pockets
of disorder, “the vast majority of people demonstrated peace-
fully.”® A statement by the Metropolitan Police acknowledged
“the positive work of organizers who have supported tens of
thousands of people to protest peacefully and lawfully since 7
October.”®! The number of arrests was minuscule in proportion
to the number of people demonstrating, with estimates ranging
between 100,000 and 800,000 marching in London alongside
thousands more in other parts of the country.®*

This intensified delegitimization of Palestine solidarity activ-
ism cannot be explained simply in terms of the long-standing
structural features of British policy described above. Two novel
developments also played a role. First, Israel has been forced
on the back foot in public debate; there is now a broad con-
sensus among reputable human rights organizations that Israel
is committing crimes against humanity and this consensus has
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increasingly percolated into public knowledge. When argument
is difficult, censorship presents a straightforward alternative.
Indeed, it is a longstanding practice of liberal democracies to
revoke civil liberties precisely when they are most needed for
dissenting from the government.

Second, the Conservatives have adopted a repressive pos-
ture in general since they were elected in 2019. Amid eco-
nomic stagnation, a degeneration in public services, and esca-
lating labor struggles, the government used attacks on refugees,
left-wing protesters, strikes, and climate measures as props.
Beyond legislation that constrained protest and strength-
ened police powers in general, Palestine solidarity activism
has faced specially targeted repressive measures. In 2020, the
government pressured universities to adopt the International
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) Working Definition
of Antisemitism, including its associated “examples” that con-
flate legitimate, accurate criticism of Israel with antisemitism.
The education secretary, Gavin Williamson, went so far as to
threaten the funding of universities that refused to comply.**
In June 2023, the government introduced a bill to ban public
bodies—including local authorities—from boycotting, divest-
ing from, and sanctioning Israel.®>

These measures to restrict speech went hand-in-hand with
the passage of a “freedom of speech” bill and the appointment
of England’s first “free speech tsar” to promote liberty of expres-
sion in the academy. In practice, the government’s champion-
ing of free speech has been restricted to its preferred targets of
criticism, namely transgender people, Muslims, and refugees,
as well as other “culture war” items on its agenda. When it
comes to forthright criticism of Israel, however, “legitimate
opinion” transmogrifies into abhorrent “antisemitism” that
must be stigmatized or suppressed. By virtue of its “roadmap”
agreement with Israel, the government is formally committed



PALESTINE SOLIDARITY IN BRITAIN 219

to “fighting all forms of antisemitism including in its modern
form of de-legitimization of the State of Israel, as elaborated in
the IHRA definition.”®®

Loyal opposition

The Labour Party’s response to developments beginning October
7 could scarcely be distinguished from government policy. After
Israel began its onslaught on Gaza, Starmer proclaimed that
“Labour stands with Israel. Britain stands with Israel . . . Israel
has the right to bring her people home, to defend herself and
to keep her people safe.”® But he was mistaken. The British
labor movement was historically pro-Zionist. But first left-wing
and then liberal support for Israel progressively eroded after
the 1982 Lebanon War, 1987 intifada, and 2006 Lebanon
War, reaching a seemingly irreversible nadir following Israel’s
2008-2009 massacre in Gaza. As of 2023, contra Starmer, most
Labour Party members were more sympathetic to Palestine than
they were with Israel. This was dramatized in 2018, when hun-
dreds of members unfurled Palestinian flags at Labour’s annual
conference, and in 2021, when Labour’s conference passed a
motion condemning Israel’s apartheid and ethnic cleansing of
Palestinians, despite opposition from the party’s Blairite wing.®®
Polling data shows that the public at large is also more sup-
portive of Palestine than Israel—especially Labour voters, 62
percent of whom view Israel unfavorably.®” This chasm between
Labour’s ofhicial position, and the opinions of most party mem-
bers as well as much of the population, represents an opportu-
nity for the solidarity movement.

Starmer also agreed with the government that “responsi-
bility for this crisis lies with Hamas” and ignored any Israeli
responsibility.”’ But he did not stop there. In an interview on
October 11, Starmer explicitly endorsed Israel’s “right” to col-
lectively punish Palestinians in Gaza:
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PRESENTER: A siege is appropriate? Cutting off power, cut-
ting off water, Sir Keir?

STARMER: I think that Israel does have that right. It is an
ongoing situation. Obviously everything should be done
within international law, but I don’t want to step away from
the core principles that Israel has a right to defend herself and
Hamas bears responsibility for these terrorist acts.”!

How the collective punishment of two million people can be
reconciled with international law is a mystery that only the
most nimble—or degenerate—legal minds can grasp. In an
interview on October 12, Labour’s shadow foreign secretary,
Emily Thornberry, refused to answer whether cutting off es-
sential supplies to Gaza was consistent with international law;
instead she affirmed Israel’s right to defend itself.”” Labour also
strongly advised its MPs not to attend events in solidarity with
Gaza; local council leaders were told “they must not, under any
circumstance” participate in such events.”?

The policy of supporting the government, opposing the
opinions of the majority of Labour members and voters,
and endorsing Israel’s “right” to inflict collective punishment
“within international law” came with a political price. Dozens
of local councilors resigned from the party. MPs defied orders
by speaking at protests. Several trade unions backed Palestine
solidarity demonstrations. Muslim support for Labour dropped
significantly. And dozens of MPs, along with a few prominent
local politicians, including the mayor of London and the leader
of Scottish Labour, called for a ceasefire, explicitly opposing
Labour’s official policy.”

Starmer was not wholly unresponsive to such pressure. His
support for Israel’s illegal siege provoked such outrage that,
in his typical manner, he simply lied about statements he had
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made in public on national radio: “I was saying that Israel has
the right to self-defense . . . I was not saying that Israel had the
right to cut off water, food, fuel or medicines.”” But if that were
the case, it would be astonishing that Starmer waited for more
than a week to clarify his immediately controversial remarks;
this lag is evidence that his change of position was a concession
to political pressure.

Nevertheless, Starmer maintained his opposition to a cease-
fire, instead supporting “humanitarian pauses” in line with
US and British government policy.”® Starmer thereby staked
out a position in favor of continued violence, in opposition to
the vast majority of the British public as well as much of his
own shadow cabinet.”” By way of compensation, Starmer did
express gentle opposition to certain Israeli policies: “[t]he sup-
ply of basic udilities like water, medicines, electricity and . . .
fuel to civilians in Gaza,” he admonished, “cannot be blocked
by Israel.” The harshest adjectives he applied to Israel’s con-
duct were “unacceptable”—referring to Israel’s refusal to lift
the “siege conditions” in Gaza—and “unlawful”—referring to
its West Bank settlements.”® But when asked by a journalist
whether he thought Israel’s actions against Gaza were lawful,
Starmer responded thus: “it’s unwise for politicians . . . [to]
pronounce day by day which acts may or may not be in accord-
ance with international law . . . I think it’s not the role of poli-
ticians.” He added that it often takes weeks or months to judge
whether the law has been broken.” Yet Starmer did not hesitate
to accuse Russia of committing war crimes in the course of its
“illegal” invasion of Ukraine: he is content to make such judge-
ments when they pose no political difficulty.®

Labour’s internal conflict came to a head on November 15,
when MPs had to decide whether to call for a ceasefire in par-
liament. The Scottish National Party submitted an amendment
supporting an immediate ceasefire whereas Labour remained
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officially committed to humanitarian pauses. Starmer warned
that shadow ministers who supported a ceasefire would be
sacked; even so, the Labour leadership faced a significant rebel-
lion. A total of 56 Labour MPs—above one-quarter of the par-
liamentary party—voted for an immediate ceasefire, including
ten members of the shadow front bench.?' The amendment was
supported by 125 MPs in total, but they were greatly outnum-
bered by the 294 MPs who voted against it,** thereby giving
Israel a green light to continue its massacre. It is probable that
the scale of the Labour rebellion was influenced by the fear of
electoral consequences as well as growing public indignation at
Israel’s conduct; the solidarity movement made an impact. On
the day of the ceasefire vote, a large crowd rallied outside parlia-
ment to support Palestinians under siege.

During the New Labour period, and in particular under
the leadership of former prime minister Tony Blair, the Labour
Party had staunchly supported Israel. It was unsurprising that
Starmer, who has associated himself with Blair and surrounded
himself with Blairite advisors, should follow suit. But the extent
of Labour’s support for Israel after October 7, and its willing-
ness to punish critics of Israel inside the party, still marked a
departure. The suspension of Andy McDonald MP from the
parliamentary party was an indication of how hair-trigger the
leadership’s pro-Israel censoriousness had become. McDonald,
speaking at a pro-Palestine rally, said: “We won’t rest until we
have justice. Until all people, Israelis and Palestinians, between
the river and the sea, can live in peaceful liberty.” According
to the Labour Party, these remarks were “deeply offensive, par-
ticularly at a time of rising antisemitism which has left Jewish
people fearful for their safety.”® The charge is too ludicrous to
merit comment.

To understand this escalation of censorship, we must
remember that the election of the far-left Jeremy Corbyn MP
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as Labour leader in 2015 terrified the British ruling class, as
well as pro-Israel groups who feared that Corbyn would reverse
longstanding British policy by genuinely supporting a two-state
solution and attempting to hold Israel accountable for its inter-
national law violations. The result was a four-year campaign, as
frenzied as it was evidence-free, accusing Corbyn personally and
the party at large of antisemitism. Much of Starmer’s leadership
has been defined by the repudiation of Corbynism: Labour’s
reputation as a ruling class party has been re-established with
the enthusiasm typical of a counter-revolution. The symbol
of Labour’s return to its historical role as a reliable alternate
for the Conservatives has been the reaffirmation of its support
for Israel. Starmer has greatly intensified the purge of left-wing
members from the Labour Party, including by suspending
Corbyn himself from the parliamentary party and confirming
his ineligibility to stand as a Labour candidate at the next elec-
tion. In this way the dominance of the Labour Right has been
cemented and wealthy donors who abandoned Labour because
of Corbyn have been won back.

Possibilities

As Israel pounded Gaza, large numbers in Britain turned out
week after week to express their indignation. These demonstra-
tions were striking for their stamina as well as size: the Armistice
Day rally took place several weeks into Israel’s onslaught, and
was probably the largest seen in Britain since the 2003 mobili-
zations against the Iraq War. A report by two Jewish attendees
captured its spirit:

The mood was exhilarating. Rightfully outraged at Israel’s
genocidal bombing and starving of Gaza; furious at the cow-
ardice of our mainstream politicians clinging to the US’s coat
tails who seem to have lost all sense of their humanity; and
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warm, supportive and solidaristic towards all participating
and all those caring about what is happening to Palestinians,
in Gaza especially but also to those in the West Bank as the
settlers use the war as an opportunity to run wild there.®

In addition to the enormous protests in London, there were
sit-ins at major train stations across Britain; more than 150 ac-
tivists and trade unionists blockaded an arms factory in Kent to
oppose arms exports to Israel; school children in Manchester,
Bristol, and London went on strike for a ceasefire; and somber
vigils commemorated lives lost.

What comes next? The immediate demands highlighted
above strike this author as correct. But the prospect of these
positions being adopted by any British government is slim
unless the US agrees. In order to influence policy going for-
ward, the solidarity movement will have to consider ways to
institutionalize a coalition of sufficient breadth and organiza-
tion that any administration will have to reckon with it. Indeed,
the Palestine issue points to a long-held tenet of the socialist
Left that domestic policy and foreign policy cannot be sepa-
rated from each other. The dominant class interests that make
Britain a deeply unequal society are the same class interests that
favor subordination to American power, with complicity in war
crimes the inevitable corollary.

In challenging the oppression of Palestinians, the solidar-
ity movement confronts American hegemony, Britains rul-
ing class, and the entrenched constitutional order. These are
formidable obstacles for any campaign to overcome. Yet it is
precisely because the struggle for justice in Palestine engages
these broader inequities that the Palestine Question resonates
beyond its core precincts. What is required, therefore, is not
just a movement that attempts to wrest local concessions from
the powerful—though that work is crucial, and there are some
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possibilities—but also the sustained work of constructing an
alternative to the present system. The Left should organize to
democratize the country.

British governments of all stripes have supported Israel’s
repressive policies for decades. What changed in 2023 was
the intensity; the delegitimization of Palestine solidarity was
harsher, the apologies for Israel’s abuses less apologetic. This
reflected broader tendencies: the widening gulf between public
and ruling class opinion; economic stagnation that has provoked
a right-populist response; and the left-populist insurgency of
2015-2019, during which Palestine solidarity became a symbol
for radical opposition to an unjust order. The opportunities for
the solidarity movement at this juncture are clear. It must con-
tinue to press for a ceasefire and a lifting of the siege and, longer
term, promote a reconstitution of the British Left as a fearless
oppositional force, rather than one that is cowed by censorship.
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Sins of Commiission:
How Europe Was Bounced
into Supporting Israel’s War
Crimes in Gaza

Clare Daly MEP

On the morning of Saturday October 7, as reports emerged
about attacks in southern Israel, European Commission
president Ursula von der Leyen took to Twitter to make
an announcement:

I unequivocally condemn the attack carried out by Hamas
terrorists against Israel. It is terrorism in its most despicable
form. Israel has the right to defend itself against such hei-
nous attacks.

Clare Daly MEP is an Irish politician, currently serving as a member of the
European Parliament, representing the constituency of Dublin. Elected as an
independent socialist, she is affiliated to the Left in the European Parlia-
ment, and works across a range of policy areas, including migration and
human rights, data protection, home affairs, transport, and defense. She is a
vocal advocate for peace and a critic of EU foreign policy.
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She would repeat this message throughout the day, including at
an event in Bordeaux, where she announced that “L’UE se tient
aux cotés dIsraél” (“The EU stands with Israel”), and in a further
tweet, which reiterated that “Israel has the right to self-defense”
and affirmed that “[t]he EU . . . stands by Israel today and in
the next weeks.”

Her statements were wrong on several levels. To begin with,
she mangled the law. Isracl—like any sovereign state—has a
right in international law to self-defense pursuant to Article 51
of the United Nations Charter. But as the International Court
of Justice confirmed in 2004, that right only applies to armed
attacks by one state against another state.! Gaza is not a sover-
eign state but rather a territory occupied by Israel. It follows
that Israel cannot invoke Article 51 in response to an attack by
armed groups in Gaza. Israel’s right of self-defense simply does
not apply to the events of October 7.

This is not to say Israel has no right in law to guarantee its
internal security or the safety of its population, for instance,
through a police response. But Israel always invokes the “right
to self-defense” because it is effective propaganda. It is consid-
ered unacceptable for a state to respond to an internal security
situation as Israel always does, by unleashing its armed forces on
a civilian population for whose welfare it is responsible. But if
Israel can hoodwink international public opinion into viewing
this situation as a conventional war rather than the policing
of an occupation, then Israel’s onslaught will seem less out of
place, and the standards to which Israel is held will be lowered.
By parroting this Israeli propaganda lie, von der Leyen propped
up the false “war” narrative, enabling what was to come.

Morally, the statements by von der Leyen were clearly
abhorrent. Anyone familiar with the history of Israel’s occupa-
tion knew, on the morning of October 7, what Israel was going
to do. Colonial powers, when they encounter violence from a



SINS OF COMMISSION 231

colonized people, usually respond with revenge, and out of all
proportion. They draw the conclusion that it is not their own
colonial terror and domination that has provoked the violence,
but only that there hasnt been enough of it. They visit the same
violence on that population, but tenfold. They go on a rampage.
This pattern is repeated across history. Whenever the occupied
strike back, the occupiers, drunk on power and sick with wrath,
exact a terrible price in blood.

Israel is no stranger to the tradition of colonial sadism. Its
vicious military assaults on Gaza have never halted before an
astronomical ratio of Palestinian to Israeli casualties has been
achieved. In whatis called the “Israel-Palestine conflict,” between
2005 and 2014, according to figures collected by the Israeli
human rights organization B’ Tselem, twenty-three Palestinians
were killed for every one Israeli.? Despite lie after lie from Israeli
spokespeople, these campaigns have always involved indiscrim-
inate attacks on civilians, blatant to any honest observer, and
which afterward have been independently confirmed to have
been in flagrant violation of international law.

Ursula von der Leyen therefore cannot credibly claim she
didn’t know how Israel was going to respond. When she made
her initial statements, she could have limited herself to deplor-
ing attacks on civilians, expressing sympathy for the victims,
and calling for peace and calm. Instead, she announced that
the EU stood by Israel “today and in the next weeks,” without
any qualification or caveat, knowing full well what those weeks
would bring. In public view, she willfully and unconditionally
endorsed what she knew would be a massacre of unprecedented
proportions, on behalf of the European Union (EU) and its 448
million citizens.

Even by the end of that first day, events had shown the reck-
lessness of her position. Israel had retaliated with airstrikes on
Gaza, which according to the Gaza Health Ministry had killed
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at least 230 Palestinians, wounding 1,610. Israeli prime minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu that evening vowed a “mighty venge-
ance” and pledged that Israel would “turn into ruins” all of the
places that “Hamas hides in,” which in traditional Israeli gov-
ernment parlance means the entirety of Gaza. “Get out of there
now,” he warned a civilian population that could not comply,
because it has been imprisoned there for sixteen years by Israel,
for most of that time under his premiership.

None of this gave Ursula von der Leyen any pause. At a min-
ute past midnight, she tweeted a photograph of the Berlaymont
building on Schumann roundabout in Brussels, the European
Commission headquarters where she has a private residence on
the thirteenth floor. Onto its side was projected a giant image
of the Israeli flag. “Israel has the right to defend itself—today
and in the days to come,” she wrote. “The European Union
stands with Israel.” Throughout the next day, while Israel for-
mally declared war and the death toll mounted, posts to the
same effect continued, standing “strong with Israel” and show-
ing Commission buildings draped with Israeli flags. On the
evening of Sunday 8, at which point the count in deaths from
relentless Israeli airstrikes in Gaza was nearing 413, von der
Leyen again tweeted the Berlaymont image, declaring “We
stand with =7

These statements by von der Leyen were not just legally and
morally unsound. They also flew in the face of the facts. To
start with, the people of the European Union—which repre-
sents itself as a democratic polity—had not been consulted on
where they stood. They soon made their views known. Within a
week, the most significant sequence of mass mobilizations since
the 2003 Iraq War had begun in cities all over Europe (despite
preemptive bans placed on public displays of solidarity with
Palestine in many countries). Contrary to von der Leyen’s asser-
tions, it was clear that a very large number of Europeans did 7oz
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“stand with Israel” as it bombarded an occupied and besieged
prison camp.

On top of that, von der Leyen’s statements departed from
standing EU policy concerning Israel and Palestine. For certain,
the EU maintains with Israel one of the closest partnerships it
has with any third country, allegedly founded on “shared demo-
cratic values” and “the rule of law.” Total trade volume between
Israel and the EU amounted to €46.8 billion in 2022.% In the
decade preceding 2020, almost 30 percent of international
transfers of major conventional weaponry to Israel were from
EU member states, worth €4.1 billion.* Israel is given privileged
access to EU research financing, with €1.28 billion of public
funds going to Israeli applicants, many of which are universities
and companies with key positions in Israel’s arms industry and
its occupation.’

The legal basis for this cozy relationship is the 1995
EU-Israel Association Agreement. Although “respect for human
rights and democratic principles” are stipulated as an “essen-
tial” basis for the Agreement, Israeli atrocities have never led
to its suspension. When Israel demolishes educational facilities
built with EU funds,® or when Israeli spyware is implicated in
European political scandals,” pro-Israel conservative factions in
EU politics stonewall to shield Israel from real accountability.
German supporters of Israel and the Hungarian far-right pro-
mote disinformation and campaign relentlessly to block EU aid
to Palestine in the EU budget.® The EU officially opposes Israeli
settlement expansion,” but Israel’s friends in Europe ensure
there are never any material consequences.

The balance of EU politics is therefore objectively pro-Israel.
But on paper, at least, the EU has always hidden behind a lib-
eral internationalist facade. Rarely much of a champion of
Palestinian rights, the EU has nonetheless tried to avoid explicit,
one-sided, and unconditional support for Israel. It practices
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ambiguity, trumpeting itself as the largest international donor
to the Occupied Territories—even as much of this aid effec-
tively doubles as a subsidy for Israel’s occupation; advocating
for a two-state solution—while doing little to bring it abour;
and professing a commitment to upholding international law—
only to sit on its hands while Israel flouts it. But von der Leyen’s
interventions left no room for such equivocation. Even at the
rhetorical level, none of the EU’s traditional commitments were
compatible with extending unconditional support to Israel as it
perpetrated international crimes against the people and terri-
tory it occupied.

In short, then, Ursula von der Leyen’s claims that the EU
stood with Israel as it targeted a civilian population were legally
wrong, because they invoked Israel’s right of self-defense even
as this did not apply; morally wrong, because they gave Israel
a warrant to commit war crimes; and factually wrong, because
many Europeans opposed Israel’s military assault, while existing
EU policy was incompatible with green lighting the devastation
of Gaza. But it’s not just that von der Leyen’s statements were
ill-informed, appalling, and destructive. It’s also that she had no
standing to make them. It was not her place to say those things.

Playing president

That Ursula von der Leyen spoke out of turn is not obvious to
a lot of people. This is how she gets away with it, so it bears ex-
plaining. Von der Leyen is a “president,” which sounds very im-
portant. She is also seen doing presidential things, like holding
press conferences and traveling to war zones to pose for pho-
tos. So when this seemingly very important and visible person
stands in front of cameras and says “the EU stands with Israel,”
many take her word for it. Surely, they reason, this person
would not be allowed to do that, and the cameras would not be
rolling, if she wasn’t in charge. Even if we radically disagree with
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her statements on behalf of the EU, we must assume she is ex-
ercising some legitimate democratic authority when she makes
them. Righe?

Wrong. Von der Leyen has precisely zero authority to speak
on behalf of the EU in matters relating to foreign affairs. The
international press, fond of shorthand and disinterested in the
internal workings of the EU, has developed a habit of treating
her as a counterpart to the president of the United States—the
holder of the “EU’s top job.” But this is untrue. In the EU, the
twenty-seven member states are in charge. They make decisions
collectively, in a body called the Council. The Commission,
headed by von der Leyen, is delegated certain powers in certain
policy areas. Foreign policy is not one of them. Each member state
pursues its own foreign policy. When they wish, the member
states come together in the Council and negotiate a “common
position” by consensus, with each member state holding the
power of veto. That is how EU foreign policy is made. The pres-
ident of the Commission has nothing to do with it.

After October 7, the Council was singing a different tune.
The EU ofhcial responsible for expressing the Council’s com-
mon foreign policy—i.e., the formal EU position—is the High
Representative for Foreign Affairs, Josep Borrell, a Spanish
social democrat. From the outset, his pronouncements were
more restrained than those of von der Leyen. On October 7,
in line with a statement agreed among the member states and
posted on the official Council website that morning,' Borrell
tweeted that the EU deplored the loss of lives and recalled
“the importance of working towards a lasting and sustainable
peace.” This statement was clearly an effort at squaring the cir-
cle between longstanding EU policy, the hard line emerging
from Washington, pro-Isracl member states such as Germany
and Czechia, and those member states who were sticking up
for Palestinian rights such as Ireland, Spain, and Slovenia. The
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Council stood “in solidarity with” Israel, rather than stand-
ing with Israel. On behalf of the EU, Borrell qualified Israel’s
“right to defend itself” with the critical caveat, “in line with
international law.”

This meant that, as the corpses piled up in Gaza, there were
not one but two apparent EU foreign policies on the develop-
ing crisis. A legitimate one, emanating from the Council, tried
to strike some semblance of balance and acknowledged the
binding obligations imposed by international law on all par-
ties. Meanwhile, a freelance position, formulated on the fly by
someone masquerading as the leader of the EU, unequivocally
backed Israel and placed no constraints on its conduct whatso-
ever. Von der Leyen was aware of the Council position, and if
she continued to proclaim the EU’s unconditional support for
Israel regardless, this was no accident. She was purposefully sig-
naling a different line to the press, the public, and the world—
and daring the Council to stop her. It was the Council’s failure
to reassert its authority, its failure to offer even a verbal rebuke
of her usurpations, that emboldened von der Leyen and other
figures in EU politics to push further, and pour yet more fuel
on the Gaza inferno.

On Monday, October 9, Israel’s “war” entered a new phase.
While spokespeople continued to feed Western media the usual
lines about Israel going to unique lengths to avoid civilian harm,
these were undermined by a torrent of genocidal statements
from Israeli politicians. “Nakba to the enemy now!” tweeted
Ariel Kallner, a Likud Member of the Knesset. “The war is not
against Hamas but against the state of Gaza,” said May Golan,
a government minister. “Erase Gaza,” demanded a deputy
speaker of the Knesset, Nissim Vaturi. “Nothing else will satisfy
us!” Whatever the propagandists were saying, the punishment
of all Gazans for the actions of a few was evidently a mainstream
position in Israel. It now became declared military policy. The
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Israeli minister of defense, Yoav Gallant, announced that he had
ordered “a complete siege on the Gaza Strip,” an explicit strat-
egy of collective punishment. “There will be no electricity, no
food, no water, no fuel, everything is closed,” he said. “We are
fighting human animals and we are acting accordingly.”

From this point on, for the weeks of slaughter that followed,
a confined population of two million people, under relentless
bombardment from the air, would also face starvation, dehy-
dration, and the denial of electricity for critical facilities such as
hospitals. The policy was condemned by international organiza-
tions as a war crime. It was past time for the EU to course cor-
rect, distance itself from Israel, and demand respect for interna-
tional law. Instead, into the breach stepped a key von der Leyen
ally, the far-right, notoriously pro-Isracl Hungarian commis-
sioner Oliver Varhelyi, who seized the chance to do something
he had been trying to do for years: cancel EU aid to Palestine.
“The scale of terror and brutality against #Israel and its people
is a turning point . . . There can be no business as usual,” he
tweeted, announcing a “review” of the EU’s development aid
to Palestine, worth €691 million. “All payments immediately
suspended,” he said, suggesting that even humanitarian aid was
now blocked.

This decision would have been appalling in any context. But
following Israel’s imposition of an illegal siege earlier that day,
it was positively diabolical. Much EU aid is dispensed to the
Palestinian Authority, which holds sway in the West Bank, not
Gaza. By declaring a freeze on aid even to this rival Palestinian
administration, which had no presence in the theater of com-
bat and no involvement in the October 7 attack, Varhelyi was
committing the EU to a truly extreme policy of collective pun-
ishment. The announcement was immediately condemned by
international civil society and aroused the concern of the secre-
tariat of the United Nations. At this point, finally, the Council
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found its voice. “[TThere is no legal basis for a unilateral deci-
sion of this kind by an individual commissioner,” the Irish
Department of Foreign Affairs informed the press. “[W]e do not
support a suspension of aid.”"" Similar statements issued from
other capitals, as well as from Borrell himself. Within hours, the
Commission was forced to backtrack. A review would proceed,
the Commission said, but there would be no suspension of pay-
ments. Varhelyi had acted alone, the press concluded.'

At an emergency Council meeting the following day,
Tuesday, October 10, an “overwhelming majority of ministers”
affirmed that “EU funds should not be discontinued.” The
Council statement also called for “the protection of civilians,”
“for allowing access to food, water and medicines to Gaza,” and
again qualified Israel’s “right to self-defense” with the need for
the “full respect of international humanitarian law.”" Once
again, though, the Council did not directly rebuke von der
Leyen or her parallel foreign policy. The Council had shot down
Varhelyi, but as the Hungarian commissioner from the party
of liberal Europe’s favorite bogeyman, Prime Minister Viktor
Orbén, he was an easy target. Routinely enabled and shielded
from accountability by von der Leyen, he was nothing more
than a symptom. The source of the rot was the Commission
president herself. By singling him out, the Council gave her a
fall guy—and a blank check for all that followed.

At this stage, Palestinian deaths from indiscriminate Israeli
bombing were climbing toward 900, with over a quarter of a
million people internally displaced. “Human beasts are dealt
with accordingly,” Israel’s coordinator for humanitarian aid in
Gaza had said, in a video posted online that day. “No electricity,
no water, just damage. You wanted hell—you will get hell.” Sky
News reported an Israeli defense official vowing that “Gaza will
eventually turn into a city of tents. There will be no buildings.”
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It was becoming increasingly clear to world public opinion
that Israel was in the throes of a genocidal frenzy. A deluge of
online posts, images, and videos from ordinary Gazans was pro-
viding the global public with an unprecedented window into
the reality of Israel’s assault. Despite the best efforts of Israeli
propaganda to dehumanize victims, and notwithstanding selec-
tive coverage and bias on the part of traditional media, a mas-
sive growth of consciousness in Europe and America was taking
place, soon leading to mass demonstrations for a ceasefire. Had
the European Union chosen this moment to clarify its stance,
whipping the Commission into line and removing ambiguity
as to its official position, its standing in world opinion may
yet have been salvageable. The EU might have rhetorically
distanced itself from Israel’s slaughter, while doing nothing to
oppose it—this minimal step alone would have spared the EU
a massive loss of reputation. The EU might even have done the
right thing and employed every diplomatic and legal instru-
ment at its disposal to press Israel for a ceasefire. None of these
things happened, and in their absence, von der Leyen carried
on conducting her foreign policy by public relations. By the
end of the week, she and her allies had been allowed to plant
the EU flag at the very center of an unfolding genocide in Gaza.
Millions of citizens watched horrified as the hollowness of EU
commitments to human rights and international law was defin-
itively and irreversibly exposed.

A “solemn moment”

On the afternoon of Wednesday, October 11, a “Solemn
Moment in Solidarity with the Victims of the Terror Attacks in
Israel” was staged on the front steps of the European Parliament
building in Brussels. This media spectacle was organized by
von der Leyen’s colleague in the center-right European People’s
Party, the president of the European Parliament, Roberta
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Metsola. Flanked by von der Leyen, the European Council
president Charles Michel, and the Israeli ambassador to the
EU Haim Regev, Metsola stood in front of a row of EU and
Israeli flags and delivered a speech to a crowd of a few hun-
dred people, condemning Hamas for terrorism and expressing
sympathy exclusively for Israeli victims. Declaring that this was
“not a time for whataboutism”—i.e., mentioning or recogniz-
ing Palestinian victims, while the bombs continued to drop—
Metsola addressed the official representative of the state then
committing war crimes in the Gaza Strip, thanking him for his
presence. “This is Europe,” she said. “We stand with you!” The
crowd was then asked to observe a minute’s silence for Israeli
victims after which a rendition of Israel’s national anthem was
played, followed by Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy,” the official an-
them of the EU. As news of the stunt propagated in the press,
von der Leyen and Metsola published photographs on social
media. “Europe stands with Israel and its people. =’
Metsola tweeted.

This event was an orchestrated insult to Palestinians all over
the world. While Israel demolished block after block of apart-
ments in Gaza, it was made to appear as if the EU was alive to
the humanity of Israeli civilians only; as if European eyes could
not see Palestinians, except as “terrorists.” The event also gave the
impression that this was the position not just of the European
Commission but of the European Parliament too. The problem
with this was that the European Parliament did not yet have a
position, because it had not met. There would not be a sitting
until the following week, at which a position would be formally
decided. But that no longer mattered. Few people follow the
plenary sessions of the European Parliament or read its resolu-
tions. Democratic procedure had been short-circuited. Metsola
and von der Leyen had created a picture that spoke a thousand
words. This was the image that would endure.
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My parliamentary colleague Mick Wallace and I had con-
tacted Metsola beforehand, warning against a one-sided dis-
play and urging her to make sure that the event mourned a//
innocent civilian victims, both Palestinian and Israeli. This
was ignored until after the event had taken place. We were
approached privately by other European parliamentarians
(MEPs), who expressed agreement with our concerns but stayed
silent in public. Such was the climate of EU politics in the wake
of October 7 that MEPs were terrified of voicing any objection.
The presence of Council president Charles Michel at Metsola’s
photo-op can probably be explained in a similar way. The event,
organized outside of any normal procedure, amounted to moral
blackmail; the invitations sent out were effectively ultimatums.
Many decided to go with the flow rather than risk having to
explain their absence after the fact. This is how the institutions
and parties of the EU were bounced by a hardline faction of
pro-Israel politicians into a propaganda performance that over-
shadowed the official EU position, and from which it would
subsequently become difficult to retreat.

“Hamas alone is responsible”

The “solemn moment” was a showstopper but von der Leyen
and Metsola had an even more spectacular finale planned for
Friday 13, the end of that week. As of that morning, the death
toll in Gaza stood at 1,500, including some 500 children, with
an additional 6,600 people wounded. Fully 6,000 bombs had
been dropped, destroying 752 buildings, comprising 2,835
housing units. More than 423,000 people had been forced to
flee their homes. But Israel was just getting started. The Israeli
military now issued an order to the 1.1 million Palestinians liv-
ing in the northern half of Gaza. They were given twenty-four
hours to move, en masse, to the southern half of the Strip.
A ground invasion was predicted to follow. The evacuation
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order was immediately condemned by human rights and hu-
manitarian organizations. The UN urged that the directive be
rescinded as it could not be obeyed “without devastating hu-
manitarian consequences.” Tens of thousands of Gazans began
to move; dozens were killed by Israeli air strikes as they fled.

As the Israeli military ramped up its assault, accompanied
by statement after statement of genocidal intent from Israel’s
political establishment,'* Israel should have been the last place
any EU leader wanted to be seen. But that very afternoon,
Presidents Metsola and von der Leyen chose to touch down in
Tel Aviv and insert themselves directly into the situation, par-
ticipating in a propaganda tour of the sites of the October 7
attacks. Clad in bulletproof vests, they stood awkwardly amidst
crowds of men, peering off camera and expressing horror at
events that had happened a week ago, but making no comment
whatsoever on the catastrophe that was unfolding even while
they spoke. That evening, the pair gave a joint statement with
Israeli president Isaac Herzog, who ran through the customary
list of Israeli lies about “human shields” and Palestinians blow-
ing up their own infrastructure, before Metsola assured him,
“We stand with you.”” Separately, in a joint statement with
Netanyahu, von der Leyen described the October 7 attacks as
“acts of war,” asserting not only Israel’s unqualified right but also
its “duty” to “defend itself,” while absolving it of any respon-
sibility for the consequences: “Hamas alone is responsible for
what is happening.”'®

This was a far cry from the Council’s “in line with inter-
national humanitarian law” proviso. At this point, von der
Leyen’s actions were best described as unauthorized diplomacy.
Alarm bells belatedly rang in Brussels. Now, finally, senior offi-
cials began to brief anonymously against von der Leyen. The
Financial Times reported on concerns that she “could look as
if she is endorsing military actions that will cause mass civilian
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casualties—and that will swiftly be labelled as war crimes.” One
senior diplomat told the paper that “[w]e may be about to see
massive ethnic cleansing.” Another expressed fear that the EU
would “pay a heavy price in the global south because of this
conflict.”"’

Too little, too late. There was still no explicit institutional
rebuke. The Council was in disarray: with the pro-Isracl mem-
ber states unwilling to chastise von der Leyen, there was no
prospect of a unanimously agreed joint statement that called
her out directly. The result was that von der Leyen got her way.
It didn’t matter what the formal Council position was. It was
invisible. Any hope of the EU acting as a restraint on Israel
was eliminated. By the time the institutions could develop a
position through the proper procedures, a political climate had
been created that made it inconvenient to walk back the posi-
tions von der Leyen had already committed to. At this point,
political cowardice kicked in and institutional inertia did the
rest: the EU continued down a path of no return, failing week
after week to call for a permanent ceasefire, contrary to the
wishes of many European citizens. As of November 30, Israel
had killed at least 15,000 people in Gaza, with many more
thousands buried under rubble. Von der Leyen was successful.
She railroaded the European Union into unconditional support
for an extreme right-wing government in Israel, at the exact
moment it embarked on a campaign of genocidal terror against
a defenseless civilian population.

A “leader” nobody asked for

This does not just fly in the face of EU law. It is also an af-
front to any notion of EU democracy. There is a reason why the
Commission was not invested with the power to make foreign
policy. Member state governments are elected. The president of
the Commission is not. She is appointed for a five-year term by
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a collective decision of the member states and confirmed by the
Parliament. No citizen ever voted for President von der Leyen.
For her to attempt to dictate EU foreign policy is like the US
secretary of commerce trying to override the White House on
an issue of national security.

In fact, even von der Leyen’s appointment stank. For some
years, as a sop to democracy, there has been an informal under-
standing that the Council should pick the head of the larg-
est party in the Parliament as their appointee. But after the
European elections in 2019, the “lead candidate” Manfred
Weber was blocked by Orbdn and the rest of the Visegrdd Four
(i.e., Czechia, Poland, and Slovakia). So was the second option,
the Dutch social democrat Frans Timmermans. After several
rounds of horse trading, an alternative was found that Orbdn
and company could support: a German center-right defense
minister, unknown to the rest of Europe, once touted as a suc-
cessor to Chancellor Angela Merkel before her ministry became
so embroiled in scandal that many of her party colleagues
reportedly wanted her ejected from German politics altogether.
That is the story of how Ursula von der Leyen found herself as
the president of the European Commission.

Installed in the post, von der Leyen quickly consolidated
power around herself, centralizing control in a small team. She
launched her tenure in 2019 by announcing that she would lead
the first “geopolitical Commission.”'® She employed a slick PR
machine and a keen sense of political theater to present herself
as the leader of the EU. She has been aided in this by the Biden
administration, which has rewarded her robust Atlanticism by
treating her as a counterpart and favored interlocutor. Her hand
thus strengthened, she has developed a habit of trespassing on
the foreign policy prerogatives of the Council, often in ways
that serve US interests. She has mercilessly exploited Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine for visibility, making routine visits to Kyiv
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for photo opportunities with President Volodymyr Zelensky,
earning her the plaudit of “unexpected wartime leader” from
the New York Times."” In 2023, she unilaterally concluded a
migration pact with Tunisia on behalf of the EU, without the
agreement of most member states, prompting them to express
“incomprehension” at her actions.”” On other occasions, her
attempts to usurp the Council have been contained, as appears
to have happened when French president Emmanuel Macron
preempted her bid to sabotage EU relations with China by
inviting her on his own state visit to Beijing, in which she was
positioned in a subordinate role.*'

But a consensus between twenty-seven governments for
reprimanding this kind of bad behavior is slow to materialize,
and there is normally an aversion to kicking up too much of
a fuss in EU politics, out of fear of undermining “European
unity.” Most of the time, von der Leyen’s chicanery is shown
an astonishing degree of indulgence by people who should
know better. Rather than being exposed and held to account,
she is embraced and enabled by the press for making the role
“more presidential.” EU politics has always been prosaic by
comparison with Washington. The press in Brussels strug-
gles to make the EU’s byzantine procedures and large cast
of bureaucrats work as a news product. In the first female
Commission president—pant-suited, coiffured to within an
inch of her life, and leaning hard into the reactionary clichés
of liberal feminism—they found a girl-boss protagonist they
could run with. She has thus been extended every benefit of
the doubt while she brazenly swipes roles and responsibilities
that do not belong to her. Her power grabs are reported as if
it was not a question of black letter law but rather anyone’s
guess who is supposed to be in charge, and to the winner go

the spoils.
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The struggle ahead

All of this is symptomatic of a chronic rule of law and democrat-
ic legitimacy crisis in European politics. The official ideology of
European politics presents the EU as a world historical actor for
democracy, besieged by “authoritarian regimes.” But the high-
er you get in European politics, the less decision-making has
anything to do with the preferences of ordinary people, and the
more it is dominated by a squalid brand of realpolitik. Is this
what we want? Do citizens want a system where a high-handed,
born-to-rule European elite, elevated to power without a single
vote, can swoop in and override the preferences of elected gov-
ernments? On the evidence of mass protests in recent weeks, it
does not appear that they do.

For many people, the past several weeks have been a moment
of nightmarish clarity. We are confronted by one of the great-
est and most visible crimes against humanity in living memory,
as citizens all over Europe and the West scroll through social
media feeds bearing witness to the most unimaginable cruel-
ties, even as their leaders robotically insist, “we must stand with
Israel.” In 2009, during Operation Cast Lead, the EU called for
a ceasefire. It did likewise in 2014, during Operation Protective
Edge. So why, then, has Europe so enthusiastically and brazenly
cheered the current assault on Gaza?

Many factors have been in play. The long ideological hang-
over from the “War on Terror” in European security discourse.
The readiness-to-hand of an official EU propaganda script for
the war in Ukraine, all flag-waving and fatuous sloganeering,
carelessly copy-pasted onto a settler-colonial occupation in
Palestine. The United States’ restored hegemony in Europe,
through NATO, in the wake of that war. The pathological, rac-
ist form that Holocaust guilt has taken in Germany, Europe’s
largest economy, contributing to an embrace of Islamophobia
and anti-Arabism among political and media elites as well as
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unconditional support, across the political spectrum, for the
stupefying foreign policy dogma of “Israel right or wrong.” But
none of these fully explains it. Bigger wheels are turning,.

In the margins of our world order—in the anticipation of
climate breakdown and the mounting brutality of Western bor-
der policy, in the global lurch toward ultra-nationalism and the
bonfire of international law—something has been taking form,
and is now being summoned into the world. The mask of lib-
eral respectability is dropping and the barbarism of old Europe
is coming back into the open. Israel has been given a role in
the vanguard of a wider assault on the norms and standards
that have existed since the Second World War. The rules of a
much more deeply unfair and violent world are being written.
In Gaza, and in the callous indifference of Europe’s political
class to its fate, we catch a glimpse of the darkness ahead. That
is why the emergence of mass consciousness from these events
is so important. Palestine is our future. Its people are ours. We

have to fight for them.






“If 1 must die / let it bring hope”

—Refaat Alareer, poet and professor
from Gaza, killed by an Israeli
airstrike on December 6, 2023
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Some Key Terms

Abraham Accords A series of agreements to normalize relations
between Israel and Bahrain (September 2020), the United Arab
Emirates (September 2020), Morocco (December 2020), and
Sudan (January 2021). The agreements were promoted by the
US administration of President Donald Trump.

Al-Agsa intifada See Second intifada.
Al-Agsa Mosque See Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif.
Apartheid Between 1948 and the early 1990s, South Africa

was governed by a formal system of racial separation or
“apartheid.” In international law, apartheid is defined as a
crime against humanity committed when any “inhuman”
or “inhumane” act is perpetrated in the context of an
“institutionalized regime” of systematic “oppression” and
“domination” by one racial group over another, with the
intent to maintain that system. Prominent human rights
organizations have argued that Israel practices the crime of
apartheid vis-a-vis the Palestinians.

Arab League (“League of Arab States”) A regional organization
of Arab states, established in 1945. The Arab League comprises
twenty-two member-states, including Palestine. In 1974, the
Arab League formally recognized the Palestine Liberation
Organization as the “sole legitimate representative of the
Palestinian people.”
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Arab-Israelis See Palestinian citizens of Israel.

Axis of Resistance A self-styled alliance of forces opposed to
US and Israeli power in the Middle East. Prominent members
include Iran, Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the Houthis in Yemen.

Blockade of Gaza See Siege of Gaza.

Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) A campaign by
Palestinian and international solidarity activists for consumer
boycotts, institutional divestment, and state sanctions against
Israel. The BDS Call, launched by Palestinian civil society
groups in July 2005, demands an end to Israel’s occupation,
equality for Arab-Palestinian citizens of Israel, and the right of
return for Palestinian refugees.

Disengagement (from Gaza) In 2005, Israel unilaterally
dismantled its military bases and civilian settlements in the
Gaza Strip. Most international observers continued to regard
Gaza as either occupied or unlawfully annexed by Israel. Four
settlements in the northern West Bank were also evacuated.

East Jerusalem That part of Jerusalem which was militarily
occupied by Israel in the course of the June 1967 War.
Immediately after the 1967 War, Israel unilaterally expanded
the municipal borders of East Jerusalem and de facto annexed
this expanded territory. The annexation is not recognized
under international law or by the international community.
Palestinians living in East Jerusalem hold permanent residency
status in Israel. This entitles them to live and work in Israel
and East Jerusalem, receive state benefits, and vote in municipal
(but not national) elections. East Jerusalem encompasses within

it the Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif and the Old City.

Fatah A Palestinian nationalist organization founded in 1958—
1959 by, among others, Yasser Arafat. It is the largest faction in
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the Palestine Liberation Organization and effectively controls
the Palestinian Authority.

First intifada A mainly nonviolent civil revolt against Israel’s
occupation that erupted in December 1987. Tactics deployed by
Palestinians included general strikes, demonstrations, economic
self-sufhiciency, tax boycotts, and stone-throwing. The uprising
was led by grassroots organizations based in the Occupied
Palestinian Territory, which wrested the initiative from the
external Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) leadership
based in Tunis. As a result of the intifada, Jordan disengaged
from the West Bank and the PLO formally endorsed the two-
state solution.

Great March of Return A predominantly nonviolent protest
movement against the siege of Gaza and for Palestinian refugee

rights that began in Gaza on March 30, 2018.

Green Line The armistice demarcation line of 1949 which
has been accepted by the international community as
marking the legal boundary between Isracl and Occupied
Palestinian Territory.

Hamas The Islamic Resistance Movement. Established during
the first intifada as the military arm of the Muslim Brotherhood
in Palestine, Hamas is one of the two largest Palestinian factions
(alongside Fatah). Hamas won a majority of seats in the 2006
Palestinian legislative election and consolidated its control of
Gaza the following year.

Judea and Samaria The official Israeli government designation
for what is internationally termed the West Bank, excluding
East Jerusalem.

Mandatory Palestine (“Historical Palestine”) The area now
comprising the State of Israel and the Occupied Palestinian
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Territory, which was administered by the United Kingdom as a
League of Nations mandate between 1922 and 1948.

Nakba Arabic for “Catastrophe.” Refers to the 1947-1948
expulsion of approximately 750,000 Palestinians from what is
now the State of Israel.

Occupation The status under international law of a territory
that is under the effective control of foreign armed forces. The
International Court of Justice determined in 2004 that the West
Bank, including East Jerusalem, and Gaza constitute Occupied
Palestinian Territory. Some observers have concluded that
Israel’s protracted rule over Palestinian territories and declared
intention to permanently incorporate them have transformed
what was an occupation into an illegal annexation.

Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT) The West Bank,
including East Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip. These areas came
under Israeli military occupation in the course of the June 1967
War. The designation “unlawfully annexed” is arguably more
precise than “occupied” given that Israel has formally annexed
East Jerusalem and, according to Israel’s most prominent human
rights organization, de facto annexed the rest of the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip.

Occupied Territories See Occupied Palestinian Territory

(OPT).

Operation Cast Lead A military offensive by Israel against Gaza
conducted between December 27, 2008, and January 18, 2009.
In the course of hostilities, Israeli forces killed approximately
1,400 Palestinians, of whom up to four-fifths were civilians
and 350 children. Thirteen Israelis were killed, including three
civilians and four combatants killed by friendly fire. Israeli
forces destroyed or severely damaged 6,300 homes in Gaza.
Palestinian projectiles destroyed one house in Israel.
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Operation Protective Edge A military offensive by Israel
against Gaza conducted between July 8 and August 26, 2014.
Approximately 2,200 Palestinians were killed, of whom some
70 percent were civilians and 550 children. Seventy-three
Israelis were killed, including six civilians. Eighteen thousand
homes in Gaza and one house in Israel were destroyed or
rendered uninhabitable.

Oslo Accords Two agreements—the Oslo I Accord (1993) and
Oslo IT Accord (1995)—reached between Israel and the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO), which together established
the framework for the Oslo peace process. These provided
inter alia for the establishment of an interim Palestinian self-
government authority in the Occupied Palestinian Territory
(the Palestinian Authority); the sub-division of the West
Bank into three areas—A, B, and C—with different levels of
Palestinian autonomy; and the commencement of negotiations
between Israel and the PLO toward a conflict-ending
agreement within five years. This permanent status agreement
was never concluded. The Oslo Accords did not commit Israel
to dismantling settlements, freezing settlement construction, or
recognizing a Palestinian right to independent statehood.

Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) An organization
established in 1964 at the initiative of the Arab League to
represent Palestinians. In 1969, the PLO came under the
control of Palestinian forces led by Yasser Arafat. It eventually
incorporated the major Palestinian factions (excluding Hamas)
and was internationally recognized as the “sole legitimate
representative of the Palestinian people.” The PLO was led
by Arafat from 1969 until his death in 2004, when he was
succeeded by Mahmoud Abbas.

Palestinian Authority (PA) A Palestinian interim self-
government body established in 1994 as part of the Oslo peace
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process. The PA was invested with limited authority over the
Gaza Strip and the 40 percent of the West Bank not under
direct Israeli rule. Mahmoud Abbas was elected president of the
PA in 2005. In June 2007, the PA lost de facto control in Gaza
as a result of factional conflict between Fatah and Hamas.

Palestinian citizens of Israel Most Palestinians living in
what became the State of Israel were expelled in 1947-1948.
Those who remained became Israeli citizens. Israel’s Palestinian
minority lived under formal military rule until 1966 and remains
subject to various forms of legal and de facto discrimination.

Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) The legislature of the
Palestinian Authority.

Qassam Brigades The military wing of Hamas.

Quartet on the Middle East (“Middle East Quartet”) The
Quartet comprises the European Union, Russia, the United
Nations, and the United States. It was established in 2002 to
facilitate diplomacy on the Israel-Palestine conflict.

Refugees (Palestinian) Palestinians who were forced into exile
in the run-up to and during the 1948 and 1967 wars, and their
descendants. Approximately 70 percent of the population of
Gaza are refugees.

Right of return The right under international law of Palestinian
refugees to return to their homes. Amnesty International has
upheld this right for “Palestinians who fled or were expelled
from Israel, the West Bank or Gaza Strip, along with those of
their descendants who have maintained genuine links with
the area.”

Second intifada A Palestinian uprising against Israel’s
occupation that erupted in September 2000 after the failure



SOME KEY TERMS 301

of the Camp David peace talks and following a provocative
visit to the Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif by the right-
wing Israeli politician Ariel Sharon. Between September 2000
and February 2005, approximately 1,000 Israelis and 3,000
Palestinians were killed in the violence.

Settlement An Israeli colony established in Occupied Palestinian
Territory in violation of international law.

Siege of Gaza After Hamas won the 2006 Palestinian
Authority legislative elections, Israel along with the US
and European Union imposed various forms of economic
sanctions. When Hamas consolidated control of Gaza in
June 2007, Israel closed Gaza’s border crossings and sharply
reduced the passage of goods and people across its borders.
This effectively eliminated Gaza’s economy and caused sharp
increases in poverty, unemployment, and aid dependence.
International human rights bodies have characterized the
siege as a collective punishment and consequently a violation
of international law.

Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif A Muslim and Jewish
sacred site located in Jerusalem’s Old City. Jewish tradition
holds it to be the location of the destroyed First and Second
Jewish Temples, while the Al-Agsa Mosque, situated within
the compound, is considered among the holiest sites in Islam.
The Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif came under Israeli
military occupation in June 1967, but Israel left the Jordanian
authorities to administer the compound and prohibited
Jews from worshipping in it, directing them instead to pray
at the site’s retaining wall (the “Western Wall” or “Kotel”).
This arrangement is known as the “status quo.” Hamas cited
encroachments on this status quo by Israeli Jewish nationalists
as a motivating grievance for its participation in the May
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2021 “unity intifada” as well as Operation Al-Agsa Deluge of
October 2023.

Two-state solution A framework for resolving the Israel-
Palestine conflict by establishing an independent State of
Palestine alongside the State of Israel on the Green Line. The

two-state solution has been near-unanimously endorsed by the
General Assembly of the United Nations.

UN General Assembly Resolution 181 (II) In November
1947, the General Assembly resolved by a vote of thirty-three
to thirteen (with ten abstentions) to endorse the partition of
Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab state.

UN General Assembly Resolution 194 In December 1948,
the General Assembly resolved by a vote of thirty-five to
fifteen (with eight abstentions) that “the [Palestinian] refugees
wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with
their neighbors should be permitted to do so at the earliest
practicable date.”

UN Security Council Resolution 242 In November 1967,
following the June 1967 War, the Security Council afhirmed the
“inadmissibility of the acquisition of territory by war”; called
for a “just and lasting peace in the Middle East” based on the
“[w]ithdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories occupied
in the recent conflict”; and simultaneously called for the
“[t]ermination of all claims or states of belligerence and respect
for and acknowledgement of the sovereignty, territorial integrity
and political independence of every State in the area and their
right to live in peace within secure and recognized boundaries
free from threats of acts of force.”
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Unity Uprising In May 2021, Palestinians across the OPT
and inside Israel participated in protests, unrest, and strikes
alongside a military escalation between Hamas and Israel in
Gaza. The latter was initiated by Hamas in declared response to
Israeli raids on the Al-Agsa Mosque in East Jerusalem and the
attempted expulsion of Palestinians from their homes in that

city’s Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood.

Zionism A movement for a Jewish national home or state
in the Land of Israel/Palestine, originating in nineteenth-
century Europe.
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