A nation imprisoned
By Mustafa Qadri

THIS month marks the 41st year of Israel’s continued occupation of the Palestinian territories. For ordinary Palestinians the occupation has turned Gaza and the West Bank into a giant prison. “[This] occupation put[s] you in a cage, a cage on your life and on your mind so you never feel safe,” says Mahmoud, an activist with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine.

“I’m tired of this life. People ask why I don’t smile anymore. Some say just enjoy life. One person said I’m boring because I’m always thinking about [conditions in the refugee] camps and [for] prisoners.”

One of the most under-reported features of the occupation is Israel’s widespread imprisonment of Palestinian men. Israeli officials claim that imprisonment has reduced terrorist attacks against Israel but most prisoners are never charged. Imprisonment instead acts to intimidate and paralyse Palestinian society. According to Addameer, the Palestinian prisoner rights organisation, around 40 per cent of all Palestinian men and some women have spent time in detention. The Israeli human rights organisation B’tselem reports that most Palestinian prisoners are abused before or during their detention.

“They arrested me, hit me and ordered me to take my clothes off,” recalls Rami, an English teacher from Jenin who is not involved with any political or militant organisations. “Then they handcuffed and blindfolded me, threw me in a field [and] some soldiers [started] kicking me…. They took me to a military court and I asked [the judge] what I’ve been charged with? And he said ‘I cannot tell you, it is secret.’ [After six months] I went [sic] to the court again and I got another six months [and so on].” Rami spent nearly four years in jail and was never charged.

It is striking that militants share the same experiences as civilians. “No one can describe the experience [adequately] because prison is prison,” says Faraz, a policeman who joined Islamic Jihad during an Israeli invasion of his Jenin refugee camp in September 2003. He was involved in a number of skirmishes and was eventually caught by an Israeli army dog. “The dog grabbed [sic] my arm with his jaw. I realised it would kill me so I tried to control it and get out of the house… when I left the house, [Israeli] soldiers pointed guns at me. I was bleeding a lot. Then they threw me on the ground and dragged me to another house on the street and started beating me, kicking me until I could not [sic] move…. A doctor was called because I was bleeding a lot.”

“The whole time my hands were tied behind my back, my eyes covered, legs were [also] tied together. When we arrived at the hospital the soldiers noticed their shoe marks on my shirt, on my clothes and cigarette [burns] on [my] shirt and chest so they quickly tried to clean it. I spent four hours waiting for the doctor, my hands [tied] behind me, still bleeding. They were hitting me on the face, kicking me inside the hospital, stepping on my feet. If I shouted they would [sic] beat me again [and] tell me to shut up or ‘we will keep beating you.’” Faraz spent three years in prison including 108 days in solitary confinement without ever being charged.

I recently met militants from Fatah, Hamas, Islamic Jihad and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine. I had expected to meet firebrands but instead I encountered broken men. Most of them had spent lengthy periods in Israeli prisons. All were now seeking qualifications or employment but, with a depressed economy and no medical treatment for their trauma, a normal life is difficult.

Mohammed, a senior member of Islamic Jihad, is studying Arabic and media studies at a local university. “After jail this idea came to my mind, to join the media. This is a way of struggling too, to bring our ideas to the world, and explain our point of view.” But he cannot go to university on most days because he has no money and fears arrest at one of the checkpoints, which he must cross to reach the campus.

Palestinian militancy has greatly reduced since an unofficial ceasefire was reached with the Israeli army in 2005. According to the Intelligence and Terrorism Information Centre, an organisation closely linked to the Israeli government, the reduction is largely due to ‘successful counterterrorist activities of the Israeli security forces’ that include the widespread detention of Palestinian men.

The centre nevertheless warns, in an article entitled ‘Anti-Israel Terrorism’, that the “motivation to carry out such attacks has been increasing.” But Israel’s characterisation of all armed actions by Palestinians as terrorism obfuscates the reality that much of it is a response to Israeli army invasions of cities or refugee camps.

“I remember the first time they invaded the camp, it was a big change for me,” says Obeid, a youthful man who had never held a gun until Israel conducted a massive invasion of Jenin in 2002. “My best friend was killed and I saw many other people die, friends and family. [Israeli] soldiers [were] roaming around the camp, destroying houses. It changed me a lot. I got affected by all [of] these things. I had to defend my home.” Obeid was 18 when he was captured and spent the next five years in prison. Due to abuse and the unhygienic prison conditions he now suffers from a stomach disease and an infection of the groin.

Even today the Israeli army invades cities like Nablus and Jenin around twice a week. The attacks typically commence when armoured Israeli vehicles penetrate deep into Palestinian neighbourhoods that are far from Israeli settlements. The invasions aim to demonstrate Israeli military muscle and intimidate the population.

“Always I am worried, I do not sleep properly,” says Ramadan, a Nablus policeman and former member of the Al Aqsa Martyrs Brigade. Although no longer listed by Israel as a wanted militant, Ramadan is adamant that his life is in danger. “I could be killed or kidnapped any day, even now. One person speaks about you in the jail and they catch you.” Just two months earlier, one of Ramadan’s colleagues was assassinated by Israeli special forces at the local police department.

‘Philistini’ (not his real name), another fighter in hiding, shares Ramadan’s fears. “I am tired of this life because my kids want me at home. I need a lot of things but there is no money. I don’t know what the future holds.” His may be a sentiment shared by most Palestinians still reeling under 41 years of Israeli occupation.

