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By Mahir Ali

THERE are few instances of neat symmetry in the unfortunate history of Palestine, so it was hard not to notice that the 40th anniversary of the Six-Day War coincided with the internecine warfare in Gaza that led to last week’s turn of events whereby the West Bank and the Gaza Strip ended up in the control of rival forces.

At a slight stretch, a third date can be added to the foregoing pair: the midway point between the beginning of Israeli occupation and the Gaza debacle is marked by the first Intifada of 1987.

All three events are of crucial relevance to Palestinians. Although June 1967 was by no means a starting point for their woes, it signified a critical exacerbation. Amid belligerent noises and troop movements in the neighbourhood, particularly in Nasser’s Egypt, Israel launched pre-emptive strikes and inflicted a stinging defeat on the armies of three Arab nations.

In the process, it secured itself quite a bit of territory: East Jerusalem and the West Bank were seized from Jordan, the Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula from Egypt and the Golan Heights from Syria.

Golan and Sinai were sparsely populated, but the remaining areas were unmistakably Palestinian, and even as Israel revelled in its military triumph and the extension of its jurisdiction over what it described as Judea and Samaria, the more farsighted among its politicians and intellectuals appeared to recognise the birth of a dilemma. They fretted that long-term occupation could cost Israel what they considered to be its moral superiority.

Their premise may have been dubious, but their conclusion wasn’t far off the mark — although they underestimated the extent to which Israeli actions would begin to resemble those of European Jewry’s Nazi tormentors.

As the United States of America has been reminded in recent years, there is no such thing as a congenial military occupation: George W. Bush may lately have been greeted as a conquering hero in Albania and Bulgaria, but he would get a rather different reception if he ventured into the real Iraq, outside the emerald cocoon of the Green Zone in Baghdad.

Israel, however, had some grounds for complacency. For two decades, resistance against the occupation was largely concentrated outside the territories. It combined desperate acts of terrorism with attempts at diplomacy. Israel frequently resorted to its own brand of terror, be it in Tunis or Beirut: it spared Yasser Arafat, but some of his most effective lieutenants were eliminated.

At the same time it steadily built illegal settlements in the West Bank and Gaza, creating “facts on the ground”, oblivious to occasional international condemnation.

The Intifada helped to change all that. By 1987, an entire generation of Palestinians had known nothing but subjugation. Something had to give. It took the shape of confrontations between youths armed with stones on the one hand and, on the other, the best military armour that money could buy.

The symbolism was a PR disaster for Israel: it could no longer cast itself in the role of David facing the Arab Goliath. Pressure began to mount for movement towards some sort of a settlement.

Among the beneficiaries of Palestinian frustrations was a nearly decade-old organisation known as Harakat al-Muqawama al-Islamiya, an offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood that was encouraged and, according to some sources, financially supported by Israel as a means of countering the influence of the Palestine Liberation Organisation. It was, however, not until the second Intifada in 2000 that Hamas acquired a mass political base.

Its steady rise thereafter was propelled in large part by the fact that Israel refused to deal with the Palestinian Authority set up in 1994, in the wake of the Oslo accords. The authority was controlled by Fatah, the dominant component of the PLO.

Reports of corruption began flowing in almost immediately: there was little to show for substantial amounts of aid even as Fatah — under pressure from the Israelis, but also as a means of exercising power — began establishing the infrastructure for a typical Arab security state.

Israel’s refusal to negotiate with Arafat after he turned down the terms offered by Ehud Barak and Bill Clinton at Camp David had little to do with the corruption he presided over, and it was only peripherally related to the inability of Palestinian police to prevent attacks against Israeli soldiers and civilians.

The fact is that many Israelis, including Ariel Sharon, found it conceptually difficult to distinguish between Abu Ammar, the mortal enemy, and Arafat, the negotiating partner. This accentuated Arafat’s ineffectiveness — and increased the appeal of Hamas, whose reputation for providing social services was complemented by a relatively uncompromising approach towards resisting the occupation.

The US effectively seconded Israel’s ostracisation of Arafat: it repeatedly called for him to be replaced by an elected “moderate”, characteristically turning a blind eye to the fact that Arafat’s popular mandate was not in question.Eventually, Arafat’s demise paved the way for Mahmoud Abbas, the Fatah factotum most favoured by the US and Israel. For some time Israel showed little interest in talking to him, but that changed in January last year, when elections yielded a Hamas majority.

Tensions between Fatah and Hamas have simmered ever since, occasionally erupting into violence, particularly in the Gaza Strip, where Hamas has steadily enjoyed the most support.

Israel unilaterally pulled out of the strip nearly two years ago, pretending that the option of a negotiated withdrawal did not exist and prompting a degree of anarchy that provided an excuse for the territory to repeatedly be besieged - not least in the summer of 2006, when international attention was focused on the simultaneous invasion of southern Lebanon.

That does not excuse the mess that the rival Palestinian factions have got themselves into. Hamas and Fatah bear a considerable degree of responsibility for the latest crisis, and for the damage that the Palestinian cause has incurred in the process.It wouldn’t do, however, to lose sight of the context in which these developments are taking place: the continued occupation of the West Bank and the relegation of the Gaza Strip to an indeterminate status somewhere between occupation and independence, with more than 70 per cent unemployment among its beleaguered populace.

Reports suggest that Hamas’s military action in Gaza was directed not so much against Abbas or Fatah as a whole as against the Preventive Security Force led by Mohammed Dahlan, who is held responsible for a bloody campaign against Hamas.

Significantly, Dahlan was with Abbas when the latter met senior US diplomats before swearing in a Hamas-free emergency government, which is led by Salam Fayyad, a veteran of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund who enjoys the approbation of the US and Israel.

The regime change means that funds have started flowing into the West Bank: Israel will hand over the half a billion dollars in tax and custom duties that were withheld because of its antipathy towards Hamas, and the European Union has indicated that it will resume the supply of aid. A similar display of generosity can be expected from the US, which has been striving for the past 18 months to bolster Abbas.

In the short term, this should lead to an improvement in the economic health of the West Bank — and it must be hoped that petty feuds will not get in the way of supplies trickling through to Gazans, whose need is more urgent.

But what about the longer run? The unconvincing facade of Palestinian unity sponsored by Saudi Arabia last February has been shattered. Hamas has been sending out mixed signals, refusing to accept Abbas’s dismissal of the government led by Ismail Haniyeh while continuing to acknowledge his presidential authority.

There is some pressure from Arab states for a compromise and a new government of national unity, but that doesn’t seem particularly likely. It remains to be seen how long the Gaza Strip and the West Bank can operate as separate entities, with the former now pejoratively tagged as Hamastan.

With Palestinians at each other’s throats — a position in which Israel and its supporters have long wished to see them — the vital question now is whether the chances of a two-state solution in that part of the world been rendered even more nebulous.

In a confidential report to the UN last month, its retiring coordinator for the Middle East, Alvaro de Soto, decried the international boycott of Hamas, not least because it could suggest to many Muslims “that peaceful and democratic methods are not the way to go.”

While he is also scathing about the Islamist organisation’s methods and agenda, the Peruvian diplomat particularly stresses the unsavoury consequences of ignoring Israel’s violations of its Oslo obligations while constantly berating the Palestinian side for failing to meet western expectations.

From its fundamentalist origins to its violent proclivities, Hamas provides plenty of cause for concern. But it did not arise out of thin air, nor can it simply be wished away. It has been propped up by the absence of hope.

A realistic prospect of viable independent statehood could serve as an antidote. But any outcome designed and implemented by the US and Israel, with input from the World Bank and the IMF, is unlikely to constitute a step in that direction. Their embrace of the undemocratically de-Hamased Palestinian Authority deserves to be viewed with a degree of scepticism.

There’s no harm in hoping for the best, but it’s far from inconceivable that the depredations of Gaza and the settlements on the West Bank could still be with us 20 or even 40 years hence.
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