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ELEVEN YEARS OF OCCUPATION

The Palestinian territories of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip,
remnants of 1948 Palestine, are home to one and a half million
Palestinians. Eleven vears ago, these territories and their
inhabitants came under the direct military occupation of Israel. In
the West, the suffering of Palestinians living under Israeli rule
has often been ignored or treated as a troublesome obstacle to
peace. It has rarely been confronted straightforwardly. And
meanwhile, the anger of the occupied grows, and a weariness of
spirit about the possibility of the emergence of conditions in
Palestine for peace.

As a consequence of the occupation, the Israelis too, in
adopting a vision of being free only at the cost of denying the
Palestinians their freedom, are themselves, in a sense, victims of
occupation — the occupation of the human spirit by the racist
negation of another people.

News from the West Bank last month again points to more
Israeli conquest and expansion and away from peace. In May, the
occupying authorities revoked the powers of attorney held by
Palestinians living outside the area, whether in Arab countries or in
Europe, North America or elsewhere in the world. This action
allows the Israeli authorities to take over all land and homes owned
by these Palestinians under a law called the “Law of Absentee
Property.” This involves, in the case of Palestinians living in non-
Arab countries alone, no less than 11,000 homes and 100,000
acres of land. At this time, it appears that protest by Pales-
tinians has managed to hold up the confiscation, but the history
of the Absentee Property Law does not lead to optimism about
the eventual conclusion.

This law was hastily introduced and implemented by Israel 1in
1948 to justify the takeover of all moveable ind immoveable
property left behind by Palestinians (750,000) who fled or were
physically expelled to the surrounding countries following the
establishment of a Zionist entity in Palestine that year.
Concurrently with this, was another law introduced with equal
haste called the “Present Absentee Property Law” that Israel used
to justify the takeover of the land, homes and farms of Palestinians
who had not fled their country in 1948 but who happened to be
“absent” at the time of the war — in most cases, peasants and
farmers who had escaped to nearby villages for shelter. Whole
families thus disenfranchised, would return home after the war to
find that Jewish settlers were already living in their homes and
tilling their land — and end up working as hired hands there.

Zionist attitudes to Palestinians, and Israel’s mistreatment of
them under occupation, have been decisively shaped long before
1967 or even 1948.

The problem that Israel claims as its basic concern — security
— began long before Israel was established, or even before the first
trickle of Jewish immigrants into Palestine took place around the
First World War. It began with the early Zionists, who excluded
from their considerations, and consistently tried to belittle, the fact
that Palestine, where they intended to create a “Jewish State,”
was already inhabited by people who were not going to share
Zionist ambitions about the superimposition of another people
and another state in the country.

Few early Zionist activists and ideologues, in their writings or
statements, addressed themselves to that problem. Some
perceptive Zionists, however, did warn their colleagues of the
danger that may result from ignoring this one crucial fact.

Asher Ginzberg, who wrote under the name of Ahad Ha’am,
visited Palestine in 1891, to assess for himself what his fellow
Zionists in Europe seemed to be planning with such facile ease.
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Finding the country already inhabited by the Palestinians, he
warned that it was “difficult, except upon sand dunes or stony hills,
to find untilled soil in Palestine.” Above all, he warned that the only
way Jewish settlers could be accepted in Palestine would be in
winning the good will of the Palestinians, interacting with them in
dignity, respect and friendliness.

“Yet”, he said in his article, entitled “Truth from Palestine,” (in
Zionism Reconsidered, New York 1970), “What do our brethren
do in Palestine? Just the very opposite! Serfs they were in the lands
of the diaspora and suddenly they found themselves in
unrestricted freedom and this change has awakened in them an
inclination to despotism. They treat the Arabs with hostility and
cruelty, deprive them of their rights, offend them without cause
and even boast of these deeds; and nobody amongst us opposed
this despicable and dangerous inclination.”

The warnings of Ginzberg went unheeded, as did those by
Jewish activists in the next generation who shared Ginzberg’s
humanism and realistic grasp of the geopolitics of the region, such
as Martin Buber and Judah Magnes.

But Zionism was not to be led by such men. The leadership of
the Zionist movement, and the destiny of the Jews in Palestine
(who, in the 1930s were now flooding into the country) was to be in
the hands of men who knew nothing of the existence of the
Palestinians there or imagined it could be dealt with by force — the
latter concept being part of the colonial and racist ethos around
the turn of the century when Third World peoples could be pushed
around, dislocated, and massacred in the name of “civilization.”

If it was a mistake to contemplate the creation of a Jewish State
in Palestine, in ignorance of the existence of the Palestinian people
there, without their consultation and over their pleas or protests,
then it was a tragedy and an injustice to create one at the cost of
expelling the Palestinians and denying them the right of repatriation.

The Zionists, by 1948 however, had succeeded. But a mistake
that succeeds is still a mistake, especially when those who
committed it will not now commit themselves to rectifying it.

From the onset of Israel’s establishment, this mistake lay at the
heart of the Arab-Israeli conflict, dictated Israel’s policies with the
Arabs and is the origin of Israel’s failure to achieve “security” in the
Arab world and “recognition” from the Palestinians.

But in the final analysis, the “security” that Israel claims it needs
from the Arab World and the acceptance that Jews in Palestine
must have from Palestinian Arabs in order to be secure, must be
sought not in the occupation of one people by another, but in a
freedom from occupation and conquest.

Without the growth of this awareness, Israeli Jews will continue
to be possessed by the notion that Palestinians can be indefinitely
subjugated or that they will one day vanish. This is a vision that no
Arab and no Palestinian can accept and that every Arab and every
Palestinian will fight against.

Is it relevant, we ask, to talk at a time like this, after eleven years
of military occupation and thirty years of exile, about “partial
justice” for the Palestinians? In a time when Palestinian men and
women are made to die in exile, and are made to emigrate from the
West Bank and Gaza in order to be told that the land and homes
they have left behind are no longer theirs by virtue of some law
introduced by alien occupiers, in a time like this, is further
colonization, masked by talk of “self-rule,” and “Palestinian
entity,” pardonable?
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