Democratization and the Palestinian
National Authority: From State-in-the-
Making to Statehood

HUSSEIN SIRRIYEH

Most attempts at writing about the establishment and consolidation of
democracy are based on the assumption that democracy is a desirable
political trait. This article also advocates this assumption despite
acknowledging that democracy can still have its drawbacks. These
include, inter alia, the encouragement of excessive individualism at times
at the expense of community life and family cohesion, the rendering of
state security vulnerable to internal and external threats that could
manipulate the atmosphere of openness, and the relative laxity regarding
the prevention of crime. Despite competing claims to democracy by rival
political models (e.g., the socialist, participatory, consociational and the
Islamic), it must be admitted that the evaluation of the democratic
performance of a certain polity is still based, by and large, on the
varieties of the liberal democratic model as they are generally practised
in the West. However, the definition of democracy should not merely be
restricted to the narrower sense of free elections and a multi-party
system. It should also encompass a broader spectrum of ingredients,
including government by consent and accountability, freedom of
expression, tolerance, individual rights, legal and actual equality, self-
determination, protection of minority rights, and the right to seek
information.! In other words, democracy is a language of
communication within both state and society and between them.
Whether it is fair to use a political value from one society for
evaluating another society’s performance is a debatable matter, in view
of the different historical, social, political and security circumstances of
the two societies. However, since the principal components of
democracy have come to be much desired outside the Western world in
recent years, it should be worthwhile conducting such an intellectual
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exercise with reference to non-Westeen political systems, The case of the
Palestinian National Authority (hereafter the PINA) presents parricalar
problems because it is neither a fully-fledged state nor a revalutionasy
body. It occupies an intermediate position between the two and is
encauntering a wide range of political, seeurity, economic and logistical
prablems that make the evaluation of its democratic credentials a rather
difficult task, Nevertheless, as the Palestinian movement is in the process
uf a srate-in-the-making and is probably heading towards statchood, it
would be interesting o assess its present practices and make some
projections on ity democratic potential in light of its performance,
limitations and prospects, -

AUTHORITARIANISM OR DEMBCHRACY: TEIE PMA STYLE

On the level of practice it is nor difficult to observe that the
undemocratic aspects of PN policies are more predominant than the
demucratic ones, although cerrain positive features can be discerned,
The elections for the Palestinian Legislative Conncil and the PNA
president in January 1996, for example, were conducred by and large
along democracic lines. Although these clections were subject ro some
ceiticisms regarding the subde ways of running Fateh candidates as
independents in order ro gain both a Fareh majarity, and Council
composition favouring the Oslo Accords,? the elections were described
as the fairest ever conducted in the Arab world, knowing thar Yasser
Arafar had tried, unsuccessfully, to persuade the anti-Oslo OPROSTTOT Nt
t boyeotr the elections.’ Moreover, Arafar's personal leadership has
beer in dispute. While acknowledging his merits in promoting
Palestinian national goals, one biographer described Arafar’s leadership
style as dictaroral, due to his artemipt to eliminate opponents crivical of
his policies.* An alternarive assessment has regarded Arafat as a co-
ordinator and balancer betwren different Palestinian factions rather than
a dictator.t While both descriptiuns may have some validiey, the
consensus politics thar used to characterize the work of the PLO
Executive Committee and the Palestine National Council has not been
advocated adequately by the PNA, once in power. The death of key
Fatch personalities {such as Abu fillad and Aby [yyad} who would have
moderated Arafar’s monepoly of power, in addition to the highly
delicate inrernal and regional situation in which the PNA has found itself
since 1993, which necessicares decisive action, probably make Arafar legs
open to democratic consulration.

Howuver, the democratic record of the PNA has been tarnished by
other shorecomings. Although the Palestinian Legislative Council was
freely elected, it does not have the power rhat parliaments normally have
in demecraric countries. What has been pointed our, in particular, is the
unwillingness of the PNA to make irself accountable to the council and
responsive to its many resolutions, ingluding matters such as finance and
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corruption,® knowing that decisicns tegarding other security and
political matters are toe complex and sensitive wo be taken by the couneil
and imposed on the PNA. This problem becomes further magnified by
the fact that the council members, as newly established parliamentarians
tend to have an idealised image of how the council a5 a parliament
should 4ct, regardless of the difficult and constraining sinzation thae the
PNA as a transitional authority faces in the cantext of the Palestine-Israel
dispute, as will be expfained helow:

The more problematic issue s connected with the conduce of the
security furces in silencing the oppasition and mainaining public erder,
along with the derivative issues of human rights violations and press
censorship. The basic problem underlying the disconrent of the
opposition is a general dissatisfaction with the Oslo Accords and ke
further frustrattun with the lack of progress on the peace settlement,
even within this perceived limited framework, along with the
disappointing political, economic and social implications for the
Ualestinian community. Since the politdcal leadership is not in 4 position
to resclve these problems successfully in time, the task of dealing with
the opponents and critics is left to the security forces (including the
police). While the Oslo-11 Agreement referred to the task of the security
forces as consisting of acting on all expressions of violence and terror
and the exchanging of information and co-ordination with the Iscaeli
secnrity force,” the policy of suppression has been even more broadly
defined 1o inctude all forms of non-violent opposition. What makes the
conduct of these organisations less accountable and proue ro the abuse
of power is their multiplicicy {there are about nine of them}, their
overlapping and confused responsibilities. the lack of coordination
between them and the absence of a central institution that could exercise
conreo! and impose discipline on their acrivities, the only real instrument
of contral being Arafat himself. It has been mentioned that Arafar had
personally ‘encouraged che proliferation’ of these organisativons,’
possibly to inhibit the rise of power cenrres that would challenge the
PNA. The absence of an effective conteal by an idencifiable institudon
led to the excessive mampulation of responsibilities by members and
leaders of these organizaticns. An obvious resul of this has been a
vinlatiott of human rights, as recorded by local and internarional
organisations. These include detention withent trial, the holding of
suspeets withour specific charges, the lack of proper trials, torture, iil-
treatment and the implementarion of the deach sentence. The scale of
violations has increased with the establishimens of the Stare Securicy
Court by Arafat in February 1993, as Amnesty International reports
indicare, with the repressive measures ultimarely resulting from Iseaeli
(and possibly American) pressure on the PNA to acrest those accosed of
perpetrating violence.* Related also to the repressive policy implemented
by the security forces, has been the progressive self- and PNA-imposed
censorship on Palestinian mass media including the press, radio and TV,
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This policy, according ro an observer, has been increasingly implemented
since the signing of the Wye il Apreement berween Israel and the FNA in
Ocrober 1998,

What has been particalariy vensored is rhe news on the Islamic
opposition’s activities against Iseacl and the PNA, the violation of human
tights and the inecllipence co-operation between the Palestunan and
Iscaell security forces."

The PNA's restrictive policies have also been extended into the area
of civil sociery instirutions, the flourishing of which is regarded us an
impartant symbol of medern democracies. The Malescinian civit suciety
has been grewing since the easly 1980s, especially during the years of the
Palestinian intifada which eropred in 1987, As s the case wuh other
Middle Eastern stawcs, the PMA regarded the exclusion of ‘sgare’
auchority from this dumain as a threat oo izs prestige aed sovercignty and
pecceived these mstitetions as non-poliical avenues through which
political activists couid channel their political acts,

Therefare, actemipts have been masde by the PNA, both through direct
pilicy measures and through the security forees, to contain and control
the activities of these institutions. Such measures, according o observers,
include the atrempt to incorpotate some of these societies or their
leading members inta the PNA instimgtions, the requirement for Mow-
Governmental Qrganizations to register with the PNA Minisory of Social
Welfare and the drive by the FNA o control their financial resources,
both by requiring them not to aceept foreign funds withour permission
and by lobbying foreign denors wr direct funds o che PINAL which would
then distribure funds to the organizations as it sees fic.

Morzover, the PNA intclligence organisations have been monitoring
the activities of these arganisations and harassing, intimidaring or even
arresting some of their active members.!! The pervasive repressive
policies of the PNA, cambined with its failure to deliver on the peace
process, reached intolerable proportions by lace 1999, On 27 November
1999, a group of twenty political acrivists, members of the Legislative
Couneil and other inrellecruals published a statement accusing the PNA
of misleading the peaple by raising false expecearions with regard to the
arainment of their natienal tights, exploiting rhem, getting involved in
corruption and heightening the social, economic and moral frustration
of the Palestinian people. Wichout citing Arafut’s name, the statement
accused the PN president of surcounding himself with opporranists and
carrupt elements, and called on the Palestinian people o stand tegether
to confront corrupticn and tyranmy.l® [n reaction to this statement, the
PNA imprisoned several signatorics and aceused those who signed the
statement ©of having undermincd national unicy Later, under domesric
and external Palestinian pressure, the PNA released the prisoners. Since
the statement was the latest in a serics of accusanions of PNA corruprion,
especially in the financial fieid, raised by the oppesition, members of the
Falestintan public and the Palestman Legislative Council, Arafat issued a
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decrec on 11 January 2000 psablishing a Higher Council for
Develgpment that would exercise control over the financial input .and
investmiens and be monitored cenrrally by the PNAT

However, this statermnen seill demonstrates the increasing inreraction
berween the wider level of frusteation generared by the lack of
gatisfactory achicvemenr of the peare scrtlement and the repressive
policies practised by both the PNA and the Tsrachi authgriﬁes against the
opposition. The personal criticism of the PNA presideat rfvc_als tl_le
patrimonial nature of Arafar’s leadership, Whereas the relarionship
between the povernment and the governed is rum in modern demoeratic
councries through institutions, Arafat tends ro give his leadership a
persoralised character. According to a close observer of the Palestinian
scene, Arafat’s choice of his zides and ministers is hased on personal and
factional loyaly racher than on comperence and efhaency.™

Before we pass 2 judgment on its autheritarian record, however, it is
necessary t@ examine the difficule sirvation in which the PNA s
opceating in arder to e able to appteciate some of the dilemmas tnat
have contribured o irs failure to democratise, This s not 0 suggest,
however, that the absence of such dilernmas would astamatically um
the PNA-system into a democratic institution.

THE DYNAMICS OF PRESSURES AND COMNITRAINTS:
THE PRA DILEMMA

Several theses could be pur forward to explain the authoritarian
orienzation of the TNA. Prominent amony them is the security thesis. It
has both an external Tsracli and an internal Palestinian componenc. It is
public knowledge aaw thar Isragl has been putting pressure on the PNA
to curh violent opposition o the Osto process by holding the PNA
directly responsible for uncontrollable acts af violence against lsraeli
sargers. Besides acting on s own in dealing with threats 1o its security,
lsracl sometimes retaliasied by putting pressare on the PWNA, either
politically through sealling the lsraeli—Palestinian peace process,
especially during the time of the Likud-led governmenr from 1996-99,
ar economically by ¢lusing its border on the green line, thus preventing
Palestinian workers from entering (stael. ]
However, although the Oslo Agreements contaits 4 commitment on
the part of the PINA to supptess acrive oppunents, ic has been argued that
what Israel dernanded of rthe PINA has been 10 suppress acts of violence
apainst it, not to commit human rights violatigns by arresting or
wormiring those involved in peacefu! opposition.'¥ Part of the reason for
those wider PNA policies may have been to make ar impression on the
lseaelis by showing them the ostensible effectiventess and serionsness of
the PNA in suppressing anti-Oslo opposition, Anuther imporrant part of
the explanation lies in the intermakised feeling of insecurity expericnced
by the PMA itself. Its credibility in the eyes of the Palestnian public has
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been undermined by the perceived image that it has been acting as 3
sarrogare of the Israelis, by its failure ro deliver on the peace settlement
and by its status 43 a quasi-povernment, not seen to be taken as seriously
as formal governments in sovercign states. [t is partly out of this feeling
of inscourity that the PNA has been 4LCmpng to impose its authority
on the community by resarting to forceful measures against those who
question or challenge this authoriry:

This experience of insecurity is also celated o another thesis which
may further explain the PNAS authoricarian drive. Such a thesis may he
termed the Insider—Ontsider thesis. This thesis stipulaces that, despite the
emotiunal and familial ties berween the formerly exiled PLO leaders and
the community in the West Bank and Guza, the PNA leadeeship is
regarded as an ‘oursider’ polirical elite who Lave been atrempting to
consolidate their power over an ‘insider’ counter-elie in the West Bank
and Gazra, who do not complerely trust the leadership, a siruation
exacerbated by the PNA's limited political expeticnce. s This chesis is not
entirely unfounded, for there exists a perception of being from inside or
vutside berween the community in the West Bank and Gaza and the
diaspora Palestinians, both on the level of leadership and the broader
social scene. Hlowcever, the thesis should be qualified on two grounds.
Firse. in terms of the staffing of the PNA {cadership and its insiitutions
as well as the classification of both opponents and supporters of rhe 'NA
and Fateh, the lings cannor be sharply drawn between insiders and
outsidcrs. as buth categories of people are present ar all levels and Avafat
is said to have been amempting (o maintain a balanee.” The second
qualification is more political in nature, Since the Palestinian leaders
from the diaspora fineluding Arafar} have had long-standing credentials
i leading the Palestinian movement, they tend to be slightly more
predeminant in senior positions in the PNA. They also tend to consider
Palestinian isswes from a broader perspective than that of the communicy
in the West Bank and Gaza, incorporating all Palestinians inside and
cutside these earritorics. They see their mission as being to re-inregrate
the fragmented Palestittian society rather than look at it from the cather
nareower view taken by some leaders from the West Bank and Gaza,
Hence it is conceivable that there is a difference in perspective berween
the local lcaders in the West Bank and Gaza and these from ourside, To
the extent that this challenge exists, the ‘outsider’ PNA leaders tend to
assert their will over the insiders, thus resulting in authoritarian policics.

Arising out of the PNA broader perspective on rhe Palestinjan
community is what may be called the national unity thesis, which is
usually advocated by the PNA leadership, Basically ic calls for the need
o subordinate the Palestinian divisions and differences for the
achievement of navivnal solidarity in an cffort to unite Palestinian ranks,
in order to deal with the Isracli problem, This rhesis predates the
establishment of the FNA and ir goes back to the 19605 when the
Palestinian national movement was esrablished. However, its latest
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expression is found in the PMNA reaction to the statemenr of the rwenty,
which was signed on 27 November 1999 and which was eritical of the
PNA. The PNA acomsed those who signed the statement of having gone
astray from the natiomal path and undermined Palestinian natrional
unity." This thesis has found a favourable reception among hoth
oppoiients and sapporters of the PNA, as well as with the Palesaman
public, because of the perceived thirear to Palestinian national aspirations
amit the expected readiness of the Palestinians ro give priority to the
achievement of national interest over other factional considerations.
However, this thesis has also been wtilized by the PNA 10 suppress
dissent, parcly out of a genuine desice o strengehen the Palestinian
position vis-i-vis [sragl, partly our of a feeling of insecurity on the par
of the PNA regarding its status as a governing aurthority and partly in an
attempt 1o induce the cricics and opponents to conform o PNA policy
on the prace process. The thesis is also used to silence crivcs of PNA
failures and o justify various methods of repression against elements
seen a3 threatening o the PMA position and policy. Tris in this sense thae
any calls for democratizadon thar could have this potenrial threar ro the
PNA are cither distegarded or suppressed.

The ability of hoth senier and junior teaders of the PNA ro acr in this
way becomes more possible in the absence of legitimare instituticnalised
communication berween the PINA and the communiry. Hence, what may
be called che institutional thesis has gained prominence in explaining the
lack of democracy in the Palestinian territorics. This rests on the claim
that during the 1940s, especially during the era of the intifada, the
Palestinians in the Wast Bank and Gaza managed ro build a scructure of
grass root mstitutions which was democratic and pluralistic and which
involved a devolution of authority to the lower stram of society, As the
new elite of the PNA found this structure an impediment to its attempr
to consulidate power, they began to sttack it by replacing it with
centralization and a personalization uf authority. ' A further elaboration
of the thesis indicates thar the Palestinian Legislative Council, as an
embodiment of institutionalization, has failed to perform irs fenctions
due, amongst other reasons, to its ensuccessful working relationship
with the PNA, the lack of clarity of its mandate, the failure of the BNA
to make the transicion from the stage of revolution to that of statchood,
and the Israeli lack of intetest in seeing the emergence of Palestinian
democratic insticurions. 2

Although it is powerful and has its merits, the institutional thesis
needs to be further dlarified. In view of the transitional nature of the
PNA and the very limired sovereignty it has, it is difficult to envisage the
establishment of an adequate number of institutions that are needed to
ren the various affairs of the Palestinian community. Even more
imporrandy, although some relevant instirurions do exist at different
levels, it is noticeable rhat some major ones are not operaring
satisfactorily becanse the authority of the individuals in command and in
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positions of responsibility transcends these institutions and are not
limited and disciplined by them. The task of running all-encompassing
institutions becomes even more difficult for the PNA when one takes
into account what may be described as the logistical thesis. The PNA
controls only very small portions of West Bank and Gaza territory and
those which are under its control are disjointed and disconnected by
other areas either under Israeli or shared control, or by Jewish
settlements and the concomitant roads and communications nerwork
linked to them. This arrangement not only impedes communication and
co-ordination, which are essential processes in any democracy, but it also
weakens the PNA image and enhances its sense of insecurity with regard
to its sovereignty over the Palestinian community. This, in part, may
explain the PNA anxiety to demonstrate its ability to control these areas
by occasional resort to authoritarian methods.

The discussion of these theses is meant to explain the problematic
situation of the PNA rather than to seek justifying answers for its resort
to authoritarian policies. It is clear from the discussion that,
notwithstanding these problems and pressures, there is a latitude for the
PNA to exercise more democratic rule, such as involving the Legislative
Council and even the opposition in the general aspects of its policy-
making, improving its record on human rights, curbing corruption,
especially at the level of senior leadership, and making some of the less
sensitive policies in the economic, social and other developmental fields
more accountable to the community and the Legislative Council. It is
possible that some of these dilemmas that the PNA has been facing as a
transitional authority could be overcome with the possible transfer of
more responsibility to it and the eventual establishment of a Palestinian
state. Although the present record of the PNA may not show
encouraging signs about the future emergence of democracy during
statehood, it may be fairer to attempt to transcend the present situation
and venture some projections on the limits and likelihood of democratic
development as a state comes into being, without losing sight of what has
actually been happening on the ground so far.

THE PALESTINIAN STATE: AUTHORITARIAN AND
DEMOCRATIC SCENARIOS

One can advance both pessimistic and optimistic arguments respectively
on the authoritarian and democratic prospects of a future Palestinian
state. The most pessimistic and frequently adopted explanation is based
on the cultural argument. This argument maintains that Arab-Islamic
culture contains ingredients and elements incomparible with modern
democracy. These include: a belief in divine rather than popular
sovereignty, emphasis on maintaining public order as opposed to
anarchy, the lack of fundamental equality for women and religious
minorities, the emphasis on primordial ties (clan, tribe, sect) as opposed
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to common citizenship and the lack of a tradition of liberal tolerance,
pluralism and dissent. Such views are adopted by both non-Arab as well
as some Arab writers and intellectuals.?! The cultural explanation of
democracy tends to also be emphasized by proponents of modernization
theory, relating the commitment to democratic participation,
moderation and tolerance of opposition to the level of education.??
Based on these conceptions, one may infer that, since the Palestinians are
part of the Arab world and are mostly Muslims, a future Palestinian
polity is expected to be authoritarian in orientation. The cultural
argument is difficult to dispel completely, in view of the fact that one’s
personality is partially moulded by one’s culture. This explanation daoes
have its shortcomings, however. Culture is not static but continuously
subject to change, depending on advancements in the areas of socio-
economic development, education, interaction with other cultures and
the lessons derived from the rise of common crises. Such a change may
take a long time to emerge, although it cannot be guaranteed. Added to
this possibility is the fact that, even though the practice in Islamic
countries tends to be authoritarian, the Islamic text is open to
interpretation both inimical to and compatible with the modern notions
of democracy.?? On the Palestinian level, the cultural argument could be
moderated (rather than completely ruled out) by the fact that the level
of education among the Palestinians is very high in comparison with
other Arab-Islamic countries and, in line with the premises of the
modernization theory, a future achievement by the Palestinians of a
better level of socio-economic development under statehood may make
the Palestinian political system more amenable to democratic
development.

Another pessimistic argument, which is not unrelated to the cultural
one, may be called the Arab analogy argument. [t rests on the assumption
that a future Palestinian state, being an Arab one, is likely to adopt
authoritarian policies similar to those of other Arab states surrounding
it. One variant of this pessimistic argument equates the future Palestinian
state with other Arab states by regarding it 2s what Samuel Huntington
called a ‘praetorian’ state, seeing it as characterized by a low level of
institutionalisation and a weak political structure in an unstable political
climate.?* A slightly more moderate and less pessimistic version expects
the future Palestinian regime to ‘replicate’ other Arab regimes in view of
the basic similarity in structure and orientation between both sides,
rather than grow into a ‘full-blown’ democracy.

However popular the argument based on Arab analogy is, it still
needs to be qualified. One counter-argument is advocated by William
Quandt, who maintains that, in view of their mistreatment by arbitrary
and undemocratic Arab regimes, the Palestinians are likely to be disposed
to avoid the risks of one man rule. An extension of this argument also
indicates that no matter how much the Palestinians ‘abhor’ the Israel;
occupation, they are likely to be influenced by the atmosphere of free
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press and the working of the parliamentary system in peighbouring
Israel, that can eject governments that fail to deliver, and also by the
demogratic experiment in Jordan.® Another counter-argument that may
be advanced against the Arab analogy is based on the pluralistic nature
of the Palestinian community, in contrast o other Arab commumnities,
Some aspects of this pluralism, as one Palestinian writer pointed our,
include the need ro balance social power and mutnal interest in a society
marked by familial and triba! relations, the Palestinian experience in
armed scrupgte which opened the way for che participarion of diverse
groups and organizations, the balancing of power between various
Palestinian palitical factions and the absence of a strong Palcstinian
cerrral authnrity thar has the capacity o impose its will on all Patestinian
groups.¥ A further elaboration of this explanation could be based on the
fact that, in view of their dispersion, the Palesdnians have come 1o be
exposed to vartous political and sucial currents in che socieries n which
they have lived. Tf and when they come together w live in one
ceunrmuniry, they can only do so by adopting a policy of tolerance and
vompramise wherehy these various currents could come to terms with
one another, thus rendering pluralism a necessary and  legitimare
characteristic af any furure lalestinian polity. A further build-up of the
argument against Arab analogy could be derived from the somewhar
cosmopolitan namre of rhe Paicstinian sodety, wherehy Palesrinians
from vartons backprounds in differeat parts of the world, both Arab and
non-Arab, are hkely te bocome parners in one society in a future
Palestinian polity. In this scnse, the Arab analyey could, in facr, be
rouncered by the presence of an lseacli analoygy on the Palestinian side in
view of the similarity berween the Palestinian and Jewish experience,
thus raising the possibilicy that a fugure Talestinian political community
may exhibir the pluralistie features of the present Tsraeli communicy, The
Palestinian vrge to democracy may be further facilitated by the faz,
pointed oot by Quandt, that many Palestinians had bved or received
cducarion abroad, often in Western countries and bren accustomed o
ideas of democracy® and by implication are lkely to press a future
Palestinian state to adopt demecratic ways of life, especially if they
choose to live there or heconte dual citizens,

However persuasive, the counter-argument againse the Arah analogy
should not be overemphasized, The future Palestinian stare is likely to be
influenced by the prevailing political practice in the Arsb warld
Palestimans share the same culrure as other Arab communities to the
extent that culture has an impacr on the authoritarian orientarion of the
state. Moreover, the Palestinian state & likely o be dependent for
economic aid on some Arab regimes and many Palestinians have become
accustomed to the auchoritarian atmosphere in the Arab countries in
which they have lived. In fact, this argnment may even be pursued by
maintaining that the Palestinian communicy is likely ro be a micrucosm
of the Arab world in view of the settlement of many Palestinians
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different Arab conntrics where their personaliies may have been
moulded by the local culture there. On the basis of these arguments and
countet-arguments, a balanced judgment would be to maimain thar,
fhough a furure Palestinian state is unlikely w become a full democracy
i complese contrast to other Arab counrries, it is expected to be more
democranc in nature than these Arab states.

Further pessimistic as well as optimistic projeciions on ihe
authotirarian or demacratic character of a fumire Palestintan state may be
derived from Samuel Huntingron's survey of democratic experiments
worldwide. On the pessimistic side, some of the major obstacles to
democracy which, in his view, apply to the Middle East and orher Asian
and African countnics include the absence of past experience of
democracy {although it is not considered a decisive impediment) as well
as the absence or weakness of real commitment an the parr of policical
leadess to democranc values (which is regarded as a serious obstacle). On
the aprimistic side, Huntingten expects that the worldwide "demaocratic
revolution” may create ar exrernal environment conducive to demogracy,
although it would nor genzrate the inrernal conditions necessary for
demacracy in a specific counrry.?® The experience argument could be
potentially optimistic for the Palestinian case. The Palustnians huve noc
had expetience of political independence in the modern prriod since
Ouoman times and they are still in & premarure state, pussibly one che
road to statehood, whatever level of sovereigney sach statehond may
entail, 1t 15 possible that with more experience in staze-building and
management the Palestinians may succeed pragmarically in improving
their democratic practice, principally in view of the diverse natare of the
Falestinian political sedicey and the excernal, possibly Western, pressure
that may be conducive to less authoritarian and arberrary wse of power.
On the level of a persopal leadership model and commitment to
demaocratic values, one cannot completely rale our the impact of the
cultural argument, as personalities arc products of culrural milieu, as well
as the deficate and complex situation experienced by the Palescinians ar
this stage, which muy compel the leadership ro rake farceful decisinas.
The expecred departure of Arafat {Uue to age and illness) may give way
w a less authoritzrian, less patrimonid and more compromisimg
leadership, rthough, especially since the successor is not expected to have
the swrong political credentials, charisma and, possibly, naticnoal
legitimacy thar Arafat has managed to achigve over his long carcer as
leader of the Palestinian national movement since 1949, A leadership
change neced not necessarily be zn optimal guaranize of democratic
implemenration, theugh. As Yor the globalization argumert, which i
implied in Huntingrons use of worldwide ‘democratic revolution’, it
cannot be ignored casily. Undeubtedly, the implications of the fall of
authoritarian regimies in Eastorn Eusope 2nd the Sovier Union and the
increasing culwral, economic and political impacr of the West have been
felt worldwide, including in the Middle Eastern countries, and may have
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induced some of them to liberalize their systems. Since the Palestinian
polity is likely to depend on outside aid and is expected to be keen to
secure legitimacy from the international community, it may find itself
under more pressure than other Arab countries to democratize in order
to improve and bolster its international image.

While acknowledging the authoritarian and undemocratic tendencies
within the Palestinian community, one needs to emphasize that
democratic potential of any future Palestinian polity would substantially
depend on the success or failure of the peace process and the ability of
the Palestinian political community to make the transition from its
present stage of state-in-the-making to proper statehood. If the PNA
were to successfully secure a satisfactory Israeli withdrawal from the
occupied territories that would contribute greatly to the legitimacy,
credibility and sense of internal and external security on its part as a
governing institution. The prospects for such a withdrawal have
improved with the transfer of power from the Likud to Labour since
May 1999, but they are still dim in the light of the very complicated
issues to be resolved in the Final Status negotiations, as well as the
internal (Israeli and Palestinian) and external (Arab and possibly Islamic)
dynamics involved in the process that impose constraints on the
Palestinian and Israeli policy-makers. It is obvious from the practice of
PNA rule in the West Bank and Gaza that the fierce opposition to the
PNA, along with concomitant authoritarian and forceful measures by the
Authority against its citizens are often directly connected with the failure
to secure success in the peace negotiations with [srael. For example, the
PNA's repressive measures against those who signed the statement of the
twenty have been followed by a further challenging statement issued by
leading Palestinian political and intellectual personalities on 23 February
2000 calling on the PNA to emulate the Lebanese organization Hizbullah
in its resistance to Israel.’® Although the PNA this time did not respond
aggressively to the statement, it reveals the extent of internal challenge it
faces and the deep sense of insecurity and lack of credibility that failure
in the peace process could cause its position in the eyes of its people.
This has been an important factor that has sometimes compelled the
PNA to act harshly in defence.

While the present performance of the PNA cannot be discounted in
any attempt to make projections about its democratic prospects in a
future Palestinian state, it would be unfair to presume that a future state
would be a replication of the present PNA system. An appealing
argument against this pessimistic scenario may be derived from the
premises of the transition theory of democracy, although this theory
should not be strictly and literally applied to every case, including the
Palestinian one. This theory, advocated by Dankwart Rustow, conceives
of democratic development in four main phases: a stage when a national
unity is being established; a preparatory phase of prolonged and
inconclusive political struggle; a decision phase when a historical
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movement of choosing a democratic path is taken; and a habituation
phase witnessing a consolidation of democracy.?! In a broad sense, and
despite the many difficulties, the stage of national unity among the
Palestinians has been emerging and they are likely to be passing through
the second stage of political struggle. It remains to be seen whether
during the decision phase, when a Palestinian state is established, a
commitment to a more democratic and pluralistic order will be made.
However, even if such a decision is made, it is expected to encounter
problems and setbacks in view of the interaction of various factors
previously discussed, that would give shape collectively to the kind of
political system that may emerge under Palestinian statehood. Moreover,
the process of democratic building, if and when it takes off, is likely to
be a long, slow and gradual process, as is the peace process itself. A fully
sovereign Palestinian state (which may resolve a number of present PNA
problems) is not likely to emerge immediately with the projected end of
the Final Status negotiations in September 2000. Such a state would start
with a substantially diminished sovereignty that may incrementally
improve over time. The achievement of full sovereignty is likely to have
a significant impact on the Palestinian decision to democratize and
determine in what ways and to what extent it takes place.
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