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 I t  real ly is  an honor and a pr iv i lege to be here. I  am a 

pol i te person but  were I  not ,  I  would st i l l  be able to 

say the same th ing—that  i t  is  very f la t ter ing to have 

been inv i ted to del iver  the Stre l i tz  lecture.  I  want  to 

thank the generosi ty of  Tel  Aviv Universi ty and of  the 

Stre l i tz  fami ly for  making this  lecture possib le.  

At tempt ing to address the issue of  the achievements of  

the Palest inian Nat ional  Authori ty or  an assessment 

and appraisal  of  i ts  record at  the end of  2006 would 

seem to be fa ir ly quick work,  not requir ing an entire 

lecture but perhaps just  a few br ief  sentences.  The 

Palest in ian Author i ty is  a government that  cannot 

c la im ei ther  solvency or  sovereignty;  i t  was 

constructed as part  of  a peace process that  now of fers 

nei ther  peace nor any process.  In fact  large parts of  i t  

are now governed by a pol i t ica l  movement that  denies 

the legit imacy of  the process that  gave bi r th to the 

Palest in ian Nat ional  Author i ty.  I  th ink i t  is  possible,  
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though not  l ike ly that  we are witnessing the end of the 

Palest in ian nat ional  movement in one sense:  as a 

movement of  inst i tut ions and structures designed to 

g ive author i tat ive voice to Palest in ian nat ional  

aspirat ions. Palest inian nat ional identi ty is  very much 

a l ive and wi l l  l ikely survive the events we are now 

passing through, but  many of  the inst i tu t ions 

associated wi th i t  have atrophied or been act ive ly 

subverted both by the people who contro l them and by 

their  external  patrons. Here we come to an anomaly of  

the Palest inian nat ional  movement,  at  least  in  regional  

terms.  Palest in ian nat ional  ident i ty emerged and 

f lourished not  through state inst i tu t ions but  in  spite of  

them.  That  is  very unusual  in  the Middle East.  I t  is  

unusual  ( though not  unparal le led)  g lobal ly as wel l . 

The ideological  apparatus of  a modern state-- i ts 

educat ional  system, oaths, p ledges,  f lags,  anthems, 

symbols,  regulat ion of  media,  conf igurat ion of  public  

space,  regulat ion of  publ ic  conduct  – when these have 

been under the control  of  a state,  that  state has not  

been in Palest inian hands,  at least not  unt i l  fa ir ly 

recent ly.  Palest in ian nat ional  ident i ty emerged as a 

powerful  pol i t ical  force in  spi te of  that .  In  

comparat ive regional terms,  Palest in ian state 

format ion came late indeed. I f  we regard the 

Palest in ian Author i ty as a k ind of  state- in-the-making, 

an embryonic state,  as many of  the people involved in 
De le t e d :  ,  as
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i ts creat ion did,  i t  s t i l l  came extremely late in  regional  

terms.  One can trace some of  i ts inst i tu t ions back 100 

years or  so, but  their  coalescing into an embryonic 

state in Palest in ian hands real ly only began in 1993 

and 1994. Whatever the legal  prov is ions of  the Oslo 

Accords,  there is  no escape f rom the fact  that for  many 

Palest in ians, whatever att ract ions they held stem from 

their  potent ia l i t ies for  bui ld ing that  s tate,  for  taking 

these inst i tu t ions that  have emerged over the years,  

augment ing them and using them as a basis for  a 

Palest in ian state.  

In fact Palest in ians had declared a state twice before:  

they had done so once in 1948, they d id so a second 

t ime in 1988.   But both declarat ions lef t  very few 

inst i tut ion t races behind. And the hope was that this  

t ime they would star t  creat ing a state in  the 

inst i tut ional  sense,  not  through mere declarat ions but  

through the hard work of  s tate-bui ld ing.  Later on, the 

formal  recogni t ion and al l  the internat ional  

accoutrements of  sovereignty would begin to accrue to 

the state.   

Actual ly what  the Palest inian leadership d id was to 

take a set  of  inst i tu t ions which had existed for  

decades, supplement them, and at tempt to forge them 

into the state.  So f i rs t what  I  am going to t ry to do 

tonight  is  f i rs t  to  descr ibe these ef for ts  – what kind of  

inst i tut ions they found at  thei r  d isposal  and how they 

De le t e d :  so ,
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attempted to augment them.  Second I  wi l l  t ry to 

assess them: to take a look at  the ef for ts that  were 

made and t ry to understand the degree to which they 

have had any success. And th i rd,  I  wi l l  speculate as to 

the future of  th is ef for t :  wi l l  th is embryonic state 

s imply col lapse, and,  i f  i t  does,  what  sor t  of  res idue 

wi l l  i t  leave behind? 

Al low me to begin wi th a descr ipt ion of  the 

Palest in ian state-bui ld ing pro ject  which the 

Palest in ian Author i ty represented.  When Palest inians 

sat  down in 1993-1994 and surveyed the ground, they 

found that  they had a set  of  inst i tu t ions to deal  wi th,  

some of  which were created with in the West Bank and 

Gaza,  some of  which had been created outside historic  

Palest ine.   Some had been created by foreigners,  and 

some had been created by Palest inians. Palest inians 

then supplemented those exist ing inst i tu t ions wi th 

some new ones, bui l t  a f ter  1994. Al low me to survey 

the basic inst i tu t ional  f ramework that  they had to deal  

wi th.  F i rs t ,  and in some ways most  important,  were a 

set  of  inst i tut ions which had never been contro l led by 

Palest in ians but  which had a st rangely cont inuous 

h istory despi te a l l  the pol i t ical  turmoi l  in the region.  

There was,  for  instance, a court  system which could be 

t raced back to the Ottoman era but  had been real ly 

thoroughly re-conf igured by the Br i t ish mandate and 

then amended under Egypt ian ru le in Gaza and 
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Jordanian ru le on the West Bank. Some parts had been 

supplemented whi le other  par ts atrophied under the 

Israel i  occupat ion.  The Palest in ian National  Authori ty 

was del ivered this  st ructure wholesale and accepted i t ,  

despite the fact that  i t  had very questionable or igins 

f rom a nat ional is t  point  of  v iew.  Indeed, here we come 

to an interest ing fact  l i t t le  understood even by many 

Palest in ians themselves:  even the body of  Israel i  law 

that  had been bui l t  up under the occupat ion was 

largely adopted by the PNA, al though they took great  

pains to obscure the fact  that  that was what was 

happening. So there was a court  system.  Simi lar ly, 

there was an educat ional  system--a network of  schools 

establ ished under the Mandate, again wi th some roots 

back in the Ottoman per iod,  that  had a lso been 

expanded under Egypt ian ru le,  under Jordanian ru le, 

under United Nat ions, and under Israel i  rule.   There 

was a lso a set  of  much less not iced inst i tu t ions that  

actual ly were somet imes qui te cr i t ica l :  there were 

zakat commit tees doing chari table work in the West 

Bank and Gaza.   Most  of  these were establ ished under 

Jordanian law; some operated in Gaza under Egyptian 

law. There were Chambers of  Commerce and 

professional  associat ions –the Bar Associat ion and so 

on – that took on some state- l ike funct ions.  Chambers 

of  Commerce,  for  instance,  were important  in  

val idat ing papers under the Israel i  occupation;  Despi te 
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the quest ionable or ig ins of  many of  these inst i tu t ions 

f rom a nat ional is t  point  of  v iew,  they were largely 

adopted by the Palest inian Author i ty.   

There was a second set  of  inst i tut ions that had been 

created by Palest in ians on the outs ide.   F i rs t  was a set  

of  pol i t ical  par t ies or pol i t ica l  movements which 

Palest in ians refer to s imply as “ the fact ions.”   The 

most  prominent  of  these of  course was Fatah,  but  there 

was a group of  other  Palest in ian fact ions.  Almost  a l l  

o f  them—however much they were involved in 

act iv i t ies and organizat ions on the West Bank and 

Gaza--had been largely founded outs ide of  the West 

Bank and then at tempted to organize wi th in the West 

Bank and Gaza.   Then of  course there was the 

Palest ine Liberat ion Organizat ion i tse lf .  To descr ibe 

the PLO as a body that was founded on the outs ide by 

Palest in ians is his tor ical ly not  qui te accurate:  i t was 

founded part ly as an Arab ef fort  wi th some Palest inian 

cooperat ion and of  course i t  was founded in the c i ty of  

Jerusalem, which Palest inians wi l l  ins ist ,  of  course,  is  

hard ly outs ide of  Palest ine.  But  whatever i ts  or igins,  

by 1969 i t  had been taken over by a group of  

Palest in ian act iv ists  on the outs ide and wrested away 

f rom i ts  creators.   I t  was never complete ly f ree of 

inter-Arab pol i t ics and i t  was never f ree of  the 

inf luence of  several  leading Arab states, inc luding 

Egypt ,  Syr ia,  I raq and so on.  But  i t  s t i l l  was regarded 
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by Palest in ians as their  creat ion and the representat ive 

of  Palest inians throughout the wor ld.  So there was a 

set  of  inst i tut ions for  which, again,  whatever their  

or ig ins,  the Palest in ian Author i ty assumed 

responsibi l i ty.  I  might  note here that this  would sound 

strange to a Palest in ian audience, which sees the PA as 

the creature of  the PLO, not  the other  way around.  

The re lat ionship between the PLO and the PA is  

complex indeed f rom both the inst i tu t ional and the 

legal  s tand-points.   But  i f  theoret ica l ly i t  is the PLO  

that  gave b i r th to the PA,  the fact was that  the 

Palest in ian Author i ty had funds to support  the PLO 

and was actual ly put t ing PLO people on i ts  pay-rol l in  

the 1990’s—a pract ice that  seems to cont inue 

(al though I  am not  qui te cer ta in about this) r ight up to 

the present .  There was this  set of  inst i tu t ions created 

on the outs ide that  the PA came to oversee.  

And there was a thi rd set  of  inst i tut ions that were 

created by Palest in ians l iv ing in the West Bank and 

Gaza,  created by Palest inians themselves.  There was 

for  instance the ent i re universi ty system that had 

grown up af ter 1967,  created by Palest inians in  Nablus 

and Ramallah and in Gaza and so on. To the extent  

that  there were inst i tut ions of  higher education in 

Palest ine,  they were largely creatures of  this  per iod.   

Most of  them had roots back in  the pre-1967 period 

but  for the most  part ,  the development of  fu l l  
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univers i t ies came only af ter  1967. There was a whole 

network of  non-governmental  organizat ions, the 

e lements of  what  the Palest in ians later  discovered to 

be an emerging “civ i l  soc iety, ”  al though the term was 

not  used at  the t ime.  

There was waves of  construct ion of  non-governmental 

inst i tut ions.  Some of  these date back to the Mandate 

per iod;  some emerged in var ious waves af ter  that.   One 

of  the most  recent  waves was the f i rs t Int i fada in the 

late n ineteen-eight ies,  when a strong spir i t  o f  self -

rel iance struck Palest inian society and a whole new set  

of  non-governmental  organizat ions emerged.  

So th is was what the Palest in ian Authori ty assumed 

responsibi l i ty for  in  1994.  I t  also created a whole new 

set  of  inst i tut ions, to  take their side.  But one th ing 

that  is  remarkable is  how few inst i tu t ions they had to 

create out  of  th in ai r .  They d id create some, for 

instance the secur i ty forces.  But  even the securi ty 

forces were not  bui l t  f rom scratch.  They were based 

to some extent  on forces that  had been associated with 

the PLO or of ten associated fai r ly s t rongly wi th some 

specif ic  fact ion, especial ly Fatah. I t  is  not hard to 

t race back specif ic securi ty forces to speci f ic organs 

that  belonged to Fatah.  

There were some others inst i tut ions – there were the 

bureaucrat ic st ructures which I  won’t  detai l  s imply 

because Palest in ian publ ic administrat ion is  not  
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designed to keep an evening audience awake.  But  

a l low me to ment ion just  a couple of  them in passing:  

there were the structures of  governorates for  instance.  

There had been munic ipal  government in  Palest ine 

before, but  the governorates which were constructed 

on a very st rong secur i ty model  in a form that  had not  

existed before.  There was a set  of  inst i tut ions that  

assumed very great  symbol ic importance, a l though 

what str ikes me when I look back on these ef forts  is  

somet imes how di f f ident  the PNA was in the at tent ion 

i t  gave to these ef for ts.  One prominent  one was the 

ef for t  to  wri te  a Palest in ian curr iculum: a Palest inian 

Curr icu lum Development Center  was establ ished in 

order to wr i te  the f i rs t  Palest in ian curr iculum. This 

exci ted great  at tent ion among a very smal l  group of 

educators,  but  i t  was not  real ly that  much of  a focus of  

larger  concern.  

There was another set  of  symbol ic  ef for ts  t  – 

observat ion of  new publ ic  hol idays and this  sor t  of 

thing.   Even here, Palest inians of f ic ial ly observed ( I  

bel ieve, I  am not  cer tain about the precise date)  a new 

nat ional  hol iday which could be cal led Nakba Day in  

1999 or  2000. In order to do so, they decided to mimic 

the r i tual  of  a neighboring state by observ ing a 

moment of  si lence.  A si ren sounded in response to 

which everybody would hold a moment of  s i lence. The 

problem was that  they had no s irens.  They sent  
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somebody here to tape an Israel i  s i ren (and I  am not  

making th is  up)  and p lay i t  over  loud-speakers 

throughout the West Bank and Gaza. As I  say, given 

the strength of  Palest in ian national  sensibi l i ty,  it  is  

somet imes surpr is ing how haphazard some of  the 

symbolic  s teps were. 

I  think of  a l l  the inst i tu t ions that  were created af ter  

1994,  perhaps the most signif icant  was be the 

Palest ine Legis lat ive Counci l .   The people who were 

e lected to serve that  counci l  would be shocked to hear 

that  they represented such a major step forward.  They 

were constantly f rustrated by what they fe l t  was their  

own impotence in the face of  a d iplomat ic process that  

gave them very l i t t le space and a presidency that  took 

whatever space they had and l imited i t  even fur ther.  

But  in  a sense i t  was the only st ructure that  was 

whol ly new; there had been no previous Palest in ian 

par l iament on which to draw.  There was actual ly was 

a body cal led the Palest inian Legis lat ive Counci l  that  

existed in  Gaza only in  the nineteen-f i f t ies and 

n ineteen-s ixt ies but  nobody -  even many of  the people 

who served in i t  –  remembered much about  i t .  So the 

new Legislat ive Counci l  was to be a very d i f ferent  

body.  The Counci l  constructed i tsel f  as a new 

Palest in ian par l iament.   I t  worked on a new 

Palest in ian body of  laws that  in  many ways,  at  least  

f rom a l iberal  perspect ive, was probably the most 
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impressive body of  legis lat ion ever produced by an 

Arab par l iament.  

Now none of  these inst i tut ions, taken in and of  

themselves, were necessar i ly impressive,  but  they 

opened up possib i l i t ies for  bui ld ing a state.  But 

bui lding a state in what sense? What kind of  

possib i l i t ies d id they open up? From the very 

beginning there were very di f ferent  v isions of  what a 

Palest in ian state should look l ike.  I  want  to focus on 

three dist inct  v isions that somet imes conf l ic ted with 

each other,  but  cer tain ly pul led in  d i f ferent  d irect ions 

even when they d id not  contradict  each other 

absolute ly.    

The f i rs t  v ision was s imply that  Palest ine should be a 

sovereign state.   This was a per iod in which 

Palest in ians begin to use ‘Palest ine’  as a proper noun:  

not  to  refer  to a place but  to refer to a pol i t ical ent i ty 

that  actual ly had an existence;  to refer  to a state.  And 

f rom the beginning was to interpret  the Oslo Accords 

in ways that  made the l imi tat ions on sovereignty 

i r re levant .  They worked to push the Oslo Accords to 

and even past  thei r  l imits .  Let  me just  g ive you two 

quick examples of  this :  

The Oslo Accords make for  absolute ly deadening 

reading and anybody ( I  assume the people who 

negot iated them read them fa i r ly carefu l ly;  I  am not 

sure many other people ever have).  So i ts  c lauses and 
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i ts exact  prov is ions were of ten buried and were not 

necessari ly widely known.   Somet imes provis ions 

would be widely known in Israel i  society that weren’ t  

widely known in Palest in ian society,  and vice-versa.  

Somet imes provisions were misunderstood on both 

s ides.  One of  the provis ions was that  a Palest in ian 

wanted for  a secur i ty of fense by Israel  had to be 

extradi ted.  Most  Israel is  knew that  there was such a 

provis ion.  Most Palest inians denied i t .  How could this  

be? Wel l ,  go and read the orig inal  text  and you wi ll  

see. I t  is  two pages long on this  point  and I  had to 

read i t  three t imes before understanding i ts  meaning.  

I t  does not  ment ion Israel is and Palest in ians very 

much at  al l ;  i t ’s most ly ‘ the f i rs t  par ty’  and ‘ the 

second party’ ;  i t  is  wri t ten in  the most abstract  

legalese and that  makes i t  v i r tual ly impossib le to 

fol low. But af ter I  had read i t  three t imes, I  was 

convinced of  what i t  meant:  i f  the Israel is wanted 

somebody, the Palest inians had to hand him over 

unless they were hold ing h im themselves.  So what did 

the Palest inians do? When they thought the Israel is 

were going to request  somebody, the Palest in ians 

arrested h im and held him in order to stay with in the 

let ter  of  th is provis ion of  the Oslo Accords. And th is  

way they could pretend that  any sor t  of  impl ic i t  

l imi tat ion on sovereignty in the document was 

i r re levant .   In  this  way, i t  became unnecessary to 
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explain to Palest in ians on the West Bank and Gaza 

exact ly what  they had signed. From what I  can te l l , 

there was only one extradi t ion that  was actual ly made.  

That  was for  a cr ime committed by a West Bank 

Palest in ian against  a young boy in Nazareth—a case 

which made i t  pol i t ical ly much more palatable to 

extradi te.  In  a l l  the other  cases they s imply held the 

person involved in order to avoid extradi t ion.  

A second example was that  any p iece of  leg islat ion or 

any modif icat ion to the legal  f ramework in the West 

Bank was supposed to be rev iewed by a joint 

Palest in ian- Israel i  legal  commit tee.   And in fact  such a 

legal  commit tee was formed.  And i t  met,  and then i t 

went out  of  business and then i t  formed again wi th 

d if ferent  people serv ing on i t .   I  ta lked to some of  the 

people who were involved in this  legal  commit tee and 

they said,  “Yes i t  was a very pleasant  t ime to meet 

legal  f igures f rom the other s ide, ” but  in terms of 

actual  business accompl ished, i t  met so in f requent ly 

and i ts  composi t ion just  kept  on shi f t ing, so that  i t  had 

no v iable existence.  And so this  body that was 

supposed to g ive Israel  a check over Palest in ian 

legis lat ion in  a sense never operated.  What actual ly 

happened was that  any t ime the Palest in ian Legis lative 

Counci l  was about to pass a law to which the Israelis  

objected,  i t  was handled through regular pol i t ica l 

channels.  Israel is  would communicate to the 
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Palest in ian leadership that they had a problem.  I t was 

handled d iscreet ly and of ten s imply by the President  

not  act ing on the legis lat ion in  quest ion.  

So the sovereign state was pursued by essent ia l ly 

pushing the provis ions of  the Oslo Accords to their 

l imi ts and act ing as i f  Palest ine to al l  in tents and 

purposes was a state.  

There was a second v is ion as wel l .  This vis ion sounds 

only a l i t t le di f ferent  f rom the f i rst ,  but  i t  pu l led in 

some specif ic di rect ions that  the f i rs t  d id not  require.   

There were people who thought  that  what  Palest ine 

should be is  not  s imply a sovereign state but  a normal 

Arab state.   I  am af ra id to say I  don’ t  mean ‘normal ’  

in a sense that most people would view as favorable.   

“Normal”  here suggests a semi-author i tar ian state in 

which the chief  execut ive is  able to adduce arguments 

in terms of  nat ional  sovereignty and securi ty to 

remove any l imi tat ions on h is author i ty and to v i t ia te 

any mechanisms of  accountabi l i ty in  the pol i t ical  

system. And in a sense this  was the v is ion, I  think,  not  

s imply of  the Palest in ian president  but  real ly of  the 

Palest in ian presidency as an inst i tut ion,  of  some of  the 

people around Yasir  Arafat who sought  to bui ld a 

Palest in ian state on the model  that  they had seen 

emerge.  This could be seen as an Egypt ian model  but  

i t  had emerged in other Arab states as wel l ,  such as 
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Jordan, Tunis ia and so for th.  I t  was in many respects a 

president ia l  monarchy. 

I l lustrat ions of  th is  second v ision can be found in 

many of  the early pieces of  leg is lat ion that  were 

draf ted by the PA, some of  which went in to law.  

Of f ic ia ls  draf ted restr ic t ions on press, restr ic t ions on 

non-governmental  organizat ions, restr ic t ions on 

pol i t ica l  par ty formation, and so on.   The purpose 

seemed to be to a l low the inst i tu t ions of  Palest inian 

society to operate in ways in which the president  in  h is 

wisdom, as the leader of  Palest inian society and 

cognizant  of  a l l  i ts  secur i ty needs,  would al low them 

to operate.  

There was a thi rd vis ion of  what a Palest in ian state 

should look l ike as wel l ,  and th is  was actual ly a fa ir ly 

interest ing one.  This was a v ision of  Palest ine as 

making for  a di f ferent  k ind of  Arab pol i t ics: instead of  

emulat ing other  Arab states, i t  should show them that 

an Arab state could emerge in a very d if ferent  fashion.  

I t  was essent ia l ly based on l ibera l and democrat ic  

ideals as wel l  as the ru le of  law.  Now l iberal ism and 

democracy and the ru le of  law do not  al l  go together 

easi ly and they d idn’ t  necessar i ly go together easily in  

the Palest inian case but  for  some intel lectuals,  for  

some non-governmental  organizat ion act iv is ts,  for  

some members of  the  Palest in ian Legis lat ive Council ,  

threw was an opportuni ty to use the space provided by 
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the emergence of  the Palest inian Nat ional Author i ty to 

bui ld a very d i f ferent  k ind of  pol i t ical  system.  The 

argument that  I  heard f rom people who belonged to 

this  school in the late ‘n inet ies over and over again 

was something l ike this :  “Look, we don’ t  know what ’s  

going to happen wi th the peace process; Israel  wi l l do 

what i t  wi l l  do.  The Amer icans wi l l  do what they wil l  

do.  We’re power less to af fect  that ,  but  there are th ings 

we can do -  whatever the Amer icans and whatever the 

Israel is  do-  to bui ld  the kind of  society that  we want.   

We are not  going to si t  here wait ing for  the 

internat ional communi ty to te l l  us what we get  before 

we start  bui ld ing th is di f ferent  k ind of  pol i t ica l  

system.”  There were cer ta in symbols,  I  would say, of  

this  reform ef for t :  i t  was basical ly an ef fort  to  bui ld  

the Palest inian Nat ional  Authori ty as a reformed 

creature f rom the beginning.  There were some 

symbols,  the most  prominent  of  which was a 

Palest in ian Basic Law,  a document that  was draf ted in  

a manner very di f ferent  f rom any Arab consti tu t ional  

document ever.  The Basic Law was of  course supposed 

to be the const i tu t ion for  the PNA.  I t  was supposed to 

be the f i rs t  p iece of  leg is lat ion passed by the 

Palest in ian Legis lat ive Counci l .  Wel l  i t  was draf ted at  

f i rs t ,  as most  Arab const i tu t ional  texts are, by the 

legal  advisers to the President.  They were not 

necessari ly host i le  to any ideas of  l ibera l ism and 
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democracy,  but  they pr imar i ly reported to the 

President .  The Palest in ian Legis lat ive Counci l  took 

over this  draf t  without  the President ’s  approval and 

just  s tar ted working on i t  on i ts  own.   The Counci l 

opened i t  up for  publ ic discussion.  There was 

considerable publ ic  debate and considerable publ ic  

interest .   The draf t ing process that  more publ ic  than 

the draf t ing process for any Arab const i tut ion wi th the 

possib le except ion of  the recent  I raqi  const i tu t ion. But 

here I  am happy to say for once – Palest inians were 

luck ier  than a neighbor ing Arab people.  The pol i t ica l  

c ircumstances in Palest ine in the la te ‘n inet ies were 

far  better  than those prevai l ing in  I raq recent ly.   This 

was a ful l  and very robust publ ic  d iscussion and i t 

resul ted in the most  l ibera l  const i tu t ional  document in 

Arab history.  And the Palest inian Legis lat ive Counci l  

passed i t  on three readings and sent  i t  to  the President  

in 1997.   There,  however,  i t  sat  and sat and sat .  So 

essent ia l ly the reformists were le f t  wi th the center-

p iece of  thei r  ef for t  – not  thei r  only ef for t ,  but  the 

center-p iece of  thei r  ef for t  - -  stymied and blocked.  So 

those are the di f ferent  v isions of  what  bui ld ing a 

Palest in ian state was about .   

Al low me now to move to an assessment of  these 

ef for ts  before g iving some br ief  speculat ion about  

prospects for  the future.  To assess these ef forts ,  what  

I ’d  l ike to do is  to go back to these three d if ferent  
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v is ions of  Palest in ian state format ion that  I  ta lked 

about  and see who won and who lost .  The news is  not 

par t icu lar ly good on any f ront .  

The f i rs t  v ision -  that  of  bui lding a sovereign state,  

has obviously fa i led. I t  depended on a d iplomat ic 

process which went horr ib ly awry, beginning in 2000. 

The Palest in ian state was dependent not  only 

d ip lomatica l ly but  in  f iscal  terms as wel l ,  in ways the 

Palest in ians did not real ly real ize when they were 

s igning the Oslo Agreement and especia l ly the Peres 

Protocol in the mid-nineteen-ninet ies.   Palest in ians 

were creating a state wi th t remendous budgetary needs 

and very few resources. Basic tax col lect ion was 

outs ide the hands of  the Palest in ian Authori ty.  

Essent ia l ly,  most  Palest in ian tax receipts come f rom 

products that  enter  Israel i  por ts  dest ined for 

Palest in ian markets that  are col lected by the Israel is 

and then, af ter  they deduct  administ rat ive fees, are 

passed on to the Palest in ians. Now af ter  a few years,  

the Palest inians for thei r  basic annual  budget  were no 

longer dependent on a id;  that  is to say they could pay 

for  most  of  thei r  annual  budget f rom their own tax 

receipts p lus th is  Israel i  tax transfer.  But  they were 

dependent for  any developmental  or  long-term 

expendi ture on internat ional  assistance,  which came 

extremely generously but  in  a way that  essent ia l ly 

meant that  the PNA was complete ly f iscal ly dependent 
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on Europe,  the United States,  the Japanese and on 

Israel i  revenue transfers.  That  meant that  when 

pol i t ica l  condit ions changed, the Palest in ian Nat ional  

Author i ty was qui te l i tera l ly almost  out of  business.  

When the ful l  f iscal  crunch came – and i t  came in 

d if ferent  ways in 2000 -  wi th the beginning of  the 

Int i fada, and in 2002, wi th the threat of  the cut-of f  o f  

a id,  and then most  severely – when the Hamas 

government assumed power in  March 2006, i t  led to a 

f iscal  cr is is  in  the Palest in ian Nat ional Author i ty,  the 

consequences of  which I  th ink are st i l l  not  qui te 

completely clear.  Essent ia l ly what  you see r ight  now is 

the decay and almost  col lapse of  most  non-essent ial 

government serv ices: the minist ry of  cu l ture for  

instance ( I  don’t  mean that cu l ture is  not  essent ial  but  

on the l ist  of  governmental  pr ior i t ies,  i t  wasn’ t  the 

h ighest)  – does not  real ly funct ion. What does funct ion 

r ight  now in the PNA? The educat ional system does,  

a l though there was a str ike that  basical ly brought  i t  to  

a hal t .  There was a st r ike in  the court  system that has 

a lso just  recent ly ended.  As for the Palest in ian 

Legislat ive Counci l ,  I  have been to ld that  only about  

10 per cent  of  the employees show up to work.    

Something l ike one-f i f th  of  he Deputies are in  Israel i  

ja i ls .  So that  some of  the basic st ructures of  the 

Palest in ian Nat ional  Author i ty,  necessary for 

sovereignty to operate,  do not operate very wel l  any 
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more and the Palest ine L iberat ion Organizat ion, th is  

k ind of  umbrel la  body (Palest inians used to say “We 

can a lways go back to the PLO”)  is  essentia l ly a 

hol low creat ion, a paper organizat ion with no real  

v i ta l i ty,  that  is  f iscal ly dependent on the Palest inian 

Author i ty,  which is i tse l f  basical ly bankrupt .  So the 

pursui t  o f  a sovereign state has fa i led, at  least as of  

now. 

As for the second v is ion:  what of  bui ld ing a normal 

Arab state on the author i tar ian model? Wel l  this  had 

some ini t ia l  success:  before the Palest inian Legis lat ive 

Counci l  was e lected in 1996, you saw a Palest inian 

presidency that  was emerging that  any Egypt ian would 

recognize as extremely fami l iar ,  something that  

basical ly monopol ized power in  i ts  own hands.  When 

the Palest inian Legis lat ive Counci l  was e lected, a 

d if ferent  k ind of  Arab author i tar ianism emerged.   In  

p laces l ike Egypt  and Tunisia are states wi th very 

strong inst i tu t ions but  inst i tut ions that essent ially are 

accountable to the President and to the Presidency In 

Palest ine af ter  1996, you saw almost  a del iberate 

ef for t  by the Presidency to hol low out  or  by-pass 

Palest in ian inst i tut ions. There were laws passed that  

were s imply ignored; there were inst i tu t ions bui l t  that  

were s imply robbed of  any author i ty.   The resul t  was a 

d if ferent  k ind of  author i tar ianism that  was not based 

on inst i tu t ions and laws but  which s imply on the 
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personal author i ty of  the presidency. That  began to 

decay wi th the second Int i fada.   By 2002, the 

author i tar ian order was in an absolute state of  cr is is  

wi th Arafat  not simply under s iege but basical ly 

wi thout  any real  authori ty in  h is own society.  He was 

forced f inal ly to  s ign the Basic Law and then forced, a 

year la ter,  to accept  the amendment to the Basic Law 

which t ransferred al l  execut ive author i ty f rom the 

presidency to the cabinet- -a cabinet  accountable to the 

par l iament.  So essentia l ly th is  v is ion seems to have 

d ied. I  should say that  i t  may have recent ly been 

rev ived when Abu Mazen declared that  he would hold 

e lect ions for  the Palest inian Legis lat ive Counci l  as 

soon as the Elect ions Commission could make the 

necessary arrangements.  This is a blatant  v iolat ion of  

the Palest inian Basic Law: Abu Mazen and his legal  

advisers c la imed the Basic Law was ambiguous on the 

matter .  What i t  actual ly says is  that  the term of  the 

legis lat ive counci l  is  four  years f rom the date of  i ts 

last  e lect ion, and Abu Mazen and his legal  advisers 

seem to f ind the phrase ‘ four  years’  unclear.   They 

read the c lause as ‘ four  years,  unless the President  

wants something d if ferent ’ .  

This is  a very fami l iar  pat tern of  operat ion to 

Palest in ians, but  i t  is  not  one that  Abu Mazen has ever 

fol lowed. I t  was h is predecessor ’s  way of  doing 

business,  and i t  is  one (my guess is) that  is  not  likely 
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to be fo l lowed now. So you may see at  most a br ief  

rev ival  – or  at  least  a threat of  a revival -  of  that  

second k ind of  vis ion. 

Third – what about  the reform v is ion? The story that  

I ’ve to ld you about the event  in  2003,  with the 

amendment of  the Basic Law,  seems to be a complete 

t r iumph for  the reformers. In fact  i t  was.  There were 

some uncomfortable e lements for  them – for  instance 

their  t r iumph had come not simply because of  their  

own ef for ts  but  also because of  a publ ic  threat  by the 

European Union to stop assistance to the PA unless a 

whole l is t  o f  demands of  met,  most of  which 

Palest in ian reformers would have found incredibly 

fami l iar  because i t  was their  own program. The EU 

said to Arafat :  you have to sign the Judic ia l  Law; you 

have to sign the Basic Law; you have to have 

mechanisms of  f iscal  accountabi l i ty;  you have to 

submit  the budget on t ime, and th is  sor t  of  thing.  So in 

2002 and 2003, the vis ion seems to have t r iumphed. 

You have the famous event  of  September 11:  I  refer  to  

September 11, 2002, when the Palest inian Legis lat ive 

Counci l  rejected a cabinet ,  brought down a government 

for  the second t ime in Arab h istory ( the second t ime 

that  I  am aware of ,  a t  least) .  Suddenly you had the 

b ir th of  real Palest in ian democrat ic  pol i t ics,  the 

t r iumph of  the reform movement.   The condi t ions were 

incredib ly d i f f icu lt  to  be sure, but  the Reformists 
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seemed to have won the day. And you had some 

semblance of  this  a lso occurr ing wi th Arafat ’s  death in  

late 2004, when essentia l ly,  in  order to determine what 

would happen to contro l led Palest in ian inst i tut ions, 

the le t ter  of  the Basic Law was fol lowed absolutely 

precisely and in a fa ir ly democrat ic manner.  However 

that  reform vis ion seems to have come crashing to a 

hal t  with the elect ion of  a Hamas majori ty in  the 

Palest in ian Legis lat ive Counci l  and the format ion of  a 

Hamas government in  March of  2006. 

And the odd th ing is  that some of  the most enthusiast ic 

internat ional backers of  Palest inian Reform are now 

act ively trying to destroy the success of  their  own 

ef for ts .   Perhaps the reasons are understandable,  but  

the i rony is cer tain ly not  lost on Palest inians and 

probably should not  be lost  on us.  Essent ia l ly we have 

a Palest in ian government that ,  instead of  running 

things in  accordance wi th f iscal ly sound procedures,  in  

accordance wi th internat ional s tandard pract ice,  is 

surv iv ing part ly on money smuggled in cash in 

sui tcases.  This is  not  what  the reform movement was 

about .  You have American support for  presidentia l  

securi ty sources in spi te of  an extremely c lear  

prov is ion in  the Basic Law, put  in  par t ly at  Amer ican 

ins is tence, that  in ternal  secur i ty is a cabinet  

responsibi l i ty,  i t ’s not  a president ia l  one.  Now as I  

say,  there may be understandable reasons for  these 
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steps but  essent ia l ly the reform movement,  as the 

resul t  of  these developments,  seems to have col lapsed 

overnight .   

Or has i t?  

Wel l  now let me ta lk very br ief ly about prospects for 

the future: the f i rs t  v ision – of  a sovereign state -  

seems to be in shambles,  perhaps not  permanent ly 

destroyed but  having some ser ious setbacks.  As to an 

author i tar ian Arab state along the Egypt ian model  – I  

think that  Palest in ians who resented Arafat  now would 

probably prefer to go back to that  condit ion rather 

than what they l ive under r ight  now.  And the th i rd 

v is ion – that of  a reformed Palest in ian Nat ional  

Author i ty and a d i f ferent kind of  Arab pol i t ics – 

would seem to have d ied with the elect ion of  Hamas. 

Wel l  is  that  real ly the case? Probably i t  is;  i t  probably 

has d ied but i t  is not  c lear .   Perhaps i t  would be best  

to say that  i f  i t  has d ied, i t  has done so in  a st range 

way.  Hamas’  v ic tory may be the beginning of  the end 

for  the Palest inian Author i ty,  but Hamas and i ts  

e lectora l t r iumph can a lso be seen as not  s imply 

stemming f rom the reform movement and the 

democrat ic  condi t ions and procedures i t  ins is ted upon, 

but  actual ly in some ways drawing f rom i t .  Remember,  

Hamas ran not  under the banner of  Hamas but  under 

the name ‘Change and Reform’ .  I f  you look at  the 

Hamas plat form, i t  is  n inety per  cent  about the reform 
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agenda: rule of  law, democracy, and end to corrupt ion 

and abuse of  power.  Since the e lect ions, when Hamas 

discovered a l l  the authori ty granted to i t  under the 

Basic Law,  Hamas has adopted a democrat ic  and 

consti tu t ional is t  rhetor ic  more than any other Arab 

governing party has ever done.  

And Hamas I  th ink of fers a di f ferent  k ind of  pol i t ics 

some of  e lements of  which Palest inians have longed 

for :  i t  presents i tse l f  as a publ ic-spi r i ted movement in  

an unusual  way. I f  you l isten to the way Hamas 

pol i t ica l  leaders present  themselves,  they almost  

a lways talk  in the f i rst  person plural :  “We” th is  and 

“we” that .  L isten to Fatah leaders;  i t ’s  usual ly f irs t  

person s ingular :  “ I ”  th is  and “ I ”  that .  Hamas leaders 

present  the image of  pol i t ics as the sphere where they 

are cal led upon to act  for  the publ ic good, not  as an 

avenue for  personal  ambi t ion. And whi le Hamas is 

v iewed, I  th ink qui te accurate ly,  as a very ideological  

movement,  as a movement that  of fers pr incip le rather  

than pract ica l i ty,  i t  presents i tse l f  s l ight ly di f ferent ly 

to the Palest in ian audience as an immensely pract ical  

movement,  one that  does not talk  but  acts.  I ts 

emphasis is on pract ica l  achievement and act ion rather  

than endless posturing and rhetoric .   

So in some ways Hamas can present  i tse lf  as the 

ful lest  f lower ing of  the Palest inian reform movement.  

But  is  that  what  i t  is  actual ly pursuing? Is  that  what  i t  
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is actual ly bui ld ing? I  think not .  I t  has taken the 

leadership of  many important  Palest in ian Nat ional  

Author i ty posi t ions but  i t  remains a l ienated f rom much 

of  the machinery,  the day- to-day machinery of  

Palest in ian government.  I  met a Palest in ian Legis lat ive 

Counci l  member,  a press spokesman,  on the day on 

which the new government took of f ice.   I  was 

somewhat nervous about  the in terv iew, so I  t r ied to 

begin the in terview wi th what I  thought  was a very 

easy quest ion.  Instead of  “How’s the weather?” or  

“What ’s  your favor i te  soccer team?” I  asked “What are 

the f i rst  two or  three laws you wish to see passed?” 

There was an awkward s i lence which lasted for  a 

couple of  minutes;  my pen was ready to record 

anyth ing that  he might  say they wished to do. Finally 

he said ‘The President  sent  us a law for  our  

considerat ion but I  forget  what  i t  was about ’ .  And I  

imagined in my mind a member of  the Amer ican 

Congress,  asked a quest ion l ike that  and s imi lar ly 

thrown for  a loss.  Hamas,  I  think,  does take i ts  

posi t ion as governing the Palest inian Author i ty fa ir ly 

ser iously but  i t  was completely unprepared for  the 

responsibi l i ty and with the bankruptcy of  the PA.   And 

now Hamas in the Legis lat ive Counci l  is not  even able 

to get  a quorum. Even i f  i t  could get  a quorum it  

would s imply be outvoted s imply because so many 

Hamas deput ies are in ja i l .   
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One of  the center-p ieces of  the reform movement that I  

d id not mention was a thoroughly mundane p iece of  

leg is lat ion cal led the Budget Law,  for  a br ief  per iod 

the most  publ ic  and t ransparent  budgetary process and 

document in  the region. I  am aware that  Israel  is  in the 

region but I  am unaware of  how the budget is handled 

here so I  shouldn’t  make th is compar ison,  so let ’s  say 

one o f  the  most  t ransparent  in  the region, and cer ta in ly 

in the Arab wor ld.  The one Hamas legis lat ive 

achievement to date is  to convince the Legis lat ive 

Counci l  to delay the date on which the budget was due 

and to break even that  deadl ine.  
I  th ink therefore that ,  whi le  i t  is  possible for  Hamas to posi t ion 

i tse l f ,  to  present  i tsel f  as the ful lest  f lower ing of  the 

reform movement,  in  fact  i ts achievements to date have 

fal len far  short of  reform.  And that ’s  why I  would l ike 

to go back to what I  h inted at  in  the beginning:  we 

could be wi tnessing the death of  the Palest in ian 

nat ional  movement but  not  the death of  Palest in ian 

nat ional  ident i ty.  That ’s  a very volat i le  mixture.  I  

don’ t  think the end of  the Palest inian nat ional  

movement wi l l  actual ly come s imply because with 

internat ional support ,  key Palest in ian publ ic 

inst i tut ions are managing to l imp a long. But  I  th ink 

that  the prospect  of  cont inued pol i t ica l decay wi thin 

the West Bank and Gaza is  qui te real  and yet  the 

people are st i l l  there, and they st i l l  have nat ional  

aspirat ions which are not  given authori ta t ive 
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expression in any kind of  secure inst i tut ional  form.  I  

don’ t  think that ’s  good news for  Palest inians and I 

don’ t  think that ’s  good for  people who l ive near them. 

I  wi l l  conclude on that  rather  somber note.   


