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In 1967 the West Bank and Gaza were re-united by Israeli military rule. 
Two separate economies, legal systems and the varied ability for political expression 
that had evolved over 19 years, between 1948 and 1967, were now subsumed under 
a unitary set of Israeli control strategies and territorial policies. While gesturing to 
the existent legal systems in force in each area, these were overlain with a shared 
policy composed of three main tenets: severe political repression of Palestinian 
nationalism; subordinated integration of the two economies into Israel's; and more 
positively, the free movement of the occupied population throughout Israel and the 
newly conquered territories. West Banker's, Gazan's and their brethren inside Israel, 
were for the first time since 1948, able to collectively interact on home ground. 
Work in Israel, though unprotected and exploitive compensated in part for the 
limitations put on the economic development of the occupied territories. While 
mobility into the West Bank and Gaza from the diaspora was severely contained, 
mobility within and between the two areas allowed for the re-unification of families, 
the access of Gazan's to higher education in the West Bank, and access for all to 
Jerusalem whose special status provided a space to develop a thriving nationalist 
culture and identity. 

Forty years later the West Bank and Gaza are once again two separate 
territorial entities segregated from each other, while East Jerusalem is now a third. 
Severe movement restrictions have meant that most Palestinians under the age of 
twenty have never even visited the other two territories of Palestine, let alone Israel. 
Most dramatic is the fragmentation of the West Bank into an archipelago of villages 
and towns– cantonized from each other and the surrounding landscape through a 
vast matrix of settlements, by-pass roads, checkpoints and the separation wall. 
Wage labor in Israel is now only a memory for two generations of men over forty, 
or the realm of the young willing to risk lengthy prison sentences. The Palestinian 
economy, such as it is, remains under Israeli macro-control, but now struggles 
under a severe regime of military and political sanctions, that with Hamas’s electoral 
win, has garnered the active support of the international community. Even the one 
initially positive breakthrough of the past forty years – Israel’s recognition of the 
Palestinian national movement and rights to political self-expression  - has resulted 
in that movement’s collapse into two contending and powerless “regional” 
governments; neither of them capable of embodying the national imaginary, 

                                                 
∗ Rema Hammami is at the Institute of Women Studies at Birzeit University. Salim Tamari is 
Director of the Institute of Jerusalem Studies, Ramallah 



mounting effective resistance or simply fulfilling the most basic functions of 
government.  

In sum, after forty years of Israeli rule, Palestinians in the West Bank and 
Gaza now inhabit such a profoundly different spatial and political world than at its 
outset, that the very concept “occupation” no longer seems capable of describing it. 
In response there has been a veritable explosion of new and re-worked terminology 
by analysts simply attempting to put a name to the nature of Israel’s project in the 
occupied territories. “Apartheid” has become the favored term among activists but 
has also been taken up by analysts as divergent as Jimmy Carter (calling for a two 
state solution) and Virginia Tilley claiming that the time for two states has passed.1 
Various conceptions of colonialism are increasingly gaining currency amongst 
critical Israeli and international scholars; Tony Judt has deemed Israel's status as a 
“colonial state” an anachronism.2  Israeli architect, Eyal Weizmann now calls 
Israel's project in the occupied territories, “late-colonial occupation,” building on 
post-colonial theorist, Achille Mbembe's theorization of it as a “modern colonial 
occupation.”3  And in various attempts to conceptualize the process of spatial 
control, territorial transformation and their effects, we have scholars using concepts 
such as “Bantustanization”4; “carceral geography”5; “spacio-cide”6, “urbicide”7 and 
“politicide”8.  That the nature of Israeli spatial strategies in the West Bank and Gaza 
is unprecedented is borne out by the interest it has garnered among non-Palestine 
specialists in issues of political geography. Thus, “Palisraelstine” is the case study 
for an introductory book on the concept of territory by David Delaney where he 
concludes that Israel's project in the occupied territories constitutes; “one of the 
most intensively territorialized control systems ever created”. 9 Alongside these 
attempts to find concepts that can more comprehensively characterize the nature of 
Israel's relation to and strategies over Palestinian territory and society, we find 
Giorgio Agamben’s notion of the “state of exception” has been increasingly used 
by scholars attempting to explain the logic legitimating the sovereignty of Israeli 
violence in the West Bank and Gaza, and the incapacity of Palestinians to redress it 
through any political or legal means.10 

What is suggestive of the range of attempts to simply find concepts that 
can explain the current situation, under which Palestinians live under Israel's rule, is 
that in terms of their sophistication and magnitude, Israel's strategies of control 
have reached a critical mass. At the same time, their logic as a political project has 
reached a critical impasse. Forty years of facts on the ground, premised on 
outmaneuvering a one or bi-national state solution have led to a situation in which 
Israel's strategies have now reached far beyond a workable two-state option. Thus 
at this time, Palestinians and Israeli seem to face only two choices; a continuation 
ad-infinitum of the current state of emergency or an exit in the form of an 
implausible “transitional state,” with the latter likely to be simply a diplomatic cover 
for some version of the former. 

 
TERRITORIAL AMBITIONS: MAXIMALISTS VERSUS PRAGMATISTS? 
 

Up to the present, the extent of Israel’s long-term ambitions in the 
occupied territories has been obfuscated by the dominant view that sees them 
caught in an ongoing conflict between Israeli maximalist and pragmatist camps. In 
this view, the only open point of consensus from the beginning has been on the 
“unification” of Jerusalem, with the early poles of Dayan (maximalism) and Allon 
(minimalism) dovetailing on it, as well as the later poles of Labor and Likud.  



                              

Twenty years into the occupation, Meron Benvenisti suggested that typifying Israeli 
policy this way, actually overlooked the point where there has always been 
fundamental consensus; that is “… (on) the irreversibility of the status quo vis a vis 
50% of the West Bank area.”.11 Thus debate between maximalists and minimalists 
views has always been about how much area to settle beyond this, which in actual 
geographic terms meant whether to expand settlement into the densely populated 
West Bank Highlands; “… a long narrow hump lying in between the boundaries of 
the 1970 Allon Plan and Western Samaria and cut off at the center by the 
broadening of the Jerusalem region”.12  

This is because since 1970, the Allon Plan has been the minimum core of 
this consensus. That plan in its original version envisioned annexing 35% of the 
West Bank, ostensibly based on a security doctrine – and set the framework for 
Labor’s ensuing settlement project. By 1997, when Benjamin Netanyahu as Prime 
Minister unveiled Likud’s maps for Final Status Negotiations, what he called 
“Allon-Plus” had expanded to a proposed annexation of 50% of the West Bank. 
Now forty years into the occupation the physical outcome of that consensus is 
embodied by the 38% of the West Bank taken up by Israeli infrastructure in a 
configuration that both encompasses and goes beyond Allon’s original vision and 
continues to expand. 

However, viewing Israeli ambitions towards the occupied territories this 
way, does not mean to ignore the ideological differences between Labor and Likud, 
nor their respective political and territorial strategies, but to recognize that for 
fifteen out of the past forty years, Israel has been led by national unity governments 
composed of these ostensibly opposed camps13. Nor does it mean to overlook the 
sharp breaks and about turns in strategies of rule over the past forty years. Instead, 
it suggests that the profound re-territorialization of the West Bank and Gaza that 
exists today is the product of the push and pull between maximalism and 
pragmatism settling into an attainable consensus on the ground.  This consensus 
has been shaped by international constraints, as well as propelled by international 
inertia. It has relied on a discourse of respecting the status quo, while hiding the 
continued momentum of facts on the ground. And it is the overall complexity of 
this dynamic that helps explain why the discourse of territorial solutions and the 
spatial and demographic realities they refer to are so much at odds. But its 
achievement more than anything has relied on a vast apparatus of legal, military and 
bureaucratic control strategies over the subject population and their territory that 
despite having undergone various re-calibrations, have continued to evolve up till 
the present, despite seemingly radical reversals of overall policy, such as during the 
Oslo peace process.  

In this sense, while the complex web of control strategies works to achieve 
territorial ambitions, they do not form a seamless whole, in step with each other. 
The occupation has come to involve a massive politico-military bureaucracy that 
cuts across countless state and para-statal institutions, weaves together diverse 
economic interests and social constituencies throughout Israeli society and beyond 
and links to a support network of influential transnational lobbies. Because this 
apparatus of control is deeply imbricated in the structures of the Israeli state and 
society (and in power centers far beyond), it has remained somewhat autonomous 
from the general territorial aims of any one political party at any given moment. It is 
as if, the apparatus of control has over forty years kept the patient chained and 
gagged to the operating table, allowing various surgeons to keep re-arranging limbs 
and transplanting organs in ways that allows the surgery to continue ad infinitum, all 



the while averting the possibility of a final prognosis. As such, “Occupation” has 
always been a function of “Colonization” rather than the reverse. 

This paper will focus on the evolution of Israeli control strategies over the 
subject population and territory since 1967.14 In order to undertake large-scale re-
territorialization, in the absence of outright ethnic cleansing, Israeli control 
strategies have at core involved three main necessities: demographic containment; 
land alienation and colonization; and the subversion of Palestinian political 
independence. Regardless of which government has been in power these three have 
remained in various but often changing guises the basis of Israel's project of 
maintaining control in order to enable colonization, while simultaneously 
postponing the possibility of a final resolution of its status in the West Bank and 
Gaza. While the goals of these strategies have remained constant, their contours 
have undergone radical revision in response to two main challenges; Palestinian 
resistance and Palestinian demographics.  While the former has at times stymied 
Israel’s project in the occupied territories, more recently it has led to their quantum 
advancement. At the same time, demographic realities now, more than ever, set 
both contours and limits to an Israeli endgame.  
 

THE FIRST DECADE: CREATING A FRAMEWORK 
 

The foundations for long-term demographic and territorial control were 
lain by the end of the first year of the occupation with surveys of population and 
land and their legal and bureaucratic codification. Pivotal was the census undertaken 
in September 1967 that created the population registry which continues to 
determine to the present day the right to “legally” reside in the occupied territories 
as concretized through Israeli identity cards. At the time, the immediate 
achievement of the registry was the exclusion of anywhere between 182,000 and 
355,000 of the population who had been actively or passively displaced during the 
war.15 By May 1968, the Israel Lands Administration and the General Staff's 
Settlement Department completed a land survey of the West Bank with various 
recommendations on what to do with Jordanian defined “state lands”.16 The survey 
came in the wake of a series of military orders that enabled the immediate seizure of 
government and private absentee property and allowed for further acquisition of 
land through the main mechanism later used during this period ,” the seizure of 
private property for military and public use”.17  Through these means, 
approximately 20% of the West Bank was opened for settlement. 

Regarding overall policy, this initial period is usually represented as a 
conflict of vision between the “segregationist”, Yigal Allon, and the “integrationist”, 
Moshe Dayan. In retrospect, it may be more apt to envision the difference as one of 
strategy and timing rather than fundamental ideology. The Allon Plan was an 
explicit statement of what territory Israel should settle and what areas should be 
ceded in a future peace agreement that would ultimately devolve Palestinian 
population centers back to Jordan under some form of autonomy. Territorially, the 
plan called for integrating large “strategic” areas including, the Jordan Valley (as a 
buffer with Jordan), a corridor between Jerusalem and Jericho (now the mega-
settlement of Ma'ale Adumim) to entrench the hold over Jerusalem, and either 
annexing the Hebron region or creating a corridor from it to the Jordan valley 
“buffer”. This would have meant integrating/annexing approximately 35% of the 
West Bank into Israel. The plan also envisioned a security corridor with Egypt in 
southern Gaza. 18 The basic guiding premise was maximizing Israel's control of land 



                              

while minimizing the number of Palestinians annexed to Israel thus not forestalling 
a “land for peace” agreement with Egypt and Jordan. Dayan, more sanguine about 
peace treaties and more vocal about Israel's historic rights in Judea and Samaria 
supported the establishment of settlements along the mountain ridge of the West 
Bank above the watershed line in three main blocks; Hebron, Jerusalem, and 
Nablus close to main populated areas. 19 In Dayan's words; “the whole area should 
be regarded as one unit, so that in time the concept of the June 4th lines will be 
cancelled….yet this is to be an economic integration and not a political 
integration”.20 

 In practice, elements of both visions won-out. Allon's approach to 
settlements (with a focus on the Jordan Valley, corridors around Jerusalem, and the 
Hebron hills) and Dayan's approach to control of the populace through “contained 
integration”. And although settlement construction according to Allon’s map was 
the basis for practice, Dayan’s open ended view towards the long term continued in 
principle. 

For the ensuing 25 years, Dayan's policy of economic integration and open 
bridges was the cornerstone of Israel's strategy of control through pacification and 
what allowed this period to be deemed “an enlightened occupation”. One critical 
but overlooked aspect of this process was the integration of rule over the occupied 
territories into the entire spectrum of government bureaucracy – “running the 
occupation” was not housed in a special ministry, but was integrated across all 
existing government ministries, as well as the Israel Lands Authority.21 While main 
budgets and briefs may have gone to the ministries of defense and agriculture, the 
horizontal integration of rule made the occupation an organic component of the 
Israeli state. 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC CONTROL 
 

With the population register, a main cornerstone of demographic control 
was set in place. This was undertaken through the seemingly mundane working of 
bureaucratic procedure; accounting, identifying and thus emplacing sectors of the 
population with rights to “reside” in the territories while excluding others. 
However, for this to work, another mechanism had to be put in place -- sealing the 
physical boundaries of the territories -- to “illegal infiltration” by those not in the 
register. Thus border patrolling was a major concern of the military along the 
outside boundaries (with Jordan and Egypt) while internal borders were erased 
since they ran counter to Dayan's policy of “canceling of the June 4th lines”. In the 
policy discussions of the time, the idea of “demographic threat” referred mainly to a 
far abstract future -- rather than an immediate and impending reality. This is likely 
because the ratio of the Israeli to Palestinian population seemed relatively strong  
(almost 3:1) added to the fact that Israel had accomplished ridding itself of a few 
hundred thousand Palestinians under cover of war and through the census.22 As 
such, though highly criticized by bodies such as the Red Cross for not allowing all 
those displaced in the war to return, in this period Israel allowed the greatest 
number of individuals to return through the process of “family re-unification” than 
in all subsequent periods put together.23 

The issue of political containment of Palestinians was seen primarily in 
terms of countering “external threat” while promoting continued links to the 
Hashemite regime. Coming on the backs of the Jordan’s suppression of nationalist 
political activity in the West Bank, organized political resistance was easily quelled 



while military cells connected to the resistance movement in Jordan easily uprooted. 
In the Gaza Strip, the relatively more open political space before 1967 afforded 
under Nasserism and the presence of Palestine Liberation Army cadre, meant a 
more violent and protracted suppression of Palestinian resistance took place that 
lasted over three years -- one that perhaps defined the subsequent harder hand of 
the occupation in Gaza than in the West Bank for decades to come. But with the 
nascent Palestinian resistance movement based outside in Jordan and its lack of a 
mass base within the territories -- nationalist activity was seen and treated as a form 
of outside infiltration into a population that was perceived as largely quiescent.  

For Palestinians, the system of control was experienced as a set of 
profoundly contradictory forces. On the one hand was their spatial and economic 
inclusion into Israel's while on the other was their fundamental exclusion from 
political rights. In simple terms, the obverse of control was not simply of being 
subordinate -- but of being existentially and totally dependent on a system that 
allowed no voice or agency. Thus, quiescence during this period was not only due 
to the immaturity of the national movement on the ground, or to the use of brute 
force (where and when necessary) but most overwhelmingly to the “life giving” 
power (or biopower) of Israeli governmentality over Palestinian lives. Health 
insurance, school certification, car licensing, applications for birth certificates and 
death certificates, permits to build or extend a house, tax receipts, permits for 
visiting relatives -- all the necessities of quotidian life compelled the residents of the 
occupied territories to depend on the  bureaucratic apparatus of the military 
government (in the form of the Civil Administration). Thus much political 
suppression took place not through the visible threat of deportation, house or town 
arrest, but through threat of bureaucratic disenfranchisement. 
  

THE SECOND DECADE: 
EXTERMINATING NATIONALIST CHALLENGE,  

MAKING COLONIALISM VIABLE 
 

If the first stage of the occupation had been focused on building 
foundations of control and settling areas that might survive a long term peace 
agreement, the second phase was focused primarily on two projects: changing the 
demographic character of large parts of the West Bank to thwart an agreement that 
could lead to Palestinian independence and containing the growing strength and 
legitimacy of the Palestinian national movement. 

The larger backdrop to the changes during this period can be sought in the 
complex political fall-out that emanated from the 1973 (Yom Kippur) War. Israel's 
“defeat” in the war, led three years later to a historic defeat of Labor Zionist control 
of the government and the coming to power of the Likud, and with it the 
ascendancy of the “Greater Israel movement”. At the same time, the war led to the 
conclusion that the only way to defuse Egypt as the leader of the Arab military 
threat, was through a peace agreement. The other dimension was the growing threat 
of international legitimacy of the Palestinian national movement during this period. 
In 1974 following the 12th PNC and its implicit recognition of a two-state solution, 
the Arab League at the Rabat Summit recognized the independence of the 
movement and its sole right to represent the Palestinian people. Following on this, 
Yasser Arafat was invited to address the General Assembly, and the following year, 
the PLO was awarded observer status at the international body. This heightened 
diplomatic profile was matched by the growth of support for the national 



                              

movement within the occupied territories. Just prior to Likud's rise to power, in 
1973 and 1976 Labor had allowed local municipal elections in the West Bank, in the 
hope of blunting and re-directing political aspirations away from the PLO. By the 
second election round, the populace overwhelmingly elected nationalist figures who 
began to coordinate as a block under the umbrella of the National Guidance 
Committee.  

All of these challenges coalesced in the crucible of the Camp David I 
Accords formally signed in 1978. At the time, it seemed incongruous that the 
revisionist Zionist Menachim Begin entered into a land for peace deal with Egypt 
over Sinai, which included negotiations for Palestinian autonomy.  However, Begin 
was able to take from the Accords strategic gains (a bi-lateral peace with Egypt) and 
simply dispense with strategic losses -- most notably any form of Palestinian 
autonomy. Ultimately, the Likud attempted to use the context of the Accords to 
physically destroy the Palestinian national movement inside and outside the 
occupied territories and to advance dramatically its re-territorialization of large areas 
of the West Bank. In retrospect, this was only the first time that a diplomatic 
agreement set the stage for an Israeli land rush and attempts at further containment 
of the Palestinian national movement. The pattern was reprised again following the 
Oslo Agreement, as well as in the Gaza Disengagement under Ariel Sharon. 

In settlement terms, the first period of the occupation had accomplished 
creating the legal precedents and institutional mechanisms for the transfer of land 
and the building of “strategic settlements”, yet the actual numbers of settlers had 
remained limited. Isolated, disconnected and mostly rural settlements could not 
form the basis of demographic change necessary to keep these areas in the long-
term. When the Likud came to power in 1977, there were less than 4,000 settlers in 
the West Bank (excluding Jerusalem) -- the majority of them in the Jordan Valley 
and were dispersed across thirty four communities. With Ariel Sharon as Minister 
of Agriculture in the Begin government (from 1977 to 1984) a strategy to redress 
this was developed -- one that was to become a major turning point for the long-
term future of the West Bank. Two principles of what was known as the “Drobles 
Plan” were that while numbers were important, the physical configurations of 
settlement across territory could be just as significant -- specifically, settlements 
should be placed around densely populated Palestinian areas to obstructed their 
physical contiguity and should be placed in areas to attract a wider Israeli 
population base.  In practice, the way to achieve both principles was through the 
creation of “suburban or bedroom settlements”. Between 1977 and 1981, 40 new 
settlements were established, 22 of them suburban and six urban.24 This meant 
creating mega-settlements with road infrastructure connected directly to Israeli 
metropolitan centers that could attract larger numbers of Israelis in search of a 
better quality of life. These would be placed both straddling the green line and 
around main Palestinian metropolitan centers. What this set in play, was the first 
step in the process of fundamentally transforming Palestinian territory into Israeli 
space. The profound innovation of Sharon was not simply a stepping-up of “facts 
on the ground”, but of creating an infrastructure along with these facts that created 
a context in which Israelis living in the new suburban colonies would feel as if they 
were still located inside Israel proper. Settlements were no longer “over there”, or 
for a political minority of ideological settlers. Settlements were now a new 
“neighborhood” within reach of Jerusalem or Tel Aviv where average Israelis could 
enjoy a better quality of life suddenly made affordable through generous 
government subsidy. Thus, by changing the spatial nature of settlements, and 



naturalizing them as Israeli suburbs, it became possible to vastly widen the political 
constituency for them – by giving “mainstream” Israelis a stake in the settlement 
enterprise. 

To free up large tracts of Palestinian land for settlements blocks and their 
infrastructure  involved developing further legal frameworks. In 1979 a new legal 
definition was put into play that made available another 26% of the West Bank for 
settlement by defining “miri” lands as “state” land – bringing the total area of the 
West Bank made “legally” available for settlement up to a full 46% of the territory.25 
Significantly, the new legal definition involved a new mode of seizure; land could be 
expropriated without anyone being informed until physical work began – thus no 
one might know of a tracts changed “ownership” for years.26This strategy enabled 
long-term planning and development of huge tracts to be undertaken without 
invoking mass opposition. Indeed, five days prior to the signing of the Camp David 
autonomy talks the Begin government awarded the status of local and regional 
councils to the settlements -- providing them with the same rights as their 
counterparts in Israel. In addition, was the transfer of water resources to the Israeli 
water carrier, Mekorot and the connection of utility grids and road infrastructure 
into Israel's.27 The aim was to empower the settlements as centers of governance 
and therefore long-term planning and growth -- as territorial extensions of the 
Israeli state. The implications of seizure without knowledge, however, go much 
deeper: the planning, building and re-shaping of the West Bank into Israeli territory 
depended as much on the power of knowledge and subterfuge as it did on 
bulldozers and an occupying army. Palestinian legal redress to land confiscation has 
always been a losing arena but one where at least the means and mechanisms and 
larger plans of disinheritance could be brought to public view. Here, was a new 
stage where the normative relationship of Palestinians to their geography had been 
profoundly transformed without their knowledge of it while settlers became 
equipped with full powers to envision and re-shape that same geography. 
 

A LOOMING THREAT 
 

The growth of a mass base for the national movement inside the territories 
developed in tandem with international recognition of the PLO in the regional and 
international arenas and in opposition to the 1978 Camp David Accords. The 
election of “PLO mayors” in 1976 and the subsequent mobilization of the 
population under the National Guidance Committee suggested that Israel could no 
longer conceive of Palestinian nationalism as simply the work of “external 
agitators”. More radical and comprehensive containment strategies were needed 
which came to focus on three main tracks. On the one hand was the destruction of 
the external organization of the national movement in Lebanon, while internally, 
was the destruction of its representatives, and in place of both was the attempt to 
develop a local class of quislings -- empowered by being middlemen to crucial 
services of the Civil Administration.  

In 1980, the Begin government simply disbanded the National Guidance 
Committee and deported the nationalist mayors who had been elected in 1976 in 
what became known as the first “Iron Fist” policy. Mass arrests and deportations 
went in line with the blocking of access to external funds for Palestinian 
municipalities and other institutions, the closing of universities and extensive bans 
on the press28. In same period, Menahim Milson as head of the Civil Administration 
established the Village Leagues in the six of the main West Bank districts. The 



                              

leagues were composed of collaborators from rural background headquartered in 
the main urban centers with the aim of undermining the power of the nationalist 
mayors. Though armed for protection and empowered with access to Israeli favors, 
their sponsors never allowed the Leagues the political resources that could enabled 
their development into a legitimate local power center.29 Finally and most 
dramatically was the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the ousting of the PLO from 
Lebanese soil in 1982. The total aim of the invasion in the form of the liquidation 
of the institution including its leadership and military and social infrastructure was 
not achieved. Instead, what was achieved was its organizational fragmentation. Not 
only was the leadership geographically segregated from its social and military base, 
but the various wings and faction were further fragmented across a number of host 
states.  
 

INTO THIRD DECADE: THE IMPASSE OF CONTROL 
 

In terms of Palestinians everyday lived reality, the preceding period had 
witnessed a major expansion of settlements within their territory and an active and 
brutal campaign of political suppression. At same time, despite their impressive 
growth 30 settlements were seen more than they were felt. Though a growing threat, 
the scale of settlements and their infrastructure had not reached a saturation level 
where they precluded Palestinian mobility or physically infringed on the expansion 
of Palestinian communities.  Thus, settlements still remained for the majority of the 
population invasive enclaves into Palestinian space and symbolic threats to a 
sovereign future.31 And although there had been growing political resistance and 
intense political repression, at the same time the old mechanism of economic and 
bureaucratic integration remained strongly in place. So much so, that on the eve of 
the first Uprising, one Palestinian commentator summed up the consequences of 
this integration as follows: 

Israel is not simply the Knesset. To think this is to be blind 
to the picture.  Israel is…the long queues of women standing in 
front of the post office in Jerusalem to collect their social 
security…It is Zaki al Mukhtar on Radio One at your service. Israel 
is business licenses, the building permits, the identity cards. It is the 
value added taxes…It is also Dedi Zucker, Meron Benvenisti, 
Yehuda Litani and Amnon Zichroni commiserating with 
Palestinians at the National Palace Hotel. Israel is the Tambour paint 
used to scribble slogans on the walls attacking Hanna Siniora.32 

 
The main aim of the uprising that erupted in September1987, was thus to 

de-naturalize this relationship of dependence, through active disengagement from 
the Civil Administration and a boycott of Israeli products. The spatial side of this 
resistance aimed at de-normalizing Israeli access to Palestinian space -- through 
blocking the army's ability to routinely patrol Palestinian communities (by building 
make-shift barricades at their entrances) as well as through stone throwing of 
military vehicles and yellow license plated Israeli cars traveling on Palestinian roads. 
But the limits to the strategy of “disengagement” were quite quickly realized. First 
was that without an alternative administrative and political apparatus -- complete 
disengagement from the Civil Administration (through destroying identity cards) 
would lead simply to self-imposed internal exile. And more importantly, with no 



economic alternatives, attempts to stop workers from making a living in Israel 
would simply lead to their alienation from the national movement. 

Between 1987 and 1991 the strategy of the mass insurrection generally 
defined the strategy of counter-insurgency. Thus the response was to send in the 
military to re-enforce the old routine -- by re-taking “liberated zones”, breaking 
open businesses engaged in the general strikes and forcing inhabitants to remove 
road barriers and paint out graffiti. In addition, were raids on private homes and 
businesses to enforce paying taxes to the Civil Administration. Violence was 
increasingly met with greater violence -- thus the policy of breaking the bones of 
stone throwers had by the end of 1989 become a shoot to kill policy. And given the 
mass nature of the Intifada, the old system of “weeding out” the instigators from 
the population now involved mass deportation of leaders to Lebanon and mass 
imprisonment of foot soldiers in the prison camps of Ansar II and Ansar III.  

But by the early 1990s a consensus was growing among the Labor party 
and large parts of the Israeli populace that containing the intifada militarily could 
not continue. The violence of Israel's anti-insurgency methods by breaking the mass 
character of the uprising had quelled civic forms of resistance. But the outcome was 
that new forms of Palestinian resistance had simply become more random, violent 
and infinitely harder to control -- such as stabbings by lone Palestinians of Israeli's 
within the Green Line.33 Gaza, in particular, became perceived as a deadly military 
theater -- where the IDF could no longer “police” the refugee camps, but only 
invade at night, or enter as undercover units to capture (or more commonly 
“liquidate”) wanted men. If a military approach seemed increasingly futile, a return 
to the old system of quiescence through the labor market and civil administration 
appeared utterly elusive. But even if a return to the old system was possible -- it had 
now also become undesirable given that a majority of Israelis were no longer willing 
to accept untrammeled access of Palestinians into their population centers.  

Crucially, the dawning recognition of the inability to rule or control the 
population of the territories took place in the context of heightened awareness of 
their demographic weight. By 1987 the Palestinian population was estimated at 
about 1.5 million -- a one third growth over twenty years. Given the disparity in 
growth rates between the two populations, it was estimated that by 2000 there 
would be 4.2 million Jews and 3.4 million Arabs between the Jordan River and the 
Mediterranean.34 In 1988, Palestinian demographics for the first time took center 
stage in Israeli political discourse, as a major theme in Labor's electoral campaign 
with Shimon Peres and Yitzhak Rabin using it justify the need to “separate” from 
Palestinian population centers.35  

Thus, still under the national unity government, Israel in 1991 embarked on 
a major historical reversal in its strategies of control. For the first time systems of 
spatial containment began to take over from a key tenet of Dayan’s integration 
approach – the integration of Palestinian workers into the Israeli labor force. In 
practice this had begun in Gaza as far back as 1989, when men under the age 40 
seeking work in Israel could only cross the Erez junction if they held a “magnetic 
card” -- a new layer of surveillance built on the identity card -- which granted the 
previous free movement only to those with a “clean” security record. In January 
1991, as a seemingly temporary step in the context of the Gulf War -- Israel set up 
checkpoints at the main entryways from the West Bank into Israel -- now including 
East Jerusalem. After the war, these stayed in place and a permit system was 
instigated with differential impacts on various segments of the population. By the 
end of 1991, in law and effect the new policy had institutionalized the segregation 



                              

of the occupied territories into three cantons; the West Bank, East Jerusalem and 
Gaza.36  

While controlling the “illegal” entry of Palestinian workers into Israel from 
the West Bank remained difficult, access of Gazan's to Israeli labor markets was 
more easily and dramatically curtailed. An alternative for workers from the Strip 
(the brainchild of Israeli economist Ezra Sadan) was now to be the creation of 
border industrial parks in which Palestinian subcontractors would hire workers on 
behalf of Israeli firms without ever having to enter Israel.37 

What had been accomplished in Rabin's words was “taking Gaza out of Tel 
Aviv” by which he meant, the end of Palestinian mobility into Israeli space. 38 But 
this was an incomplete solution -- a new system of rule for the still insurgent 
population needed to be found. 
 

OSLO:  
RE-NEGOTIATING CONTROL 

 
For those who believed that the Oslo Accords were from the outset, a 

means to deepen the occupation, Israel’s endgame was clear from the start. In 
contrast, those who saw it as a “historic breakthrough” in Israel’s attitude toward a 
Palestinian state, tended to view it as an open process; with its specific outcome 
unforeseen by its architects.39  In retrospect, it might be more useful to see Oslo as 
a means through which Israel attempted to re-negotiate aspects of its hold over the 
West Bank and Gaza, in the face of this stalemate its modes of control had reached 
in the first intifada, and in relation to the growing threat of Jewish Palestinian 
demographic parity.  In this view, Oslo was a war of maneuver – where one fraction 
of Israel’s leadership attempted to hold on to the maximum of territorial gains, 
solve the immediate challenge to its rule, while attempting to preclude a 
demographic future in which the ethnic nature of its political system would become 
unsustainable. 

And by the early 1990s, Israel’s settlement project had achieved a 
population and therefore territorial watershed which suddenly came under threat. 
Over the preceding period, settlements had expanded according to the framework 
laid down by Sharon under the Drobles Plan but by 1986, the population of 
settlements (outside Jerusalem) was still a relatively low, 50,000. With Likud in 
power, between 1988 and 1992 ten new settlements were established but the 
government’s emphasis was on expanding and populating existing ones – a policy 
which resulted in a 60% growth of the settler population in the West Bank to more 
than 100,000 with another 141,000 in East Jerusalem. 40 But at the very moment of 
success, for the first time a US administration (the first Bush Senior administration) 
threatened economic sanctions if settlement activity continued apace. Thus, in 
entering the Oslo process, Labor hoped to consolidate what had been achieved on 
the ground by winning legitimacy for what could now be deemed settlement 
“blocs”.  

But in the early 1990’s the search for this new strategy had a most 
immediate motivation – the need for an exit from its stalemate in quelling 
Palestinian insurgency. Only a decade earlier the Israeli leadership had embarked on 
a war to annihilate the PLO as political entity.  Now they undertook its exact 
opposite and brought the PLO out of its diplomatic isolation (following its stand in 
the First Gulf war ), recognizing it as the legitimate political entity of the 
Palestinians and territorializing it as a governing body within the occupied 



territories. These aspects of the agreement are what the Oslo optimists tended to 
focus on, while viewing the security arrangements as subsidiary. Pessimists, on the 
whole, also saw the security arrangements as a subsidiary outcome since their main 
focus of concern was the lack of a settlement freeze. But dealing with the challenge 
of Palestinian resistance was what had immediately motivated Israel’s rehabilitation 
of the PLO. So instead of the public rhetoric of “land for peace”, in practice, 
Israel’s rigid calculus defined the agreements as “recognition for security”. This 
meant territorializing the PLO was undertaken in a way that provided the 
Palestinian leadership with the maximum powers over the Palestinian population, 
while granting them the minimum amount of land necessary to do so.  

As such, the PNA took control over its population within a geography 
strategically divided by Israel. First was the overall segregation of the occupied 
territories with East Jerusalem excluded from Palestinian rule. By further 
cantonizing PA rule over the differing jurisdictions of urban (A), populated villages 
(B), and the remaining rural areas (C), the system ensured rule solely over 
population centers rather than contiguous territory. Through legal jurisdiction 
(Israel's right to “hot pursuit” of wanted men into Palestinian controlled areas) the 
autonomous areas would also be kept permeable to Israeli direct intervention. Then 
through their hold over Area C, Israel maintained its control, not only over the 
majority of land, but crucially over the internal contiguity of the occupied territories, 
as well as their external borders. In this way, all of the strategic elements of control 
would remain in their hands, while most of the burdens of occupation could be 
devolved to the Palestinian Authority. Thus territorializing the PLO within an 
archipelago of self-rule enclaves allowed continued Israeli hegemony over 
settlements along with planning and land use; water resources; population control at 
border crossings and also provided the spatial means to undermine any aspect of 
economic or political self-determination. At the same time, Israeli soldiers no longer 
had to daily police restive population centers, nor carry the burden of their well-
being through the provision of health, education, social welfare and most crucially; 
economic livelihoods.  And ultimately it was hoped that in the process of 
domesticating Palestinian nationalism, that is -- legitimizing its largely symbolic 
expression -- its strategic and sovereign implications might be adumbrated. 

This architecture of “self-rule” introduced a quantum thickening of control 
mechanisms. The logic of different spatially-based jurisdictions, meant that 
Palestinians for the first time, slowly found themselves living in what had become a 
radically discontinuous geography -- the first signs of which were seemingly benign 
checkpoints marking the entrance to urban centers and positioned at strategic 
regional crossroads. But in 1996, following a series of bus bombings of Israeli 
civilians -- the hidden dimension of the geographic system suddenly became 
shockingly apparent -- when overnight myriad strategically placed checkpoints 
effected what became known as a “full internal closure”. Suddenly, movement 
between city and town, or between the northern and southern West Bank and 
within Gaza could be completely paralyzed -- the geography of incarceration had 
shown itself fully for the first time. The system, described as a “matrix of control” 
was built on twenty years of strategic placing of settlements and their roads in 
relation to Palestinian population, a process that had been radically stepped-up 
during Oslo’s interim period.41 

Along with greater control over internal geography, external borders were 
also buttressed. By May 1994 Israel had re-deployed from 80% of Gaza and by the 
end of the summer had completed a 60km fence that effectively sealed Gaza's 



                              

border with Israel. 42 To leave Gaza, meant applying for a permit first to the 
Palestinian Authority who after reviewing it, would in turn hand over the 
application to Israel. Similarly in the West Bank, a dual permit system was emplaced 
for those wanting to enter Israel, while at the bridge with Jordan, PA border control 
were a veneer for Israeli soldiers still manning the critical computers.  

Control of external borders had always allowed Israel the ability to shape 
Palestinian economic life -- but now, in the absence of direct internal control of the 
economy, borders became the pivotal mechanism of economic disciplining. And 
since Israel was no longer responsible for the population's welfare, nor interested in 
their economic pacification -- the full weight of border suppression could be 
exerted. This was not only in terms of Israel determining when, what amounts and 
types of goods could enter or leave the West Bank and Gaza, but critically -- direct 
leverage over the PA’s economic sustainability was achieved through control of 
V.A.T. payments that accounted for 60% of PA revenues. 

But perhaps the most un-precedented new layer of control -- was exerted 
by a third and new player in the everyday lives of the occupied territories; the 
“international shepherds of the peace process”. Prior to Oslo, the PLO had been 
relegated to the margins of the international order and thus had been dependent on 
the vagaries of host state politics. Now having been granted international legitimacy, 
but without even the minimum components of sovereignty or economic viability -- 
the full weight of the Washington Consensus could be directly imposed on them. 
While locked into Israel's territorial, economic and military hold, the PA and the 
population were locked into the political hold of the global power-order. 
International aid in the form of direct monetary support or technical support, 
infrastructure creation, institution-building, the training and equipping of security 
services all entangled the PA and the population in new webs of not simply support 
-- but of dependence. Donor aid came with set agendas and often heavy oversight 
over their implementation. So much so, that the creation of PA slush funds through 
monopolies, it has been argued, was the only means the PA leadership could 
exercise its agency independently of  the donor community. 43 And on the level of 
diplomatic disciplining, the PA was compelled to undertake extremely unpopular 
and de-stabilizing crackdowns on Hamas and its charitable infrastructure not simply 
at the behest of Israel – but in order to remain considered a “legitimate partner” by 
Oslo’s international sponsors. Thus these new webs of power while offering 
diplomatic access and at a times buffer from Israeli power, were simultaneously a 
major leverage over Palestinian behavior. 
 

NO OCCUPIER/ NO RIGHTS 
 

That the PNA did not implode earlier under the weight of these forces may 
be testament to Yasser Arafat’s genius for tactical maneuvering and the populations’ 
genius for survival under immense constraints.  But more fundamentally, what held 
the population and its leadership together, was the lack of any alternative political 
horizon for Palestinian independence. In contrast, it was Israeli governments that 
seemed incapable of surviving Oslo (with four elections and the outcome ping-
ponging between Labor and Likud in a mere seven years). 

But no matter what the Israeli electorate (or more specifically, the Israeli 
Right) believed, Israel reaped immense rewards through Oslo. The specific gains 
have already been discussed above, but viewed as a totality they added up to a major 
strategic achievement; of Israel succeeding to re-negotiate its status as an occupier. 



Through Oslo, it was able to dispense not only with the burdens of an occupier, but 
largely with its identity as one by the international community. Thus, while 
settlements expanded at breakneck speed (a 54% expansion between 1993 and 
2000)44, within the hegemonic paradigm of the “peace process” these now became 
treated as crises and challenges to the ongoing political process rather than illegal 
acts of an occupier. In other words, Oslo had allowed for the occupation to be re-
framed as principally a political dispute, rather than a territorial conflict based in 
international law. Interpretation of Israel’s behavior now rested in interpretation of 
the Accords, while its room for maneuver was further enhanced by the ever-
expanding “interim” nature of the period. Addressing new facts on the ground 
would now be indefinitely postponed until the “two parties” were ready for final 
status negotiations. 

With Israel no longer conceived as an occupying force over Palestinians, 
but as one of two parties in a territorial dispute, Oslo created a dangerous and 
myopic symmetry: in terms of responsibilities the PA was treated akin to an 
independent state, while its rights went little beyond that of a municipality captured 
in an Israeli power field. With international law no longer the salient paradigm, 
Palestinian “rights” no longer constituted a viable discourse. Instead, given the 
security-dominated understanding of the Accords, Palestinian “behavior” became 
the only means for the PA to inch forward on its agenda; or more constantly -- for 
Israel to thwart it. 
 

IMPLOSION 2000 
 

By the time of the Camp David 2000 the PA leadership was in need of an 
exit from the quicksand that had become the interim period, while Ehud Barak, 
needed an exit from the impending territorial concessions Israel would finally have 
to make if Oslo was indeed going to be a final peace agreement.  Ironically, that is 
why Barak “rushed” in to the negotiations, while the PA attempted to postpone 
them; both understood that a breakdown at Camp David was likely, and that it 
would be catastrophic for the Palestinians. In contrast, a final agreement was likely 
to be catastrophic for any Israeli premiere who signed it.  The Americans knew 
there was a chasm between the acceptable contours of a final status agreement for 
the Palestinians and an acceptable one to the Israelis but calculated that they could 
close it on the back of a weak and cornered Arafat. What they misunderstood was 
that to both leaders, “acceptable” meant “survivable”. 

Arafat’s rejection and his ensuing vilification by Labor and the Americans 
is well known. The outcome of Camp David did initially prove win-win for Barak, 
who came out as the hero of “painful concessions” in the West and an 
uncompromising defender of Zionist red-lines in Israel. Barak’s main tactical 
mistake was in taking the vilification of Arafat too far; in claiming that he had 
“unmasked the true intentions” of the Palestinian leadership (i.e. the destruction of 
Israel) he pre-empted any positive effect of his own, Taba II negotiations, and more 
destructively set the stage for the ensuing, “no partner for peace” strategy of Sharon 
and his successors that has continued up until now.  

Post Camp David, isolated and criminalized, Arafat’s one card left to play 
was a negative one -- refusal to undertake the sole function that had brought the 
PLO back home and allowed the whole edifice of a peace process to be generated – 
security. Thus when Sharon ignited the al Aqsa intifada, rather than seeing it as a 
trap, Arafat saw an opportunity to let Israel experience life without PA security 



                              

cooperation and thus show his relevance. But he didn’t stop there. Once the Taba 
II negotiations were underway, the logic became that resistance in the streets would 
provide greater negotiating leverage. And once, Sharon won the elections, the 
calculation changed once again – now ongoing Palestinian resistance would prove 
that only Arafat and not Sharon could deliver security to the Israeli public. 

The problem was not the card, but how and in what context it was played. 
Allowing every variety of resistance resulted in a free for all with competing agendas 
working at cross-purposes. Stone throwing kids, mass peaceful marches echoing the 
strategy of the first intifada, and military attacks targeting the army or settlers in the 
occupied territories contrasted with Hamas suicide bombings inside Israel -- and 
then got overtaken by them. Not reigning in the latter before September 11th 2001, 
was already a huge miscalculation but after it -- one of catastrophic proportions.   

For Ariel Sharon, the map created by Oslo, the failure at Camp David, the 
ascension of George Bush and the global war on terror, altogether created a 
remarkably opportune conjuncture of forces that Arafat’s “sponsorship of terror” 
ultimately allowed him to translate into historic gains.  In the immediate term he 
focused on unraveling the logic of “security for recognition” that had kept Oslo if 
only in principle, afloat.  Simply de-legitimating the Palestinian leader, couldn’t 
ensure that upon his demise a Palestinian “partner for peace” would once again be 
found.  But by de-legitimating security cooperation as well, Oslo as a political 
process would suffer a much more enduring blow – if not complete obliteration. 
Once, this lynchpin of bilateralism was revoked, there was no longer a looming 
inevitability of a negotiated settlement to thwart translating the existing facts on the 
ground into a concerted move to consolidate the new, and more durable Israeli 
strategy of control  Thus the basic “matrix of control” that had become entrenched 
under Oslo, was now intensified with hundreds of checkpoints; large swathes of 
closed military areas and crowned by the building of the “Separation Wall”.  

The interim geography of Oslo now became, at once, a permanent 
geography of incarceration and an attempt at a unilateral territorial resolution in the 
West Bank – undertaken through military engineering of a monumental scale. But 
to ensure the long term viability of territorial entrenchment – Sharon had to 
provide it with a political process of similar magnitude to its historic proportions. 
Thus, at the cost of losing his settler constituencies and the unity and dominance of 
Likud, he under took the Gaza “disengagement”. That process garnered three 
major achievements; two of them openly expressed by his advisor Dov Weisglass in 
his now famous interview with Haaretz: 

The disengagement is actually formaldehyde. It supplies the 
amount of formaldehyde that's necessary so that there will not be a 
political process with the Palestinians...  On the other hand, in 
regard to the large settlement blocs (in the West Bank) thanks to the 
disengagement plan, we have in our hands a first-ever American 
statement that they will be part of Israel... for the large blocs there is 
genuine political insurance. There is an American commitment such 
as never existed before, with regard to 190,000 settlers. 45 

 
Added to paralyzing any political process with the Palestinian leadership, 

garnering a historic reversal of US policy vis a vis West Bank settlement, was also 
the major demographic achievement of dispensing with more than 1 million 
Palestinians. By simply losing Gaza, the Jewish population of all the territory under 
Israel’s control would jump from almost parity in the Jewish-Arab divide ( 50%) to 



58% Jewish plurality -- ensuring the potential of a Jewish majority for another 20 
years.46 
 

CONCLUSIONS:  
OCCUPATION, TERRITORY, AND INDEPENDENCE 

 
The three cornerstones of Israel’s control strategies in the West Bank; 

demographic and political containment and land alienation/settlement are the basis 
for the whole infrastructure of practices that we have named “occupation” for more 
than forty years. But the occupation has always been Israel’s means rather than its 
ends. Its aim, through its varying modes of control has always been, not simply to 
settle -- but to radically re-territorialize large areas of the West Bank as Israeli 
sovereign territory. As such, the occupation has all along only been the apparatus of 
control necessary to achieve a territorial end. This is not an issue of semantics but a 
conceptual distinction that has had major ramifications 

Israel itself, has always distinguished its apparatus of control over 
Palestinians from its control over Palestinian territory – indeed this distinction is at 
the very core of its land alienation and colonization strategies. But it was the Oslo 
process that offered the opportunity to garner diplomatic legitimacy for this 
distinction–by claiming that no longer in direct control of most of the Palestinian 
population centers -- in effect, the “occupation” was now over. And indeed, during 
Oslo’s heyday, the concept of occupation began to recede from dominant 
diplomatic parlance that celebrated the truncated archipelagos of Areas A and B as 
the “Palestinian Territories”. While it did re-emerge with the series of “IDF re-
occupations” of Area A in 2002 (especially Operation Defensive Shield) it has since 
largely remained as an expression of Israel’s external control of PNA areas through 
checkpoints, but not as an expression of Israel’s hold over the entire territories it 
captured in 1967. Following the Gaza withdrawal and Hamas election win, Israel 
with US approval has subsequently defined the Strip as both an “enemy entity” and 
“hostile territory” – suggesting that even the notion of occupation as “external 
control” has begun to unravel. 47 And beginning in Oslo, but crowned by the Bush 
Administration’s “breakthrough” of calling for a Palestinian state – we can see the 
radical disjuncture that has been accomplished between the notions of occupation, 
territory and independence. The occupation may end, but Israel may still control all 
entries and exits, as well as groundwater and airspace.  The occupation may end; an 
“Independent” Palestinian state recognized and not a single settlement in the 40% 
of the West Bank that is now Israel territory will be touched.  As such, “ending the 
occupation” in current geo- political terms no longer means the full liberation of 
Palestinian territory that was originally occupied in 1967. At the same time, it is 
becoming much less likely that this “independent” entity will have the fundamental 
attributes of sovereignty.   

But for now, Israel does not seek even this “end” of its occupation of the 
West Bank – at least not in the immediate future. This is because, although it has 
always officially refuted the term’s applicability vis a vis its status in the West Bank 
and Gaza, the “state” versus the status has actually served it well. Defined as an 
occupation, Israel’s grasp on the occupied territories could present itself and be 
accepted as a state of impermanence – despite the overwhelming realities it has 
created to the contrary. Only as long as Israel’s presence could continue to be 
treated as temporary could it ensure a permanent hold over the territory it desires.  
As such, it has constantly deflected every attempt at a permanent diplomatic 



                              

solution that would bring to an end the “temporary” status that enables it to make a 
permanent solution of its own. 

This suggests a re-thinking of political strategies towards Israel’s project in 
the West Bank. For more than forty years, supporters of Palestinian self-
determination have focused on getting (or maintaining) the recognition that Israel’s 
presence in the West Bank and Gaza constituted an occupation under International 
Law – in the face of Israeli claims to the contrary. This was based on the 
assumption that International Law was a powerful tool to challenge the legitimacy 
of Israel’s project – an assumption that proved correct when viewed through the 
myriad Security Council Resolutions that have been passed condemning aspects of 
Israel’s behavior since 1967. But none of these resolutions have been matched with 
a will to enforce them, and the more urgent role of international law -- as a 
mechanism for protection --has never been translated into action on the ground. 48 
The outcome has been Israel’s four decades long “temporary” license-to-build a 
territorial reality that bears no resemblance to the one whose borders is enshrined in 
Resolution 242. As such, international legality has remained at best, a repository of 
symbolic principles awaiting a new world order and at worst, a dusty historical 
archive of Israeli infractions.   

This does not mean that the struggle to make international law relevant to 
the Palestinian case should end. It suggests that a new language and way of framing 
the case for full liberation from Israeli control, and full restitution of Palestinian 
land and rights must also be found. Such a language should seek to break out of the 
limited and captured terms that have ultimately become enabling of Israel’s 
territorial project. For instance, it would focus on modes of Israeli “control” in all 
its variety and totality, as the fundamental mechanism of disinheritance, rather than 
simply on “occupation”.  But it would emphasize what control aims to achieve: the 
creation of a permanent Israeli colony that will precipitate another internationally 
sanctioned partition – this time of the remaining 22% of historic Palestine.  It 
would seek ways to re-establish the priority of Palestinian’s territorial over political 
rights –given that since Oslo, the latter have hastened the undoing of the former. 
And it would not foreclose any alternative political future that meets the basic 
requirements of restitutive justice. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Palestinian economy of the West Bank and Gaza Strip is on the verge 
of collapse. By end of 2006, real GDP per capita has fell by 40% compared to its 
1999 levels, unemployment touched 20-38% of the working labor force, and 
poverty reached 67% of the population.1 The Palestinian economy lost potential 
income worth of $6.3 billion dollars between 2000 and 2003, the equivalent of twice 
the amount of its yearly GDP output. According to the World Bank, the Palestinian 
economy would have been destroyed were it not for donors’ aid, which amounted 
to yearly sums of $800 million, or an average of US$ 258 per Palestinian person.2 
The separation of Gaza from the West Bank in June 2007 only aggravated the 
economic disparity between the two Palestinian regions but did not alter their 
economic collapse. 

The aim of this paper is to analyze the political economy of Israeli 
occupation and to explore the underlying structural mechanisms that brought about 
such a catastrophic result. It explores the way in which the Palestinian economy 
under occupation is a under a colonial structure of domination. The colonization 
perspective as an analytical framework for understanding the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict has been addressed from a sociological point of view. However, it has not 
been dealt with seriously from a political and economic point of view. The work of 
Maxime Rodinson in 1973, of the “new Israeli sociologists” such as Baruch 
Kimmerling, Uri Ram, and Gershon Shafir among others, as well as of Ilan Pappe, 
among the “new Israeli historians”, has been key in showing the importance of 
using the colonization perspective as a means for understanding Israeli society and 
history.3 They emphasize the centrality of analyzing the Zionist nationalist project 
as a colonial project that is tied to land acquisition and demographic control. They 
show how both the character of the Israeli State and the shape of its economy are 
the outcome of the specific forms of control over land, labor and demography that 
were pursued in order to create an exclusivist Jewish state. Palestinian academics, on 
the other hand, relied on the colonization perspective to explain the extent of 
Palestinian dispossession and exploitation under Israeli rule.4 They, like the Israeli 
new sociologists, also saw in the 1967 war a continuity, rather than a rapture, in 
Israel’s colonization process. They, however, did not always frame the structural 
changes that occurred to the Palestinian economy specifically during the Oslo years 
within a colonial perspective, nor did they show how the colonial economic 
structure evolved and compromised all prospects for Palestinian statehood.  
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The literature that has focused on Israeli-Palestinian economic relations in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip avoids describing the occupied territories as living 
under a colonial regime. It prefers to describe the Palestinian economy as distorted, 
stalled, skewed, under-developed or de-developed.5 There has been an underlying 
assumption that the Israeli occupation, albeit a relation of domination and 
exploitation at times, is somewhat ephemeral, that it will go away once Palestinians 
take control over their economy and build a viable independent state. The Oslo 
process and the establishment of an elected autonomous Palestinian authority 
brought hopes to that effect which were only shattered.  While studies documenting 
the deterioration of economic conditions have only increased, be it by independent 
scholars, international agencies or local institutions, most assume that once the 
political problem is resolved the economic hardships will be reversed. The political 
problem has often been defined as the lack of Palestinian sovereignty and the 
solution is the establishment of a viable independent Palestinian state in the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip (WBGS).  

This paper argues that the economics of Israeli occupation is not 
ephemeral, nor simply tied to the absence of a viable political solution. It is rather a 
structural relation of domination that transformed the prospects for a future 
political solution. The paper seeks to explore in what ways the political economy of 
Israeli occupation has been colonial, and how the form of colonial rule evolved 
over the course of the 40 years, and especially during the Oslo years.  In this 
respect, the paper will also shed light on the analytical usefulness of using such 
analytical perspective, a quite unpopular one amongst scholars especially in the US 
and among economists. This unpopularity has often driven many researchers to 
avoid using it, even if they insinuated it, for fear of being accused of anti-semitism 
or unscholarly bias. Yet invoking it is particularly important in any attempt to 
incorporate the role of power and domination, and in this case Zionism, in 
explaining the unsustainable structure of the Palestinian economy, its predicaments 
as much as its implication for a viable solution to the conflict. It also allows for a 
new insight into the role of the international community, particularly after Oslo, in 
inadvertently perpetuating the colonial structure of domination. 

The central argument of the paper is that Israel’s management of the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip has been colonial is so far as it expropriated Palestinian land 
and disarticulated the Palestinian economy, making it fully dependent on the Israeli 
economy, even after Oslo. However, it is also different from other colonial 
experiences, in so far as it did not seek economic exploitation per se. It rather sought 
to appropriate the land without the people. More importantly perhaps is the fact 
that the occupation was situated within a peculiar international legal structure that 
was not meant to be colonial. The Oslo peace process redefined, rather than 
demolished, the economics of the occupation. It did not bring about “partial 
decolonization”, as some have argued, 6 but rather sewed a new form of colonial 
domination. The Oslo agreements, and the process of their implementation, made 
the concept of Israeli security - and not its illegal occupation- the defining element 
of Palestinian political and economic life. The Al-Aqsa Intifada years further 
consolidated the dominance of Israeli security considerations. The 
institutionalization of Israeli security concerns has been colonial in two major ways. 
First, it allowed a continuous expropriation of Palestinian land as is best seen with 
the latest construction of the Israeli separation wall. Secondly, it sought to obtain an 
international endorsement, if not legitimacy, of the priority of Israeli security 
concerns over the illegality of its occupation   



The first part of the paper will explore what is colonial about Israeli 
occupation. The second part will identify the important structural changes brought 
about by the Oslo peace process, which involved the institutionalized Israeli 
security concerns. Part three explores what is colonial about these changes and what 
their political implications are.  
 

WHAT IS COLONIAL ABOUT ISRAELI OCCUPATION? 
 

According to Osterhammel (1997), colonialism is a relation of domination 
by which an invading foreign minority rules over an indigenous population, often to 
the interest of a metropolis.7 Originating with the age of exploration, colonialism 
has come in various types. As Elkin and Peterson (2005) have argued, 17th and 18 
centuries new world colonies differed from settler colonial projects of the 19th and 
20th centuries, in so far as they relied on a mercantile capitalist structure and 
succeeded in eliminating the indigenous population. Settler colonialism meanwhile 
came in various variants, as the experience of colonial Algeria was not analogous to 
Japan’s colonization of Korea, and the South Africa settler colonial project was 
different from Israel’s creation in 1948.8 What is colonial about all these projects is 
that they involved a settler community seeking to dominate, and in some case 
eliminate, the indigenous population in order to create an exclusive polity. They 
fundamentally sought to expropriate land already inhabited by others. What is 
different about them is how they dealt with the three central elements to any 
colonial endeavor, namely: 

1- The relation to the indigenous population, where questions of 
subordination or elimination of the indigenous population, as well as 
the issue of their legal representation and rights in comparison to the 
settlers, were central. 

2- The relation to the metropolis and the international political and legal 
system, where questions of independence from the metropolis, if there 
is one, were important as was the issue of the international 
endorsement, or not, of the colonial settler project. 

3- Thirdly, the economic structure of domination, particularly the way the 
colonial project dealt with land and labor questions. Colonial projects 
have typically been conducted in pursuit of economic gains and wealth, 
seeking to appropriate rich land as much as to exploit cheap labor. 

 
It is not necessarily evident that by using these criteria Israeli occupation of 

the West Bank and Gaza Strip is colonial for two main reasons. First, is the 
question of Israel’s intention and the extent to which it wanted to occupy the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip in 1967 and exploit their land and labor. Second, is the more 
important issue of the legal framework governing the occupation. 

In so far as intentions are concerned, the Israeli official discourse has 
insisted that the 6 days war was a pre-emptive war that sought to defend Israeli’s 
precarious existence and deter Arab countries from invading it. The Israeli cabinet 
at the conclusion of the war debated whether or not to annex the occupied 
territories, but decided not to in order to protect the Jewish character of the Israeli 
state.9 The Israeli military and political establishment regarded the territorial 
acquisitions of the 1967 war as bargaining chips to be used for diplomatic gains, 
namely the Arab countries’ recognition of Israel’s right to exist. While this stand has 
been challenged by a number of scholars who argued that Israel had provoked and 



                              

intended the 1967 war in order to expand its boundaries,10 there is no evidence to 
support that Israel was in search of new markets or intentionally wanted to exploit 
economically the Palestinian population.  

However, it is difficult to establish the colonial foundation of the 
occupation, or any other form of domination, on the basis of intention. Non-
economic intentions do not prevent colonial processes from being unleashed and to 
have economic dimensions to them, as the experience of France in Algeria or the 
Boars in South Africa, among other, reveals. The Israeli economy benefited from 
the Palestinian economy which was, up until 1993, was the supplier of cheap labor 
and  its second export and import market, after the US. As will be shown below, the 
key question is to identify the economic elements in the structure of domination 
and the extent to which they locked the Palestinians into an Israeli dependency.  

On the other hand, the international legal framework governing Israel’s 
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip was key in distancing this occupation 
from a typical colonial experience. The international community was neither 
compliant nor legitimizing of the occupation, the way that the League of Nation 
was with regards to the European mandate of Middle Eastern states in the 1920s, 
for example. The superpowers, as well as the UN, condemned the 1967 war and 
reaffirmed the inadmissibility of the acquisition of land by war. UN Security 
Council Resolution 242 in November 1967 did not bestow any legitimacy on Israel’ 
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip and called on it to retreat from 
occupied territories in exchange for peace. Israel did not, and could not, claim 
sovereignty over the West Bank and Gaza, and although it annexed East Jerusalem, 
this annexation was never accepted by the international community. Moreover, the 
4th Geneva Convention applied to the WBGS (UNSCR 237, June 1967). This meant 
that Israel was not allowed to change the demographic, political or economic 
structure of the land it took under its control. While Israel only accepted the 
principle of the Geneva Convention in its humanitarian dimension, the 
international community has refused Israel’s interpretations and contested many of 
its actions in the occupied territories, the latest example being the July 2004 ruling 
of the International Court of Justice against the construction of the Israeli 
separation wall in the West Bank.  

The international legal framework thus sought to prevent the creation of a 
colonial relation between Israel and the Palestinian occupied territories. This being 
said, it is important to note that the international community did not ensure that 
Israel will be complacent. UNSC Resolution 242, which became the main reference 
for peace negotiations, does not specifically address the Palestinian right to self 
determination or make the usual reference to a UN resolution on Palestine, 
including UNGA resolution 181 which calls for the creation of an Arab state in 
Palestine. It is also unspecific to the land that Israel occupied which meant that 
Israel could have a margin of maneuver in its redefinition of the 1967 boundaries in 
any peace negotiation. Moreover, Israel was not faced with any threat of action for 
any violation, since UNSC resolution 242 was written under Chapter 6, rather than 
Chapter 7 of UN charter, which meant it was without implementation force. The 
ambiguity of such an important international resolution made it relatively easy for 
Israel to pursue its territorial ambitions without fearing major political or military 
repercussions. In fact, while the international legal framework sought to distance 
Israeli rule from being a classical colonial endeavor, a re-examination of Israeli 
policy since 1967 reveals that Israel’s occupation has been colonial in so far as it 
consisted of a foreign entity dominating a large indigenous majority for the sake of 



appropriating Palestinian land. It is, however, a distinctive colonial project because of 
the way Israel dealt with the three key elements to any colonial projects, namely the 
issue of land control, the relation to the indigenous population, and the economic 
structure of domination, in which the question of labor control was central. 
 

MILITARY RULE: LAND WITHOUT THE PEOPLE 
 

The first distinctive element about Israel’s colonial structure of domination 
is the way Israel dealt with the population that came under its control in 1967. In 
the aftermath of the 1967 war, the Israeli military came in control of nearly 1 
million Palestinian, which formed 30% of the total population under Israeli rule 
then. The Israeli government did not intend on incorporating them into Israel for 
fear of jeopardizing the Jewish character of the state. At the same time it could not 
mass expel them nor force them to leave as many did in 1948.11 According to the 
4th Geneva Convention, the military was the only entity allowed to rule over the 
population of the occupied territories until their sort was to be determined. The 
military had the mandate to ensure security, but not to change the demographic and 
territorial character of the area it came in possession of.  

As is well documented by now, the Israeli government opted for a system 
of rule that allowed for maximum incorporation of the land while maintaining a 
societal separation between Israelis and Palestinians. In this regard, the military 
played a central role since it became de facto the tool that allowed territorial and 
demographic changes to take place, and thereby sowed the seeds of a colonial 
relation between Israel and the Occupied Territories. The Israeli military produced 
over 200 military orders between 1967 and 1970 and established a large civil 
administration which created a structure that separated Israelis from Palestinians 
while facilitating the expropriation of WBGS land. While such a large investment of 
the occupier’s resources is not unique to Israel and can be seen in Japan’s 
colonization of Korea or Taiwan for example,12 it is original in so far as it was not 
conducted for economic purposes, but rather to expand Israel’s 1948 The military 
became the conduit for land appropriation through its organization of the system of 
land expropriation and settlements construction. During the first decade of 
occupation, the military issued a number of decrees for acquiring land, mainly by 
declaring them state or absentee land, (military orders no. 58 and 59). It also 
established the high planning committee made of military officials that took control 
of land administration and planning in the occupied territories (military order no. 
418), and created a special department for the transactions of land and registration 
of settlements (military order 569).13 Moreover, it prevented Palestinians from 
registering their land, and from investing in it without obtaining military approval. 
The military was thus able to take direct control of what was declared as state land, 
nearly 35-40% of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, declaring it as “public good”. It 
was thereby able to supervise the whole settlement movement with whom it 
remains closely tied   

As in other colonial processes, the Israeli military relied on settlements as a 
means to establish a territorial claim over an indigenously populated area.  As 
Moshe Dayan put it in 1971, Israeli settlements in the occupied territories are 
essential “not because they can ensure security better than the army, but because 
without them … the IDF would be a foreign army ruling a foreign population”.14 
While illegal under the 4th Geneva Convention and numerous UN resolutions, 
Israel built over 178 settlements between 1972 and 2003, and allowed the transfer 



                              

of 400,000 Israeli citizens into the occupied territories, half of which were 
transferred during the Oslo peace process years.15 The peculiarity of Israeli 
settlements as a central element in Israeli colonization of the WBGS stems in part 
from the fact that settlers did not come, or were brought in, to exploit the 
Palestinian or in search of economic gains. Unlike the settlers in Algeria, the whites 
in Kenya or Zimbabwe or the unionists in Northern Ireland, Israeli settlers did not 
make a living in the occupied territories as much as used it as a subsidized 
dormitory. Still in 2000, less than 48% of settlers worked in the settlements in the 
WBGS, with the majority commuting to Tel Aviv or Jerusalem.16  

 Yet, settlers remain a central pillar of Israeli colonial structure. 
They provide a means to create a claim over Palestinian land, as well as allowed the 
institutionalization of a legal system of segregation, which is a common feature of 
most colonial projects. The Israeli military instituted two different legal systems in 
the WBGS: one for the settlers and the other for the Palestinians. The settlers were 
governed by Israeli civilian law while the Palestinians were ruled by military law. 
The Israeli military ruled the Palestinians through a series of military orders that 
combined some aspects of international law governing populations in times of war 
with specific Israeli concern for settlements. The Israeli Military Governor allowed 
Israeli citizens to live and work in the West Bank after 1987, although the 4th 
Geneva convention forbids it.17 Israeli settlers were protected and accountable to 
Israeli law, while Palestinians were subject to military laws. Meanwhile, settlements 
became administered like any town in Israel, including rights to local planning, levy 
taxes, right of zoning and urban planning, which were all forbidden to Palestinians. 
Israel created a de facto institutionalised system of legal segregation between 
Palestinians and Israelis, albeit an original one. It was original in so far as Israel did 
not want, and could not from an international legal point of view, include the 
Palestinians into its polity as citizens or residents,18 even as second hand residents. 
At the same time, it kept their legal and political status unresolved, left to the 
outcome of the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations. 
 

THE ECONOMICS OF OCCUPATION 
 

The way Israel dealt with the Palestinian economy, and particularly with 
Palestinian labor, is also at the heart of the peculiarity of Israeli occupation as a 
colonial project. As is well documented by now, Israeli economic policy in the area 
was not based on any grand strategy for economic exploitation or investment. Chief 
economists consulted by the military at the end of the 6 days war argued that 
economic integration, based on free movement of capital and labor across the 1967 
borders, would be most beneficial to both Israelis and Palestinians, in the long run. 
This is because it would have allowed an efficient allocation of resources between 
two economies with different resource endowments. This suggestion though was 
rejected for political and economic reasons. Economically, it was feared that 
integration would harm Israeli workers and cause a capital flight towards cheaper 
labour and resources in the WBGS and be detrimental to the Jewish sector 
domestic development.19 Politically, it would have threatened the interests of Jewish 
trade union and agricultural lobby as well as posed a complicated challenge to the 
issue of citizenship and its exclusivity. 

Instead the military decided to incorporate, rather than separate, the 
Palestinian economy into Israel in a way that would facilitate maximum territorial 
incorporation of the land but without creating an Israeli dependency on Palestinian 



labor. One of the main factors that prevented Israel from undergoing a South 
African Apartheid or a Zimbabwean colonial experience was its reliance on an 
economic structure that refused to rely on indigenous labor. Before 1948 less than 
30% of the Jewish sector relied on Palestinian/Arab labor, and after 1948 the Israeli 
Arabs came to represent 15-20% of the Israeli labor force. After 1967, Palestinian 
labor from the WBGS represented less than 7% of the Israeli labor force. 20 

Yet, the economics of occupation has been colonial in far as it was based 
on a system of economic integration that made WBGS’ economy and labor 
dependent on Israeli demand and regulations, and unable to respond to local 
demand or to create the basis of a viable economy and an independent Palestinian 
state. While Israeli occupation was not conducted for the purpose of economic 
exploitation, it was structured to ensure Israel’s economic and territorial domination. 
The economics of occupation relied on 4 main pillars which included: 

1- First, an economic policy that was guided by a concern to pacify the 
Palestinian population economically while keeping Israeli control over 
the land and preventing any competition from Palestinians goods or 
factors of production. 

2- Second, the integration of the Palestinian economy into Israel through 
the creation of a “one-sided” customs union that allowed Israeli 
products free access to the Palestinian markets but restricted the entry 
of Palestinian goods, particularly agricultural one, into the Israeli 
economy. This custom made arrangement enabled Israel to collect and 
appropriate tariff revenues on good destined to Palestinian areas, 
which amounted to approximately 12-21% of WBGS GNP between 
1970 and 1987.21 

3- Third, restricted investment and capital flows, something that would 
have logically flown from Israel into the occupied territories because of 
their lower labor costs. The Palestinian population was also taxed 
heavily but investment in local infrastructure remained low.22. 

4- Fourth, the flow of Palestinian labor into Israel while forbidding the 
flow of Israeli workers into the territories, as stipulated by the 4t 
Geneva Convention.  

 
As is well documented by now, the economic effects of the occupation 

between 1967 and 1987 has been the “paradoxical” income of rising Palestinian per 
capita income but diminishing productive capabilities.23 Per capita income doubled 
between 1970 and 1987 and GNP grew by an average of 3% per annum. The rise in 
per capita income has been sustained thanks to the flow of Palestinian workers into 
the Israeli economy. Palestinian labor migrants became the key structural link 
ensuring the flow of this economic system of integration. Palestinian workers 
employed in Israel represented 45% of the Gaza labor force in the mid 1980s and 
32% of West Bank workers.  Their income represented 25% of Palestinian GNP 
and financed the trade deficit formed with Israel. Israel remained the market for 
70% of Palestinian export and the source of 90% of its imports. Palestinian migrant 
workers to Israel were the main anchor of the Palestinian economic growth, a 
growth that relied principally on access to Israel. 
 
 
 
 



                              

THE OSLO YEARS 
 

The Economic Protocol of the Oslo Peace Agreements sought to redress 
some of the inequalities imposed by Israel’s economic management of the 
Occupied Territories. Its preamble clearly expresses the intention to have the 
Palestinian economy prosper and be guided by Palestinian interests. Yet, the Oslo 
agreements, just like UNSC Resolution 242, do not specify the right of Palestinians 
to a State or to economic independence. More importantly perhaps, it does not 
specify that its aim is to end the occupation. It rather promised to establish an 
interim Palestinian self-government authority that will work together with Israel on 
defining a final status agreement.24  

According to Arnon and Weinblatt (2001) the Economic Protocol was an 
incomplete contract in so far as it did not address the power imbalance between 
Israel and the Palestinians. It kept Israel in control of borders as well as of major 
economic decisions that would be of significant impact on the Palestinian economy, 
such as the scope of trade diversification, the size of labor flows to Israel and tax 
revenues that were to be refunded to the Palestinian authority. The literature on the 
economic records of the Oslo years debated for long whether the prospects for 
Palestinian economic success hinged on the weak implementation of the Economic 
Protocol25 or on its structural flaws.26 It refrained though from situating the Oslo 
economic structure within a colonial analytical perspective.  

A closer look at the Oslo agreement reveal that the peace process reshaped, 
not demolished, the political economy of occupation. It created a new colonial 
structure of domination that was based on three new foundations. These include 
the institutionalization of Israeli security concerns as a governing principle for 
Palestinian political and economic activity, the creation of the Palestinian authority 
with limited autonomy, and the subcontracting of Israeli responsibilities as an 
occupier to the international community, something that did not exist before 1993. 
The institutionalization of Israeli security concern, while present before 1993, is 
peculiar in so far as it was done with de facto consent of the Palestinian authority, 
something that did not exist before 1993. It was rationalized in terms of Israel’s 
defense against the rise suicide bombers and the political opposition to Oslo. Yet, 
while this opposition strengthened the hold of military considerations, security was 
embedded in the agreements signed. It was structured in the scope of jurisdiction 
that the Palestinian authority was given, in the way the territorial question was 
handled, and in the pattern of trade and labor relations created. What is colonial 
about this new structure is its ability to enable Israel to expropriate more Palestinian 
land and to control Palestinian mobility and economic conditions. What is new 
about it is its attempts to obtain an international endorsement of the precedence of 
Israeli military laws and security concerns over international law, in the management 
and conclusion of the occupation.   
 

REDEFINING SECURITY AND MILITARY RULE 
 

The military continued to play a central role in the colonizing process of 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip after 1993. While the Oslo agreements allowed 
devolution of Israeli rule to an elected Palestinian Authority (PA), it did not 
dismantle the Israeli military infrastructure. Unlike other cases where occupation 
ended, be it in East Timor, Kenya or Algeria, where the occupiers retreated, taking 
their troops, administration and laws, in the West Bank and Gaza the Israeli military 



did not retreat but redeployed. Israeli laws were not abrogated but combined with 
limited Palestinian legislation. The Oslo agreements’ modus operandi was to create an 
infrastructure of co-operation between the PA and the Israeli military, through the 
medium of the Joint Israeli-Palestinian committees which became the agencies for 
the transfer of authority from the Israeli civil administration to the Palestinian 
authority. Among the first stipulation of Oslo was the creation of a Palestinian 
police force which will ensure public order and will cooperate closely with the 
Israeli side on security issues (DOP article VIII, X; Oslo II Chapter 2, article XIII). 
The implication of this structure was to allow the Israeli military to have a say in 
every aspect of Palestinian life. The declared rationale behind it was Israel’s security 
and means to protect its civilians until a final status agreement is reached with the 
Palestinians.27  

Security concerns were best institutionalized with the way the Oslo 
agreements dealt with legal claims over land as well as with the issue of closures, 
checkpoints and permits, all of which are key to any prospect for economic growth, 
let alone independence, in the occupied territories. The Interim Agreement kept 
Israel in control of 59% of the West Bank land, which came under area C (Article 
XI.c of the Oslo II). It further gave a legalistic endorsement of Israel’s claim over 
the land as the PA accepted to respect the legal rights of Israelis in areas under its 
control as well as of Israel’s sole jurisdiction over the settlements.28 This 
endorsement, combined with the fact that settlements were left out of the interim 
agreement made it possible for Israel to colonize more Palestinian land. Between 
1993 and 2004 Israel expropriate over 120,000 dunums,29 build over 72 new 
settlements outposts as well as transfer a total of 209,000 new settlers into the 
territories.30 While still illegal according to the 4th Geneva Convention, nothing in 
Oslo provides the Palestinians with the legal or political measures to stop Israeli 
expropriation  

The institutionalization of Israeli security concerns is also seen in the way 
the Interim Agreement makes closure not a violation but an accepted prerogative of 
Israel. Article IX of the Protocol of Redeployment and Security Arrangements 
(PRS) clearly states that Israel alone has the right to close its crossing points, 
prohibit or limit the entry of persons into its areas, and determine the mode of 
entry of people into its areas (including areas C).  It affirms Israel’s right to 
intervene in any Palestinian area and at any time in case of perceived threat 
(including areas A and B). Between 1994 and 1999, Israel imposed 484 days of 
closures, the equivalent of 3 months per year and installed as many as 230 removal 
checkpoints that stalled all sustainable economic activity.31 While it is true that these 
closures were imposed as a result of growing number of suicide bombers into Israel 
by parties opposed to the peace process, the fact remains that the Oslo structure 
facilitated such restriction and offered no way out of them.  

The institutionalization of Israeli security concerns has created a new form 
of colonial domination not only in so far as it facilitated the appropriation of 
Palestinian land but also in the ways it created new mechanisms for population 
control, creating thereby a situation that many described as analogous to the South 
African apartheid reality.32  In contrast to the pre-Oslo years where population 
movements across the 1967 border line were still possible, after 1993 population 
movements became regulated by the permit system. First introduced with regards to 
workers from Gaza in 1988, the permit system became institutionalized in the Oslo 
Agreement, particularly with the Protocol of Civil Affairs. Any Palestinian seeking 
to enter Israel for work needed to apply for a permit issued by the Israeli civil 



                              

administration after undertaking a security clearance (Article 11.2.3.4; Protocol III, 
Oslo II). The system was further extended in 1996, with every increase in suicide 
bombers inside Israel and after which the Israeli military made all movement 
contingent on having a permits. This applied to workers as much as to business 
men, to women as well as to men. 
 

A CONSTRAINED INDIGENOUS AUTHORITY 
 

The Oslo agreement allowed the creation of an elected Palestinian 
Authority (PA) but tied its jurisdiction to Israeli considerations. The source of 
jurisdiction of the Palestinian authority did not emanate solely from the Palestinian 
electorate, or international law, but rather remained tied to the scope of Israeli 
redeployment. In this regard the PA was given mainly functional, rather than full 
territorial, jurisdiction. The PA could thereby run the civilian and economic affairs 
of 93% of the Palestinian people, but could not fully control Palestinian land. It 
could neither abolish Israeli laws on land which it had no direct control over. Up 
until 2000, the PA had direct control, but no sovereignty, over only 20% of the 
West Bank land and 70% of the Gaza Strip (areas A).  

Within this framework, the Palestinian Authority was given the 
responsibility of managing the Palestinian economy. It ability to fulfill this role 
though was constrained not only by its limited territorial jurisdiction but also by the 
nature of the trade relations established with Israel. The Economic protocol of the 
Oslo II agreement did not abolish the de facto custom unions set in place, nor 
established a free trade agreement for fear that it might insinuate notions of 
territorial demarcations which were left to the final status negotiations.33 It rather 
set a new customs union which allowed for the free movement of capital, gave the 
Palestinians limited leeway in monetary and trade policy,34 and allowed them to 
trade directly with Arab and foreign countries for a limited list of goods.35 However, 
Palestinian trade remained bound by Israel’s trade policy, as Israeli tax rates (both 
direct and indirect) remained the governing guidelines, as were Israeli standards and 
import regulations. Israel, though, accepted to remit to the Palestinian economy 
VAT and custom taxes collected on goods specifically destined to the WBGS, 
something it never did before 1994.  

In other words, Oslo restructured the nature of Palestinian dependency on 
Israel. Despite the importance of Palestinian migration to Israel to the Palestinian 
economy, the Oslo agreement did not promise to protect it. At the same time, it did 
not guarantee the smooth movement of foreign and domestic capital that would 
generate domestic employment. Meanwhile the Israeli military and its civil 
administration retreated from being the direct manager of the Palestinian economy 
to being the gatekeeper of Palestinian finance and access to the world. Custom 
revenues, collected by Israeli Ministry of finance on goods imported to the 
Palestinian economy, became the most important source of finance for the 
Palestinian authority. It represented 60-70% of the PA’s revenues and 20% of 
Palestinian GNP.36  The entity responsible for the transfer of fund was no longer 
the civil administration, but a committee composed of the Israeli Ministry of 
Finance, the Israeli Military and the Prime Minister’s office. The Israeli National 
Security Council, not the Ministry of the Economy, was also directly involved in all 
meetings with the PA over custom revenues. Custom revenues became one of the 
major leverages that restricted the PA’s scope of action, one solely in Israeli hand. 
This new pattern of economic relation is colonial in so far as it facilitates the 



appropriation of Palestinian revenues by Israel, controls labor movement, restrains 
Palestinian economic autonomy and ties Palestinian growth to Israeli military and 
territorial considerations. 
 

THE DONOR COMMUNITY 
 

The third major structural change brought by Oslo is the central role it 
gave to the international donor community in managing of the Palestinian 
economy, something it did not have before 1993. The World Bank, IMF and the 
Ad Hoc Liason Committee (AHLC) become the advisor of the PA, helping it 
formulate its economic policy as much as manage it. The IMF effectively has 
oversight of the Palestinian Finance Ministry, helping it plan the Palestinian taxation 
system as much as supervise its internal accounts. It also has become the 
interlocutor with the Israeli Finance Ministry, ensuring that custom revenues are 
being transferred to the Palestinian authority. The World Bank is the manager of 
the donor’s funds, deciding its allocation by sector as much as by ministry. Between 
1994 and 2000 the donor community disbursed 3.2 billion dollars; the equivalent of 
an annual WBGS GDP. This money was put in generating employment projects as 
much as paying the salaries of the PA employees and sustaining the PA’s budget.37  

The international community has advisory power over the Palestinian 
authority and thereby on the economic direction that the latter can take. In this 
regard the World Bank and the IMF have been emphasizing the importance of 
sound fiscal policy and the rule of law. With regards to the former, it has been 
concerned with the PA overspending, especially with regards to public employment, 
the majority of which is going to security and inefficient administration. While 
aware that such employment is necessary to prevent a total collapse of income in 
view of Israel’s restriction on Palestinian labor movement inside the green line, the 
imposition of closure by Israel, and rise of poverty, it poses a challenge to the 
World Bank’s recommendation of fiscal restraints and the development of a vibrant 
private sector. This sector has seen its growth curtained in part with the 
disintegration of the rule of law, especially after the second Intifada and with the 
rise of monopolies since 1994. The international donor agencies thus find 
themselves in a central, though, difficult situation of bailing out the PA and making 
it dependent on them while having to intervene with Israel as a central player. They 
have power over the PA, in so far as they can determine the amount and direction 
of the aid it gives. At the same time their ability to make the PA economically viable 
is constrained by Israel’s willingness to cooperate. The international community 
meanwhile can neither dismiss nor challenge Israel, whose sovereignty is not called 
into question.  

This strong international financial intervention raises the question of the 
extent to which the cost of the occupation is being subcontracted to the 
international community which has always refused to legitimize it. This can be all 
the more problematic if the international community leans towards accepting as 
given, rather than challenging, Israel’s actions on the ground. The World Bank 
report on the Disengagement from Gaza, entitled Stagnation or Survival? Israeli 
Disengagement and Palestinian Economic Recovery (2005), does not mention the 
occupation as the source of Palestinian economic demise, but the issue of closure. 
It does not call for abolishing the closures but for finding ways to accommodate 
them. This is a significant development that reflects the way that the international 



                              

community might become compliant and indirectly legitimize a fundamental 
colonial relation based on land expropriation in the name of security.  
 

ECONOMIC IMPLICATIONS 
 

The economic implications of this new structural relation were massive. 
Income wise, the Palestinian economy and people suffered under Oslo. Real GDP 
per capita shrank by 18% between 1994 and 1996 and again by 36% between 2000 
and 2004.38  Poverty, define as individual earnings of less than US$2 per day, 
reached 23.2% of the total Palestinian population in 1998, touching 46% of those 
living in the Gaza Strip compared with 15.4% of households in the West Bank. It 
rose to cover 60% of the WBGS population between 2001 and 2006.39 The 
economy became hostage to the closure and checkpoints system, growing when 
they are not in use and suffering when they are. It was prevented from collapsing 
thanks to donor’s aid that amounted to 25% of WBGS GDP. Donor’s aid replaced 
the role played by remittances from Palestinian employment in Israel in the pre 
1993 era. As economic life became conditional on Israeli security consideration, 
three major trends developed.  

First, public employment became important, especially in Gaza as workers 
could not access Israel. Public sector employment absorbed nearly 30% of the Gaza 
labor force compared with less 15% of the West Bank’s between 1996 and 2000.40 
It replaced the role played by the Israeli labor market for Gaza workers in 
particular. Public sector employment was dominated by security forces which 
represented between 60,000-80,000 employees out of a total of 110,000-
140,000public wage earners.41 Their wage bill represented a significant drain on the 
PA’s finance, one that was often bailed out by international organizations, who 
ironically opposed public employment.  

Second, the Oslo economic and security structure facilitated the creation of 
monopolies, especially as they were more successful than individual companies in 
claiming and centralizing custom clearance. These monopolies included PA and 
private sector actors closely tied with the procurement of security services and other 
goods, and firmly linked with Israeli military companies or para-statal Israeli 
monopolies such as cement or tobacco. The development of rent seeking activities 
of such sort was unavoidable but highly costly for private sector development the 
donor community is keen on developing. They indicate a restructuring of economic 
dependency on Israel rather than its elimination. Israel remained the main source of 
imports and exports as well as the gateway to the outside world, while contacts 
between Israeli and Palestinian businessmen became solely mediated through few 
monopolies with close ties to the security establishments.   

Third, the economies of the West Bank and Gaza Strip grew further apart 
and related differently to the Israeli economy as a result of the effect of closures 
and restrictions on people’s movement.  Trade between the West Bank and Gaza 
fell by 30% between 1993 and 1998 while Gaza trade with Israel shrank by 25%.42 
Employment in Israel represented less than 8% of Gaza workers in 1999 and less 
than 2% in 2005, compared with 35% in 1992, indicating the separation of the Strip 
from Israel. The figures for the West Bank stood at 22% and 25% respectively. Still 
in 2006, and despite the Al-Aqsa Intifada, 55,500 Palestinians from the West Bank, 
or 12% of its employed force, worked in the Israeli economy, reflecting continuous 
integration of the West Bank into Israel.43  

 



THE ECONOMICS OF DISENGAGEMENT 
 

This institutionalization of Israeli security concerns that further fragmented 
Palestinian land was consolidated by Israel’s response to the Al-Aqsa Intifada. The 
violence of Palestinian response to the failure of Oslo and the continuous 
occupation was met by the Israeli decision to further sophisticate their security 
measures. These measures intended to finalize the separation of Palestinians from 
Israelis while incorporating the largest amount of land into Israel. They are best 
encapsulated in the construction of the Separation Wall, the consolidation of the 
checkpoint system, and the disengagement plan.  

In June 2002 Israel started to build a separation wall between it and the 
West Bank, but one which is not along the 1949 armistice line. By end of 2006, 
408km of the Separation Wall have been constructed, mainly in the Northern part 
of the West Bank, and including 89 km around East Jerusalem. Military order 378 in 
October 2003 has declared all West Bank land between the security wall and Israel 
closed military zone, and thus prone to confiscation. So far 479,881 dunums of land 
is trapped West of the Wall and thus is prone to confiscation, and 44, 273 
Palestinians have been trapped in 1149 localities. Upon completion the Wall would 
leave 395,900 Palestinians (including 220,000 living in the suburbs of East 
Jerusalem) isolated outside the Palestinian enclaves that the “Separation Wall” 
would have created. This is equivalent to 10% of the Palestinian population. 
Meanwhile, the Wall will integrate 90% of settlers into what would become the 
borders of Israel. It would establish an Israeli unilaterally defined border that 
violates the 1967 boundaries, and leaves the Palestinians with control over less than 
53% of the West Bank.44 Although the International Court of Justice and the Israeli 
Supreme Court ruled against the route of the wall, its construction has not stopped. 
It seals a colonial endeavor of land expropriation that has been going on for 40 
years. 

The construction of the separation wall in the West Bank was carried out in 
tandem with Israel’s Disengagement Plan from Gaza which was implemented in 
August 2005. This disengagement did not mean the end of occupation although 
Israel retreated physically from the Strip and removed the 8,500 settlers that were 
living in it. In fact, Israel still is in control of Strip’s borders, airspace and economic 
resources. Gazans are still not free to move outside of the Strip nor reach the West 
Bank, let alone the outside world, without a permit from the Israeli security forces. 
Internal checkpoints and closures have been eliminated but those along the border 
of Israel have been consolidated. Meanwhile in the West Bank, Israel further 
transformed the up until then movable checkpoints into large bureaucratized 
entrenched entry terminals that can cater for buses as well as cars, people as well as 
goods and out of which people cannot go in or out without an Israeli issued permit. 
These terminals, be it at edges of Nablus or Ramallah, are now reminiscent of the 
processing facilities between Israel and the Gaza Strip (in Karni and Erez 
crossings). They seek to guarantee security by relying on magnetized searches, 
cameras, and invisible supervision rather than direct searches, thereby reducing the 
contacts between Palestinians and Israeli soldiers.  Israel cut the West Bank in 8 
disconnected Bantustans that are unsustainable economically and at the mercy of 
the Israeli army.45  

The economics of Al-Aqsa Intifada and disengagement consolidated the 
structure imposed by Oslo. It was based on the institutionalization of Israeli 
security concerns, confirmed the limits of Palestinian autonomy and saw the 



                              

enhancement of the role of the international community as a bailer of first, rather 
than last, resort. Checkpoints and disengagement further curtailed economic activity 
as trade and employment was further restricted. Unemployment by 2006 touched 
40% of Gaza workforce and 23% of the West Bank’s, and economic activity 
remained focused on petty trade of what came to be known as checkpoint 
economic.46 Real GDP in 2006 fell by 10% compared to 2005, and is already 40% 
lower its level in 1999. The raids on the PA’s offices in 2002 and the election of 
Hamas into power in 2006 led to a 61% fall in the PA’s revenues. In March 2006 
Israel decided to withhold custom revenues due to the Palestinian Authority, worth 
of $555 million, the equivalent of 2/3 of its total revenues and 10% of the WBGS’ 
GDP.47  

The Palestinian economy was saved from total collapse with the injection 
of over $1022 million a year on average by the international donor community, 
double the yearly average donated before 2000.48 Since the arrival of Hamas to 
power and the international boycott that was imposed thereafter, the international 
community actually increased its funding, but challenged it as emergency support to 
mainly to health employees and civil servants whose number increased to 160,000 
employees. It reached a total of $750million by end of 2006 compared with 380 
million in 2005. Meanwhile, private sector activity is estimated to have shrunk by 
60%.49 Employment in Israel fell further to 44,000 workers on average, making a 
contribution of 7% to the WBGS GDP. The position that the international 
community has taken, one of bailer of first resort has compromised its impartiality 
and inadvertently deepened the new pattern of colonial relation. Despite its 
commitment to Palestinian state building, as declared through the Road Map, the 
international community has neither stopped the fragmentation of Palestinian land 
nor is fostering Palestinian autonomous development. It has not upheld 
international law and continues to adhere to Israeli security priorities to the 
detriment of its own commitment to democracy and self-determination. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

It has been not been always evident to economists to situate Israeli 
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip within a colonization analytical 
perspective, since the international legal structure governing the occupation sought 
to prevent a colonial relation from developing. It has also been politically 
inappropriate especially in the United States, to describe Israeli occupation as 
colonial. However, this incorrectness risks to accommodate, if not legitimize, a 
reality it is, or should  be, critiquing. A careful consideration of Israeli territorial, 
legal and economic policies in the occupied territories indicate that Israeli 
occupation has been colonial, by default if not by design, by its consequences rather 
than by its intention, in so far as it is based on a structure of domination that 
enabled Israel to appropriate Palestinian land, maintain a political and economic 
hegemony over the Palestinian economic life, and prevent the Palestinians from 
becoming independent of Israel. This colonial structure witnessed an important 
transformation with the Oslo years, but was not brought to an end, even with the 
Israeli disengagement plan. It hinges today on the way Israeli security considerations 
has been institutionalized and dominate in every aspect of Palestinian lives, on the 
restraints put on the Palestinian authority, and on the subcontracting of Palestinian 
economic survival to the international donor community. The colonization 
perspective is analytically useful for its ability to explain the causes of the 



“distortion” in the Palestinian economy and to identify the structural factors that 
prevent Palestinian independence. Above all, it is particularly insightful in showing 
how Israelis and Palestinians are embedded in a dynamic relation of domination 
that continues to evolve and has so far foreclosed any viable two-state solution to 
the conflict. It opens in turn the scope for analyzing what the new forms of power 
and resistance are and the inevitability of thinking of new alternative to the ongoing 
impasse.   
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ISRAEL'S 'DUAL REGIME' SINCE 1967 
 

Lev Grinberg∗ 
 
 

This article discusses the establishment of Israel's peculiar dual domination 
regime since 1967, claiming that the structure of this dual regime makes the military 
elites a crucial political actor. The dual regime is based on geographic separation 
between two distinct regimes of control and legitimization. On one side of the 
border Israel is defined as a democratic state, ruled by parties voted in general open 
elections based on universal citizenship. On the other side there is a military rule of 
a Palestinian population denied citizenship, which is defined as “temporary” and 
“external” to the democratic state. The borders between the two areas have been 
easily blurred due to the geographical contiguity between them, by creating direct 
economic dependency and by settling the occupied territories with Israeli citizens.  

I will argue here that the 1967 war was a historical turning point, as it 
brought about the blurring of Israel's borders and the instalment of a dual regime 
that legitimizes the division of political power between the military and civilian 
elites that rule Israel/Palestine. My aim is to show the contradictions inherent to the 
dual regime of “democratic occupation” and thus shed light on the dynamics of 
political spaces regarding the occupied population: their opening, by recognition 
and negotiation, and their closure, by the use of violence.  

Since the outbreak of the second Intifada, a growing amount of literature 
written by journalists, politicians, historians, sociologists and political scientists has 
addressed the IDF's influence on Israeli policy and on the political decision-making 
process.1 However, they presupposed a formalistic approach to democracy 
assuming that the army is subordinated to the elected political authorities. I wish to 
present here a different paradigm, which views democracy as a dynamic process of 
opening political spaces for the representation and mediation of social conflict 
within the framework of a given territory. Democratic regimes are able to contain 
social conflict due to a balance of power between the ruling elites and the 
subordinated social groups.2 In the absence of recognized geographic borders and 
social boundaries, the democratic process of opening political spaces is unable to 
contain social conflicts. As a result, a tendency to use violence develops and armed 
organizations become a central political actor, particularly if there is an uneven 
balance of power between the sides.3 It is clear that using military force to repress 
citizens within the borders of the state is contrary to a democratic process of 
opening political spaces. This is the case of the Israeli dual regime of “democratic 
occupation” and its incapacity to prevent and contain violence.  

The political role of the army in the dual regime is defined as delineating 
the borders of the “democratic state” and controlling the Palestinian population in 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. This political role was institutionalized by the 
structural change that resulted from the expansion of the state's borders in 1967. 
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The dynamics of Israeli politics can thus be understood as follows: as long as the 
actions of the IDF are perceived as carried out in order to defend the borders of 
the democratic state and its citizens, this political activity is interpreted as apolitical, 
namely as security-driven activity. However, when violence is used for expansionist 
purposes in areas that are not seen as part of the democratic state, and public 
protests are voiced against this use of violence, the army loses power and the need 
to open political spaces arises. As we shall see here, the political context is the 
decisive factor in interpreting the scope of violence and determining whether it is 
used for political or security reasons.  

Venturing beyond Israel's recognized borders and the loss of soldiers' lives 
create civilian opposition to continued fighting. This is the basic difference between 
violence in Lebanon and violence in the West Bank or the Gaza Strip, where the 
borders are more permeable. The West Bank and the Gaza Strip are perceived as 
“security zones” in which the IDF operates with greater legitimacy, controlling the 
“external” borders (with Egypt and Jordan) and the “internal” borders (with Israel), 
but also operating within the “territories”. Since the peace agreement with Egypt 
was signed and the IDF was neutralized from the vicious cycle of wars, its main 
function has been political, namely to enhance its control over the Palestinians in 
the occupied territories. I will claim here that the changes that have come about in 
Israeli policies towards the Palestinians result from this permeability of the 
sovereign state's borders, from the political context of the Palestinian struggle and 
from the perceived threat to Israelis.  

  
THEORIZING THE ROLE OF THE ARMY IN DEMOCRACY:  

THE CASE OF ISRAEL 
 

The first sociologist to address the limitations of the democratic regime in 
Israel was Yonathan Shapiro.4 He claims that democracy is a regime that facilitates 
public debate on state policies, thus producing alternative solutions to collective 
problems. The existence of opposition parties and open debate compels the ruling 
party to be responsive to critics; otherwise it can expect to be upstaged in 
democratic elections. According to this approach, democracy can exist only if a 
society has different centers of power that can counterbalance the ruling party. 
According to Shapiro, Israeli democracy was limited from the outset because the 
ruling party thwarted the dynamic potential of the democratic process by 
controlling all the centers of power. Therefore, he claims, Israel is merely a formal 
democracy, with elections and a multi-party system but without public debate and 
powerful citizens able to change their government. From Shapiro's perspective, the 
lack of democracy became even more evident after the Likud party rose to power in 
1977, as political mobilization was based on a populist discourse and not on open 
debates about policy and on the presentation of alternative policies.5 

In the 1990s, a different debate ensued over the major problem of Israeli 
democracy – the idea of a “Jewish and democratic” state that grants privileges to 
the Jews but discriminates against its Arab citizens.6 Smooha claims that Israel 
represents a special type of democracy, namely an “ethnic democracy” in which the 
Jewish majority protects itself through the regime, although it grants civil rights to 
its non-Jewish subjects. Peled distinguishes between different types of citizenship, 
claiming that Arab citizens are entitled to liberal rights as opposed to the ethnic 
rights of all Jews and the “republican” rights of the ruling social elite. Yiftachel, in 
contrast, claims that the regime is not a democracy but an “ethnocracy” – a regime 



                              

that constantly extracts resources from the subordinated ethnic group, mainly their 
lands. However, I believe that the fundamental difference between these 
approaches lies in the definition of the state's borders: Smooha and Peled refer to 
the “democratic regime” in Israel within the 1967 borders, while Yiftachel also 
addresses the areas under military occupation as part of the ethnocratic regime. 

I propose here to address the occupied territories as part of Israel’s dual 
regime, and to focus on the political meaning of the distinction between military 
control on one side of the border and democratic control on the other. The 
existence of a legal border that differentiates between types of areas and citizens 
creates what I have previously termed an “imagined democracy” in which the army 
plays a central political role while retaining its definition as “apolitical”.7 Obviously, 
without military participation in the routine administration of the Palestinian 
population, the Israeli state would not be able to expand territorially, to remove the 
Palestinians from their lands and to build separate Jewish settlements.8 In order to 
analyze this peculiar regime, I will apply two central theoretical insights: 1) 
conceptualization of the army as an institution with distinct interests (a 
corporation), which tends to expand territorially and requires material and human 
resources in order to succeed;9 2) the understanding that there is no “democratic 
solution” to territorial conflicts.10     

At this stage, I can suggest an explanation to the limits of the Israeli 
democratic regime: since 1967, the Israeli political system has been ruling the 
Palestinians in the occupied territories and neglecting their civil and political rights. 
The denial of the Palestinians' rights is taken by most Israelis as a given, as a 
“security necessity” or as “the right inherited from the patriarchs”. Even the 
question of economic relations with the Palestinian population and the way in 
which these improve or worsen the condition of Israeli citizens is not subject to 
public debate. The absence of political debate about the relations with Palestinians 
has also penetrated the “internal” Israeli agendas and has prevented the 
organization of a political system able to represent different interests and opinions 
regarding “internal” conflicts. 

Israeli sociologists concerned with the relation between the army and 
society have dwelled extensively on the ideological and sociological similarity 
between the elites of the security establishment and the political ruling parties, most 
of whom belonged to the same political stream as the Labor movement up to 
1977.11 These elites accepted the assumption that hostility was imposed on Israel 
“externally” by “enemies”, irrespective of the state's policies. Even Israeli control of 
the “territories” was interpreted as the result of continued “external” threats to the 
security of the country. Therefore, these scholars did not view the military 
corporation as a separate institution, with distinct features, interests and decision-
making processes. However, after the Likud's rise to power, the peace agreement 
with Egypt and the first Lebanon War, this approach proved no longer satisfactory. 

The next theoretical step was proposed by Uri Ben Eliezer,12 who showed 
how the use of violence may serve the power interests of military elites by recruiting 
soldiers and civil support. By using violence, the military elites define and socially 
construct the cultural and political community as a “nation in arms”. Kimmerling13 
claimed that a militaristic culture was being constructed by the civil society and the 
political echelons, and not necessarily by the army. The Israeli militarist culture 
shared by soldiers, citizens and politicians can explain the absence of political 
debate over the Palestinian subjects of military occupation. This culture has 
constructed the Palestinians as the “enemy”, one that must be repressed and does 



not have to be granted democratic representation. It is, in fact, the use of violence, 
and the fear and hate that this provokes, that helps to justify and legitimize the 
continued occupation of the territories by a “democratic state”. 

The question is how we can explain a dynamic process of opening political 
spaces for negotiation, if Palestinian resistance to the occupation is always 
interpreted as a security threat that must be suppressed with force. The theoretical 
framework for the dynamics of change and democratization is proposed by 
Helman, Ben Eliezer and Levy,14 and is based on the change in the attitudes of 
soldiers when they become reluctant to recruit, or when they openly refuse to obey 
orders. Although the explanations of the soldiers' motivations vary – political 
disagreement over the necessity of war (Helman), the development of a hedonistic 
market economy (Levy), or the reaction of professional echelons to the market 
economy (Ben Eliezer) – it is agreed that the difficulty in recruiting soldiers has 
become an obstacle to the army and a factor in military decision-making. However, 
these approaches still relate to the Palestinians as “external” elements to the theory, 
and the different types and locations of Palestinian resistance are not incorporated 
in the explanations of the soldiers' attitudes.  

I claim that it is very important, from a theoretical and analytical point of 
view, to acknowledge the fact that the Palestinian occupied population has been 
incorporated into the state economy and subjected to the state rule with a special 
status of non-citizens. The Palestinian resistance is repressed by the Israeli soldiers; 
hence, the legitimacy of using violence against a civil population is crucial to the 
maintenance of the dual regime. The dynamics of opening and closing political 
spaces originate precisely in the internal contradiction of the dual 
democratic/military regime. Palestinian resistance and the soldiers' reactions are 
central factors in these dynamics.  

My argument is that explaining the dynamics of political spaces requires 
analysis of the power struggle between dominating groups seeking to rule 
unilaterally and the resistance of dominated social groups that are denied equal 
rights. To understand these dynamics we must analyze the means of domination 
used by the ruling power and the means of resistance used by the subjugated group. 
The Palestinians under occupation are not passive entities that accept the denial of 
their rights; on the contrary, they fight on various fronts and with different methods 
in order to open a political space for their claims. The challenge facing the IDF is to 
maintain control over the subjects of the occupation; in order to do so, the IDF 
needs legitimacy for its actions from Israeli citizens, namely: the use of force must 
be interpreted in terms of “security”. The theory underlying the opening of political 
spaces proposes a framework that can conceptualize both the use of military force 
and the possibility of recognizing the claims of the subjugated groups fighting for 
their rights. Therefore, it creates a theoretical basis for explaining dynamic changes 
– the opening and closing of political spaces. 

A democratic regime is fundamentally based on the institutionalization of 
the dynamic opening of political spaces. However, despite the formal 
institutionalization of democratic regimes, political spaces are still subject to a 
dynamics of expansion and contraction according to changes in the balance of 
power between dominant and subordinated social groups, in the ability of civil 
society to organize and mobilize, and in the capacity of political society to mediate 
and compromise. In the Israeli dual regime, the power relations between the 
dominant Israelis and the subordinated Palestinian non-citizens change according to 



                              

the perceived legitimacy of the use of IDF force in the eyes of the Israeli 
citizens/soldiers.  

A basic pre-condition for the existence of a political space is agreement 
over the boundaries of the political community that contains the parties in 
conflict.15 This can be a geographic border or a symbolic boundary that recognizes 
the formal equality between the individuals contained within the framework of a 
certain community. In the absence of agreement over the boundaries of 
containment, namely over the question who the citizens with equal rights are, no 
political space can be institutionalized and the mechanism of mediation by means of 
representation and negotiation cannot function. In such cases, force becomes a 
means of achieving political goals, whether used by those rising up against their 
subjugation or by the regime, aiming to repress them16. One possible outcome of 
using violence is recognition by both the sides that coercion is ineffective, leading 
to the conclusion that the conflict should be resolved through negotiation. This 
means that political spaces can be opened by violence used by subjugated social 
groups, but legitimate compromises can be reached only after the rulers recognize 
the legitimacy of the claims of this subjugated population and their representatives. 
These claims always relate to the boundaries of the political community, whether 
they demand inclusion, through equal rights, or exclusion, in a separate territory.  

In the model of European nation-states, the army controls and delineates 
the external borders of the sovereign territory, defining the borders of the political 
space for representation and negotiation between the citizens and the state.17 It is 
important to emphasize that military elites are always a political actor, and their 
attitude can also be one of refusing to use force against citizens inside the state. 
Armies tend to act as homogeneous corporations with their own interests,18 their 
central goal being to maintain and expand their material and human resources; to 
this end, they need prestige and an apolitical image. The dynamic theory of opening 
political spaces proposed here focuses on the balance of power between the 
citizens, the army and the political elites that are influenced by the boundaries of 
containment; the balance of power between dominant and subjugated social groups; 
and the degree to which the use of force is legitimized, assuming that the military 
and political elites are able to manipulate citizens by constructing feelings of 
“danger”.19 

Within this theoretical framework, I propose to analyze the dynamics 
underlying the use or avoidance of force by the IDF and its effect on politics by 
changing contextual situations. Since 1967, the borders of the state of Israel have 
been blurred; the Palestinian population in the territories has become the subject of 
an occupying military regime. Structurally speaking, the IDF has become a crucial 
actor in the Israeli political arena by administrating the state vis-à-vis the occupied 
Palestinian population. Its ability to effectively control the subjects of the 
occupation has come to depend on the extent to which the use of force has been 
legitimate in the eyes of the soldiers serving in the army. This means that the army's 
influence on state decisions regarding the use of force, and its ability to recruit 
citizens to carry out its orders, depends on maintaining its image as apolitical. In 
this respect, the political context of the use of force, the identity of the ruling 
coalition and the type of resistance used by the Palestinians are decisive factors, 
both regarding the army's influence over policy making and the content of that 
policy: escalation or conciliation.  

 
 



THE TRANSITION  
FROM A FORMAL DEMOCRACY TO A DUAL REGIME 

 
Mapai did not develop as a democratic organization. Its political and 

institutional power accumulated under peculiar circumstances, characterized by the 
absence of boundaries between Jews and Arabs and a fragile Jewish population 
dependent on the support of Zionist institutions for satisfaction of its basic needs, 
spanning work, health, housing and defense. The strength of Mapai as a ruling party 
was based on its success in mobilizing resources and building separate Jewish 
economic and political institutions under British rule, and in providing Jews with 
the services of a welfare state.20 The mutual hostility and hatred between the Jewish 
and Arab communities during the period of the British Mandate delineated the 
boundaries between them. The military organizations constituted the force that 
united the Hebrew national community, and they were associated principally with 
the Zionist Labor Movement.21  

The transition to a sovereign Jewish state in 1948 created an institutional 
crisis. This was initially tied to the subordination of the military organizations, 
which were divided along party lines. Later on, the principle of universal citizenship 
created a challenge to the power of Mapai, due to the potential autonomy of civil 
society and claims for representation by as yet unrepresented groups. Indeed, when 
full employment was reached, the ruling party lost its capacity to control the 
population by dependency and was unable to represent the demands of civil 
society.22  

In the period between 1948 and 1967, the IDF was the chief delineator of 
national borders: the “external” border, in order to prevent attempts of 
“infiltration” by Palestinians23, and the “internal” border between the Arab and 
Jewish citizens, within the framework of the military administration, which 
supervised the movements of Arab citizens inside the Jewish state.24 However, 
following the cessation of “infiltrations” after 1956 and the absorption of Jewish 
immigrants into the labor market, the military administration was eased to some 
extent. Voices calling to dismantle the military administration increased among left-
wing and right-wing parties, due to Mapai's political use of the security services to 
gain votes.25  

The dismantling of the military administration and the weakening of the 
ruling party vis-à-vis the civil society was the direct political context of the 1967 
war. When Nasser announced the closure of the Straits of Tiran, the IDF elites 
filled the vacuum of leadership left by Mapai and pushed the government to go to 
war.26 The rapid six-day victory over three Arab armies gained the heads of the 
Israeli security establishment enormous prestige. The military corporation also 
succeeded in retaining control over the material gains of the war: it controlled the 
occupied population and their economy, as well as an increased security budget. No 
less importantly, it gained autonomy vis-à-vis the political elites and the state's civil 
administration. After the 242 UN resolution was taken, the government of Israel 
understood that the USA did not intend to pressure it to withdraw to its previous 
borders and the concept of two types of borders crystallized: the borders of the 
“sovereign democratic state” that had existed before the war and the new borders, 
including the Golan Heights, Sinai, the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, defined as 
“security borders”. Aiming to legitimize and consolidate their power, the military 
elites designed a new strategic doctrine according to which the territories that were 
occupied during the war would provide “strategic depth” for the sovereign state of 



                              

Israel, a concept that was related to the vulnerability of the borders of the 
previously “small-size” country.  

The need to begin administering the occupied population arose 
immediately after the war. The IDF military administration apparatus, which was 
dismantled in 1966, received for its management just one year later a new, enlarged 
Arab population. This time, the Palestinian subjects of military rule were denied 
citizenship and their subordination to military rule was legitimized by the legal and 
geographic distinction between the occupied territories and the democratic state. 
However, following the closure of the external borders of the West Bank (with 
Jordan) and of the Gaza Strip (with Egypt), it became necessary to open the internal 
borders between Israel and the territories to the movement of goods and people. 
Within 10 days after the battles had ceased, the first meeting was held between 
military administration personnel and the heads of Hevrat Ha'ovdim27 to discuss “the 
marketing of products in the occupied areas”.28 The population of the occupied 
territories became a captive market for local Israeli products immediately after the 
war, with no public debate or long-term political planning. The reason is that in 
order to provide security to the Israelis, the IDF needed to provide the occupied 
population with both jobs and markets for their demand and supply of products. 
Otherwise, the occupied population was expected to sooner or later join the 
resistance organizations of the PLO. The most important political role of the army 
immediately after the war was to mediate the conflicting economic interests of 
different Israeli and Palestinian groups.  

In the autumn of 1967, even before the government had begun to discuss 
the entry of workers from the territories into Israel, laborers had begun to be 
smuggled into the kibbutzim for fruit picking, with the army turning a blind eye29. 
However, a blind eye was not turned to the entry of Palestinian merchandise into 
Israel, principally agricultural products, which could harm the interests of Israeli 
farmers. To prevent this, the military administration decided to take advantage of 
the sale of Palestinian goods in Jordan and a new policy of “open bridges” was 
established, in addition to cooperation with the Kingdom of Jordan for joint 
indirect control over the Palestinian population.30 A coordinated policy regulating 
employment of laborers inside Israel was formulated only after one year of pressure 
by the Ministry of Security.31 Opinions and interests differed also over investment 
in the territories – namely, whether Palestinian or Israeli industrialists should be 
allowed to invest – and an agreement was reached to prevent investments in 
industry. This was a compromise between the interests of the Israeli industrialists, 
who did not want the Palestinians to produce industrial goods that would compete 
with theirs, and the “dovish” position in the Labor party, which wished to keep the 
image of the occupation as “temporary and external”.32 The declared political 
intention of the Security Minister at the time, who openly promoted and 
encouraged “economic integration” of the Palestinians, was to prevent the knot 
between the state of Israel and the West Bank from being untied.33 The IDF 
became a key element in the administration of the expanded state: it ensured that 
the Palestinian workers, farmers and merchants would be able to earn a living, while 
protecting the interests of powerful groups in Israeli society – industrialists, 
contractors, merchants and employers, kibbutzim, moshavim and the Histadrut – to 
guarantee that they were not harmed by the economic integration with the 
territories. In the framework of the economic arrangements that were formulated, 
only Israeli workers who could potentially compete with the non-citizen 
Palestinians – peripheral populations of Oriental Jews and Arab citizens – ended up 



being harmed. When a group of Oriental Jews (“the Black Panthers”)34 took to the 
streets in demonstrations during the ceasefire of 1971-1973, they empowered the 
opposition Likud party, which advocated perpetuation of the occupation with 
emphasis on the privileges of the Jews. In other words, the occupation reshaped 
Israeli politics, halted the threat of democratization and the political opening of 
spaces of the 1960s, and channelled conflicts into a debate over competing myths 
that legitimized the occupation, between the “security” of the secular “left” and the 
“promise of land” of the religiously-oriented “right”. 

What made the IDF the key political actor in the Israeli decision-making 
process was not the control of Sinai or of the Golan Heights. The decisive factor 
was ruling over a large Palestinian population, due to the need to administer their 
lives and, above all, to regulate the economic exchanges with Israelis. The policy 
towards the Palestinians has had a crucial impact on Israelis, and the guiding 
principle has been to facilitate the employment and livelihood of the Palestinians 
without causing losses to the powerful groups within Israel, preferably also enabling 
them to profit from the captive markets and workers. This approach has 
demonstrated political wisdom: should the occupation have harmed the interests of 
strong Israeli groups, the entire regime was liable to crumble. However, by doing 
so, the IDF played a key political role instead of the party system: it mediated the 
conflict of interests between groups of citizens, and between these groups and the 
state. The various political parties were concerned with tactical questions – how to 
legitimize the occupation and what coalition should do so – but there were no 
strategic differences between left and right. All parties supported the economic 
dependency of Palestinians on Israel, the prevention of Palestinian political 
representation or independence, and the extension of Israeli control over the 
territories by establishing settlements. The IDF played a central role in the 
construction of the settlements and supplying services and security, because it had 
an interest in their existence in order to justify its presence in all places within the 
territories and not just around them35.  

The first 10 years of occupation under the Labor alignment (Ma'arakh, 
composed of Mapai, Rafi, Achdut Ha'avodah and Mapam) were crucial to the 
institutionalization of dependent economic relations and to the legitimization of the 
military rule defined as “temporary” and “for security reasons”. Civilian militarism36 
and a militarist discourse served the interest of the army elites in shaping the 
nation.37 This explains the absence of political debate over the turning point that 
took place in 1967: a transformation from a nation-state with sovereign borders and 
universal citizenship to a dual regime with two types of borders – political and 
security borders; two types of populations – citizens and non-citizen; two 
legitimization principles – democracy and security; and two ruling systems – by 
partisan elections and by military imposition. The formal legal annexation of the 
territories to the democratic state of Israel was unthinkable, due the expected 
outcome: the transformation of the Jewish state into a bi-national state. The dual 
regime of “democratic occupation” was the solution to the problem, and the 
international legal umbrella was provided by the US and the UN 242 resolution. 

The rise in the standard of living in the territories after 1967, as a result of 
the economic exchanges with Israel, delayed the Palestinian desire and ability to 
organize and mobilize resistance for several years. The first acts of resistance against 
the occupation were initiated by the PLO based in Jordan, and later on in Lebanon, 
by means of violent armed activities, plane hijackings and infiltration into the 
sovereign areas of Israel. These actions merely strengthened the dual regime, the 



                              

belief in the “security” role of the army and the conviction that it was necessary to 
continue controlling the territories until a peaceful “partner” would appear. The 
internal contradiction between democracy and military rule became apparent after 
the Likud's rise to power in 1977 and the active blurring of the sovereign state's 
borders, which damaged the “temporary” image of the occupation. Within a few 
months, a group of reservist soldiers acting as citizens drafted the first “officers' 
letter”38 and founded the “Peace Now” movement, making evident the link 
between military service and politics.  

 
THE DESTABILIZATION OF THE IDF'S LEGITIMACY  

AND THE PALESTINIAN UPRISING 
 

Palestinian resistance to the Israeli military rule led the security 
establishment to seek out partners for administering the population in the 
territories. The search was first oriented towards the Kingdom of Jordan, which had 
become a financial centre for the territories and an avenue for marketing the 
agricultural products grown there.39 However, the PLO organizations were fighting 
pro-Jordanian elements, accusing them of collaboration with Israel. During Yitzhak 
Rabin's first term as prime minister, indirect contacts were already being made 
about holding democratic elections for local government in the territories. In 1976, 
PLO candidates ran for local government elections opposite candidates supported 
by the Kingdom of Jordan, and won. These elections served as the initial basis for 
the organization and mobilization of Palestinian civil society, which steadily 
increased until the Intifada broke out 11 years later.40 The elections were the result of 
the military administration's need to find local powers that could run the daily lives 
of the population. However, this initial opening of political space for the population 
in the territories in 1976 was soon thwarted by the Likud's rise to power and the 
announcement of its intention to settle Jews in all occupied areas.  

While the period between 1974 and 1977 saw the beginning of movement 
on the part of the military administration towards opening political space for the 
Palestinians, the Likud's rise to power created a turning-point that set the IDF on a 
collision course with the population in the territories. In contrast to the small 
political space opened by the Labor government in 1976, the Likud government 
sought to close that space, and the expansion of the settlements undermined the 
Palestinian vision of an independent state in the occupied territories. This 
subsequently led to an internal crisis among the reserve soldiers and senior officers, 
centering on the legitimacy of using force when it did not stem from security needs 
but from aspirations to expand and annex lands. Within “democratic” Israel, there 
was a consensus over defending the borders of the sovereign country, but not over 
the occupation or over the expansion of settlements, whose purpose was to 
perpetuate the occupation. In other words, the Likud’s rise to power risked 
exposing the political meaning of the army's involvement in shaping and 
administering the regime of occupation. As mentioned, this found expression in the 
“officers' letter”, which constituted the basis for founding the “Peace Now” 
movement.41 The confrontation with civilians/soldiers was deferred for a number 
of years by virtue of the peace treaty with Egypt, but erupted in full force during the 
first Lebanon War in 1982. In contrast, the confrontation with the Palestinian 
population began immediately after they set up a national leadership composed of 
heads of municipalities democratically elected in 1976, within the framework of the 
National Guidance Committee.42 



The heads of the National Guidance Committee were identified with the 
PLO and received aid from it; thus, for purposes of de-legitimization, they were 
called in Israel “the internal PLO”, synonymous with the “eternal enemy”. 
However, the significance of the Committee's struggle was its aim to open a 
political space for the population in the occupied territories. The borders delineated 
by the military occupation created potential for opening a political space and for 
defining the Palestinian claim of independence. The peace treaty with Egypt 
enabled the Likud government to continue the dual regime despite its ideological 
commitment to annexing Judea and Samaria to Israel. The agreement promised 
elections for an Autonomy Council that would administer the daily lives of the 
Palestinian population for a period of five years43. However, the implementation of 
this autonomy was rejected by Egypt, as the Israeli government demanded to apply 
it only to the administration of the population and not to the administration of the 
lands. The practical meaning of this was that the government intended to continue 
building settlements and blurring the border. The Palestinians in the territories and 
the PLO based in Lebanon struggled together against the implementation of the 
Israeli-Egyptian treaty, first and foremost to prevent the establishment of a “civil 
administration” that would normalize and legitimize the Israeli dual regime. The 
organizations in the territories received administrative and financial support from 
the PLO in Lebanon, as well as artillery assistance in the form of increased firing of 
Katyusha rockets on towns in the north of Israel. After Beirut was heavily bombed 
by the Israeli Air Force, a ceasefire agreement was reached for the first time, in July 
1981, between the government of Israel and the PLO, with US mediation. The 11-
month ceasefire allowed the IDF to elaborate and practice a very detailed plan to 
occupy southern Lebanon up to Beirut, with the aim of destroying the PLO 
headquarters44. The Israeli government's fundamental problem with the PLO was 
not the firing of Katyusha rockets (which had indeed stopped), but the continued 
struggle of the population under occupation, which refused to accept the rule 
imposed by the army, termed “civil administration”. During February-April 1982, 
tens of demonstrators were killed, including youths, women and older people, in a 
wave of mass demonstrations that were a forerunner to the Intifada45. The masses 
were sent out into the streets by youth movements, women's organizations, 
professional unions and local committees, which had laid the foundations of the 
civil society that would rise up five years later.46 These activists were connected in 
one way or another with the PLO-affiliated parties, but began to open their 
autonomous political space. 

A month and a half after the last IDF soldier left the Sinai Peninsula, a 
breakaway PLO organization headed by Abu Nidal provided an excuse for an 
Israeli invasion of Lebanon by attempting to assassinate the Israeli ambassador to 
London. The invasion was, as stated, well thought out and drilled, and every reserve 
soldier and officer was familiar with the military plans. At the same time, opposition 
to the war mounted steadily from the second week of fighting, climaxing in tens of 
thousands of demonstrators one month into the war, and hundreds of thousands 
following the massacre at Sabra and Shatila three months into the war. Civil protest 
in Israel was augmented by dissent on the part of soldiers and officers who had 
been called up, who not only disagreed with the goals of the war - first and 
foremost of which was the intention to enter Beirut – but also took issue with its 
very necessity and political logic. The public controversy penetrated deep into the 
army and manifested itself in refusal to obey orders, a position that was initially 
exemplified by Colonel Eli Geva and was later reinforced by the protest resignation 



                              

of Brigadier General Amram Mitzna. On a larger scale, soldiers united to protest at 
various levels, the most radical of the organizations being the “Yesh Gvul” (“There 
Is A Limit”) movement, composed of reserve soldiers who refused to enlist for the 
war47. The protest was apparently sparked by the feeling that this was not a war of 
defence (popularly known as a “no-choice” war), but rather one whose goal was 
political – namely, to continue ruling the West Bank and Gaza, where the resistance 
to military occupation was supported by the PLO in Beirut. The official reason 
given for the war was security (rendering it legitimate) and the need to drive the 
Katyusha rockets to a distance of 40 km deeper into Lebanon; the fact is, however, 
that within a few days the IDF had reached the outskirts of Beirut. 

Despite the protests against the war, its prime target was achieved and the 
PLO headquarters and fighters were forced to leave Beirut, after a siege on the city 
that lasted over two months. This military victory, however, only intensified 
confrontation with the Palestinian population in the occupied territories. The IDF's 
image became tarnished even in the eyes of the soldiers, as the lengthy sojourn in 
Lebanon – prolonged due to the government's inability to admit its mistake and 
withdraw – led to more and more losses. Only after a national unity government 
was established in 1984, headed by Shimon Peres with Yitzhak Rabin as Security 
Minister, the decision was made to withdraw the IDF from Lebanon. 48 During the 
Lebanon War it became clear that the IDF could lead an entire nation, including 
government and citizens, into a military adventure by escalating the confrontation. 
Withdrawal, on the other hand – whether unilaterally or by agreement – required 
democratic legitimization by the political leadership. Since 1967, the dual regime of 
“democratic occupation” has meant just this: the use of force requires only that the 
heads of the military corporation resolutely insist upon it, whereas restraint 
necessitates the intervention of an active civil society and a political system that 
represents it and mediates on its behalf. Here is the political dynamic of the dual 
regime: Israeli civil society organizes against military aggressive actions only when 
the borders are clear and it does not feel threatened within those borders.  

The removal of the PLO from the northern border left the Palestinians in 
the territories alone in their struggle against the Israeli military rule, and they began 
to prepare for a civil uprising. When this uprising broke out in late December 1987, 
legitimization for repressing it was at a low. Israeli civil organizations began to 
massively criticize what many had come to view as an “occupation army”.49 The 
implications were clear: if the IDF repressed the uprising, that meant it was not an 
“apolitical” corporation responsible for security; on the contrary, it was serving a 
political goal that not all Israelis supported. It is important to understand that this 
reaction was influenced by the non-violent nature of the Intifada, its confinement to 
the territories alone, and the virtual absence of casualties within the Green Line50. 

During the course of the 1980s, and particularly between 1982 and 1987, a 
balance of power of sorts was reached between the Israelis and the Palestinians, not 
so much because the IDF lacked military force but because part of its soldiers, 
fighters and officers did not identify with its political goals. Many researchers 
attribute this to the economic liberalization in Israel and to the fact that the officer 
cadre and soldiers from combat units belonged to the middle class, which had 
begun to enjoy the fruits of the market economy.51 Even if this factor was relevant 
to a certain degree, I argue that an equally important element was the undermining 
of the legitimacy of using force against the Palestinian population in the eyes of the 
soldiers. Many soldiers moved in familial and social circles that belonged to the 
“leftist” camp and did not identify with the aims of the army. As we shall see 



further on, when the use of force was perceived as legitimate, after the second 
Intifada, support for repressing the Palestinians was widespread, as opposed to the 
sharp criticism that had led to the unilateral withdrawal from Lebanon only half a 
year earlier. 

The army's head staff realized very early on that the IDF's repressive 
activity lacked legitimacy, and the Chief of Staff stated publicly that there was no 
military solution to the Intifada, implying that a political solution was necessary.52 
Here is the analytical meaning of “political space”: although there was enough 
military force to repress the population, there was no legitimization to use it. The 
absence of such legitimization created a balance of power and in order to contain 
the conflict, it was necessary for a political space to open up: acknowledging 
differences, recognizing representatives, commencing negotiations and reaching 
political compromises. The army, which had imposed its rule on the Palestinian 
population, was the agency that opened the political space for dialogue; in 1989, the 
Security Ministry formulated a political plan and Minister Yitzhak Rabin presented 
it to the government. In the Israeli dual regime of democratic occupation, the army 
cannot use force without civil support and cannot initiate negotiations or 
withdrawals without the backing of the political echelon. By announcing that the 
solution should be political rather than military, the army sought to revert its 
political image created during the repression of the Intifada, although this in itself 
meant assuming a new, more moderate, political stand. Herein lies the meaning of 
the conditions of occupation, in which the army is structurally political: repression 
is a political act, and to avoid repression is a political act. So when can the use of 
force be perceived as apolitical? When the citizens feel threatened within the 
borders of the sovereign state. 

 
OPENING AND CLOSING POLITICAL SPACE:  

OSLO AND THE SECOND INTIFADA 
 

In 1992, the Labor party won the elections led by Yitzhak Rabin. This 
victory indicated both the opening of political space for the Palestinians by the 
army, and a desire on the part of Israeli citizens and politicians to open new spaces 
for debating “internal” questions that had been postponed until then, primarily 
socioeconomic issues. Rabin's discourse brought the two agendas together under 
the slogan “Changing Priorities,” promoting the reallocation of resources from the 
“territories” back into the “sovereign” state of Israel. The desire to clearly 
demarcate the borders of the sovereign state stemmed from security needs: personal 
security had become precarious as the Intifada continued to infiltrate into Israel, 
mostly in the form of knife attacks against Israelis. The IDF dealt with its inability 
to control the passage of Palestinians into Israel by declaring 'closure' over the 
[territories beyond the] Green Line, thus demarcating anew the borders of the state, 
which had grown increasingly blurred during the 1980s as the settlement enterprise 
had expanded. The purpose of opening a political space for the Palestinians, as 
proposed by Rabin, was first and foremost to provide security for Israelis, and only 
then to recognize the rights of the Palestinians. The principle underlying the 
legitimization of the dual regime remained intact: democracy and security. 
Democracy for Israelis and security for Israelis. Recognition of the Palestinians was 
considered important only because lacking rights, they harmed Israelis' feeling of 
'personal security'; it was therefore necessary to “get Gaza out of Bat Yam”, as 
Rabin promised – but not necessarily to get the IDF out of Gaza. 



                              

While the political echelon went about “finding a Palestinian partner” in 
the form of Yasser Arafat, the army was kept entirely in the dark about the very 
existence of such negotiations.53 Army officials were excluded from the discussions, 
apparently due to concern that should they become involved, they may disrupt the 
entire move. Indeed, the Chief of Staff responded immediately after the publication 
of the Declaration of Principles with sharp criticism, terming it “a Swiss cheese full 
of holes”. Although it was the army that had called for a political solution, 
recognizing Palestinian representatives and conducting negotiations with them 
required political leadership that would be able to think in terms of political 
dialogue and compromise, and not in terms of unilateral imposition. 

The Declaration of Principles did indeed have one significant political and 
military “hole” in it that eventually led to the failure of the Oslo Agreement: the 
decision to postpone the final definition of borders until a permanent accord would 
be reached, in five years’ time54. This is the reason why immediately after signing 
the Declaration of Principles, the army turned into the most important political 
actor in further negotiations. As the borders remained blurry, the army was 
attributed “overall responsibility” for security, i.e., controlling the borders of the 
territories and supervising movement within the territories. Under these conditions, 
it was natural for Deputy Chief of Staff Amnon Lipkin Shahak to be nominated the 
chair of the Israeli team for negotiating the implementation of the Declaration of 
Principles, and for the heads of the Palestinian military organizations, Muhamad 
Dahlan and Jibril Rajoub, to be the major agents for dialogue and cooperation on 
the Palestinian side. Cooperation on security issues became a litmus test for the 
success of the process – or for its failure55. Leaving the permanent definition of 
borders to the end of the process and using the territories as a “bargaining chip” 
legitimised further expansion of the settlement enterprise as a pre-emptory step 
towards future negotiations. However, the Palestinians interpreted this as an act of 
violence on the part of Israel, taking advantage of its continued control over 
territories that did not belong to the state. Counter-violence ensued on the part of 
the Palestinian organizations that were opposed to the agreement, in accordance 
with the military logic of Oslo: the perpetrators came mostly from the areas that 
were under the “overall responsibility” of the IDF.56 

This responsibility led the IDF to delay the implementation of the 
agreement for over a year, from July 1994 to September 1995, due to the immense 
difficulty in providing security for each and every settler after Israel had withdrawn 
from the cities in the West Bank. That year saw the formulation of two concepts: 
constructing bypass roads for settlers and dividing Palestinian towns and villages 
into hundreds of isolated enclaves surrounded by IDF forces and settlements. Two 
levels of control came into play in this strategy: A areas were under Palestinian 
“security” control and were surrounded by the IDF, while in B areas, the IDF was 
in charge of security and the Palestinian Authority was responsible for “civil” 
matters. While the closure policy was created in order to provide security for Israeli 
citizens within the borders of the sovereign state, the division of the West Bank into 
enclaves and the policy of “encirclement”57 of cities and villages was conceived in 
order to provide security for Israeli citizens living in the territories, in light of the 
difficult conditions of the interim agreement, which stated that no settlement could 
be dismantled. Although these conditions were determined by the political echelon 
and the political camp of “peace supporters”, they in fact served to strengthen the 
political role of the army.  



In other words, the way the IDF interpreted and implemented the Oslo 
agreements both improved and legitimized the dual regime: it improved military 
capacity to control the movement of Palestinians and legitimized this as a 
democratic move, opening political spaces for “peace” negotiations. Within the 
borders of democratic Israel, it originated a process of democratization that opened 
spaces for representation of internal conflicts. The very notion of “peace” 
transformed the public agenda “inside” Israel, focusing attention on post-conflict 
agendas within the sovereign border, while little attention was paid to what was 
currently happening in the territories and to the “peace” negotiations. Current 
events in the territories became almost exclusively the problem of the security 
establishment. I termed this new political situation “imagined peace” and “imagined 
democracy”.58 

It was, in fact, after the assassination of Rabin and Netanyahu’s subsequent 
rise to power that the IDF’s direct involvement in politics became a central topic of 
public debate. As long as Rabin had served as Prime Minister and Security Minister, 
the political role of the army had been perceived as apolitical, as it was backed by 
the political elites and supposedly followed the orders given by them. When 
Netanyahu came into power, the IDF continued to advocate military cooperation 
with the Palestinians on security issues and political negotiation as stated in the 
Oslo Agreement. At this point, it became clear that the IDF was an autonomous 
'political' actor that did not accept subordination to the political echelon. Netanyahu 
attacked the generals that defended the Oslo agreements, calling them “leftists”, 
and entered into a confrontation with the heads of the security establishment, 
including his Security Minister, who became the army's representative in the 
government throughout Netanyahu’s entire term.59 

The clash between Netanyahu and the heads of the army manifested the 
difference between the democratic process inside sovereign Israel and the army’s 
autonomous decision-making process regarding the occupied territories under its 
control. From the IDF's point of view, cooperation with the Palestinian police and 
continued dialogue with the Palestinian Authority were more efficient means of 
control than face-to-face confrontation with the Palestinian population. The heads 
of the IDF acted as a corporation whose interest was to enhance control over the 
territories, fearing that Netanyahu's policy could jeopardize this control, especially 
should soldiers, officers and part of the public view the expected Palestinian 
uprising as a result of Netanyahu's extremist policies. In my opinion, the IDF 
leaders faced the same problem that they had in the past – legitimizing the use of 
force in the Israeli public, due to the political context of the Likud's rule. This had 
been a key consideration of the army since the first Lebanon War and the first 
Intifada. The IDF had come to view the way hostilities were perceived by the public 
and the way they were portrayed by the media as an inherent part of the 
“battlefield”60. 

Conducting political dialogue requires political leadership, since as long as 
Israel continues to maintain a dual regime with democratic elections within its 
sovereign borders, the army can administer the territories but does not have the 
authority to relinquish control over them. Therein lies the contradiction inherent to 
the dual regime: the IDF is democratically ordered by the Israeli political 
establishment to rule the territories in an undemocratic manner. As long as the 
public interprets this as a “security” issue, the legitimacy of the regime remains 
unshaken and IDF operations continue to be perceived as apolitical. To this end, 
having the Labor party in power helps the IDF maintain its apolitical image while 



                              

having the Likud party in power does the opposite, due to its declared ideology of 
retaining control over the territories, regardless of security considerations. In 
periods when the Likud is exclusively in power, the IDF is perceived as political in 
any case: whether it is serving the goals of the government, as in the first Lebanon 
War, or whether it opposes the government, as occurred after Netanyahu was 
elected in 1996. During the first Intifada, the IDF succeeded in sidestepping this 
contradiction and expressing its political stance by virtue of the fact that the Labor 
party was part of the government, with Yitzhak Rabin serving as Security Minister. 
However, the IDF could no longer exert its influence over the political echelon 
once Netanyahu was elected as Prime Minister; consequently, the heads of the army 
decided to revert en masse to direct political action, within the framework of the 
civil democratic system. This unique phenomenon, termed by politologist Yoram 
Peri “a democratic putsch”,61 consisted of two military cliques competing in the 
1999 elections over which would succeed in toppling Netanyahu: “One Israel” 
headed by the Labor party and the former Chief of Staff Ehud Barak, against the 
“Center Party” composed of military officials who opposed the Netanyahu 
government from within – Minister of Security Itzik Mordechai and outgoing Chief 
of Staff Amnon Lipkin Shahak. 

The oxymoronic term “democratic putsch” expresses the contradiction 
inherent to the dual regime in Israel, which rules by means of a “democratic army 
of occupation”. If the heads of the IDF cannot influence Israeli policy through 
their political connections and by shaping the security discourse, they must act in 
the democratic political arena within sovereign Israel in order to open a political 
space for the Palestinians. They can close this space directly by using force, without 
becoming involved in the democratic political system, but this depends on the 
legitimacy Israeli citizens give to the use of force, foremost among these being the 
soldiers and their close acquaintances. 

The mass entry of military professionals into democratic politics 
emphasizes the difference between democratic politics and the military corporation, 
and the potential contradiction between them. The military corporation aims to 
maintain and expand control over resources and to recruit soldiers in order to rule 
the Palestinians and deter potential threats from beyond the border. The political 
echelon has different priorities. Even when politicians come from the security 
forces, caring about the good of the army and favouring forceful solutions over 
political ones, their principal concern is to be re-elected. They must consider civil 
acts of protest, popularity ratings, international constraints and possible coalitions 
with other parties. Thus, when Ehud Barak, Amnon Lipkin Shahak and Itzik 
Mordechai were in the army, they opposed unilateral withdrawal from southern 
Lebanon out of concern for the IDF's prestige vis-à-vis the Hezbollah; however, 
once they became ministers and were no longer in uniform, they favoured 
withdrawal. 

 The unilateral withdrawal from Lebanon in May 2000 enhanced 
the view held by the IDF leadership that Israel's major difficulty in maintaining its 
power of deterrence stems from a weakening of public belief in the necessity of 
fighting, with implications for the motivation of soldiers in service. Accordingly, 
presenting IDF supression of the second Intifada as a defensive “no-choice war” to 
defend our “home” was essential to ensure public support for using military force. 
This was emphatically explained in numerous interviews held with Moshe “Boogie” 
Ya'alon, who was Deputy Chief of Staff during the outbreak of demonstrations and 
actively shaped public opinion regarding the significance of supressing the second 



Intifada as a “war of survival”. He claimed that the battle over the support of “the 
home front” was no less important than the battle against the enemy; thus, criticism 
of the army's actions, or holding political negotiations while fighting was raging, 
damaged chances of victory62. 

Suppressing the second Intifada enabled the IDF to regain predomination in 
leading political moves vis-à-vis the Palestinians, under very convenient political 
circumstances and in a realm in which the army has exclusive control: escalation of 
violence. If opening a political space for dialogue requires legitimization and a 
supportive political coalition within sovereign Israel, closing this space and effecting 
escalation demands only legitimization from the Israeli public, as such a move 
forces the political echelon to toe the line with army policy. The political context 
that facilitated the legitimization of the escalation was the failure of the Camp 
David summit, at which Ehud Barak and President Clinton blamed Arafat for the 
failure of the talks.63 

Ya'alon repeatedly emphasized the importance of belief in “our narrative”, 
rejecting all criticism of the IDF and attacking politicians as “weak” for not 
believing in the fortitude of the “home front”. The IDF saw the negotiations that 
Barak continued to conduct during the second Intifada as a sign of weakness and 
leaked statements implying that the political echelon was trying to thwart IDF 
combat against the Palestinians. This led to the invention of the slogan “Let the 
IDF win”, indicating that the IDF was capable of winning and that it was the 
politicians who were impeding its victory by continuing to conduct dialogue during 
hostilities. In other words, the IDF claimed that the only solution to the second 
Intifada could be a military one and that talks must therefore cease until the Intifada 
was totally supressed. 

The second Intifada gave rise to a new military doctrine termed “low-
intensity war” – an outcome of the political role the IDF played in controlling the 
territories and policing the Palestinian population. According to this doctrine, which 
held strong until it collapsed in the second Lebanon War, the enemy's aim in 
fighting was not to defeat the IDF but to achieve political goals. Therefore, IDF 
combat activity should be directed at weakening the determination of the other side, 
causing them to abandon political goals by means of physical, economic and 
psychological pressure.64 In other words, the military doctrine since the outbreak of 
the second Intifada has prevented the opening of political space for conflict 
resolution, requiring that the Palestinians relinquish their political demands as a 
precondition to ending hostilities. IDF “victory” was dependent on the enemy's 
renouncing its political demands.  

The IDF succeeded in gaining full public support for escalation thanks not 
only to the blame that Israel and the rest of the world were pinning on Arafat, but 
also to breaches of what were considered the boundaries of sovereign Israel, 
including: 1) demonstrations of solidarity by Palestinian Israeli citizens at the 
beginning of the Intifada, which were quelled with live fire as though the 
demonstrators were under military occupation in the territories; 2) exchanges of fire 
with Palestinian policemen and Tanzim activists who stood behind the 
demonstrators; and 3) attacks on 'settlements' that were perceived as part of 
sovereign Israel – mainly Jewish neighbourhoods in East Jerusalem, most 
prominent of which was Gilo. All these constituted a 'breach of boundaries', 
creating the anxiety and sense of threat necessary for gaining sufficient support and 
silencing all criticism over the excessive use of force, even when such criticism was 
present in the minds of military professionals and ministers who clearly understood 



                              

the IDF's contribution to the escalation and its sabotaging of attempts at a 
ceasefire65.  

In sum, the thwarted attempt to open a political space for engaging in 
dialogue with the Palestinians, the continued military rule over the territories, and 
the expansion of settlements, ended in a colossal outbreak of violence that rendered 
politics irrelevant, as center stage was now taken over by violence and the fear this 
created. Military activity dictated Palestinian politics, and the IDF dictated Israeli 
politics. The election of Sharon as prime minister between 2001 and 2005 expressed 
the support of Israeli citizens for continuing the fighting and for imposing almost 
complete silence over any issue that did not involve a call to arms against the 
enemy. The Likud received votes not for its political agenda but for its support for 
continuing the oppression until victory was achieved. In this sense, Israeli politics 
within the democratic borders of the state was recruited hook, line and sinker to 
continuing the IDF's imposed rule over the territories. The value of security took 
precedence over democracy, and army professionals were preferred to politicians. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
In order to explain the complexity of the Israeli regime, political 

geographer Oren Yiftachel proposed the concept of “ethnocracy”, in which an 
ethnic group expands geographically and takes control of lands belonging to a 
weaker ethnic group. This concept, however, does not explain the political process, 
the means of intimidation, the legitimization of the regime, or the dynamics that 
develop in light of the subjugated population's resistance to the occupation. Aiming 
to explain all these, I have proposed here a dynamic theoretical framework of 
political spaces that open up for dialogue when a balance of power and clear-cut 
borders are achieved, and that close when borders become blurred and the use of 
force takes precedence. This framework conceptualizes the Israeli dual regime, in 
which military rule presides over the territories while democratic rule exists within 
the borders of the sovereign state, and highlights the importance of analyzing 
military responses within their political context. I argue that legitimizing the use of 
force is related to the way in which citizens perceive the borders of the state and the 
dangers that appear to threaten them. This, in turn, is tied to the type of action 
taken by the Palestinians, the identity of the ruling Israeli government, and the 
manner in which the IDF constructs reality by escalating or defusing the situation.  

 The occupation of the territories in 1967 was a turning point in 
Israel's regime, as the boundaries of state control were expanded to include 
Palestinian populations devoid of rights, as this control was defined as “temporary,” 
and as a border was maintained between the democratic state and the occupied 
areas. Under these circumstances, it was unavoidable that the IDF become a 
political actor, mediating conflicts both within the populations and between them 
and the state. The nature and dynamics of the army's involvement in politics were 
influenced by the identity of the ruling party and the pattern of Palestinian 
resistance. The degree of aggression that the IDF used against the Palestinians was 
determined by public opinion regarding the legitimacy of using force, as the support 
of society as a whole, and soldiers in particular, was necessary in order to initiate 
escalation. Thus, after the first Intifada (1988-1999), the IDF favoured a policy of 
appeasement even at the cost of a confrontation with the political echelon 
(Netanyahu); after the failure of the Camp David Summit (2000-2006), however, it 



received public backing for a policy of initiated escalation, yet again at the price of 
confrontation with the political echelon. 

The aim of this article has been to show that the considerations of the army 
- as a corporation that seeks to mobilize human and material resources based on the 
prestige it enjoys - differ from those of the political echelon. The existence of a dual 
regime of legitimization and rule in the territories on one hand, and within the state 
of Israel on the other, makes it difficult to initiate a coordinated and controlled step 
towards opening a political space for the Palestinians and ending the regime of 
occupation. Two fundamental components ensure that the dual regime will 
continue to exist: the blurred borders and the escalating levels of violence. 
However, one contradicts the other: although violence legitimizes a “security” 
regime “, the border blurring undermines the “democratic” legitimacy of Israel 
within the 1967 borders. It is within this contradiction that the dynamics of Israeli 
politics take place – in the conjunction of military and political considerations, along 
with the attempts made by Israeli citizens and Palestinian subjects to influence 
them. 
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