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On Rabin
anniversary, 
bloodshed 
and bickering

Beirut

I 

srael has been commemorat-
ing the 20th anniversary of the 
assassination of prime minis-
ter Yitzhak Rabin, the war hero 
who took a giant step towards 

making peace with the Palestin-
ians, even as a resurgence of vio-
lence in which dozens have been 
killed testifies to how his legacy 
has been squandered.

Rabin, a former military chief of 
staff, was assassinated on Novem-
ber 4, 1995, but Israelis marked the 
anniversary according to the He-
brew calendar on October 27th.

He was shot twice in the back as 
he left a massive Saturday night 
peace rally in Tel Aviv’s Kings of Is-
rael Square — since renamed Rabin 
Square — by a right-wing Jewish 
fanatic named Yigal Amir because 
the Israeli leader had negotiated a 
peace agreement with the Pales-
tine Liberation Organisation (PLO) 
and planned to return the West 
Bank to them.

For the Israeli right wing, and the 
ultra-Orthodox in particular who 
believe God gave the Jewish people 
the land of Judea and Samaria, the 

biblical name for the West Bank, to 
be theirs forever, this was the ulti-
mate betrayal.

“The assassination set off a chain 
reaction that would shift power 
from the pragmatists to the ideo-
logues in Israel and sink Rabin’s 
peace process. Twenty years later, 
the ideologues dominate Israeli 
politics,” observed Dan Ephron, au-
thor of a forthcoming book Killing 
a King: The Assassination of Yitzhak 
Rabin and the Remaking of Israel.

“Had he lived, Rabin might plau-
sibly have reshaped Israel broadly 
and permanently by making a final 
peace deal with the Palestinians. 
Instead, during his two decades of 
imprisonment, Rabin’s killer has 
had the satisfaction of watching 
the former prime minister’s legacy 
steadily evaporate.”

After two decades of constant 
violence, Israelis are grappling 
with what many are calling the 
third Palestinian intifada.  Young 
Palestinians have stabbed Israelis 
in the streets of Jerusalem over Is-
raeli efforts to control the complex 
dominated by the al-Aqsa mosque, 
known to Muslims as the Haram al-
Sharif, or Noble Sanctuary, and to 
Jews as Temple Mount.

More than 55 Arabs and 11 Israe-
lis have been killed since the end 
of September and the violence ap-
pears to be spreading to the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip. Palestinian 
leaders say the violence was trig-
gered by young people’s pent-up 
anger over the failure of the peace 
process that Rabin helped launch 
with the Oslo accords of 1992-93.

The bloodshed and the smoul-
dering grievances of 48 years of 

Israeli occupation underline yet 
again the toxic mix of nationalism 
and religion that lies at the heart of 
the conflict between Israel and the 
Palestinians and which doomed 
Rabin’s legacy.

Israel’s hard line against the 
Palestinians is embodied by the 
country’s current prime minister, 
Binyamin Netanyahu, who was 
first elected in 1996, two years af-
ter Rabin was gunned down. Many 
Israelis believe that Rabin’s murder 
was a consequence of Netanyahu’s 
virulent campaign against Rabin’s 
“treachery” for signing the Oslo ac-
cords, the last of them only weeks 
before his assassination.

Leftist political parties have re-
peatedly accused Netanyahu of 
stoking hatred in protests against 
Rabin’s peace-making, with ex-
tremists brandishing images of Ra-
bin in a Nazi SS uniform and chant-
ing “Death to Rabin”.

Rabin’s decision to negotiate 
with the Palestinians did not come 

easy. He was a war hero who fought 
for Israel’s creation in 1948-49 and 
played a major role in driving out 
Palestinians from the new Jewish 
state.

The general-turned-peacemaker 
was not truly comfortable engaging 
in the nascent peace process during 
the early 1990s but he understood 
that Israel faced an endless war of 
attrition with the Palestinians, and 
the Arab world at large, if a settle-
ment was not achieved.

That culminated in the landmark 
treaty signed by Rabin and Yasser 
Arafat on the White House lawn on 
September 13, 1993, with a beam-
ing Bill Clinton looking on as the 
two long-time enemies hesitantly 
shook hands.

Rabin was assassinated less than 
two years later. Arafat died in a 

French hospital on November 11, 
2004, in circumstances that have 
never been fully explained.

Two decades after Rabin was 
killed, there seems little hope the 
Oslo accords will be implemented. 
Netanyahu, currently serving his 
third term as Israel’s leader, has 
made it abundantly clear he has 
no interest in abandoning the West 
Bank.

“Palestinians are not ready to 
end the conflict and give up on 
their dream of a Palestinian state 
in the place of Israel,” he declared 
during a special session of Israel’s 
parliament to mark Rabin’s death.

The corruption-riddled Pales-
tinian administration of Arafat’s 
colourless successor, Mahmoud 
Abbas, considered by many Pales-
tinians to be little more than Israeli 
collaborators, looks as if it is on its 
last legs. Abbas officially jettisoned 
the Oslo accords in a speech to the 
UN General Assembly in Septem-
ber.
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For some of Gaza’s jobless, Israel is not that hostile territory

A file picture shows US President Bill Clinton (C) standing between PLO leader Yasser Arafat (R) and 
Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin (L), at the White House in Washington, on September 13, 1993, 
after signing the historic Israel-PLO Oslo accords.
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Rabin was killed, 
there seems little 
hope the Oslo 
accords will be 
implemented.

Rabin was 
assassinated on 
November 4, 1995.
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B 

raving the wind on a 
cold February morning, 
17-year-old Jamal Musleh 
set off from the Gaza Strip 
to try to sneak into Israel. 

He did not plan to attack Israelis but 
was seeking work to help his father 
provide for their family of eight.

“Sneaking from Gaza into Israel 
needs a strong heart,” Musleh said. 
“The horrible living conditions here, 
such as the high unemployment and 
poverty, force young men like me to 
look for better opportunities, even if 
that means in Israel.”

Musleh is one of more than 200 
young Palestinian men who have 
tried to cross Gaza’s border into Isra-
el this year, according to Palestinian 
statistics. The number was similar 
the past three years.

Gaza has been under a crippling 
Israeli embargo since Hamas took 
control of the territory by force in 
2007. The Israeli siege includes strict 

monitoring of Gaza-bound imports 
and bans the travel of its residents. 
Israel has fought three wars against 
Gaza since the Hamas takeover, with 
the latest in July 2014 that left more 
than 2,000 Palestinians and 71 Israe-
lis dead.

Since many Arabs refuse to deal 
with Hamas, Gaza has become iso-
lated. Iran halted financial aid to 
Hamas, which is believed to be one 
of Tehran’s main Arab supporters, 
after the militant group took sides 
against Syrian President Bashar As-
sad, a longtime Iranian ally.

Subsequently, Gaza unemploy-
ment hit a record 50%, while pov-
erty afflicts more than 70% of the 
population.

With a ban on travel to the West 
Bank and tunnels, once used for 
smuggling goods, escaping and 
launching attacks on Israel, under 
the border to Israel and Egypt sealed 
off, Gaza residents think Israel is 
their best available option out of 
their predicament.

That thinking was reflected in a 
2014 poll, conducted by a Palestin-
ian pollster for David Pollock, a Mid-
dle East expert at the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy.

The results indicated that the 
average Palestinian man wanted a 
steady job in Israel, not war with it. 
More than 70% of 450 respondents 
said they wished Israel would open 
its borders so they could go there to 
work.

Musleh said he arrived at a desert-
ed area along Gaza’s 40-kilometre-
long fence with Israel, crossing on 
foot and walking for two hours be-
fore the Israeli Army picked him up.

“They saw me on monitoring 

cameras, which I failed to notice 
when I surveyed the area earlier for 
two months,” he said.

Musleh said the Israelis jailed 
him for five months, during which 
he was questioned several times. 
“Each time, Israeli police asked me 
if I was sent in by Hamas or another 
militant group to do something bad 
in Israel,” the teenager said.

“I was candid,” he said. “I told 
them that I was not a member of any 
militant group and nobody sent me 
to Israel, only our poverty.” The Is-
raelis eventually let him go.

Musleh said that during interroga-

tion he completely disengaged from 
politics, hiding his feelings towards 
Israel’s “crimes” against Gaza and 
its people. He maintained that he 
had no plans to attack Israel, just to 
work there.

“I told the police that the main 
reason that pushed me to sneak into 
Israel is the hard living conditions of 
my family and that I wanted to look 
for a job in Israel because there are 
no jobs in Gaza and life is very diffi-
cult there,” he said.

“I thought that in Israel, I can find 
a good job and I can earn a good 
income to help my family,” added 

Musleh, who dropped out of high 
school two years ago to support his 
father, a construction worker, who 
has been jobless for five years.

Musleh’s father, Karam, 45, said 
that he did not know his son was 
planning to sneak into Israel.

Abdul Nasser Ferwana of a Ha-
mas-run department monitoring 
Gaza prisoners in Israel urged Pales-
tinian security forces to clamp down 
on young men from Gaza sneak-
ing into Israel. “This is becoming a 
phenomenon, with more than 200 
people who went there and got ar-
rested,” he said.

Ferwana said that the infiltrators 
were young males aged between 18 
and 24.

Eyad al-Bozzom, spokesman of 
the Hamas-run Interior Ministry, 
said security has been beefed up 
along the Israeli border. “Our young 
men are getting hurt when Israeli 
border authorities shoot at them,” 
he said.

Bozzom dismissed that there was 
a rise in infiltrations and insisted 
that “the situation is under control”.

Essam Younis, director of the al-
Mizan rights group in Gaza, said 
most of Gaza’s young men who head 
to Israel have nothing to lose. “They 
believe that life in an Israeli jail is 
better than in Gaza, which they see 
as a big jail, anyway,” he said.

Musleh said he will try again, 
claiming: “I’ll sneak in again and do 
what I want: work in Israel”.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been covering the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 28 
years.
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A Palestinian man holds a child near the Erez crossing in Beit 
Hanun in the north of the Gaza Strip.
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