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T 

he coming months could 
see the selection of new 
leaders for the rival Pales-
tinian movements of Ha-
mas and Fatah.

There have been discussions be-
hind closed doors regarding which 
Hamas figure would head the Islam-
ist movement that governs Gaza 
once Khaled Meshaal steps down 
from the leadership of the group’s 
political bureau.

Meshaal announced in Septem-
ber that he would not stand in the 
next internal elections, which are 
expected to be by early December.

Three people — former prime min-
ister Ismail Haniyeh, senior Hamas 
member Moussa Abu Marzouk and 
prominent Hamas leader Mahmoud 
al-Zahar — are reportedly being con-
sidered for the leadership position.

“The next leader of Hamas, who-
ever he may be, is not likely to 
change the movement’s direction,” 
said Iyad Barakat, a Palestinian 
writer based in London. “Picking 
Haniyeh could indicate that the Qa-
tar-Turkey axis would have a greater 
influence. Zahar is more vocally pro-
Iran but the general direction would 
more or less remain the same.”

Pressure is growing on Palestinian 
Authority (PA) President Mahmoud 
Abbas, 81, to set a path for a succes-
sor for the leadership of his Fatah 
movement, which is bitterly divid-
ed.

Fatah is the dominant party in 
the Palestine Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO), which dominates the PA 
in the West Bank. Arab countries, 
such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the 
United Arab Emirates, that tradi-
tionally prefer Fatah to Hamas, have 
expressed concern about the lack of 
planning for a transition of power.

Abbas announced that Fatah 
would have its seventh general 
conference on November 29th in 
Ramallah but it remains unclear 
whether the question of succes-
sion will come up. Abbas, whose 

mandate has expired, has been in 
power since 2005 but does not have 
a deputy.

“There is a serious risk of instabil-
ity, even an armed conflict among 
Fatah factions after the death of Ab-
bas if there isn’t an agreement on 
the transition of power,” said Kamel 
Hawwash, a British-based Palestin-
ian university professor and writer. 
“The best time to reach an agree-
ment is while Abbas is still alive.”

There is more at stake in deciding 
the new face of the leadership of the 
PA, as it would represent Palestin-
ians in most international platforms 
or when negotiating a deal with the 
Israelis.

Opinion polls indicate that Pal-
estinians have little confidence in 
Abbas but the most popular Fatah 
leader, Marwan Barghouti, remains 
in an Israeli prison. There have been 
attempts to name him as Abbas’s 
vice-president but such a move 

would be merely symbolic, if not 
problematic, with the PA’s interna-
tional backers the United States and 
the European Union.

Within Fatah, former security 
chief Mohammed Dahlan is the 
most vocal opponent of Abbas but 
has frequently stressed that he does 
not seek the leadership for himself. 
Dahlan is viewed as a possible king-
maker despite Abbas’s attempts to 
sideline his followers within the 
movement.

Other options touted for the Fa-
tah leadership are veteran politi-
cian Nasser al-Qudwa, head of the 
Palestine Football Association Jibril 
Rajoub and head of Palestinian in-
telligence Majid Faraj. Those three 
are not expected to make a U-turn in 
PA policies but they would be under 
pressure to make some changes.

“Any leader who comes after Ab-
bas will be required to do something 
to change the status quo with re-

gards to relations with Israel,” said 
Barakat. “Many people gave up on 
having any policy changes while Ab-
bas is at the helm of Fatah.”

It also remains unclear how fu-
ture leaders of Hamas and Fatah 
would deal with each other. Opin-
ion polls indicate that Palestinians 
wish to see a better relationship 
between the two major factions but 
Israeli leaders, backed by the United 
States, would like Fatah to distance 
itself from Hamas, which does not 
recognise the state of Israel.

There have been reconciliatory 
moves from key Hamas and Fatah 
figures. Meshaal admitted in Sep-
tember that Hamas made a mistake 
when it decided to rule Gaza with-
out Fatah. In Gaza, Hamas released 
from prison Zaki al-Sakani, a leader 
of the Fatah-linked Al-Aqsa Martyrs 
Brigades.

Numerous positive statements 
were made by Dahlan and Hamas 

towards each other, although offi-
cials from both camps insist these 
are not part of new rapprochement 
efforts but fall under the continual 
discussions on serving the interest 
of Palestinians.

Abbas recently met with Meshaal 
and Haniyeh in Qatar, reportedly to 
discuss national reconciliation and 
the possibility of having national 
elections, although the Doha-spon-
sored initiative has yet to yield any 
positive results.

Some observers remain uncon-
vinced that progress would be 
made. “If the Fatah-Hamas rift was 
once considered the major obstacle 
to Palestinian statehood, today it 
has become obvious that divisions 
among Fatah pose an even bigger 
threat to Palestinian aspirations,” 
wrote Jerusalem-based Khaled Abu 
Toameh in an article for the Gate-
stone Institute, a New York think-
tank.
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Israel, Palestinian territories and the two-state mirage

T
hree anniversaries in 
November are integral 
to the issue of Pales-
tinian statehood. 
November 2nd 
marked the 99th 

anniversary of the Balfour 
Declaration, in which Britain 
pledged in 1917 to facilitate the 
establishment of a Jewish 
“national home” in Palestine, 
without a legal or moral right to 
do so.

November 15th marks 28 years 
since the Palestinian declaration 
of independence in 1988 and 
November 29th marks the fourth 
anniversary of the upgrading of 
the Palestinian territories’ status 
at the United Nations to “non-
member observer state”.

Respectively, these three 
events constitute the theft, decla-
ration and recognition of Pales-
tinian statehood.

International recognition of 
Palestine has grown in leaps and 
bounds. Following the declara-

tion of independence, it was 
recognised by more than 80 
countries. By last year, this 
number had risen to 136, repre-
senting 70.5% of UN members 
and 80% of the world’s popula-
tion. In recent years, several 
European parliaments voted to 
recognise Palestine and urged 
their governments to do the 
same.

The UN General Assembly vote 
to upgrade Palestine’s status was 
passed overwhelmingly, with 138 
votes in favour and only nine 
against. The Palestinian territo-
ries have joined an increasing 
number of international organi-
sations and treaties.

However, the irony is that, as 
Palestinians cement their status 
on the international stage, the 
possibility of an actual state has 
all but vanished. It is a virtual 
state, one whose realisation on 
the ground has been thwarted by 
Israel’s relentless colonisation.

Its settlement enterprise, which 
houses several hundred thousand 
people, controls about half the 
West Bank and has cut off East 
Jerusalem from the rest of the 
occupied territories. Israel’s 
colonies are on strategic hilltops, 
the most fertile land and aquifers.

Israel insists on keeping 

illegally annexed East Jerusalem, 
whose boundaries have been 
expanded to compose about 10% 
of the West Bank, as well as the 
Jordan Valley, which comprises 
about another 30%.

The intended result is the 
fragmentation of the Palestinian 
territories, rendering a contigu-
ous, viable state impossible. 
Israel’s polity and society lack the 
will to reverse this trend, its 
government replete with mem-
bers, including the prime minis-
ter, who openly oppose a Pales-
tinian state.

When the head of the Israeli 
human rights group B’Tselem 
spoke at the UN Security Council 
and urged the international 
community to “intervene” to end 
the occupation, he was met with 
a domestic furore and increased 
political efforts to silence his 
organisation and others like it.

Even if the will existed, how 
could several hundred thousand 
settlers be evacuated when the 
removal of several thousand from 
Gaza in 2005 caused national 
uproar? The international 
community lacks the will to 
pressure Israel to abide by 
international law.

We have passed the point of no 
return. Adherents to a two-state 

solution are clinging to a mirage. 
What is required is a paradigm 
shift in thinking towards a 
binational state. This is portrayed 
by two-staters as a naive fantasy 
and by Israel and its supporters as 
a threat to its Jewish demo-
graphic supremacy. However, we 
have moved on from the debate 
about whether one or two states 
is preferable to what is now 
possible.

The two-state solution is not 
“at risk of being replaced by a 
one-state reality”, as UN Secre-
tary General Ban Ki-moon 
warned in September. The 
one-state reality is upon us, 
brought about by decades and 
generations of Israeli colonialism. 
Israel cannot have it both ways, 
denying a Palestinian state while 
decrying a single binational one.

The status quo — an apartheid 
system — is untenable in the long 
run, so efforts must be made to 
ensure that a transition to a 
binational state, with equal rights 
for all, is carried out as smoothly 
as possible. South Africa serves as 
a model not just for the futility of 
apartheid but also for how it can 
be dismantled peacefully.

Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist 
and analyst on Arab affairs.
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Israel cannot 
have it 
both ways, 
denying a 
Palestinian 
state while 
decrying 
a single 
binational 
one.

We have moved on from the 
debate about whether one or 
two states is preferable, to what 
is now possible.

Pressure is growing 
on Mahmoud Abbas 
to pave the way for a 
successor for the 
leadership of Fatah.


