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S 

ixty-nine years ago, on May 
14, the state of Israel was 
proclaimed by its founding 
prime minister, David Ben 
Gurion. A few hours later, 

the armies of Egypt, Iraq, Syria and 
Lebanon invaded Palestine, under 
the auspices of the recently estab-
lished League of Arab States, prom-
ising to annihilate the Zionists by 
Christmas 1948.

The league’s secretary-general, 
Abdul Rahman Azzam Pasha, fa-
mously vowed: “It doesn’t matter 
how many Jews there are, we will 
sweep them into the sea.”

They didn’t. Some 6,000 Jews 
were killed in the fighting along 
with nearly 5,000 Arabs. More than 
400 Arab villages were razed and 
Palestine disappeared from the 
map of the world.

The Arabs had been woefully 
unprepared for war. And as events 
would show with a terrible clarity, 
they were equally unprepared for 
the crushing defeat by a heavily 
outnumbered foe that followed.

Celebrated Syrian philosopher 
Constantine Zureik, then president 
of the American University of Bei-
rut, declared what he called “al-Na-
kba” — “the Disaster” — a descrip-
tion that, seven decades later, has 
come to encapsulate the Palestin-
ian catastrophe.

Despite much lip service to the 
cause of liberating Palestine and 
crushing the Jewish state, Arab rul-
ers have done little of any practical 
use in pursuit of that objective.

They have, by and large, used 
the Palestinian cause for their own 
ends, exploiting it to justify author-
itarianism, militarisation of soci-
ety, massive arms expenditures and 
one-party rule.

The 1948-49 war triggered coups 
in Damascus and Cairo, brought 
down the democratically elect-
ed government of Lebanon and 
sparked a bloody revolution that 
overthrew the Hashemite dynasty 
in Baghdad in 1958.

Military officers seized power 
in one Arab capital after another, 
all promising to liberate Palestine 
from the Zionists — a distracting 
call to arms that was eventually 
picked up by Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini in Iran after his Islamic 
Revolution overthrew the Peacock 
Throne in 1979.

He closed the Israeli Embassy in 
Tehran and presented it to Yasser 
Arafat, who had helped train the 
ayatollah’s revolutionaries.

Khomeini’s inflammatory 
speeches, distributed on cassette 
throughout the region, translated 
from Persian into Arabic, spoke of 
all the injustices done to the Pales-
tinians since al-Nakba of 1948-49.

But few paid heed because, by 
the time Khomeini had joined the 
struggle for Palestine, the Arabs 
were already deeply divided.

At the time, Palestine had been 
gone for 31 years. The war of 
1948-49 seemed like a minor skir-
mish compared to the disaster of 
1967, when Israel single-handedly 
crushed the armies of Egypt, Syria, 
and Jordan and occupied the Sinai 
Peninsula, the West Bank, East Je-
rusalem and most of Syria’s Golan 
Heights.

Then came Anwar Sadat’s his-
toric visit to occupied Jerusalem in 
1977 followed by the Camp David 
accords, the first peace treaty be-
tween Israel and an Arab state. Ara-
fat made peace with Israel in 1993.

The new generation of Arab 
youth began to abandon any hope 
of one day defeating Israel and re-
claiming Palestine. Although brief-
ly galvanised by the first Palestin-
ian uprising in 1987 and another 
in 2001, young Arabs were clearly 
distracted by the US occupation 
of Iraq, followed by the collapse of 
governments in Egypt, Syria, Yem-
en and Libya during the upheaval 
of the “Arab spring.”

On the 69th anniversary of al-Na-
kba, none of the pre-2011 manifes-

tations of Arab nationalism prevail 
in capitals such as Damascus and 
Baghdad.

Gone, too, are the public rallies 
on May 14, followed by inflamma-
tory speeches and front page edito-
rials in the Arab media. The Arabs 
are too busy burying their dead and 
fighting off the new occupation of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) to remem-
ber — let alone commit — to the Pal-
estinians.

The only state that still claimed 
to be totally committed is non-Arab 
Iran, with its proxy militia in Leba-
non, the army of Hezbollah.

But if the Arab masses were scep-
tical in 1979 about the emergence 
of the Islamic Republic and its ex-
hortations to reclaim Palestine, 
they are now totally alienated from 

Iran and its drive to dominate its 
Arab neighbours, its confrontation 
with Saudi Arabia and its open in-
volvement in the Syrian carnage.

Many in the Sunni-dominated 
Arabian Gulf see Shia Iran as more 
of a threat to their national secu-
rity than Israel and have even set 
up secret channels with the Jewish 
state, hoping that it would one day 
smash Hezbollah and rid them of 
Iranian influence in the Levant.

Iran’s track record in Iraq since 
2003 has not helped. It was ac-
cused of destroying the country’s 
Sunni elite and replacing it with 
Iranian proxies such as Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi.

Then the Syrian war erupted in 
March 2011, destroying whatever 
residual trust mainstream Arabs 

may have had in Iran. Saudi Ara-
bia’s deputy intelligence chief, 
Ahmed Asiri, has even said that the 
kingdom shares concerns with Is-
rael about Iran.

The biggest losers in all this are 
the Palestinians themselves. With 
the region in flames and ferment, 
the 69th anniversary of al-Nakba is 
attracting little attention.

Few — if any — offer anything 
but lip service to the Palestinian 
cause while Iranian expansionism 
gathers momentum and may even 
ignite a war far more destructive 
than the one that brought Israel 
into being.
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Still, at the barrel of a gun. A Palestinian protester moves the gun of an Israeli soldier out of his face 
during a demonstration on Road 60, which links Jerusalem and Hebron.                       (AFP)

Walking a tightrope? Senior Palestinian 
official Saeb Erekat walks from the West Wing 
to speak to reporters at the White House, on 
May 3.                            (AFP)
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R
eading through the 
litanies spouted by 
Saeb Erekat, secre-
tary-general of the 
Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO), it 

is difficult to find an instance in 
which the rhetoric does not evoke 
contradictions.

Erekat, who was part of a 
delegation travelling to Washing-
ton ahead of Palestinian Authority 
President Mahmoud Abbas’s 
meeting with his US counterpart, 
Donald Trump, managed to 
consolidate the fragmentation of 
the Palestinian territories using a 
simple formula characterising the 
international diplomatic agenda.

Three aspects are normally 
invoked: Israeli settlement 
expansion, the two-state para-
digm and purported US efforts to 
renew negotiations. A recent 
variation uttered by Erekat 
accuses Israel of “sabotaging US 
efforts to renew the peace 
process.” To affirm the duplicity, 
Erekat condemned the Israeli 
imposition of “the colonial 
enterprise” while invoking 
adherence to the two-state 
illusion.

Palestinians are completely 
misrepresented by their interna-
tionally recognised leaders, who 
speak of absolutes — international 

legal recourse, UN resolutions and 
documenting of Israeli interna-
tional law violations. They grovel 
while Israel receives assurances 
that its settler expansion can 
continue undeterred and the 
international community can 
indulge in human rights rhetoric 
without enforcing implementa-
tion. The result is unbridled 
impunity.

Without any doubt, Israel and 
the United States have perfected 
the safeguarding of impunity 
through political power. However, 
legitimising impunity from the 
echelons of the Palestinian 
Authority bequeaths Israel and 
the United States with additional 
leverage. Erekat has erroneously 
articulated a purported difference 
between Israeli and US perspec-
tives by stating that the latter is 
partial to a solution.

Evidence illustrates the oppo-
site. Israel is the largest recipient 
of US military aid. It ensured the 
subjugation of the Palestinian 
Authority to Israel through 
security coordination, which has 
jeopardised the lives of Palestin-
ian families due to widespread 
incarceration. There has also been 
a constant refusal to acknowledge 
the illegality of settlements, 
preferring instead to rely upon 
euphemisms such as “new 
realities on the ground,” which 
was coined by former US Presi-
dent George W. Bush, and seeking 
to focus on disapproval rather 
than legality.

The current political framework 
with Trump at the helm also 

conveys how Palestinians have 
been rendered collateral damage. 
Appointing a pro-settlement 
ambassador to Israel and the back-
and-forth haranguing about 
moving the US Embassy to 
Jerusalem show how the United 
States is interested in Israel 
retaining its political hegemony.

There is no possible scenario, 
therefore, in which Erekat can 
claim that Israel is jeopardising US 
efforts towards renewing negotia-
tions. On the contrary, there have 
been several instances in which 
Palestinian rights could have been 
asserted, yet these possibilities 
were perpetually annihilated by 
the Palestinian Authority.

When the Middle East Quartet 
belatedly declared that the 
two-state paradigm was obsolete, 

Palestinian leaders excel in political humiliation
Palestinian leaders failed to seize 
the opportunity to declare an 
alternative agenda. Like Abbas, 
Erekat has repeatedly elevated 
compromised negotiation and 
recognition of Israel over Palestin-
ian liberation.

Hence, dissociation has 
occurred on several fronts. By 
alluding to a purported difference 
between Israeli and US policy, 
Palestinian officials have invented 
a new narrative in which the 
United States dons the guise of a 
fictional ally. By insisting upon 
recognition of Israel, criticism of 
Israeli policies is nullified because 
there is no acknowledgement of 
the historical colonial process that 
led to the expansionist frenzy.

The result is an immense 
political humiliation inflicted on 
the Palestinian population that 
embodies the potential to frag-
ment the Palestinian territories 
permanently. While Israel is 
actively seeking to ensure 
complete domination over them, 
Palestinian leaders emulate the 
international community and 
indulge in catchphrases that 
illustrate the divide between the 
people and political charades.

There is always an opportunity 
to alter the political narrative by 
embracing the collective struggle. 
Palestinian Authority leaders have 
instead affirmed their partiality to 
the exploitation of their popula-
tion.
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