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I 

write this from the Indian capi-
tal New Delhi, where a massive 
11-figure statue is probably the 
clearest sign that the Palestin-
ians can fight a mighty system 
and hope to win.

The statue commemorates the 
start of Mahatma Gandhi’s 
non-violent struggle against the 
all-powerful British Empire. It 
depicts the Salt March, begun by 
Gandhi to defy a deeply unjust 
British law that forced Indians to 
buy salt at exorbitant prices from 
the colonial government and 
prohibited them from collecting 
their own.

That single act of disobedience 
set off a massive campaign of 
non-compliance across India and 
that campaign of unceasing 
peaceful resistance to occupation 
forced the world’s dominant power 
to accede to the protesters’ 
demands and set India free.

There can be no more powerful 
template for the Palestinian cause 
now that US President Donald 
Trump has abandoned even the 
pretence of even-handedness in 
the Palestinian-Israeli issue. 
Trump ignored international law 
and recognised Jerusalem as 
Israel’s capital.

With that, the United States, the 
world’s richest, most militarily 
powerful nation, threw its weight 
behind the Palestinians’ Israeli 
oppressors. It had the effect of a 
non-military offensive that wins a 
war, leaving the Palestinians’ long 
fight for justice uncertain, for how 
do you battle for something that 
has been given away?

The blow to Palestinians can 
hardly be understated. This is not 
because they cherished hopes that 
a Trump-led America would broker 
a just and viable peace but because 
it legitimises every indignity 
suffered by the Palestinians and 
makes it acceptable for Israel to 

further colonise land for Jewish 
settlements.

At this, perhaps the very darkest 
moment for the Palestinian cause, 
light and hope can only come from 
a new peaceful strategic mobilisa-
tion not unlike Gandhi’s Salt 
March. Thousands of Gandhis 
must emerge. Thousands of Rosa 
Parks must take a stand.

Parks, a black seamstress and 
rights activist, triggered the US 
civil rights movement against 
racial segregation by refusing one 
December day in 1955 to give up 
her seat on a bus to a white man. “I 
was not tired physically,” she later 
wrote in her autobiography. “No, 
the only tired I was, was tired of 
giving in.”

Hundreds of thousands of 
Palestinian Gandhis and Parks 
must now stand and sit — and 
march — on principle, casting their 
struggle as a binary battle between 

right and wrong. If the Palestin-
ians adopted non-violent resist-
ance and held to it, the struggle 
would pit physically asymmetric 
but psychologically powerful 
forces against each other. Israel, a 
cruel oppressor supported by the 
United States, would be fighting 
the Palestinians even as they make 
a moral and peaceful argument 
against injustice.

Additionally, as Erica Che-
noweth and Maria Stephan point 
out in their book “Why Civil 
Resistance Works,” there is a 
strategic logic in peaceful protest. 
They analysed 323 major insurrec-
tions since 1900 in support of 
self-determination and demo-
cratic rule and found that violent 
resistance was successful 26% of 
the time but non-violent cam-
paigns were nearly twice as 
successful.

So, can the Palestinians do it? 

More to the point, will they?
Naysayers point out that the 

non-violent method of struggle 
has little appeal and even less of a 
track record in the Arab world but 
it was unarmed civil insurrections 
that ousted two autocrats — Tuni-
sia’s Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali and 
Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak — in 2011.

Chibli Mallat, the Lebanese 
lawyer, US professor and author of 
“Philosophy of Non-violence: 
Revolution, Constitutionalism and 
Justice beyond the Middle East,” 
said it was remarkable “that 
probably the most violent region 
of the world, the Middle East, was 
capable of rallying around a 
non-violent philosophy of 
historical change in 2011.”

Stephen Zunes, a University of 
San Francisco professor specialis-
ing in the Middle East, insists: 
“There is a long history of non-
violent resistance in the Middle 
East.” He offers a rundown of 
generally successful non-violent 
protests in the region, including 
Egypt’s 1919 independence 
struggle against the British, 
Lebanon’s 2006 Cedar Revolution 
ending Syrian domination, 
Sudan’s insurrections against 
military dictatorships in 1964 and 
1985 and Iran’s 1890s’ Tobacco 
Strike, 1906 Constitutional 
Revolution and 1979 overthrow of 
the shah.

The Palestinians themselves, 
Zunes reminds us, have used 
non-violent mobilisation as a 
strategy, launching a general 
strike in the 1930s, the first 
intifada in the late 1980s “and 
more recent campaigns against 
Israel’s separation wall and 
settlement expansion in the West 
Bank.”

They must do so again, this time 
until they have justice and peace. 
They must surge forward holding 
aloft the weapon of truth.

There is only one course for 
the Palestinians — non-violence

Trump driven by ego, the 
Iranians and Turks by own 
agendas on Jerusalem

W 

ill US President 
Donald Trump’s 
highly contro-
versial decision 
to recognise 
Jerusalem as the 

capital of Israel and to move the 
US Embassy from Tel Aviv provide 
the spark needed to revive peace 
negotiations between Israelis and 
Palestinians?

Will it wake up the Palestinians 
from their political slumber?

Will it make the Israelis realise 
that they cannot go on occupying 
another people indefinitely?

Or will that spark flare the other 
way and reignite violence in the 
region?

Pundits have been divided on 
the answers to those questions, 
with some asking whether the 
American president’s decision 
may offer an opportunity for a 
real game changer. Wishful 
thinking, say the pessimists — and 
the realists.

Trump stated that his directive 
was an overdue acknowledge-
ment of the facts on the ground. 
Because Jerusalem is the seat of 
the Israeli government, should it 
not be recognised as such by the 

international community?
Practically all world leaders, 

including many close US allies, 
condemned Trump’s decision and 
reaffirmed that the status of 
Jerusalem should be decided 
during peace talks between the 
Israelis and Palestinians. Trump’s 
initiative could revitalise Arab 
and European sympathy for 
Palestinian sentiments through-
out the world, resulting in a 
political setback for Israel.

Trump’s claim that he could 
negotiate between the antago-
nists is about as outside the realm 
of possibilities as can be. He does 
not realise the complexity of the 
problem. The Middle East issue 
has over the decades stomped US 
presidents Jimmy Carter, Bill 
Clinton and others and a slew of 
conflict resolution experts from 
Gunnar Jarring to George Mitch-
ell. All have failed. For Trump to 
succeed would be nothing short 
of a miracle.

Much of the debate has to do 
with the perception of Trump and 
the controversies he systemati-
cally sparks, not about the policy 
itself. There is really nothing new 
here as previous US presidents, 

including Barack Obama and 
George W. Bush, announced their 
recognition of Jerusalem as the 
site for the US Embassy in Israel 
even if they refrained from 
announcing its transfer.

Can such a move force the 
Trump administration to be more 
forthcoming with the Palestin-
ians? That again is highly unlikely 
as Trump’s positions are often 
driven by his inflated ego. His 
Jerusalem plan dimmed the 
prospects of peaceful dialogue 
and pushed the Palestinians’ 
moderate leadership towards 
unprecedented extremes.

One certainty is going to be the 
rise of Iranian interference in 
Lebanese politics and conse-
quently more activity along 
Israel’s northern frontier.

This points to another aspect of 
the possible ripple effects of the 
Jerusalem crisis. A recent declara-
tion by Hezbollah hinted at the 
border between Israel and 
Lebanon becoming a flashpoint of 
violence. The pro-Iranian forces 
have come a long way since their 
last round of fighting with Israel a 
few summers ago. Hezbollah is 
better equipped, better trained 

and its fighters have had several 
years of combat experience 
fighting in support of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

There is little doubt that Iran 
and its proxies in the region will 
milk the Jerusalem issue, hoping 
to extract whatever political 
mileage they can from the 
developments. That seems to be 
the endgame of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who has 
engaged in all sorts of inciteful 
theatrics for the sake of creating a 
wider base of support among 
Islamist supporters at home and 
in the region.

Public opinion in the Arab and 
Muslim worlds seem, however, to 
have grown more realistic if not 
fatalistic since the “Arab spring’s” 
catastrophic process in the 
region.

The bottom line is that in an 
attempt to restore its deeply 
frayed legitimacy in Lebanon and 
elsewhere since its intervention 
in Syria, Hezbollah could be 
tempted to open a front with 
Israel. That is likely, however, to 
be an Iran-supported sectarian 
front at best. The Arab world is 
busy extinguishing its fires.
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At this, perhaps the very darkest moment for the Palestinian cause, light 
and hope can only come from a new peaceful strategic mobilisation. 

There is little doubt that Iran and its proxies in the region will milk the 
Jerusalem issue, hoping to extract whatever political mileage they can.
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Unresolved issue. A Palestinian boy waves his national f lag in 
front of an Israeli soldier in the West Bank village of Maasarah 
near Bethlehem.                                                             (AFP)

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

                               1 / 1

http://www.tcpdf.org

