The Number 19 Bus

“Good luck.” It was what a dear friend said to me, with both affection and concern, when I told him what I was about to do – write a book about Hamas – which provided me the key for my labours. What else could be said about the most important Palestinian Islamist movement? In Israel there are those who call Hamas militants ‘animals’, or even ‘cannibals’. The United States, under the presidency of Bill Clinton, placed it on the list of terrorist organisations. And Europe, after a few years, followed the American example. So, what can one write? What should one write? Perhaps provide a detailed description of how a suicide belt is built? Or perhaps I should have provided a voice for Hamas’ armed men, the (young) men of the Izz ed-Din al-Qassam Brigades, portrayed in that iconography standardised the world over of the balaclava and the green bandanna? Or perhaps I should enter an Israeli gaol and interview those who had organised the terrorist attacks, or the would-be suicide bombers who changed their minds and didn’t blow themselves up?

No, there is no need for such a volume. The shelves of bookstores – and those of many homes – are replete of sensational titles, of front covers with super-veiled Muslim women, would-be suicide bombers, cocooned in camouflage, Arab children holding up guns, and so on. Few books, however, provide complex answers to a crucial question, which emerged in the immediate aftermath of the Palestinian elections of January 25th, 2006, those elections in which Hamas won such a decisive mandate. 

Why, at that particular point in time, did Hamas attract the support of the majority of Palestinians, who exercised their right and duty to vote with a deep and unanimously recognised sense of democracy and of willingness to give up power? Had the Palestinians, whose story we had all come to know over the past forty years, suddenly become supporters of terrorism? This over-simplistic, Manichean explanation had been offered by those who supported the chimera of a ‘guided democratisation’ in the Middle East, modelled on Western democracies. How is it possible? How can it be that when we grace them with the opportunity to vote – that prince among instruments of Western representative democracies – that they, one man with one vote, end up choosing Hamas? These were the questions one heard in the immediate aftermath of the election. Perhaps, rather than protest at the scandal of their choice, we should look to its reasons, and consider its ‘strategy’. Indeed, given the electoral results, that vote, that Hamas victory has to be analysed through its facts. At all costs.

This is indeed what took place. Hamas’ electoral success in 2006 has in practise been annulled by the international community, cancelled as though those very same heads of government had not at the time praised the presence of the Islamist party on the electoral roll. As though the polling booths had never been installed throughout the West Bank and Gaza. As though just under 900 international observers had never been installed and had never attested to the democratic character of the electoral process. ‘Free and fair’, it was said at the time, an example of freedom and propriety, as all the reports compiled in the election’s aftermath said. Yet, the international community has barred all exist and enclosed Palestinian politics in a pen, ever after the establishment of the Hamas government the following March.

Doors locked and windows barred, and still no answer to the fundamental question: Why did Hamas win, on January 25th, 2006? A question which is only the latest in a long series of political questions, the tip of an iceberg of questions which are urgent because they go to the heart of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and require, for this reason, complex and exhaustive answers. The first answer, the hardest, the most controversial, but also the most clearly backed by both facts and experts, is that Hamas is not a terrorist organisation, but rather a political movement which has used terrorism, particularly during a certain phase of its twenty-year history. The latest to attest to this is a man who cannot be accused of neither collusion nor sympathy towards the members of the Harakat al-Muqawwama al-Islamiyya: Tom Segev, editor of Ha’aretz – one of Israel’s most popular broadsheets, particularly abroad – wrote the day after the beginning of Operation Cast Lead, begun by the Israeli Defence Forces on December 27th 2008: “Hamas is not a terrorist organisation which holds the inhabitants of Gaza hostage: it is a nationalist religious movement, and the majority of Gaza’s inhabitants subscribe to this view.”[1] This is a distinction which appears to take into account neither the hunger of Sderot’s inhabitants, nor of the suffering of the families of the over 500 victims of suicide bombings which not only Hamas but all Palestinian armed factions – including those tied to Fatah – carried out inside Israel between 2000 and 2005, the year of Hamas’ declaration of a de facto truce. Men, women and children: the civilians dead in the buses, in the cafés, on the roads of Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, Afula, Netanya, Haifa. Israelis, Jews and Arabs, foreigners, soldiers on leave, mothers, students on the way to school, early in the morning.[2]

Early, like that morning of January 29th, 2004, when Ali Munit Yussuf Jihara, a Palestinian policeman from one of Jerusalem’s downtown quarters, from a road with an evocative name, Rechov Azza – Gaza Road – fifty meters from the office of the then prime minister of Israel, Ariel Sharon, and fifty meters away from the Moment Café, which had been the target of another suicide attack two years before. At that time, I lived less than 200m away from Rechov Azza. I didn’t hear the explosion, as is often the case in these circumstances. I heard about it only later. What I did hear were the ambulances’ strident horns, the crazed claxons and the loudspeakers of police cars. They were telling me that there had been an attack. I made sure that the rest of the family were ok – my husband had also left to take the child to the nursery – and then I rushed to Gaza Road, to see with my own eyes what a suicide attack meant: a bus half of which had been blown away, so that the crumpled chassis is the only simulacrum yet visible, the symbol of all the broken lives, the tattered flesh which, I was told, could be found blown onto the balconies of the buildings in the Rehavia quarter, a middle class area which provided for the quiet retirement of professionals and intellectuals. Like Zeruya Shalev, writer, author of familiar novels, whom I met four years after that January 29th, at that very Moment Café which had in the meantime changed its name to Resto-Bar. Life is made of human beings and of stories which touch us, and only four years later did I discover that she had been on that road, just before I arrived to describe the aftermath of the attack, among the dozens of injured in that attack, which had also claimed ten lives. She had been hit in one knee as she was on the sidewalk, with the bus driving past her just before it exploded.

That attack was not claimed by Hamas, which nonetheless not only did not condemn it, but supported it. It was immediately claimed by the Al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigade, the armed faction close to Fatah, Arafat’s old party. It was my baptism for ‘that kind’ of news in Jerusalem, where I had arrived just a month and a half before, in the still bloody wake of the Second Intifada. Thinking about it again, composing the pieces of that personal, professional, human mosaic which is one’s life, perhaps it was precisely that attack which provided my point of entry into the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The lifeless shell of a bus, its rear portion blackened, yet intact around the driver’s seat. And outside, along the perimeter designated by that symbol of suffering, a deep sense of unreality, of detachment between the image of the explosion and the silence of the aftermath: the ‘specialists’ looking for all that might be linked to the explosion, the poor remains of human beings, the objects belonging to those who were on that Number 19 bus; the owners of the shops and the tenants who sweep broken glass off the pavement.

From then on, before that January in 2004, my role in Jerusalem had been double: witness of the news by profession, and the city’s resident and thus potential unwitting victim as a consequence of a choice we made as a family. It is precisely this dual role which made it impossible for me to shun the questions, that is to ask myself what it meant to live with that daily fear packed into a rucksack, into banal everyday gestures, getting onto a bus to go to work, entering a café, finding oneself in a car behind public transport and hope it isn’t a suicide bomber sitting on the seat just the other side of a glass windshield, or walking a little more briskly past the bus stop on Jaffa Road or the popular market of Mahane Yehuda because crowds are always dangerous.

These were not, however, the only questions which I asked myself – precisely because it was my duty, both as professional and as a human being. I have always wondered what might lead a twenty-year-old man, a teenager at eighteen, a young woman of twenty-two to give up their own life and cause the death of others. I have never thought that it could be a decision taken lightly: all you have to do is step into someone else’e shoes, your neighbour’s shoes, to understand that a gesture so definitive, so totalising, must be born of a feeling which is equally definitive and totalising. Hate, pain, revenge: one can conjugate desperation however one wants, but what is sure is that a suicide bomber’s heart is not light, he is not a sniper who fires from afar without putting his life on the line. A suicide bomber pays with his own life, he cannot go back, he cannot be ‘re-educated’.

The common view in the West is that it is religion which provides the suicide bomber the crucial impulse to become a suicide bomber. To be more precise, this narrative maintains that Islam promises so much [in the afterlife] that it makes death lighter. I never fully believed the ‘religious’ interpretation of this kind of suicide: in my opinion, this kind of act never loses its political significance, which falls entirely within the bounds of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and of national claims. And to confirm the political dimension [of such an act] one need only consider a simple fact: it is not only [IIslamist] organisations like Hamas or Islamic Jihad which have used suicide attacks, but also Fatah and the thoroughly secular Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine. The role which organisation like these –which are linked to more classical post-1948 Palestinian nationalism– play in suicide attacks does not affect the questions around the use of this kind of terrorism. It does, however, implicitly pose the question of whether it is right to view Hamas solely in this light, or whether it is not more serious to use more sophisticated interpretive instruments for this organisation, which have otherwise been used for organisations such as Fatah or the PFLP.

If this is the case, then one should go beyond [such simplistic interpretations], immerse oneself in the complexity of the Palestinian Islamist movement, an organisation the estence of which is based not only on an indefinite religious substratum, but that is, to all intents and purposes, a movement for political reform which cannot divorce itself from reality, from concreteness, from pragmatism. Reality, concreteness and pragmatism which paradoxically co-exist with the military wing, with guerrilla, with suicide attacks. Without an analysis of this complexity, it is not possible to gain an understanding of what has happened in Palestine not only over the past three years, but over the past two decades.

Faiqa’s Pilgrimage

Faiqa, for example, was a member of the People’s Party, one of the two expressions of Palestinian communism. She took part in the first intifada, and for that she ended up in an Israeli prison. She was a strong woman, with a deep gaze, a full face and a dark complexion, and a head covered by a simple handkerchief with a tiger-skin pattern. I met her during the winter of 2008 in Kobar, a village just above Ramallah, just a few kilometres from Bir Zeit University. Faiqa is not from Kobar, on the contrary: she has no links with what is little more than a village, known for being the birthplace of all Palestine’s best-known Bargouthis. And yet, when I met her, she had recently arrived in Kobar on board a bus in order to convey her condolences to a widow she’d never met in her life, the wife of a man she had never met: a Hamas imam, one of the best-known in the area around Ramallah. Faiqa had learned of the death of sheikh Majid Bargouthi, who an investigation would find a few weeks later had died under torture. Sheikh Majid had been taken away by the men of the Mukhabarat, the Palestinian secret service, and had not left the interrogation room on his feet. The news of his death spread through Palestine: Al-Jazeera had been to Kobar, headlining the ugly news, and Faiqa told me she had been unable to sleep at night because of it. She woke breathless, had trouble falling asleep again, and finally decided to go to Kobar even though she had nothing to do with that family or that political history.

If a woman with a communist past, with strong and intelligent eyes, travels through Palestine to pay her respects to a Hamas imam, what then is Hamas not just for its members, but for all of Palestinian society? Not just ‘resistance’, not just guerrilla. And not just a simple network of social services, prepared to supplement with their own  welfare-within-welfare the provision of the Palestinian National Authority, which fourteen years since its inception has yet to reach all the inhabitants of the West Bank and Gaza. Hamas must also represent something from the point of view of the expectations and the prospects of a Palestinian people which needs answers concerning its own existence and its survival in a country which might become a recognised state, liveable, possible, real. Hamas must have provided alternatives to the lay which were considered more than simply plausible, given that Palestinian ‘political Islam’ has not disappeared like snow in the sun, despite the military pressure which both Israel and the Palestinian Authority have repeatedly put on Hamas, including the assassination of its leadership.

These answers – such as the rejection of Israel which Hamas included in its own (in)famous Charter of 1988 which called for Israel’s destruction, suicide attacks on Israeli cities, or the launch of Qassam rockets in 2007/08 which smacked of total confrontation – may appear unrealistic to a Western observer. But from the Palestinian standpoint, Hamas has  not only provided these answers, but from its political stances during the intifada at least up until the electoral victory of 2006, it also highlighted the fragility of Fatah and of the Palestinian National Authority, and of the PLO itself. This is particularly clear with respect to the question of peace with Israel, which was not achieved thanks to Oslo – a process which on the contrary many now point at as having legitimised the Israeli policy of establishing ‘facts on the ground’ with respect to Settlements in the West Bank and in East Jerusalem, just as it legitimised the Israeli control of water resources and of the economy.

Recognition of the condition of the weakest strata of the population, political answers concerning the future for Palestine, rigour in personal conduct. I have come to understand that these too, alongside national claims and protest against the corruption and clientelism of the Palestinian National Authority, are at the roots of Hamas’ electoral success between 2005 and 2006. I understood this when I saw for myself in Hebron, a city which I have come to love during the last five years of my life in Israel and Palestine. I cannot even exactly explain why Hebron – Al-Khalil to the Palestinians – is certainly not a fascinating city: it has many of the undesirable traits of the urban South [of Italy], and that sense of slowness and of tradition which I know well. Hebron is considered – and actually is – Hamas’ stronghold in the West Bank, as it proved during the elections of January 2006, or indeed as demonstrated by the delaying tactics employed by the PNA to stall earlier local elections, out of fear of losing the city and thus control of one of the most important industrial and commercial nodes of the southern West Bank.

I should not therefore have been surprised at the tens of thousands of people who descended from Hebron’s populous hinterland, from the suburbs, the villages, the countryside, the hills, and of course the various quarters of the city on the eve of the 2006 general elections: minibuses bursting with whole families and green flags, all flocking to Hamas’ final political rally. And yet, in the bitter cold of January, that part of Palestine made of normal people, many women and mothers, people who were not on the lists of the sulta of the national authority, threw at me another question: which Palestine did the West portray? Which pages, how many pages were dedicated to those families, the farmers, the poor, the refugees, as well as the technicians and the professionals who wave the Hamas flag? Is it possible to paint all these people simply and brutally as willing backers of those suicide attacks? But if it is not – as it clearly is not – then who are these people who have chosen Hamas, either as party of government or as expression of their own ideology?

The first, simple fact to start from is that media representations are inevitably simplistic compared to the complexity of reality, while when it comes to the Middle East it is precisely that representation which is considered the only plausible version of reality. This may be the reality, but it does not mean we are justified – in my case, as a writer and a journalist – in setting that complexity aside and swallow simplifications which might serve this or that interest, but never serve the truth. These are the reasons for my choice of writing about a subject which many consider not so much difficult topic as much as an uncomfortable and PROVOCATORIO one: the first twenty years of Hamas, from its birth during the First Intifada of 1987 to the coup which, in June 2007, lead the Islamist group to taking control of the Gaza Strip, and ultimately to the tragic Israeli military intervention in this area which began on December 27th, 2008.

Chapter 1

Between Welfare and resistance

Welcome to Hamastan

The wide slivers of plastic snap in the wind. An invisible wind [whistling through] the long corridor closed off by slabs of cement eight meters high. Slivers of plastic at Erez are the funerary monument of the 1993 Oslo Accords and of that ideal of (one-way– economic development which seemed to emerge over the horizon. This ideal had been realised in those Israeli industrial zones which had arisen in border areas and where Palestinians arrived from Gaza in the morning, provided cheap labour, only to return to the Strip in the evening. Then when the conflict became even harsher at the outbreak of the Second Intifada, throughout the long Erez corridor along the northern border between Gaza and Israel, queues of Palestinians – in over-dwindling numbers – began appearing. In the unreal silence of Erez at dawn one can nearly hear the footsteps of those workers, black plastic bag in hand containing their food from home. All lined up, like legions, hundreds, thousands, waiting to pass through the Israeli military checkpoints on the border.

Now there is no one left in this corridor. There is only silence, amplified from the other side of the wall which separates Gaza from Israel by the improbably high ceilings of the enormous terminal which lies on show: a beautiful terminal, in an airport-like style, and completely empty. As fate would have it, the terminal was completed when the dream of an trans-border industrial zone had already been shattered by the failure of the Oslo process, by the Second Intifada, and by terrorism. The only thing that remains of that pained humanity which crossed the border to earn its daily keep are the snapshots taken by photographers for the Agencies. The only sound left is the wind whistling through slatted plastic and the echoes of one's own footsteps. Not even the few remaining porters, often little more than boys, can break the stony silence of Erez. Silently, they help the few Palestinians who try to pass the crossing: the sick with their applications to be hospitalised beyond the border, the employees of international organisations on missions to Israel, a few businessmen with special permits.

They are the ones who belong to the select few ‘special categories’, the only Palestinians who have the good fortune of being able to leave Gaza. No one else can leave the Strip ever since the summer of 2005, when the Israeli pull-out from the area crystallised the frontier with Israel to the north and west. The roughly 9,000 settlers who used to live in Gaza, and who thanks to Tel Aviv’s good offices had established three colonies in the Strip, are no longer there. Before falling into a coma, then prime minister Ariel Sharon had taken the most momentous political decision since the Israeli pull-out form Southern Lebanon in 2000 by pulling out of Gaza too. A few months after this very considerable change, after Sharon had ordered the end of the Israeli presence in the Strip, came Hamas’ momentous electoral victory of January 25th, 2006. And it was precisely in Gaza that Hamas had its stronghold.

Hamas’ strength was one of most important the reasons for which Gaza was increasingly placed under quarantine until, in June 2007, with the move which would have brought Hamas to power in the Strip, Gaza was completely sealed off from the rest of the world. But even in previous years, the number of Palestinians who managed to get hold of a work permit in Israel had been steadily decreasing to the point of disappearing entirely, while an authorization to attend university outside the Strip, whether in Egypt or in the US, in Jordan or in Europe, has always been considered a lottery, the prize of which is claimed by a few lucky ones amongst the thousands who graduate each year. A few others earn their keep working as porters at Erez, waiting from ever-fewer customers, helping them for a few shekels, waiting for the few rare guests who arrive from the other side of the Wall, special guests, journalists, NGO volunteers, diplomats, spies, all high-risk specialists, the only ones who care about the destiny of a place so distant from the daily lives of the rest of the world. From the few experts who still pass through Erez, the child-porters hope that apart from some loose change, they’ll get a few cigarettes – one of the most expensive goods in the Strip under the increasingly strict isolation imposed by the army and by the Israeli economy.

Welcome to Gaza. Welcome to Gaza before the tragedy which was that operation, Cast Lead, which Israel launched just after Christmas 2008. This military operation, bloody and violent, marked a watershed in the history of both Gaza and Hamas because until that point, for exactly a year and a half, the Strip had become, despite the self-sufficient overtones of much media coverage, ‘Hamastan’, Hamas’ realm, a kind of laboratory of Middle Eastern politics. Gaza was one of the most desperate places on the planet well before Hamas’ rise to power. The negative records only half describe its predicament: the highest population density in the world, the most consistent demographic increase in the region with over five children per woman, and since the second half of 2008 the unfortunate distinction of the highest unemployment level on the planet. A punch to the stomach when the sun, the sand, and the dust break the desolation of the long corridor, and on the right appear the empty shells of the buildings destroyed by the Israelis for security reasons, so that the control of the military might extend a few kilometers from the wall at Erez, up to the buildings funded by the old shaykh Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahyan, the old ruler of the Emirates who passed away in November 2004, at virtually the same time as Yasser Arafat. Above the empty shell of rooms and pillars, atop the steel skeletons of the destroyed buildings of the industrial dream which was Erez, there used to fly a solitary red flag, at least until the end of 2007. Not the green flag of Hamas, nor the historical yellow flag of Fatah, but the adventurous banner of the PFLP, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, the ‘reds’ of the Palestinian AGONE, ready to take on Tsahal’s cannons all by itself.

That red flag, born up by the wind, did not last long. Just a few months and it disappeared. And along with it went the last building next to the wall that marks the border, completely flattened in order to allow a perfect visual for the Israeli army. All that remains are the plastic slivers along the reinforced concrete which mark the rhythm of Erez. Godot’s silence, the silence of those who wait in fear for something to come along to break the monotony of desolation: tanks entering the olive groves of Beit Hanoun, a Qassam rocket launched towards the towns of the Negev, there, just beyond the border, and the Israeli air force’s missiles ready for a targeted assassination. Or an entirely different situation, like the massive attack codenamed Hot Winter which took place over the space of barely six days between February and March 2008, which yielded 130 dead and 350 wounded Palestinians, and two dead Israeli soldiers who, with incursors under the cover of tank fire and air, had penetrated just over the horizon of Erez, in that self-same Beit Hanoun of Shaykh Zayed’s buildings, and into Jabalia, once a refugee camp and now populous town.

The operation, it was said, was a response to the Qassam rockets and the more sophisticated Grad which had been launched towards cities in southern Israel. And the rockets, in turn, were often launched as reprisals for a targeted assassination carried out not just in Gaza but also in the West Bank, to demonstrate that the two Palestinian entities – for the armed factions, at least – were still united. 

A few days of closure, with hell breaking loose next door, a few days during which that paradoxical silence and everyday routine is broken, in a way that only low-intensity conflicts can do. It is in these moments that Erez changes, if only for a few days, before re-closing that doorway into hell, where Charon’s inset eyes are replaced by the tired face of a cabbie.

Ten minutes in the car, the time necessary to spy on the lives of others from the window, light a cigarette, follow the theories of crumbling buildings, and then the open workshops along the road, the carts loaded with tyres and drawn along by mules. Ten minutes, and Gaza gave you its welcome, its Mediterranean air, its southern air. Half-finished buildings, ready to take on another floor, another apartment for sons and parents to be built as soon as possible, on the steel guides which are already there on the roof, alongside the drying laundry. And then the buildings of the Authority, the sulta, the National Authority which was born precisely in Gaza in 1994, when the Israelis left the majority of the Strip overnight, and the Palestinians which arrived with Yasser Arafat took control of places – like the military governor’s building, called Majlis al-Tashri’I by the Palestinians – which had until that moment born the mark of the occupier, first Egyptian and later Israeli.[1] And then the tall buildings, especially those linked to the sulta, the public employees, the civil servants. A city grown upon itself at an incredible rhythm. Beautiful, and polluted by the discharges dumped at sea.

Unlike the unreal atmosphere of Erez, Gaza is a city where everything is normal, but where normality is nothing but fiction, a foundation upon which a scene has been 

Epilogue

“The truce is convenient for Hamas’ leaders.” We were walking through the centre of Gaza City, in front of the barracks which the military wing of the Islamist movement had taken over in a few hours in June 2007. Ahmad was looking at the building painted a surprising turquoise, guarded by a few paramilitaries. He comes from a Fatahwi family through and through: his father had returned with the legendary Force 17, he stayed loyal to Yasser Arafat, but had then retired from politics, let down. Ahmad, a boy of little more than 25, had only known Egypt. It was the end of October of 2008, the last time the Israeli authorities allowed me and the other foreign journalists accredited by Jerusalem into Gaza before operation Cast Lead. For over a month and a half, we had had to abstain form describing what was happening in the Strip, on the even of the most important military attack by Tsahal on a Palestinian territory. I was one of the last to walk along the streets, their tarmac consumed, jacarandas to one side, recalling Egypt’s proximity. The truce held, no one had yet broken it, no Qassam rocket had been fired on Israeli cities in the Negev. And yet Gaza had been closed off from all sides: from the North, from the East, from the South sealed by Gazans’ Egyptian brothers, and from the sea where, if one took a good look, one might see the Israeli navy to blockade fishermen’s boats in Gaza City’s minuscule port.

What made it through – I’m not talking about weapons, but of what made it to the people on the street, food, medicine, cows, sheep, mobile phones, clothes – passed through the hundreds of tunnels the digging of which the Egyptians had not prevented

