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This article examines the question of a Palestinian
state against the background of the post-Oslo
political reality. Our conclusion is that the Oslo
process paradoxically succeeded in decreasing
significantly the hope for a ``Two-State Solution''
for the Israel/Palestine question and proposes, as a
substitute, the establishment of a bi-national state
between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean.
The ``Two-State Solution'' is unfeasible due to
the present balance of power between Israel and the
Palestinians. Israel's superior position within that
balance allowed it to dictate the implementation of
the Oslo accord in a way that prevents the
establishment of a genuine and sovereign Palestinian state. The ``Two-State Solution'', which may
have been hinted at in the Declaration of Principles,
has turned into a political structure which includes a
state, Israel, and a subordinate political entity, the
Palestinian autonomy.
In the second part of this article, I argue that this
political structure formulated by the Oslo process,
although accepted by a majority of Israelis and
leading members of the Palestinian Authority, will
not be able to contain the bi-national reality of
Israel and Palestine, or the multi-ethnic fabric of
Israeli society, or the geo-political distribution of the
Palestinians. It is a structure which will not
represent the aspirations of all the components of
Jewish society in Israel and for that matter, all the
geo-political centers of the Palestinians. The postOslo political structure can thus develop either into
a structure that tries to respond to the aspiration of
Palestinians wherever they are, and the different

ethnic Jewish groups in Israel, whoever they are, or,
which is more likely, remain as it is now, a political
structure that violates all the promises made by the
Declaration of Principles in Oslo but reflects only
the present balance of power between Israel and the
Palestinians within the two societies.
The Balance of Power in the Post-Oslo
Reality

By now it is clear that one should distinguish
between the Oslo agreement, the document, or the
plan, and the Oslo accord as a reality or process.
The Oslo plan was devised by Israelis belonging to
the Zionist left, members of the Labor movement,
who had a mandate to extend beyond that movement's traditional positions and seek an agreement
with the PLO based on a solution acceptable to the
Zionist parties left of the Labor movement. These
negotiators met a group of pragmatic members from
the PLO's second echelon, based at the time at
Tunis. The Palestinian negotiators came to Oslo on
the basis of the resolutions adopted by the
Palestinian National Council's (PNC) 18th convention accepting the principle of partition as the basis
for a solution to the conflict.1 The acceptance
recognized the inability of the PLO to force an
agreement based on the establishment of a secular
Arab state all over ex-Mandatory Palestine. It was
nonetheless still a PLO loyal to the ``right of return''
of the Palestinian refugees and committed to the
establishment of a Palestinian state next to Israel,
free of Jewish settlements, fully independent with its
capital Jerusalem. However, these points were, for
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the first time in the PLO's history, negotiable
points and not just precepts of a national
ideology. This new pragmatism was brought about
by the disappearance of the Soviet Union as a
supporting superpower of the PLO, the decrease
in Saudi financial assistance in the wake of the
PLO's neutral position in the Gulf war and the
overall decline in the PLO's fortunes in the Arab
world at large and in ``Palestine'' in particular,
following the eviction from Lebanon in 1982. As
was the case with the Declaration of Independence in November 1988 (the 19th PNC's resolutions), so in 1993, this move was also prompted
by the success of the intifada to attract public
support inside and outside Palestine on a level
and intensity unattained in the past by the PLO's
guerrilla movement. But more than anything else,
it was part of a long process, beginning in 1974,
which turned the PLO into a pragmatic actor on
the Middle Eastern stage Ð hoping to achieve its
goals, like anyone else in this area, by a mixture
of force and diplomacy. Finally, one can assume
that the 1992 election in Israel of a government
declaring a willingness to evacuate administered
territories encouraged such negotiations as well.
Thus, the Oslo document represented the meeting
point between an Israeli wish to compromise
territorially and a PLO readiness to begin peace
negotiations, but by no means to conclude them,
with such a compromise.
Despite the unfavorable background against
which the PLO conducted these negotiations, and
notwithstanding the superior position of Israel in
the balance of power between the two sides, Oslo
opened a significant window of opportunity for the
leaders of the Palestinian national movement. By
Oslo we mean the Declaration of Principles (the
DOP) proclaimed on September 13, 1993 as a
binding agreement on the White House lawn. Article
5, clause 3 of the agreement promises that three
subjects would be dealt with in future negotiations,
after a successful implementation of an interim
agreement between the two sides: the question of
Jerusalem, the fate of the Palestinian refugees, and
the problem of the Jewish settlements in the
administered territories. Additionally, the clause
allowed each party, pending the agreement of the
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other, to raise any other topic it wishes for
discussion.
The main PLO concession was to link the
successful implementation of the interim period
with the negotiations on the final status of the
territories and these three issues. The document
specified the nature of the interim period: an Israeli
withdrawal from Gaza and Jericho to be followed by
a gradual transfer of certain civil functions from
Israel to the PLO and an eventual Israeli evacuation
of all the Palestinian towns and population centers.
At the end of the period, talks on the final
settlement were to commence.
This interim agreement was dictated by the
Israelis and tailored according to their perception of
security. Moreover, it represented the Israeli conception of the conflict's nature and substance. The
agreement dealt only with problems emanating
from the 1967 war, as if that year was the formative
year of the conflict and everything that preceded it
had been irrelevant to a peaceful solution of the
conflict. The interim phase contributed to ending
the Israeli control over the lives of a large number of
Palestinians. It did not include any reference to the
Palestinian perception of the conflict, it did not
advance solutions for the uprooted Palestinians
who had lost Palestine in 1948. This Palestinian
concession was buttressed by symbols of Palestinian sovereignty in every evacuated area, the most
important of which, and one which went beyond
symbolism, was the recognition in the PLO's
authority to rule these areas.
But more than anything else the framework of
the interim phase was tolerated by the Palestinians
because of the promise given in clause 5, sub-clause
3 of the document. It was not only the question of
refugees and Jerusalem which were important; the
PLO hoped that it could also raise the issue of full
statehood in future negotiations. All three subjects
are related to the consequences of the 1948 war; a
war which constructed in many ways the new
national identity of the Palestinians and dictated
their national agenda.2 The PLO owed its existence
to the 1948 refugee community and its raison d'eÃtre
has never been to bring an end to the Israeli
occupation of 1967, which was a secondary task, but
to rectify the evils of 1948.
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Although hidden in a sub-clause, these promises included in the Oslo document represent a
PLO achievement. Apart from being recognized for
the first time in its history by Israel, the PLO was
granted an Israeli willingness to negotiate over three
issues which had been regarded by the PLO as being
at the heart of the conflict: the fate of the refugees,
the future of Jerusalem and the establishment of a
Palestinian state. The Israelis very skillfully added to
these a 1967 issue, that of the settlements, a
contentious and delicate matter for the Israeli
electorate, the negotiations over which they wanted
to postpone as much as possible. However the
document stressed the veto power Israel had over
this breakthrough. Israel conditioned its participation in such negotiations on a ``successful and
peaceful'' implementation of the interim agreement.
``Peaceful'' meant in a state of affairs that would
satisfy the Israeli concept of security, hence the
implementation of this phase was to be monitored
and executed by Israeli generals.
As a process, the actual implementation of Oslo
was a far cry from ``Oslo, the document''. In a series
of agreements,3 dictated by Israeli generals who
were faced by a Palestinian team that lacked any
professional expertise in legal and strategic matters,
the interim objectives of ``Oslo the document''
seemed to become the basis for the final and
permanent settlement of the conflict. A series of
Israeli actions or, if one wants, of Palestinian
concessions, rendered impractical and useless any
future negotiations on the issues relating to a final
status of the territories or on the questions of
refugees and Jerusalem.
The process has annulled some of the principal
promises made in the Oslo document. Article 31,
clause 7 declares:
Neither side shall initiate or take any step
that will change the status of the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip pending the outcome of
the permanent status negotiations.
From 1994 and onwards, Israel began a construction effort, including border fences, which
delineated the West Bank's partition, prior to any
negotiations. In each of the various agreements
signed after Oslo, the balance of power and Israeli

superiority were translated into reality on the
ground.
This was manifest in all spheres of life which
enable the Israelis to gain influence through the
employment of violent means: arrests, detention,
house demolitions, etc. More than anything else, it
appears in the continuation of the settlement policy.
Massive land confiscation and settlement expansion
marked the four years under Labor leadership. This
contradicted the spirit of Oslo and an explicit pledge
made by the late Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin to
freeze settlement expansion. The Labor government
invested $46 million in the Jewish settler population
of about 144,000 in the administered Palestinian
territories (much more that its predecessors of the
Likud). By 1996, the settler population had increased by 48% in the West Bank and 62% in the
Gaza Strip.4 All this has made the settlers' eviction
even more unrealistic than before.
Apart from making final talks impossible, this
was an additional violation of the Oslo document.
Article 31, clause 8, declared that,
The two parties view the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip as a single territorial unit, the
integrity and status of which will be preserved
during the interim report.
Nothing of all this was implemented in reality. A
series of bypasses and tunnels bisected the
territories creating an imagined map of a Jewish
West Bank, above in more than one sense, the
Palestinian one. Jews were not just living next to
Palestinians but above them, or were digging
tunnels below them. The small Jewish settlements
are connected now to larger ones and to Israel
proper by speedy highways; the Palestinians living
in the area circled by blocs of settlements can only
move through a series of military barriers with great
difficulty, if at all. The pavement of highways, the
digging of tunnels and the cantonization of the West
Bank (more will be said later of Gaza) were part of
the ``Oslo as process''. These arrangements derived
their legitimacy not from the DOP but from the
various agreements signed by Israel and the
Palestinian Authority (PA) created by the Oslo
agreement. Time will tell whether the PA has
replaced the PLO. In the eyes of the Israelis at
least, this replacement is an irreversible fact. Israel
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had obtained a confirmation for its actions by a
recognized leadership of the Palestinian national
movement.
Palestinians traveling from one part of the West
Bank to another or from the areas under the PA's
authority to work in Israel could see better than
anyone else the patterns of continuity between the
pre- and post-Oslo realities. The misbehavior and
callousness of Israeli soldiers and policemen on the
roadblocks and within Israeli territory manifested
that the West Bank had turned into a Bantustan and
nothing more. The occupiers are still there on the
roadblocks, able to inflict any kind of mental and
physical abuses on those who are under their
control for the time they spend in getting through
these meeting points between Israel and Palestine.
This is also a violation of The Oslo document, apart
from being a continued occupation. Article 10,
clause 1, sub-clause a, states that ``there shall be a
safe passage connecting the West Bank with the
Gaza Strip for movement of persons, vehicles and
goods.'' Clause b declares that
Israel will ensure safe passage for persons
and transportation during daylight hours
(from sunrise to sunset) or as otherwise
agreed by the JSC, but in any event not less
than 10 hours a day.
This was not only violated in the case of the
passage between Gaza and the West Bank but inside
the West Bank.
It was manifested in the tension between
parameters and functions. The Israelis control the
parameters while Palestinians have some functions.
This formula is a hybrid of two old Israeli peace
plans offered by Yigal Allon and Moshe Dayan
respectively. Both were presented in the 1970s.
Allon sought a territorial compromise with the
Jordanians, based on the demographic composition
of the West Bank. Dayan suggested dividing the
functions of authority between Israel and Jordan,
with Israel holding mainly security functions in the
West Bank; the Jordanians all the rest. These two
approaches, except for the fact that the Palestinians
replaced the Hashemites as partners, are the basis
of the current proposals of a permanent settlement
offered jointly by Labor and Likud in the post-Oslo
period.
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But even in terms of functions, the Oslo process
did not go very far. The Palestinian functions are
limited to the domestic running of daily life in the
PA areas. They are decorated with symbolism
substituting for real sovereignty: flags, units, names
and titles such as Palestine's Postal Service, etc. It is
what the Palestinians call a lot of ``Salata'' (honors)
without ``Sulta'' (authority).
But this new situation is not only continuous
with past conditions, it also entails new patterns of
life. These new patterns explain why, despite the
obvious disadvantage for the Palestinians, quite a
significant number of them living in the West Bank
and Gaza were, for a long time, willing partners to
the process. The advantages promised in the accord
can be seen more vividly in Gaza. The strip was less
bisected than the West Bank. Its separation from the
West Bank was accepted as an arrangement which
would exist for a long time, even if the Oslo
document would be implemented verbatim or
according to a pro-PLO interpretation. It was
accepted at first because of Gaza's relative territorial
integrity and the relief that would be felt by the
removal of the direct Israeli occupation. No more
curfews, no more break-ins at night and no more
harassment on the roads. The nights and evenings
were retaken as public spheres. It took more than a
year before the repeated closures5 and the heavy
restrictions of movement outside the strip had
driven home the message of Oslo whereby Gaza was
turned into one huge prison with a Palestinian flag
inside, and Israeli soldiers on the fences. As
mentioned, the restrictions on movement were
contrary to several articles in the Oslo document.
They are also a violation of Article 33 of the Fourth
Geneva Convention ``Relative to the Protection of
Civilian Persons in Time of War'' of 1949.
Why did the ``Oslo process'' gained such support
from both sides up to until 1996? On the Palestinian
side, it should be remembered that the Oslo
agreement provided jobs for a large number of
people within the various institutions erected to
regulate life in the PA's areas. These employees
became the main body of support for the agreement
on the Palestinian side. They have a vested interest
in maintaining the status quo. On the Israeli side,
Oslo was presented in the public discourse and
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electronic media, at least until the election of
Netanyahu, as a peace process. Israel invested
much effort to convey this message of progress.
The violent hostility of the Zionist Right to Oslo
strengthened the conviction of many Israelis on the
Left that they were defending a genuine peace
process against its enemies. And finally, in the
international, and particularly the American discourse, the Oslo accord, or ``Oslo'' for short, was
peace.

Quo Vadis

Ð Post-Oslo Palestine and

Israel

In the first part of this article we showed that Oslo
as implemented as a peace process was very
different from the document signed in 1993. It
seems useless to ask whether this was intended or it
has been a peace process which went astray. What is
important is the transformation of Oslo into a form
of indirect occupation, provided by an alliance
between the Israeli government and sections in
the Palestinian Authority. In all the agreements
meant to translate Oslo from a declaration of
principles into reality, Israel dictated an arrangement which would render any negotiations on a
permanent solution unnecessary.
This diktat has been exercised by both the
previous and present governments of Israel. It
enjoys wide support among the Jewish population.6
In fact, as the last elections of 1996 showed, the
majority of Jewish voters in Israel are willing to
impose the Oslo agreement in even harsher conditions as suggested by the Likud. In fact, this is ``Oslo
the process'' greatest attraction for Israelis, precisely
because it appeals to the political center. Immediately after the 1996 Israeli elections, Yossi Beilin
commented that he believed Labor and Likud could
find a common ground for peacemaking.7
A common platform for peace is the best way
for both the Likud and Labor parties to avoid
relying too heavily on fringe ideological parties. A
look at the two parties' platforms shows a
considerable overlap on the question of Oslo.
Labor proposed that in the final peace agreement,
none of the 144 Jewish settlements in the West
Bank and Gaza be evicted, and that most of them

should come under Israeli sovereignty. Labor and
Likud insist that Jerusalem remain united under
Israeli control. They differ on the question of
statehood in the official positions, but translated
into reality, what they both offer the Palestinians
is far from normal statehood.
The extent of the agreement within the center of
the Israeli political system can be seen in the EitanBeilin document8 which provides the basis for a
future unity government in Israel. Beilin is supposedly on the Left of the Labor Party and Eitan on the
Right of the Likud, yet they found it quite easy to
reach an agreement that dictates to the Palestinians
the lines for settling the Palestine problem. In it,
almost all the settlements are to remain under
Israeli control and sovereignty, and Jerusalem is to
be united under Israeli rule with Israel responsible
for security on the Jordan River. There is no mention
of any solution to the refugee problem but there is
an agreement that a semblance of statehood would
be given to the Palestinians in the areas that would
remain under their control.
This vision appeared first in the Abu MazinBeilin document.9 In February 1996, Mahmud
Abbas, known as Abu Mazin, negotiated secretly
with Beilin. The two presented Arafat and then
Israeli Prime Minister Shimon Peres with an agreement which included recognition of a Palestinian
state without an army, continued Israeli control over
most of the Jewish settlers, Palestinian control over
the Jordan valley beginning in the year 2007 and
expansion of Israeli municipal control in Jerusalem
with some boroughs, namely Abu Dis, under
Palestinian authority. This agreement meant that a
prominent member of the Palestinian Authority was
led to accept a scheme turning Palestine into a
Bantustan stretching over less then 55% of the West
Bank and 60% of the Gaza Strip, with a mini-capital
in Abu Dis, with no solution to the refugee problem
and no dismantling of Jewish settlements.
The Beilin-Eitan document thus shows that
Israelis already knew what they wanted as a
permanent settlement; a desire shared by the
majority of the Jews and which is seen as the only
possible consequence of the Oslo peace process.
Everything so far which had been achieved by the
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process indicates that this is the end-result of Oslo:
a Bantustan under Israeli control.
However, Eitan and Beilin shared another vision,
which may not interest most Israelis but definitely
serves as an explanation of the economic forces
behind Oslo which cut across national boundaries.
Part of this vision is the introduction of a capitalist,
free market economy both in Israel and Palestine.
Under the Paris agreements, which were the
economic component of Oslo signed in 1994,10
Israel and Palestine were to be one economic unit.
This can be seen in the way the customs services are
connected, and the way a joint taxation policy is
being exercised. This unification was ensured by the
decision to postpone any substantial negotiations
over the introduction of a Palestinian currency.
Furthermore, the agreement grants Israel the right
of veto on any development scheme put forward by
the PA. This means that the monetary and developmental policies of Israel and its currency exchanges
are to play a dominant role in the Palestinian
economy. Other aspects of the economy are also
totally dominated by the Israelis according to the
agreement of the interim report, such as foreign
trade and industry.
The introduction of the Israeli version of a
capitalist society into the Palestinian areas can only
have a disastrous effect. With the absence of a
democratic structure and a very low GNP, such an
introduction and integration as offered by Oslo, can
only turn the areas under the Palestinian Authority
into the slums of Israel. An excellent example for
such a development can already be seen in Erez, the
buffer zone between Israel and Gaza. There, the
Israelis, with the blessing of the Americans and the
EU, opened an industrial park. The term should not
mislead readers. It is a production line where all the
workers are Palestinians and the employers are
Israelis who benefit from paying their workers very
low wages. Israel has similar visions for such parks
on the border with Jordan and the West Bank. This is
why industrialists in Israel see themselves as
belonging to the peace camp. This is only one
aspect of the capitalism-ization of the peace
process. Another aspect is the support given by a
limited number of Palestinians who hope to benefit
from such economic transactions.
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While this double burden of economic misery
and lack of genuine progress on the national front
may lead to a Palestinian attempt to revolt against
the post-Oslo conditions, it is difficult to see why
Israelis should make an effort to alter the current
situation. For the majority of the Jewish population
in Israel, this peace is based on unbeatable logic,
many times pronounced by the late Prime Minister
Yitzhak Rabin. The Palestinians were in a very dismal
situation before Oslo, but were subsequently offered
an improvement. Not a very impressive one, but still
one which can be defined as an N+1 formula; N
being the pervious situation, 1 being Gaza, Jericho
and Ramallah covered with Palestinian flags and
guarded by Palestinian policemen. 1 is a nondemocratic authority, which replaced Israeli occupation with the Palestinian security services. But this is
peace for most Israelis, which was even better under
Netanyahu when Hamas stopped exploding bombs
in Israel's urban centers. For most Israelis, peace is
their daily security which the ``Oslo process'' has
enhanced.
But not so on the Palestinian side. Already in
1995, Palestinian dissatisfaction with the progress of
Oslo aroused such indignation and resistance as to
endanger the whole peace process. The election of
Netanyahu, despite his commitment to fulfill Oslo
and his evacuation of Hebron (an act the Labor
government did not dare to execute), has increased
the level of disillusion and non-confidence in the
peace process. In September 1996, these feelings of
dismay were translated into an open uprising
following the opening of a tunnel under the Haram
al-Sharif. This was a limited uprising, but one
possible outcome of it was the potential expansion
of such a mini-intifada into an overall uprising.
But there seems little reason and will for the PA
to embark on such a policy. The more likely scenario
is of a future national unity government in Israel
finalizing the Israeli position as a diktat to the
Palestinians based on the N+1 formula. This may or
may not lead to violent eruption. We are concerned
here with the wider implications of the situation as
it exists now, and accept the possibility that the
Palestinians do not have the power to alter it
drastically.
In the final part of this article we examine the
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future of this ``peace'' with the help of an academic
exercise derived from political sociology. This is a
theoretical attempt to present the possible trends of
the post-Oslo conditions by pointing to long-term
processes which, in our mind, will eventually
undermine the current picture of stalemate in a
way which contradicts the visions of those who
engineered ``Oslo the document'' and the current
partners to ``Oslo the process.'' This is not an
apocalyptic scenario of war and violence which are
of course possible developments too. Our analysis
has to do more with the inadequacy of the current
political structures in carrying the weight of the
social and cultural fragmentation of Israeli and
Palestinian societies, an inadequacy which had been
planted into the lives of Jews and Palestinians long
before Oslo. It was part of the political structure
imposed on the eastern Mediterranean by the
Mandatory powers after the First World War and
one which was, in the case of Palestine, altered by
the consequences of the 1948 war and again in the
wake of the 1967 war.
It is an inadequacy manifested in an evergrowing tension between the formation and nature
of the state on the one hand, and the social and
cultural fabric of the societies on the other. These
tensions were dormant and controllable until the
onset of the Israeli occupation. Since Oslo does not
terminate the occupation, the eruption of these
tensions onto the surface has continued in greater
force ever since Oslo and they are bound to do so in
the foreseeable future.

Bi-National and Multiethnic Realities
versus National Mythologies

The following is a possible socio-political scenario
developing out of the conditions created by the Oslo
agreements examined with conventional definitions
of a social center and its periphery. The main
argument is that the post-Oslo situation is characterized by two disintegrative processes. The first is
a growing tension between the center and the
periphery to a point which seriously endangers the
integrity of the Jewish nation-state and with it, the
embryo Palestinian autonomy. This breakdown can
be averted either by adopting a looser political and

pluralist structure, or, which is more likely, by a more
dictatorial political structure. The second is the
obfuscation of the hegemonic collective identities of
Israelis and Palestinians alike, a vagueness which
questions the authority of Israel, and of the PA
which can lead either to more multicultural structures or, which is more likely, to a dictatorial
reaction by the powers that be.
The social center is the place where the principal
set of values, symbols and beliefs is being formulated for the society as a whole. The elites are an
integral part of the center and are represented in the
political arena, the hub of the social center. The
social center is the birthplace of national ideologies
and political doctrines constituting the hegemonic
interpretation of reality adopted by the elites and
conveyed by various means to the rest of society.
This dominant interpretation has to coexist with, or
force itself on, counter-interpretations.
The periphery-center analysis is quite conventional in terms of political sociology. Since the
1970s, sociologists have moved away from the
functional, descriptive approach and concentrated
on the control mechanism exercised by the center
on the periphery and on the conflict-ridden nature
of society.11 This interest in the mechanism reflected
the rapid changes in the power of those dominating
the center. They seemed to control all spheres of
life, including occupation, information, finance and
culture. These reservoirs of power are used to
formulate identities from above for the collectivity
as a whole.12
A political community such as a state is in a
process of disintegration when the authority of the
center in all these spheres is challenged. If we adopt
a Gramscian point of view, we will note that it is not
only the obvious political and economic challenge
which counts, but also the cultural one. A cultural
challenge questions the hegemony of the elites in
the center. This hegemony is legitimized by a
cultural alliance between center and peripheries.13
The alliance is manifested in the adherence of
intellectuals, professionals, powerful capitalists and
religious hierarchy to a common cultural outlook on
life. If this alliance is weakened, the authority and
legitimacy of the center as a whole, or at least of the
political center inside it, is seriously eroded.
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Cultural tensions do not occur ex nihilo. They are
related to economic disparities and social frustrations. A certain amount of tension is bearable of
course. But one doubts how long a society can
withstand a continuous struggle fed by the absence
of a cultural alliance.
One of the mitigating factors in modern
societies helping to bear these tensions is the dual
affiliation of elites to their professional and ideological groups. They thus bring to the social game an
interpretation of reality formulated by their professional experience. This interpretation is not fed just
by political, ethnic and religious affiliation, but
mainly by the particular reality in a given profession.
This double affiliation assures balance and stability
when professionals are at least torn between
affiliation to their profession and their other
affiliation spheres (parties, movements, religion).
Professionalism and confessionalism balance each
other by adherence to rules regulating the social
order.
The post-Oslo reality of Israel is a case of a
country losing this balance between professional
and group ideologies (based on religious, ethnic or
national outlooks). There is a growing gap, to the
point of an absolute severance, between professional groups in the elites and ideological groups in
the political center. This polarization of affiliation in
Israel is eroding the authority of the social order.
Inflexible ideological formations such as ethnic,
cultural and religious groups are replacing vaguer
professional affiliations. Each group is abiding by its
own set of rules and its own interpretation of the
social order. Most civil wars have broken out when
such a split has taken place.14
These processes of disintegration of the social
order were triggered by the occupation of the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip. This catalytic event bred
group identities, based on romantic nationalism,
fanatic messianism and religious ethnicity. It began
with the disassociation of the settlers' world from
the social order and its rules in pre-1967 Israeli
society. It continued with an accelerated pace of
economic growth, based on the exploitation of
cheap labor from the administered territories and
resulting in a deeper polarization between the
``haves'' and ``have-nots'' in society. The correlation
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between ethnic background and socio-political
situation strengthened group identities based on
class and ethnic consciousness. This was particularly evident in the case of North African Jews. The
occupation also strengthened the Palestinian identify among the Israeli Arabs and sharpened the
sense of alienation felt by secular Jews from any
common good (in the republican sense) that could
be shared with Ultra-Orthodox, Sephardic Jews,
Palestinians and settlers. Additionally, but not as a
direct consequence of the occupation, three other
groups developed their own group identify, adding
their weight to a general challenge to the Israeli
cultural alliance and the integration of center and
peripheries. These are the Jews and non-Jews who
immigrated from the disintegrating Soviet Union,
Ethiopian Jews, non-Jews and foreign workers. The
last came because of the Israeli wish to occupy
territory without providing more employment for
Palestinians, while at the same time maintaining an
affluent society. The former two groups came for
reasons not related to the occupation. But they
fitted well into the disintegrating structure of what
once was a more cohesive social and political
arrangement.
Zionism in the past meant that there is a supraidentity which cancels all other identities, which
leaves room for a normal dialectical relationship
between professional groups who, first and foremost
are concerned with their own status and welfare, but
also with society as a whole. Zionism also meant to
provide the cultural basis on which the alliance
between center and periphery would be constructed.
The fragmentation of this supra-identity into subidentities is the collapse of Zionism as a hegemonizing culture.15 These sub-identities are at times
counter-identities or just complementary ones. But
more importantly, they dominate and regulate
collective and individual conduct within the center,
particularly the political center, and vis-aÁ-vis the
center in the peripheries. These counter-identities
may find expression in political parties and be partly
satisfied with a role in the political center, but this is
not enough. The power in the political center, when
not complemented by power in the social center as
a whole, indicates an inability to influence the
country's orientation, its distribution of resources
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and nature beyond the here and now. The professional elites are inaccessible to these groups. They
obtained representation in the political center, but
are unable to enter the professional and civil elites.
They need to enter these places since, for many of
these groups, the vision of success is a total one Ð
i.e. history has taught them that only total control
can bring the coveted change in their situation as a
group. Thus, if you associate the country's nature
with a solution of your particular group predicament, you need more then just representation in the
political center. This representation is limited and
has no real impact on the continued formulation of
the state according to a cultural outlook alien to
yours. The alien cultural structure is the Zionist one
based on Jewish Ashkenazi dominance, without
allowing for different interpretations of Judaism
such as those emanating from ethnic, national or
cultural backgrounds.

Conclusions: The Obfuscation of
Collective Identities

In Israel, the process of conflict between the center
and the periphery in and within the center itself
between political and professional elites, is a
reflection of the inability of Israelis to find appropriate definitions for the national collective. The
political structure of the State of Israel was
formulated before the collective was defined. A
similar predicament characterizes the Palestinian
autonomy. The vagueness of the collective identity
is a direct result of thirty years of occupation. This
vagueness produces an unbearable tension between
the organizational structure of the state and
between the social structure. The present state
(Israeli)-Autonomy (Palestinian) structure imposed
on the social fabric in the area between the Jordan
River and the Mediterranean is not elastic enough to
absorb this tension.
Collective identify can be achieved by the
territorial integrity of a society.16 The territorial
definition is a factor which is constantly changing in
the lives of both societies at a pace which is so fast
that historians find it difficult to chart the fluctuating borders of Israel/Palestine. When the territorial
collective is unstable, the center's authority weak-

ens. The settlers' community extends the state's
territory beyond its 1949 lines and the Palestinians
in Israel have a complicated relationship with those
of the West Bank and Gaza which challenges border
formation, as does the ambivalent civil status of the
Palestinians in East Jerusalem. The absurd divisions
of the Palestinian areas into A, B and C, each
defining the level of Palestinian autonomy vis-aÁ-vis
Israeli authority, only accentuates our argument that
there is no room for collective identity based on
territorial integrity.
On the Palestinian side, the vagueness of the
territorial collectivity owes much to the diffusion of
Palestinians after 1948 into different geo-political
centers. There is no territorial center in a group that
has moved its political center from one Arab capital
to the other. The final movement to Gaza is not
accepted by a large number of opposition groups
who use Tunis, Southern Lebanon and Damascus as
alternative centers. This situation enables different
Palestinian groups, living in different geo-political
locations, to decide at any given moment whether
they are or are not part of the collective. The
decision is usually the result of a particular group's
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the political line
pursued by the political center. When the PLO
personnel still in Tunis, headed by Faruq Qadummi,
or the ``rejectionist'' fronts in Damascus, exclude
themselves from the territorial collective they do not
only prevent the Palestinian Authority from having a
say in their affairs, they remind the PA of how
limited its pan-Palestinian authority is (that is, as
long as the PLO continues to perceive itself as the
sole representative of the refugee communities).
This is why the PA permits to this day a semblance
of representation to every Palestinian organization
in the world.
A collective can also be defined by citizenship.
The Palestinian Authority can not of course grant
citizenship, but it includes, by a negative route,
anyone the Israelis do not accept as citizens. But
there is an inner division among these citizens.
There are those working for the PA and those who
are living under its authority. At present, the
Palestinian Authority employs 70,000 people.
40,000 of these are policy and security personnel.
The former have citizen status, the rest do not. The
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citizenship of the PA's employees depends also on
Israel's goodwill and the overall relationship between Israel and the PA (their privileges become
apparent only when they show a deferential attitude
to the occupying powers). Their ``citizenship'' status
depends also on the money flowing from the USA
and the European Union. This is a particularly shaky
basis for a collective identity based on citizenship.
Furthermore, as long as the PLO charter is not
canceled, anyone born to a Palestinian father is
entitled to citizenship in a future Palestinian state.
Even annulment of the charter would not diminish
the strength of this Palestinian conviction.
One can argue that a collective identity based
on citizenship in Israel is less vague. But in fact it is
vague enough to challenge the integrity of the state.
The potential Israeli citizenship granted to every Jew
in the world on the one hand, and the discriminations inflicted on about one million Palestinian
citizens in Israel renders collective identity at best
unclear, and at worst, non-existent. A definition of
citizenship is powerful as long as it is functional, i.e.,
it is valid if it applies to a majority of the population
in a given state. But when citizenship is divided in
such a polarized manner it turns from being a
constructive and common basis into a major rift in
the social structure of the state.
Another possible way to a collective identity is
on a national basis. The national identity at least
partly corresponds to the civil one.
In the Palestinian case, the present political
structure cannot conceivably be construed as
representing the collective national identity of the
Palestinians. The challenging peripheries of Palestinian groups constitute a disintegrative power since
Oslo failed to attend to the problems of about half
of the Palestinian community in the world.
In Israel, Jewish nationalism is defined by an
affiliation with Judaism, but secularism, sectarianism, confessionalism and the presence of nonJewish communities render any agreed definition of
``Israeli-ism'' impossible.
The occupation has brought to the fore these
predicaments in both the Israeli and Palestinian
societies. The obvious result was the mushrooming
of alternative political and social centers. On the
Israeli side this is not a new phenomenon. Lissak
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and Horowitz described these processes in the
mandatory era.17 However, the difference was that
these alternative centers fulfilled a mediating role
that helped keep the society stable. The alternative
centers during the occupation have no meditating
role. In fact, those centers, such as the Histadrut and
Solel Boneh, have almost disappeared as centers
altogether. Compared with ``El Hama'yan'',18 the
Educational centers of the Islamic movement, they
can be seen as centers co-opted by the state. The
new centers are resistible to co-option in the long
run. They cannot resist coercion. The state still
employs the most efficient and powerful means for
imposing its authority. The principal center is still
the place where economic resources are being
distributed and information is given or concealed.
But it is no longer the place where collective identity
is forged, where cultural tastes and orientations are
being formulated. Without the ability to coerce
cultural hegemony and homogeneity, there is very
little hope for a democratic structure.
The institutionalization of the Jewish state was
such that it left space for a dialectal relationship
between professional elites but not for negotiations
between different cultural or ethnic groups. Zionism
by definition did not recognize the existence of such
a multifarious reality. The cultural identity, Ashkenazi,
of the dominating elite corresponded to the
projected national identity. The failure of this
projection became evident after the occupation,
but not because of it. There were social and
economic processes which challenged the Zionist
interpretation of reality long before 1967. In many
ways, the occupation is no more than a landmark
rather than a cause of the disintegration of Israeli
society. Still, it was a catalytic landmark at that. It
triggered the political self-organization of peripheral
groups and alternative centers. The occupation
opened new meeting points for alliances between
different peripheral groups. However, these alliances
were not strong enough to replace the political
center or even refresh it, but just to polarize it
inside, or, failing that, to alienate it from a growing
number of groups in society.
On the Palestinian side, the PA was structured in
such a way that it could quite easily co-opt or
destroy explicit alternative centers. But the vague-
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ness of the collective identity enables strong
alternative centers to operate outside the territory
of the PA. However, so far, these centers have failed
to present an alternative vision that could appeal to
the various groups living in the PA's territory, or
which could serve as a common cultural basis on
which elites, professional and political, could
cooperate.
In sum, if we choose to look at the post-Oslo
period through the prism of conventional sociological prisms, there seem to be at work strong
disintegrative trends in both societies. By preserving
the occupation, the Oslo agreements accentuate the
inadequacy of the political structure. The conventional means, confessional politics, co-optation,
domination etc. for holding a society together seem

to be futile in the face of these trends. This is a
model for the disintegration of two nation-states,
one already there and one in the making. It can be
arrested either by loosening the political structure,
quite a utopian scenario given the present balance
of power, or, more likely, by tightening the structure,
i.e., by making it more dictatorial. Dictatorship on
both sides is a feasible option as long as dictatorships exist in the Middle East. The democratic
structure, even its particular Israeli variant (be it a
herrenvolk democracy or an ethnic one)19 is unfit to
carry the burden of the post-Oslo, new style
occupation and the multifaceted fabric of the
society living between the Jordan River and the
Mediterranean.

