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November 2010 marked the sixth anniversary
of the death of Palestinian National Authority
(PNA) president Yasser Arafat. For the last two
years of his life, the once peripatetic leader who
was a constant fixture on the world stage for al-
most four decades, was reduced to living in a
small compound-cum-prison. Only after he be-
came gravely ill did Israel permit Arafat to leave
for medical treatment in France. Less than three
weeks later, he returned to Ramallah in a coffin
and was buried in a chaotic funeral. While the cir-
cumstances surrounding his death remain
shrouded in controversy, its impact on the Pales-
tinian national movement is indisputable.

Although As’ad Ghanem’s new book, Pales-
tinian Politics after Arafat: A Failed National
Movement focuses on the post-Arafat era, the
dead leader permeates the pages and his legacy
hangs like a specter over the Palestinian body
politic. As Ghanem documents, Arafat’s actions
and decisions as chairman of the Executive Com-
mittee of the Palestine Liberation Organization
(PLO) (1969-2004) and as president of the PNA

(1996-2004) served not only to consolidate his
rule, but were directly responsible for the current
crisis in the Palestinian national movement and
its inability to achieve its goals.

A senior lecturer in the School of Political Sci-
ence at the University of Haifa, Ghanem is un-
sparing in his assessment of the current state of
Palestinian politics and unsentimental in his anal-
ysis. The Palestinian national movement has not
only failed as the book’s subtitle declares, but is
“disintegrating.” What follows, Ghanem argues, is
fratricidal chaos.

Ghanem’s main argument is bleak. “The crisis
among the Palestinians is so severe” he writes,
“that the street fighting and confrontations cov-
ered by the media barely scratch the surface” (p.
x). He adds that “the Palestinians have actually
lost the ability to function efficiently, internally or
externally, as a single national group” (p. 173).

Drawing on primary and secondary sources
in English and Arabic, Ghanem identifies three in-
ternal and external indicators that demonstrate



that the Palestinian movement has failed. Inter-
nally, he argues, the movement has descended
into “internecine struggle and internal collapse”
(p- 18). More importantly, he contends that the
movement has not achieved a single goal in its
conflict with Zionism: it has not liberated Pales-
tine, established an independent state, or even
achieved a stable peace with Israel. Nor has Zion-
ism been rejected internationally as a colonial
movement. Finally, the stature of the Palestinian
national movement in the Arab and international
arenas has “plummeted” (p. 18).

What is the cause of this failure? Ghanem ar-
gues that the seeds were planted during the Oslo
period (1993-2000). He asserts that a combination
of factors have led to the “political bankruptcy” of
the PNA and the PLO (p. 12). These include the
PLO’s shift from pursuing a comprehensive solu-
tion to a partial resolution of the Palestinian-Is-
raeli conflict as embodied by the Oslo Accords,
Arafat’s dominance over the national movement,
and the increased corruption under his leader-
ship.

Palestinian Politics after Arafat picks up
where works by Yezid Sayigh and Rashid Khalidi
left off but while Ghanem cites and references
Sayigh’s Armed Struggle and the Search for State
(1997), Khalidi’s The Iron Cage (2007) is notably
absent. Ghanem also benefits from and draws
upon his earlier critical examination of the Pales-
tinian national movement and the PNA in The
Palestinian Regime (2001) . In both books
Ghanem’s analysis echoes many of Edward Said’s
criticisms of Arafat and the PNA, particularly
those discussed in his edited volumes Peace and
its Discontents (1996), The End of the Peace
Process (2001), and From Oslo to Iraq and the
Road Map (2005). Indeed, Ghanem substantiates
many of Said’s claims of the cronyism, corruption,
and authoritarianism that pervaded the PNA and
became synonymous with Arafat’s regime.

In chapter 1, Ghanem addresses the influence
of external factors on the Palestinian national
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movement, offering a compelling analysis of Is-
rael’s “post-Oslo strategy.” Adopted in the wake of
the failed Camp David Summit in 2000, he argues
that Israeli policy toward the Palestinians under
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon shifted from conflict
resolution to conflict management. The key ele-
ment of this strategy was the separation of the
two populations through the unilateral withdraw-
al from the Gaza Strip and the construction of Is-
rael’s “separation wall” in the West Bank and East
Jerusalem. Meanwhile, the existence of the PNA
allowed Palestinians to retain some measure of
limited self-governance. Ghanem convincingly
demonstrates that Israel’s goal was the establish-
ment of a “Palestinian entity,” offering “more than
autonomy and less than a state” (p. 36).

The reorientation of Israeli policy was driven
by two related factors: first, Israel’s preoccupation
with the “demographic threat,” in other words,
that Palestinians will become the majority within
the boundaries of historic Palestine; and second,
the fear that Israel will be transformed into a bi-
national state. Ghanem argues that in spite of Is-
raeli efforts to ensure a Jewish majority, the high-
er birth rate of Palestinians portends the opposite,
creating a constant source of “concern among
Jewish politicians and academics interested in the
character and identity of the state, prompting
many of them to seek new ways of guaranteeing a
Jewish majority” (p. 23). He demonstrates that Is-
raeli academia, think tanks, and the government
often worked closely in researching and assessing
strategies to deal with this issue. However, Israel’s
post-Oslo strategy has been complicated by the
parallel policies of increased settlement activity
and the annexation of the Jordan River Valley. As
a result, Israel’s goal of separation from the Pales-
tinians is undermined by the greater desire for
Palestinian land and resources.

In chapter 2, Ghanem discusses recent Israeli
public opinion polls to demonstrate that the shift
in Israeli policy has benefited from broad-based
support. More importantly, these polls reveal that



the maximum the Israeli public would be willing
to concede in any peace agreement does not meet
the minimum of Palestinian demands or fulfill
their rights under international law. Thus, barring
a dramatic shift in Israeli public opinion, the strat-
egy adopted by the Palestinian leadership of nego-
tiations accompanied by attempts to convince Is-
raelis of their willingness to achieve peace is
bound to fail.

The core of Palestinian Politics after Arafat
focuses on the internal causes for the current
state of affairs and their implications. In chapter
3, Ghanem analyzes Arafat’s successful effort to
consolidate power first within the PLO and then
the PNA. He convincingly argues that the failures
of the PNA were rooted in the structure of the
PLO and Arafat’s leadership of the organization,
which “provide a partial explanation for both
Palestinian achievements since the 1950s and also
for the Palestinians’ failure to attain their nation-
al goals” (p. 71). Indeed, as Sayigh demonstrates,
after the assassinations of Fatah’s co-founders and
his closest advisors, Khalil al-Wazir (Abu Jihad)
and Salah Khalaf (Abu Iyad) in 1988 and 1991 re-
spectively, Arafat had few rivals within Fatah or
the PLO with the authority to challenge his deci-
sion-making. Therefore, with the decline of the
leftist wing of the PLO by the end of the Cold War
and the predominance of Fatah within the organi-
zation, Arafat was able to consolidate his rule
over both.

Building on Sayigh’s Armed Struggle and the
Search for State, Ghanem demonstrates that the
Oslo Accords and creation of the PNA represented
the logical conclusion of Arafat’s leadership of the
PLO. In other words, the agreement could not
have been signed if the PLO were truly a demo-
cratic and representative organization with a
leadership that was elected by and responsive to
its constituency or with functional independent
institutions. Instead, the PLO’s quota system was
exploited by Arafat “to guarantee passage of the
decisions he supported and the selection of his
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confidants to important posts” (p. 72). While it al-
lowed for representation of the different Pales-
tinian political groups and “independents” in the
Palestinian National Council (i.e., the Palestinians’
“parliament in exile”) and the PLO’s Central and
Executive Committees based largely on their size.
In reality, the independents were largely aligned
with Fatah, further bolstering its weight within
the PLO and enhancing Arafat’s power. The end
result was that the PLO’s different legislative and
executive organs “had no real power, a vacuum
was created at the top of the power structure--a
vacuum that was filled by one man, a single indi-
vidual who had replaced the institution” (p. 73).

The implications of Arafat’s control over the
national movement were evidenced after his
death with the scission of the Palestinian body
politic. While the election of Mahmoud Abbas as
Arafat’s successor in 2005 appeared to ensure Fa-
tah's hold on power, Hamas’s victory under a ban-
ner of “Reform and Change” in the parliamentary
elections a year later represented the most signifi-
cant threat to Fatah’s near forty years of domi-
nance over the national movement. The ensuing
clashes led to a rift between the two organizations
as well as between the West Bank and the Gaza
Strip that has yet to be resolved. Ghanem asserts
that the conflict between Fatah and Hamas is
“substantial in every respect” and that it “relates
to deep and fundamental political, social, and cul-
tural differences in approach between the two
movements.” Overcoming these differences, he
argues, will require “great effort” to resolve the
conflict between the two organizations based on
their mutual embrace of “democratic principles”
(pp- 143-144).

However, Ghanem is pessimistic that such a
rapprochement is possible. He concludes that
“new thinking” is required by Palestinians “about
all of the options available to them in their inter-
nal affairs and their relations with Israel, the
West, and the Arab world” (p. 182). While the cur-
rent crisis in the national movement can be di-



rectly attributed to the “choice of Arafat and the
PLO to guide Palestinian affairs,” Ghanem opines
that “it is hard to envision the various factions
and currents in the Palestinian national move-
ment taking a consensual and logical step in this
direction, and therefore it is improbable that it
can extricate itself from the crisis” (p. 183).

Palestinian Politics after Arafat is a welcome
addition to the literature on the Palestinian na-
tional movement, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict,
and the Middle East peace process. It is written in
a clear style that makes it accessible to both spe-
cialized and general audiences. Although the text
does suffer from repetition and would have bene-
fited from closer and more thorough editing,
these minor flaws do not diminish the overall
work. It is highly recommended for readers seek-
ing a better understanding of the history and cur-
rent state of Palestinian politics.

Six years after his death, Arafat’s ghost still
haunts the Palestinian national movement. From
the cult of personality he constructed to the insti-
tutions he established and the agreements he
signed, Arafat’s influence was not only profound
but enduring. Indeed, the politics of divide and
rule, and governance through intimidation,
wasteful duplication, and destructive rivalries
that Ghanem describes have been adopted by
Arafat’s children--his former supporters and asso-
ciates who are ubiquitous inside and outside of
government and who have chosen to mimic his
style of leadership. Thus, Arafat’s specter is likely
to hang over yet another generation of Palestini-
ans. If Palestinians are to find a way out of this
crisis, they must begin not by glorifying the na-
tional movement but by demystifying and de-
mythologizing its history, and conducting a frank
assessment of its successes and failures. Palestini-
an Politics after Arafat is an important step in
that direction.
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