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ith the loss of over 900 lives, it is yet another

case where innocent civilians pay the price for

the misguided strategic calculations of the polit-
ical players. Indeed ever since the occupation of Iraq by the
American forces in 2003, the MENA region has witnessed
several occupations, civil wars, coups, and countless sectari-
an massacres and other acts of violence, as a result of which
over a million civilians lost their lives. “Collateral damage”
is the euphemism that often degrades the value of these lives,
substituted for the outright massacre. As turmoil has prevailed
on a quite wide geography, the decade long-plight of the re-
cent past may have exceeded any other decade in the region’s
recent history in terms of the extensiveness of bloodshed. On
the bright side, one may seek consolation with the few re-
maining experimentations with democracy.
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The Road to Operation
Protective Edge: Revenge
Killings?

Amidst this bleak picture,
the Palestinian question goes
through its regular cycles. The
latest Israeli assault, codenamed
“Operation Protective Edge,”
seemed to be triggered by the
June 12 kidnapping and murder
of three yeshiva students,! for
which Israel vowed to “avenge
their blood.” One would nor-
mally expect that these murders
in the West Bank must have led
to an ordinary criminal inves-
tigation and legal prosecution.
However, without providing suf-
ficient evidence that the initial
kidnappings were authorized by
Hamas leadership or the suspects
occupied any official positions
in the organization, Israel held

Hamas as well as the whole Pal-
estinian authority responsible.* It
eventually became clear that the
initial murders simply served as
a pretext for what turned out to
be a carefully planned offensive,
as weeks later Israeli officials
revealed that “they had been
studying for a year to plan a way
to destroy” the tunnels.*

The Human Rights
Violations in the West
Bank and Humanitarian
Tragedy in Gaza

During the following weeks,
the by-standing onlookers were
struck by the enormity of human
rights violations, war crimes, and
severe violations of the interna-
tional humanitarian law in par-
ticular.’ Right after the murders,

during a series of what seemed
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to be “revenge operations,” Is-
raeli occupation forces started off
by demolishing the apartments
of the alleged suspects, arrested
hundreds of Palestinians who had
been released on a prior prisoner
exchange,® searched over 2000 lo-
cations, and stole cash and proper-
ty worth an estimated $3 million,
which alone was considered a
grave violation of the Fourth Ge-
neva Convention.” During this ini-
tial stage in the West Bank, several
civilians and a handicapped man
were killed.® In the meantime, the
widespread hate-mongering of-
ficial rhetoric’ went on full scale
even after the tragic murder of the
16-year-old Muhammed Abu Kh-
deir'® by some settler fanatics who
burnt him alive."

Subsequently, Israeli occu-
pation forces turned to Gaza by
launching the Operation Pro-
tective Edge on July 7 by tank
shelling and airstrikes. While
Hamas was accused of commit-
ting war crimes by indiscrimi-
nately launching rockets to Isra-
el, Israeli assaults were reported
to have targeted disproportion-
ately homes and residential ar-
eas in one of the most densely
populated areas in the world, as
a clear violence of international
humanitarian law.'? Israeli offi-
cials failed to prove the military

necessity to bomb Palestinian
homes, as, for instance, no sec-
ondary explosions were docu-
mented indicating that the hous-
es were used for weapons stor-
age.” In one shocking incident,
Israel targeted human shields
who were trying to protect their
Kaware family home from being
destroyed, killing seven innocent
civilians, including as many as
six children and injuring anoth-
er 25.' In some other instances
Israeli warplanes hit houses,
labeling them as “terrorist hide-
outs”, which itself is a form of
summary execution. All in all,
civilian-populated areas and ci-
vilian facilities were consistent-
ly shot, killing mostly civilians
and damaging tens of civilian in-
frastructures, including schools,
hospitals, a rehabilitation center
for the handicapped, and a re-
lief agency warehouse."”” Many
reports by the UN!® as well as
other international human rights
groups concluded that the oper-
ation on the whole amounted to
collective punishment."”

The ground invasion that start-
ed ten days later with the declared
aim of destroying the tunnels used
by Palestinian fighters and con-
tinuing “as long as necessary”®
only exacerbated the humanitar-
ian tragedy. The UN’s Office for

It eventually
became clear
that the initial
murders simply
served as a
pretext for what
turned out to
be a carefully
planned
offensive
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the Co-ordination of Humanitari-
an Affairs (OCHA) declared that,
as of July 21, 149 children had
been killed (compared with 87
confirmed members of the armed
groups)."” In just a single day on
July 21, during what came to be
known as Shuja’iyyeh Massa-
cre, 65 Palestinians, almost half
of whom were women and chil-
dren, got killed as opposed to 13
Isracli occupation forces.”” The
infamous targeting of Al-Agsa
hospital during the ground in-
vasion after the previous week’s
attack on al-Wafa led to calls by
the Amnesty International for
the “need for a prompt, impar-
tial international investigation
mandated by the UN.”?' So far,
while destruction of Palestinian
homes left tens of thousands of
people homeless, the ground in-

vasion has risked a public health

catastrophe by leaving 1.2 million
people without water or sewage
services. According to the U.N.
reports, mass displacement as a
result of the ground incursions
continues across Gaza, with over
117,000 IDPs now seeking shelter
in UNRWA schools and addition-
al thousands in Ministry of Edu-
cation-run schools.”? In their de-
fense, Israeli officials repeatedly
said that they warned the civilians
to evacuate the area days before it
was attacked, but the Amnesty re-
ports maintain that many civilians
simply have nowhere else to go
as all shelters are overflowing.?
The fact that even the emergency
shelters were shelled by the Is-
raeli strikes on July 24 killing of
up to 30 people leaves little cred-
ibility with the occupation forc-
es’ claims. Adding to the deadly
strikes against civilian residential
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areas, Gaza’s medical facilities
and personnel are ill-equipped to
cope with the large numbers of
casualties. This problem is a direct
consequence of the Egyptian and
Israeli blockade, although it was
very slightly eased for the passage
of the emergency supplies during
the latest stage. Gazan people had
already been victimized by what
amounts to collective punishment
due to the Egyptian and Israeli
blockade following the Hamas
victory in 2007 elections.** Since
the coup in Egypt last year, the
border closure was even more
intensified with the clear aim to
drive Hamas, a progeny of the
Muslim Brotherhood and the
archenemy of Egyptian military,
into a crippling financial crisis.

Victims Winning the War
of Public Opinion

The humanitarian disasters
that resulted from Israel’s Gaza
operation and the overwhelming
percentage of children and wom-
en victims have aggravated a great
many onlookers all around the
world. The Israeli strike that killed
four Palestinian boys on a beach in
Gaza and the subsequent rewriting
of its title by the New York Times
into an ambiguous one outraged
many others.” On a similar note,

Ayman Mohyeldin was pulled
off by NBC from Gaza after his
coverage of the beach killings, fol-
lowed by his reinstatement due to
wide uproars, which led to inter-
pretations that he was singled out
for his empathetic stories for Pal-
estinians.” The sea change among
the general public worried even
the Israeli ambassador to the US
as he remarked that “Hamas could

win war of public opinion.””?’

Yet again, the common rhetoric
of “Israel’s right to self-defense,”
copiously used by governments to
justify the widely reported human
rights violations, seems to alienate
many people in the world from
their governments, international
organizations, and even from the
discourse of human rights and de-
mocracy. Defenders of the Israeli
side persistently claim that Israel
adhered to the Geneva Conven-
tion’s demand for providing “ef-
fective advance warning” to civil-
ians and that it is Hamas that vio-
lated the rule forbidding parties to
“direct the movement of ...civil-
ians in order to shield military ob-
jectives from attack.”® However,
as Eyal Weizman documents, the
warning shots, sometimes respon-
sible for the fatalities themselves,
have been consistently abused in
order to enable attacks where at-
tacks should not be undertaken at

While
destruction

of Palestinian
homes left tens
of thousands

of people
homeless, the
ground invasion
has risked a
public health
catastrophe

by leaving 1.2
million people
without water or
sewage services
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all. In effect they serve to give the
Israeli military freehand to expand
the depleted bank of targets, and
in turn result in the proliferation
of violence.”” Likewise, it is sim-
ply impossible to build a case for
any justified targeting of medical
centers, which has turned into a
systematic punitive or revengeful
instrument resorted by the Israe-
li army. Hamas’s indiscriminate
rocket firings are of course getting
their fair share of condemnation by
international observers as a viola-
tion of the international law. How-
ever holding Palestinians responsi-
ble for their own bloodshed would
appear to be blaming the victim to
many in the world, when Palestin-
ian fatalities to Israelis are no less
than 300 to 1 and the percentage
of civilian fatalities is no less than
75% of all, compared to 2 Israeli
civilian fatalities caused by the Pal-
estinian attacks. In the face of this
striking gap, self-defense rhetoric

on behalf of the Israeli occupation
will only estrange the Arab and
the Muslim world, or the South in
general, from the international law
or human rights and democracy
discourse. This could further un-
dermine the credibility of the inter-
national institutions, which would
in effect create more cynicism and
unwillingness among the less de-
veloped countries towards finding
a common ground and cooperating
for the human rights work.

Repressing Ikhwan,
Liquidating Hamas: The
Repercussions of the
Egyptian Spring’s Failures
for Palestine

Aside from an account of the
ongoing conflict from a humani-
tarian dimension, the situation in
Gaza can be put in better context
if the changing regional dynam-
ics in the post-Arab Spring Egypt
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are also taken into consideration.
Hamas’s electoral victory in 2007
and the subsequent devastating
blockade against Gaza, coupled
with the fragmented governance
of the Palestinian territories, con-
stitute the old status quo in the
pre-Arab Spring Palestine. The
Arab Spring did not seem to have
changed the major fault lines in-
side Palestine. However, it may
be argued that the current offen-
sive was foreshadowed and even
enabled by certain large scale
tectonic changes in the wider re-
gion that brought Egyptian and
Israeli military together on the
common goal of liquidating their
archenemy Hamas (read as Mus-
lim Brotherhood by the Egyptian
military).*® What precipitated the
assault, in this view, was the rap-
prochement between the President
Mahmoud Abbas and Hamas,
which had even gained the in-
direct support of the US and the
EU.2! Indeed, the reconciliation
agreement of April 23, 2014 that
would bring about Fatah dominat-
ed unity government’s take-over
of Gaza could have the chance to
end the isolation of Gaza and the
humanitarian crisis in the tiny strip
of 1.8 million residents.*> But this
very development and its poten-
tial consequences inside Pales-
tine would foil Egypt and Israel’s

intentions to get rid of Hamas as
a major political actor. This must
have led them to believe that, as
Azzam Tamimi suggests, it was
their call for an offensive against
Gaza.” Otherwise it was very well
known that Hamas was effectively
ensuring the maintenance of the
ceasefire, by even holding back
the attacks by smaller factions, as
the Hamas-led government direly
needed to ease the grim situation
that has hardly hit the Gazans. Per-
haps this is the reason why Hamas
threw fewer rockets from Gaza in
2013 than in any year since 2001
and Hamas retaliated only when
Israeli forces killed a Hamas oper-
ative by an air strike on June 29,
which would mark the end the
2012 ceasefire.*

It is against this background,
I argue, that the ceasefire efforts
mediated by Egypt must be under-
stood. Eventually, it only served
to give freer hand and purportedly
assign greater legitimacy to Isra-
el’s ground incursions. As Mouin
Rabbani also suggested, “there is
widespread Palestinian suspicion
that Egypt [had] released a pro-
posal it ensured would be accept-
able to Israel but rejected by the
Palestinians, in order to help Israel
legitimize an escalation of attacks
against the Gaza Strip.”¢

The common
rhetoric of
“Israel’s right to
self-defense,
copiously used
by governments
to justify the
widely reported
human rights
violations, seems
to alienate many
people in the
world from their
governments,
international
organizations,
and even from
the discourse of
human rights
and democracy
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With the continuing strikes
and ground operations amidst
the mounting human cost, Israel,
backed by Egypt’s post-coup gov-
ernment, seems to have taken its
chances to restore its own status
quo ante in the post-Arab spring
MENA region. While each one
of Hamas and Muslim Brother-
hood must usually be analyzed in
their own terms without project-
ing one’s dynamics onto other, it
seems warranted in this particular
case that the mishaps of the Arab
Spring and the ongoing crack-
down in Egypt on MB have a lot
to do with Israel’s aim of the so-
called “demilitarization of Gaza.”

How to Get Out? Time for
a Humanitarian and Ethi-
cal Struggle for Peace

Then what is the way out of
this grim deadlock of the regional

power games that have not benefit-
ed any of the regional actors in any
significant manner but instead hit
the Palestinian people drastically?
With the regional players pursuing
their own domestic agendas and
maximizing regional interests to
further their respective positions in
the several different conflict zones,
Palestinians seem to have been
largely left to their own devices.
That is why, as Levy also argued,
several mediation efforts could not
go beyond reflecting the chang-
ing fault lines in the region driv-
en by different and self-interested
goals.” This was the equation that
Israel capitalized on to enjoy more
latitude with its deadly incursions
without impunity.

But on the bright side the po-
litical deadlock of the regional
players might offer unexpected
opportunities for the non-state,
civilian forces in the region. De-




/

ORSAM REVIEW OF REGIONAL AFFAIRS

NO.8, JULY 2014

spite the disillusionments with
the post-revolutionary and count-
er-revolutionary trends in the re-
gion, the social forces that were
unleashed by the Arab spring, for
instance, might engage in a much
more effective BDS campaign®®
on a much more vibrant ground.
Perhaps it is now the time* to re-
spond to the humanitarian crisis in
Palestine through much stronger
humanitarian and ethical means.
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