Home Alone!

Eyad Sarraj

 Memories of Gaza fill my heart and mind; the smell of orange blossoms in the spring, the white daffodils’ on the beach, the clear water of the sea and the crawling crabs. I remember the streets of Gaza when there were very few cars and the air was fresh. We used to go walking to school and on our many family visits. 
I come from a family of ten brothers and sisters. We all grew up in a small house in the Rimal area of Gaza city. From the edge of our street, there was a forest which extended all the way towards the beach. During the holy month of Ramadan and other religious holidays, we used to visit family relations and enjoy their warm welcome. My father insisted on ten such visits a day.

Today’s Gaza is much different. Time and turbulence, politics and wars, and money and deprivation have all taken control one way or the other to change the way Gaza looks today.

My beautiful home town has earned its fame from being a place that seems to be destined for witnessing or making disasters. Gaza was completely destroyed in the First World War during a battle between the Turks and the British. The victorious British became the new rulers of Palestine.
In 1948 Gaza became the host and refuge for the many hundred thousands of refugees from southern Palestine who fled their homes in fear. In 1956, Israel occupied Gaza during the Suez war when many people were killed especially in Khan Younis. In 1967 Israel occupied Gaza for the second time, an occupation that seems to be everlasting. In 1963 I went to study medicine in Alexandria, Egypt and in 1971; I was a casualty officer of the Shifa hospital in Gaza where I used to receive bodies of people in the Resistance killed in battle. In 1973 I left Gaza again to study Psychiatry in London. In 1987 the first Intifada of the Stone broke out in Gaza which during its raging four years thousands were killed and maimed, and more were tortured and imprisoned. In 1994, Arafat and the PLO forces entered Gaza with the familiar V sign, which proved to be not a good omen. 

The failure in making peace and the resulting disillusionment has lead to the outbreak of the second Intifada. The second reason for the Intifada was that the Palestinian Authority has succeeded in projecting an image of a corrupt despotic regime which was alienating the population and throwing the community into chaotic nepotism and military tribalism.   For centuries there were two security systems working in parallel and harmony; one representing the tribal community ( Families and clans) and the other representing the state ( Police and courts). Arafat regime initiated a historical precedence by penetration of the tribal system by his officers. His officers in turn became agents of their tribes. The result was an inevitable security chaos and the emergence of various militias with conflicting loyalties.

During his reign, Arafat tried to destabilize Hamas by arrests and torture or by political maneuvering, but the Islamic movement regained its composure in the wake of the second Intifada. At her disposal were a highly motivated and committed army of the faithful, an economic infrastructure, and a large social support system.   But more than anything else, Hamas was the choice of people who despised the corrupt PA.
Throughout the Intifada, the prime minister of Israel, Sharon, made it very clear that he was not interested in making peace with Palestinians. Sharon found the justifications for his strategy of not making peace in the behavior of the Palestinian leadership and its predictable reflex in resorting to violence. Arafat was caught trying to buy an armed shipment, which helped Sharon to convince the US administration that Arafat was not a partner to peace. The Islamic and other resistance groups fell into the already prepared stereotype of Islamic terrorism when they embarked into series of suicide bombing of Israeli civilians. Sharon exploited Palestinian terror to destroy the rudimentary bud of Palestinian state infrastructure, including a short runway in Rafah airport, and by introducing the barrier wall between the West bank and Israel. Israeli F16s were thundering over the sky while throwing bombs and death. Many thousands were killed and more inured. Two of my sisters and their families left Gaza. Two brothers lost their business and left with their children. Then Sharon declared his unilateral disengagement from Gaza which was hastily completed and dumped the Palestinians into confusion as to its significance. Some Palestinians, Hamas in particular, used it to tell us that Israel was withdrawing under the thundering beating by the resistance. For Hamas it was a V sign. Dov Weissglas the political advisor to Sharon was clear and quick to explain the plan in a Haaretz interview by asserting that the plan  was meant to freeze the peace process, destroys the possibility of a Palestinian state and rid Israel of Gaza and its population which could become a demographic problem if Israel continues to occupy it and absorbs its population which would threaten the Jewishness of the state. 

The management of the evacuated settlements by the Palestinian authority was not successful and was not made possible by the Israeli government.

In 2004 Arafat died and was succeeded by Mahmud Abass who was initially ambitious and inspiring but quickly was weakened by Fatah internal divisions and by Israel who was not interested in a peace process. Abass, or – according to Vanity Fair-Bush, insistence on a legislative election in 2006, resulted in the victory of Hamas. In shock of disbelief, Fatah ruling party was torn apart and the surprised American administration was quick to decide on a blockade of the new Palestinian government, a decision that was honestly observed by Europe and the Arab regimes. In June 2006 , among a group of Palestinians, I met Eliot Abrahams, Deputy chief security advisor to the US President, in his office in Washington, DC. Mr. Abrahams was painfully clear that there would be no room of accommodation of a Hamas government. “Democracy is good” he said “but not Hamas”.

Unable to contend with their loss of power, and with support from the US administration, some Fatah leaders unleashed their militias with the aim of making Hamas fail to govern. A period of security chaos was ushered in Gaza which was notorious for kidnapping of foreigners and killing of locals. 

In the summer of 2005, the expert Egyptian envoy to the PA told me that Hamas is equipped to take the Gaza strip over militarily in less than three days. Hamas, he said, maintains higher standards of leadership, loyalty, discipline, and training than the forty thousand strong PA forces.  In the battle of June 2007, Hamas proved him right. A third brother left Gaza with his family. 
In the savage factional war that lasted for less than a week Gaza witnessed a wave of brutal atrocities which shocked us all to the core. There were cases of people thrown from high story buildings, wounded people killed in hospital, maimed bodies and scores of tortured victims on both sides. It is clear that there is a state of chronic toxicity which permeated our society and which resulted from accumulated layers of trauma and violence.  The Nakba of uprooting in 1948, living in refugee camps, violent abuse and torture by the occupation, chronic divisions, lack of leadership, and loss of hope have all contributed to such a state of affairs. But other factors have significantly contributed.

Israeli policies in the first Intifada has undermined the father image as a symbol of power which was further damaged by the helplessness against Israeli bombing and later by unemployment which rendered the father unable to provide.

Israeli torture of Palestinians was for years systematic, brutal and comprehensive. Many Palestinians adopted the personality of their own torturer, a process of identification of the aggressor. Some victims were recruited by Palestinian security forces and were torturing Hamas detainees in the 1996 and 1997. That dark period of their lives has left its mark on Hamas that its leader in Gaza. Dr. Zahhar, told me once “we will never forget” Zahhar was himself a victim of a very humiliating methods of torture in the Military Intelligence. He almost equated that with the Israeli killing of his son in an attempt to assassinate Zahhar himself. There was a strong desire for revenge, and the opportunity was there.

Children of the stone of the first Intifada were searching for a replacement for the father figure, and some adopted the model of the martyr who is perceived as the ultimate form of power and a defiant call against death and despair. Joining Hamas was not only replacing the family but adopting a new identity, an identity of victory and of faith in God through self sacrifice.
If the weakened father was a pushing factor for children to look for a new identity, mothers became more politicized and more militant as their instinct for protection of their was alerted by the aerial Israeli bombing campaign which made all of us feel vulnerable and exposed.  It is documented that Hamas electoral victory was decisively decided by women vote.

Fatah never recovered its overwhelming defeat while  Hamas was for many months infatuated with victory. The political polarization has deepened and reached all layers and sectors of the society including schools and universities, shopping centers and refugee camps, civil society and tribal structure and more acutely in the civil service sector. The regime in Ramallah has instructed the police force in Gaza not to report to work and threatened to stop paying salaries for those who dare. Hamas in a quick response filled the vacuum by recruiting the executive force. There emerged two opposing camps, politically and ideologically different and each has its financially dependent army of supporters. Both camps have shown no serious regards to human rights.
Palestinians everywhere condemn the division and disunity between the West bank and Gaza, and the partisan politics that lead to it.  Many people are at pain to realize that Palestinians today are the worst enemies of themselves, and that they are serving the Israeli strategy of destroying the possibility of an independent state. While the Israeli government continues to builds and expands Jewish settlements on Arab land, a hapless looking Palestinian President begs for removing check points while unable to call for the freedom of members of the Palestinian parliament whom are arrested by Israel without charges, only because they represent Hamas. In the meantime, a desperate Hamas regime in Gaza is trying to win the attention of the world by making continuous noises with homemade rocket attacks against Israeli neighboring villages. Hamas is largely seen to give Israel the needed justification for continuing to declare that there is no Palestinian partner to peace, an excuse for further confiscation of land. In September 2007, Israel declared Gaza an enemy hostile territory and tightened the already imposed siege of movement of people and goods.
The tightening siege on Gaza seems to be part of an already mentioned Sharon’s strategy which aims at severing ties between the West bank and Gaza, and gradually opening the Rafah border passage between Gaza and Egypt. Gradually, Palestinians will find themselves travelling and trading with Egypt and the much talked about Bush vision of a Palestinian state will be confined to the remains of the West bank.

Today is a typical day in Gaza; eight people were killed in the north during and Israeli incursion, crossings are all closed and streets are almost empty of cars, but full with more people walking.

In the office of “the Palestinian international Campaign to end the siege on Gaza”, where I volunteer, a young man came in search for help. His sixteen years old son is in a Tel Aviv hospital for the last two weeks receiving treatment for acute leukemia. Doctors there want to give him a bone marrow transplant if forty thousand dollars are paid. As if to accentuate his pain, the father was told that he is not allowed to cross the border to see his child because at thirty seven, he is three years less than the minimum age required for security clearance by Israel.

I received some reports on the increasing prices of bread and fuel. Due to the shortage of supply since the Israeli imposed siege, Car fuel unavailable in the petrol stations and is six times more expensive in the black market than the official price (Official price is $1.5/liter).   Bakeries have staged a one day strike because they were not allowed to increase the price tag on bread while their production cost has increased, particularly fuel but also the price of flour. 

The prices of all commodities have increased multifold. For example a kilogram of meat costs fifty shekels, a 100% increase from the prices seven months ago. A one kilogram of tomatoes is six times dearer. Many items are unavailable or scarce like shoes or clothes. 

In the evening Hassan, called around and suggested to pay our respect for the passing of the father of our friend Abed. On the road, Hassan was making jokes about the smell of frying Falafel coming out of cars that are using cooking oil. He is running his car on cooking gas which alarmed me. He and I were joking and amazed how resilient people can be.  I said it is ironic that Israel is forcing us to be fit and slim by walking. Hassan sarcastically said that walking would require more energy and more food which many people can’t afford any way.

I came back home and my two years old son was pointing a toy gun at me and shouting: I shoot you.  He mumbles something about “Hamas and Fatah killed the man”. My one remaining sister calls me to say she decided to leave Gaza with her son. She is the last of my sisters to leave. I was very sad.  
I am in big house, with my small family, home alone.

