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Democratizing the PLO: Five
Questions

By: Toufic Haddad - May, 2012

After the disaster of the Oslo accords, concocted in secrecy and without any
democratic oversight, it should come as no surprise that Palestinians want to have
a greater say in their national institutions and leadership. Nor is it a surprise that it
is the Palestinians in the diaspora that increasingly raise the issue of the PLO's
democratization given that their role in Palestinian affairs has been all but ignored
for almost two decades. The deadlocked political struggle between Hamas and
Fatah in Gaza and the West Bank has added to the sense that pressure from the
Palestinian diaspora for democratization is needed to break out of the vested

interests of these two parties.

There is no question that any effort to democratize an institution, party, or
national movement is always good, and is indeed a sine qua non of any
representative or progressive political activity. For how long can the leadership of
any movement claim to represent its constituents without actually referring back
to them and taking their opinions into account? Democratization of the PLO is a

long overdue, essential political reform and the sooner it happens, the better.

That said, it is equally important not to have any illusions that democratization per
se is the panacea of contemporary Palestinian political and organizational
malaise. There are five factors, and possibly more, that need to be critically

addressed even as we recognize the importance of democratizing the PLO.
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First, the nature of the contemporary conflict places great limitations on efforts at
democratization. | am not referring to the technical difficulty of trying to organize
a voter registration drive; such technical obstacles can be resolved as long as the
political will exists. The real problem is that Palestinians are engaged in a grueling
struggle for national self-determination that challenges Zionist settler colonial
control over Palestine, with our side being the much weaker party. Recognizing the
nature of the conflict means that there are inherent limitations to the practice of
democracy. Simply put, such a battle entails tactics, strategy, planning, and
secrecy — elements that cannot be conducted in the open. This is not an excuse for
the undemocratic practices of the movement at large. But some balance needs to
be struck between assertive leadership, unity in action, secrecy, and representative

incorporation of popular demands and ideas.

A second problem emanates from the reality that, because we are engaged in
such a struggle, the Zionist movement, and its American and European backers,
do not recognize Palestinian democratic agency. We saw this quite clearly in the
2006 elections when Hamas was prevented from exercising power because
“Palestinian democracy” did not conform to the standards of this hypocritical
constituency — recognition of Israel, acceptance of the “peace process,” and

renouncing “terrorism.”

Of course, just because the most powerful forces in the world repudiate Palestinian
democracy does not mean that we have to accept their rejection. It does,
however, mean that if we do insist on democratization, then we must be prepared
to deal with even greater political marginalization than is now the case.
Proponents of democratization might argue that this task would be the
responsibility of the elected Palestinian leadership. But the issue would seem to re-
enforce the argument for a more secretive and somewhat less democratic
leadership, especially if it seeks new avenues of political, economic and potentially

military support.
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A third problem relates to the question of how democracy would be implemented
within the Palestinian movement itself. The 2006 election results were not only
rejected by the Zionist movement and Western governments; they were also
rejected by segments of the Palestinian leadership itself, particularly within the
Fatah movement. The 2006 Hamas victory, which presaged a sea change in the
way the Palestinian movement had been acting for the previous 40 years, was
clearly threatening to the Fatah leadership and parts of its constituency. This, in its
extreme manifestation, went to the extent of allying itself with the U.S. Central
Intelligence Agency to try and foment an armed coup against Hamas. It was only
too apparent that vested interests within Fatah and its backers in Jordan, Egypt,
and Saudi Arabia would not tolerate such a revolutionary transformation of the

status quo.

Thus, democratic forces also need to answer the question of how we, as a
movement, would be able to ensure that the results of democratic elections would
be respected by the movement itself? In other words, while democracy sounds
good in theory, it can only become reality if it is backed by organized social and
institutional forces on the ground. These forces would need to be powerful enough
to resist and push back against the vested interests that have dominated the
movement for so long and which to some degree profit from the status quo. Are
the Palestinian forces currently demanding democratization of our movement
sufficiently strong and organized to take up this challenge? An indication of the
true balance of forces will soon be made clear in the results of the PNC

registration campaign.

This takes us to a fourth question that is also related to the 2006 elections, the
issue of how Palestinian society at large, and particularly its so-called “civil
society” reacted. The struggle for Palestinian democracy could not have been
posed more starkly in the 2006 elections: a Hamas parliamentary majority was

prevented from taking power by the Israeli occupation, the Western donor
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governments, and reactionary elements of Fatah. Genuinely democratic forces of
all political leanings should have demanded that the election results be respected.
But we did not see mass rallies in Palestine or in the Diaspora demanding that the
results be respected, which gives an indication of the weakness of genuine
democratic forces in the Palestinian political arena. We cannot simply ignore the
2006 elections. Otherwise we will reproduce the same cycle of ineffectiveness that
has plagued the Palestinian opposition for generations. Indeed, the question arises
as to what the forces seeking democracy will do if the elections reproduce the

same results as 2006. Do they have an answer for what to do if this is the case?

The fifth question raised by the current demands for democratization is the limited
manner in which democracy is defined. Representative elections are only one
aspect of democracy. Others include a fair distribution of resources and wealth,
equality of opportunity and legal rights before the law. Would it make more sense
in the Palestinian context to start, for example, by demanding an end to corporate
monopolies of public services instead of a campaign for representative elections?

Or an end to the undemocratic neoliberal economic policies being implemented

throughout the OPT?

This question can also be posed to many established democracies around the
world, where democracy has meant periodic elections, a functioning legal system,
and so on, but where a fairer distribution of wealth never comes about, and social
mobility is minimal. Moreover the forces of neoliberalism are so powerful and
alienating, that it is no wonder that so many groups have retreated to the comfort

of religious and ethnic affinities, as the only way to survive.

The Palestinian issue is infinitely complex and challenging for any political actor. |
have raised these questions in the spirit of democratic debate — a debate that
must be had not just for the debate itself, but also to clarify understanding and
contribute to political trajectories with real power in terms of ideas, resources, and

institutions. The problem with much of the contemporary debate around
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democratization is that it appears to want the end result of democracy without
undertaking the real work of what democracy entails: winning the battle of ideas,
translating these ideas into political streams and institutions, mobilizing resources
for these organizations, learning how to work with other forces, and building

tactics and strategies that can produce results.

Only by both demanding democracy and practicing democratic organizing can
any real results be achieved. As the towering African American intellectual and
former slave Fredrick Douglass noted, “If there is no struggle, there is no progress.
Those who profess to favor freedom, and deprecate agitation, are men who want
crops without plowing up the ground, they want rain without thunder and

lightning.”

Without combining the implementation of formal democracy with action in lived
theatres — for jobs, social mobility, wealth distribution, social services, social
protections — the demand for democratization risks reproducing the status quo. It
is the obligation of genuine democrats to find ways to combine the two so as to
address the demoralization and malaise that holds back our movement and

people as a whole.
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