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Palestinians have for years attempted to revive their
national representative, the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO). As part of these efforts, many
Palestinians have demanded direct elections to the
Palestinian National Council (PNC), the PLO’s
legislative body. However, the PLO is not a state and
the Palestinian people have multiple civic statuses
depending on their geographic location. Thus, any
attempt to address the question of elections must
take such challenges into account. This paper aims to
widen the discussion of representation by examining
two key questions: The form of representation and the
challenges posed by the structures of the PLO itself,
and concludes with some suggestions for the future.

Securing Representation Through
Engagement
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Arabic distinguishes between tamtheel syasi
(political representation) and inkherat syasi (political
engagement). This is a vital distinction and any
discussion of PLO representation must be defined in
the political terms of engagement and participation.
According to the PLO Basic Law, Palestinian
engagement in PLO institutions is a national duty, as is
written in chapter one, article 4 :
1

All Palestinians are natural members of the
Palestine Liberation Organization, performing their
duty to liberate their country in accordance with
their abilities and qualifications. The Palestinian
people is the base of this Organization.

The fact that the PLO adopted a guerrilla style of
resistance and insisted that Palestinian decisionmaking be independent of the Arab regimes gave it
the legitimacy to mobilize and engage the Palestinians,
particularly those in the refugee camps, who had
hitherto been viewed as unfortunate victims. As Fathi
Abu al-Ardat put it: “For the first time after the Nakba
and the defeat of 1967, the establishment of the PLO
created a point of reference around which our people
could gather and pool their energies.”
Thus, after the guerrilla organizations took over
the PLO in 1968-69, ordinary Palestinians became
deeply engaged in PLO institutions, both political and
community-based. The membership of the PNC was
reformulated to include diverse factions, groups, and
individuals, among them representatives of refugee
camps and professional associations. Authentic
representation, therefore, was gained through political
engagement and by creating a sense of belonging. The
people at all levels gave legitimacy to the PLO because
of their involvement in collective action. This form
of political representation was similar to that of other
national liberation movements .
2

In 1974, ten years after the establishment of the PLO,
the Arab Summit in Rabat recognized it as the “sole
legitimate representative of the Palestinian people”
considering it responsible for acting on behalf of
Palestinians everywhere . That same year on November
22, the PLO was given observer status at the United
Nations General Assembly, representing the Palestinian
people in the name of Palestine.
3

1. The Basic Law was first issued in 1964 and amended in 1968. It was further amended in 1996 to comply with the PLO’s acceptance of the Oslo peace process.
2. The Palestinian national movement falls within the broad tradition of national liberation movements, with which it shares many core principles, including self-determination, popular sovereignty, mass mobilization, armed struggle, social and cultural liberation, and internationalism.
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3. It should be noted that the Palestinian citizens of Israel were not part of the PLO’s formation. Although they could not publicly recognize its representation without
facing severe repercussions from the Israeli establishment, their political leadership still viewed the PLO as the Palestinians people’s national representative.
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It also represented Palestine at the Movement of NonAligned Countries, the Organization of the Islamic
Conference, and in many other platforms, and opened
new embassies and representative offices around the
world.
This type of political representation, achieved through
regional and international recognition, built on the
popular representation that the PLO had previously
achieved and was celebrated by Palestinians, especially
as it reinforced the independence of the Palestinian
political decision. It enabled the PLO to negotiate and
sign political agreements representing the Palestinian
people as was later done with the Oslo Accords in the
1990s.
For a liberation movement like the PLO, the legitimacy
of representation was fundamental in creating the
Palestinian national movement and its structures while
rebuilding Palestinian identity by engaging the people
in a common political national project. It is worth
emphasizing that representation was achieved through
securing engagement and seeking recognition rather
than through elections (see also Mouin Rabbani’s
argument). The PLO’s representative character was
not questioned until it was seen as abandoning the
Palestinian people’s national demands.

The PLO’s Disengagement from the
Palestinian People
Until 1988 the PLO aimed to represent all Palestinians
and to mobilize them to take part in the liberation of
Palestine. In fact, the abandonment of that goal began
gradually in 1974 with the PLO’s adoption of its Ten
Point Program, which states its willingness to build
national authority “over every part of Palestine territory
that is liberated” with the aim of eventually completing
the liberation of all Palestinian territory. However, the
PNC meeting of 1988 marked the official acceptance
of the two-state solution – which would reduce
Palestine and the Palestinians both geographically and
demographically – as a final resolution of the so-called
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

The establishment of the Palestinian National Authority
(PA) in 1994 within the limited territorial zones
agreed with Israel through the Oslo Accords marked
a significant stage in the PLO’s evolution and brought
new challenges. While it officially remained the sole
legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, there
was growing doubt about the extent of its political
representativity. To begin with, the center of gravity of
political activity shifted to the territory Israel occupied
in 1967. Further, the PA, which was originally supposed
to operate as an administrative entity for five years,
became a permanent political reality dependent on
voters residing in the Occupied Palestinian Territory
(OPT).

“It is essential to determine the
PLO’s role vis-à-vis the PA and
to reinvigorate its representative
status through engagement from
and by the Palestinians.”
Thus, in addition to the exclusion of the Palestinians
in Israel, Palestinians living in the diaspora were
marginalized in the new political structures, as was their
engagement in PLO institutions. Furthermore, PLO
structures were hollowed out as decision-making moved
to the PA and its institutions, although the same person
remained the chairman of the PLO and president of the
PA (Yasser Arafat held these positions until his death in
2004, when Mahmoud Abbas took over). In effect, after
Oslo, the PLO lost its primary purpose of liberation and
with it a significant segment of the Palestinian people
– the refugees. The PA dominated the political scene,
representing a new era of state building, governance,
and citizenship, and the majority of the Palestinian
people were not part of it.
The question of representation, therefore, goes
beyond the narrow focus of numbers, seats, and power
sharing. Rather, it is about which Palestinians the
PLO and the PA are seeking to represent and, more
importantly, what political project the PLO is seeking
to achieve. Following the classic definition of political
representation, it is possible that structural reforms
could enhance the representative status of the PLO .
4

2

4. The dominant definition of political representation is that of Hannah Pitkin, which associates representation with democracy, authorization, and accountability
through elections. However, this definition presents one model of political representation and leaves out other types.
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However, the question remains as to whether
restructured institutions would in fact represent
Palestinian demands for self-determination and
freedom.

Reforming the PLO: Back to the Past or
Forward to the Future?
The current structure of the PLO is grounded in the
amended PLO Charter and the Basic Law that was
established in 1968 after the Palestinian resistance
groups took control. The main amendment undertaken
by the new leadership was to move the PNC away
from an electoral system of representation based on
majority rule to a quota system and decision-making
by consensus. Consensus, known in Arabic as ijmaa,
was adopted to strengthen political unity rather than
rivalry and clashes, and to ensure that specific groups
associated with Arab regimes would not have the ability
to undermine the process. In addition, it was extremely
difficult to hold democratic elections given the dispersal
of Palestinians who were now under the control of
different states.

“If the PLO decides to go for
statehood-building, then the
method of elections should reflect
the internal diversity that creates
a culture of political debate,
differences, and competition.”
Moreover, decision-making by consensus suited
the nature of the PLO as an umbrella for the many
revolutionary groups it encompassed. It also suited
a context characterized by rapid, dramatic change
because it privileged the pursuit of common goals over
ideological differences. In addition, achieving consensus
depended on negotiations and agreement among
all the parties, which had the potential to empower
smaller parties and groups such as women and unions.
However, theory does not necessarily reflect reality,
especially as relates to the political behavior of collective
societies such as Palestinian society.

To understand politics in Palestinian society also
requires understanding Arab social structure. Halim
Barakat emphasizes that Arab society is a mirror image
of the family. Parties and Palestinian factions became
the new family for members who transformed the same
hierarchy of age and loyalty to the father/leader .
5

Therefore, despite the development of the Palestinian
national movement and the shift from the pre-1948
familial model of politics, when the Husseini and
Nashashibi families dominated, the political behavior
has not greatly matured. This affected the representative
nature of the PLO and helps to explain the lack of new
faces and names in leadership positions.
In reality, therefore, the quota system and the method
of appointment facilitated the domination of powerful
political parties in the PLO, mainly Fatah. These
mechanisms also maintained social hierarchies through
the appointment of “suitable” persons according to the
standards prevailing in Palestinian society, marginalizing
such groups as women, youth, new factions, and
those who opposed PLO political decisions. Thus, the
downside of the consensus model of politics is that
it risks the domination of one party over the others.
Indeed, many view the PLO and Fatah as two sides of
the same coin.
The unchanged nature of the PLO’s structure has
contributed to the centralization of power in the hands
of the same groups and individuals given the absence
of elections or expanded consensus-building to bring
in groups such as Hamas, which represent significant
numbers of Palestinians but are in opposition to PLO
policies – though their stance appears to be softening
(see Belal Shobaki’s paper in “Reclaiming the PLO, Reengaging Youth”).
There is no new blood to reinvigorate the PNC or the
other key bodies of the PLO, the Executive Committee
and the Central Council . Nor have there been elections
for the Palestinian Legislative Council in the OPT or
for the president of the state of Palestine since the split
between Hamas and Fatah in 2007 (local elections have
continued to be held).
6

5. Hisham Sharabi proposes the theory of neopatriarchy for understanding power as a theoretical formulation that “occupies the space between traditional patriarchy
and modernity” – providing a theoretical explanation for power in non-Western societies.
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6. See the introduction of this report for a fuller description of the main PLO structures.
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This state of affairs harms not only the effectiveness of
the political system but also the legitimacy of the PLO
itself. Reforming the PLO is fundamental if it is to be
more representative and regain its legitimacy among
the Palestinian people. It is worth mentioning that in
addition to the absence of representative elections or
the expansion of the PNC to include significant new
groups, there is duplication and concentration of power
in the PLO’s structures. The Executive Committee
(EC) and the Central Council (PCC) share common
functions and power is concentrated in these two
bodies – particularly the EC – at the expense of the
PNC. A redistribution of power should be considered
in any reform of the PLO, with consideration given to
dismantling the EC and keeping the PNC and the PCC.
Many of the initiatives to reform the PLO suggest
practical frameworks for conducting elections and
distributing power. However, most of these initiatives
lack a deep discussion of the nature, role, and functions
of the PLO – and most importantly, its political
program. Unless there is an answer to the question
of what the PLO is – a liberation movement, a statebuilding organization, or both, it will become an empty
shell with fictitious institutions. Furthermore, it is
essential to determine the PLO’s role vis-à-vis the PA
and to reinvigorate its representative status through
engagement from and by the Palestinians. Without these
essential steps, structural reforms and elections are
useless.
In addition to being an umbrella organization that
brings together numerous Palestinian political parties,
popular organizations, and independent figures, the
PLO occupies an essential place in Palestinian collective
memory. It has effectively served as the national home
for the Palestinian people, housing their hopes, dreams,
and aspirations.
The PLO did not start out as a political organization,
but rather as a liberation movement with a hierarchy
and a military character. Once it moved to establishing
a Palestinian state, it found itself stuck in the transition
process from national liberation to state-building, and its
structures and functions lost their effectiveness.
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Therefore, resolving the legitimacy of Palestinian
political representation is neither about abolishing the
PLO or dismantling the PA, nor is it about holding
new elections, introducing institutional reforms, or
reviving systems based on majority rule or consensusbuilding. It is about defining the nature of the PLO:
Is it a liberation movement or a statehood-building
organization? This is the question that must urgently be
addressed.
If the PLO resolves the question of its nature and
is ready to address the challenge of how it should be
structured, then the federal model might be an option
to consider because of its potential to emphasize local
representation and activate Palestinian communities in
their different political and geographical locations. The
model also creates a grassroots leadership network.
Elections are essentially a practical method that
represents the people’s will and civic engagement in
a certain political system. If the PLO chooses to be
restructured as a liberation movement, then the chosen
method of representation should emphasize internal
unity and Palestinian consensus-building to minimize
internal clashes. On the other hand, if the PLO
decides to go for statehood-building, then the method
of elections should reflect the internal diversity that
creates a culture of political debate, differences, and
competition.
There is no magical formula for how to conduct
elections or achieve representation. Rather, it is
essential to grapple with the PLO’s purpose, the style
of elections, and the PLO’s structures and capacity for
representation. Most important of all is to rebuild the
Palestinian people’s trust in their institutions and in
themselves as political actors. This is as fundamental
for civic engagement as it is for reinforcing the sense of
belonging.
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