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he emergence of the Joint List, a coalition of four Arab parties, as the third largest
parliamentary party in Israel’s recent elections attracted considerable attention, not least
among Palestinian activists in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and beyond. This is due in
part to the Joint List’s notable success in uniting diverse, indeed ideologically contradictory
currents that had previously refused to work with each other.

But what is as significant is the strategy of engagement it has articulated: challenging an Israeli
government committed to an ultra-nationalist and discriminatory agenda by seeking common
ground with Jewish parties on social, economic, and political issues that affect both
communities. The Joint List’s aim is to shape policy and achieve tangible changes for the voters
it represents, rather than leave Palestinian citizens of Israel in a permanent ghetto of opposition
and enforced marginalization.

The Joint List’s approach to engagement offers Palestinians elsewhere—under Israeli occupation
in the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem, and in refugee exile—a model for political
action. But it also highlights the contradictions and tensions inherent to Palestinian approaches
over the 22 years since 1993, which combined the politics of engagement with those of non-
recognition and boycott towards Israel in an uncomfortable and often counter-productive mix.

On one hand, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) chose strategic engagement with
Israel in 1993. The Oslo Accords granted the PLO widely expanded admission to international
fora—Arafat boasted of being the most frequent foreign leader to visit the U.S. White House, for
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example—but more importantly they gave PLO spokespersons and activists unprecedented,
direct access to Israeli society and media, empowering a genuine peace camp.

At the same time, the PLO continued to exhort Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem to boycott
municipal elections of Israeli-controlled greater Jerusalem. There was a clear political argument
for this: participation was seen to imply recognition of Israeli control, thereby legitimizing it.
However this policy ceded any leverage that local Palestinians might have had to control their
own lives, allowing the Israeli Labour, Likud, and religious nationalist parties to maintain control
of the municipal council and perpetuate the glaring neglect of services, infrastructure and
housing in Arab neighbourhoods. The resulting high levels of poverty, unemployment, drug
abuse, and other social ills, combined with Israeli policies designed to restrict Palestinian
residence and relentless encroachment by Jewish settlers, encouraged a Palestinian exodus from
the city. Non-engagement facilitated “Judaization” of the city, a key goal of successive Israeli
governments.

The PLO also adopted an ambivalent attitude towards Palestinian citizens of Israel after 1993.
Occasionally it called on them to “vote for peace” by supporting the Israeli Labour Party in
general elections, but it preferred to avoid being accused of interfering in domestic Israeli
politics. So it did not invest significant political capital in welding the Arab parties to become a
more effective political force inside Israel, although this could have helped influence Israeli
public opinion, bridge communal divides, and shore up the peace process.

The PLO’s mixed approach undermined its negotiating position, without gaining anything in
domestic legitimacy, as the current disrepute of the Palestinian Authority shows. But its principal
rival, Hamas, has not fared much better, despite its own claims. It continues to seek legitimacy
among Palestinians by claiming that its strategy of armed resistance has been more effective than
PLO diplomacy, while gradually aligning itself with the two-state solution to the conflict with
Israel. The fact that it continues to propose moving towards a settlement without negotiating
directly with Israel or recognizing it reproduces the self-defeating approach of selective
engagement and non-engagement.

These approaches have reached a dead end. The PLO’s ongoing bid to attain Palestinian
statehood through UN diplomatic intervention and membership in international bodies and
treaties such as the International Criminal Court offers an alternative mode of political action and
pressure. So does the grassroots movement to boycott Israeli goods and institutions. Both are
commendable as non-violent approaches to build international solidarity and pressure, but in
order to be truly effective they must be complemented by direct, political engagement, too.

Clearly, engagement will take different forms for the bodies that dominate Palestinian national
politics outside of Israel—nationalist movement Fatah, Islamist movement Hamas, and the
Palestinian Authority. The Joint List operates on home ground, within Israeli politics and
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institutions, and so the avenues open to it for political activism, engagement, and impact are
difficult to replicate by Palestinian refugees in exile, those living in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip, and even those in East Jerusalem. Adapting and applying its approach is still possible, but
the key to this is a fundamental shift in how to think about political action.

Despite the new energy sparked by the Joint List, the most likely response of the incoming
rightwing Israeli government will be to marginalize it. The Joint List needs Palestinians
elsewhere to also be engaged in a strong, complementary set of activities. The Palestinian
Authority, parties like Fatah and Hamas, and Palestinian refugee networks and exile activist
groups can help Palestinian citizens inside Israel gain traction, just as the successes of Palestinian
citizens of Israel can in turn strengthen Palestinians elsewhere. But all need to converge on a
shared strategy of engagement.

Note: This article was originally published in Carnegie Middle East Centre, Beirut and has been
reproduced under arrangement. Web Link: http://carnegie-mec.org/2015/04/02/what-does-joint-
list-offer-palestinians/i5d3
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