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ARGUMENT

Vengeance Is Not a Policy

Emotionally driven reactions from Washington won't prevent future violence. Dismantfing the
Gaza prison could.
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Irafar not to the specific calculations, decizions, and deploymeants inzids of Gaza that
produced thizs specific bloodlatting, but to the machine of institutionalizad opprassion,
hate, and fear that comprises the real infrastructura of viclence. The drive shaft of this

machine is the horizonless immizeration, imprisonmeant. and trauma inflicted on the

mazzes of peopls living in what Izraeliz refer 1o a2 2 “coastal enclave”

Coverage of the Oct. 7 attacks has focused on their brutality and their
uncanny similarity to events half a century agoe along the Susz Canal and in the Golan
Heights that shattersd then-prevalent myths of Israel’s omnisciant intslligencs sarvicas
and its fully profassional and in-control military. But this time, the shock of failura iz
aven more unnerving sincs the blow was deliverad against civilians inside Israeli
territory, not on military units stationed inside occupied territories.



Today, what i3 at stake iz not whether the Israel Defensze Forcas (IDF) ars better off facing
between. What is being
challenged iz the entira idea of Israsl living 2 “normal” life as a Jewish-Zionist *villa”
protacted by wallz of concrats, stesl, and fear against the dark Middle Eastarn jungle that
surroundsit.

anemy Arab states directly or with demilitarizad zonss

Ifwea really do want to know and address the causes of the butchary we have witneszed,
and which we are otherwize bound to witness azain, ws must shift our frams of
raferancs.

The fanaticizm and bloodlust of the militants who carried out the attack and perpetratad
war crimes—along with their lsadsrs’ calculations, tactics, ruthlssznsss, mobilization
zkillz, and readiness to dis—ars not products of @ spacial Palsstinian and Muslim
prowess or innate evil.

They ars what can—and parhaps inevitably will—happen when maszez of human baings

are treatad as the 2.5 million human baings living in the Gaza Strip have been trsatad for
decades. Nor can the event be explained by the undeniable incompstancs, hubris, and
apparent nagligence of the Israsli government and its sacurity apparatusas. Given
enouch time, any systam dasigned to contain explozive and steadily increaszing prassurss
will fail.




Anvone who tells a storv kmows that most of the work of the telling is
done in the choice of whare the story beginz.

If the story of this attack bagins on the heliday and Sabbath moming of Oct. 7, it becomes
a9/11 tale of innocant victims exposed to the unprovokad violence of barbarianz. The
plot then unfoldz as the strugels to overcome the shock of 3 devastating blowr, and then to
dafeat and punish the azzressors on bahalf of 2n outraged humanity.

EBut if the story is ssen as starting in 1943, when it was the grandparents of Gaza refuzess
who lived in the arass to which their armed descendants returnad so briefly and
violantly, then the moral of the story and the requirements of a zatisfying end to the
narrative change drastically.

In thiz wider temporal framing, Hamas and Islamic Jihad did not start a war; thay
launched a prizon revolt. Appreciating the truth of that framing requirss a bit of
historical backsround.

EBafore the daclaration of Israsl 25 a state in May 1548, the apron of land surrounding
Gaza contzined dozens of Palestinian Arsb towns and villazes, the largest of which was
al-Majdal—vwhat iz now the antirely Jewish city of Ashkelon.

when, on Nov. 29, 1947, the United Matjons General Assembly voted to divide Palestine
state and & Palestinian Arsb stats, this whole area—including Gaza, its
surrounding areas, and parts of the Magsv Desart—was dezsignated to be included within
the Arab stata. But the 1TH._failad to provide money, troops, or ad ministrators to
implameant itz decizion. Abandoning Palestine to chaog, the Britizh, who had rmilsd the
territory for more than 20 years, pulled their forces out of city after city, region after

into & Jewish

ragion. As they did so, Jews and Arabs plunged into an atrocity-filled civil war over
which areas would fall under Jewizh or Arab rule.

The rezult of this civil war, of battles betvween Izraal and the expeditionary forces of Arab
states that invaded Palestine in May 1943, and of increasinsly systematic Israsli
campaizns to expel Arab civilians from territories that were to have bean the Arab stats,
was the displacement of 750,000 Palestinians; 200,000 of them found sheltar in 2 narrow
wadge of coastal Palestine occupied by Egyptian troops—what bacame knovn as the
Gaza Strip. Izrael’s rafusal to allow thosa who fled or wars expelled to raturn to their
homes, and its subzaqueant destruction of their villases, townas, and neighborhoods,
turned thesa displaced persons into refuzses.

Fulad or dominatad by Egypt from the 1949 Armistics until 1956, by Izreel from Octobar
1256 to March 1957, by Egypt a=ain from then until June 1967, and by Izrasl zince themn,
the strip's refuges population immediately swamped itz original inhabitants. Fisrce
ragistance aszinst the Israsli cccupation in the early 1970z led to policies implamentad
by Ariel Sharon, whe later became Israel’s prime minister, that bulldozed a grid of roads
through densely packed neighborhoods, killed hundreds of Palestinians, and crushed
tha radical Palestinian guerrilla organizations that ware antrenched in the refuzsa
camps.



Seeing Muslim religious identification as less threatening than
Palectinian nationalizm, the Israsli authorities then offered support to the Gaza branch
of the Muslim Brotherhood, zo that by the time of the first Palestinian intifada or
uprising, which bagan in late 1987, the Brotherhood could creats Hamas (officially the
Izlamic Recistance Movement) to rival the PLO as the vanzuard of the Palsstinian

strugzle.

It may e2em odd that Israsl had 2 hand in creating itz nemesis, but not quits so odd ifone
takes note of public commeants mads befors the October attack—Dby both Izrasli Prims
Mini Banjamin N hu and Bezalal Smotrich, the miniztar of finance who was
largely in charge of West Bank sattler affairs—that the nationalist Palsstinian Authority
(PA), with its ambition to build 2 Palestinian nation-state alongzide Israel, should besesn
as the real enemv, compared to Hamas, whoss threat to the PA's political position mads
it, in their sves. a valuad asset.

More than anything slze, the Ozlo Accords of the 1990z reflacted a new Izrasli
govemment strategy of relying on what it hoped would be the tractability and greed of
PLO leadars, rather than on the ralative paszivity pravious govermments had (mistakenly)
azzociatad with the Muslim Brotherhood. Yazzer Arafat and the leadership of the PLO
were allowed to retum to Palestina from their exils in Tunizsia with the understanding
that they would suppress popular hostility to Izras! in rsturn for a state, or a statslet, they
would rule. But Israsl mors or 122z doomed that idea by rafusing to allocats enough
authority to Arafat and his “interim® governmeant to enabla it to build legitimacy among



Since the zigning of the Ozlo Accords, the continuead sxpanzion of settlements in the
West Bank, the aszzazzination of Israsli Prime Miniztar Yitzhak Rabin, and the explosion
of violence azsociated with the Second Intifada &which began in 2000) have dastroyed
any prospect of a negotiatad two-stats solution—the once abhorrad and then widely
ambracad, but no longer attainabls, vision of 2 Palestinian ztate in the Wast Bankand
Gaza Strip that would provide Palestinians with sufficient realization of their azpirations
to end the Arab-Izrasl conflict.

In 2002 and 2003, Sharon's governmeant put Arafat’s headgquartars in Ramallah under
ziage and then “transferred” him to Francs, where he disd the following year.

In 2003, hoping to rid itself of the haadachs of having razponsibility for Gaza's largs,
impovarizshed, and hostile refuges population and toisolate it from the West Bank, Israel
evacuated its military and 9,000 sattlers from the Gaza Strip. It also rafused to nagotiate
with Palestinian reprezentatives about any arrangemeants for relations between the strip
and Israel] following the withdrawal.

When Hamas than won the Palestinian lsgislative elactions of 20086, Israsl, with US.
support, responded by a failad coup attempt to forcibly replace it with ruls of Gaza by
Fatah. Hamas then defeated Fatah forces in Gaza and sscured itz political ascendancy
thare, leading Israslto zeal off Gazans from Izrasl, even as soms official Israsli maps
rafrainad, and still refrain, from dezignating Gaza as outsids of itz international borders.

Gazabecams a razource-starved and overpopulatsd opan-air prizon, forced to rely on
Izrael for food, water, elactricity, trade, mail delivery, accesz to fizhing, medical care, or
contact with the outzids world. From then on, Israsl has efactivaly treated Hamas as the
Pprisoner organization rasponsible for preventing the inmates—none of whom havs besn
placed on trial, and all of whom havs lifs sentences—irom harming Israel or Israsliz.
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This relationship has been enforced by punishing incursions inta the
strip by the Izrasli military: for 25 dayz in 2008-09, five days in 2012, 50 days in 2014, and
15 days in 2021, in the process killine mors than 6,400 Palestinians betwesan 2008 and
EZeptember 2023 and inflicting billicns of dellars of damage. But in between thaza
operations to “mow the lawn © Israsli governments and Hamas cooperated enough to
prevant humanitarian catastrophes, keap Hamas bureaucrats paid, and suppress Islamic
Etate and Islamic Jihad efforts to inflict a2 much damage as possible on Israsl.

As in any prison, correctional autheorities distin=uish between inmates individually
ragarded as criminals and worthy of punishment and the organization representing
thesa inmates, which can be a useful and relizble partner. And as in any prizon, the
wardsns salect “trusties” among the priscners for revwards and to serve 28 informers.
Thus, for axample, ara zmall but varying numbars of carafully screensd Palestinians in
Gaza allowed, under conditions of genaral “zeod behavior” in the facility, to leave itz
confines to work for wages in Israsl, returning ewery night to prizson.

The ramarks cited above by Isrzeli ministers, prefarring Hamas to the BA, help explain
the fact that no Israsli government has relisd more completely, or explicitly, on Hamas as
an instrument with which to administer Gaza than has the recent Metanyahn
movernments. Satisfied that its Iron Dome anti-missils defenses and its sophisticated and
expensive underground barrier had neutralized Hamas's ability to burt Israsl by
launching rockets over the prizon walls or tunneling under them, Natanyahu formed an
image of Hamas as having been domesticated.

In March 2019, according to Hagrers, he told & mesting of Likud Party Eneszst members
that “anyone who wants to thewart the establizhment of a Palestinian state has to support
bolstering Hamas and transfarring monsey to Hamas. This iz part of our stratagy—to
izolats the Palestinian: in Geza from the Palestinian: in the West Bank”

Katanyahu's policy of relying on Hamas to keap the Gaza prizon from boiling aver
allowred his government to focus all its attantion on sdvancing West Bank sattlameant,
prometing a judicial overhanl to enable annexstion without sranting Palestinians civil or
political rights, and raiding Palestinian cities and refuges camps to arrest or kill militants

it could no longer raly on the Palestinian authorities to control. While the wardens ware
looking the other way, the prisoner crganizations in Gaza put their carafully concealed
plans for a revolt into efact.

Thinking about the present in this way is neceszary if future violant revolts are to be
prevantsd. The bitter reality is that Gaza iz Izrael’s problem becauss, liks itor not, Gazais
a part of Israsl. Though most governmeant= and the mediz have baen referring to the
fizhting 25 an intarstatawar, it iz not.

Izras! meither recognizes Gaza (or Palesting) as a state nor Hamas 23 & lagitimate
Zovarning authority over its inhabitanta. Instructively, Iarasl's initial responsza to the
attack was to shut off all alectricity, food, medicine, and water to the antire area. Mo state
can do those thinzs to another state, but it can de it to & territory it surmounds and
dominates.



Thus, befors rejecting az outlandizh the idea of Gaza as a crowded Israsli prison, consider
that what goes on in Israsli prizon c2llz and yards—szuch az in Beit She'an, Ashkelon, or
Megiddo, whers most of the inmates ars Palestinians—is controlled not by the wardens
but by Palestinian prizoner organizations. Thoze familiar with the Israeli criminal justics
system know this is true, and none would imagine saying that thess prizons are not

locatad in Izrasl. In just this senzs, the 140-squars-mile prizon known as the Gaza Strip,
whose intemal afairs ars dominated by Hamas, iz also within Izrael.
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Evervone knows how brutal escaping prisoners can be, how ruthlessly
prizon ravelts are cruzhed, and how many inmates uninvolved in ths violence sufferaza
result. We havs ssan the former, and we ara now sesing the latter. But prizon revolts are
alzo s2an as graphic signs of how ineffectively, cruslly, or counterproductively the prizon
waz being run. Thay lead, often i not always, to prizon reform or, in some caszes, prizon
clozurs.

Indesd, thizizwhat iz nsaded in the caze of ths Gaza prizon. Israsl mustdecide: If it
dosen'twant Gaza, it must letthe United Nations take it over and azzist it—with Israeli
reparations, Gulf money, and intarmational sacurity asziztance—toward the best futurs it
can achieve.



Indeed, this iz what iz neaded in the case of the Gaza prison. Israsl must decide: If it
dosen’t want Geza, it must lat the United Mations take it over and assist it—with Isr=eli
raparztions, Gulf money, and internaticnal security assistance—toward the best future it
can achisva,

If Israel wants to keeap Gaza, it must, 25 an often-ignored part of former U5, Pregidant
Dronald Trump's plan for Palestinians advocated, opan up lishtly inhabited regions in the
northern Megev region of Israsl to hundreds of thousands of Gazans whoes ancestral
homes wers once located there and extend equal rights to 2ll to participate in the life of
the state that rules them. Ultimataly, thiz means, and will require, aqual citizenship for
all

Thars are now mors Arabs than Jaws living betereen the Maditerranean ez and the

g
Jordan River. The problems of how they live together, and what living together
avantually means for the names and the charactar of the stata thay chare, are daunting.
But such problems are bettar than those wa have today, and they are batter than thosa wa
will hawve tomoetrow if the policies followed continue to address only the horror of the
catastrophs and not its cansas. ™
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