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Introduction: “I can’t eat my lights”

Gaza is central to the Palestinian–Israeli conflict and to its ultimate 
resolution. This has always been the case and it will remain so. Its small 
size belies its far greater significance. This is why Israel has worked to 
marginalize Gaza politically and economically in an attempt to remove 
it from any form of serious consideration particularly as it regards the 
resolution of the conflict, let alone a future Palestinian state (no matter 
what form it may assume). As this book will show, the assault against 
Gaza has been consistent and relentless.

The latest iteration of this policy, which of course is directed at 
Palestine as a whole, is the “peace” agreement signed in 2020 between 
Israel and two Gulf states, the UAE and Bahrain.1 While the term 
“peace” is a misnomer since Israel was not at war with either country, 
the agreements represented a diplomatic and political coup for Israel, 
demonstrating that it was possible to make “peace” with Arab countries 
and normalize relations with Israel—without ending the occupation 
and before the establishment of a Palestinian state.2 Reflecting the 
diminishing role of the Palestinian issue in regional politics (at least at 
present), a senior Likud official stated:

The Israeli and international left always said that it is impossible to 
bring peace with Arab nations without peace with the Palestinian 
people. That there is no other way except from withdrawing from 
the ’67 borders, clearing out the settlements, dividing Jerusalem and 
establishing a Palestinian state. This is the first time in history that 
Prime Minister Netanyahu broke the paradigm of “land for peace” 
and brought “peace in exchange for peace.”3

Yet, as this book will show, Gaza alone proves this wrong.
My first trip to Gaza occurred in the summer of 1985 and at the 

time I could not have imagined that Gaza (and Palestine) would be as 
diminished and compromised as it is now, 35 years later. This book of 
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my selected writings over the last 14 years attempts to explain why and 
to articulate a possible way forward. It continues where Failing Peace: 
Gaza and the Palestinian–Israeli Conflict left off. Together, these two 
books are informed by over three decades of my research and writing 
on Gaza.

Unsilencing Gaza analyzes Gaza’s imposed and rapid decline over 
the last decade in particular—then as now, the majority of Gazans 
remain dependent on humanitarian assistance to survive—and some 
critically missed opportunities that might have initiated a meaningful 
response. One understanding—which remains outside the analytical 
boundaries of many observers—that emerge from the pages that follow 
is the ways in which Israeli policies have further and more dangerously 
constrained and delimited life in Gaza and the particularly ruinous 
impact of these policies politically, economically and socially.

For example, in the context of Israel’s relationship with Gaza, the 
use and purpose of collective punishment needs to be understood dif-
ferently. Here collective punishment is not only (or even principally) 
meant to inflict harm as it typically does in other contexts. In Gaza it 
is meant to prevent any kind of normal environment from emerging, 
institutionalizing in both practical and psychological terms a form of 
abnormality that resists change the longer it is allowed to exist and 
take root. In Gaza this abnormality has assumed many forms. One 
that is visible and well documented is Gaza’s near-total dependence on 
humanitarian aid and other sources of external financing, a dependence 
created by long-standing Israeli policies (notably closure, which began 
in 1991, and siege) which are deliberately aimed at shattering Gaza’s 
economy and, by extension, its society. Within this imposed construct, 
it perhaps should come as no surprise that today, some people in Gaza 
are searching for food in trash piles.

The economic ruination that has resulted also reflects the absence 
of sovereign laws in Gaza that obligate the ruling power to protect the 
people it is ruling over. Instead, the only laws that truly apply in Gaza 
are those of war where the sovereign power, Israel, can inflict violence 
without accountability or any reference to law. The withdrawal of 
law—and with it, justice—in Gaza, combined with economic collapse, 
has not only necessitated humanitarian intervention but also has 
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situated Gaza between periodic conflict and potential catastrophe, 
where violence is used not so much to inflict death as debility.

Israel’s objective in Gaza, therefore, is limited and contained: to 
avert any large-scale disaster such as starvation, and nothing more. 
Gaza is controlled by the threat of wholesale catastrophe be it hunger, 
institutional destruction, or total economic demise, where Israel rules 
by maintaining a liminal, indeterminate state, and where the sites of 
resistance are narrow and ineffective. Israel governs by how near to 
the disaster threshold Gaza is allowed to go. Within this mode of 
rule, Palestinians are regarded as charity cases or terrorists. In this 
way Israel uses scarcity as a form of control, creating conditions that 
increase the need for humanitarian aid. As one young man said when 
Gaza’s acute electricity crisis improved, “I can’t eat my lights.”

Another example of Israel’s strategic objective in Gaza concerns its 
handling of the coronavirus. As I write this (Fall 2020), the Covid-19 
crisis in Gaza has taken a dangerous turn with the discovery of 
community transmission—once believed contained—that threatens 
the Strip’s 2 million people. The impact on Gaza’s already disabled 
economy has been disproportionately damaging (see Chapter 25). Yet, 
this crisis is unfolding within a context of punitive measures imposed 
on Gaza beyond its 14-year siege. According to the Israeli NGO, 
GISHA, which monitors human rights conditions in Gaza:

Starting August 11 [for example], Israel had barred entry of con-
struction materials to Gaza and from August 13, it had banned entry 
of fuel, including for Gaza’s power plant. As a result, the plant shut 
down on August 18, leading to a further reduction in the overall 
supply of electricity. On August 16, Israel imposed a full maritime 
closure, and from August 23 until this morning [September 1, 2020], 
it was limiting entry of goods to food and medicine only. During 
this period of time, the first cases of community transmission of 
coronavirus were discovered in the Strip … Power supply was down 
to less than six non-consecutive hours daily. The power shortage was 
a source of great concern, particularly for Gaza’s healthcare system 
and civilian infrastructure and services such as water distribution 
and sewage disposal [see Chapter 20].4
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Under growing international pressure, the Israeli authorities sub-
sequently reversed their ban on the entry of fuel and other needed 
supplies and eased the maritime closure, but the siege remains in place.

What exists now to unify Palestinians and encourage them forward, 
particularly when compared to the past? Without a political horizon 
or clear direction, without effective leadership or independent civil 
society agents in Gaza or the West Bank, the situation on the ground 
will continue to be fragile and volatile, where survival is the principal 
unifying force (see Chapter 24). As one Gazan put it: “In the ’90s there 
was Oslo, in the 2000s there was Arafat’s fight, from 2007 until now 
there is nothing, so we live day to day.” Yet, as this book will also show, 
Gaza’s people have continually resisted and have found creative ways 
of doing so, refusing any notion that what they must endure is the 
result of what they have done.5

organization

This book is divided into eight parts and 25 chapters. Each part 
begins with a quotation(s) that sets the tone for the chapters that 
follow. Parts I–VII consist of selected articles arranged according to 
a specific theme, with the themes organized chronologically (similar 
to Failing Peace). The writings included in this book occurred largely 
during the two Obama administrations (2009–16); as such his admin-
istration’s approach to the conflict is critical for understanding the 
US policy context, which was (and remains) defining for Palestinians 
generally and Gaza, in particular. The writings selected for Part I, 
“Setting the Stage for Conflict in Gaza: US Policy Failures Redux,” 
examine certain critical political dynamics in the wake of the 2011 
Arab uprisings, which key actors to the conflict—the Palestinian 
leadership and people, the US and Egypt—hoped, and feared, would 
alter the trajectory of a failing peace process. For Palestinians and their 
renewed struggle for a state, this entailed, among other things, a shift 
in strategy from negotiable to non-negotiable rights and the adoption 
of peaceful, non-violent resistance as the defining political strategy for 
dealing with Israel. For the leadership, it meant securing recognition of 
a Palestinian state on 1967 borders, admission to the UN as a state in 
some official form, and a unity agreement between Fatah and Hamas.
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The dynamics reshaping the Palestinian political landscape had 
implications for US foreign policy and many hoped, incorrectly, that 
these changes would push the Obama administration into a more 
balanced approach to the conflict, particularly as it regarded Israeli 
settlements. There was a sense, propagated by the US administration, 
that Obama’s foreign policy toward Israel/Palestine represented 
an important, albeit cautious, departure in US foreign policy. This 
“departure” was cast in different terms but the two most striking were: 
the willingness of the Obama administration to confront Israel on the 
occupation and insist on meaningful change; and a possible openness 
to engaging politically and diplomatically with Hamas as the power 
in control of Gaza, which this book argues is a necessary component 
of a sustainable peace. Depending, of course, on where one stood 
politically, the administration’s supposed foreign policy departures 
were either threatening or welcome. I argue that, semantics aside, 
Obama’s foreign policy was no different in substance from that of 
his predecessors, never going beyond long-observed and well-defined 
political constraints. Hence, I ask, if “the paradigm for negotiations 
since 1967 has been land-for-peace … what happens when there is no 
land?” (see Chapter 2).

However, given the emergence of a far more draconian policy toward 
Gaza following the election of Hamas and its subsequent takeover of 
Gaza in 2007, the continued failure of US foreign policy to challenge 
occupation policy imposed an even greater toll on Gaza’s already 
weakened and compromised economy and society. What emerges 
is not only the failure of the US (and the international community 
more broadly) to resolve the conflict when it could have, but also its 
complicity—through omission and commission—in the oppression of 
Palestinians.

“The Marginalized Center: The Wars on Gaza and their 
Aftermath,” is the title of Part II, which examines in some detail the 
defining and ruinous economic, social and political impact of two of 
Gaza’s most destructive wars: Operation Cast Lead (December 2008–
January 2009) and Operation Protective Edge ( July–August 2014). 
The selected writings in this chapter further analyze the dissolution of 
a coherent Israeli policy toward Gaza, replaced by a series of punitive 
approaches meant to destabilize yet contain Gazans and the Hamas 



introduction: “i can’t eat my lights”

xix

regime and, in so doing, marginalize them from the larger Palestinian 
collective and body politic.

What emerges, particularly after Operation Cast Lead, are some 
new and altogether unprecedented political and socioeconomic 
dynamics. They include: the elimination of occupation as an analytical 
or political concept in favor of annexation and imposed sovereignty; 
the transformation of Palestinians into intruders and perpetrators and 
the reduction of Palestinians from a political to a humanitarian issue; 
dispensing with the concept of an economy in Gaza; the provision of 
aid outside an economic context and its use as a punitive measure, and, 
finally, the almost complete separation of the Gaza Strip and West 
Bank and with it, the particularization and narrowing of Palestinian 
life. These dynamics, among others, have since altered Gazan society 
and the very nature of the conflict and its possible resolution (and set 
the stage for the more profound paradigmatic shifts examined in Parts 
III and IV). These dynamics are critical yet have been continually 
ignored by Israel, the divided Palestinian leadership, and the donor 
community—notably the United States and the European Union. The 
longer these forces are allowed to persist and deepen institutionally, the 
more disabling the socioeconomic and political erosion will become.

Part III, “Toward Precarity: Exceptionalizing Gaza,” and Part IV, 
“Undoing Attachment: Creating Spaces of Excess,” examine the ways 
in which Israel (with the assistance of the US, the EU and certain Arab 
states) transformed Gaza into a wholly humanitarian issue, depriving 
it of any political claim, agency, or aspiration, and positioning Gaza 
as exceptional (and arguably illegitimate) to the Palestinian cause. 
This paradigmatic shift is examined along with several others that are 
unprecedented, such as the ruination of a functional economy spurred 
by the elimination of normal trade relations and the almost total 
destruction of Gaza’s middle class, massive unemployment, widespread 
impoverishment and increasing homelessness, and rising levels of 
youth migration. Both parts examine the intensification of Israeli 
approaches (in the continued absence of a coherent policy) aimed at 
making Gaza an aberration (and by extension, the larger Palestinian 
project) and their impact on daily life and political organization. This 
intensification moves beyond imposed impoverishment and debility 
to a form of invalidation or nullification of the Palestinian “other,” 
undoing, to the extent possible, all forms of attachment between 
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Israelis and Palestinians in Gaza. In this way, I argue that Israel has 
redefined the colonial distinction between self and other, the space 
that Israelis and Palestinians inhabit. In this redefined space, which is 
most acutely expressed in Gaza, there is no engagement, reciprocity, 
or redemption. Palestinians are simply erased from Israel’s emotional 
and political landscape. Attention is also paid to the ways in which 
ordinary Palestinians in Gaza resist these attempts to make them 
anomalous, insisting on their place in the world.

“A Jew in Gaza: Reflections” is the title of Part V. Over the last 
decade, more of my writing has turned to the impact of my Judaism 
and personal history as a child of Holocaust survivors on my research 
and thinking. I included some earlier writings on this theme in Failing 
Peace, but here I explore and interrogate the impact of my family 
history on my work in greater detail and depth. I reflect on a range 
of issues including Israel’s assault on Lebanon in 2006, continuing 
repression and dispossession of Palestinians, the last three wars on 
Gaza, over a half-century of occupation, and the abuse and weap-
onization of anti-Semitism. In one selection, “Tears of Salt,” written 
specifically for this book, I write, “For Israel (and by extension, perhaps, 
the larger Jewish community), the politics of inevitability is taking us 
toward an ‘unchangeable hegemony’ where seeing—into the past or 
the future—occurs only through the scope of a rifle, and where our 
security—and humanity—are ensured by denying the same to others.” 
The other selections build upon this theme in different ways and at 
different times.

In Part VI, “The Passing of a Generation: Commemorating 
Courageous Palestinian Voices,” I write about the death of two Pales-
tinian intellectuals, Eyad el-Sarraj and Naseer Aruri, who were close 
friends and colleagues and who had a profound impact on my work 
and thinking from the beginning of my research as a young doctoral 
student. I met Eyad during my first visit to Gaza in the summer of 
1985. He was then the director of mental health services in Gaza’s 
Department of Health (which was under Israeli military control) but 
would go on, years later, to found and direct the Gaza Community 
Mental Health Programme, which became one of the principal insti-
tutions in the Occupied Territories treating the mental health needs of 
Palestinians.6 Eyad was also an activist and humanitarian, advocating 
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courageously for the human rights of his people not only with the 
Israeli military authorities but with the Palestinian authorities as well.

Naseer was a prominent Palestinian academic whose scholarship 
was among the first I read as I began my own research. I had heard 
of Naseer and studied his work long before we met, and his writings 
had a profound impact on me. As I say in my tribute, he showed me 
that it was possible to be a serious and rigorous scholar and human 
rights advocate at the same time. In fact, he taught me that the two 
were inextricably linked, each deriving power from and sustaining 
the other. Naseer was a gentleman scholar in the truest sense of the 
word, a dignified individual of immense integrity who, through his 
lived experience, demonstrated the importance of speaking truth to 
power. The loss of these two remarkable people is not only mine. Their 
passing represents something far greater for the Palestinian cause and 
for human rights work going forward.

In Part VII, “The Past as Future: Lessons Forgotten,” I look back 
to life in Gaza before and during the first Intifada and both chapters 
are informed by my personal experiences living and working in Gaza 
during these historical periods. I argue there are lessons from the past 
that are strikingly relevant for the present. The first piece, published 
in 1987 in French, was co-authored with a friend, Gary Taubes, now a 
prominent science writer, and describes life in Gaza after two decades 
of occupation before the first Intifada. The English version appears 
here for the first time. This piece was written at the beginning of my 
research work in Gaza. By current standards, the conditions Gary and 
I describe appear benign but only in a relative sense. In fact, they laid 
the foundation and provided the context for the uprising that erupted 
just a few months after this article was published. Rereading the 
article, I was struck by how different—and diminished—life in Gaza 
is today. I do vividly remember being shocked by the many damaging 
and unjust ways the occupation impacted life in Gaza early in my 
career, but could not know then nor could I possibly have envisioned 
the kind of destruction and injustice that has befallen Gaza since. The 
reality that we depict over thirty years ago is unknown to most Gazans 
today; in fact, it is unimaginable. For despite the restrictions and dis-
crimination described, this was a time when Palestinians and Israelis 
were able to engage each other beyond mythology and abstraction, a 
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time when Palestinians could move more freely, work, and provide for 
their families.

The second piece, “When a Loaf of Bread Was Not Enough,” is 
taken from a slogan of the first Intifada, Ragheef al-Khubz La Yakfii, 
and was written specifically for this book. It is drawn from nearly 300 
pages of field notes I kept when my husband Jay and I lived in Gaza 
during the second year of the first Intifada (1988–89). I was in Gaza 
to do fieldwork for what became The Gaza Strip: The Political Economy 
of De-development and Jay, who had just completed his residency in 
general surgery at the Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, 
Massachusetts, volunteered as a surgeon at the Ahli Arab Hospital, 
which was then, I recall, the only private hospital in the Gaza Strip. It 
was an extraordinary period in our lives. This chapter is not a literature 
review of the first Intifada or a formal academic study of that period. 
A copious literature on the Intifada has long existed. Yet, this literature 
fails in some measure to address some of Gaza’s distinct experiences 
with the Intifada despite similarities with the West Bank. My aim, 
therefore, is narrower and more specific. By drawing from selected 
parts of my field notes and giving voice to those who spoke to me, I 
want to reflect on that period, how it changed the Palestinian struggle 
and national definition of self, how it was crucial for shaping where 
Gaza and Palestinians finds themselves today, and how the lessons 
derived from that period—long forgotten or unknown by most 
Gazans today—still remain relevant and inspiring. I try to present a 
broad range of world, individual and situational views from across the 
Gaza Strip and the people given voice—many of whom have since 
died—were selected for the power of their ideas not because I agreed 
(or disagreed) with their position.

Part VIII, “Between Presence and Absence: Palestine and the 
Antilogic of Disposability,” concludes the study by examining where 
conditions in Gaza stand at present. I underline a theme that runs 
through my decades of research in Gaza and the West Bank and that 
is the notion of the indefinite or transitional as a state imposed on Pal-
estinians with the promise of something better and permanent that is 
never achieved. Instead, the undefined or indeterminate itself becomes 
permanent, leaving Palestinians, especially in Gaza (where it finds its 
most acute expression), in a state of exception. This chapter addresses 
Gaza’s imposed exceptionalism and continued economic decline, 
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accelerated by the impact of the Covid-19 crisis, and the pivotal social 
and political changes that have resulted. It ends by reflecting on what 
is possible for Gaza.

Despite the considerable literature that now exists on the Israeli–
Palestinian conflict generally, and the occupation more specifically, the 
human dimensions of the occupation still demand deeper examination. 
The resulting gap is often filled by essentializing conceptualizations 
of Palestinians, by a belief—sometimes stated, sometimes not—that 
Palestinians belong where Israeli Jews have put them, making the 
occupation—the unbroken site of Arab suffering—acceptable, even 
legitimate. I decided to add an Epilogue to my concluding reflections, 
entitled “On the Falseness of Distinctions—‘We are no different than 
you,’” that, quite simply, addresses the vilification and demonization of 
Palestinians especially in Gaza and in particular those associated with 
the Islamic movement—in my long experience, this denunciation has 
never been so extreme. I therefore close this book with a story that 
challenges such appalling and deeply misguided views that, in effect, 
consider Palestinians undeserving of protection, as people who are 
disposable and of no consequence. It speaks to the urgency of placing 
ourselves into other lives and realities, to understand Palestinians as 
we understand ourselves. As Edward Said put it: “The best corrective 
… is to imagine the person whom you are discussing—in this case the 
person on whom the bombs will fall—reading you in your presence.”7

The plea—tragically, still necessary—is to humanize a part of the 
world few of us will ever know and to aspire to a “shareable world,”8 
that is slipping beyond our reach.




