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“Precisely the book our movements need and deserve. Crafted from 
decades of transnational activism and based on radical intellectual tra-
ditions, Nada Elia brilliantly weaves together the challenges of our time 
and the political frameworks necessary to overcome them.”

—Noura Erakat, Associate Professor,  
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“Nada Elia’s Greater Than the Sum of Our Parts is an inspiring call to 
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love and radical empathy. A must read.”
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“In Greater Than the Sum of Our Parts, author and long-time activist for 
Palestinian liberation Nada Elia makes a compelling, even irresistible, 
case for moving beyond rights and statehood for Palestine to a truly 
decolonial future. Grounded in the analysis of actual struggles, the book 
is informed by her commitment to abolitionist feminist practice, which 
reorients the vision of what a post-Zionist Palestine could look like in 
crucial ways. Defined by solidarity rather than exceptionalism, this is a 
truly necessary book.”

—David Lloyd, Department of English, University of California, 
Riverside

 
“Nada Elia offers a new map altogether: a map of survival, possibility, 
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Introduction:
Feminist, Abolitionist, and 
Indigenous Horizons in the 

Struggle Against Settler 
Colonialism and Apartheid

The most iconic representation of the Palestinian people today, as it has 
been for decades, is that of the young Handala, a ten-year-old refugee 
boy in tattered clothes, disheveled, barefoot, his back turned to the 
world. Handala was created in 1969 by Palestinian political cartoonist 
Naji al-Ali, who had himself become a refugee in 1948 at the age of ten. 
The young character is generally viewed as a symbol of defiance, per-
sistence, and a reminder of the Right of Return. His creator, however, 
explained that he named him Handala after the very bitter gourd fruit 
native to the land of Palestine. To be a refugee is, first and foremost, a 
bitter experience.

And the most significant symbol of the Palestinian condition is the 
brass skeleton house key—a physical memento of the homes Palestin-
ians left behind in 1947 and 1948 as they were forcibly expelled, or fled 
in fear for their lives, and which they fully expected to return to in a 
matter of weeks, once the fighting had subsided. Three quarters of a 
century later, many Palestinian families still hold on to that key, passed 
down through the generations of refugee life. Some are a mere few miles 
away from their homes, others, halfway around the globe.

A peaceful people living in dignity on their land who, for reasons 
beyond their control or understanding, were attacked and occupied 
by foreign forces (Great Britain) which enabled foreign colonial 



greater than the sum of our parts

2

settlers (Zionists) to expel them, destroy their villages and claim their 
property as their own, and eventually establish Israel in Palestine. 
This is the essence of the story of my family and my people,

writes Samir Abed-Rabbo, author of One Democratic State.1 My own 
mother, a teenager when she fled her homeland in 1948, was among 
those dispossessed by the newly established settler colonial state, 
which never allowed her to return. She married my father, like her a 
Palestinian refugee from Jerusalem, in Iraq, and gave birth to her four 
children in two different diaspora countries. My mother was widowed 
in 1967, becoming the single parent of four girls, my sisters and me, the 
oldest of whom was not yet ten years old. Her struggles, our struggles 
as exiled Palestinian women, while sadly all too common, are rarely 
centered in mainstream discussions of Palestinian resistance, which is 
instead generally understood in masculinist militarized terms. And yet, 
in the streets and the fields, at home and in exile, Palestinian women 
have resisted, organized, and persisted, even as they faced the multiple 
challenges of negotiating a patriarchy aggravated by the gendered 
violence of settler colonialism. From Deir Yassin in 1948, to Sheikh 
Jarrah in 2021, Palestinian women have put their bodies on the line, and 
borne the brunt of colonial violence, as they sought to halt the ethnic 
cleansing of their people. Today, Palestinian women in the homeland 
continue to be at the forefront of the struggle to defend their homes 
and their lands, as settlers push them aside, drag them by their scarves, 
and brutalize them in the violent quest to transform Palestine into the 
Jewish state. In the diaspora, Palestinian women are also at the forefront 
of organizing, from the grassroots to academia to the legal field, as well 
as in the alternative and mainstream media. The resilience, creativity, 
defiance, and nurturing love of Handala’s many sisters would make Naji 
al-Ali proud.

Palestine has been battered by over a century of imperialism, its 
Indigenous people ravaged throughout their historic homeland. 
Zionists would argue that Palestine “never existed” because it was 
never a nation state modeled upon the nineteenth-century European 
concept of countries. This is a manifestation of the same Eurocentric 
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colonial mindset that viewed Turtle Island as vacant land, because 
the Indigenous nations in what is now known as North America did 
not have structures recognizable as “national” to the colonizers. It is 
true that, like much of the region, Palestine had once been part of the 
Ottoman Empire, before the empire’s collapse during World War One. 
Historians, however, agree that the four centuries of Ottoman rule can 
generally be characterized as peaceful, as the Ottoman Empire granted 
subject communities significant autonomy. This changed drastically 
under the British Mandate, with Britain’s cursory dismissal of the 
Palestinian people’s deep attachment to their land. Indeed, the “Arab” 
Revolt of 1936–1939 was in every way a nationalist, Palestinian revolt 
against Britain’s imperial claims to determine the fate of Palestine, and 
to change parts of it into a “Jewish national home,” as stated in a letter 
from Britain’s Foreign Secretary, Arthur Balfour, to Lord Lionel Walter 
Rothschild, a leader of the British Jewish community. I am referring, 
of course, to the infamous “Balfour Declaration” of November 1917, a 
mere sixty-nine words that changed the fate of the region.2

In Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said argues that imperialism is the 
ideology, colonialism its on-the-ground manifestation.3 This ideology, 
which in Palestine took the form of a cavalier decision, by a foreign power, 
to create a new country over parts of a pre-existing one, is at the root 
of today’s struggle. Yet, much of the recent analysis of the plight of the 
Palestinian people focuses on the current system of legalized apartheid 
that is crushing them. Such analysis is necessary, especially because 
“apartheid” is internationally recognized as a crime against humanity, 
whereas settler colonialism is not.4 And this book is indeed grounded 
partly in the premise of Israeli apartheid.5 I do not question this, and 
appreciate the fact that the case has been successfully expounded on by 
others, and amply documented by such widely respected human rights 
monitoring organizations as Human Rights Watch, which in April 2021 
issued a 224-page report concluding that Israel is no longer approaching 
apartheid, but had already resolutely crossed that threshold to become 
an apartheid regime.6 Only months earlier, in January 2021, the Israeli 
human rights monitoring organization B’Tselem had also published a 
report squarely charging Israel with this crime.7 And on February 1, 
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2022, Amnesty International became the third non-Palestinian human 
rights organization to accuse Israel of practicing apartheid in its own 
280-page report, “Israel’s Apartheid Against Palestinians: Cruel System 
of Domination and Crime Against Humanity.”8 Palestinians, of course, 
had long stated that Israel’s state-sanctioned Jewish supremacy amounts 
to apartheid, and the 2005 call for Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions 
(BDS) on Israel until it abides by international law makes it clear that 
the campaign is inspired by the South African anti-apartheid struggle, 
precisely because the Boycott National Committee, the organizing 
body behind the BDS call, believed Israel was committing this crime.

While it is sobering to note that an accusation against Israel carries 
more weight when made by anyone other than the Palestinians, I 
am not interested in merely adding to the chorus of arguments that 
“it is apartheid.” Instead, I elaborate on both the similarities and the 
differences between the Israeli and South African systems, to better 
address the accusation that critics of Israel are unfairly singling out 
that country for opprobrium. As I will show in Chapter 2, “Déjà Vu: 
Beyond Apartheid,” apologists of South Africa’s apartheid regime also 
protested that that country was being singled out for criticism. The 
comparison also helps in offering critical insights from last century’s 
struggle to overthrow South Africa’s apartheid, that can hopefully 
guide this century’s organizing for justice for Palestine. My focus is on 
the effects of oppression, and on the current struggles to overcome the 
oppressive system, rather than on that system itself. As I compare and 
contrast, I pay particular attention to women’s circumstances, as settler 
colonialism and racism are always gendered, and have historically 
brought gendered manifestations of violence. This is evidenced in the 
rape and murder of Indigenous and Black women in North America, 
the forced sterilization of women of color in the USA and Israel, and of 
course Israel’s denial of the reproductive rights of Palestinian women. I 
discuss these, as well as Israel’s violence against gender non-conforming 
Palestinians, throughout this book.

I am also concerned with learning from the shortcomings of the 
South African struggle, which resulted in overthrowing legalized white 
supremacy, but not in achieving a fully liberated society. Palestine 
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should be exemplary of more than sumoud—our now legendary 
steadfastness; Palestine should model the new society that abolitionists 
aspire to, as they look beyond the end of oppression, to life-affirming 
practices. Sadly, such a concern was not sufficiently foregrounded in the 
national liberation struggles of the twentieth century, hence the social 
inequality that plagues postcolonial countries today. But it is very much 
at the forefront of decolonial praxis today.

The focus on exposing Israel’s apartheid rule, one more recently pro-
mulgated primarily by non-Palestinians, has facilitated a much-needed 
global discussion of Israel’s discriminatory practices. But the Pales-
tinian people are as much defined by life under settler colonialism, a 
brutal military occupation, ethnic cleansing, forced exile, and perma-
nent refugee status, as they are by state-sanctioned racism.9 Thus, I 
argue that the exclusive focus on apartheid, evidenced in some of the 
recent titles about Palestine,10 as well as the Human Rights Watch and 
B’Tselem reports, is insufficient for a formulation of the solution to the 
plight of the Palestinians as a colonized, displaced, and majority-refugee 
people, even if it proves useful in exposing Israel’s crimes, and debunk-
ing the young country’s claim to be a democracy.

Most Palestinians identify primarily as a people who have lost their 
homeland, and continue to lose their homes and lands. Apartheid, a 
system of legalized racism, is a logical progeny of imperialist ideology, 
and of that ideology’s on-the-ground manifestation, colonialism. It is 
one of the many weapons of imperialism. Simply put, there would be 
no apartheid in Palestine if it were not for settler colonialism. It is there-
fore time to reaffirm and emphasize Palestine’s reality as a colonized 
country, whose Indigenous people have been dispossessed and disen-
franchised, while settlers, protected by the army, police forces, and legal 
system of a colonial state, took over, and continue to steal Palestinian 
lands, homes, villages, and natural resources. Al-Nakba, Arabic for “the 
catastrophe,” is not a historical moment that happened and concluded 
in May 1948—it is ongoing. Israel’s ethnic cleansing of the Palestinians 
has never stopped; every new settlement is built through the displace-
ment, dispossession, and, often, the murder of Palestinians—a settler 
colonial move best described by Patrick Wolfe as “the elimination of 
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the native.”11 Settler colonialism “destroys to replace,” Wolfe wrote, 
before quoting Theodor Herzl, the founder of Zionism, as writing in 
Der Judenstaat: “If I wish to substitute a new building for an old one, I 
must demolish before I construct.”12

An analysis of settler colonialism, alongside that of apartheid, is 
imperative. And a reminder of what Abed-Rabbo terms the “essence” of 
the Palestinian story—namely, the dispossession of a peaceful Indige-
nous people attacked and occupied by foreign forces—is also necessary, 
because a discussion of apartheid as the primary form of oppression 
does not fully address the circumstances of the 2 million Palestinians 
in the besieged Gaza Strip, over 70 percent of whom are refugees from 
other parts of historic Palestine. The January 2021 B’Tselem report 
naming Israel’s control of all of historic Palestine as an apartheid regime, 
while notable for its denunciation of Israel’s full control over the entire 
land “from the river to the sea,” including the Gaza Strip, fails to fore-
ground the basic yet significant fact that the majority of Palestinians in 
that strip are refugees. Titled “A Regime of Jewish Supremacy from the 
Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea: This is Apartheid,” the B’Tselem 
report rightly observes that Israel has control over 14 million people, 
roughly half of them Jewish, and the other half Palestinian, and practices 
a system of Jewish supremacy throughout historic Palestine. However, 
when discussing the Gaza Strip, it simply notes that it is “home to about 
two million Palestinians, also denied political rights,” but not that the 
majority of these Palestinians are displaced from homes and lands and 
villages and cities that are now part of the Israeli state. It does not note 
that hunger, like poverty, is feminized, and that a 2017 survey found that 
25 percent of pregnant women in Gaza are anemic, and 25 percent of 
Palestinian women in the Gaza Strip and West Bank are at risk of death 
during childbirth.13 And it fails to mention the circumstances of the 
millions of diaspora Palestinians, who are also subject to Israel’s control 
of Palestine’s borders, which impacts their Right of Return.

Meanwhile, the Human Rights Watch report accusing Israel of 
having crossed the threshold into apartheid fails to discuss the specific 
gendered aspects of oppression that Palestinian women experience 
under Israel’s control. These include, among numerous other instances, 
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sexual torture in prison, and the widely documented denial of access 
to hospitals during labor. They also include, for example, a military 
advisor, Mordechai Kedar, suggesting that Israeli soldiers should rape 
the mothers and sisters of militant Palestinian men,14 and a justice 
minister, Ayelet Shaked, calling for the murder of Palestinian women 
because they “raise little snakes.”15 The omission of a discussion of 
Israel’s gendered violence in the 2021 Human Rights Watch report is 
particularly jarring, considering the organization had issued a 105-page 
report in 2006 looking specifically at violence against Palestinian 
women and girls in the “Occupied Territories” by family members and 
intimate partners, while ignoring the many gendered aspects of Israel’s 
state violence.16 (I use quotation marks around Occupied Territories 
to tease out the flawed, imperial assumption that the rest of Palestine is 
not occupied.)

Additionally, the recent widespread currency of the term Gazans, as 
if they were not first and foremost Palestinians, is a double-edged devel-
opment. It brings attention to their unique circumstances even as it dis-
cursively separates them from the rest of their country—thus further 
contributing to the fragmentation of the Palestinian people. Since 
the withdrawal of Israeli settlers in 2005, Gaza, as Palestinian geog-
rapher Nour Joudah writes, has been “a settler-colonial city without 
the settlers,” and she urges us to look at the Gaza Strip as a model of 
Indigenous survival, rather than disappearance.17 Indeed, the innova-
tions coming out of the Gaza Strip, from setting up parkour courses in 
the apocalyptic landscape of a shell-shocked city, to creating building 
bricks out of the ash and rubble of bombed out houses, are exemplary 
of the determination and hopeful ingenuity needed everywhere today. 
That survival is in large part the result of women’s creativeness, organiz-
ing, activism, and overall life-affirming practices.

It is important, then, as we explore the solution to the plight of Pales-
tine and the Palestinian people, to discuss the two complementary and 
overlapping systems of oppression, namely, Zionist settler colonialism, 
with its intent to eliminate the native through ethnic cleansing, displace-
ment, dispossession, and incarceration, and Israeli apartheid, today’s 
legal apparatus that ensures the continued disenfranchisement of the 
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Palestinians following the onset of al-Nakba. In this context, apartheid 
must be understood as a tool of Zionism, the latter being the politi-
cal movement and ideology which emerged in late nineteenth-century 
Europe and aimed at establishing a Jewish state in the land of Palestine. 
And an awareness of how settler colonialism and apartheid manifest 
themselves in gendered ways must pervade every analysis of the cir-
cumstances of the Palestinian people and their liberation struggle. 
Such analysis is central to the discussion of Indigenous issues on Turtle 
Island, for example, where it is understood that Native women bear the 
brunt of white supremacist violence. It is also understood when one 
looks at the Black community, where women and gender non-conform-
ing individuals fall at the intersection of multiple oppressive systems, 
leading to the observation that “If black women were free, it would 
mean that everyone else would have to be free since our freedom would 
necessitate the destruction of all the systems of oppression.”18 I argue, 
with Tal’at, the Palestinian grassroots movement against femicide, that 
there can be “no free homeland without free women,” and that Pales-
tinian women’s agency and socio-political location at the intersection 
of settler colonialism, hypermilitarism, patriarchy, and apartheid, must 
be the springboard for a discussion of full Palestinian decolonial libera-
tion.19 I also argue that queers must always be included in any analysis 
of heteropatriarchy and gendered violence.

To have this complex discussion, we must foreground how the Pal-
estinian struggle is an anticolonial struggle. Doing so challenges the 
exceptionalism of the Zionist discourse, which would present Israel as 
a redemptive democracy rising out of the ashes of Europe’s antisemi-
tism, rather than a settler colonial nation born of Europe’s imperialist 
ideology. One way I debunk Israel’s exceptionalism is by consistently 
discussing it alongside other countries—primarily the USA and South 
Africa—to show how Israel is similar to other racist, settler colonial 
“exceptional” countries. Only after the Palestinian struggle is rightly 
situated in a global context, alongside other Indigenous struggles for 
sovereignty and self-determination, can we then move on to a nuanced 
discussion of apartheid, elaborating on the similarities and differences 
between the Israeli and South African systems. With a view to fore-
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grounding today’s organizing, our analysis will then look back to last 
century’s struggle to overthrow South Africa’s apartheid, so as to guide 
today’s activism for freedom, dignity, and sovereignty for the entirety of 
the Palestinian people: women, men, and gender non-conforming indi-
viduals, in the homeland and the diaspora.

Because settler colonialism, state-sanctioned violence, and femicide 
are co-constitutive evils, the Palestinian struggle must also be under-
stood as a feminist struggle, and an intersectional abolitionist struggle. 
Thus, this book highlights the agency of Palestinian women in coun-
tering colonialism from the days of the British Mandate to the present, 
and most often doing so by imagining and enacting alternatives to 
its violence. They are the mothers and daughters who hold extended 
families together, the freedom fighters, the organizers and sustainers of 
intifadas, the political prisoners, the hundreds of thousands of heroes 
unknown outside of their intimate circles, as well as the better-known 
poets, novelists, scholars, and lawyers.

Palestinian women’s resistance to foreign imposition is not a new 
phenomenon. They have participated in anticolonial protests since the 
early 1920s, when it became clear the British Mandate would facilitate 
their dispossession. In the late 1930s, when British troops stormed the 
militant village of Baqa al-Gharbiyya, and rounded up and took away 
the men, unarmed Palestinian women descended upon the barracks 
where these men had been detained, securing their release.20 Decades 
later, under Israeli occupation, women were instrumental in organizing 
the grassroots clandestine network and popular committees that sus-
tained the First Intifada, a mass mobilization which forced the world to 
recognize the Palestinian right to self-determination. Women formed 
and staffed mobile health clinics, they taught underground classes 
when Israel shut down schools in collective punishment of the revolt-
ing Palestinians, they prepared and delivered food to the youth on the 
frontlines.21 Sadly, their forward-looking grassroots leadership was mar-
ginalized following the 1993 Oslo Accords, which facilitated the return 
of the leadership of Palestinian male politicians who clearly lacked the 
transformative imagination necessary to get us out of the morass of the 
“peace process.” It is impossible not to notice the difference between 
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the first and second intifadas, especially along gender lines, a differ-
ence due in no small part to the creation of the repressive Palestinian 
Authority in 1994. Yet, women are still at the forefront of organizing 
today, challenging the gendered violence of settler colonialism, as well 
as restrictive Palestinian cultural norms. No analysis of Palestinian resis-
tance is complete without focused attention on their interventions.

* * *

It is impossible to overemphasize that today’s activism must be transfor-
mational. It must be decolonial, seeking full liberation from the mental 
and generational shackles of the oppressive system, and not merely 
anticolonial, aimed at ousting the occupier. Achieving justice for Pales-
tine entails more than abolishing Israeli apartheid. The inertia of over a 
century of inequality, and of the privileged status of the settlers as they 
forcibly and violently dispossessed, and continue to dispossess, Pales-
tine’s Indigenous people, cannot be reversed solely through the formal 
dissolution of the oppressive system. The present plight of formerly 
colonized countries around the globe, after they gained their indepen-
dence, as well as the ongoing circumstances of the Black and Indigenous 
people of North America, who theoretically have equal rights but who 
have remained criminalized, hunted, caged, and murdered, is proof that 
eliminating legal barriers without addressing the practical consequences 
of injustice does not redress historic inequities. Therefore, even as we 
are organizing to overthrow Israel’s state-sanctioned violence, we must 
look beyond apartheid as the primary means of oppression of the Pales-
tinian people. Beyond apartheid, Zionism itself must be abolished. It is 
an essentially racist, supremacist ideology, and the oppressive system it 
has produced cannot be reformed.

Abolition hinges on the understanding that reform—making changes 
to an existing system—does not solve the problems created by that 
system, it only helps maintain the system by making it less obviously 
abrasive, without transforming its corrosive core. Today, this argument 
is being made about the police all across the USA, with a number of 
grassroots organizers and public intellectuals debunking myths that 
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the police are an overall positive social force, where rogue elements 
occasionally go awry. Abolitionists argue instead that the system is not 
broken, it is functioning exactly as it was always intended to. Therefore, 
there is no need to “fix” it, to restore it to its original form, because that 
form itself is oppressive at its inception, as it remains to this day. When 
was “the system” not broken, abolitionists ask? When was it not racist, 
when was it not violent, when we know that the origin of the police 
forces in the US South was as slave patrols, while in the US north, they 
were first established to thwart protests for better labor conditions?

The call for abolishing the police, and prisons, is not recent, having 
been discussed in the USA, for example, almost twenty years ago by 
Angela Davis in Are Prisons Obsolete?, and by anti-carceral grassroots 
groups such as Critical Resistance, and INCITE! Feminists of Color 
Against Violence, who understood that their communities are endan-
gered, not protected, by the “security state.” However, abolition has 
now entered popular discourse, with organizers demanding at protests 
nationally that police forces be defunded, and the abolitionist Mariame 
Kaba writing an OpEd published in the New York Times titled “Yes, We 
Mean Literally Abolish the Police”.22 Police abolitionists are very clear 
about the necessity of building strong structures to support disenfran-
chised communities that have never been “served and protected” by 
the police. As Angela Davis writes: “Abolition is about organizing com-
munity alternatives to policing and mass incarceration, about using 
the breathing room afforded by these small victories not to propose a 
slightly better version of the same, but to shoot for something radically 
different.”23 

In the context of Palestine, abolition hinges on the understanding 
that a reform of the Zionist state cannot possibly solve the problems 
created by Zionism, it only helps maintain them. Seeking to reform the 
Zionist state assumes that Zionism’s initial impulse—which is premised 
on settler colonialism and necessitates land theft, dispossession, 
displacement, human and cultural genocide—is acceptable, but that 
something went wrong, somewhere down the line. For instance, a 
reform limited to the West Bank and Gaza implies that al-Nakba—
Palestine’s catastrophe—did not start around 1948, but in 1967. 




