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INTRODUCTION

DELAYED STATEHOOD; PALESTINE BEFORE AND AFTER THE OSLO
ACCORDS

Ayed is a political activist from a modest background. He grew up in a West Bank village under
occupation and did not have the opportunity to emigrate for work or higher education. He was in
his late teens when the first intifada erupted in late December 1987. As a member of Fatah’s
political arm, Ayed organized protests against the occupation. For his efforts, he was imprisoned
for thirty years in Ofer military prison. But in the late 1990s, Ayed’s luck turned around. As part
of a deal with the Israeli government, the Palestinian Authority (PA)—the new Palestinian
government—was able to secure Ayed’s release.

Ayed returned to Palestinian society but soon realized that much of the conditions of
occupation remained exactly the same. He attempted a return to activism and was involved for
some time in organizing protests and sit-ins. He could not, however, find institutional support for
his activism. There were few organizations in place to facilitate coordination, and Ayed felt like
he was getting nowhere. The PA itself did not seem interested in supporting such actions and
encouraged him to take a bureaucratic position in its interior ministry instead. Facing economic
hardship and unable to find alternative work, Ayed agreed. Today, Ayed talks of the past and
looks at his personal situation as symptomatic of the Palestinian struggle. “We come here and
pretend to work,” he says, “but we are only pencil pushers.” He is unhappy with the PA’s
policies but can do little to challenge them, especially because he is dependent on them as a
source of income.1

This pattern of stagnation is not exclusive to Ayed; Palestinian society as a whole struggles
with this general malaise. Before 1994, Palestinians were highly politicized and organized,
despite a sustained loss of land and military occupation. Many Palestinians participated in a
number of organizations in their daily lives—organizations that arose organically and functioned
on the basis of democratic practices. This not only had to do with the highly educated nature of
Palestinian society but also the reaction of Palestinian society to the effects of the Israeli
occupation.2 Palestinians organized themselves in order to better provide services to their
communities and coordinate effectively in seeking their political objectives. Many of these
organizations were highly responsive to their members, and the overall nature of Palestinian civil
society was democratic and robust. Thus, when the first intifada erupted in the late 1980s, a
strong civil society was one of the main reasons that Palestinians were able to sustain a diffuse,
mostly non-violent uprising despite the heavy cost imposed on them by Israeli repression. The
first intifada was locally organized and effective in its objectives and sustained itself for four
years. Although coordinated with the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), a representative
of the Palestinian people in the diaspora, local forces took the lead in organizing the uprising.

Following the intifada, the PLO entered into talks with the Israeli government and
international powers including the United States and European nations. From these negotiations,
the Palestinian National Authority emerged as a governing entity, intended to facilitate the



transformation of the occupied Palestinian territories into a viable state within five years.
Considering the context in which the PA was created—one that featured a highly organized
population with a robust civil society—it should have been the case that the PA would develop in
a democratic and responsive manner in accordance with the society it governed. Indeed, the
development of democracy was a key objective according to the PA’s leadership and its
international donors. As it turned out, however, the actual trajectory of the PA’s political
development drastically departed from this objective.

Over time, the PA grew more authoritarian and began to erode the democratic underpinnings
of Palestinian society. For example, scholars have noted the effect that the PA had on civil
society organizations: civil society organizations became less effective, more isolated, and
reported lower levels of trust among members.3 Throughout the 1990s, the PA served to coopt
Palestinian institutions. Where cooptation did not work, the PA used repression. Palestinians
began to recognize that the authoritarian nature of the new regime hindered their ability to
mobilize.

When the five-year deadline for statehood passed, Palestinians launched a second intifada.
This uprising was very different from the first in terms of character and outcomes: it was much
less organized and achieved few of its political objectives. The disorganized nature of the second
uprising also meant greater violence, as groups within Palestinian society found it harder to
coordinate on common strategy and sanction spoilers.4 The PA’s authoritarian nature seemed to
have widespread implications for how society functioned and the political stagnation that has
characterized Palestinian society since 1994.

International patrons were heavily involved throughout this process. The EU, Israel, and the
United States were all engaged in setting the parameters of development and imposing pressure
when the PA attempted to stray from their objectives. For instance, when the Islamist party
Hamas won a plurality in the legislative elections of 2006, the United States urged the outgoing
party to launch a coup and prevented the democratically elected members from taking power.5
The United States in particular was also heavily involved in funding the PA’s security projects,
and the EU provided technical support for the PA’s bureaucracy. When international patrons did
not get their way, sanctions would follow and the PA’s funds would be withheld. In certain
circumstances, Israel would intercede militarily and assassinate or imprison members of the PA’s
leadership. Over time, Palestinians have found themselves in a state of gridlock, as the PA’s
institutions have ceased to function as intended, and the grassroots organizations that once
mobilized Palestinians have disappeared from the scene.

How did the PA demobilize society, when years of Israeli occupation had failed to do the
same thing? I argue that the PA’s repression is more effective and more damaging. The PA more
successfully demobilized Palestinians because it is an indigenous authoritarian regime rather than
an external occupier. Despite Israel’s greater resources and international backing, the PA was
able to utilize its ties within society and covert authoritarian strategies to accomplish what Israeli
repression was unable to do: polarize and demobilize the Palestinian population.

Crucially, the PA developed in an authoritarian fashion largely as a result of international
involvement. International involvement, led by the United States, encompassed a wide range of
behavior including foreign aid and diplomatic pressure. This involvement created a disjuncture
between the PA and Palestinian society. As a result, the Palestinian leadership was insulated
from its domestic constituency, consumed with addressing international pressures rather than
negotiating with Palestinian society. This insulation strengthened authoritarian practices. Not
only did the role of international patrons become a polarizing issue among the public but so too



did the practice of authoritarianism itself. My research demonstrates that certain authoritarian
strategies used by the PA increased societal polarization. Rising polarization, in turn, affected a
number of key outcomes, including patterns of mobilization and the capacity for collective
action.

This dynamic is not unique to the PA. Across the Arab world, repressive regimes backed by
international support have been able to polarize opposition forces and demobilize their societies.
International involvement is a highly salient variable in the region. Where the interests of
international patrons have been at odds with the interests of the domestic public, regimes deduce
that accountability to their publics—or for certain segments of their publics—is no longer viable.
Overall, international involvement that results in the insulation of the regime, thus facilitating the
increased use of authoritarian practices, has profound societal consequences.

This project

This book seeks to examine the effect of repression on demobilization in societies characterized
by high levels of international involvement. Specifically, I will delineate the types of
authoritarian strategies that are effective and outline the causal mechanisms at work. This
overarching goal has informed the project’s research questions: (1) What demobilizes a once-
mobilized society? And (2) How does international involvement amplify or suppress these
dynamics? I use the context of the Palestinian case to illustrate and answer these questions as it
allows us to examine how international involvement has affected state–society relations and
long-term social cohesion. It also helps us appreciate how authoritarianism, assisted by
international involvement, affects polarization and people’s behaviors.

The PA as a case study is useful for a number of reasons. First, the PA’s development has
been overwhelmingly affected by external, mostly American, influence and involvement; thus,
the international dimension is a highly salient factor. Second, the Palestinian territories provide
an interesting case of a society that is no longer as highly mobilized as it once was, which offers
an insight into the dynamics that have made this change possible. Most importantly, this case
actually provides a unique opportunity to examine how a regime can restructure society from the
inception of a state-building project, however flawed initially and despite its later failure. When
discussing these processes in well-established states with entrenched regimes, it is often difficult
to isolate the most important factors at work, and even more difficult to ascertain their individual
effects. But, since the PA was created relatively recently, data on various aspects of its
development are widely available.

Specifically, an examination of the PA’s effect on Palestinian society serves as a heuristic
case study, as it helps identify new causal paths and mechanisms regarding the effect of
particular types of repression on demobilization.6 By identifying the causal path, this case study
can then be used to make inferences about similar cases in which the same patterns are
discernible. This can serve as a building block for future studies on this topic and can help us re-
examine many cases in a new light, particularly cases within the Middle East in which
international involvement has played a key role in shaping regimes. Thus both the theory
presented here and the findings of this research will be relevant to cases across the region while
also providing context to those concerned with the condition of Palestinian society and its
political development.

This research builds on the literature that examines international–domestic linkages and the
consolidation of authoritarianism. However, it goes further in that it not only highlights the



existence of this relationship but also deduces the long-term behavioral implications in the
societies within these states. Thus the first contribution of this research is to explain how state–
society relations function in highly “penetrated” environments and their impact on social
cohesion and mobilization in the long term, with a focus on the micro-foundations of this
dynamic.7 Accordingly, this book will help contribute to our understanding of how particular
forms of authoritarianism, assisted by international involvement, have an effect on polarization
and subsequent political engagement.

It is of course well recognized that the PA is an atypical case, since it is not a full state. The
“state-building” project encouraged by the international community following the Oslo Accords
had other objectives, such as the outsourcing of Israeli repression, and has by all measures failed
to establish an actual state. However, previous studies have found it useful to assess the PA
within theories on authoritarian regimes and state–society dynamics since the Palestinian
administration can be considered a “governing authority” for all intents and purposes in the areas
it has agreed to govern—an authority that possesses coercive capacity over the people it
governs.8 Thus the case of the PA can certainly be used to build and assess theories in a way that
generates generalizable knowledge.

This is not to imply that we should ignore the role of the Israeli occupation, however. On the
contrary, as the upcoming chapters will show, the Israeli occupation plays a large role in the
dynamics of international involvement and increased authoritarianism in the Palestinian
territories. Where it is relevant, Israeli policies and repression are examined and analyzed.
Nevertheless, the focus of this project is on the PA as an indigenous regime, rather than on the
Israeli occupation. This is because people react very differently to an occupying power versus an
indigenous authoritarian regime.

Before Oslo

Before delving into new research, it is important to contextualize the Palestinian dynamic by
reviewing governance and social cohesion throughout the different periods of recent Palestinian
history. This overview will include three main time periods: from 1967 to 1994, before the Oslo
Accords; from 1995 to 2005, following the Oslo Accords; and from 2006 to the present day,
following the consolidation of the PA.

Since the creation of Israel in 1948, Palestinians have lived a fractured existence, separated
by a number of borders and governed by a variety of administrative entities. Palestinians who
escaped the effects of the 1948 Nakba and remained inside the newfound State of Israel found
themselves under military rule, with severely curtailed rights as second-class citizens of the new
Jewish state. Palestinians who fled the 1948 attacks found themselves refugees spread over
Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, and Iraq, among many other places. Each refugee community
adapted to its host country’s regulations and particular societal dynamics, often with explosive
results. Finally, Palestinians in the remainder of historic Palestine—the territories of the West
Bank and Gaza—found themselves under Jordanian and Egyptian rule respectively. From 1948
to 1967, the territories developed on different tracks.

This all changed following the 1967 war, when a preemptive strike by Israel led to the
destruction of the Egyptian Air Force and Arab armies found themselves in complete disarray.
Israel then went on to occupy the Sinai Peninsula of Egypt, the Golan Heights of Syria, the
Shebaa Farms of Lebanon, and most importantly for our purposes, the West Bank and Gaza. For
Palestinians within the territories, the 1967 war had the odd effect of unifying their existence



under a single administration—that of the Israeli military occupation. This was the time when
settlements were introduced into the territories, their growth angering Palestinians whose lands
were confiscated to house new settlements. Settlers were also often armed and supported by the
Israeli army, thus causing greater amounts of violence. US–Israeli ties also deepened during the
same period,9 providing military and diplomatic support for Israeli policies in the occupied
territories. However, US involvement in Palestinian politics was less relevant at this moment in
time. The United States and its allies were instead heavily involved on the Israeli side of the
equation, supporting Israeli crackdowns and incursions with increased military aid and arms
sales.

Palestinians in the Israeli-occupied territories faced severe restrictions on their ability to
organize politically. The Israelis banned the PLO, which had been founded in 1964 as a
liberation movement, and Palestinians faced repeated cycles of repression when they attempted
to coordinate in the pursuit of political ends. This included military detention, home demolitions,
deportation, and extrajudicial killing if they were caught protesting. As a result, the PLO began
operating mostly outside the occupied territories. Its leadership organized the diaspora refugee
communities of Jordan, Lebanon, and other Arab states. Since the PLO’s numerous factions
operated predominantly in other countries, they became embroiled in regional politics and
conflicts. Different factions within the PLO eventually received funding and support from
various regional powers.10 This created a certain level of division and ultimately resulted in the
PLO’s actions proving ineffective in the diaspora. At the same time, the Palestinians on the
ground in the occupied territories were somewhat insulated from this dynamic. Although they
attempted to coordinate to some degree with the PLO, that they were under a direct and highly
repressive military occupation meant they had to rely on grassroots organizations, which may
have shared affiliation with the PLO but were locally based and operated at a local level. This
gave Palestinians in the territories some degree of independence, flexibility, and dynamism.

This independence allowed the Palestinians in the occupied territories to organize the first
popular uprising, the intifada, with a high degree of coordination on objectives and tactics. The
first intifada was sparked by years of repressive Israeli policies, including Yitzhak Rabin’s “Iron
Fist” policy, which created untenable living conditions for Palestinians.11 When protests ignited
spontaneously in the Gaza Strip following an attack by the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) in
Jabalya refugee camp, the grassroots organizations within Palestinian society leapt into action by
organizing a shared non-violent strategy of boycotts, strikes, and protests to pressure the Israeli
occupation and hold it accountable on the international stage. There was a good deal of
coordination between the different groups, and they shared the same preferences in terms of
objectives and strategy.12 Polarization was minimal: Palestinian politics at the time could not be
characterized as having two main “camps” or some central division. Moreover, political
leadership on the ground was highly responsive. Leadership often reacted to popular pressure in
order to achieve a high degree of participation in the activities of their groups.

The various grassroots organizations formed the Unified National Leadership of the Uprising
(UNLU), which was responsible for coordinating the intifada for the years that it lasted. UNLU
emerged with the support and involvement of Fatah, the Popular Front, the Democratic Front,
and the Palestinian Communist Party.13 At the time, these were the major political parties at
work in the occupied territories, and it is significant that they were all represented within the
UNLU. The high levels of cohesion meant that, for most of the intifada, those who took part in
the uprising adhered to the principles set forth by UNLU. Fragmentation, and the growing power
of Islamist resistant groups, did not occur until the main thrust of the uprising came to an end



after 1991.

After Oslo

In 1994, these dynamics shifted. That year, the Oslo Accords were signed between the PLO and
the State of Israel in order to begin the process of providing statehood for Palestinians in the
West Bank and Gaza. Although international powers had been involved in the Palestinian–Israeli
conflict before 1994, the level of international involvement in internal Palestinian dynamics and
politics increased markedly after the creation of the PA. The intention behind the PA was that it
would control particular areas of the West Bank and Gaza and prepare the groundwork for a full
takeover of these territories in 1999. The territories were divided into Areas A, B, and C, with
the PA exercising the greatest autonomy over Area A, sharing jurisdiction with the Israeli
government in Area B, and having no control over Area C. The issue of Jerusalem was left for
negotiations at a later date. In the meantime, Israel divided the areas of Jerusalem into J1 and J2,
with J1 areas under the direct control of the Israeli Jerusalem municipality. Today, most
Palestinians (55 percent of the population) live in Area A, although it contains only 18 percent of
the territory. Comparatively, 41 percent of Palestinians live in Area B (20 percent of the
territory), and approximately 1 percent of Palestinians live in Area C (62 percent of the territory).
This excludes residents of East Jerusalem.14

Following the Oslo Accords, the PA’s institutions grew and took over the public sphere,
making the grassroots organizations that had existed before the PA’s creation increasingly
irrelevant. Members of the PLO returned to Palestine for the first time in decades and took part
in the state-building project by serving as bureaucrats and administrators. Tensions arose
between the returnees and the local leadership to some degree, as many noted administrative
positions and salaries, as well as access to economic opportunities, were distributed based on
personal connections rather than merit.15 Nevertheless, the PA’s new political class used the aid
and directives coming from external powers, particularly the United States and the EU, to begin
building state infrastructure immediately.

Throughout this early stage of development, international patrons provided aid and training
to the PA across a wide array of institutions, including security forces, economic initiatives, and
infrastructure development. In fact, as multiple sources involved in the negotiations and ensuing
aid packages note, aid was seen as crucial to developing public support for the institution of the
PA and the peace process. But, although economic growth took place to some degree, the
underlying issues facing Palestinians worsened. The occupation continued to have a huge effect
on living conditions and the human rights of Palestinians, but none of the international aid
provided to the PA did anything to resolve that reality.

Instead, US and European aid served to stall political development and perpetuate particular
internal conflicts. Some scholars note that the PA during this time had a negative effect on civil
society, stunting its growth.16 This came not only as a result of the PA’s heavy-handed, often
repressive relationship with dissenting voices but also because conditional foreign aid served to
empower particular groups in society over others.17 Dissident voices, or groups that took a
critical position on the Oslo Accords and state-building process, were often ineligible to receive
foreign aid or PA support. Groups that wanted to benefit from this largesse had to reorient their
goals and criticisms in order to better suit international patrons. The critical role of civil society
was thus neutralized during this time period.



The administration of Yasser Arafat, the PA’s president at this time, also utilized the state-
building project to build patronage networks within Palestinian society. This was a way in which
the PA could incorporate societal support for the state-building project as well as neutralize
possible opposition. As a result, employment through the PA became a primary source of income
for a large segment of the Palestinian population. Arafat was also the head of Fatah, a secular
center-right party in Palestinian politics. Fatah had always dominated the Palestinian political
scene, but during this time it consolidated its control over the PA’s institutions as well.

Although foreign patrons worked with the PA to set up institutions in conjunction with the
goals of the Oslo Accords, there was some degree of tension between Arafat and the United
States.18 The United States complained of the lack of professionalization in PA institutions and
noted that Arafat would often support or at least tolerate resistance against Israeli incursions and
attacks. The Palestinian political leaders involved with the PA during this time period note that
Arafat was a pragmatist: he viewed the Oslo Accords and the ensuing state-building project as
merely one tool or pathway among a variety of other tools available to the PLO. If the objectives
of the Oslo Accords and the state-building project did not achieve gains for Palestinian
liberation, he was not necessarily committed to pursuing them further. As such, he tolerated
Islamist organizing during this time and did not eschew armed resistance against Israel when
conflict arose. Thus, during Arafat’s reign, US pressure was constant and often antagonistic. The
United States and its allies threatened to cut off aid whenever Arafat proceeded in a direction
they disagreed with, and Arafat often had little room to maneuver.

Donors, and the United States in particular, emphasized a “good governance” framework in a
way that was incompatible with Palestine’s economic and political conditions. As Mushtaq
Husain Khan argues, “viable” states with functioning economics are a precursor to democracy
and accountability.19 However, the nature of the Oslo Accords and its economic equivalent—the
Paris Protocol—meant that the PA was almost entirely constrained in its ability to build a
functioning state economy. Indeed, it seemed the Oslo Accords were intended by design to
manifest a Palestine that was underdeveloped and dependent on Israel. As such, Palestine’s
situation vis-à-vis Israel can be described as “asymmetric containment,” meaning Israel ensured
its security by making sure Palestine was kept controlled and vulnerable.20 In such an
environment, Khan notes, it is easier to understand why Palestinian elites were more likely to
pursue “short-term predation” rather than long-term interests. Thus, as Anne Le More succinctly
argues, the situation in Palestine before the second intifada cannot be blamed on any single
Palestinian actor.21 To argue that Arafat was to blame for economic and political outcomes—
such as corruption or an increasingly powerful executive—would be to ignore that these
outcomes were inevitable given the way the Oslo Accords were designed.22

Palestinian statehood was meant to be declared in 1999, but the deadline came and went with
no Palestinian state in sight. Palestinians continued to suffer under direct occupation—even Area
A, supposedly under PA jurisdiction, often faced Israeli incursions. Increased military activity
frequently went hand-in-hand with increased settlement activity and provocations. Arafat’s
administration had to find some solution to this situation. Thus, the Palestinian leadership
attempted negotiations with its Israeli counterparts at Camp David in July 2000 under the
auspices of US mediation. But these negotiations failed. Scholars argue that the Oslo Accords
deferred discussion on key issues on which Palestinians and Israelis held incompatible views.23

As a result, when the time came to have these final negotiations, the Oslo Accords fell apart. The
PA could not declare Palestinian statehood, and Arafat had to face growing opposition at home.
Even PLO factions under Fatah control were quickly splintering off.



This anger over deferred statehood led to the second intifada. Not only were conditions for
Palestinians not improving but Israeli politics had shifted markedly to the right as a result of
elections that brought Ariel Sharon to power. Sharon was more hardline and right wing than his
predecessor Ehud Barak. He supported the growth of settlements and launched a number of
provocative actions such as invading the Al-Aqsa mosque during prayer time.24 Coupled with
IDF attacks in Gaza, these provocations led to an outpouring of protest and violence in what we
now call the second intifada.

The second intifada was markedly different from the first in that there was no unified
leadership, and grassroots organizations did not direct strategy as they had in the past.25

Palestinian groups engaged in violent tactics, and even parts of the PA, such as the police in
certain areas, splintered off and actively resisted the Israeli occupation. Fatah’s militant wing did
the same. Although Arafat did not direct the intifada, he did not call for its end. Foreign patrons,
particularly the United States, criticized Arafat’s tacit support of the protests. When Arafat was
attacked militarily by the Israeli army, and put under siege in his compound in Ramallah, the
United States immediately began looking for alternatives within Arafat’s circle to push to power
after his death.26 In doing so, the United States became embroiled in internal Palestinian politics,
supporting particular political figures and refusing to engage with Palestinian demands even if it
meant intifada eruptions or a president under siege for years. Arafat remained under siege in his
compound until his death in 2004.

The second intifada gradually tapered off with very little political gain for the Palestinian
people. Mahmoud Abbas, a Fatah party member with US support, came to power following
Arafat’s death. Given the breakdown of PA institutions during the intifada, with some
Palestinian security forces taking up arms against the Israeli army, international donors were
keen on “professionalizing” the PA to avoid such an occurrence in the future. The days of
Arafat’s pragmatism, and view of the PA as a means to an end, would soon be over. As such, the
PA’s institutions underwent a structural shift from 2005 to 2009, particularly with the
appointment of Salam Fayyad to the position of prime minister in 2007.

Fayyad was an American-educated economist, with credentials and an outlook that won the
support of international donors.27 He focused on “professionalizing” the PA (i.e. purging the
PA’s institutions of overly political or critical voices). Palestinian scholars often argue that this
professionalization essentially “de-politicized” the Palestinian public.28 Fayyad also undertook
extensive security-sector reform with US support and training. This resulted in the dismantling of
militant groups, particularly those affiliated with Fatah, as ex-militants were incorporated into
the PA’s patronage networks.29 And finally, Fayyad purported to focus on economic growth by
developing investment opportunities such as the new city of Rawabi in the West Bank, as well as
facilitating loan programs for the Palestinian middle class.30

The Palestinian territories today

The “professionalization” of the PA and Fayyad’s overall reforms help to explain the stagnation
of the Palestinian state-building project we see today. Fayyad’s reforms on the economic front
were criticized as misguided given that the Israeli government would often withhold critical
payments to the PA and cause financial crises.31 In such a context, economic investment was
unlikely to succeed. The issues plaguing Palestinians were also not easily resolved by focusing
energy on the availability of bank loans or investment opportunities in new expat cities.



Settlements continued to expand into areas of the future Palestinian state, and the occupation
continued to restrict Palestinian freedoms. In short, the political aspirations of the Palestinian
people were put on hold with band aid economic solutions—solutions that eventually amounted
to very little.

Under Abbas, the PA consolidated its control over Palestinian politics and society with
increasingly repressive tactics. Palestinians are now more dependent than ever on PA salaries
and services. Even segments of society that had traditionally opposed the state-building project
have been silenced, either by cooptation into the PA’s patronage networks or through direct
repression. Specifically, Abbas’s brand of authoritarianism is “based on networks of business
and technocratic elite,” underscored by “centralized control over the security branch” and a high
degree of coordination with the Israeli government.32 As such, Palestinian elites are interested in
stability and fear political change that may affect their role in the status quo. Concurrently, Israeli
governments have become increasingly right wing and intransigent, and fruitful negotiations that
attempt to go beyond the status quo have seemed less possible as a result. Throughout this
process, international patrons and the United States in particular supported Abbas’s authority.

Following the second intifada, the United States and its allies ratcheted up their involvement
in a partisan way by first demanding legislative elections in 2006 and then moving to isolate the
Islamist opposition party Hamas after its victory. In this manner, the United States and its allies
essentially strengthened Abbas’s party internally while weakening the opposition. The Palestine
Paper leaks following the episode confirmed that the US and UK intelligence services had
already planned to support a crackdown on Islamist opposition movements prior to any election
victory.33 The main Islamist party, Hamas, had gained traction in the Palestinian territories
mostly in reaction to the PA’s disappointing policies. Hamas’s insistence on the right to resist the
Israeli occupation, as well as its refusal to accept a two-state solution, meant it posed a risk to
continued Israeli control over the occupied territories. Thus the United States and its allies
supported a crackdown on the Islamist party despite it winning fair and free elections and
pledging moderation. It is important to note that the United States supported the crackdown in
the West Bank because it saw political repression as a means of increasing security and
assuaging Israeli demands for an end to resistance.

Over time, US involvement created “camps” in Palestinian politics: the pro-Oslo Accords
and security coordination camp allied with the United States, and the anti-status quo opposition
camp. Political groups across the political spectrum once worked together during the first
intifada. And before the complete restructuring of the PA in 2007, there were tacit agreements
between the PA and Islamist opposition in times of crisis, and therefore coordination to some
degree. Since 2007, however, political elites from different parts of the political spectrum have
instead been completely at odds. They have expended large amounts of energy and time in
conflict with each other rather than in coordination around issues related to the Israeli
occupation.34

Furthermore, it is clear from the increased political repression in Palestinian territories that
US involvement has created a situation in which political elites feel increasingly unaccountable
to public opinion. First, with US support, Abbas has been allowed to overstay his term limits.
Moreover, the Palestinian National Council, a representative legislative body that acts as a check
on the executive committee of the PLO, has not convened since 1996, and PA officials have
made no move to rectify this situation. Specific institutions within the PLO’s structure intended
to maintain accountability are now generally defunct. At the same time, American “technical
assistance” in the security-sector reform process has helped to facilitate two trends: first,



increasing coordination between the PA and Israel and, second, increasing authoritarian
conditions and political repression within the Palestinian political landscape in service of that
goal.

To facilitate increased security coordination, the PA spends a full third of its budget on its
security apparatus and employs over 80,000 people.35 To put this in comparison, there is one
security/ police officer for every forty-eight Palestinians, whereas there is one officer for every
384 Americans. As another, more shocking point of comparison, East Germany, considered the
quintessential police state, had only one police officer or employed informant per sixty-six East
Germans.36 Many Palestinians today complain about the “police state” conditions in the West
Bank specifically, as journalists, students, and dissidents are targeted and repressed.37

Moreover, when PA officials are asked about governance in the territories today, answers are
often in support of repression. For instance, PA officials interviewed by the author would often
claim that Hamas and other opposition groups are foreign implants or traitors.38 “There is a
difference between democracy and making trouble,” one official said, implying that the
repression activists faced was well deserved.39 Many other officials concurred with this
statement and went further to say Palestinians were unfit for democracy; therefore it was in the
best interest of Palestinians to remove Hamas from power. Finally, every PA official interviewed
confirmed that they had to acquiesce to US policy preferences, which were often in support of
these types of crackdowns. Thus it becomes clear from these statements the involvement of
international powers bred authoritarian conditions to some degree, by both openly supporting
crackdowns or creating the conditions by which one group is strengthened at the expense of the
other. And even though reconciliation between Hamas and Fatah may be in the works at the time
of this writing in 2019, these conflicts linger and are in no way resolved.

Chapter outlines

This brief overview of recent Palestinian history has highlighted the role of international
involvement in increasing authoritarianism and weakening societal cohesion and mobilization in
Palestinian society. This project argues that these processes are linked, and Chapter 1 outlines a
theory through which to understand the mechanisms and dynamics at work. Chapter 1 will
situate the theory within the literatures on international involvement, repression, and
mobilization, as well as deduce the main empirical implications of this research. These empirical
implications will be the focus of this study. This chapter is particularly useful to readers from
political science interested in the theoretical debates that this book addresses.

The remaining chapters address the empirical implications and are of interest to a political
science audience as well as those interested in the Palestinian issue more generally. In the second
chapter, entitled “Americans Have Taught Us: There Is a Difference between Democracy and
Creating Problems,” I answer the following question: What effect does international involvement
have on the preferences of the Palestinian leadership versus the preferences of the Palestinian
public? In answering this question, I present evidence for the first argument of this book: that
international involvement has had an impact on how the PA functions as well as the PA’s
relationship to society. In particular, I provide empirical confirmation that international
involvement creates a divergence between political elites and the societies they purport to
present. I utilize a mixed-method approach to assess this question. First, I analyze interviews
with political elites, working within the regime and thus directly targeted by many forms of



international involvement. I provide evidence of how elites do not prefer democracy and
accountability, and that their positions are at odds with public opinion on the subject. To address
the public opinion component, this chapter also utilizes a nationally representative survey with
an experimental component. I provide empirical evidence of how international involvement may
affect domestic preferences conditionally, depending on where individuals place themselves in
relation to the regime. I also provide evidence of a divergence in preferences across the elite–
public line as a result of international involvement. The chapter concludes with the implications
of this finding: that international involvement has caused the PA to develop in an authoritarian
manner given the way in which its political leadership has become insulated from public opinion.

In the third chapter, entitled “The Legacy of Repression,” I turn to the main focus of this
book: the effect of the PA’s growing authoritarianism on Palestinian society. Specifically, I ask:
What is the effect of the PA’s authoritarian strategies on polarization within society? And how
does such polarization affect collective action? I present evidence for a two-stage theory of
authoritarianism and its effect on societal outcomes, arguing that (1) PA authoritarianism
generated polarization, and (2) that this polarization has subsequently affected social cohesion
and capacity for collective action. I provide evidence for this argument by utilizing experiments
conducted in the Palestinian territories at Birzeit University. I couple this data with qualitative
evidence including interviews with activists in the West Bank from across the political spectrum,
as well as a case study of Islamist opposition groups from 1994 until the present day. Using both
types of data is useful because experimental methods isolate the causal impact of particular
variables, and the qualitative evidence helps to outline the causal mechanisms at work in this
particular case.

The results of Chapter 3 confirm the theory that the PA’s authoritarian strategies exacerbate
polarization within society. This polarization in turn affects the ability and willingness of
different segments to coordinate on a common task. In particular, “exclusionary” repressive
strategies generate greater levels of polarization than “inclusionary” cooptation strategies.
Moreover, the qualitative evidence shows that Islamists, one of the more repressed political
factions in the West Bank, are much more insular and less willing to cooperate with others.

In the fourth chapter, “Demobilizing a Mobilized Society,” I provide further evidence of the
dynamic highlighted above. Specifically, I use this chapter to outline the impact of PA
authoritarianism on political mobilization. I focus on protests in the West Bank using an original
dataset on daily protests at the neighborhood and village level. I also capitalize on the variation
in control of the PA over the Palestinian territories, since the PA’s level of control varies based
on the Oslo II/ Interim Agreements of 1995. This variation, over a homogeneous population,
makes it possible to isolate the effect of the PA’s authoritarianism on mobilization patterns. I
couple the quantitative data analysis with a qualitative assessment of the protest movements
before and after Oslo. I find that mobilization has declined systematically in places where the PA
has more direct control, even though Palestinians in those areas are more densely populated and
have greater access to resources. Counterintuitively, political mobilization today is actually more
prevalent in areas under direct Israeli occupation, despite Israeli repression. The findings suggest
the PA has a direct role in this dynamic as a result of its authoritarian practices. Overall, the
chapter helps demonstrate how authoritarian strategies have inhibited social cohesion and led to
a decreased capacity for mobilization.

Finally, in the fifth chapter, I apply the results of my assessment to two additional cases. This
chapter, entitled “The Effect of International Involvement across the State Sovereignty
Spectrum,” demonstrates the generalizability of the overall theory of international involvement



and its societal effects. I look at the case of Iraqi Kurdistan and Bahrain, both of which lie further
on the spectrum of state sovereignty. I look at the role of international involvement, particularly
American involvement, in the development and trajectories of these additional cases and provide
evidence of the theory’s empirical implications outside of Palestine.

In the conclusion, I briefly summarize the findings and outline the contributions of this
research to the study of international–domestic linkages and authoritarianism more broadly. I
will also address opportunities for future research on the subject. Finally, I will provide some
analysis and predictions for the future of the Palestinian cause.



1

A THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL INVOLVEMENT AND ITS SOCIETAL
EFFECTS

An introduction to the research

As we saw in the introduction, this book looks at the effect of externally backed authoritarianism
on demobilization processes and particularly the impact of externally backed repression on social
cohesion and mobilization. This helps to explain how the PA, supported by the United States and
other patrons, succeeded in demobilizing Palestinian society in a way Israel was never able. This
is despite the fact that Israel was also the recipient of extensive American backing. The
difference, I argue, lies in the type of repression at work.

To address the many literatures that speak to this topic in an ordered manner, I will break
down the various relationships embedded in the dynamic between international involvement,
authoritarianism, and demobilization by moving from micro-level implications to macro-level
implications. Thus, I will begin with the main topic of this book: a review of the research on
mobilization and how it is affected by authoritarianism and different types of repression. I will
then add the discussion of the international dimension and how international involvement or
penetration has an impact on authoritarian practices as well as, subsequently, societal-level
dynamics.

Why do societies mobilize, and what affects their success?

For the purposes of this study, mobilization can be defined as individuals challenging political
authorities by engaging in political action through a variety of methods. The most visible form of
mobilization is the protest. Demobilization, on the other hand, is here defined as “official
termination or significant alteration of the formal institution engaged in challenging authorities;
departure of individuals from relevant organizations; termination of or significant reduction in
dissident behaviors; or a fundamental shift in the ideas of the challenger away from what was
earlier established.”1 However, before we can understand how society becomes demobilized, it is
important to review the literature on why people engage in political action in the first place.

The political science literature provides a wide range of explanations for why people
mobilize or engage in political action (either violent or non-violent). Many of these explanations
fall into the realm of rational choice in that they presume individuals engage in political action
after a cost–benefit analysis. For instance, some argue that people might mobilize and engage in
political action as a result of selective incentives. This concept suggests that individuals must
gain some private benefit from their participation; consequently, the implication is that the group
benefit is not enough to facilitate participation.2 This implies that explanations for mobilization
essentially boil down to whether the benefits outweigh the costs for each individual, and that



other motivations—ethnic tension, emotions, and so on—are to some degree epiphenomenal.
Another vein of literature focuses on the concept of grievance, or the idea that people

mobilize in response to frustrations with the status quo. One such explanation is the idea of
“relative deprivation.” The argument with this theory is that individuals with high expectations
that are not met by their current political contexts are more frustrated, which leads them to be the
likely participants of mobilization. A corollary to this general argument is that those with higher
levels of education and low achievement are likely to fit this description.3 The relative
deprivation literature thus again focuses on individual, psychological explanations for
mobilization.

However, scholars have noted that while relative deprivation theory perhaps explains
psychological motivations for mobilization, it may not capture the whole story. In particular, it
does not address the structural conditions in which these individuals live and the strategies
available to them. For that reason, scholars have developed theories of “resource mobilization.”4

This cluster of work argues that grievances are not a necessary or a sufficient condition for social
movements of any form. Rather, the availability of individuals with resources—time, money,
labor—was a much more salient determinant. Access to institutions/ centers of power, media,
information, money, and elite structures is crucial to the emergence of mobilization.5 Education
in particular leads to greater access to these resources, as well as fostering a sense of national
interest, civic duty, and providing greater organizational capacity.6 Material conditions are key to
such explanations, though again they fall into the cost–benefit analysis framework.

For the authoritarian context specifically, the literature often assumes that the sheer threat of
force and/ or the denial of clientelistic benefits (i.e. material costs at the individual level) are
enough to limit political mobilization that may challenge the regime. For example, Amaney
Jamal discusses the manner in which civil society organizations became polarized, and then
supportive of the PA’s authoritarian regime, as a result of clientelistic benefits.7 The failure of
social movements and collective action has also often been attributed to contexts of extreme
repression, because such a context has an impact on the cost–benefit analysis at the individual
level.8

However, in order to be the case, this would mean that significant political mobilization will
only occur in cases where exogenous shocks limit the state’s capacity for repression, or structural
conditions change in such a way as to weaken the ability of the regime to coopt.9 While this may
be true to some degree, explanations that focus on proximate costs of mobilization can only
adequately explain a limited subset of cases. They do not illuminate, for example, the conditions
that make mobilization possible despite these proximate costs.10

The reason these explanations remain incomplete is precisely because they rely on proximate
costs, at the individual level. But, as the historical record shows, repression or cooption alone
cannot control political mobilization entirely. Additionally, the effect of such proximate
strategies is not necessarily clear: certain studies have shown that repression, for example, may
in fact backfire and increase political mobilization.11 Other studies have shown that, with
particularly strong social ties, groups can even overcome severe repression despite the high cost
it imposes.12 Thus what is missing from these explanations is an understanding of how regimes
control or limit political mobilization not just by increasing individual costs but by
fundamentally altering interactions at a societal level.13

The social movements literature has provided some insight on the dynamics of successful
political mobilization. Success has been attributed to the “structure” of political opportunities or



constraints, the opportunity costs of rebellion at the individual level, the forms of organization
available to citizens, as well as the processes that “frame” issues and turn opportunity into
action.14 Finally, the threat of community sanctions can push individuals both to participate and
cooperate in pursuit of a larger goal.15 Alternatively, where social networks have become weak
and communities have become more fragmented and polarized, these sanctions are no longer
credible from the community at large. Overall, as Hahrie Han notes, “motivation to act … is not
formed in isolation; instead, it is the product of myriad social interactions.”16 As such, the role of
social cohesion, and not just individual considerations, may also be crucial in determining the
scope and effectiveness of mobilization.

I define social cohesion as a sense of “collective purpose.”17 I disaggregate that concept to
mean the capacity for collective action and intergroup cooperation between different segments of
society, fueled by shared preferences. I argue that without understanding the role of social
cohesion, our explanations cannot account for the conditions under which societies with high
levels of political mobilization may become demobilized. And this is important to consider
because, as Ruud Koopmans notes, while much has been written about social movements, an
“explanation of protest decline is perhaps the weakest chain in social movement theory and
research.”18

Polarization and demobilization

Demobilization has been studied to some degree, with two main schools of explanation: those
that focus on internal dynamics of groups, and those that focus on external dynamics and their
effect on groups. Internal dynamics include polarization, fragmentation, lack of trust, and fatigue.
External dynamics include the impact of different forms of repression, which can be categorized
as either covert or overt.19 Repression can include strategies such as resource deprivation,
problem depletion (i.e. convincing the audience of a social movement through propaganda that
their existence is irrelevant), and outwitting. These techniques that “kill from the outside” are
often effective alone, but they can also have an effect on the internal dynamics and trust levels
within social movement organizations. This can lead to dynamics that kill a social movement
“from the inside.” According to Christian Davenport, these dynamics can include “burnout,
factionalization and polarization, lost commitment, membership loss, and rigidity.”20

Davenport argues that democracies rely more regularly on covert rather than overt repression,
unlike authoritarian regimes. This is because authoritarian regimes can utilize overt repression to
a greater degree, including strategies such as “overwhelming” organizations with brute force.
Importantly, because Davenport examines both internal and external dynamics, his greatest
contribution is linking both internal and external sources of failure within social movements in
his explanation of demobilization.

For our purposes, Davenport’s focus on the role of polarization in demobilizing groups is
crucial. He writes: “we know very little about factionalization, how it develops, and what factors
are associated with it.”21 Indeed, scholars have long pointed to polarization as one of the key
mechanisms that facilitates demobilization. Eric Hirsch notes that

polarization is often seen as a problem since it convinces each side that their position is right and the opponent’s is wrong;
this makes compromise and negotiation less likely … Since it leads each side to develop the independent goal of harming
the opponent, movement participants may lose sight of the original goal.22



I define polarization at the societal level by three main characteristics. First, each group
should be homogenous internally along some lines (i.e. ethnically or ideologically). Second,
there should be a high degree of heterogeneity across groups. Finally, the number of groups is
often small, as the most polarized societies frequently have only two main groups bifurcating the
public sphere.23

The reason polarization is key to our understanding of the Palestinian case, and this
argument, is that it has profound and long-term effects on societal dynamics and development.
Hyper-polarized societies function differently from more moderate societies.24 This is especially
true in the context of authoritarianism: where societies are highly polarized, effective challenges
to the regime become less likely. It is for that reason that authoritarian regimes often capitalize
on these divisions in order to maintain control more effectively.

But polarization is just one mechanism, among a large number, that Davenport explores.
Thus, while his work is invaluable for outlining the various external and internal pressures that
social movement organizations face, he does not delve into great detail on each of these
mechanisms. His assessment is that polarization is one of many factors, and his work does not
elucidate the causal impact of polarization specifically, or what leads to polarization
independently of other concurrent effects and aside from the mixture of overt and covert
repression that any government might engage in at some point. He also examines polarization
among social movement organizations in a very specific context (i.e. the United States in the
1960s and 1970s). Much of his theoretical analysis stems from the unique experience of the cases
he examines, as social movement organizations operating in a moderately democratic context.

Overall, while the mobilization literature offers a basis for understanding the dynamics of
successful collective action or successful demobilization, it has been criticized for its broad
assertions and lack of falsifiability. The theories discussed within this literature attempt to
combine structural conditions with micro-level decision-making, as well as external and internal
dynamics as in the case of Davenport, but often include an excess of possibly relevant variables,
as a result of which they often arrive at highly contingent explanations. There is less of a focus
on identifying the variables that act as mechanisms, the relevant antecedent conditions, and
which variables are merely confounders. Moreover, the causal impact of different varieties of
repression, which have an effect on polarization and fragmentation, is not fully explored in this
literature.

The impact of authoritarianism on society

Authoritarian regimes have a pressing need to control or repress any significant mobilization.
Obviously, authoritarian regimes vary in their degree of authoritarianism, but the strategies they
use are quite similar.25 All authoritarian regimes utilize some mixture of cooptation and
repression to achieve their objectives. In “softer” authoritarian regimes, cooption may be used to
a larger degree than repression, in the form of large ruling parties, extensive patronage networks,
and other related methods.26 Some less developed or more violent authoritarian regimes often do
not have these institutions at their disposal and so more readily rely on their repressive capacity
to inhibit mobilization and engagement.27

Authoritarian regimes must engage in processes of consolidation in order to be durable.
Consolidation is defined as “a deliberate state project to improve a regime’s capabilities for
governing society.”28 In other words, consolidation is the process through which the threat of



regime breakdown is weakened by “establishing the conditions that make persistence likely”
with the use of self-reinforcing mechanisms.29 Consolidation also refers to an increase or
improvement in the regime’s capacity for control over a variety of realms (territory, opposition,
population, etc.), rather than just persistence.30 Consolidation does not assume regimes are
immune to collapse: exogenous factors may always shift and play a role in weakening regimes.
Consolidation simply means, holding all else equal, that persistence becomes more likely given
increased control over internal dynamics.

The mechanisms of authoritarian consolidation are important to consider if we are to
understand the manner in which these regimes become robust, as well as the long-term effects of
such robustness on the societies they govern.31 These include cooptation of possible opposition,
controlling individuals and organizations through coercive force, and directing the political
mobilization of the masses.32

One crucial mechanism in authoritarian consolidation is cooption of elites and the creation of
a ruling coalition. Milan Svolik defines this process as “authoritarian power-sharing.”33 To
establish a mostly uncontested authoritarian regime, robust institutions must be created to
channel elite pressure in a way that does not challenge the regime overall. Alternatively, a
contested autocracy does not feature these types of safeguards. Thus one must examine the
process by which a ruling coalition is created, with particular focus on which groups in society
are included, in order to understand the dynamics of authoritarian consolidation. This book
argues that one such factor that may affect which groups are included in the regime’s coalition,
and in what manner, is the role of international involvement.

The second mechanism important to authoritarian consolidation is the establishment of
control over society. Previous literature has examined the success and failure of “authoritarian
control,” but only in relation to the coercive apparatus of the regime. For example, in situations
where the coercive apparatus begins to pose a threat to the regime itself, authoritarian control is
considered to be failing.34 In situations where the regime has subordinated its coercive apparatus,
authoritarian control is said to have succeeded. However, it is not only the coercive apparatus of
the regime that needs to be controlled; society itself poses a threat to the regime if not adequately
managed. These attempts at societal control may have a profound impact on how societies
organize and how segments of society relate to each other, as the coming chapters will show.
And, as the next section will discuss, exogenous factors may affect how authoritarian regimes
engage in these strategies—exogenous factors such as forms of international intervention.

International involvement and authoritarianism

This book argues that international involvement has an effect on how authoritarianism is
practiced in certain states, as well as a regime’s subsequent attempts to control society. I outline
the literatures on the impact of international involvement in the sections below.

International–domestic linkages

The strategic choice approach in the international relations literature has facilitated a serious
rethinking of international and domestic linkages.35 One of the main assumptions of this
approach is that strategic interactions at one level translate to another in a coherent fashion. This



means that in order to understand certain domestic level dynamics, researchers ought to examine
how the international dimension affects outcomes.36 This is also in line with the “second-image
reversed” concept, whereby the international sphere may affect domestic level outcomes.37 The
strategic choice approach further builds on this insight because it entails a disaggregation of
certain environments (e.g. disaggregating the state level to examine both regime and societal
interactions).38

Similar developments have also occurred in the field of comparative politics. For instance,
Robert Putnam argues that domestic (regime) actors often play a “two stage game” in which they
seek to account for both public and international pressures.39 Building on this insight,
comparative politics scholars have highlighted the effects of international involvement on a
number of issues: democratization,40 diffusion of liberal policies,41 and human rights issues.42

International involvement here means a range of state behavior, including foreign aid, diplomatic
pressure, and sometimes direct military intervention.

In the study of the Arab world in particular, scholars have noted how international
involvement helps to stall democracy under certain conditions43 or affects public opinion during
elections.44 Some research has also alluded to the idea that the impact of international
involvement is key to understanding certain social outcomes. For instance, scholars have pointed
out that international involvement can have an impact on political engagement, particularly
mobilization, in the domestic sphere.45 It can help determine the type of mobilization that
becomes prevalent at the domestic level, as well as the efficacy of said mobilization.46 But the
literature that exists on the societal effects of international involvement remains to be unpacked,
both theoretically and in terms of empirical testing. How does international involvement affect
regime behavior and subsequent societal dynamics? How are state–society relations affected in
“penetrated” societies?47 Such a research frontier, especially in the context of the Middle East,
will help refine existing theories of international–domestic linkages by further disaggregating the
domestic arena.48

International involvement and preference formation

As the previous section shows, the literature broadly agrees that international involvement affects
regime dynamics, but the effects on regime versus societal-level dynamics are not synonymous. I
define involvement as the way in which a powerful state imposes a hierarchical relationship with
another, less powerful, client state.49 By imposing this hierarchy, the powerful state becomes an
important actor in the decision-making processes of the client state’s regime. This involvement
can be “democratizing,” in the sense that it influences certain regimes to liberalize and become
more accountable. It may be ambivalent, especially if the penetrated state is not a significant
priority for the external power. Or, it may be “autocratizing,” in the sense that it consolidates the
client state’s power and insulates it from domestic pressures.50

Research shows that international involvement can change the preferences of regimes in a
variety of ways. Martha Finnemore, for instance, illustrates the ways that international “society”
can affect national interests through the proliferation of certain norms.51 More recently, Susan
Hyde has demonstrated that election monitoring in authoritarian or semi-democratic states
changes regime behavior, on the margins.52 Election monitoring in this case has a distinct effect
on regime behavior and induces greater compliance. Other examples include state entry/



compliance with the Convention against Torture or the International Criminal Court (ICC).53

Becoming a member of the ICC, for example, can lead states to “credibly commit” and take
tentative steps toward reducing violence. On the other hand, ratification of the Convention
against Torture can be a small way to cede to domestic opponents while still maintaining a
certain level of repression. Overall, what these studies show is that international involvement can
clearly change regime preferences and behavior at the domestic level, even if not always in the
direction that is expected.

International involvement can also change preferences at the public level. Research on
political motivations and beliefs has shown that preferences do not arise only from internal,
mental calculations. Preferences can also emerge from changes in the environment around an
individual, and subsequent changes to that individual’s preference structure.54 In terms of the
political environment, this logically includes changes to the domestic political context as a result
of international involvement.

Previous research has shown, for example, that preferences for democracy can be informed
by the role of international involvement. In the case of “democratizing” involvement, through the
use of foreign aid and democracy promotion programs targeted at civil society, research has
found that publics become more amenable to democracy over time.55 On the other hand, when
the role of international involvement is “autocratizing” in the sense that international patrons
overturn democratic elections or enforce penalties, publics may become more anti-democratic
and prefer stability to democracy.56 Other research on specific types of involvement has found
that the endorsements of international powers during elections can polarize society based on their
aversion to the endorser.57 In such surveys on the subject, pre-existing cleavages within society
determined opposition or support of the international power. Some behavioral research has also
reached the same conclusions.58 Therefore, international involvement may act as a moderating
factor on the preferences of domestic publics, especially in cases where such involvement is
made more salient and direct.

Principal–agent framework

The effect of international involvement on elite–public dynamics can be best characterized using
the principal–agent framework. Scholars have previously argued that international patrons can
disrupt the “feedback loop” between the domestic regime and society. Domestic regimes begin to
answer to patron interests rather than societal pressures. International involvement thus causes a
principal–agent problem, and a divergence in the interests of elites/ regime participants (agent),
and the society they purport to represent (principal). A principal is defined by the ability to both
grant and revoke authority to and from the agent.

The principal–agent dynamic creates both moral hazard and adverse selection problems as a
result of incomplete information. Moral hazard problems arise when the agent pursues goals that
are not in line with a principal’s preferences. Adverse selection, on the other hand, is when the
agent uses information unavailable to the principal in order to pursue goals adverse to the
principal’s interests. But the traditional principal–agent dynamic is not always the most accurate
model of certain relationships on the international stage. In the case of international patrons and
societal pressures on a single agent (i.e. the regime), we have a dynamic of “multiple principals.”

In this particular case, the principals include both international patrons and society.
International patrons can withdraw support for domestic regimes (financial or otherwise), impose



sanctions, and take military action. Society can take advantage of institutions to vote agents in
and out of power, or use the threat of mass mobilization to grant/ revoke authority. These varying
dynamics create a situation of multiple principals, divide society into different groups, and affect
society’s relationship to political elites—as we shall see in Chapter 2.

The effects of American involvement

This book focuses on American involvement as the most salient form of international
involvement in the Middle East and Palestine specifically. Although many countries are heavily
involved with one another, and linkages between them can be highly important, the United States
in particular poses a different caliber of international involvement altogether. The role and
breadth of US involvement is wholly different from the involvement of other nations—even
including regional hegemons.

First, the United States is an international hegemon, to the point that many scholars define
the United States as a unipolar power, or an empire.59 Without delving too deeply into the
nuances of these definitions, it becomes clear from such work that scholars recognize the very
different role the United States plays in the political trajectories of other nations. The United
States is not merely a strong state but an overwhelming one.60 As a result, the nature of US
involvement cannot be compared with other powers also involved in Palestine, such as the EU,
Japan, or the Gulf states.

The scope of US involvement is also above and beyond any other nation in the world. Take,
for instance, the military engagements of the United States: conservative estimates pin the
number of US military bases around the world at 800.61 In the Arab world specifically, the
United States is known to have over 50,000 troops in the Egypt, the Levant, and the Gulf.62

Moreover, the United States has historically shaped the trajectories of regions as a whole. For
instance, throughout the Cold War, Europe was entirely shaped by the United States, even with
vigorous competition from the Soviet Union. The United States “remade” many of these nations
in the post-war order in a manner that has defined modern-day Europe.63

Before the end of the Cold War, the United States and its allies had a mixed record of
supporting democratic movements. The calculation boiled down to the region in which the
movement took place and whether or not such a movement would affect US strategic interests.64

In regions where the United States had a large stake, it often worked to preserve authoritarian
status quos rather than support democratic movements that posed a threat to American
hegemony. Regions such as South America or the Middle East suffered from the heavy-handed
role of the United States, which bolstered authoritarian regimes, and in many respects increased
overall militarization of the region.65 These strategic calculations were justified as the natural
response to a bipolar environment, to contain the Soviet Union and its allied states.

After the Cold War, and the neutralization of the Soviet threat, the effect of US involvement
should have shifted. And indeed, the literature on this topic often assumes American
involvement today to be more positive, in service of upholding a liberal world order.66 In some
cases, research does in fact corroborate this claim. For example, political liberalization in certain
regions has been found to increase as a result of US foreign aid.67 Western influence can also
assist in the diffusion of democracy through coercion of domestic regimes, or indirect support to
oppositional forces.68 Moreover, some research argues that transition to democracy is more
likely in the first place where Western “linkages” are widespread and Western “leverage” is



more prevalent.69 Such studies often test their theories with cross-national empirical data and
make claims about general trends.

That is not to say that these general claims have not been challenged, however. Sean Yom,
for instance, argues that American involvement creates non-durable regimes plagued by civil
unrest.70 Other scholars examining some democratization programs in detail have noted that
these sometimes fail in their implementation.71 While useful for their technical insight, these
studies tend to focus too narrowly on the outcomes of specific programs and have less to say
about the effect of Western involvement more generally. This is especially the case when it
comes to research on regional variations.

Scholars who have assessed the differentiated effects of involvement in certain regions have
noted that international factors may not always be conducive to democratization and/ or
consolidation across the board.72 But it is often argued that linkages with other authoritarian
states are the driving factor for authoritarian persistence.73 When Western intervention is
examined, a negative impact is noted only when the focus is on direct military intervention or the
unintended consequences of foreign aid.74 For example, work within this literature has examined
how international involvement can strengthen a regime’s coercive apparatus through military aid,
or bolster the regime economically.75 In another vein, some studies point out that some types of
food aid, debt forgiveness, or other types of foreign funding have adverse effects on mobilization
and democratization.76 The most recent assessments of USAID democracy spending indeed
found that these programs are effective worldwide—except for in the Middle East. The failure is
then tied to the authoritarian nature of Middle Eastern regimes and the fact that aid was found to
bolster the economic interests of these states.77

Furthermore, in studies on the Arab world, scholars point to the rise of political Islam—in
interaction with Western involvement—as having a negative effect on the average citizen’s
preference for democracy. Specifically, the argument goes that in an increasingly unstable
economic context, citizens find it too costly to support democratic reforms, despite individual
support for democratic tenets. US foreign policy exacerbates these conditions by sending mixed
signals to Arab populations about the feasibility of true democracy if Islamists come to power.78

Overall, it becomes clear that the societal effects of Western involvement, beyond direct military
intervention, remain understudied. They often focus on specific programs, such as in the case of
Jason Brownlee’s work, and do not examine the mechanism of societal demobilization.79 Thus,
US intervention and democratization efforts are examined too narrowly, with a focus on regime-
level outcomes and less focus on long-term changes to state–society dynamics.

The United States and its allies no longer function in a Cold War environment, and yet much
of the same calculations persist in the post-Cold War world when it comes to highly strategic
areas. In locations with high strategic value, such as the Middle East, US involvement prioritizes
autocracy over democratic development as a way of maintaining stability and control.80 This is
especially the case because, as Osamah Khalil notes, American foreign policy in the region has
largely been shaped by neo-conservative forces, particularly since 9/11.81 Forthcoming work
shows the manner in which the United States helps to strengthen “collaborationist” regimes,
providing financial support and a source of legitimacy, in the context of the Middle East.82

The United States in Palestine



In the case of Palestine, the United States has been heavily involved in a variety of ways.
Particularly with the use of aid as both a carrot and a stick, the United States has been able to
shape the development of the PA and impose its preferences on the Palestinians.83 Before 1993,
US aid was focused on the concept of “quality of life,” intended to separate economic concerns
from political conditions.84 Then, after 1993, US aid shifted from humanitarian assistance to
“development” aid.85 In the name of “peacebuilding,” the United States fostered a system in
which the interim conditions following the Oslo Accords, which should have ended in 1999,
persist to this day. Indeed, some scholars liken the US role to “maintaining a colonial peace” or
even conducting a “counterinsurgency” operation.86

The exact amount of aid from Western sources, including the United States, is not entirely
clear or traceable.87 As Mandy Turner notes:

around 40 donor countries and dozens of UN and other multilateral agencies have provided aid and “experts” to the OPT
[i.e. the occupied Palestinian territories]. This has taken the form of two kinds of aid: the first is for humanitarian
activities (which includes emergency response, reconstruction, relief and rehabilitation, and disaster prevention and
preparedness), the second is for peacebuilding (which includes the wider governance and development aspects that are
supposed to follow directly on from reconstruction in the relief to development continuum, i.e., building infrastructure
and services, government and civil society assistance, as well as private sector development).88

Nevertheless, what is undeniable is that the United States in particular is the “largest bilateral
donor” to the PA, with the value of aid from 1993 until today reaching close to 8 billion
dollars.89

The United States has specifically focused on funding the PA’s security-related institutions,
in strict coordination with the Israeli occupation.90 From 1993, the CIA was involved in training
and vetting security forces. This involvement increased after 2006.91 The United States intended
to ensure that members of the decision-making cadre were adherents of the idea of maintaining
Israeli security in exchange for a continuation of the two-state peace process. As such, despite
the fact that the PA suffers from a variety of pressing humanitarian and economic concerns, it
still allocates over 30 percent of its budget to the security sector alone.92 This aggrandizement of
the security sector through funding and training has led many to refer to the PA as a “police
state,” and a subcontractor of the occupation.93 For instance, when the 2006 elections brought
Hamas to power, the United States was the key driver of funneling aid to the office of the
President specifically in order to facilitate the funds necessary for Fatah’s attempted coup.94

Moreover, the United States has a large effect on other donors and international institutions
and their capacity to engage in their missions.95 Turner, for instance, reports how the United
States creates a “difficult operating environment” for UN agencies to conduct their business, not
only by defunding key agencies such as the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for
Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) but also by subjecting these institutions to
“microscopic enquiry and critique.” As such, UN officials proceed with a great deal of caution
and self-censorship regarding the conflict and the needs of Palestinians, ensuring that the root
causes of the stagnant situation in the occupied territories remain unaddressed.96 EU funders
faced a similar dilemma. Before the 2006 legislative elections, the EU had attempted to remain
“technocratic” in its funding decisions, such as those involving infrastructure. After 2006,
however, the EU also diverted aid to President Abbas directly in coordination with US efforts to
bypass the new Hamas government.97

For these reasons, the focus of this book is the effect of US involvement. Not only does the
literature support such a focus but the primary data collected from this particular case supports



the contention that the United States plays a particularly important role in Palestinian politics.

Summary of concepts

Below is a summary of concepts discussed in this chapter. In the next section, I will outline my
theory on the effect of internationally backed regimes on micro-level decision-making and the
long-term effect of such a dynamic on society.

Table 1: Summary of concepts

Term Definition

Polarization When the political views of individuals in society are increasingly defined by their affiliation
with a certain political group, and those groups are increasingly divergent

Demobilization “official termination or significant alteration of the formal institution engaged in challenging
authorities; departure of individuals from relevant organizations; termination of or significant
reduction in dissident behaviors; fundamental shift in the ideas of the challenger away from
what was earlier established”99

International involvement Pressure from external powers, in the form of material incentives (or threat of withdrawal) and
direct involvement in the decision-making of governmental institutions

Social cohesion Enhanced intergroup cooperation and capacity for collective action and cooperation, fueled by
shared preferences

Theoretical argument

The literatures outlined above highlight the debate around the effect of authoritarianism on social
cohesion, the causes of demobilization, and how international involvement may amplify these
dynamics. From this debate, it becomes clear that international involvement, particularly on the
part of the United States, does not always facilitate democracy or accountability. Under certain
conditions, such involvement can in fact exacerbate authoritarian conditions. This is the case
because American involvement in particular can vary in its effect across regions. Thus, in
regions where democracy is not seen as a strategic interest, the international power plays a role in
facilitating authoritarian conditions.100 Specifically, the United States affects the domestic sphere
by polarizing publics around its role, insulating regimes from their publics, and facilitating an
increase in authoritarian practices and strategies.

The United States facilitates authoritarian conditions because the outcome of democracy is
likely to be opposed to international intervention. In the Middle East particularly, the United
States fears the outcome of the actual democratic process for two main reasons: it has brought
Islamists into power in the past and/ or it may bring those to power who are interested in
challenging the status quo on Israel’s role in the region.101 If we look at the Palestinian case, and
specifically the 2006 Palestinian elections, we see these dynamics replicated. For these reasons,
the effect of American involvement in the Middle East today is helping to consolidate and
empower authoritarian regimes. This is in stark contrast to the American role throughout the
Cold War period in particular regions, such as Eastern Europe, where Western interests aligned
with democratic movements. However, it is similar to American involvement in other regions
during and after the Cold War, such as in Latin America, where the United States and its allies
overturned democratic movements that may have been antagonistic to US foreign policy.102



Although similar arguments have been made elsewhere, this dynamic has yet to be explored
in full. Yom, for instance, talks about how international involvement increases repression in
particular Middle Eastern regimes but argues that this weakens regimes in the long term. He also
does not fully explain why international patrons choose to support regimes in this manner. Like
Brownlee, Yom points to foreign aid as the main causal mechanism driving the relationship
between increased international intervention and authoritarianism. As much of the literature
points out, however, foreign aid is not necessarily always damaging or “autocratizing.”103 The
relationship between foreign aid and regime-level outcomes depends largely on both the regional
context and preferences of the international hegemon in that time period. Finally, neither Yom
nor Brownlee accounts for the mechanism of societal demobilization—a phenomenon intimately
connected to the state–society dynamic both authors allude to but do not elucidate fully.

Experts have also argued that American involvement and hegemony is underpinned by the
objective of “elite incorporation” into the US-led world order. In order to achieve its interests,
the United States relies on particular types of domestic elites, specifically those with ties to the
United States, in order to propagate its agenda.104 In so doing, the United States disrupts the
“feedback loop” between domestic regimes and their societies, as political elites begin to answer
to patron interests rather than societal pressures.105 Although elites should be playing a “two-
level game” (i.e. addressing international pressures while negotiating with their own societies),
what is actually happening is that the elites are being insulated from their domestic audiences.106

I argue that, as a result, international involvement causes a principal–agent problem and a
divergence in the interests of regime participants and the society they purport to represent. The
principal–agent problem, as previously defined, is the divergence that arises when one actor is
responsible for decision-making on behalf of another actor.107 This leads to my first hypothesis:

H1: International involvement will cause a divergence in elite and public preferences.108

If domestic political factions exist that are unfavorable to the international patron, the patron also
has an incentive to aggrandize the role of non-democratic elements within the regime. Scholars
have previously noted that in cases where radical political elements exist within society,
international patrons have allied themselves with authoritarian regimes at the expense of
representative democracy or accountable institutions. Over time, true democracy or
accountability was made to seem “infeasible” to individuals within these countries because it was
clear that the international patron would not approve of its results, and would readily overturn
them.109 These dynamics occurred even if it meant keeping large segments of the population
unrepresented within the regime’s institutions.110 This effect of international involvement causes
a shift in the public’s preferences, especially for those who are directly affected by the threat of
sanctions. Certain case studies have previously noted that affiliation with certain sectors of the
economy breeds a low capacity for collective action.111 Specifically, in the context of threat from
international sanctions, the sectors affected most are those who are affiliated with the regime
going out of power, or those tied to the patron’s foreign aid.112 Thus my second hypothesis is
that:

H2: Members of society will have divergent preferences for democracy and accountability based
on their affiliation with the regime.

As for the effect of international involvement at the societal level, there are two interrelated



outcomes: polarization and declining mobilization. First, an international patron helps to
facilitate infrastructural power for the regime that would otherwise stem from society itself.113

For example, the ability of the regime to provide services in most states stems from the capacity
of the regime to tax effectively.114 This is one manifestation of infrastructural power. If a regime
is unable to tax (or control its territory, or any other manifestation of infrastructural power), then
it can be said that the regime presides over a “weak state” and will likely face competitors.115

Therefore, regimes must establish and maintain the institutions necessary to use infrastructural
power successfully.

In a scenario where an international patron is heavily involved, infrastructural power is
generated for the regime without subsequent dependence on society. Under normal
circumstances, a regime must incorporate wide segments of the population in order to achieve an
effective level of infrastructural power. When an international patron supplies the necessary
resources for regime durability, this allows the regime to become much more selective in its
representativeness and provision of services. A patron can also provide resources to strengthen
the indigenous regime’s coercive capacity and allow the regime to target particular groups within
society that pose a threat. The case study literature on the Middle East abounds with examples of
how opposition movements become polarized and fragmented as a result of particular
authoritarian strategies.116 In this way, the practice of authoritarianism in and of itself, bolstered
by international support, has the effect of increasing polarization within society. The polarizing
divide lies between those that are included in the regime’s services and whose interests are
represented, and those who are targeted by the regime instead.117 By allowing regimes to be
unrepresentative of large portions of society without fear of backlash, we can expect the
following:

H3: Authoritarian strategies, such as cooptation and repression, will generate polarization.

I argue that polarization has the subsequent effect of limiting political mobilization. This
argument stands in contrast to the argument made by Yom, who claims that external involvement
and support create long-term problems in state–society relations and, ultimately, lead to weak
regimes plagued by increasing political unrest. Yom uses the cases of Jordan, Iran, and Kuwait to
make this argument. According to Yom, Iran and Jordan are examples of countries with external
patronage and varying levels of unrest, and Kuwait is an example of a country that lacks a main
patron and has thus attained greater legitimacy.

However, it could be argued that regimes in Jordan and Kuwait have only become more
authoritarian over time, despite waning American involvement or interest. In Jordan, mass
protest is not common, nor particularly dangerous to the regime’s longevity. Yom states, for
example, that the protests that erupted in Jordan in 2018 were non-threatening to the regime,
with protestors making it clear that their activities were a plea to their government rather than an
attempt to subvert the ruling family.118 While protests may occur periodically or once a decade,
they are often ineffective and never reach the level of coordinated mobilization with attainable
demands.

Similarly, political opposition is often resolved through international support of the regime,
or through severe crackdowns. In Jordan, recent protests dissipated following regional economic
support to offset protester demands.119 Moreover, it is difficult to reconcile the image of Kuwait
as a more responsive authoritarian system when, since 2010, there has been a terminal decline in
the country’s proto-democratic structure. For instance, opposition figures found themselves in



lengthy court proceedings facing jail time after their protest activities in the parliament.120 On
top of that, Kuwait has only ever survived due to external patronage. The United States has
developed strong military coordination with Kuwait and intervened following Iraq’s invasion of
the country in 1990, precipitating the First Gulf War. Regional proxies of the United States, such
as Saudi Arabia, have also stepped in regularly to resolve Kuwait’s economic and security issues.

Overall, Yom’s argument may be explanatory for certain time periods in the history of the
Jordanian and Kuwaiti states. But an assessment of the historical record shows that, even if we
were to agree that American involvement or interest in these countries has waned, the legacy or
effect of American involvement has persisted. As a result, authoritarian dynamics have continued
in these countries and limited the capacity for collective action and mobilization over time.

Thus, unlike existing literature on this topic, I argue that externally motivated polarization
limits political mobilization by weakening social cohesion. Previous work has found that strong
communities can facilitate engagement and mobilization through the use of “social sanctions.”121

However, in cases where the regime polarizes society, the potential for communities to serve this
function is weakened dramatically. Therefore, I expect that:

H4: Where international influence has created a polarizing regime, political mobilization will
decline.

The potential for communities to sanction is weakened as a result of exacerbated coordination
problems. Specifically, as societies become more polarized, the cohesion necessary for effective
mobilization begins to decline. In a cohesive community, the overall interest of its members is
more readily discernible, and when action is deemed necessary, mobilization can be achieved. In
a context of high polarization, similar interests may not exist, although individuals may come
from the same community and live under similar conditions. If some segment of the population
finds mobilization to be within their interests, it is not clear that this sentiment will be shared by
a necessary plurality. Moreover, the social structures necessary to “sanction” members into
action are not available in a polarized society: after all, effective sanctions must involve the
threat of being sanctioned by the community at large. If the community is divided on whether
mobilization is necessary, sanctions will not be effective. Therefore, in the event of attempted
mobilization around a shared interest, the classic free-riding problem will occur. I characterize
this mechanism as a “coordination problem” because polarization limits the ability of people to
agree on shared interests and allows free-riding to occur more easily. This can be considered a
long-term outcome. Over time, such a dynamic reinforces demobilization.

Finally, the relationship between state and society determines whether internationally backed
authoritarian conditions will have a demobilizing effect or not. At first glance, it may seem that
international support for authoritarian conditions does not play a large role in determining the
level of polarization and the presence or absence of mobilization. For instance, American support
of the Israeli government, and its military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, has been
ongoing for decades. In terms of its scope, American support for Israel is certainly much greater
than the support received by the PA. Nevertheless, when the Israeli government controlled the
Palestinian territories directly, it was unable to produce the levels of polarization and
demobilization that characterize Palestinian society today. Palestinians were still able to organize
and mobilize effectively prior to 1994, in fact garnering concessions in both the first and second
intifada, despite severe Israeli repression in the occupied territories. So what explains the
variation between Israeli repression and PA repression, if both are backed to a large extent by



American support?
Work on repression in democratic contexts may provide the answer here. Davenport argues

that democratic regimes are more likely to rely on covert rather than overt tactics. Covert tactics,
he says, lead to infiltration of opposition movements and thus reduced trust and polarization.122

As such, Davenport expects there to be “more challenges in democratic countries than in
autocracies, and for social movement organizations in democratic systems to display greater
variability in survival rates.”123 In work on Palestine specifically, Silvia Pasquetti notes that
Palestinian communities within Israel—i.e. with Israeli citizenship and theoretically a part of the
state—are characterized by high levels of distrust and polarization. She juxtaposes this dynamic
with Palestinian communities within the West Bank, particularly those in refugee camps. In these
areas, Palestinians are much more cohesive and share high levels of trust vis a vis Israeli
repression.124

Israel is by no means democratic or liberal in its treatment of its Palestinian citizens.125

However, the relationship of Palestinian citizens of Israel with the Israeli state is markedly
different from the relationship of Palestinians in the occupied territories to the Israeli state. They
are, at the end of the day, told they are citizens. They have access to particular institutions of the
state, and recourse to the law, in a way that Palestinians under military occupation do not.
Moreover, the state has much more access to them, meaning that the Israeli state is better at
surveilling and infiltrating Palestinian communities within its boundaries than it is in the
territories. This explains why the Israeli state relied on more overt action in the occupied
territories and more covert actions within the state’s boundaries. As Davenport notes, states rely
on more covert action when they have greater knowledge of the social movement and rely on
overt action when they need to repress the movement but know less about its inner workings.
Palestinians in the occupied territories thus reacted differently to overt repression and were faced
with fewer attacks on trust and internal cohesion. Ultimately, they faced an external enemy—and
their behavior reflected as much. They were able to adapt and “code” their political engagement
as “social engagement.”126 Overall, they were able to organize effectively despite Israeli
repression.

Similarly, the PA has a very different effect on Palestinians in the territories than the Israeli
occupation does. The PA is again by no means democratic or liberal, but it is an indigenous
regime. People who work within the PA’s bureaucracies represent a sizable portion of the
population. The relationship of Palestinians in the territories to the PA is thus one of shared
background and, theoretically, shared objectives. At some point in the past, many of these same
leaders were part of the PLO, and to some degree accountable to their Palestinian constituency.
Thus, when faced with repression from the PA, Palestinians in the occupied territories are likely
to be much more divided in their response, for the reasons highlighted above. Moreover, the PA,
as an indigenous regime with high awareness of its own society, can rely on more covert
repression. For one, the “coding” of political engagement as social engagement that Jamal speaks
of, which was effective in circumventing Israeli repression, is not as effective with an indigenous
regime such as the PA. The PA is more likely to recognize what such engagement actually
means and react accordingly. Its cooptation mechanisms will be more effective at infiltrating
society and imposing control on mobilization activities. Finally, when an indigenous regime uses
overt repression selectively, this also creates in-group and out-group dynamics. This leads to
greater polarization than an external occupation’s repression is likely to achieve.

Thus, I build on Davenport’s important work on the topic of demobilization, as well as the
insights from the case study literature on Palestine, to make the distinction between indigenous



or internal authoritarian strategies and the authoritarian strategies imposed by an external enemy.
I differ from Davenport in that I argue regime type is not necessarily the explanatory factor here;
rather, the nature of state–society relations within a given space determines if international
support will be polarizing or not. Indigenous repression has a very different effect from external
repression. This helps to explain why American and international support of Israel did not lead to
the levels of polarization and demobilization in the Palestinian territories we see today, whereas
support of the PA succeeded in polarizing Palestinian society and harming mobilization efforts.
Although the focus of this book is the PA and the occupied territories, I will turn in the final
chapter to the dynamics within Palestinian communities inside Israel to demonstrate how, over
time, state–society relations have shifted there as well, changing patterns of mobilization in the
process.

The theory outlined above can help highlight the role of international involvement in
facilitating authoritarian conditions in client states. Moreover, this theory can help explain some
of the societal implications of this dynamic—i.e. how authoritarian regimes can transform and
control political engagement and mobilization—in a way that turns engaged citizens into
authoritarian subjects. As previously mentioned, studies on authoritarianism often focus
primarily on regime institutions and/ or elite bargaining and power-sharing. Rarely has the
relationship between the regime and the public been unpacked in the literature, especially with a
focus on the impact of the international context. This is a gap this theory would seek to redress.

Figure 1. Causal diagram showing the role of international involvement in authoritarianism, polarization, and mobilization

This project’s causal outline

Figure 1 outlines a visual representation of the theory presented in the previous section, with
some key additions. The theory presented here discusses autocratizing international involvement.
But international involvement is not only one type, as previously mentioned. Autocratizing
international involvement has a different effect from ambivalent or democratizing involvement.
As such, American involvement has had a different effect on political development in regions
where democracy served American strategic interests. In those cases, US involvement was
democratizing. This meant that civil society organizations were supported to some degree in their
efforts against particular regimes, and this led to some democratization success (for example,
across the Eastern bloc). In other cases, US involvement was ambivalent. Where strategic
interests were easily replaceable despite the fall of an ally regime, the United States acquiesced



to popular demand and did not overtly support authoritarian leaders.127 This ambivalence gave
space for civil society in those countries to mobilize and pressure their regimes effectively.128

Regimes may still repress or cling on to power in the context of pressure, but their capacity to do
so will suffer significantly. The international legitimacy afforded to the regime, as well as the
material support through weapons and aid, may no longer be available. As such, the regime is
made more susceptible to being overthrown. While I recognize that these types of international
involvement exist, the bulk of this project aims to explore the causal chain that emerges from
autocratizing involvement.

Figure 1 also shows that polarization does not have a unidirectional effect on mobilization. In
the case of autocratizing international involvement, polarization leads to demobilization. This is
because polarization is generated through authoritarian strategies and practices, which are
externally backed. This external backing means the regime has greater capacity to engage in such
practices without consequence, leading to extreme levels of polarization and declining social
cohesion. However, this is not the case across the board. In cases where international
involvement is democratizing or ambivalent, polarization or hyper-partisanship may still exist as
a result of particular historical legacies. The impact of authoritarianism does not disappear
overnight, after all. Nevertheless, international forces that have become ambivalent to regime
change no longer function as a polarizing force in domestic politics.

More importantly, polarization in and of itself does not cause the failure of democratic
transitions. Indeed, scholars who study Latin America have argued that polarization may in fact
be necessary for the democratic process, as it creates partisanship and helps build clear party
platforms.129 This helps institutionalize the democratic process and channel opposition into
formal institutions. In the absence of international opposition to the democratic process,
opposition groups can compete in the domestic political sphere and gain or lose support
organically based on what they can offer to society. In this scenario, political groups cannot
remain niche: they must create broader coalitions and appeal to at least a plurality of the
population to have success electorally.130 As such, this helps create more cross-cutting
preferences and moderates political positions. Finally, it also helps make opposition group
capacity more symmetrical, given that the international patron is no longer tipping the scale in
favor of one over the other. These dynamics are not replicated in the case of autocratizing
involvement.

In our case, the causal chain has various mediating variables.131 It begins with autocratizing
international involvement, which causes a divergence between elite and public preferences
(Chapter 2). International involvement/ support for the regime substitutes for the domestic
regime’s organic infrastructural power and legitimacy. This leads to rising authoritarianism and
polarization, both around the role of the international patron and around the regime (Chapter 3).
These variables in turn lead to a decline in social cohesion, defined as a sense of “collective
purpose.”132 In this book, I disaggregate that concept to mean the capacity for collective action
and cooperation between different segments of society, fueled by shared preferences (explored in
Chapter 4).

It is also important to note here that while I utilize a causal diagram for the sake of clarity,
this by no means implies that the variables outlined in the diagram are the only variables that are
important in understanding the Palestinian case. Causal diagrams are used to identify the
independent variable(s) of interest and the causal mechanisms—the links—between those
variable(s) and the outcome. This does not mean that all interesting events/ variables need to be
included in the causal diagram—only the most relevant according to the theory in question.133



Thus, for instance, when I make the claim that international involvement leads to polarization
between certain segments of Palestinian society, this is not to say that polarization would not
have emerged along different lines had international involvement not been so intrusive. Instead,
what I am claiming is that the particular degree and form of polarization we see today can be
linked to the type of international involvement we see in the Palestinian case.



2

“AMERICANS HAVE TAUGHT US: THERE IS A DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN DEMOCRACY AND CREATING PROBLEMS”

Palestinians have long complained that their leaders are unaccountable and unrepresentative.
Activists describe Palestinians as existing in a perpetual state of rejection—angry over the status
quo, but also suspicious and cynical of the opposition that exists. This is particularly the case
today, when the popularity of Hamas has also declined despite initial support for its claim to
political power. Overall, there is palpable stagnation in the Palestinian political sphere.

Officials within the PA voice a similar sense of cynicism and frustration, but in the opposite
direction. Many are frustrated with the status quo and with the PA’s political position
domestically and internationally, and, most importantly, they express frustration with society:
“No one wants to sacrifice any-more,” said one PA official, “there is no sense of national unity
or struggle.” A number of officials complained that they were in thankless positions, with
Palestinians simply not understanding the constraints the PA faced.

Take, for instance, the chain of events following the 2008 Israeli war on Gaza. Outrage over
the level of destruction and a high civilian death toll led to the production of a report by the
United Nations Fact Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict (known as the Goldstone Report),
highlighting Israeli crimes and violations. But instead of pursuing this line of attack at the United
Nations, the PA succumbed to US pressure to withdraw support for the report. While Abbas was
praised by US and UN officials as a “partner for peace,” demonstrations erupted in the territories
against this decision, and a number of Abbas’s ministers resigned in protest.1 Clearly, there was
—and remains—a disjuncture between what the international community sees as best for
Palestinians versus what Palestinians believe is in their interest.

What explains this state of affairs? How have elite and public positions/ preferences become
this divergent? The first link in the causal argument described in this chapter looks at the effect
of international involvement on elite and public preferences. The chapter consequently examines
the effect of international involvement on individual preferences for democracy and
accountability in the Palestinian territories. I argue that this involvement affects elite and public
opinion in various ways.

I define international involvement as pressure from an external power in the form of material
incentives (or threat of withdrawal) and direct involvement in the decision-making of
governmental institutions. This encompasses a wide range of state behavior: in the case of
Palestine, it includes the strategic use of aid and diplomatic pressure on the part of the United
States and its allies.2 This chapter seeks to assess whether international involvement has an effect
on domestic preferences, at both the regime and public level, within the Palestinian territories.
The PA has been targeted by various forms of international involvement since its inception.
Today, on a number of dimensions, international involvement remains highly salient. Moreover,
the question of democracy in the Palestinian territories remains unresolved and up for public
debate.



I accomplish this task by utilizing experimental methods at both the political elite and public
level. For the purposes of this book, I define political elites as those working within the PA’s
bureaucracy with some level of decision-making power over policy and thus directly targeted by
many forms of international involvement. All the people I interviewed were “elites” by this
definition in that they held some authority and direct contact with US policymakers, including
the US security coordinator’s office. I interviewed them on the questions of democracy and
accountability to assess how such involvement affects their preferences given their proximity/
relation to the governing apparatus. For the sake of comparison across the state–society line, I
also utilize a nationally representative survey with an experimental component to address public
opinion. The survey experiment given at the public level tests individual preferences for
democracy and accountability while taking into account various forms of international
involvement.

In this manner, I provide empirical evidence of how international involvement may affect
domestic preferences conditionally, depending on where individuals place themselves in relation
to the regime. I also provide evidence of a divergence in preferences across the state–society line
as a result of international involvement. Rather than assume certain dynamics about the state–
society relationship while only empirically assessing one half of it, this chapter will provide a
look at the effect of international involvement at both levels using comparable metrics. In this
way, I will prove the first link in the main causal argument: international involvement has a
notable impact on elite and public preferences regarding political accountability. Specifically, it
has the effect of making elite and public preferences diverge, thus separating political elites and
the leadership further from the Palestinian public.

I focus on American involvement because the United States in particular is heavily involved
in internal Palestinian politics and development. As is the case with US involvement across the
region, this involvement can range from foreign aid, “endorsements” of certain policies, or direct
pressure in the form of military action. But other than assumed effects, there has been little
empirical work to show how this involvement may shape, or change, the preferences of different
segments of society. Moreover, there has been little work on the conditionality of this effect—
specifically, examining the effect of international involvement on preferences for certain
policies, depending on the individual’s position in society.

And this is not an unimportant question to address. Not only is the link between international
involvement and domestic implications often ignored but, when it is examined, it is assumed to
be working at the regime level alone. However, there is no reason to assume this is the case.
International involvement targeted at state-level institutions or the political regime surely has
implications that affect the societies these states purport to govern. Therefore, international
involvement may have a profound impact on state–society relations, as well as the preferences
and behaviors of individuals within those two spheres. These effects may be differentiated along
pre-existing lines (i.e. where members of society place themselves in relation to the state). In that
sense, international involvement complicates the traditional principal–agent dynamic between
the regime/ elites and the public.

From patron to public: what we know about international involvement and its effects

The effect of elites on public opinion

While the nature of an external intervention can inform how domestic publics react to



international involvement, scholars have also noted the role of the political elite in creating other
types of cleavages. Elites are particularly important to the shaping of public opinion and
subsequent preferences. As noted by John R. Zaller, elites can affect how information is
processed and what is made salient to the public. They do this in two ways: (1) by providing new
information that is then evaluated by the public, or (2) providing heuristics for individuals to
receive information quickly (i.e. based on whether they agree with the elite on other attitudes and
opinions).3

In studies of elite effects on polarization in the American context, elites play a role in
polarizing the public across specific issues. This particularly works on those considered the most
well informed.4 Research specific to the Middle East has also found the role of elites to be highly
significant. For instance, Lisa Blaydes and Drew A. Linzer show that preferences can become
polarized in countries where elites are purposely exacerbating ideological divides within
society.5 They speak in particular about the Islamist–secular divide and link elite exacerbation of
this divide to greater anti-Americanism in public opinion. Amaney Jamal and Sarah Bush also
point out that regime support or opposition is a major divide within Middle Eastern countries and
affects individual opinions on international involvement.6 Thus, in such cases, individual
preferences toward international involvement are shaped according to political affiliation and
elite influence.

Particularly in the Arab world, where democratic systems by and large do not exist, publics
interact with political elites much more directly than in democratic countries. Political elites have
a large influence on the opinions of certain segments of the public, and opposition to/ support of
the political regime can often be the main divide within society. This is because political
interactions in authoritarian states are often not mediated, in a significant sense, by institutions
such as meaningful political parties or legislatures.7 Thus, particularly in the Middle East, there
is evidence to suggest that elites can directly affect domestic preferences in a bifurcated way.

The argument posed in research thus far has been that elites in autocracies can create
polarization by creating two “camps”: part of the public reflects elite opinion, and the other part
opposes it. This informs the assumption made in much of the literature that looks at polarization,
namely that patterns of pro-and anti-democracy sentiment found in the public will be reflected to
some degree among elites as well.8 However, there is no empirical evidence to prove that public
preferences and elite preferences mirror each other, or that public preferences stem from the
effect of elite persuasion alone. It could indeed be the case that anti-democratic elites affect a
significant portion of the public’s preference for democracy, because of their effect on individual
strategic calculations. Or, alternatively, international involvement may affect public and elite
preferences differently. As a result, public and elite preferences for democracy may actually
diverge.

How international involvement affects elites and their societies

Given what we know about preference formation at the elite and public level, we can derive
specific implications for the interaction between preference formation and international
involvement. First, as previously mentioned, scholars have argued that international patrons can
disrupt the “feedback loop” between the domestic regime and society.9 Domestic regimes begin
to answer to patron interests rather than societal pressures.10 I argue specifically that
international involvement causes a principal–agent problem and thus a divergence in the interests
of elites/ regime participants (agent) and the society they purport to represent (principal).11



When there are multiple principals at work, expectations differ from a traditional principal–
agent relationship. For one, information problems are particularly exacerbated with multiple
principals, increasing the possibility of moral hazard and adverse selection problems. Second, in
this scenario, principals with more power and resources have a greater impact on the agent.12

International patrons would thus have much more influence on the agent’s behavior than society,
which lacks coercive capacity in the traditional sense. This dynamic of multiple principals, and
power imbalances between them, leads to the first hypothesis:

H1: International involvement will create a principal–agent problem, demonstrated by a
divergence between regime (agent) and public (principal) preferences.

This divergence pertains to preferences for democracy and accountability, as well as other
national objectives.

However, the effect of international involvement on regime/ elite preferences is conditional
on the patron’s preferences—particularly because the international patron in this case is the
“stronger” principal and therefore its objectives are more greatly weighted. Preferences here
include three possibilities: a preference for democracy, a preference for stability, or a mixed
preference. When the preferences of principals align, the agent has less room to pursue
independent objectives.13 Thus, in the first scenario, if the patron has an incentive to advance
democracy and accountability in line with domestic preferences, then such an objective should
pressure the regime and its participants to prefer democracy. This is especially the case when
their regimes, and thus their positions, are beholden to external support. In the case of
“democratizing” international involvement, we should expect to find that elites prefer democracy
when international patrons signal a preference for democracy.

On the other hand, in the second scenario, if the international patron prefers stability,
involvement may not necessarily be “democratizing.” For example, if domestic political factions
exist that are unfavorable to the international patron, the patron would have an incentive to
aggrandize the role of non-democratic elements within the regime. Scholars have previously
noted that in cases where radical political elements exist within society, international patrons
have allied themselves with authoritarian regimes at the expense of representative democracy.14

In this context, patrons prefer stability, even if that entails authoritarianism.
The dynamic of multiple principals would suggest that agent autonomy would increase when

principal preferences are heterogeneous, such as the scenario described above. However, this is
under the assumption that there is an equal distribution of power between principals. In the case
of international involvement, that is not the case. When an international patron (the stronger
principal) favors stability over democracy in contradiction to public preferences, regimes (their
agents) have more space to pursue independent action—but only from the weaker principal (i.e.
from their publics). In many cases, that independence entails becoming more authoritarian and
less accountable. Therefore, we also have reason to believe that elites will prefer democracy less
when international patrons signal a preference for stability. This is indeed the case in the context
of the Middle East, and Palestine specifically, where US interests are tied to maintaining stability
rather than allowing those who may oppose American foreign policy to come to power.15

In the case of the third scenario, mixed or countervailing preferences (as in the case of mixed
signals from one of the principals), expectations are not so clear. Across the Arab world, for
instance, many regimes (as well as their publics) note a democratizing rhetoric on the part of
international patrons such as the United States. However, this is not necessarily matched with



democratizing policies. For instance, American officials were vocal about their support for
democracy before the 2006 Palestinian legislative elections and pressured Fatah officials (i.e. the
ruling party) to run elections.16 Nevertheless, the United States rejected the election results that
brought Hamas to power and punished voters through economic sanctions. Elites are particularly
affected by these opposing pressures: on the one hand, they are exposed to democratizing
rhetoric that may delegitimize their positions among the public, but on the other they are forced
to pursue authoritarian practices to ensure opponents of the international patron do not come to
power. Thus we arrive at the second hypothesis:

H2: In the presence of both democratizing and autocratizing pressure, elites will react negatively
to democratizing pressure.

This is the case given that elites in this position know the consequences of democracy would
incur retribution from international patrons. There is also the issue of opposing principal
preferences: when there is a power imbalance between both principals, the patron will exert the
stronger impact. But when the patron (i.e. the stronger principal) is itself sending mixed signals,
as in the scenario described above, this gives space to the weaker principal, the public, to exert
some pressure.17

The effect of international involvement on public opinion may also be conditional and
simultaneously interact with elite preferences. Agents are actors in and of themselves; thus, there
are situations in which agents (in this case, the regime) can influence the preferences of the
principal (in this case, the public) using their more complete information or level of expertise.18

When international patrons prefer democracy, they affect their agent (the regime) and its
preferences. However, the regime can in turn affect its other principal (the public), which often
has less complete information and resources in comparison with the international powers. In this
way, it becomes a case of one principal affecting another through a common agent. For this
particular scenario, if international involvement is “democratizing,” then public opinion may also
reflect a preference for democracy over time.19

In the case of “autocratizing” international involvement, the opposite may be true. Scholars
have previously noted that when international patrons favor stability over democracy, democracy
was made to seem “infeasible” to individuals within these countries.20 International patrons, such
as the United States, often prefer foreign policy continuity; for this reason, patrons may support
authoritarian regimes to avoid upheavals that come with regime change.21 Thus, in this scenario,
supporting stability becomes tantamount to supporting authoritarianism. Moreover, it becomes
clear to citizens that the international patron would not approve of true democratic results and
would readily overturn them.22 Such “autocratizing” international involvement would likely
cause a shift in the public’s preferences. Thus there is some evidence to suggest that, under
certain circumstances, public opinion may reflect preferences for stability if the international
patron favors stability.

However, this may not be true for all segments of the population. For the sake of parsimony,
we aggregate large groups into single actors in our models, but in reality principals and agents
are not single actors. The public, as a single principal, is not a uniform body, and disaggregating
the different groups that make up a “single” principal is useful in some cases. In the case of
international patrons backing authoritarianism, it is useful to disaggregate the public in order to
see how such influence affects groups conditionally.

The historical record is saturated with examples of mass protest in support of democracy



despite the lack of encouragement internationally.23 Thus a shift in public opinion (in support of
stability even if authoritarian) may in fact be conditional on the proximity of individuals to the
regime. Specifically, this should be the case for those who are directly affected by the threat of
sanctions. This means international involvement should only affect those who are affiliated with
the regime going out of power or those tied to foreign aid (such as those employed by the
regime, or those whose salaries are funded by the international community). Therefore, I argue
that:

H3: Members of the public will have divergent preferences for democracy based on their
affiliation with the regime. Those with little affiliation with the regime will be less affected by
international involvement in their preferences for democracy.

This fits with the idea that elite opinions are reflected at the public level, at least to some degree.
But it also addresses the fact that international involvement disrupts state–society relations and
causes a divergence in preferences between elites and certain segments of their public. To
assume a direct correlation between elite and public opinion in the case of international
involvement is to assume such involvement has little domestic effect, which, as this chapter will
illustrate, is a false assumption to make. Moreover, that regimes have multiple principals, some
of which are more powerful, has a profound impact on the behavior of these regimes and their
relation to their weaker principals.

Two-level data on Palestinian elites and the Palestinian public

To analyze the dynamics outlined above, I utilized a combination of original qualitative and
quantitative data, at both the elite and public level, in the Palestinian territories. At the elite level,
I conducted interviews with decision-makers within the PA. I conducted interviews with thirty-
five members of the Ministry of Interior, the police force, and the PLO Executive Committee.
Some, but not all, of these elites held positions that entailed international cooperation. I asked
them open-ended questions on their positions within the PA, the development of the PA over
time, and the effect of international involvement on that development. Combined with the survey
data at the public level, these interviews will help elucidate general preferences for or against
democracy and accountability among the elite in comparison with the public.

At the public level, I conducted a nationally representative survey of 1,270 people across the
Palestinian territories, from every city, suburb, and neighborhood. This portion of the project was
conducted in conjunction with the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research, which
guaranteed balance on relevant covariates (gender, age, etc.). The sampling frame utilized
geographic breakdowns of the West Bank and Gaza, around existing governorates, to collect the
sample. The target population was the adult population in the Palestinian territories. The survey
asked a number of questions on Palestinian politics, as well as a battery of demographic
questions. I also included an experimental component on the role of international involvement.
Such survey experiments are often used to analyze differential effects of the independent variable
in question, while randomizing the treatments in order to isolate the independent variable’s effect
from other confounders.

In this case, the survey experiment was used to analyze whether certain forms of
international involvement affect people’s preferences for democracy and accountability. This
experimental component included two treatments and one control condition. The treatment



conditions primed respondents with information on either “autocratizing” international
involvement, or “democratizing” international involvement, and then asked them a question on
their preference from democracy. The control condition, on the other hand, contained innocuous
phrasing, designed to avoid priming respondents with any information relevant to international
involvement. In this way, we can compare the results of those who had the control condition with
those who had the treatment conditions and ascertain whether international involvement indeed
has an effect on people’s preferences.

There is some question as to the validity of this survey analysis, of course, given the tenuous
nature of concepts such as “democracy” and the difficulty of ranking preferences (i.e. the
“importance of ” something). The validity of such a survey is in question since it is difficult to
ascertain whether these concepts mean the same thing to different respondents.24 Does the
evaluation of how important democracy is to a person involve something concrete, such as
policy outcomes or specific leaders (i.e. the performance of democracy)?25 Or does it mean
something larger, such as the importance of liberalism and democratic institutions? The range of
“support” or “importance of ” democracy can be very abstract to very concrete, and some
scholars argue that such a wide gambit of meanings invalidates results. Moreover, many argue
that the operationalization of such a large question using a simple ranking system cannot
possibly capture the nuances of what support for democracy really means.26

However, robustness checks of these types of surveys find that such questions on support/
importance of democracy can be considered a “summary indicator,” with a number of different
parts that do not necessarily need to be weighted equally.27 The parts can range from the more
concrete to the more abstract. Moreover, while conceptions of democracy may vary by group,
there is no reason to believe that within group understandings of such a concept are wildly
different.28 Thus, if analyzing across samples, survey questions on support for democracy may
need to be analyzed more rigorously. However, in a single sample, within group analysis, it can
be assumed that conceptions of democracy are overall similar across respondents. This does not
mean that causal mechanisms can be explicated using survey analysis alone, so it is true that
nuances may not be captured. But with a multi-method approach, using both qualitative and
quantitative analysis, this chapter will address both the causal relationship, as well as the
mechanisms that facilitate it.

Using this data, criticisms notwithstanding, I will be able to examine what types of
international involvement have an effect on public preferences for democracy and accountability.
Specifically, I will be able to analyze under what conditions international involvement has an
effect, and on what segments of the public. I will then be able to match those results with the
information I collected from decision-makers/elites within the PA and analyze whether there are
crucial differences first between different segments of the population and then between the elite
and public levels as the theoretical argument would suggest.

Background on international involvement in Palestine

The Palestinian territories have technically been under Israeli occupation since 1967, and prior to
that under Jordanian rule. In many ways, this occupation persists to this day. However, following
the 1994 Oslo Accords, the Palestinian territories were given some level of independence in
certain pockets of the territories. Since then, these pockets have been governed by the PA and the
Israeli occupation forces concurrently. Despite ongoing occupation, the PA has been involved in



a quasi-state-building process, creating many vestiges of a state and sovereign rule since its
creation in 1994.

Throughout this state-building process, the international community was heavily involved in
infrastructural and financial assistance to the PA. In particular, the United States, the EU, and to
a lesser extent Arab allies, were involved with the development of physical infrastructure (such
as police stations, ministries, etc.), as well as training programs for PA leadership and
bureaucrats in order to build governance skills and provide logistic support. The CIA in
particular has been implicated in supporting the PA with extralegal wiretapping schemes, in
addition to the training the PA’s “Preventive Security” receives from the US intelligence services
on a regular basis.29 In sum, the PA heavily relies on the financial assistance of “donor”
countries, as well as the approval of their international patrons. Without such support, the PA’s
institutions would grind to a halt.

The period following the legislative elections in 2006 is a good example of this. Hamas, the
Islamist party considered a terrorist organization by the United States, won a plurality in the
elections and assumed power in the ministries and in the parliament. Although by all accounts a
free and fair election, the results were shocking to the American establishment and did not suit
its overarching goal of creating a collaborationist regime in the Palestinian territories. As a result,
the United States and its allies withdrew financial support for the PA’s institutions. This meant
that the salaries of all PA employees were withheld for months. It also eventually led to a coup
attempt by the outgoing leadership (in Fatah), encouraged by the United States. This resulted in
intra-Palestinian violence and fragmentation of the Palestinian territories into Gaza and the West
Bank, each with its own governing apparatus. The episode following the elections is only the
most recent example of how dependent the PA is on the assistance and approval of international
patrons, and especially the United States.

Although Palestine seems like a special case, given its status under occupation and its heavy
reliance on international support, the dynamics are actually generalizable to the larger Middle
East. First, it has already been mentioned that the United States has particularly significant
involvement in regimes around the Middle East specifically. If international involvement on the
part of the United States and its allies indeed affects elite–public divides, as well as public
opinion, then this should be the case in many other parts of the Arab world. Moreover, other
countries around the Arab world are also heavily reliant on American financial and/ or strategic
support. Whether through military support that strengthens the ability of the regime to deal with
both internal and external opposition, or through conditional aid programs that help regimes
provide services, countries around the Arab world are not very different from the Palestinian
territories when it comes to the scope of international involvement. As such, despite the unique
dynamic posed by the ongoing question of statehood and occupation, the relationships discussed
in this chapter are relevant to broader application, as we shall see in later chapters.

Empirical analysis

Survey analysis: public preferences for democracy and accountability

To assess the arguments related to public-level dynamics, I used survey data that tested whether
people’s preference for democracy (the dependent variable) was affected by various forms of
international involvement (the independent variable). The dependent variable was
operationalized by a question on the respondent’s preferences for democracy and accountability,



in which the respondent ranked its importance from (1) highly important to (5) not at all
important. The English translation of the question can be found below:

Treatment A: At times, following free and fair elections in the Middle East, some factions are unhappy with the results.
Foreign powers such as the United States and EU have supported action against the winning factions, leading to coups
and sometimes civil war.

How important is democracy and accountability to you? Rate from 1 to 5, 1 being the highest.

Treatment B: At times, following free and fair elections in the Middle East, some factions are unhappy with the results.
Foreign powers such as the United States and EU have supported the winning factions anyway, providing financial aid
and technical assistance.

How important is democracy and accountability to you? Rate from 1 to 5, 1 being the highest.

The treatments included mention of accountability and not just the concept of democracy
because of the peculiarity of the Palestinian case. The PA is a non-sovereign entity under
occupation and has had a tumultuous and polarizing experience with elections (i.e. the 2006
legislative elections and ensuing coup). Thus the survey treatments mentioned accountability to
pinpoint the particular characteristic of democracy relevant to this study. Asking solely about
democracy without identifying the relevant characteristic that this study focuses on might have
triggered particular biases and widened the scope of what democracy means in this case given
the history of Palestinian elections.

The forms of international involvement were operationalized as the randomized treatments of
the experiment (autocratizing versus democratizing versus control). The data also included a
number of indicators and demographic questions in order to control for possible confounders.
Specifically, the data included indicators of refugee status, employment, education, income, and
governorate/location.30 These factors affect political outlook and preferences in the case of
Palestine in particular. Also, to account for certain political factors, I controlled for political
affiliation, secularism, connection to the PA, and views on the peace process. Political affiliation
accounts for all the major political groups in Palestinian politics. The secularism measure was
included to capture those with ideological positions on the role of Islam in politics, which may
have a large impact on their preferences for democracy (given Hamas’s success in Palestinian
elections). Finally, the peace process variable can be considered a type of “status quo”
measurement. Those who support the peace process are, in essence, supportive of the current
status quo under the PA. On the other hand, those who reject the peace process are essentially
rejecting the PA’s continued existence in its current form, including the legitimacy of its public
officeholders.

Given that the dependent variable, preference for democracy, is an ordinal variable, an
ordered logistic regression model is the most useful model in this case. I reversed the ranking
order for ease of interpretation and ran two models for the two segments of the sample: those
who work for the PA and those who do not. The relationship of the individual to the regime can
be considered a moderating variable (i.e. a variable that affects the direction and/ or strength of
the relationship between the independent and dependent variables). In this case, many other
confounding variables may affect an individual’s preferences for democracy and accountability
(the dependent variable). However, the manner in which international involvement in particular
affects their preferences is moderated by a specific third variable: the relationship of the
individual to the regime. Thus, by splitting the sample, we can account for this moderating
variable and see if preferences for democracy are fundamentally different for members of the
population if they are engaged in the PA’s institutions.31 A summary of the models can be found



below:

Table 2: Summary of Models 1 (PA-affiliated) and 2 (not PA-affiliated)

Model 1 Model 2
PA affiliated Not PA affiliated

Democracy
Autocratizing

–0.271
(0.359)

0.013
(0.134)

Democratizing –0.601*
(0.345)

–0.115
(0.136)

Secularism –0.437*
(0.229)

0.138
(0.096)

Refugee 0.192
(0.294)

0.042
(0.119)

Education 0.205*
(0.117)

0.132***
(0.044)

Employment 0.557
(0.635)

0.043
(0.114)

Poverty Line 0.054
(0.174)

0.078
(0.053)

Political Affiliation –0.053
(0.038)

–0.030***
(0.013)

Location Type 0.157
(0.205)

0.116
(0.084)

Governorate 0.081**
(0.035)

0.024
(0.015)

Peace Process –0.539***
(0.181)

–0.269***
(0.065)

N 182 1,084
LRchi2(11) 25.04 44.20
Prob > chi2 0.009 0.000

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

To check the robustness of both models, I dropped the control variables one by one to see if a
specific variable was driving the results. In Model 1, results hold up only if education levels and
poverty levels are accounted for. In Model 2, there were no differences from the main
independent variables (i.e. the autocratizing and democratizing treatments), either in statistical
significance or direction, no matter which control variable was included or excluded. Interested
readers can refer to the appendix for details.

Clearly, there is a difference between those who are connected to the PA versus independent
respondents on the question of democracy and accountability. In the first model with those
connected to the PA, only “democratizing” international involvement had any significant effect
on preferences for democracy. But, interestingly, such “democratizing” international
involvement made respondents less likely to rank democracy as important. These results were
consistent no matter the inclusion, exclusion, or combination of control variables. Thus we can
confirm hypothesis 3 that members of the public will have divergent preferences based on their
affiliation with the regime.

On the other hand, if respondents were not connected to the PA, international involvement
had no effect on their preferences for democracy and accountability. These results run counter to
what the literature expects. Previous studies have made the argument that international
involvement has a large impact on public opinion and the preferences of the public for
democracy, in a way that implies uniformity. What these results make clear, however, is that



such a relationship is not accurate unless we control for a major moderating factor: the position
of the respondent in relation to the regime and its institutions. In this survey, such a connection
was directly accounted for. As a result, we can indeed see clear differences between people’s
preferences depending on their position in relation to the regime. Certain types of international
involvement have an impact but only if respondents are tied to the regime’s institutions in a
meaningful way. This confirms the hypothesis that those unaffiliated will be less affected; in
fact, what we see here is that for the general public, unconnected to official institutions,
international involvement primes have no effect at all.

The control variables capturing education and views on the peace process were also
statistically significant. Those who were more educated were more likely to value democracy in
both the PA-affiliated and non-affiliated groups. On the other hand, the more a respondent
opposes the peace process (and implicitly, the status quo of the Palestinian statehood question),
the less support they expressed for democracy and accountability. Again, this was the case across
the entire sample. In the PA-affiliated group, the variable capturing secularism had a negative
effect on democracy scores. The more secular, the less likely to express a preference for
democracy and accountability. Given the particular antagonism between Hamas and Fatah in this
case, it makes sense that those respondents who identify as specifically secular are less likely to
express a preference for democracy and accountability. Democracy and accountability, after all,
would bring Hamas to public office.

In the non-affiliated group, political affiliation was highly significant statistically, meaning
the political party/ group that respondents identified with had a significant effect on their
preferences for democracy and accountability. The lack of significance on this variable in the
PA-affiliated group is most likely a reflection of the fact that those affiliated with the PA are
predominantly from one political party (Fatah). The breakdown of political affiliations, and their
effect on the dependent variable, can be found below.

Table 3. Preferences for democracy by political affiliation

Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine

–0.653

(0.658)
Fatah –0.895

(0.589)
Hamas –1.167**

(0.595)
Democratic Front for the
Liberation of Palestine

–0.234

(0.726)
Islamic Jihad –1.217*

(0.697)
Fida –1.084

(1.090)
Al-Mubadara –1.596**

(0.684)
Mustaqbal al-Islami –1.013

(0.670)
Mustaqbal al-Watani –0.573

(1.645)
Salam Fayyad’s party –1.188**

(0.589)
Unaffiliated –0.705



(0.939)
N 1084

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Predictably, affiliation with Islamist parties such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad has a
significant effect on preferences for democracy and accountability. Affiliation with those groups
has a negative effect on preferences for democracy, according to this data, which is
understandable given their previous experiences with the democratic process. The same can be
said for groups that have separated themselves from the main ruling party within the PA, mainly
al-Mubadara and Salam Fayyad’s Third Way party. Both parties are made up of ex-PA members,
dissatisfied with the status quo and the rhetoric of state-building with little results.32

To further examine differences between those connected to the regime versus those who are
not, I also analyzed whether their preferences for democracy and accountability differed in
magnitude (measured, as mentioned above, with an ordinal scale from 1 to 5). I ran an analysis
of variance (ANOVA) test to determine whether there are differences in democracy preferences
between the two treatment conditions and the control group, without splitting the sample
between PA-affiliated respondents and non-affiliated respondents. The results are in Table 4
below. To follow up on that analysis, I ran a t-test to see if there are differences between the two
treatments (autocratizing versus democratizing) only. Results are in Table 5 below. We can
conclude from both tests that without accounting for the respondent’s relationship to the regime,
there is no statistically significant difference between treatment groups in terms of their
democracy preferences. The experiment itself has null results without accounting for control
variables, such as in the full regression models included above, or accounting for the main
moderating variable (the respondent’s relation to the regime).

Table 4: Pooled sample ANOVA testing

Treatment Mean Std. Dev. Freq.
Autocratizing 2.495 1.170 430
Democratizing 2.569 1.191 430
Control 2.497 1.233 410

F value 0.53 Prob>F 0.587.

Table 5: T-test between treatments

Democratizing Autocratizing
Mean 2.569 2.495
SD 1.192 1.170
SE 0.057 0.056
N 0.430 0.430
P value 0.3585. –

In sum, this analysis examines differences among the public itself. To ascertain whether there
are also differences between the elite and public level, I examine the qualitative data collected
through elite interviews in the next section.

Interview analysis: elite preferences for democracy and accountability

In order to assess the effect of countervailing international pressure on the preferences of elites, I



conducted semi-structured interviews with PA officials. These interviews included open-ended
questions designed to give respondents space to provide as accurate a description of their
opinions as possible. I mainly focused on two key issues: the role of international patrons in their
specific work and how important they believe democracy and accountability is to the overall
objective of the PA.

First, on the role of international involvement generally, practically every single government
official I interviewed regarded international patrons as crucial to their work. They often
emphasized that US involvement in particular was especially important. Other states, such as
members of the EU or Arab states, are considered “very limited” without the United States and,
more importantly, American approval.33 Opinions on this role were very mixed. Some expressed
that “American hegemony is the crucial problem,”34 and that their role was an autocratizing one
because the United States was highly “undemocratic”35 in the region. Others, however, claimed
that American involvement is “the only way we [the PA] advance.”36 But overall, the PA was
characterized as a “hostage” to international patrons.37 Thus, interviewees agreed that the effect
of such involvement—whether autocratizing or democratizing—was undeniable.

When asked to explain further how the United States and other patrons are crucial to the
direction of their work, the interviewees outlined a number of key mechanisms. Specifically,
interviewees argued that patrons are able to set the agenda and control the political process
through the use of: (1) targeted funding and, (2) training programs. First, with regard to targeted
funding, many government officials complained that American programs (through USAID and
other organizations) attempt to impose issues/ objectives “unsuitable for Palestinians” in their
current stage of national liberation.38 There is often little need for the programs that the United
States funds, but PA officials feel obliged to take part in them for political reasons. For instance,
officials cited programs on gender equality and environmental preservation as being less useful.
Moreover, such targeted funding is never a “blank check,” PA officials note, but is politically
motivated and intended to target certain echelons of the PA.39 As a result, such targeted funding
creates pockets of corruption and clientelistic practices.40 According to officials, targeted
funding is a means by which the United States reorients the PA from focusing on the threat of
Israeli occupation to focusing on internal opposition.41 Overall, many view the effect of such
programs as having “killed the popular struggle.”42

Furthermore, many such programs funded by the United States involve training programs in
particular. These programs are intended to develop the logistic skills of officials involved in the
state-building project in terms of understanding their respective roles within the bureaucracy.
Ideally, such training would allow for clear demarcations of authority, separation of power, and
oversight mechanisms. However, many PA officials regard these training programs as a means
for political indoctrination or cooptation.43 For instance, PA officials often mentioned that the
syllabus/agenda of training programs for officials from the Ministry of Interior were amended by
American officials if they included discussions of the Israeli occupation or popular
mobilization.44 When PA officials would insist, the United States would refuse to proceed with
the training.

Another example involves Lieutenant General Keith Dayton, the US security coordinator for
Israel and the PA. Dayton was heavily involved in the PA’s decision-making processes and (at
the time) Prime Minister Fayyad had to coordinate extensively with Dayton while implementing
his reforms. Officials who refused to work within Dayton’s parameters were effectively sidelined
and given early retirement.45 It is important to note that these parameters did not center on issues



of corruption, bureaucratic competence, or the like but on the political views of the PA officials
receiving training.46 In fact, American officials would check with Israeli intelligence on each
member of the PA that was being called for training before the commencement of the program.
Those previously involved in protests, for example, were rarely included as a result.47

A group of retired bureaucrats pointed out that “forced retirement” had become the preferred
tactic of Dayton and his allies within the Ministry of Interior. PA officials who refused to
coordinate with Dayton fully or refused to limit training programs to particular employees found
themselves at the receiving end of a gradual lay-off. Some of these incidents involved attempting
to discuss political concerns and challenges in training, rather than keeping things purely
“managerial” in scope.48

Thus it becomes clear that the United States has a profound effect on the objectives and
considerations of elites and decision-makers. The involvement of international patrons, through a
number of mechanisms, is not a negligible effect. Decision-makers within the PA take seriously
the limitations imposed upon them by these patrons, in particular the United States. Moreover,
the United States plays a specifically autocratizing role in this case: its limitations create pockets
of corruption, aggrandizes individuals further and further removed from public opinion, and
sidelines opposition. So, when we move on to the question of democracy and accountability, and
how important it is to decision-makers versus the public, the results are to be expected. Often
citing the fear of international involvement, respondents within the PA overwhelmingly found
democracy a second-order priority, if a priority at all.

Moreover, officials would often claim that Palestinians are “not ready,” “not qualified,” or
“unsuitable” for democracy.49 “We must become like Sweden [in terms of economic
development] before we can start asking for a democracy,” one security official said.
Rationalizations for this position included the “tribal culture” present in the Palestinian
territories,50 the lack of an educated populace,51 or the threat of “extremism.”52 This point was
repeated by numerous PA officials: if democracy was practiced, they claimed Palestinians would
turn to extremists “such as Hamas or ISIS.”53 Many officials argued there is no space for any
religion in a democracy; thus, given the presence of religious groups in Palestine, democracy was
surely a premature notion.54 Some also made the argument that democratic practices at the local
level, or during the 2006 parliamentary elections, only served to fragment Palestinian society.55

Therefore, democratic practices and accountability do more harm than good, and should not be
an objective of the PA especially while under occupation and facing “internal threats.” As one
bureaucrat succinctly put it: “Americans have taught us that there is a difference between
democracy and creating problems.”

A recurrent theme in responses was also that international patrons often express democratic
sentiments, but concurrently do not accept what democracy would entail. For instance, a number
of respondents cited American pressure prior to the 2006 legislative elections as a case in point.
“It was the Americans who forced us to have elections. We [Fatah] knew we weren’t ready,” one
respondent claimed.56 “Hamas would have controlled the West Bank,” another respondent
admitted, “they were popularly supported.”57 Thus, when elections occurred and the American-
allied Fatah lost, the United States imposed sanctions that destabilized the territories. This
episode has clearly had a profound effect on how elites respond when asked about democracy or
accountability. Elites recognize international patrons may employ a certain pro-democracy
rhetoric, but their actions lie in a completely different camp (in this case, actions that indicate a
preference for stability and maintenance of the status quo). “Why didn’t the US accept the



election results?,” many countered when asked about democracy in the territories. “It’s clear they
don’t really want democracy, and they pressure us to do other things.”58 The mismatch in
rhetoric and action on the part of international patrons may explain why “democratizing”
international involvement has a negative effect on preferences for democracy and accountability
among PA-affiliated respondents. Such involvement is generally associated with instability and
international backlash. “We cannot judge the PA for its lack of democracy when political issues
remain unresolved,” said one official, “and Americans make it hard for us to solve anything.”59

Specifically in the Palestinian case, PA-affiliated respondents also recognize that
“democratizing” involvement would likely lead to a turnover, with Hamas at the helm. Judging
by the historical record, this would be a development the American establishment would
consider too abhorrent to uphold. For that reason, Palestinian elites as well as PA-affiliated
respondents in the general public react negatively to international involvement, even when the
rhetoric is “democratizing.” Those unaffiliated with the PA do not have the same loyalties and
are not concerned with Fatah remaining or leaving office (even if they do not necessarily support
the Islamist parties). Their livelihoods are not tied to American support as directly as those
affiliated with the PA.

Discussion

The differences between elite and public preferences thus become clear. While democracy and
accountability is generally important to certain segments of the public, even under autocratizing
international pressures, elites convey a very different calculation. As the theoretical argument
proposed by this chapter suggests, elites in Palestine are concerned with wholly different
pressures from the publics they represent. This is a direct result of international involvement,
through the various mechanisms outlined in the empirical analysis. International involvement,
particularly via the United States and its allies, therefore creates a principal–agent problem
between elites and the societies they represent. This consequently confirms the first argument of
this chapter.

The role of international patrons can of course vary case to case, as previously noted.
However, in the case of the PA, it becomes clear via the qualitative analysis that the role of the
United States and its allies is decidedly autocratizing even as the rhetoric is democratizing.
Nevertheless, the United States does not prioritize democratic practices; rather, it creates pockets
of corruption and facilitates the aggrandizement of groups within the PA unaccountable to their
publics. Thus the autocratizing role of international patrons in this case leads elites to prioritize
stability and express little support for democracy and accountability overall despite supposedly
democratizing rhetoric. This confirms the second argument of this chapter. Elites reported
democracy and accountability as being a low priority and made a number of arguments as to why
their society was “unsuitable” for democratic practices.

On the other hand, public opinion, as the theoretical argument notes, is conditional on the
relation of the individual to the political regime. The statistical analysis of the nationally
representative survey corroborates this claim. Preferences for democracy and accountability
differed, according to the position of the respondent in relation to the regime and its institutions.
Those who were affiliated with the PA mirrored elites to some extent in that they considered
international involvement important to their preferences. Alternatively, international involvement
(either autocratizing or democratizing) had no significant effect on those individuals with little or
no relation to the regime. This corroborates the claim that international involvement has an effect



in interaction with the relation of the individual to the regime. To put it another way, the
relationship of the individual to the regime moderates the effect of international involvement.
This implies that not only do various types of international involvement create a principal–agent
problem between elites and their public but that such involvement also fragments the public
itself.

These results help to explain the divergence between Palestinian leadership and Palestinian
society, as well as the mutual frustration described in the interviews and the beginning of the
chapter. Results also highlight the divergence that exists in society itself. Crucially, the
involvement of countries like the United States in the PA’s decision-making processes helps to
explain this dynamic. In the next chapter, we will link this elite–public and societal split to the
polarization we see in Palestine today.



3

THE LEGACY OF REPRESSION

“They are traitors,” one official said to me as we sipped coffee in his Ramallah office. Leaning
forward, lowering his voice conspiratorially, he continued, “You know Hamas members take all
their orders from the murshid [supreme guide of the Muslim Brotherhood] in Egypt right? They
are not a group concerned with Palestine alone. To them, Afghanistan is the same as Palestine.”1

This was not an uncommon response from Fatah-affiliated people I spoke to while
conducting interviews in the West Bank. Many expressed their distrust of Hamas and the
motivations of the opposition. But these sentiments were not limited to Fatah operatives alone.
People from across the political spectrum referred to their political opponents as “traitors” and
often questioned their true intentions. A common refrain was that Hamas/ Fatah/third parties
were backed by the Americans and the Israelis, either overtly or covertly. No matter whom I
spoke to—whether officials in the PA or activists or people in regular conversation—this sense
of deep mistrust and fragmentation was palpable.

The previous chapter showed the manner in which international involvement generated
polarized public opinion around preferences for democracy and accountability. It also showed
how affiliation with the PA regime had a large effect on whether or not international involvement
was a salient factor in determining preferences. Clearly, the PA itself has an effect on society and
creates two “camps” comprising those who are affiliated with the regime and those who are not.
These two groups do not have congruent preferences, even though they live under the same
system and face much the same challenges.

In this chapter, I examine the next step of the causal argument by examining whether the split
in Palestinian society uncovered in Chapter 2 has an effect on political behavior. By many
accounts, the PA has become increasingly authoritarian. Aside from regular violations against
personal freedoms and the use of heavy-handed cooptation mechanisms, the PA has also ignored
overdue elections.2 Concurrently, Palestinian society has become increasingly polarized and
unable to mount successful opposition, neither to the unpopular PA nor to the occupation.
However, the link between the PA’s own authoritarian strategies, and subsequent polarization
and coordination issues within society, has not been fully explored. Therefore, the main
questions of this chapter are: What is the effect of the PA’s authoritarian strategies on
polarization? And how does that polarization shape social cohesion?

Polarization is defined at the public level as a growing adherence to partisanship, where
group affiliation increasingly defines policy preferences across a wide array of issues. While
polarization at the party level has been addressed quite extensively, the debate on public-level
polarization is ongoing. We know that particular conditions can generate polarization in society
and that authoritarian contexts generate preference falsification and an inhibited ability to
coordinate. But we do not yet have any research to link the two processes together. I argue that
increased polarization is in fact linked to retrenched authoritarianism: authoritarian practices
generate polarization, which in turn inhibits social cohesion.



This chapter specifically addresses whether authoritarian strategies have an effect on the
level of polarization in society and the subsequent ability of different segments of society to
coordinate. There are a number of regime types subsumed under the banner of authoritarianism.
Differences between regimes lie in their institutions and the strategies they use to maintain power
(i.e. cooptation, repression, or a combination of both). The differential effects of these strategies
on polarization remain unclear, but understanding these effects will have implications for
clarifying how authoritarianism works at the societal level. Importantly, it will also help to
explain the erosion of effective opposition in particular authoritarian contexts.

I present a two-stage theory in this chapter, arguing that (1) particular authoritarian strategies
generate polarization, and (2) polarization subsequently affects social cohesion and capacity for
collective action. I provide evidence for this argument by utilizing lab-in-field experiments that
uncover these connections. The experiments use survey analysis and behavioral measures to
assess both the level of polarization in the sample, as well as the level of social cohesion. To
elucidate causal mechanisms, I present a case study of Islamist groups since the creation of the
PA, as well as analysis of interviews conducted with leftist party affiliates within the West Bank.

Results confirm the theory that authoritarianism exacerbates polarization and affects the
ability and willingness of different groups to coordinate. These results shed light on the
mechanisms of authoritarian control and provide pathways for future research on how regimes
maintain power by neutralizing opposition over time. On a substantive level, these results also
explain why Palestinians suffer from increasing polarization and a decreased capacity for
collective action. By fostering polarization within society, authoritarian regimes have been able
to both “produce and reproduce” themselves, entrenching their control further.3

What we know about polarization

The study of political polarization has emerged out of the study of democracies, particularly the
United States. This literature defines public-level polarization as the dynamic in which a person’s
position is increasingly defined by their partisan affiliation. Scholars and polling experts equate
this phenomenon with “ideological consistency.”4 Take, for example, the stance of the US
Republican Party on reproductive health. Previously, Republicans did not necessarily have a
clear stance on this issue, and it was not a part of the party’s platform. Today, however, the
creeping effect of partisan affiliation has created a dynamic in which being a Republican means
having a particular stance on reproductive health. This dynamic is repeated across a wide variety
of issues, wherein partisan affiliation entails increasing ideological consistency.5

Nevertheless, it is often difficult to assess polarization because it can be defined both at the
party and the public level. Party polarization is defined as the increased divergence over time of
party positions. For instance, to ascertain the increasing divergence of the Republican and
Democratic Parties in the American system, researchers collect the voting records of members of
Congress and map those records over a number of years.6 In that way, we can trace the “process”
of polarization temporally. However, this is only possible at the party level.

For that reason, when defining polarization at the public level, we focus on ideological
consistency within each individual, assuming that increased ideological consistency at the
individual level goes hand in hand with increased divergence between party positions in society.7
The reason ideological consistency is taken as an indicator of political polarization is because, as
the Pew Poll appendix notes, “there is no ex-ante reason for people’s views on diverse issues



such as the social safety net, homosexuality and military strength to correlate.” But these views
nevertheless “have a traditional ‘left/right’ association.” Thus the more ideological consistency,
the more evidence we have of a polarized view on the part of that respondent.

The causes of such polarization are also under constant debate. Some argue there is indeed
increased polarization because party elites affect public opinion,8 while others argue this elite–
public feedback loop mostly affects those most politically active.9 Outside of the United States,
explanations in the comparative politics literature include the effect of elite opinion on the
public,10 pre-existing cleavages/ historical trajectory,11 or international involvement.12 Although
some of these explanations have explored polarization in the context of authoritarian states, most
have focused on democratic contexts. Moreover, none have yet explored the link between the
practice of authoritarianism itself with polarization in society.

There are reasons to believe authoritarianism may be linked to the phenomenon of
polarization due to the strategies authoritarian regimes use.13 The main objective of authoritarian
regimes is to control their populations and prevent unauthorized mobilization by using
combinations of repression and cooptation.14 Repression is designed to raise the costs of
collective action and make it less likely. It is often selective, targeting specific groups over
others. Alternatively, cooptation is designed to facilitate certain mobilization, particularly that
which is affiliated with the regime. This can include cooptation of segments of the population for
votes during election times, for rallies in support of the regime, and other strategies.15 Cooptation
is often inclusive because the larger the pro-regime coalition, the more the regime benefits.16

Therefore, certain regimes rely heavily on casting as wide a net as possible and coopting most
broadly.17

However, if strategies target certain groups over others, then those strategies themselves may
cause divisions and polarization. We have some reason to believe this is the case when reviewing
work in political psychology. We know, for instance, that group identities are strengthened when
groups in society have varying experiences—experiences that include targeted repression or
exclusion from the regime’s material benefits.18 This is particularly the case when groups share
traumatic experiences. Historically, there are a number of examples that fit this explanation, such
as diaspora communities after particular traumas and victims of civil war.19 Victimization and
shared trauma can have profound effects on political identities generations down the line.20 Thus
if shared traumatic experiences help define identities in these many cases, then we can conclude
that authoritarian practices, also intended to inflict trauma, have this effect as well.21

Such polarization may in turn be linked to less cooperative behavior. A number of reasons
have been outlined to explain lack of cooperation generally. The political violence literature
focuses on the effect of divisions on people’s capacity to overcome collective action problems.22

This is particularly the case in repressive contexts, such as within national liberation movements
in colonial settings. Similarly, in the context of democratic transitions, polarized opposition
forces are less likely to coordinate effectively against a ruling regime.23 And, in the case of civil
conflict, rebel groups achieve their goals less effectively when fragmentation is high.24 We thus
have reason to believe that divisions and polarization lead to less cooperative behavior.

All in all, the link between authoritarianism, polarization, and declining cooperation across
groups is not an inconsequential one. Scholars have long recognized that the threat of mass
mobilization is what keeps regimes accountable. As long as regimes can limit coordinated
mobilization, they can maintain their power. To ensure coordinated mobilization never develops,
authoritarian regimes foster divisions, secure in the fact that these divisions will create almost



insurmountable costs to collective action. In that way, authoritarianism reproduces itself.25

The link between polarization and social cohesion

Informed by the abovementioned research, I outline a theory that links the practice of
authoritarianism with polarization and declining social cohesion. First, authoritarian regimes
create divisions within the societies they govern. Even if regimes attempt to build as large a base
as possible, they will still try to limit cooperation between different groups. This sets up the
regime itself as the main arbitrator between competing factions. Once stoked and exacerbated,
these divisions can lead to increased polarization.

In authoritarian contexts, what is often a less relevant division is made salient through
authoritarian strategies. Take, for instance, the salience of tribes in the Jordanian system. Even
though not all Jordanians have strong ties to tribal institutions, people organize around these
tribal identities in reaction to the regime’s divide-and-conquer strategies.26 This most clearly
manifests itself in the electoral system, where the government often gerrymanders to increase
tribal representation, which forces voters to coalesce around such divisions for the sake of
electoral success. And in more homogenous populations, the main line of division becomes pro-
and anti-regime.

But how do authoritarian strategies lead to division and polarization? I argue this has to do
with the type of strategy, and specifically, whether it is exclusionary or inclusionary.
Authoritarian strategies fall into two main camps: cooptation and repression. As commonly
defined, cooptation entails giving certain segments of society a stake in the status quo by
providing a variety of benefits. The most important aspect of this strategy is that it attempts to
include certain segments of the population in the regime’s institutions in a non-repressive
manner. In this way, dissent is silenced and the regime can rely on a base of support.

Repression, on the other hand, is exclusionary. Strategies such as legal restrictions on
opposition movements, limitations on the press, or outright violence target certain segments of
the population but do not attempt to create a base of support. The opposite is in fact the case: the
regime relies on repression when it regards challengers as outside the fold and unsusceptible to
dissuasion from their opposition. This also creates divisions between those who are persecuted
and those who are not.27 Since group identities are often formed through shared trauma or
grievance, we expect that authoritarian strategies generate polarization.

This theoretical expectation does not tell us how each strategy generates polarization,
however. Both strategies engender costs to dissent, but in different ways. On the one hand,
cooptation ties certain groups into the regime’s fold in a material sense, and thus puts a
discernable cost on opposing the regime. To dissent would mean facing material losses, which
often seems unnecessary when cooptation entails access to power structures. Thus those facing
cooptation become risk averse.28 Dissenters that threaten the regime, and by association those
who benefit from the regime, will be viewed with increasing distrust. Group identities begin to
form around those “moderates” who work with the regime in power, and those “extremists” who
threaten their material well-being. But since cooptation as a strategy is inclusionary, and brings a
number of different groups to the table, this creates a shared identity across a spectrum of groups
and an interest in cooperation and remaining “moderate.”

Exclusionary strategies, on the other hand, limit options for targeted groups. They pose the
extreme cost of bodily harm or death. In some instances, exclusionary strategies can spur regular
citizens into open rebellion, because the alternative to active resistance is loss of life.29 But not



everyone in society is being repressed to this extreme level. Those who are repressed create an
identity around shared trauma and develop grievances with those who do not share the same fate.
One can argue that the cost of bodily harm, loss of life, or loss of freedom is a higher one to bear
than the cost of losing a seat at the table and engenders a larger reaction from those under threat.
For instance, after the coup in Egypt of 3 July 2013, the repression of the Muslim Brotherhood
has provoked an even more polarized dynamic, in which Islamists have become increasingly
radicalized and insular.30 Therefore, we can expect that:

H1: Inclusionary cooptation strategies will generate polarization to a smaller degree than
exclusionary repression strategies due to the variation in imposed costs.

The second stage of this theory involves the causal link between polarization and social
cohesion. I build on Wendy Pearlman’s definition, which disaggregates cohesion into three parts:
leadership, institutional structure, and “sense of collective purpose.”31 I focus on that final aspect
of social cohesion and define it as the capacity for collective action and cooperation between
different segments of society, fueled by shared preferences.

Polarization directly limits this capacity through a number of mechanisms. Authoritarian
strategies rely on stoking fear of regime crackdown, which generates “preference falsification.”32

In a repressive and polarized environment, people cannot be sure of whom to trust and where the
interests of others actually lie. Therefore, they falsify their preferences in order to survive a
possible crackdown. In this way, despite there being a high level of opposition to the regime,
citizens remain acquiescent. Thus authoritarian strategies may obfuscate often natural alliances
between different groups of people whose preferences align. In such a context, social cohesion
declines and cooperation falters. And this is often a self-reinforcing situation.

Bahrain before and after the Arab Spring provides a useful example of this. Bahraini
opposition figures note that polarization based on sect is a relatively new phenomenon.33

Opposition groups representing both Sunni and Shia joined the protests in 2011.34 In fact,
experts agree that both the Bahraini uprising and general opposition were motivated in large part
by economic grievances, not sectarian ones.35 But, following brutal repression, this wide-ranging
cohesion began to crumble. Sunnis involved in protests risked losing preferential treatment;
Shias involved in protests found it risky to work with Sunnis who may not have been as
committed to regime change. Bahrainis were polarized into different camps and their capacity for
collective action against the regime declined significantly.36 The uprising failed, and the regime
continues to consolidate its power, all while different segments of the population struggle to
achieve a semblance of a united front.

How is increased polarization linked to decreased social cohesion? Preference falsification
under authoritarianism breeds distrust between possible allies and inhibits cooperation. This
happens because authoritarian strategies have the effect of prompting grievances between
different groups and an insularity within groups. Specifically, by targeting certain segments of
the population, a regime is able to create a situation of haves and have nots.37 Those within the
targeted group will share in the trauma and lack of privilege associated with authoritarian
crackdowns, producing an increasingly insular group whose members can only cooperate with
one another. Moreover, those within the targeted group will look upon those of other groups with
distrust and resentment and feel aggrieved due to their lack of privilege. Polarization thus leads
to a decline in cooperation in the short term. And the inability to cooperate and mount serious
challenges to the regime engenders a decline in social cohesion in the long term.



One particularly extreme example is the case of Syria. Those involved in the Syrian protests
were initially inspired by the Arab Spring and called for reform rather than regime transition.38

The protests became more vehement and widespread when the original calls for reform were met
with a crackdown.39 But this crackdown only targeted certain segments of the population: largely
Sunni citizens in secondary urban centers. Moreover, the regime has historically treated
minorities preferentially, giving them the clear message that their fates were intertwined with
Assad remaining in power.40 This generated grievances among certain segments of the
population and insularity among others. What began as a non-sectarian, non-violent movement
transformed into a highly polarized and fragmented rebellion.41 The opposition fractured into a
number of groups, and grievances between groups have exacerbated to the point of ethnic
cleansing.42 Today, the conflict has become existential for many groups within Syria, destroying
the possibility for the emergence of a cohesive opposition against Assad’s regime—now or in the
foreseeable future.

Given these examples, we can expect that:

H2: An increase in polarization between groups leads to a decline in cooperation and social
cohesion.

H3: Groups most targeted by exclusionary strategies will be the most polarized and least willing
to cooperate with others.

H4: Increased polarization will be characterized by insularity within groups and grievances
between them.

To sum up, I expect that the practice of authoritarianism generates polarization and declining
social cohesion, but the severity of this dynamic depends on the type of authoritarian strategy.
Exclusionary strategies will generate higher levels of polarization than inclusionary strategies.
Such polarization leads to increased grievance between, and insularity within, groups, which in
turn affects cooperation. In this way, authoritarianism generates declining social cohesion. In the
absence of drastic changes to a regime’s capacity, declining social cohesion makes challenges to
the regime less likely.

How to study authoritarian strategies in Palestine, and what about the occupation?

The Palestinian territories are a unique case with two layers of governance: the Israeli
occupation, and the PA, which behaves as a “subcontractor of repression” for the occupation.43

Occupation is obviously very repressive, but in this scenario, Israel outsources much of its
repression to the PA as an indigenous governing authority. This creates a dynamic in which the
PA acts as a buffer between Palestinians and the Israeli occupation, and the relationship of
Palestinians to their government more closely resembles that of a classic authoritarian regime.
There is an inherent difference between an occupying power and an indigenous authoritarian
regime in terms of their effect on political cohesion.44 For our purposes, a focus on the
conventional authoritarian regime, rather than just the occupation, is better suited to
understanding the theory highlighted in this chapter.

The Palestinian territories provide evidence of both authoritarian strategies and increased



polarization. First, in terms of authoritarian strategies, the PA relies heavily on the mechanism of
cooptation by employing large numbers of Palestinians in its institutions.45 As Tariq Dana notes,
the PA’s “patron–client” relationship between itself and its subjects is an effective tool of
cooptation because it “secures loyalties,” revives the “politics of tribalism” (and thus fragments
Palestinian society into smaller parts), and “co-opts opposition.”46 The PA achieves this by
acting as a source of income for many that rely on its continuation for their survival. And this
safety-net role of the PA continues to expand, as leadership attempts to assuage the effects of the
occupation and the stagnant Palestinian economy.47

Second, the PA also has the capacity to engage in repression with the help of the Israeli
occupation. Many Palestinians have complained that the PA is increasingly operating as a
“police state.”48 Not only is the police-to-citizen ratio incredibly high but the PA has also
expanded its purview over online commentary, activism, and academia. Moreover, human rights
organizations have documented that those who are imprisoned by the PA are subject to violent
punishments,49 often in coordination with the Israeli occupation. Coupled with the fact that
almost every family relies on the PA in some way for their livelihood, this dynamic means
dissent is effectively silenced.

There is also evidence that Palestinian society is becoming increasingly polarized. Polling
data shows a clear bifurcation in Palestinian society. In the Palestine Survey Research Center’s
latest polls, respondents are almost evenly split on key contentious questions. For example, on a
question related to whether or not the PA as an institution remained a worthwhile endeavor,
respondents were almost evenly split (49 percent to 46 percent) on the issue.50 This bifurcation is
replicated across a number of issue areas and speaks to the polarization that exists in Palestine
today.51

Given these dynamics, the PA provides a useful case study to examine the effects of
authoritarianism on societies and how they function. Because of its unique status as a
subcontractor of the Israeli occupation, the PA behaves in a similar fashion to many regimes in
the Arab world. In the next section, I explain the utility of the laboratory experiment design and
outline its use in this chapter.

Assessing polarization: laboratory experiments

The main independent variable of this study is authoritarian practices. I focus on how this
variable affects two main dependent variables: polarization and social cohesion. This study
utilizes a lab-in-field experiment, case study analysis, and interview analysis to explore these
linkages. Specifically, I use the lab-in-field method because experiments are effective at isolating
the causal effect of the variables of interest rather than relying on correlations. Moreover, the
laboratory setting allows researchers to control the inputs for participants and minimizes random
error. It is also useful because of the flexibility it provides in priming and targeting questions
based on previous responses. That the experiments were done at the field site increases the
external validity of the results.52 The experiments uncover the relationship between authoritarian
practices, polarization, and social cohesion. The case studies and interviews are used to make
causal-process observations, in order to provide context and elucidate mechanisms more
clearly.53

The experiments used for this chapter were conducted at Birzeit University, using a student
sample. To my knowledge, this is the first social science experiment that has been conducted at



Birzeit. Given conditions in the West Bank and the novelty of the design, there were some
obstacles in data collection. This led to a less than ideal sample size (n=67).54 The content also
had to be highly tuned to the social and political conditions of Birzeit students, meaning that
questions directly referenced relevant student groups, recent elections, and so on. Although this
posed some challenges, it meant that the experiment had a greater level of internal validity, in
contrast to the often highly theoretical laboratory experiments common in the discipline. This
also increased ecological validity in the Palestinian context. The students’ responses were kept
entirely anonymous, with any response to questions remaining online in encrypted form on the
Qualtrics platform. Behavioral measures were done on a physical piece of paper that was
shredded at the end of the session during de-briefing.

The flow of the experiment was as follows. Students were first asked which political student
group they most identified with. Birzeit University students are highly politicized, and student
government is an important part of their daily affairs. The choices encompassed the three major
parties (according to student election results): the Hamas-affiliated Islamist party, the Fatah-
affiliated centrist party, and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-affiliated leftist
party. Although these groups are theoretically independent of their affiliates, they often take
positions similar to their namesakes. The group chosen by the respondent affected other
questions later in the survey.

To assess the initial level of polarization, I asked students to place themselves on a scale
(ranging from 1, Strongly Agree to 7, Strongly Disagree) in relation to three statements that
encompass the positions of these political groups. Depending on the group they chose to affiliate
with, I created an attitudinal polarization measure by averaging their ideological consistency
score for the two other groups. For instance, if a student identified with Fatah, their polarization
score would encompass their average level of agreement with the Islamists and the leftists on
certain positions. This is similar to measures of polarization in the American context because it
tests ideological consistency on the most prevalent issues to political groups in Palestinian
society.

The students were then asked standard demographic questions. These were phrased in a
similar way to national polls conducted by the Palestinian Center for Survey and Policy
Research, which helped maintain a high level of external validity. The questions included age,
income level in relation to society, residence ( governorate), gender, and employment sector (PA
or private).

Then, I presented the first experimental component: a survey experiment using a priming
method to bring certain details to the forefront of respondents’ minds. This component
specifically tested variations of authoritarian strategies by priming for cooptation and repression.
I also included a neutral condition. Respondents were assigned a treatment condition randomly in
order to assess the independent effect of each treatment. The English translation can be found
below:

Cooptation: The PA often funds the efforts of social activists on the basis that those activists will coordinate with the PA
on their objectives and strategies.

Repression: The PA often cracks down on the efforts of social activists, on the basis that those activists did not coordinate
with the PA on their objectives and strategies.

Neutral: The PA calls for the creation of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, as well as a compromise with
Israel on the basis of negotiations.

After the priming, I gauged willingness to cooperate through two behavioral measures. The



first behavioral measure included asking respondents how likely they were to sign a petition
against corruption with members of the same affiliation as the ones they initially chose. If they
said anything above “likely,” they were provided a petition to sign (“Petition” measure). They
were then asked how much time they would commit in the coming semester to a political
campaign run by a different political affiliation (“Time Allocation” measure). In order to wash
out any possible priming effects of these questions, respondents were then asked to do a counting
exercise. Such an exercise is used so that respondents forget the wording of the previous question
and can be asked new questions without a spurious priming effect. The behavioral measures
were then repeated, but with flipped political affiliations.55

To assess whether the experimental conditions had an effect on the level of polarization,
respondents answered the attitudinal measure from the beginning of the session again. This came
after another counting exercise. The experiments concluded with a debriefing and explanation of
the experimental method.

Experimental results

Testing hypothesis 1

To assess the effect of the different treatment conditions on the expressed attitudes of
respondents, I ran a one-way ANOVA. This test was intended to see if there are differences in
polarization scores across the experiment’s treatment conditions for the entire sample. While
results do not meet conventional levels of statistical significance, they are suggestive. Judging by
the direction of coefficients, those who received the repression condition are more likely to
express polarized views. And, when we assess how the treatment conditions differed from the
neutral condition in aggregate, we find that priming for authoritarian strategies did generate more
polarized responses. Those who received the neutral condition were less likely to express
polarized views than those who received the treatments, given the difference in scores of the
attitudinal measures. Although suggestive, this provides some evidence for hypothesis 1.

Table 6: One-way ANOVA results

Experimental condition Means andstandard deviations N
Neutral –0.159 22

(0.473)
Cooptation –0.050 22

(0.394)
Repression 0.109 23

(0.499)
Fstatistic: 0.1537 Total N: 67

Table 7: T-test of treatments vs control

Treatment conditions Control condition
Mean 0.035 –0.159
SD 0.455 0.473
SE 0.069 0.101
N 43 22
P value 0.114. –



A comparison of t-tests between the treatment conditions, as well as each treatment versus
the control condition, affirms these results. There are no statistically significant differences
between groups that received the cooptation treatment versus the neutral condition. There is also
no statistically significant difference between those who received the cooptation treatment versus
the repression treatment. However, there are significant differences between those that received
the neutral condition and the repression treatment.

Table 8: T-test combination results

P value
Neutral vs Cooptation 0.424
Cooptation vs Repression 0.259
Neutral vs Repression 0.072*

N= 67

Testing hypothesis 2 and hypothesis 3

To examine whether this suggestive polarization had an effect on willingness to cooperate, I also
assessed the difference in scores between their willingness to sign a petition with those of the
same versus different political affiliation. I did this for each political group as well as within each
treatment group.

Table 9: T-test results of behavioral (petition) measure

Islamist Leftist Fatah
Treatment 0.024** 0.100* 0.149
Cooptation 0.343 0.215 0.140
Repression 0.041** 0.374 0.520
N 18 10 17

Using this behavioral measure, we find results despite the small sample size. Whereas there
were only suggestive results for the effect of authoritarianism on polarization, the treatments
affected the willingness of respondents to cooperate with others. Authoritarian strategies
decreased cooperation, as hypothesis 2 expected, but only under certain conditions: when
repression was used, cooperation declined. The same was not the case for cooptation. This helps
to provide evidence for the theoretical contention that exclusionary strategies have different
effects from inclusionary ones.

As Table 9 shows, students affiliated with the Islamist political party and exposed to the
authoritarianism treatment conditions were most affected, and their willingness to cooperate was
lowest. As we can see from the difference in scores before and after the experimental treatment,
Islamists were more likely to sign a petition if it was supported by other Islamists, and less likely
to sign the same petition if it was supported by other political factions. Leftists, as a minority that
is also embattled and targeted, had a similar reaction to the authoritarianism treatments. The
treatment conditions, however, did not seem to have a significant effect on those from Fatah, the
ruling political party. Only the most targeted groups were affected by authoritarian strategies and
their polarizing effect, thus confirming hypothesis 3.

The same can be said of the time allocation measure: the treatment condition had an effect on
Islamists, but not the other groups. The only difference between the two behavioral measures
was the statistically significant results for the leftists in the petition measure, but no statistically



significant results for them in the time allocation measure. This is due to the sample size issue
rather than an inherent difference in measures or the effect of the treatments on respondent
behavior. Results thus confirm hypotheses 2 and 3 on the effects of authoritarianism among the
most targeted groups in society.

Table 10: T-test results of behavioral (time allocation) measure

Islamist Leftist Fatah
Treatment 0.029** 0.347 0.187
Cooptation 0.168 0.391 0.172
Repression 0.100* – 0.591
N 18 10 17

Authoritarian strategies and their impact on Palestinian groups: causal-process observations

Islamist groups

To demonstrate how repression-induced polarization leads to less cooperation, the following
outlines a case study of Islamist groups and their reactions to the PA’s strategies over time. I use
this case study to test hypothesis 4, and breakdown polarization’s effects by focusing on two
main mechanisms: increased insularity within groups and increased grievances between groups.

Today’s Islamist groups emerged in the first intifada, establishing themselves as an
opposition to the political establishment’s negotiations with Israel.56 In the first years of the PA’s
existence, Islamists acted as opposition groups, often embarrassing the PA leadership in its
ongoing attempts to build a state under Israeli scrutiny.57 Arafat, president from 1994 to 2004,
attempted both to repress and coopt these groups,58 though they were still relatively free to build
bases of support through charities, clinics, and other social services. These services “enhanced
Hamas’s credibility and expanded its social base.”59

But these strategies had a toll on their operations. Islamist groups did not coordinate
effectively and often conducted operations independently although other groups had shared
objectives (such as the militant wings of Fatah, for example). And although these operations,
particularly the suicide attacks, led to some concessions from the Israeli government,60 they were
largely ineffective in achieving a contiguous Palestinian state.

The second intifada further demonstrates this point. The eruption of Palestinian anger over a
delayed Palestinian state led to resistance across the territories. Unlike the first intifada, this
effort was uncoordinated, with many organizations across the political spectrum taking
independent action.61 This led to an increase in violence as a response, and an increase in
violence between different Palestinian groups.62 The PA’s growing repression, backed by Israeli
demands for an end to resistance groups, led to increased insularity within groups and grievances
between them. Moreover, as a result of the increased fragmentation, the second intifada did not
achieve its objectives as effectively as the first.63

Despite limited success, Islamist groups gained popularity in the territories, often as a direct
response to disappointment in the PA’s performance.64 This was immediately recognized by
Israel, international patrons such as the United States and the EU, and the Fatah leadership. In
fact, British and US intelligence services suggested that the PA was best served if opposition
movements were sidelined, and there were plans in effect to achieve that goal prior to the



legislative elections.65 In interviews with Fatah members, many admit that they recognized
Hamas would win any election and blamed the United States for forcing them to hold elections
that brought Islamists to power.66 Hamas eventually won a plurality of the vote, upending
Fatah’s historic dominance.

The trajectory of Islamist politics in the Palestinian territories shows that the PA’s
authoritarian practices indeed had an effect on polarization, as demonstrated by Hamas’s
unwillingness to cooperate with other groups. However, Arafat’s PA relied more heavily on
cooptation, and Hamas was given some space to build support across the Palestinian territories.
That Hamas was successful enough in mobilizing support, either through service provision or
through electoral victories, shows that cooptation strategies were much less polarizing than
repressive strategies.

Following Hamas’s legislative victory, repressive exclusionary strategies increased
polarization to the point of inhibiting cooperation altogether. Reaction included raids and arrests
against Hamas sympathizers.67 Protests by Hamas were attacked by the Fatah-dominated
security apparatus. Moreover, Fatah members today fully admit they were given orders not to
cooperate with the new government in their capacity as bureaucrats.68 Members of the security
forces also refused to cooperate, and certain branches mobilized to violently remove the new
government.69 Although Hamas attempted to fight back using its own security forces, it lost its
control over the PA in the West Bank but retained control over Gaza. The PA in the West Bank
continued to be the recognized government internationally, while the Hamas government in Gaza
was promptly blockaded by Israel and the international community. Over 600 Palestinians died
in the infighting.70 In the West Bank, opposition groups were quickly driven underground as
many of their members were arrested. Islamic charities and affiliated religious leaders were the
next to go.71 Finally, President Abbas swore in an unelected interim government.

This episode had profound effects on how Islamist opposition groups functioned in the West
Bank. For one, their traditional strongholds in particular camps and rural communities were
targeted, as were their methods for popular outreach. This disrupted their capacity to coordinate
effectively, not only because the PA raised the cost of collective action but also because it helped
foster insularity within their ranks.72 Although the Israeli occupation posed a number of
challenges to all segments of Palestinian society, there was little coordination between various
groups. Instead, they squabbled among themselves, with increasingly violent results. Palestinian
society became more polarized, and grievances between different groups increased. Fatah
members began to allege that Hamas members were implants, implementing foreign agendas and
disloyal to the Palestinian cause. Many are adamant that there were no differences between
Hamas and ISIS, and that Hamas was single-minded in taking power only so that it could repress
Palestinians.73

Concurrently, Islamists became the persecuted party and manifested their grievances in
increasingly uncoordinated ways. Repression has been found to decentralize movements, which
is precisely what happened here.74 Hamas members today paint Fatah supporters as traitors and
collaborators, with that loosely applied term used to legitimize repression.75 They often cite
security coordination between the PA and Israel as a main grievance. Despite continued talks of
reconciliation, Hamas spokespersons claim Fatah is attempting to rig any coming elections in
order to ensure victory.76 Thus there is a palpable lack of trust and cooperation between two
sizable segments of the population.77

Moreover, Islamist groups cannot mobilize effectively, and non-violent activities are no



longer tolerated. For instance, participation in student elections under an Islamist banner often
gets students arrested.78 As a result, disconnected “lone wolf ” attacks on Israelis have become
the norm of Islamist mobilization.79 In order to avoid repression, they increasingly rely on
secrecy and function by word of mouth.80 Coupled with Israeli and PA repression, Islamist
operations in the West Bank have transformed from a political strategy to a military one, with
increasingly violent results.81 Such a strategy by definition relies on insularity and makes
coordination with other groups on common challenges much less likely. All in all, it becomes
clear that increased polarization did in fact inhibit cooperation between groups, and Islamists
became more insular with increased repression over time.

Leftist parties

To further illustrate the dynamic of increased repression, polarization, and their effects on
cooperation, I also conducted interviews with leftist organizers in the West Bank. Once again, I
focused on whether polarization generates increased insularity within, and increased grievances
between, groups. Although leftist parties represent a smaller segment of society, they have
historically played an important role in political mobilization against the occupation. They were
integral to social service provision and responsible for much of the grassroots organizing that
exemplified the pre-PA era of Palestinian politics.82 As I will demonstrate using these in-depth
interviews, their marginalization was not an organic development but a calculated PA strategy,
and a direct result of its authoritarian practices.

The Palestinian left has struggled in recent years to maintain its popular outreach efforts and
stay relevant in an increasingly polarized political environment. Activists report that, following
Oslo, it became difficult to coordinate with other groups, as some groups decided to work with
the PA while others maintained their opposition to the state-building project. Most of their work
is successful solely in rural contexts, whereas the urban areas are mostly dormant.83 Second,
Fatah’s control over PLO funds has proven a tool to pressure and control leftist factions within
the PLO.84 Finally, there has also been a process of “NGO-ization,” wherein grassroots political
organizations were coopted into the state-building project and transformed into NGOs with
single-issue objectives.85 All of this has fostered the internal fragmentation of leftist opposition
groups.86 The little cooperation that exists between groups depends on personal ties between
members, and not shared political objectives.87 As a result, cooperation remains meager, and a
polarizing divide has arisen between those who work with the PA and those who refuse
“collaboration.”

As for dynamics between leftist groups and other opposition groups (i.e. the Islamists or
other third parties), the activists I interviewed said that such cooperation was now non-existent in
the West Bank. Islamists refuse to cooperate with grassroots organizations, both in rural and
urban contexts.88 Ideological disagreements prevent Islamists and other leftists from
coordinating their actions, even though both groups agree in their criticisms of the PA.89

International involvement in many of these groups has also created a divide.90 “We face not one
occupation, but many,” said one activist when asked about the effect of international aid on her
work.91 Overall, international involvement generally, and economic aid specifically, is seen as a
divisive factor in Palestinian politics. Moreover, Islamist groups have historically been the least
attached to foreign aid. This has caused a divergence in their objectives and strategies in relation



to those who receive strings-attached assistance.92 Finally, many leftist groups took a pro-Fatah
or neutral position during the crackdown on Hamas, exacerbating the polarizing division even
further.93

How did this dynamic of polarization and non-cooperation develop? Many activists pointed
to their fear of repression as a reason why cooperation between groups no longer exists.
According to these organizers, this fear works in two ways. First, Islamist groups are particularly
targeted and wary of working with others. The threat of repression limits the ability of leftist
activists and organizers to coordinate with Islamist counterparts, and Islamist counterparts
concurrently fear exposing their activities to those outside their inner circle.94 Second, the idea of
cooperation among opposition groups poses a challenge to the PA, so such cooperation provokes
repercussions from the security apparatus.95 As a result, activists lead independent campaigns
within their own groups and rarely reach out to other organizations, corroborating the dynamic of
insularity described in the theory. And repression’s effects are not isolated to the Islamists; leftist
groups have also been targeted in recent years in many of the same ways (torture, arrest, or
crackdown on protests). Activists I spoke with confirmed that they often deliberately work “off
the radar” and publicize events only through word of mouth to trusted allies.96 Such inhibitions
have an effect on group insularity, as well as the efficacy of their collective action efforts.

Cooptation by the PA has also exacerbated grievances between different groups. For
example, activists within the Palestinian Communist Party report that PA officials have
attempted to direct the party’s leadership by meeting with them regularly and offering them the
illusion of influence. This has caused a rift between the leadership and party members.97

Activists from grass-roots rural organizations also reported similar trends. They claimed the PA
often restricts their activities to certain areas, in exchange for PA attendance at the event as a
form of legitimation. PA officials also regularly tried to censor their messaging during these
actions.98 Finally, activists involved with center-left political parties such as Al-Mubadara
reported that PA officials often attempted to place themselves on the party’s committees. In this
way, they “forced their vision” on Mubadara actions.99 Members thus keep their activities secret
in order to avoid preemptive PA involvement, but doing so erodes their own ability to sustain a
popular movement in the process.

Perhaps the most novel way that the PA coopts political opposition involves the hay’a, or
committee, system. PA ministers have purview over specialized committees within their
ministries. The president, however, has the ability to move committees using presidential
decrees. Some hay’as are often strategically removed from their ministries and subsumed under
the PLO, which the president also controls. This way, when it is convenient to control the reins
himself, President Abbas will convert committees into PLO hay’as. This is especially the case
when the jurisdiction of that hay’a is sensitive and has a broad appeal. The leadership of these
committees then targets existing grassroots organizations and incorporates them into the PA’s
chain of command.100

Rural popular resistance groups fell under the purview of this system, such as the one in the
village of Bil’in. Bil’in lies in Area B, under both PA and Israeli jurisdiction. As the separation
wall expanded, Israeli forces seized land from the village for the wall’s path. In response,
villagers formed a committee to protest and bring the issue to international attention. This
committee was dominated by members affiliated with Fatah, but not the PA.101 In fact, when the
Bil’in movement started in 2005, many villagers were critical of the PA’s role and worked
independently of its officials. Members affiliated with leftist groups also took part. Bil’in gained



popularity for its innovative protest actions and attracted significant international awareness.102

A hay’a centered on opposition to the wall has existed within the PA since 2003. But in
2014, the president assigned jurisdiction of the committee to the PLO. This hay’a has since
inserted itself into the activities of Bil’in’s committee, supposedly to oversee a “coordinated
effort” across the territories. Many members of the village committee now work within the
hay’a, but the same members now report that the hay’a is ineffective and that there is distrust
between the villagers and leadership. They complain that it is difficult to sustain protests and that
international participants now outnumber the local population in weekly actions. Thus the PA’s
cooptation through the hay’a system was able to control Bil’in’s committee, which threatened
the PA’s role as the prime negotiator between Israel and the Palestinian people. Many popular
committees across the territories have shared the same fate. Today, activists both within and
outside the Bil’in movement complain of tensions between local committees and the various
hay’as.103

Finally, leftist activists also argue that middle-class activism has been coopted almost
entirely. Many argue that a declining standard of living, as well as increased dependence on
loans and investment models (particularly following Fayyad’s reforms), has “distracted” the
middle class. The only segment of society that mobilizes today is the working class, specifically
the agricultural workers and those who engage in manual labor. But even the unions that
represent some of these groups have been coopted to some degree by the PA. Activists point out
that their biggest victories involving workers’ rights campaigns succeed in areas where unions
are independent of the PA. For instance, campaigns in support of workers’ rights have produced
recent victories in the Tulkarm area. Activists note that the PA is not as entrenched in Tulkarm’s
unions as it is elsewhere, but this is the exception, not the norm.104

Furthermore, the PA’s focus on “economic development” has coopted the middle class while
disenfranchising the working class. These economic development schemes often involve
industries that are unsustainable, tied to the economic primacy of Israel and the occupation, and
are detrimental to health and living standards.105 For instance, activists involved in union
campaigns pointed out how the PA itself played a role in expanded industrial zones in the
Tulkarm area, using the excuse of generating jobs.106 The population in Tulkarm once relied on
agricultural work for their livelihood, and many cultivated their own lands.107 However, in 2014
the Israeli authorities confiscated large swaths of land in the Tulkarm area.108 In this way, they
have attempted to push agricultural workers to work in the expanding factories. These factories,
which specialize in fertilizer and chemical production, have had adverse effects on the workers
as well as surrounding areas. The Environmental Justice Atlas project notes that the expansion of
these factories has caused air pollution, biodiversity loss, food insecurity, and an increased rate
of occupational diseases (such as cancer) related to radiation and pollution.109 Moreover, land
confiscation and rising unemployment created the condition of surplus labor in this area. Israeli
management within these factories was able to take advantage of this dynamic to pay illegally
low wages and demand long hours.110 Overall, such “economic development” schemes caused
an increase in unemployment and worsening living conditions for Tulkarm residents. Middle
classes tied up with these “development” opportunities fear being penalized financially for any
dissent. The increasingly marginalized agricultural and manual labor workers are the only ones
who mobilize, but the efficacy of their opposition is limited in a situation where unions are
sometimes controlled by the PA itself.

These interviews with leftist activists reveal similar trends in the PA’s practices. Through a



combination of repression and cooptation, the PA has been able to erode the capacity of
opposition groups. It does this not only through the threat of force but by making it more difficult
for groups to work with each other. In an authoritarian environment, insularity becomes key to
protecting the group from the regime’s repercussions. But grievances arise between those who
work with the regime and those who do not. Insularity also makes it difficult to reach across
party lines. Thus insularity and grievance generate pro- and anti-regime polarization and make
the possibility of effective opposition much less likely.

Discussion and conclusion

Given these results, we can conclude that the authoritarian conditions in the Palestinian
territories have generated polarization. Specifically, the experimental analysis shows that
repression has the effect of generating polarization. As for the link between polarization and
decreased coordination, the behavioral measures in the laboratory experiment shed light on this
relationship. In particular, we find that targeted opposition groups, such as the leftists and
Islamists, are more likely to be polarized and refuse coordination with other parties. The
qualitative evidence on both the Islamists and leftist organizations also corroborates the
connection between rising polarization and decreased coordination. In the experiment, Islamists
in particular reacted most strongly to the authoritarian treatments. Although priming only
momentarily increases awareness in the respondent, the experiment nevertheless found
significant results.

What does this mean for the actual practice of authoritarianism? It stands to reason that full-
fledged authoritarian practices have a much stronger effect than mere priming during an artificial
experiment. Thus, we can expect the effect of authoritarianism to be much stronger outside the
confines of this research. Targeted groups are much more polarized than even this experiment
can reveal, and much less likely to coordinate with others.

The two-stage theory proposed in this chapter can be used as a starting point for
understanding how the practice of authoritarianism can affect social cohesion, particularly in the
case of Palestine, and provides empirical basis for the two-stage theory on authoritarianism,
polarization, and social cohesion. Using this theory, we can begin to understand how past
authoritarianism erodes effective opposition and inhibits collective action, even when there are
political openings. In the case of Palestine, this explains why Palestinians seem unable to
coordinate an effective response to increased challenges related to the Israeli occupation.



4

DE-MOBILIZING A MOBILIZED SOCIETY

The findings of the previous chapter have no better illustration than actual mobilization patterns
from the late 1980s until today. In the late 1980s, Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza
erupted in protest to challenge twenty years of occupation.1 Despite overwhelming military
control of these territories, and a heavy price to pay for protesting, Palestinians were able to
sustain a diffuse, mostly non-violent protest using the organizational capacity of their civil
society institutions.2 In contrast, flash forward to circumstances in the territories today. Direct
military occupation continues. The PA controls some of the territories directly, but hardships
remain as negotiations for statehood stall indefinitely. And even though circumstances are more
or less the same for the daily lives of Palestinians, they have been unable to organize effectively
as they did in the past. By most accounts, Palestinians are “fatigued,” but is individual fatigue
truly the culprit behind the demobilization of a once highly engaged citizenry, with a robust civil
society and capacity for collective action?

Around 90 percent of the Palestinian population now resides in PA-controlled areas, with
supposedly greater self-determination and freedom, under less direct military occupation.3 At the
same time, the PA has grown increasingly authoritarian and repressive.4 Disengagement is
rampant, as demonstrated by the lack of mobilization and declining efficacy of civil society
organizations.5 Thus, the following questions arise: How has the PA affected political
mobilization? Do the dynamics of polarization borne out in the laboratory experiments translate
to real life protest?

The literature on the determinants of successful social movements and civil societies has
given us some understanding of the prerequisites for robust political mobilization. For example,
scholars have outlined how civil society that builds “social capital” has a large impact on good
governance outcomes in the form of institutional efficacy.6 Strong communities and social
networks have been highlighted specifically as being linked to an individual’s decision to
participate and have also been linked to the subsequent success of the entire movement. Little
work has been done, however, to address how conditions with such “opportunities” can
subsequently degenerate. The dynamic within the Palestinian territories, where institutions and
strong communities once existed that made collective action possible and effective, can help
provide a look at this alternative dynamic. I argue that the PA can help illuminate some general
conditions under which political engagement, in the form of mobilization, may decline. This
chapter also examines societal-level dynamics, rather than just individual-level costs, which can
better explain political mobilization patterns.

In this chapter, I assess the independent effect of the PA on political mobilization. The
Interim Agreements of 1995 gave the PA varying levels of control across the territories. The
decisions about the borders of the PA’s control had little to do with the Palestinian population,
but rather were decided based on the density of Israeli settlements in each area. I use this



variation to assess the causal effect of the PA itself. I will demonstrate how the level of
grievances garnered through Israeli provocation is not greater in one area over another, and thus
can be held constant. In sum, I find that political mobilization has declined systematically in
places where the indigenous regime, the PA, has more direct control. Counterintuitively,
although all three areas of the West Bank face Israeli repression, political mobilization today is
actually more prevalent in areas under direct Israeli occupation. This finding suggests that the PA
does in fact play a role in the decline of political mobilization and engagement.

To assess the manner in which the PA is achieving this effect, I analyze its development over
time using qualitative data and vignettes of mobilization. Findings suggest that directly following
the PA’s creation, the regime developed patronage networks in order to “tie in” various segments
of the population. This led to polarization within society that persists to this day. However, this
strategy had limited success, particularly because external support remained conditional.
Frustrations erupted in the form of a second uprising, as well as direct opposition to the PA’s
rule. The regime has since shifted to focusing on its coercive capacity and has increasingly relied
on repression to control political mobilization across the Palestinian territories. This repression
strategy has polarized and fragmented political groups to an even greater degree. Overall, the
PA’s authoritarian strategies have led to declining political mobilization across the territories.

How the PA affects mobilization: theoretical framework and hypotheses

Previous work has found that strong communities can facilitate engagement and mobilization
through the use of “social sanctions.” Social sanctions are defined as the manner in which a
community enforces particular behaviors and social order through both positive and negative
endorsements.7 The impact of the community on individual decisions in support of mobilization,
rather than free-riding, is crucial, especially under conditions of high risk. Literature on the
Palestinian territories notes the impact of social networks on the success and cohesiveness of the
first intifada.8 Alternatively, the more sporadic and much more costly second intifada has been
attributed to the weakening cohesion of Palestinian society.9

Thus it is reasonable to assume that in cases where the regime has an inhibiting effect on the
cohesiveness of society, and the strength of those social networks, the potential for communities
to serve these functions is weakened dramatically. As previously mentioned, one way to inhibit
social cohesion is by causing polarization, or an increasing divergence between two “camps” in
society. These two camps diverge in both their preferences and behaviors—in this particular
case, this involves preferences and behaviors related to the Palestinian national liberation
project.10 More generally, as societies become more polarized, we can expect the capacity for
effective mobilization to begin to decline.11 Therefore, in a more polarized society, political
mobilization will decline.

This is the case because in a cohesive society, with strong social networks, the overall
interest of its members is more readily discernible. When action is deemed necessary, people will
mobilize. In a non-cohesive society with weak social networks, although individuals may come
from the same community and live under similar conditions, similar interests may not exist.
Social structures necessary to “sanction” members into action are not available in a polarized
society, because effective sanctions must involve the threat of being sanctioned by the
community at large. If the community is divided on whether mobilization is necessary, sanctions
will not be a credible threat. So in this scenario, if mobilizations are attempted, we will see the



classic free-rider problem occur.
In the context of the Palestinian territories, however, the regime does not have an effect

uniformly. The PA only has access to certain segments of the West Bank, meaning any possible
divisive effect of the regime does not affect the entire population.12 Area A, where most
Palestinians live, is under direct PA control. Most of the mobilizations that occurred during the
first and second uprisings were in Area A specifically, as the site of most urban centers. Area B
comprises mostly rural areas, and Area C is a mix of both. Israeli repression and intrusion,
however, affects all three areas, so the motivation for mobilization, in terms of grievances around
the occupation, exists across the territory.13 Thus, if the regime has no effect, then the “naturally
occurring” level of mobilization in Area A would be higher than in Area B and Area C, simply
as a result of the level of population in those areas as well as a higher capacity to organize. If the
regime does in fact have an effect, however, then these naturally occurring differences should
disappear as mobilization is inhibited in some areas over others.

In areas under direct PA control, not only can the regime coopt the population in this area by
offering services and employment but it can also more readily repress any dissent. The
population is therefore more polarized: part of the population truly supports the PA as a result of
patronage, part of the population falsifies its own preferences over fear of losing patronage, and
part of the population opposes the regime but cannot organize effectively because others will not
join, or because of PA repression.14 Specifically in Area A, “naturally occurring” mobilization
levels should be high, given the large numbers of Palestinians in close proximity and the high
level of Israeli provocations. However, if the PA has a deterrent effect on mobilization, then:

H1a: Area A, directly under control of the regime, will feature inhibited levels of mobilization
despite a larger population and capacity for mobilization.

In areas of mixed control (i.e. Area B), there is greater independence from the PA. Palestinians
living in these areas are not solely employed by the PA. Given Israel’s unwillingness to allow
PA forces to operate, those living in mixed-control areas also do not face consistent PA
repression. Thus there is less preference falsification, and the regime has a less polarizing effect
in Area B than it does in Area A. But these areas are also sparsely populated and capacity for
organization is generally lower. During the first and second intifada, for example, this area was
less mobilized. This was the result of low population numbers and a preexisting lack of
organizational capacity. But today, if the PA has an effect on mobilization, we should find that:

H1b: Area B, under mixed control, will feature greater levels of mobilization than is “naturally
occurring.”

Finally, in areas where the PA has no presence (i.e. Area C and Jerusalem), its effect on the
polarization of society within that area is much less pervasive. That is not to say that there are no
pro-PA political factions at work in Area C, but the PA itself has almost no effect on the
cohesiveness of the community in these areas, since Palestinians in Area C are somewhat
insulated from Palestinian institutions in their day-to-day lives. Those living in Area C all face
the same conditions brought on by Israeli occupation but are thus less divided in their response,
as there is no confounding effect of PA patronage or repression. In terms of its characteristics,
Area C has the least amount of Palestinians (only 10 to 15 percent of the Palestinian population)
and is mixed in terms of its rural and urban make-up. Palestinians in this area face a similar
number of raids and repressive measures as other areas overall. If the PA has no effect on



mobilization capacity, we should expect the “naturally occurring” mobilization level to be low in
this area. This is due simply to the small number of Palestinians in this area, as well as their
insulation from Palestinian organizations (i.e. less organizational capacity). On the other hand, if
the PA does have an effect on the other areas (i.e. Areas A and B), we can expect that:

H1c: Area C, void of PA control, will feature greater levels of mobilization than is “naturally
occurring.”

Simply put, if the PA has an effect, the areas where we would expect less mobilization as a result
of lower population levels and less organizational capacity (Areas B and C) will feature higher
levels of mobilization despite these characteristics. I argue that this comes as a result of the PA’s
effect specifically, which has generated polarization and affected collective action within
Palestinian society under its direct control.

Assessing political mobilization

To assess political mobilization over time, I will trace the change in this variable using historical
records and previous work on various periods of Palestinian history. Specifically, I will assess
political mobilization in three different time periods: before the PA was created (beginning with
the first intifada), at the onset of conflict after the PA was created (the second intifada), and
finally the dynamic that exists today. These three time periods were chosen to highlight the effect
of the PA specifically by focusing on variation over time in levels of PA control. It is crucial to
assess all three time periods in order to establish that the differences between areas we see today
are in fact tied to the creation of the PA, and are not just pre-existing characteristics of these
different locations. It is also the most effective way of assessing the possible mechanisms
through which these changes occurred. To achieve comparability on the cases examined
temporally, as well as achieve variation on the dependent variable of political mobilization, I will
capitalize on the within-case variation provided by this case to look at political mobilization over
time in three specific contexts: Area A, Area B, and Area C.

Before the PA’s creation, all three areas were under Israeli occupation, and Palestinians in all
areas faced similar conditions in terms of restrictions on freedom of movement.15 Some areas,
which were more rural, faced greater impediments to collective action simply as a result of the
lower population numbers in these areas and less civil society intrusion.16 But other than the
naturally occurring differences of population size and distance from urban areas, all three areas
had indistinguishable starting points.17

Today, the effect of Israeli policies can be “held constant” for all three areas, as all three face
similar levels of repression and Israeli intrusion—and most of all, grievance. For example,
although Palestinians in Areas B and C have been subjected to a more aggressive land
appropriation campaign, Palestinians in Area A also face a decline in living standards as a result
of the occupation’s chokehold. Palestinians living in city centers, with more access to education
and thus greater expectations for their futures, often find that they are highly limited as a result of
the occupation’s practices.18 Perhaps their homes are not immediately or as often in danger, but
their livelihoods and future success certainly are. In a 2016 public opinion poll, 25.4 percent of
Palestinians cited the spread of employment and poverty as the most severe threat facing
Palestinian society, closely behind 29.7 percent of Palestinians who cited the direct threat of land



appropriation and occupation.19

Moreover, even in terms of sheer repression, PA officials have gone on record to say that
there really is “no difference” between Areas A, B, and C anymore.20 The data show that Area A
accounts for almost 22 percent of intrusions despite supposedly being an autonomous area under
PA control, with little reason for Israeli intervention.21 Thus we can argue that grievances can be
considered “uniform” at least in intensity, if not in specific cause.

Examining patterns of political mobilization over time in these three areas can help us assess
whether political mobilization has indeed declined since the creation of the PA. To determine the
causal mechanisms behind this trend, I will assess the reported levels of polarization and
cohesion in these three areas at the different points in time described above. I define polarization
as the presence, and increasing divergence, of two “camps” in society that disagree about the
goals and strategies they should use in terms of their mobilization. I will operationalize this
concept through my qualitative assessment by looking both at levels of coordination between
different factions and levels of coordination across different administrative areas (Areas A, B,
C). I use reports from activists to assess the variation in polarization, and subsequently the ability
to coordinate, over all three time periods.

In order to assess the observable implications of the theory in the present day and provide
further evidence to support the qualitative assessment, I utilize an original dataset of mobilization
in the West Bank. This dataset covers one period of time, from 2007 to 2016. I included all
mobilization from 2007 onward in order to account for the PA’s effect on mobilization while
holding certain exogenous conditions constant. Prior to 2007, the PA was not as consolidated,
and so was not in the form it is today. After 2007, and Prime Minister’s Fayyad’s internal
reforms, the PA consolidated its control over the territory more effectively. Thus an examination
of post-2007 mobilizations would be the most useful assessment. If political mobilization is
uniform across the different areas during this time, despite differences in population and
mobilization capacity, then we can confirm the hypotheses presented in this chapter.

Using the Institute for Palestine Studies Chronologies, UN OCHA “Protection of Civilians”
weekly reports, as well as Shabakat al-Quds al-Akhbariya (a Palestinian news network), I
created a dataset of political mobilization that covers the type of mobilization, the date in which
it occurred, the location, and whether or not it was in a rural, urban, or refugee camp setting.22 I
also collected data on the density of settlements around each neighborhood/village, and whether
or not Israeli incursions had occurred in that location around the time of mobilization.23 Location
here means the village or city neighborhood in which the protest occurred. Using this dataset, we
can examine whether Areas A, B, and C exhibit different levels of political mobilization.

Results: hypothesis 1

Prior to the PA: patterns of mobilization

Before the creation of the PA, the entire West Bank and the Gaza Strip were under direct military
occupation. This occupation began in 1967 and subsequently changed the dynamic of the conflict
for the Palestinian population. Settlements were introduced into the West Bank and Gaza,
renewing friction between Israelis and Palestinians since the 1948 forcible transfers. During this
time, political engagement was severely repressed. During the intifada, for example, Defense
Minister Yitzhak Rabin instituted an “Iron Fist” policy against any form of Palestinian



nationalism and political activity.24 If suspected of engaging in politics, a Palestinian could
expect to be arrested, have their home demolished, and then subsequently be deported. Coupled
with economic hardship, these repressive policies led to unprecedented levels of tension in the
West Bank and Gaza.





Figure 2. Map of the governorates of Palestine (map created by the author)

These tensions erupted in the form of the first Palestinian intifada, or uprising. The precursor
to the PA, the PLO (which at the time existed mostly outside the territories), had less to do with
the emergence of the uprising and its initial organization. While the PLO forces coordinated on
tactics with forces on the ground, local organizers and institutions were more directly responsible
first for organizing the uprising and its principles, and then facilitating its progress for the four
years it lasted.25 The intifada was decentralized and yet coordinated, which speaks to the high
degree of coordination present in Palestinian civil society at that time. Moreover, during this time
prior to the creation of the PA, urban centers accounted for much of the political mobilization
against the Israeli occupation.26 This can be explained both by the proximity of these urban
centers to Israeli settlements and the fact that the Israeli military occupation focused primarily on
Palestinian cities. Residents in many major cities across the West Bank, such as Jerusalem,
Nablus, and Ramallah, were among the first to respond to the call of the Unified National
Leadership.27 Areas of the Palestinian territories where Fatah was most present were the areas
with the most politicized citizens, and also the areas that suffered the greatest crackdown.28

Jerusalem was a particular hotbed of activity during this time period as a stronghold of Fatah
support and as the cosmopolitan capital of the Palestinian people.29 Overall, Palestinians from
the urban centers and adjacent refugee camps (i.e. high population areas) accounted for the bulk
of intifada participants. Rural communities (those that would later become Area B) also took
part, but to a lesser degree.30





Figure 3. Map of areas A, B, C (map reproduced with permission from the Palestinian Hydrology Group)

Prior to the PA: levels of polarization

Before the intifada, clandestine political parties in the Palestinian territories focused on
maintaining organizational capacity and some level of coordination with external forces (i.e. the
PLO and sympathetic foreign governments). Polarization among Palestinian society was not a
major factor in the coordination of political mobilization. Although some parts of the West Bank
featured stronger support for one faction over the other, all major urban centers featured the
presence of the entire Palestinian political spectrum. They also did not greatly disagree on the
goals or strategies to be used in their popular struggle.

Subsequently, during the first intifada, Palestinian society was characterized by low levels of
polarization and high levels of coordination among active political parties and across different
areas. The UNLU emerged, for example, with the support and involvement of Fatah, the Popular
Front, the Democratic Front, and the Palestinian Communist Party.31 At the time, these were the
major political parties at work in the territories, and it is significant that they were all represented
within the UNLU. The high levels of cohesion meant that, for most of the intifada, those who
took part in the uprising adhered to the principles set forth by UNLU. Fragmentation did not
occur until after 1991, when the main thrust of the uprising was over. Islamist resistance groups
(i.e. Islamic Jihad and Hamas) emerged but gained more traction after the PLO began talks with
the Israeli government and preparation began for the creation of the PA.32

Before the creation of PA, patterns of mobilization did not differ greatly between parts of the
territories. Rural communities were not as active as the urban centers due to their population
levels and capacity, but otherwise there were no distinctions between what would later become
Areas A, B, and C in the West Bank. Additionally, the level of polarization was low and was not
an impediment to coordination among different parties/ segments of the Palestinian population.

Following the creation of the PA: patterns of mobilization

Patterns of mobilization across the Palestinian territories changed drastically following the
creation of the PA. Although the Palestinian population was indistinguishable between areas
prior to the PA’s creation, they were subjected to different administrative schemes following the
denotation of Areas A, B, and C. The PA gained full control of Area A (18 percent of territory,
55 percent of the population), gained joint control of Area B (20 percent of territory, 41 percent
of the population), but ceded full control to the Israeli occupation of Area C (62 percent of
territory, 1 percent of the population, as it excludes East Jerusalem).33 These allocations of
control were decided based on the density of settlements in each vicinity rather than on any
difference between Palestinians living in these areas. Rural areas, in Area B and some parts of
Area C, were subsequently neglected politically as a result of the lower level of control in those
areas.34

Under Arafat’s leadership, the PA gained control of both land mass and significant portions
of the population by employing large numbers of Palestinians within the PA itself. Pre-2000
staffing decisions were often political and served as a form of patronage to tie the population to
the new state.35 Patronage offered to certain segments of civil society also served to neutralize
opposition in the form of organized groups. During this time, there were definite improvements
in security without the use of excessive repression.36 This dynamic can be attributed to the new



patronage system, which served its function quite well. Nevertheless, patterns of mobilization
differed greatly across these areas as a function of the PA’s varying levels of intrusion.

The change in capacity for mobilization across the territories has no better illustration than in
the events of the second intifada. When protests erupted in response to Israeli provocations, the
manner in which the uprising spread differed dramatically from patterns of mobilization seen
previously. For example, throughout the first intifada, there was a unified organization consisting
of all relevant political parties. Protests emerged from major urban centers, as well as some rural
communities. This is in contrast to what occurred in the second intifada.

Scholars and activists note that this uprising was characterized by polarization among
Palestinians in both strategies and objectives.37 Certain urban centers fell under the purview of
Islamist resistant groups, while others remained Fatah strongholds but split off from the PA.38 In
some parts of Area A, for example, such as in the city of Ramallah, protests were inhibited
despite Israeli air strikes and incursions. On the other hand, in places such as Nablus and Jenin in
northern West Bank (also part of Area A, and some parts of Area B), armed groups emerged.
Rural communities took part only rarely. Palestinians in Area C and Jerusalem initially engaged
in peaceful protests, but these protests were quickly repressed. Consequently, Palestinians in
Jerusalem took part in periodic armed attacks against Israelis.39 Unlike the first intifada in which
Jerusalem played a key role, in the second intifada Jerusalemites were much more silent.40 There
were few large-scale mobilizations; instead, those who took part in the second intifada relied
more readily on violent means. Mobilization declined in Area C as well to some degree, simply
as a result of declining coordination across the territories.41

It is clear from the pattern of protest exhibited during the second intifada that mobilization
was no longer uniform across the West Bank. Some places, such as Jerusalem, featured high
levels of uncoordinated violence. Other areas, such as Ramallah in Area A, were less mobilized
than past periods. Finally, rural areas in Area B remained largely unorganized.

Following the creation of the PA: polarization

In addition to the diminished level of mobilization in certain parts of the territories, the post-PA
West Bank was also characterized by higher levels of polarization. Scholars have noted that the
intrusion of the PA on civil society, for example, led to divisions among those involved and low
levels of trust between them.42 During the second intifada, this division manifested itself in the
fragmentation of the uprising. Not only were participants polarized in terms of appropriate
strategies and objectives but they also took up arms against each other. In fact, scholars point to
the fragmentation and polarization of Palestinian society as the main explanation for the
emergence of violent methods during the second intifada.43 Even strongholds of Fatah support
eventually split off from the PA during the uprising, thus creating conditions of lawlessness in
significant portions of the West Bank.44

The PA held on to parts of Area A, such as Ramallah for example, and maintained control
over the uprising in those areas. Citizens in these parts of the West Bank were the most reliant on
the PA in terms of income and stability. This put them in contrast with Palestinian communities
in other parts of the West Bank. Thus, as previously mentioned, parts of Area A exhibited less
frequent mobilization and less coordination with other parts of the West Bank. However, in other
areas, the PA quickly lost control to armed factions. These groups took over so completely that
all PA institutions were quickly disassembled. Citizens of these areas (parts of Area A and most



of Area B) returned to traditional legal systems (i.e. clan and family rule) to regain some
semblance of stability.45 It took years after the uprising for the PA to regain control over these
parts of the West Bank, and it is not entirely clear that they were able to accomplish this task
fully in the rural areas. During the time of the second intifada, polarization became so severe in
some parts of Area A and most of Area B (i.e. the rural areas) that not only were factions unable
to work together but they also turned on each other.46

Finally, in Jerusalem and parts of Area C, divisions inhibited mobilization to a large degree.
One major leader of the uprising working in Jerusalem, Marwan Barghouti, notes that despite
attempts to initiate clashes with the Israeli occupation forces and thus start an uprising, the
“differences in opinion” between the various political factions involved meant his attempts
remained unsuccessful.47 Despite some initial protests, factions in Jerusalem and other parts of
Area C were too fragmented over their preferred strategies to cooperate with each other.
Sustained protest efforts were non-existent, and much of the activity in Area C turned violent and
sporadic as a result.

This dynamic is a far cry from the conditions of the first intifada, with the presence of an
organization such as the UNLU. When comparing these two time periods, it becomes clear that
not only did mobilization patterns differ following the creation of the PA but also that levels of
polarization increased dramatically, thus further inhibiting the capacity of Palestinians to
mobilize effectively. It is true that the presence of armed groups sustained the uprising for five
years. But the fact that the uprising was much less coordinated and its participants much more
polarized meant that the outcomes of five years of struggle amounted to very little political gain
for the Palestinian population overall.

The West Bank today: patterns of mobilization

The failure of the second intifada, particularly with regard to the PA’s ability to maintain order,
led to a targeted campaign of revamping the security forces and regaining control over all parts
of the West Bank.48 The chaos brought on by militia-rule during the second intifada was slowly
rectified by incorporating ex-fighters into the PA’s salary base through a number of amnesty
deals.49 Following that, Fayyad was appointed prime minister after the 2006 legislative elections,
tasked with implementing security sector reform in the name of “professionalization.” In this
way, the PA and its patrons wanted to guarantee that the fractionalization of security forces that
took place during the second intifada could never occur again. To a large degree, these reforms
succeeded. Fayyad limited corruption and the use of patronage, purged personnel, and
consolidated control once more over the West Bank.50 In addition, he increased coordination
with the Israeli government.51 In some parts of the West Bank, stability was gained through
consensual means (primarily by coopting militia leaders and providing amnesty). In other parts
of the West Bank, the PA regained control through repression. Political factions that did not
reject the use of violence were targeted, particularly those of the Islamist persuasion.

These reforms and subsequent crackdown had the effect of further fragmenting mobilization
across parts of the West Bank. Coupled with the failure of the second intifada to achieve political
gains, these reforms made patterns of mobilization across the different areas highly divergent by
increasing the polarization of society where the PA held power. Coordinated mobilization across
the different areas is no longer the norm. Area A, including urban centers such as Ramallah,
today feature very low levels of protest and other forms of political mobilization.



Scholars argue that in most areas, particularly Area A where most Palestinians live,
mobilization is “elite-driven.” These elites can be categorized into two main types: middle-class
adherents of mostly defunct leftist organizations, and foreign-educated policy wonks who
function through NGOs. Moreover, they are often prompted by economic issues. Even when
participants take advantage of the opportunity to air other grievances, these protests are often
“self-limiting.”52 Overall, the few protests that emerge are tied to particular personalities who
have very little social backing. Thus they cannot mobilize or coordinate effectively across groups
in Palestinian society.53

Attacks against the occupation persist in Area C, or in Jerusalem, where the PA has little or
no control, but attacks are very sporadic and are often quickly repressed by the Israeli military.54

A more notable development is the presence of large-scale mobilizations, which have occurred in
these areas and actually been moderately effective. In Jerusalem, Palestinians have organized
around religious and grassroots organizations, not the PA’s institutions, on a number of
occasions. The most recent example at the time of writing revolved around the issue of the Al-
Aqsa compound and Israeli policies that restricted Palestinian access to the area. Palestinians
mobilized in a sustained way and in large numbers. They maintained unity around their methods
of protest and their demands. In a very short time, they effectively forced Israel to acquiesce.
This was significant because such mobilizations within PA-controlled areas are unheard of. Even
when people turn out in large numbers, it is rarely through a sustained campaign. Nevertheless,
despite these short-term successes, collective action in marginalized communities of Area C or
Jerusalem remains limited, given the absence of organizing vehicles.

Finally, in the rural areas of Area B, there has been an increased level of mobilization since
the second intifada. This is an interesting dynamic given that this area was perhaps the most
politically neglected following the creation of the PA and took part in the first uprising to a lesser
degree than the other areas around the West Bank.55 One explanation for this increase in
mobilization in Area B, versus the inhibited levels of mobilization in Area A, can be traced to the
increased Israeli settlement activity in these rural areas.56 This dynamic has sparked a consistent
and sustained mobilization effort across a number of key villages affected by the seizure of land
for settlement purposes.57 Most importantly, the PA only has limited control of the rural areas,
and thus has less capacity to repress or coopt political activity in Area B.58

The West Bank today: levels of polarization

Nothing could have polarized Palestinian society further than the events following the second
intifada. Hamas, an Islamist party, won a majority within the Palestinian national assembly, and
then was quickly and forcibly removed from office. Hamas won specifically because it opposed
the PA’s position; thus the crackdown that has persisted against Hamas and its affiliates has
exacerbated tensions between the two “camps” of Palestinian society.59 Moreover, this
crackdown began to target not only those affiliated with Hamas but also anyone who was vocal
in their criticism of the PA.60 Many complain that there is no effective civilian oversight of the
security forces and that Fayyad and his successor Rami Hamdallah ruled solely by presidential
decree.61 This has led many activists to claim that Palestinian society has developed a “culture of
fear,” with the implicit understanding by all that the PA did not consider the current stage a
“right time to protest” or mobilize.62 Not only did the level of coordination between different



factions severely diminish but levels of coordination across different administrative areas became
almost non-existent.

These developments have significantly polarized Palestinian society between those who
continue to support the PA as a representative of the Palestinian people and those who claim that
the PA lost all legitimacy following the crackdown on Hamas.63 Those in Area A remain largely
reliant on public sector salaries, which by many accounts is a key aspect of PA governance in
maintaining its control over certain areas.64 Those in Area B, the rural areas in particular, often
have fewer ties to the PA through public sector positions or otherwise.65 Many groups that
operate within this area express criticisms of the PA (as well as Fatah, the main political party
within the PA). Palestinians in Area C are mixed about their allegiances, with many political
parties represented in this area without direct fear of crackdown. In fact, areas in Jerusalem under
direct Israeli control have become “safe havens” for Hamas to continue its organizing illicitly.66

This dynamic of division across the West Bank facilitates the lack of coordinated mobilization
between areas. And within areas, it is still difficult to mobilize in a sustained manner similar to
the first intifada as a direct result of this polarization. Table 11 below shows a summary of the
qualitative findings on the levels of mobilization and polarization across areas and time periods.

As the table summarizes, before the PA all three areas exhibited high to middling levels of
mobilization and low levels of fragmentation. This means that there was not only coordination
between different factions but also coordination across different administrative areas. However,
following the creation of the PA, this pattern begins to vary across areas. There is decreasing
mobilization in areas with high levels of PA control (Area A) and increasing levels of
polarization across the areas and across political factions. Finally, as a result of the PA’s varying
levels of control, and effect on polarization across areas, today we find that areas with lower
levels of PA control have higher levels of mobilization. We also find that divisions across
administrative areas and political factions today have made coordination between Areas A, B,
and C almost non-existent. Ironically, despite lower numbers of people, Areas B and C exhibit
more sustained levels of mobilization than Area A. Thus we can conclude that the PA’s varying
level of control has had a direct effect on levels of polarization, and subsequently levels of
mobilization, across the West Bank.

Results: hypothesis 2

To test the hypotheses quantitatively, I assessed patterns of mobilization following the 2006
legislative elections using an original dataset. This not only provides further confirming evidence
of the dynamics outlined in the qualitative assessment but it also serves as a rigorous test of my
theory’s observable implications in the present day. Most importantly, it allows us to quantify the
differences between Areas A, B, and C, and assess whether they are indeed significant.

Table 11: Summary of qualitative findings

Area A Area B Area C
Prior to PA High levels of mobilization Lower levels of mobilization High levels of mobilization

Low level of polarization Low level of polarization Low level of polarization
After PA and Onset of Second
Intifada

Decreasing mobilization, not
uniform

Low levels of mobilization Decreasing mobilization, not
uniform

Increasing polarization Low level of polarization Increasing polarization
After Second Intifada Low levels of mobilization Higher levels of mobilization Middling levels of



mobilization
High levels of polarization Low levels of polarization Lower levels of polarization

Figure 4. Number of protests by area

First, the sheer number of mobilizations across the three areas is very different. Figure 4
illustrates this most starkly: Area A, with the greatest population of Palestinians, features the
least number of mobilizations by far. Area B and C hold the bulk of protests in the time period
examined here (2007 to present). This is despite the fact that most Palestinians live in Area A
and suffer limitations on mobility, the threat of Israeli incursions, and settler violence on a
regular basis.

Of course, an examination by sheer number may not be the most accurate. Using a one-way
ANOVA test, we can see whether the difference in number of protests across areas is truly
statistically significant. A summary of these results can be found below.

Table 12: One-way ANOVA test results

Area Means andstandard deviations N
A 0.045 11,025

(0.305)
B 0.071 20,071

(0.488)
C 0.058 19,342

(0.429)
F statistic: 0.0000*** Total N: 50,438



As the F statistic in the table shows, the difference in number of protests across the three
areas is indeed statistically significant (at the highest level of p<0.01). Thus we can be confident
that the difference in number of protests is not due to random variation.

Although the difference between areas is statistically significant, it stands to reason that some
other variable is responsible for this difference rather than the PA itself. For example, perhaps
settlement activity is just more severe in certain areas over others. In those areas, perhaps
Palestinians protest more frequently due to their conditions. For that reason, we should explore
the possibility that settlement activity explains the patterns of mobilization we see. In the
database, I collected a full list of settlements within each Palestinian governorate. Then I ranked
the governorates by the number of settlers within each. These results can be found in Figure 5
below.

With this figure in mind, we can assess the number of protests per governorate and get a
general impression of whether settlement activity is solely responsible for the number of protests
in each governorate, or if there is some other factor at work. The average number of protests per
governorate is in Figure 6 below.

Figure 5. Settlement density by governorate

A close look at this graph confirms that settlement activity is not in and of itself responsible
for differences in protests across the governorates. For example, Nablus governorate has greater
settlement density than Qalqilya, and yet Qalqilya has more protests. Settlement density in East
Jerusalem is greater than in areas of Ramallah, but the average number of protests is much higher
in Ramallah governorate. Moreover, a simple correlation test between settlement density and the
occurrence of protest shows a very low correlation (at 0.11).67 Thus it becomes clear that the
effect of settlements, as an Israeli policy, cannot account for variations in mobilization across the
West Bank.



Figure 6. Settlement density by governorate compared with protests by governorate

Figure 7. Average number of Israeli incursions compared with average number of protests by governorate

Another possible explanation for the differential level of protest across areas is that
Palestinians in Area A, under more direct PA jurisdiction, are merely much less aggrieved and



have less to protest about. While the qualitative section shows that Palestinians certainly struggle
in Area A as well, and that Israeli incursions are regularized across all three areas, such an
explanation necessitates further inquiry. Therefore, I examine the average number of Israeli
incursions per year as a proxy for grievance. I look at this variable across the various
governorates (Fig. 7) as well as across the different areas (Fig. 8).

Figure 8. Average number of Israeli incursions compared with average number of protests by area

Once again, across areas and across governorates, the presence of Israeli incursions does not
seem to predict the intensity of protests in any given place. For instance, Area A has a similar
number of incursions to Area B and C, and yet Palestinians within Area A protest much less
frequently. The alternative explanation of grievance, either due to IDF incursions or settler
violence/activity, does not hold up in the data. The underlying cause of the differentiated nature
of protests across the territories today also cannot be explained by an urban–rural divide, given
that Area A (the most urban) is often the most acquiescent.

Finally, for the most rigorous test of the theory, I analyzed the data using a linear hurdle
regression model.68 This model is useful because it assumes that there are two processes at work:
certain variables affect whether or not people mobilize, and then other variables affect how often
they mobilize. A hurdle model is especially appropriate because there are many “zeroes” in the
data (i.e. there are many instances of non-occurrence, or non-mobilization). To run such a model
in this instance, one must identify the variables that motivate whether or not people mobilize,
and then identify and include the variables that are responsible for the level of mobilization. In
this case, given the theory outlined above, variables that motivate whether or not people mobilize
include what area they live in and the population level in the area. Second, the variables that
affect the intensity of mobilization include whether or not an Israeli raid/ incursion has occurred
in the location recently, and the number of settlements around that location. Both variables are
proxies of grievance, given that the higher the number of Israeli raids or settlements, the more
friction there is between Palestinians and the Israeli occupation. Presumably, this would lead to
greater levels of protest. I also included a zero-inflated negative binomial regression for
comparison.69 This regression examines the effect of “Area” on the occurrence of political
mobilization while controlling for relevant variables. The results of both models are in Table 13.

The model shows the statistical significance for both Area B and Area C across both models
and in the same direction. This means, when we control for the effect of high population
numbers, the occurrence of mobilization in Area A is very different from Area B and Area C.



Mobilization is more likely in Area B, an area of rural communities and much lower population
levels, than in Area A. And mobilization is also more likely in Area C to a lesser degree (i.e.
smaller coefficient). When we account for the effect of high population numbers, settlement
density, incursions, and increased capacity (in those high population areas), we still find that
areas with lower population numbers and less capacity for coordination actually have higher
levels of mobilization.

Table 13: Regression results

Model 1 Model 2
Linear hurdle Zero-inflated neg. binomial

Occurrence
Area (categorical)
Area B 2.535*** 1.446 ***

(0.304) (0.091)
Area C 1.744*** 0.809***

(0.288) (0.098)
Population 5.95e–06** 6.45e–06***

(2.66e–06) (1.09e–06)
Israel Raid – –0.016

(0.076)
Settlement Density – 0.139***

(0.016)
_cons –0.700** –2.29***

(0.339) (0.197)
Selection
Population – –0.0001***

(6.42e–06)
Israeli Raid 0.796*** –1.295***

(0.027) (0.091)
Settlement Density 0.135*** –0.257***

(0.005) (0.018)
_cons –3.091*** 5.462***

(0.044) (0.189)
lnsigma/lnalpha 0.691*** 0.097

(0.039) (0.211)
sigma/alpha 1.996 1.102

(0.078) (0.233)
N (total) 50,438 50,438
N(non-zero) 1,451 1,451

LR chi2(3) = 1767.05
Prob>chi2 = 0.000

Waldchi2(5) = 436.58
Prob>chi2 = 0.000

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

To predict cases of “certain zeroes” (i.e. cases that feature no occurrences of mobilization),
we look at the second set of variables in the zero-inflated negative binomial model. The negative
coefficients and statistical significance shows that Israeli raids and settlement density have a
negative impact on the likelihood of a case being a “certain zero.” This means that the increase
of Israeli raids or settlement density increases the likelihood of protest.

Thus, when considering this data in combination with the qualitative assessment provided
above, it becomes clear that the presence of the PA has a unique effect on collective action and
has contributed directly to the patterns of mobilization (and de-mobilization) we see in Palestine



today.

Protest vignettes

To illustrate this pattern more clearly, I will outline three protest movements that did not feature
PA involvement, either initially or throughout the period of protest. These will be used to
demonstrate how the lack of PA intrusion allowed the protest movements to succeed, relative to
non-existent protests in areas under direct PA control, despite heavy Israeli repression. I will
look at the examples of Bil’in, the 2017 Jerusalem protests around the Al-Aqsa mosque, and
finally the Nabi Saleh protests.

Using Military Order 101, which states that no more than ten Palestinians can be allowed to
congregate in the Palestinian territories, the Israeli military heavily repressed the protests that
emerged in these villages, leading to high rates of injury and death. Nevertheless, as we shall see
in the following vignettes, the protests were not only able to emerge but were even successful to
some degree.70

Bil’in

Bil’in is a rural village of around 1,800 people in the governorate of Ramallah, located in Area B
under dual PA and Israeli jurisdiction. In 2005, the Israeli government began work for what it
called “the border wall” on the village’s lands. This was a misleading term for two reasons. First,
there is no internationally recognized border between Israel and Palestine: only the Green Line
exists as a demarcation line, following the 1967 war. Moreover, Israel’s wall is not being built
along this Green Line; rather, the Israelis have used the “border wall” to confiscate large swaths
of land from the West Bank in order to change facts on the ground and to maintain a defensive
perimeter around the illegal Israeli settlements that proliferate in the area.

The Israeli government was confiscating a full 38 percent of the village’s land.71 This was
unacceptable to the villagers, many of whom were dependent on the agricultural sector as a
means of survival. In response, the villagers in Bil’in founded a local “Popular Committee
against the Wall.” This committee began organizing a series of weekly protests, conferences, and
attempts at negotiation with the Israeli government. The committee’s members pursued legal
strategies, enlisting the assistance of Israeli activists, as well as direct action strategies such as
protesting every Friday. Bil’in also became the site of international solidarity, with a large
number of international activists taking part in the protests on a regular basis.72

The popular committee in Bil’in village was formed by Iyad Burnat and his family and
friends, who became deeply involved in the movement. This popular committee was initiated
outside the scope and oversight of the village’s official council, which is a nine-member body
appointed by the PA. This local council did not engage with the issue of the separation wall
initially. Instead, the villagers organized the popular committee themselves, unprompted by
official institutions. In fact, the villagers of Bil’in were often somewhat resistant to visits by PA
officials. Attempts at coopting their movement, through official visits and photoshoots, were met
unenthusiastically by the villagers.73

Because villagers did not rely on the PA initially, they were able to act against the occupation
in creative ways, unencumbered by political considerations. They often relied on non-violent
confrontations with the Israeli occupation to garner attention for their village’s grievances. Bil’in
villagers also did not shy away from engaging the international media and making connections



with organizers and activists from abroad. Thus they incorporated a number of groups, including
Anarchists against the Wall and the International Solidarity Movement, into their struggle. If the
PA had been involved from the onset, it would have placed many more restrictions on some of
these connections, in fear of political ramifications.74

As a result of their independence, the villagers of Bil’in were successful in pressuring the
Israeli government to reroute the segregation wall in a way that allowed the village to regain
some of its agricultural land.75 And protests continued even after that, with the stated objective
being an end to Israeli apartheid. In the closing statement of the Bil’in conference of 2013, the
villagers reasserted their commitment to the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS)
campaign, freedom for all political prisoners, and a unified national struggle.76 In short, they
committed themselves to the Palestinian national cause at its broadest level, even though their
immediate demands had been met.

However, Bil’in’s dynamism was eventually neutralized through the PA’s previously
mentioned hay’a system. The hay’a’s attempt to control and direct the Bil’in popular committee
ultimately reduced the efficacy of the whole movement. It reoriented village activities through
formal channels and defused their organic energy and creative tactics. It also limited the political
activities of Bil’in organizers to Areas B and C, making sure they never protested in Area A or
demanded anything of PA officials directly. Activists involved with the popular committee insist
that one of the biggest challenges facing their movement is having to coordinate with the PA
leadership on their tactics and goals. This has made it more difficult to coordinate within the
village and across villages with similar popular committees. While the villagers of Bil’in were
able to obtain their initial demands from the Israeli government, their attempt to sustain the
movement faced obstacles when the PA decided to get involved. The PA had a profound
negative effect on collective action in Bil’in, similar to its role in a number of other areas across
the West Bank.

Jerusalem

As previously mentioned, Jerusalem lies outside the control of the PA altogether, akin to Area C
within the West Bank. Parts of Jerusalem lie under direct Israeli jurisdiction (J1), and others are
essentially lawless enclaves that are not a part of the Israeli Jerusalem municipality but also have
no PA presence (J2). Both the lack of PA involvement and the lack of Palestinian organizations
in Jerusalem areas have had profound effects on the manner in which Jerusalemites organize and
protest.

Palestinians in Jerusalem have faced a number of pressing issues since the creation of Israel
in 1948 and the occupation of East Jerusalem in 1967. Following the 1967 invasion, institutions
within Jerusalem that organized Palestinians in times of crisis were closed down, and new
organizations were not allowed to emerge. Palestinians in East Jerusalem were not entitled to
Israeli citizenship and were given “residency” IDs instead. These ideas created a precarious
situation as Palestinians could be deported at any moment by the state. Palestinians in Jerusalem
also boycotted municipal elections, for fear of granting legitimacy to the Israeli occupation of the
city.77 This tactic persists to this day, meaning Jerusalemites remain wholly unrepresented by
authorities that have a direct impact on their lives. In sum, from 1967 to 1993, Palestinians in
Jerusalem found themselves in growing isolation.

This pattern of isolation shifted slightly after 1993. Following the Oslo Accords, Israel tacitly
ceded some ground to PA organizations in East Jerusalem so that they could service the



Palestinian community in ways in which Israel itself was unwilling. They allowed for some level
of PA involvement in East Jerusalem institutions, such as Al Quds University, as well as the
existence of the “Orient House,” the de-facto headquarters of the PLO within Jerusalem that
housed a number of projects and initiatives.78 The Israeli government also allowed, to some
degree, PA “Preventive Security” officials to exercise a certain level of control over the
Palestinian population, especially with regard to fighting crime and inter-Palestinian conflict.79

Although the PA was involved more heavily in Jerusalem’s politics during this time period, the
scene was dominated by local leaders from the large families that make up the Jerusalem elite.
These leaders, including, for example, Faisal al-Husaini, had enough charisma and local support
to act as a “rival political center” to Arafat’s Ramallah headquarters.80 Thus despite greater PA
intrusion during this time, Jerusalem political action remained somewhat autonomous in
comparison with parts of the West Bank or Gaza. For some time after Oslo, Jerusalem was even
described as the “center of gravity” of Palestinian politics—a far cry from what we see today.81

The Israeli stance on Palestinian organizing in Jerusalem changed, however, following the
second intifada. Since then, Israel has taken an increasingly aggressive approach to Palestinian
collective action and organizing, closing down the Orient House and leaving Jerusalemites ever
more disconnected from their leadership. More importantly, the Israeli occupation has clamped
down on Jerusalemites organizing even among themselves. The Israeli Security Agency, tasked
with combatting “political subversion,” included within this task anyone who opposed the Israeli
occupation.82 Therefore, Palestinians of all political persuasions became a target of Israeli forces
in Jerusalem. Today, Palestinian political parties have become fragmented and almost non-
existent in Jerusalem.83 Even institutions such as the Chamber of Commerce, founded before the
State of Israel existed, were closed down in the campaign of political repression that followed the
second intifada.84

Given these restrictions, international donors have since neglected Palestinians of East
Jerusalem in their aid, the PA has been unable to intervene and provide services, and the Israeli
government has taken the political vacuum as a green light to pursue an aggressive settlement
policy in the same areas. These settlements pose a continuous threat to Palestinians within
Jerusalem, and political organizing often revolves around this problem. Moreover, Palestinians in
Jerusalem are burdened with exorbitant taxes, called arnona, to the Israeli municipality even
though they are provided with sub-par services. Around 90 percent of Jerusalem city’s budget is
directed toward Jewish Israeli neighborhoods despite the fact that Palestinians comprise at least
37 percent of the population. This all serves to economically marginalize these communities, in
addition to their political disenfranchisement. In more recent years, the Israeli government has
also pursued a policy of ethnic cleansing by way of the segregation/ apartheid wall. This wall has
been snaked around predominantly Arab neighborhoods of Jerusalem—such as Abu Dis, Bir
Nabala, Hizma, among others—in order to cut them off from the center of the city. Inhabitants of
these areas have also had their permanent residency revoked.85 When looking at a map of
Jerusalem, it becomes clear from the trajectory of the wall that the intention of the Israeli
government is to excise the Arab neighborhoods from the Jerusalem municipality and maintain a
majority Jewish presence in “official” Jerusalem. This disenfranchisement means that areas that
were once considered part of Jerusalem are now cut off, and their inhabitants cannot access
services or engage in the city’s economy.

All these conditions compound to create an increasingly aggrieved population, with limited
political institutions to direct their frustration. That alternative leadership has not been allowed to



emerge has also increased the sense of despair and disenfranchisement in East Jerusalem.86 Thus,
when provocations in Jerusalem occur around key issues such as the Al-Aqsa mosque, a large-
scale organized response seems unlikely. Nevertheless, the opposite has been the case:
Palestinians in Jerusalem have been able to organize, at least in short bursts, in order to air their
grievances and pressure the Israeli government into conceding on important topics. These efforts
are often “highly localized,” taking place almost “exclusively on the neighborhood level” and as
a result of the “efforts of particular individuals,” given the lack of centralized leadership.87

How do Jerusalemites organize themselves despite Israeli repression? Asef Bayat’s concept
of “non-movements” can help explain this phenomenon to some degree. Bayat defines non-
movements as “the collective actions of non-collective actors.” These movements “embody
shared practices of large numbers of ordinary people whose fragmented but similar activities
trigger much social change.”88 Thus, although there may not be a single unifying institution or
organizing vehicle, Jerusalemites can channel their grievances at key moments to protest Israeli
actions and demand change, in a sort of “non-movement” that flares up periodically.

Moreover, the lack of PA intrusion in the city has meant that Jerusalemites are relatively
freer of the political limitations imposed by the Palestinian leadership. After 1993, the growth of
the PA caused informal institutions that relied on family and social ties to recede.89 Family
networks had been responsible for organizing the first intifada’s efforts; after Oslo, however,
these family networks quickly lost “political weight.”90 Today, without PA intrusion,
Jerusalemites are revitalizing some of these informal institutions, including the family networks.
They have begun experimenting with forms of local organizing, including re-organizing the
“popular committees” in particular neighborhoods, creating local security patrols, founding
parent unions, and more.91 At the very least, they are able to call for protests sure in the fact that
a critical mass of other Jerusalemites will join them. This is unlike the situation in the West
Bank, where turnout for collective action is often encumbered by individual political ties.

Activists note that the objective of these revitalized organizations is first and foremost to
reconstruct social cohesion.92 After the Oslo Accords, public, collective objectives were replaced
with private, individual objectives: Palestinians in Jerusalem “ceded responsibility” to the PA’s
institutions and foreign aid, pursuing professional aspirations above the public good.93 Thus, the
informal institutions that have emerged today have attempted to undo this blow to social
cohesion brought on by the creation of the PA, focusing on rebuilding a sense of community and
responsibility. Although these informal institutions do not have the organizing capacity of a
unifying organization like the UNLU, their existence proves that Palestinians can organize even
in contexts of severe repression.

One such example is the July 2017 protests around the Israeli restrictions posed on the Al-
Aqsa mosque. The Aqsa Compound, in the Old City of Jerusalem, has been the site of conflict
since the mid-1990s.94 In July 2017, Israeli soldiers outside the Old City were stabbed by a
Palestinian assailant. Although the stabbings did not occur in the Aqsa Compound itself, the
Israeli government used the occurrence as an opportunity to impose increased restrictions over
the religious site. Fearing that this step was setting the precedent for even more restrictions,
Palestinians began protesting to remove the specific restrictions that were imposed following the
stabbings, as well as restrictions on access more generally.

As previously mentioned, PLO- and PA-affiliated institutions are not allowed to function in
the city of Jerusalem due to the Israeli occupation’s repressive policies. Thus, when the Israeli
government imposed restrictions on the Aqsa Compound in this period, the PA was slow to



react, as were the major Palestinian political parties. Instead, young people spread the call for
protest through social media platforms.95 As research shows, the social media campaign was
locally organized and organically spread, rather than being imposed externally or by government
entities.96

Many of those who took part in protests either came from the Old City or from the
marginalized neighborhoods, such as Silwan and Ras al-Amud. They represented a variety of
political parties, as these protest movements have in the past.97 Participants relied on their social
ties not only to spread the news about protests but also to agree on tactics. Many of the original
participants had previously engaged in protesting settler incursions into the Aqsa Compound.
These activists joined forces with religious organizations present in the Old City, such as the
Islamic Waqf organizations, to unify efforts and provide a focal point for protests. They called
for strategies that came naturally to participants, such as protesting at prayer time and engaging
in mass prayer as a means of protest. They also unified the protest line, in the sense that everyone
agreed to a boycott of praying within the Aqsa Compound until restrictions had been lifted,
instead maximizing the disruption by praying in the streets and alleys outside. The PA did not
take a position until a few days of intense activity had passed, and calls for protest from the
political parties were also belated.

These July protests were not the first time protests have erupted in the suffocated
neighborhoods of Jerusalem. Waves of dissent have been ongoing in recent years as economic
and political policies of disenfranchisement have taken their toll. But what is interesting in the
case of Jerusalem is that the Israeli occupation forbids groups with direct ties to the PLO or to
the PA from functioning and, despite this prohibition, Palestinians in Jerusalem have been able to
depend on their social ties to engage in mobilization campaigns when the need arises. In this
case, protests were organized via independent calls for protest on social media. Unlike in cases
such as Bil’in, the PA was unable to control or direct these protests, and so did not have the
inhibiting effect on protests that it has on other areas of the territories.

Nabi Saleh

Nabi Saleh is a village lying between Ramallah and Nablus in the West Bank, on a main road
that connects to Tel Aviv. Nabi Saleh’s land is split between Area B and Area C; although all
areas of the West Bank are supposed to transition to administration under the PA, Israel has
taken liberties with Area C specifically for continued settlement expansion. Like Bil’in, Nabi
Saleh found itself the victim of a land appropriation scheme as Israel began development on
Halamish, a nearby illegal settlement. Nabi Saleh’s villagers were suddenly unable to access
their own lands and lived in constant fear of home demolition.98

Nabi Saleh is a smaller village than Bil’in, with around 550 people estimated to live in the
village.99 The village is defined by the Tamimi family, which is considered the main group/ clan
in Nabi Saleh.100 Following the turmoil of the second intifada, Nabi Saleh, like many
surrounding villages, reassessed previous resistance tactics. Many older villagers had
participated in the first intifada and had been active in a number of political organizations. In an
effort to rekindle the dynamism of those early years, the villagers in Nabi Saleh embarked on a
protest movement in order to pressure Israel locally while garnering international attention. Their
protest movement began in 2009, following in the footsteps of other village movements in Bil’in
and Budrus. Initially, it was very successful at gaining attention at the global level.101

Villagers in Nabi Saleh capitalized on the strong ties between their families in order to



mobilize the village. Members of the Tamimi clan quickly divvied up roles in the movement:
some took over the website and social media posting, others filmed and photographed the
protests, and yet others documented their activities in order to disseminate reports among
supporters.102 Many members of the Tamimi family were targeted by Israeli forces, and some
lost their lives.103 In a short period of time, Nabi Saleh’s cause became synonymous with the
plight of Palestinian villagers. The Tamimi children also became well-known icons of the
Palestinian village resistance movement.104 As a result, international activists and observers
flocked to Nabi Saleh, with villagers estimating that at one point around a third of those
demonstrating each week were from abroad.105

At first, villagers protested narrowly, focusing on the illegal Halamish settlement and its
appropriation of the village’s land. They specifically focused on the issue of the natural spring—
the village’s source of water—which was once on the village’s land and had since become
inaccessible. But, with increased global attention, the villagers ratcheted up their efforts and
expanded their objectives. This came hand in hand with increased Israeli aggression—with the
increase in injury and incidence of death, the villagers began demanding an end to the Israeli
apartheid system altogether. They coordinated their protest movement with other villages and
took part in actions across the West Bank. These included shutting down highways and
demonstrating in front of other Israeli settlements and businesses.106 Initially, there was a high
degree of coordination between Nabi Saleh’s villagers and the popular resistance committees in
other villages facing land appropriation. Much of the leadership of these committees were
personally acquainted with one another and often strategized over tactics and shared events.107

Like the other villages, many of the villagers in Nabi Saleh—at least two-thirds of the total,
according to their own estimates—work within the PA.108 Employment within the PA’s
institutions is often not substantive or demanding. Instead, these positions are intended to
dispense salaries while keeping possible opposition in check. And villagers indeed corroborate
this claim: Bassem Tamimi, one of the leaders of the Nabi Saleh movement, reported that PA
officials had contacted him, making sure to point out that Nabi Saleh was allowed to demonstrate
as long as the PA itself was not asked to take action. Protests were also to be limited to Area C
and were not allowed to spill over to areas under PA jurisdiction.109 Since many villagers
depended on the PA for their livelihood, it became difficult to disregard such directives. This
dynamic is of course not unique to Nabi Saleh, as a similar relationship exists between the Bil’in
popular resistance committee and the PA, as the previous example outlined. In some instances,
the PA has even intervened to stop protests from taking place in Israeli-controlled areas in order
to avoid further clashes.110 Coupled with the threat of losing their livelihoods, the PA’s
interventions have effectively neutralized the villagers and destroyed the efficacy of their
protests.

Thus, in 2016, after seven years of weekly protests, the leadership in Nabi Saleh decided to
end the protest movement.111 They cited “fatigue” and an inability to mobilize the villagers
effectively, particularly after a large-scale raid, unnoticed by the PA, ended with the arrest of
many of the villagers. In a village of 600, over fifty had become physically disabled as a result of
injuries incurred during protests, and more than half of the village suffered wider injuries at the
hands of the Israeli occupation forces. In the context of increased PA control over the protest
movements in the West Bank, activity in other villages had declined as well. This left less room
for a coordinated effort, and the support of international participants remained tangential.112 As a
result, the Nabi Saleh protest movement withered away.



Conclusion

Using the qualitative assessment of different time periods, as well as the quantitative assessment
of political mobilization patterns today, we can see that the PA has had an effect on how
Palestinians protest. The within-case variation presented by this particular case gives us a unique
opportunity to examine the effect of the PA specifically, holding other variables (such as
differences in population or grievances) constant. On a theoretical level, this chapter—alongside
the previous chapter—demonstrates the utility of examining the effect of authoritarian regime
strategies over time, not only at the individual level but also at the societal level. Doing so helps
provide a more accurate understanding of political mobilization (or lack thereof) in the non-
democratic context of the PA. After all, it is becoming increasingly clear that individuals do not
operate in a vacuum, and that the impact of their immediate society/community cannot be
understated. Moreover, examining the effect of authoritarian strategies on societal cohesion can
help us understand why some societies have a capacity for effective political mobilization and
why others do not.

Moreover, this chapter helps prove the relationship borne out in the laboratory experiments
of Chapter 3. It becomes clear from this analysis that the PA’s increasing reliance on
authoritarian strategies has affected the willingness and capacity of Palestinians to coordinate on
common goals. Thus, when we look at the empirical record of protests across different time
periods, we find that Palestinians are indeed more fragmented and less effective. Not only does
this mean Palestinian society is unable to pressure its own leadership effectively but also that it is
unable to face the main challenge of Israeli occupation overall.



5

THE EFFECT OF INTERNATIONAL INVOLVEMENT ACROSS THE
STATE SOVEREIGNTY SPECTRUM

This book argues that externally backed repression demobilizes societies by strengthening
authoritarianism, thus breeding polarization and a lack of social cohesion. But does this theory
travel outside the bounds of the particular case of Palestine? After all, Palestine is a unique case
as one of the last remaining countries under a complicated, multi-tiered occupation. Thus it is
important to assess whether this theory can say anything about cases outside the condition of
severely curtailed sovereignty.

Nevertheless, the Palestinian case is not as anomalous as one would assume at first glance.
As Bassel Salloukh points out, the entire Middle East region is “a grand theater fought through
proxy domestic and transnational actors and ideological competition in weak Arab states,
including Lebanon, the West Bank and Gaza, post-war Iraq, Bahrain, and Yemen.”1 Thus, the
entire region suffers from war, external intervention, and weakness in state capacity and
sovereignty. The Palestinian case is therefore not removed from the general political experience
in the Middle East.

In the next section, I will provide case study analysis of two cases across the state
sovereignty spectrum: Iraqi Kurdistan and Bahrain. These two cases have different levels of
autonomy, in contrast to each other and to the Palestine case. Unlike Palestine, the Kurdish
Regional Government (KRG) has some degree of autonomy and sovereignty, and Bahrain is a
full-fledged sovereign state. Nevertheless, as we shall see in coming sections, international
involvement in both those cases has created many of the same dynamics highlighted in the
analysis of the PA. By examining these cases, I will demonstrate the generalizability of the
theoretical argument presented in this project.

I argue that the theory presented in this book is informed by the conditions of the PA
specifically but is not limited in its scope to a single case. The dynamics of international
intervention, authoritarianism, and changing state–society relationships are present in a number
of cases across the Arab world.

The case of Bahrain

This case features heavy international involvement on the part of the United States and its allies,
as well as rising authoritarianism and a fractured and polarized societal dynamic. Following the
causal argument highlighted in Chapter 1, the causal chain is as follows: international
involvement facilitated infrastructural power and insulated the regime from its public. As a
result, the Bahraini regime was able to rely more heavily on authoritarian practices in order to
maintain control rather than building a wide and more stable political coalition with all parts of
its public. The public also became increasingly polarized into pro- and anti-regime camps, along



sectarian/ confessional lines. This division has led to declining social cohesion and an inability to
mobilize effectively against the regime. Thus, over time, international involvement has helped to
strengthen the authoritarian nature of the regime.

International involvement in Bahrain

Bahrain is an archetypical example of a state with an American military presence. Its location is
highly valuable strategically, given its centrality in the Arabian/ Persian Gulf, less than 400 miles
away from the Strait of Hormuz. Its heavy American military presence comes with increased
involvement across a number of dimensions—political, economic, and military. In this way, as
this section will demonstrate, American involvement facilitated infrastructural power for the
regime. Over time, this led the regime to become more authoritarian and allowed it to repress its
opposition in order to maintain the strategic advantage of continued American military presence.

International involvement in Bahrain did not begin with the United States. Before the Second
World War and the United States’ ascendance as an international hegemon, Britain was the
strongest international actor in the Arab Gulf generally, and in Bahrain’s modern history
specifically. The British backed the Al-Khalifa regime in its attempts to control the local
population very early on, exacerbating the political conflict between Shia villagers and Sunni
royalist factions (to its bloody conclusion).2 Although these factions overlapped to a large degree
with particular confessional communities in Bahrain, their struggle was not motivated by
confessional identity. Rather, as Justin Gengler notes, “the divide … turned on a political
question,” mainly around the role of British intervention.3 Thus, from the beginning of modern
Bahrain’s history, international involvement has exacerbated polarization around the role of
international actors. In this case, the British also backed the Al-Khalifa faction’s crackdown on
its political opponents and helped consolidate the regime during that stage of its history.

The United States has since filled the role Britain once played in the Middle East.
Specifically with Bahrain, the United States has maintained an interest in its internal domestic
and foreign policies, especially with regard to Iranian influence after the 1979 Revolution. While
the United States took over the British naval base in 1971, it did not establish the Fifth Fleet
there until 1995. By both Bahraini and American accounts, however, this placement served
American interests to a large degree by providing the United States with a strategic location from
which to monitor Iran, as well as maintain regional stability. For the Bahraini regime, this has
translated into support for its institutions and coercive capacity.

An American military presence has increased authoritarianism by facilitating infrastructural
power on both political and economic fronts. Economically, the presence of US military
installations accrues benefits to the local population through jobs.4 The regime also dispenses
these benefits selectively, as a form of segmented clientelism, or “political diversification.”5 This
dynamic gives the regime options for cooptation, as well as creating a dependency between the
US military presence and the regime’s durability. Moreover, the United States provides the
Bahraini military with arms sales that it has used to repress protest movements.6

Bahrain has always pursued policies that have disenfranchised large portions of the
population based on sectarian motivations, and this has not posed an issue for American
involvement or support. Indeed, the United States played a crucial role in providing political
support to the Bahraini government during the uprising of 2011. For instance, President Obama
released a statement “welcoming” the Bahraini government’s attempts at reform, even as
crackdowns ensued in the streets.7 Then Defense Secretary Robert Gate’s visit to the region and



his meeting with Bahraini and Saudi officials prompted Saudi troops to move in as support for
the Bahraini regime during its crackdown. And yet, throughout all this, the White House
spokesperson claimed: “This is not an invasion.”8 In fact, the Saudi invasion was a calculated
move agreed upon by the United States because it never had any real democracy promotion
objectives in Bahrain. Instead, it has prioritized stability over democratic development because
of the strategic necessity of the island. Thus, Saudi policy worked in line with US policy in the
country, which was to maintain the status quo in a politically sensitive region considered
“critical” to US interests.9

Overall, American decision-makers have made it clear that the success of the Bahraini
opposition poses a risk to their own involvement in the country.10 American military
involvement, and its effect on political and economic dynamics, has thus provided the regime
cover to ratchet up its use of repression. As a result, as demonstrated by qualitative data as well
as measurements like the Polity score, Bahrain’s level of authoritarianism has increased over
time.11

American support shielded Bahrain from international action and reduced the likelihood of
challenges to the regime. It did so by not only creating difficulties for the opposition in Bahrain
to garner international sympathy or action but also by polarizing society internally. Historically,
divisions have existed within Bahraini society, and the regime has attempted to capitalize on
these divisions using divide-and-conquer strategies.12 American involvement and its effect of
increasing authoritarianism have exacerbated these divisions to a much larger degree in recent
times.

Evidence of this polarization is not difficult to find, even prior to the Arab Spring and the
ensuing Bahraini uprising. Public opinion data from Bahrain shows that Shia and Sunni citizens
have very different relationships with their state.13 Shia Bahrainis have a different conception of
national identity from Sunni Bahrainis.14 Material benefits and services also accrue
disproportionately to Sunni citizens, with Shias being systematically excluded from employment
in the public sector.15 Finally, and most importantly, perceptions about the regime and its
performance are drastically polarized along the sectarian divide. Sunni citizens report much less
dissatisfaction than Shia citizens across a number of issue areas.16

Clearly, evidence for polarization exists. But what causes this polarization? It is easy to
dismiss this sectarian divide as something primordial, dating back to the early days of Islam and
the Yazid–Hussein rivalry. However, a closer examination of the historical record shows this is
not the case. Beginning with the Al-Khalifa domination of the island, conflicts centered on
political struggles and divides over the future of the Bahraini state. Confessional identity was not
a motivating factor for mobilization. In fact, as late as the 1970s, Bahraini political activists note
that the main divide was not sectarian, but rather leftist factions versus conservative royalist
elements.17 The sectarian divide did not become a salient one until very recently in Bahrain’s
history. And there is strong evidence to suggest that this divide was made salient and exacerbated
purposely by the regime itself for the sake of maintaining control. As Gengler notes, the Bahraini
monarchy chose short-term regime security over long-term political stability18—a dynamic that
could not have existed without the external support and infrastructural power provided to the
Bahraini regime by the United States, its international patron.

The Bahraini regime’s authoritarian practices worked to polarize society and subsequently
neutralize public pressures on the regime. First, cooptation mechanisms ensured that large swaths
of the population became dependent on the regime not only for material benefits but also for



protection from other segments of society. As the regime set itself up as the main arbiter of
intergroup conflict, fear became the binding tool between state and citizen, rather than merely
patronage.19 As a result, polarization arose on the dividing line of haves and have nots, or
“winners and losers.”20 Coupled with electoral gerrymandering, which necessitates that Bahraini
citizens organize around their sectarian identities, these forms of cooptation have generated
group conflict.21 Thus, when economic grievances arise that are relevant across the Sunni–Shia
divide, the regime is quick to paint the issue as a form of sectarian conflict and direct groups
against each other.22 And since some groups are more beholden to the regime economically than
others, this means they are increasingly “sensitive” to political positions that may irk the
monarchy.23 In this way, effective opposition to the regime is neutralized.

Where cooptation fails, the regime also uses repression as a tactic for increasing polarization
and neutralizing opposition. This is best illustrated with the events of the 2011 Bahraini uprising.
For the uprising to have been effective, it was not sufficient that Shia groups alone came out to
protest. As Gengler notes, “so long as [the Shia] act alone, they lack the military preponderance
necessary to physically overthrow the state.”24 Therefore, initially, the uprising focused on
demands for democracy and accountability rather than sectarian-based demands from a Shia
public to a Sunni regime. Indeed, the first groups involved in the uprising, such as the February
14th Youth Movement and Waad, were markedly secular with purely political demands.25 Both
groups have both Sunni and Shia members and have been credited with being the first movers in
the Bahraini uprising. Moreover, Shias did not have grievances alone: Sunnis also reportedly had
“pent-up political frustration” at having their loyalty “taken for granted.”26 But the regime
recognized that Sunni–Shia coordination posed a real threat to its security. Thus, Sunni
participants (particularly leadership) were quickly singled out, targeted for questioning, and
jailed.27

Shia-dominated groups that followed cross-sectarian groups into the uprising were also
targeted. The largest Shia opposition group, Al-Wefaq, has refused to engage in parliamentary
elections due to the heavily gerrymandered districts and the government’s refusal to reform.
Other smaller groups that splintered off Al-Wefaq in the wake of the uprising have also been
targeted heavily, with their political leadership arrested or driven to silence.28 In some cases,
these organizations have been dissolved entirely.29 Finally, the regime expanded its repression to
include even those who were not political as a means to discourage opposition in the future. This
included attacking medical professionals who had provided services to protestors during the
unrest.30 In this way, the Bahraini regime completely decimated organizations and groups that
were both interested in cross-sectarian mobilization and capable of mobilizing social groups
effectively.

In the face of such repression, opposition in Bahrain became increasingly defined by sect, as
individuals fell back on their “ascriptive ties” rather than politically motivated positions. Since
the democratic opposition had been neutralized, these sectarian networks were all that remained
to a majority of the population. These included “street movements” that engaged in violent
action against security forces but otherwise did not articulate their demands or pressure the
regime effectively.31 As it became easier for the Bahraini government to be flagrantly sectarian,
it also encouraged a similar reaction among the public. Thus, following the uprising, Bahrain’s
politics have become “even more entrenched along confessional lines”—an outcome that
scholars note was a direct result of “the state’s targeted persecution of groups and individuals
who dared to advocate for cross-sectarian political cooperation.”32



As such, it is clear that the Bahraini monarchy’s authoritarian practices led to the polarization
in Bahraini society that we see today (i.e. the two “camps” of increasingly radical Shia groups
versus Sunni groups tied to the regime). This polarization degrades social cohesion and makes it
difficult for those who oppose the regime to coordinate effectively in a manner that is supported
by a critical mass of the population. To this day, this polarization makes it difficult for the
opposition in Bahrain to achieve levels of mass support akin to the 2011 uprising. As a result,
mass mobilization is not a credible threat to the regime, and authoritarianism is entrenched
further.

Such a dynamic could not have been accomplished without the Bahraini regime’s
crackdown, which was facilitated and supported by external patrons. The Saudi invasion,
greenlighted by the United States, came in the nick of time, as the uprising would have likely
been able to pressure the regime to some degree, given its traction in both confessional
communities, had the Saudi (and Emirati) forces not intervened in March 2011.33 Thus it
becomes clear that, as a result of international backing, the regime has been insulated from
actually negotiating or compromising with the opposition, and has made the possibility of a
viable opposition in the future more unlikely. The Bahraini regime was able to use polarization
and division as a calculated tactic, comfortable in the knowledge that their major international
patrons (the United States and Saudi Arabia) would not take action.

The case of Iraqi Kurdistan34

International involvement in Iraqi Kurdistan

The Kurdish national issue has been a source of contention in the Middle East since the end of
the First World War. Just like many other national groups in the region, the Kurds had found
themselves subjects of many passing empires over the years. Following the rise of the modern
state in the Middle East, as a result of the Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916) and the European-
imposed mandate system, the Kurds once again found themselves divided among a number of
countries (Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran). They were thus often tied up in regional politics, and
intervention by regional powers in the Kurdish national movement and internal politics was the
norm.

In Iraq, the Kurds were actually extended the greatest degree of autonomy by the central
government. They were given the right to speak their language and exercise a level of self-
governance over the northern region where they were most concentrated.35 The Iraqi Kurdish
leader at the time, Mullah Mustafa Barzani, in fact worked with Abd al-Karim Qasim, Iraq’s first
ruler after the monarchy had been overthrown, to eliminate shared political opponents. Rifts did
not emerge between the Iraqi Kurds and the central government until Qasim attempted land
reforms, which angered Kurdish landholders.36

It was at this time that the Iranian regime, under the American-allied shah, became involved
in the first Kurdish rebellion on Iraqi soil. Even as the shah repressed Iranian Kurds, he
supported Barzani in Iraq against the Qasim regime. Much of Iran’s involvement stemmed from
Qasim’s shift toward the Soviet Union and the fact that he removed Iraq from the pro-Western
Baghdad Pact. The shah was also wary of Qasim because of some territorial disputes over Arab-
majority border regions in Iran.37 This episode signified the first instance of international
intervention generating polarization among Kurdish parties, specifically in this case the Kurdish



Democratic Party (KDP) in Iraq versus the Kurdish Democratic Party in Iran. But, so far, this
polarization existed between Kurds across country lines, and the Iraqi Kurdish political sphere
remained firmly under the KDP’s sole control.

In 1972, Iraq signed a treaty of “friendship and cooperation” with the Soviet Union, setting
off alarm bells in Washington. It was at this point that the United States directly stepped in to
Iraqi and Kurdish politics, rather than just supporting the shah’s policies.38 In this instance,
Barzani appealed to American involvement by promising access to oil and pledging to fight
Soviet “expansionism.”39 The Americans, under the Nixon administration and encouraged by
Henry Kissinger specifically, decided to support a covert plan to funnel money and weapons to
Iraqi Kurds in their uprising against the regime in Baghdad. Fueled by external backing, Barzani
and the KDP became embroiled in intra-ethnic betrayals, including killing members of KDP Iran
for the shah.40 Moreover, Barzani himself began acting unilaterally and outwardly repressed his
political opponents within the party, such as Jalal Talabani.41 Barzani even had his son Massoud
run the Parastin, an intelligence service, with the objective of weeding out disloyal members of
the KDP.42 The KDP thus angered its Iraqi Kurdish constituency, and divisions arose between
different segments of the political leadership.

Opposition to Barzani within the KDP had been brewing for close to a decade, but the final
straw was the behavior of Barzani and the KDP after 1972. As a result of his heavy-handed
tactics, Barzani and the KDP failed in their revolt against the regime. This failure, and the
opposition Barzani had engendered, manifested itself in the creation of the Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan (PUK) in 1975, an organization intended to rival the KDP, the leadership of which
consisted of ex-KDP members who had once struggled under Barzani’s authoritarian conduct.43

Talabani, who would later head the PUK, was one of these ex-members. In addition to ex-KDP
members, the PUK encompassed many of the left-wing political groups in Kurdish politics
opposed to Barzani’s authoritarian decision-making and penchant for allying against other
Kurds. Even though at this point in history US support for an independent Kurdistan was
lukewarm at best, US involvement still polarized the Iraqi Kurdish leadership and led to
authoritarian conditions.

Throughout the 1980s, the KDP and PUK competed for foreign backing and funding and
internal support and recruits.44 Polarization grew to such an extent that clashes broke out
between the two groups on a number of occasions. It was only following Saddam Hussein’s
assault on the Kurdish region in the late 1980s during the Anfal campaign that the PUK and the
KDP began coordinating together against a common enemy.45 Saddam also made the mistake of
invading Kuwait following the Anfal campaign. This opened up two fronts, which put pressure
on his military capacity and provoked a military response from the United States and its allies.

The United States thus decided to launch the first Gulf war, intervening militarily and
pushing a resolution through the UN to impose a no-fly zone on the Kurdish region. Scholars
note that this measure “served as a vital precondition for the subsequent formation of the de facto
state” we see today in Iraqi Kurdistan.46 Indeed, elections were held in the Kurdish region and
the Kurdistan Regional Government formed for the first time in 1992. Elections proved the
polarization that existed not just at the level of political leadership but at the public level as well,
as the Kurdish parliament had an almost equal number of delegates from the PUK and the KDP.
Both parties had also won in two distinct geographic areas.47

The “penetration” of Iraq by foreign powers increased during this time period, especially in
the Kurdish region.48 As Gareth Stansfield notes, political elites learned to act autonomously,



and different groups created “well-established links to patrons and supporters, many of whom are
foreign.”49 Because of this excessive international involvement, the unprecedented political
opportunity for the Kurds following the Gulf war was to some degree squandered. Civil war
broke out in the 1990s between the KDP and the PUK. Both groups appealed to a number of
external powers for support: the PUK appealed to Iran to attack the KDP, and the KDP appealed
to Saddam Hussein himself to consolidate control over the PUK.50 This resulted in thousands of
deaths for both Peshmerga (the Kurdish militiamen) and civilians. The United States was often
directly responsible for exacerbating polarization between the two forces: for instance, CIA
operatives persuaded the PUK and the KDP to launch an attack on Saddam in 1995, but
eventually relayed information that their plans had been compromised by Saddam’s intelligence.
The KDP decided to withdraw as a result of this information, but the PUK moved forward with
the plan alone, resulting in deaths and subsequent crackdown by Saddam.51 This intervention is
but one example of how American involvement, miscommunication, and hastily executed plots
(which US forces did not end up supporting) bred a sense of betrayal and enmity between the
two Kurdish groups.

Though the United States eventually intervened once again to end the civil war by mediating
a peace treaty between the two parties, scholars today note that this did not resolve the
underlying polarization that existed in Kurdish politics. In fact, the 1998 peace treaty between
the PUK and KDP continued to institutionalize the split in Kurdish politics and reinforce
dynamics of external intervention in domestic Kurdish affairs.52 The treaty created a structure of
two governments, two administrations, and two security forces, which persists to this day. And
the motivation of the PUK and the KPD to sign such a treaty or show unity had little to do with
integrating the two groups or agreeing on shared objectives; instead, it was intended to “secure
access to power and related profits.”53 The United States provided revenue to Iraqi Kurdistan
during this time using the Oil-for-Food Programme, with the UN’s backing, which accounted for
two-thirds of the total aid allocated to Iraq despite Iraqi Kurdistan accounting for only 15 to 20
percent of the population.54 The United States also assured Kurdish parties that they would be
protected from Saddam’s regime during this time, thus providing externally backed
infrastructural power.55 Both parties “made a windfall” during this time, and the aid helped to
consolidate their control over respective regions of Kurdistan.56 Because of the large benefits
they accrued, both parties felt compelled to utilize these resources by demonstrating unity on
paper, without actually compromising on much of anything among themselves.57 Much of their
rivalry was channeled into a competition over American resources, further entrenching the
polarization within Kurdish politics.58

With the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq, the Kurdish parties were elevated to “king-maker”
status within Iraqi politics as a major ally of the United States.59 American involvement helped
establish an unprecedented amount of autonomy for the Kurdish region and allowed the Kurds to
play a key role in forming the Iraqi constitution. This gave the Kurds rights to a share of the Iraqi
budget, a right to autonomous governance, and the possibility of resolving the issue of disputed
territories (mixed Arab and Kurdish areas) in the future.60 The United States was also involved
in facilitating production-sharing agreements in disputed areas, tacitly approving Kurdish control
of related oil fields.61 Then Exxon Mobil executive and later Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
approved these plans himself, which facilitated such agreements with other international actors,
like the Turkish government.62 This had the effect of generating infrastructural and extractive
power for the KRG, as it increased its control over territory and resources.63 Overall, although



polarization between the political leadership persisted during this time, heavy American
involvement was able to push the Kurdish statehood project further along.64

Public discontent, however, seemed to increase throughout this time period, particularly over
the issue of dual, separate PUK and KDP administrations as well as economic conditions.65

Accusations of corruption and nepotism became the norm in Kurdish politics, as did the
repression of political dissidents, journalists, and ethnic minorities within the Kurdish region.66

Both Kurdish parties relied heavily on patronage—in the form of employment, pensions, and
transfer payments—in order to coopt a significant portion of the Kurdish population.67 A full 24
percent of Kurds work either in the PUK or the KDP security forces. Kurdish leadership had tied
wage security for common citizens to the fate of the party itself. This dynamic was sustained as a
direct result of American policies in the Kurdish region, which scholars note “incentivized
militarization and rent-seeking.”68

Clearly, authoritarian conditions were worsening during this time period. This manifested
itself in the creation of a third party, Gorran, which disrupted the two-party consensus to some
degree initially. Although Gorran was not a major player, it spoke to the discontent of the
Kurdish public that it was able to make gains in the Kurdish parliament. Attempts to work with
the PUK and the KDP were not successful, and Gorran was expelled from the government over
partisan conflicts and not allowed to fully engage in its role through the speaker of parliament
position.69 The KRG parliament, which was intended to bring together various political
movements within Iraqi Kurdistan, no longer functions for that purpose.

Recent events in Iraqi politics also speak to the increased authoritarianism of the KRG,
particularly under the auspices of Barzani. For instance, although Nouri Maliki, Iraq’s prime
minister from 2006 to 2014, was recognized as deeply authoritarian and divisive, the KRG
coordinated with him on a number of occasions, even as Maliki repressed Sunni groups and re-
militarized Iraqi politics.70 The fight against ISIS took US support of Iraqi Kurdistan to the next
level, as the United States and the KRG “concluded a military agreement in July 2016 which
might establish long-term military and security cooperation,” despite protests from the central
government in Baghdad.71 The Kurds used this alliance to advance sovereignty claims,
especially as they gained territory from ISIS forces in disputed areas and reportedly did not allow
Arab residents to return.72 In the context of fighting the threat of terrorism, the United States had
little patience for encouraging power-sharing between the KDP and the PUK, or for unifying
state institutions.73 Thus, the US alliance with KRG cemented the existing divisions within
Kurdish politics yet again, and particularly exacerbated the KDP’s growing power.74 In fact, the
polarizing effect of American policy in Iraqi Kurdistan has led to such deep divides between the
PUK and the KDP that dehumanization of the other side has become not only common but
ritualized.75

Another example is the issue of Kirkuk. As a disputed area between the Kurds and the
government in Baghdad, the Kirkuk problem highlights the authoritarian manner in which the
KRG conducted itself. The locals in Kirkuk, across every ethnic group, were marginalized in the
process of negotiations between the KRG and the Iraqi government. Kurdish leadership did not
bother consulting with Kirkuk residents.76 The issue of Kirkuk became not only a struggle
between Erbil and Baghdad but also a power struggle between the PUK and the KPD, given the
pro-PUK sentiment prevalent within Kirkuk.77 American involvement entrenched this dynamic
further: the United States and its allies did not consider the opinions of the locals in Kirkuk and
backed the existing Erbil–Baghdad negotiation setup. International patrons and the KRG did not



consider public opinion in the Kurdish region generally either, which was more flexible on the
issue of the disputed territory than much of the political leadership.78 Thus, although the Iraqi
constitution highlights the mechanisms by which to resolve territorial disputes, there is still no
resolution to the issue of Kirkuk. Instead, residents of the Kurdish region found themselves
increasingly marginalized.

The 2017 independence referendum episode in the Kurdish region is another example of both
the increased polarization between political elites and the divergence between Kurdish leadership
and the public. Barzani pushed the issue of the referendum despite the reservations expressed by
Gorran and the PUK.79 They argued that such a referendum could exacerbate the government in
Baghdad as well as international opinion, which was more focused on the fight against ISIS than
possible secession in Kurdistan. Despite this fact, Barzani acted unilaterally and the referendum
was held anyway. It was particularly sensitive because the KRG decided to hold voting in areas
considered disputed territory, where Kurds were not the majority of the population. Arab and
Turkmen minorities reported intimidation during the voting process and complained that the
voting booths were often placed in specific Kurdish areas to dissuade voting.80 This was also not
the first time ethnic minorities had complained of pressure and repression.81

Following the referendum, the Iraqi government took action to seize control of Kirkuk and
the oil fields for which the KRG received 17 percent of the Iraqi budget. To avoid increased
tension and bloodshed, Peshmerga under PUK control retreated from Kirkuk.82 The KDP cried
treason, whereas the PUK asserted it had been placed in an impossible situation over a
referendum it had opposed. While still ongoing, events so far illustrate the manner in which
division has become the norm of Kurdish politics, as has the leadership’s lack of accountability
to its public.

In sum, American involvement in the case of Iraqi Kurdistan was much more supportive of
Kurdish aspirations than in the case of Palestine, in terms of their demands regarding sovereignty
over specific territory. From providing a no-fly zone to supporting Kurdish demands in the Iraqi
constitution, American foreign and military policy has supported Iraqi Kurds in every which way
except the final step of secession. Despite this support, American involvement has had a similar
effect—polarization between elites, an increasing lack of accountability to the public, and
increased authoritarian conditions. This is because the American involvement was
“autocratizing,” facilitating the insulation of the Kurdish leadership from its public and
prioritizing Kurdish territorial aspirations vis a vis the central government in Baghdad, rather
than creating sustainable and responsive institutions in Iraqi Kurdistan.

Discussion

What do these findings suggest about the impact of American involvement? The case illustrates
that American involvement in strategically sensitive areas has a particular effect on political
development. Specifically, the United States has backed indigenous authoritarian regimes in
cases across the Middle East—cases that the United States considers strategically important. This
has led to polarization and a lack of social cohesion. American involvement in both cases
facilitated authoritarian conditions through the causal mechanisms outlined above. And, as the
cases show, this autocratizing impact of US involvement bears out across the state sovereignty
spectrum. From a full state such as Bahrain, a semi-autonomous region like Iraqi Kurdistan, and
an occupied territory like Palestine, when American interests have been defined by support for



the status quo, US involvement has led to negative repercussions for state–society relations and
levels of authoritarianism.

In the cases of Iraqi Kurdistan and Bahrain, we see a disintegration of democratic institutions
that maintain accountability. In the Kurdish case, the KRG parliament has been sidelined, and
opposition forces are not allowed to engage in formal politics to the fullest extent. The president
in the KRG also refuses to step down despite overstaying term limits. In Bahrain, attempts to
challenge the authoritarian nature of the regime were neutralized by the Bahraini government and
its patrons. Today, political opposition in Bahrain has been decimated.

If American involvement had remained indirect, or non-existent, in either case, I argue we
would see a very different pattern of political development. Divisions may still have emerged
among the Kurdish leadership over particular policies and strategies, but leadership on either side
of the issue would have had to contend with a real opposition and come to some consensus or
compromise, or risk facing public pressure and de-legitimization. Without the United States
providing arms and security training, the Kurdish leadership would not have been able to rely on
repression as a tool for silencing public opposition and would have had to make concessions to
the public whenever policies were challenged. This is similar to the conditions in the Palestinian
territories. Simply put, without the disrupting effect of American involvement, mechanisms of
accountability would have continued to exist formally or informally. Instead, both countries have
been put on a path of increased authoritarianism and demobilized societies.



CONCLUSION

This book has sought to answer two questions: (1) What demobilizes a once mobilized society?
And (2) How does international involvement amplify or suppress these dynamics? The
introduction outlined a theoretical argument that broke down these research questions into
observable empirical implications. I argued specifically that in “penetrated” societies,
international involvement creates a principal–agent problem between regimes and their publics.
This facilitates an increase in authoritarian practices, which then polarizes society. These
dynamics manifest themselves in declining social cohesion and mobilization.

We see this relationship borne out in Palestine. In the second chapter, I established a link
between international involvement and a divergence in preferences between regime participants/
elites and their public. I also presented evidence to show a polarizing effect of international
involvement between different groups in society, based on their affiliation with the regime.
While state–society relationships and the role of international involvement have been explored in
the past, this chapter went further in presenting evidence for a clear divergence between regime
participants and their public as a result of international involvement. It also added an important
moderating variable to this relationship that had only been alluded to in the previous literature:
regime affiliation. The preferences of citizens, and how they change in the context of
international involvement, have a lot to do with their pre-existing relationship, and proximity to,
the regime. Some studies have recognized that economic ties to the state change political
behavior, for example, but this study puts the salience of regime affiliation in full focus.

The role of international involvement in the PA and its state–society relations is of course
just one case, but the dynamics of such involvement generalize to the entire region. As
previously noted, international involvement (and particularly that of the United States) has a
profound effect on regime strategies in the Arab world, as well as how publics react to them.
However, in previous analysis, the public itself has not been disaggregated. In many
circumstances, under authoritarian contexts, polarization within society creates different
segments of the public with varying preferences and interests. This divide often exists between
those affiliated with the ruling political regime and those who are not. It is imperative to include
this important moderating variable if we are to understand the effect of international involvement
on state–society relations in “penetrated” authoritarian states. The analysis in Chapter 2 is but
one example, but the dynamics apply to many other cases.

In the third chapter, I examined the focus of this book’s argument—specifically, I linked the
effect of authoritarian strategies to polarization and declining social cohesion in a two-stage
theory. I examined whether cooptation and repression had varying effects on levels of
polarization. To test the second stage of the theory, I also examined whether polarized
preferences had an effect on willingness to cooperate—particularly with regard to intergroup
cooperation. The chapter argued that authoritarian practices can either be inclusionary or
exclusionary. The results showed that repression, as an exclusionary strategy, generated more
polarization than cooptation, an inclusionary strategy. Groups most targeted by repression were
those least willing to cooperate with others across the political spectrum. In Palestine, this meant



opposition groups, particularly Islamists, were unwilling to coordinate with others. By using
experimental methods, the chapter was able to test the exact impact of authoritarian practices on
political behavior, since most studies on this topic have not directly linked the practice of
authoritarianism to long-term changes in societal dynamics. Chapter 3 also provides an example
of the efficacy of laboratory experiments to test the causal relationships between variables of
interest. Such methods can be used as a starting point for those interested in analyzing and
testing the micro-foundations of particular relationships, especially in the context of the Middle
East.

Finally, in the fourth chapter, I analyzed whether varying authoritarian strategies had an
effect on mobilization patterns. The quantitative portion of this chapter focused on the time
period since the “consolidation” of the PA following the second intifada, and the qualitative
assessment compared across different time periods (before the PA, after the PA, and after
consolidation). I presented evidence to show that the PA and its authoritarian practices did in fact
have an effect on mobilization patterns in the Palestinian territories, with inhibited mobilization
in the areas directly under PA control. I used the varying levels of PA control over the West
Bank as a form of within-case variation in order to isolate the effect of the PA while holding
relevant variables constant. The sub-unit level data used in this part of the book is in line with the
trend in the literature that focuses on the smallest unit of analysis possible, as well as within-case
variation, to explore causal relationships. Taken alongside the third chapter of this book, the
analysis in Chapter 4 also helps to connect authoritarian practices to changes in political
behavior; in this case, not only the frequency, but the nature and efficacy of mobilization.

All in all, this book joins a growing literature that examines the processes of demobilization
and specifically links this process with the effect of international involvement on domestic
outcomes. On that front, this project serves to build on the results of previous studies related to
international patrons and their impact on citizen preferences or the behavior of regimes.1 This
project has developed this research further to provide a close look at demobilization processes,
linking these processes to the entrenchment of authoritarianism in highly penetrated states. It has
aimed to lengthen the causal chain by exploring both regime and societal outcomes, such as
internationally backed authoritarian practices at one end, and decreasing social cohesion and
mobilization at another. Although the book has primarily focused on the Palestinian territories,
the theory presented is not exclusive to the case of the PA and can be applied to a number of
cases across the Arab world in particular, where many of the same dynamics of international
involvement and authoritarianism exist.

For that reason, Chapter 5 applied this theory to dynamics in other cases across the state
sovereignty spectrum, particularly Bahrain and Iraqi Kurdistan. What that analysis found is that
many of the same dynamics are borne out: American involvement in the national liberation
project of Iraqi Kurdistan has insulated the political leadership and created dynamics of
authoritarianism and increased polarization. In Bahrain, US-led support for the regime has
exacerbated sectarian conflict and division. These dynamics have created certain legacies,
suggesting that the issues of polarization and lack of social cohesion will continue to plague
these societies for many years to come.

Future research

The findings of this book point to a number of possible avenues for future research. For
researchers interested in Palestine specifically, the research points to the importance of



understanding how new organizing mechanisms and institutions emerge and under what
conditions. It would also be useful to engage in research seeking to explain the nature of formal
and informal institutions in the Palestinian territories and how such institutions change under
various configurations of repression.

Future studies examining the Palestine case can more thoroughly explore the complicating
nature of the occupation on these dynamics. The PA is of course not the only regime in the
region with high levels of international involvement, direct military intervention, or limited
sovereignty. Thus the causal argument explored in this book generalizes to other cases, as the
exploration of Iraqi Kurdistan and Bahrain demonstrated. However, it is impossible to deny that
the PA is definitely unique in that it is one of the only cases where this intervention (military or
otherwise) happens with such frequency. Accordingly, for scholars focused on the case of
Palestine, it would be useful to assess the role of the Israeli occupation specifically and how it
complicates the link between international involvement and authoritarianism. With the shifts in
US foreign policy with regard to aid to the PA, now is also the time to conduct research on the
impact of the decline of American intervention on Palestinian society. As I have argued, the
legacy of externally backed repression may still continue to affect Palestinians and their political
behavior; nevertheless, American withdrawal of aid and limited support constitutes a sizeable
exogenous shift, which will surely have an impact on both the PA and its relationship to its
constituency.

At the theoretical level, research on social cohesion and mobilization is also vital at this point
in time. As previously mentioned, the strength of social ties can help determine whether or not
collective action will emerge, as well as the efficacy of said collective action. It would thus be
very useful to see how demobilization processes can be reversed, how social cohesion is “re-
built” following repression, and under what conditions strong social cohesion exists in Palestine
despite the dynamics described in this book.

Moreover, given the applicability of the book’s theoretical argument to the broader Arab
world, future research can use the findings of this project to examine social cohesion in other
cases. In this way, scholars can outline more specifically the conditions under which the causal
argument of this project applies and under what conditions outcomes may differ. This project’s
focus on polarization specifically, as a societal outcome of international involvement and rising
authoritarianism, represents an opportunity for future studies. Subsequent research can examine
the dynamics of polarization and how it is affected by authoritarianism in other cases, using
similar experimental methods. In doing so, researchers will be able to examine this relationship
across regime types, income levels, and changing salient variables (such as sectarian and non-
sectarian dynamics and varying resource wealth). Laboratory experiments and surveys,
particularly in the field, lend themselves to more precise replication.

Second, the concept of polarization merits greater assessment in the political science
literature on the Middle East. This project has highlighted the link between rising
authoritarianism and polarization and the importance of this link in understanding why political
groups are unable to coordinate, even at times of political opening. But this project did not
disentangle what types of polarization such a dynamic engenders. Is polarization working across
groups, or also within groups? There is evidence to suggest both may be at work in the case of
Palestine, but it is important to disaggregate which types of polarization work under which
conditions. The effect of polarization on other important variables, such as institutional efficacy
or tolerance at the societal level, would also be important to explore.

Third, on the topic of international involvement, future research can expand the theoretical



argument of this book by examining aspects of the dynamic that this project did not cover. For
instance, this project outlined a causal relationship that covered both regime and societal level
outcomes, but many of the empirics focused on the societal end of that chain. Using secondary
literature and qualitative data, I made the argument that international patrons provide
infrastructural power to domestic regimes. However, there is a great deal left to explore
regarding the issue of such infrastructural power, including exactly what it entails across cases
and the types of infrastructural power with the biggest impact. Therefore, it would be useful to
disaggregate that part of the causal chain in future studies and understand specifically which
forms of infrastructural power are the driving factors behind increased authoritarianism. Finally,
whereas international involvement in this particular case flows in one direction (i.e. all patrons
involved are subordinate to the United States and share similar preferences), this is not the case
for all instances of international involvement. In some cases, international patrons may be at
odds with one another. It would be interesting to explore the dynamics of multiple patrons and
provide context to existing formal models on the subject.2

In future studies, it would also be useful to address under what conditions the legacies of
internationally backed authoritarianism—i.e. declining social cohesion and demobilization—may
be reversed. If international involvement, through a number of mechanisms, can facilitate
increased authoritarianism, polarization, and a lack of social cohesion, then what does it take for
these self-reinforcing dynamics to be broken? Does the change have to emerge from shifts in the
international patron’s level or nature of involvement, through some sort of exogenous shock that
affects the patron’s capacity? Or is it possible that changes may be “bottom-up”? Cases in which
there has been a high level of international penetration, and yet society has maintained a capacity
for mobilization and low levels of polarization, would be useful for comparison. It would
especially be useful to explore in order to understand what happens when the involvement of
international patrons recedes.

What’s next for the PA and the Palestinian cause?

At the time of this writing, the PA is facing unprecedented global and local challenges—
challenges that the PA may not be able to weather intact. Coupled with the dynamics described
in this book, these challenges may spell the beginning of the end for the PA, despite the fact that
the PA has proven ever more capable of repression and cooptation with every passing year.
Nevertheless, changing exogenous factors may be weakening the PA’s consolidation.

First, the PA is facing increased local pressure from Israeli policies. For example, the Israeli
government has increased its repressive measures against Palestinians, including the use of
widespread arrest campaigns and draconian cybercrime laws.3 Second, the PA is once again
facing financial collapse, as Israel withholds the transfer of Palestinian tax revenue.4 This means
that PA employees—and their dependents—are facing months of partial salaries and eventually
no salaries at all. Third, Israel has also dramatically increased its settlement activities across the
West Bank, reaching levels of home demolition and new settlement approvals exceeding
previous waves of expansion.5 This is especially true of settlements in sensitive areas, such as
East Jerusalem.6 These provocations have caused tensions to erupt in protest and, inevitably,
greater numbers of injuries or death. An unprecedented number of home demolitions took place
in Jerusalem in 2016 and 2017 saw the rate of new settlement construction soar by 70 percent in
the West Bank overall.7 Indeed, at this point, Israeli politicians are speaking openly of West



Bank annexation.8 Given President Trump’s announcement in 2019 that the United States would
recognize Israeli sovereignty over the annexed region of the Golan Heights, one wonders
whether this final step of annexing Palestinian territory officially, in contravention of
international law, will only be met with American support rather than international
condemnation.

As noted in previous chapters, the protests that have emerged as a result of these policies
have increasingly worked outside the fold of formal institutions and politics. They are very much
spontaneous eruptions of anger. Therefore, although they can be somewhat successful in the
short term, they are less capable of developing long-lasting objectives or sustainability.
Moreover, they often only emerge in areas where the PA does not have a direct effect. As a
result, these protests remain fragmented. Nevertheless, with every wave of provocation and
protest, the PA finds itself facing increasingly vehement criticism from wide swaths of the
Palestinian public. Paradoxically, increasingly recalcitrant Israeli policies make it difficult for the
PA to fulfill its policy objectives and engage in its role as a subcontractor for the occupation.

The PA is also facing unprecedented global challenges, especially with the advent of the
Trump administration. While all American administrations have been supportive of Israel,
especially via military aid and coordination, the Trump administration is the first to question the
basis of the two-state solution altogether,9 essentially questioning the role and viability of the PA
itself. In response, the PA has attempted to express its dissent over these new American
positions, but it remains to be seen how viable such a governing apparatus will be without the
support of a major patron.

The Trump administration has also pursued a somewhat contradictory foreign policy in the
Arab world, either deliberately or accidentally, which has left the PA even more isolated from
regional support than it has been in the past. Trump’s foreign policy has oscillated between a
hands-off approach in the affairs of Arab regimes to an aggressive stance on a number of
regional issues. This has empowered particularly belligerent actors in the Arab world to pursue
unpopular and increasingly repressive policies, often risking American interests in the process.10

But since the Trump administration has not staffed the State Department adequately and
continues to contradict its own messaging, increasingly aggressive Arab regimes have taken
advantage of this dynamic to pursue radical new policies.11 This includes experimenting with
normalization with Israel, gradually becoming more open about their coordination with the
Israeli government on what they view as shared interests (especially the Iranian threat) and
exporting Israeli tools of repression to their own countries.12

This increased coordination has inevitably come at the expense of the Palestinian question.
To many Arab regimes, the biggest threat is not Israel; rather, the biggest threat to regime
durability, from their perspective, is home-grown opposition and, regionally, Iran. Additionally,
these authoritarian regimes worry about a resurgence of democracy movements, particularly
those that include Islamist groups. They remember the time of the Arab Spring as a time of deep
crisis and have actively attempted to avoid such a reoccurrence in the future. As such, Arab
regimes have become more open about the fact that the Palestinian issue is simply unimportant
to their political goals. Under normal circumstances, such a position would be unimaginable,
given fear over a public reaction. After all, a large proportion of those who live in the Arab world
(88 percent, according to one poll) believe the Palestinian cause is personally important to
them.13 Nevertheless, Arab regimes today are relying on progressively repressive strategies to
ensure acquiescence. They also know that the tide has turned on democracy rhetoric back in the
United States. Thus Palestinians continue to lose out on traditional strongholds of support.



One example of this dynamic includes Trump’s 2017 announcement on the recognition of
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. The final status of Jerusalem has remained unresolved precisely
because of its sensitive nature. Any issue deemed irreconcilable during the 1994 Oslo Accords
was pushed off to final negotiations so as not to impede the process of the peace talks. The
international community has therefore refrained from recognizing Jerusalem as any party’s
capital. Furthermore, the 1967 invasion of East Jerusalem as well as the settlement activity in
that area has always been considered illegal under international law. Thus Trump’s
announcement and change in long-standing American policy sent shockwaves throughout the
world, and across the Arab region specifically.

Protests erupted in a number of Arab countries, from Tunisia to Qatar. In many of those
countries, anger over the Trump announcement spilled over into criticism of the regimes
themselves.14 These criticisms included accusing Arab regimes of not taking a stronger stance on
the Palestinian issue. Many regimes put out statements of condemnation as a result and
eventually also voted against the United States in a UN General Assembly resolution on the
subject.15 Nevertheless, criticism was muted from key constituencies, such as those in Saudi
Arabia, where a wave of repression kept criticism of the Jerusalem issue, as well as the Saudi
regime’s response to it, at a minimum. There were even reports that Saudi Arabia had tacitly
approved this chain of events and had floated the idea of giving Palestinians a suburb of East
Jerusalem (Abu Dis) to serve as their capital.16 A Bahraini official at one point referred to the
crisis over Jerusalem as a “side issue” that should not deter Bahrain and its allies from continued
coordination with the United States over the important issue of battling Iran and Islamic
“fundamentalism.”17 Finally, tapes emerged confirming that representatives of the Egyptian
regime believed negotiations over Jerusalem to be useless. Egyptian officials were recorded
saying that they would encourage Palestinians to accept Ramallah as their capital in order to
avoid tension with the United States and Israel.18

Overall, it has become clear that Palestinians are increasingly on their own in their battle with
the Trump administration’s drastic new positions. The PA did indeed use strong language in
condemning US policy and even refused to meet with Vice President Mike Pence during his visit
to the region. But without traditional support from Arab allies, the PA has become even more
ineffectual than before. That much is clear to its own constituency—the Palestinian people—who
went out en masse to protest the announcement as well as the PA’s role in allowing the situation
to deteriorate to this degree.19 Thus, now more than ever, the PA is facing a crisis of legitimacy.

So what’s next for the PA? Although the PA may not cease to exist overnight, Israeli policies
and other types of international pressure make it difficult for the PA leadership to continue its
course as a “partner” in the peace process. Moreover, PA institutions (weak as they are) are
being hollowed out even further.20 Thus, if current exogenous pressures continue, we can expect
the PA to dissolve gradually.

Nevertheless, despite the PA’s unpopularity and ineffectiveness, we should not be quick to
assume that Palestinians will be able to find a better alternative—at least in the medium term.
This is because, coupled with increasing global and local challenges, the legacy of international
involvement and repression in Palestine has created almost insurmountable conditions. These
conditions include polarization, a lack of social cohesion, and ineffectual mobilization. This has
created a situation in which Palestinians have a choice, in the medium term, of either retaining
the PA or entering into a political vacuum. Such a vacuum has the potential for violent and
explosive results, because many competing institutions to fill the void if/when the PA collapses
are no longer relevant. The legacy of long-term international involvement and increased



authoritarian strategies has neutralized Palestinian civil society and capacity for collective action
to such a degree that, if or when the PA collapses, chaos would surely follow. And Palestinians
would not be to blame in this instance for failing to articulate a coordinated response. Aside from
the militia groups that would rise to the fore in such a situation, Palestinians have few remaining
vehicles for organizing politically.

There are, nevertheless, a few hopeful trends despite the precarious situation created by the
PA and its international patrons. First, many of the young people who engage in collective action
and civil disobedience today are unconnected to existing institutions and power structures. They
view the PA as part of the problem and are willing to consider alternative means to Palestinian
resistance outside the Oslo paradigm.21 Nevertheless, their lack of connection to institutions has
meant that their protests and demands are not long-lasting. This is because, without an
organizing structure, they are unable to sustain their social movements for very long. Despite
this, that they are unconnected means that there is room for the development of new
organizations capable of creative dissent and strategies to face the Israeli occupation, particularly
in those areas where the PA does not function. In the future, we should expect these
organizations to emerge in historically marginalized segments of society (i.e. among the working
class and rural communities).22 The international community should encourage the emergence of
local organizing and community initiatives, both to combat the lack of political representation for
Palestinians in places such as Jerusalem or Area C and to help Palestinians resist Israeli policies
that are essentially intended to remove them altogether. Any activism that seeks to pressure the
PA over its repressive policies should also be supported.

Moreover, activism within Israel among its Palestinian citizens has increased since the late
1980s, and particularly after the second intifada. There is a sense of awakening among
Palestinian citizens of Israel, and a reconnection between them and the Palestinian cause.
Starting with now-exiled Knesset member Azmi Bishara, the political leadership within the
Palestinian community in Israel began articulating a different narrative in the early 1990s.23 This
narrative emphasized the connection between hardships within Israel and the occupation outside
it. Palestinians would no longer ask for rights as some sort of external minority, Bishara argued.
Rather, they were the indigenous peoples of the land and were entitled to full rights and liberties
within it. Moreover, Bishara emphasized that Israel’s animosity toward other Arab states was of
no concern to its Palestinian citizens. He made a number of controversial visits to Arab states
and expressed support for their efforts to combat Israeli occupation. Above all, he emphasized
the Palestinian Arab identity (i.e. the natural kinship and shared roots) that existed between
Palestinians within Israel and Palestinians and Arabs outside.24 This narrative shift has since
changed the political landscape within Israel, bringing to the fore Knesset members such as
Jamal Zahalka and Haneen Zoabi, and making the “Joint List” (a political alliance of Arab
parties) the third largest party in the Knesset at one point, despite the many attempts to repress
the movement.25

Concurrently, some Palestinian citizens of Israel organized around the newly revitalized
Islamist Movement in 48 Palestine. The Islamist Movement was created in 1971 and gained
particular popularity in the 1980s and 1990s.26 In particular, Palestinians within Israel coalesced
around the leader of the northern branch of the movement, Sheikh Raed Salah. Salah was
politically active and popular, winning local elections a number of times. He was also repeatedly
targeted by the State of Israel for alleged ties to the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas, and Iran, and
served time in prison.27 This did not dissuade Salah and his supporters, who continued to rally
around him after his release. Salah took a special interest in organizing around the issue of



Jerusalem and the economic and political marginalization of Jerusalemites. He was responsible
for organizing trips from Palestinian communities within Israel to the Old City of Jerusalem in
order to help revive the city’s economy. The Islamist Movement, under his leadership, also took
on a number of projects for Jerusalem’s residents, including

construction and rehabilitation of two large underground mosques, the Marwani and the Ancient Al-Aqsa … house
renovations in the Old City; the funding of alternative plans to the municipality’s official ones (notably for the Abbasiya
neighbourhood in the Old City and for the Bustan area in Silwan); activities for children in Silwan; and legal support and
representation for residents of the Old City, Silwan and Sheikh Jarrah.28

Finally, Salah was also vocal and active in organizing demonstrations against Israeli policies
against Arab Jerusalem, allying with Palestinian Christian organizations and figures like
Archbishop Atallah Hanna.29

This shift has fueled a sense of shared grievance among Palestinian citizens of Israel and
Palestinians within the occupied territories. It has also shifted the relationship of Palestinian
citizens of Israel with the Israeli state: a growing majority of Palestinian citizens of Israel now
see themselves as outsiders to the state and are no longer interested in assimilation. Activism
among Palestinian citizens of Israel has thus increased, with a number of active civil society
organizations emerging in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Such organizations included Adalah (a
human rights organization and legal center),30 Mada al-Carmel (an Arab research center),31 the
Arab Center for Alternative Planning (a civil society organization),32 and the Mossawa Center (a
civil society organization).33 These organizations advocate for Palestinian rights, an end to the
racialized settler-colonial character of Israel, and recognition of the Nakba. In sum, the increased
political activity within Israel, particularly around the Palestinian issue, means that Palestinian
citizens of Israel may emerge as leading voices of dissent in the future. This means that they may
also present alternative institutions and strategies to the role of the PA, if or when it collapses.

Finally, some hopeful trends have emerged from the Palestinian community in the diaspora.
Activism in the United States and Europe, especially around the BDS movement, has become
increasingly successful over the last decade. The BDS movement has succeeded in both direct
action and changes in legislation,34 forcing the Israeli government to acknowledge the threat of
such a grassroots movement on its overall legitimacy.35 As a result, attempts by the Israeli
government and its allies to repress the BDS movement have emerged in recent years,
particularly in the United States.36 Nevertheless, the BDS movement continues, gaining traction
at a number of different levels. For Palestinians in the diaspora, the BDS movement has provided
a shared framework upon which Palestinians anywhere can organize. To a large extent, such
activism has overshadowed the background of participants or their political affiliations; instead,
Palestinians everywhere can focus efforts on combatting groups and companies that facilitate the
occupation. The narrow focus of the movement has thus been very effective.

Palestinians in the diaspora have also begun organizing transnationally and voicing serious
challenges to the prevailing Oslo system. Organizations such as Al-Shabaka, for instance, have
formed to conduct research, connect Palestinian academics and policymakers around the world,
and coordinate on media engagement in order to facilitate awareness of the Palestinian narrative.
Al-Shabaka was founded in 2008 by Palestinian academics and policymakers in the United
States and has since expanded globally. The organization has policy fellows in the United States,
Britain, and on the ground in Palestine, with over 200 members spread out over six continents.
Importantly, it considers its main audience to be the Palestinian people and has embarked on
research in order to facilitate institution-building within Palestinian society in the long term. At



the time of this writing, Al-Shabaka has launched a number of key initiatives, including a study
of how to revive the PLO and make it truly representative of the Palestinian community. The
organization also works with key civil society actors on the ground in Palestine in order to
develop sustainable projects and initiatives.37

Other initiatives have emerged along the same lines, intended to challenge the Oslo
paradigm. One such initiative includes the Palestinians Abroad Conference, held in Istanbul,
Turkey, in February 2017, which brought together diaspora Palestinians from around the world.
According to organizers, the conference was intended to “initiate a wide national movement to
activate the role of the diaspora in defending the Palestinian right of return and the establishment
of an independent Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its capital.” That the organizers and
participants vehemently disagreed with the Oslo paradigm, and called for a reevaluation of the
PLO, irked the PA, which claimed that the conference was “suspicious” and provided a “free
service to the Israeli occupation.”38

Without delving too deeply into the history of the PLO, the fact remains that it is considered
an exemplar of national liberation movements.39 The PLO was able to sustain itself and evolve
despite heavy Israeli violence, inter-Arab aggression, and a variety of new challenges. It is
indeed for that reason that no other organization has ever emerged successfully to replace it. As
Jamil Hilal notes, the PLO conferred on to Palestinians a “sense of unity” unparalleled by other
institutions.40 Thus some Palestinian voices—including this author—would argue that an attempt
to supersede the PLO as an institution may be counterproductive and waste valuable resources.

As I have written previously, the PLO already contains within it the institutions by which
Palestinians can hold their leadership accountable.41 Bodies such as the Palestinian National
Council (PNC; the legislative body intended to represent Palestinians both within historic
Palestine and abroad) in theory act as a check on the power of the executive. Thus, to circumvent
the centralization of power in the hands of Abbas and in the executive of the PA more generally,
Palestinians should call for a reactivation of the PNC through new elections in the diaspora as
well as in the territories. It should also incorporate all relevant political groups—including those
of the Islamist persuasion—in order to be more broadly representative. In this way, the PLO can
become a space of actual consensus-building.

Moreover, in today’s environment of interconnectivity, it would not be too farfetched to call
for elections both in the territories and abroad. Technological advancements, as well as past
experiences around the world of “digital democracy” or “e-government,” can help provide a
starting point for Palestinians who are interested in reviving the PLO.42 These previous
experiences can be used to inform their efforts and initiate a registration campaign of
Palestinians around the world as well as a subsequent election. As I have previously noted,
“creating new institutions from the ground up in a fragmented and increasingly polarized
environment might very well be impossible. It is therefore important to utilize the institutions
Palestinians already have available and attempt to reform them rather than dispose of them
altogether.”43

All in all, these various movements and initiatives are hopeful trends for the future of the
Palestinian cause in that they present alternatives and possible vehicles for organizing if/when
the PA ceases to function. This is particularly the case with regard to Palestinian organizations
within Israel, which are on the ground, closer to the issues at hand, and with long-standing
relationships with Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza. Thus, despite the political
fragmentation facing Palestinians given the legacy of international involvement, we may yet see
a resurgence of Palestinian activism in the future.



APPENDIX

Robustness tests

Table A1: Models 1 and 2 with staggered inclusion of control variables (see Chapter 2)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
PA-

affiliated
Not PA-
affiliated

PA-
affiliated

Not PA-
affiliated

PA-
affiliated

Not PA-
affiliated

Democracy
Autocratizing –0.381 0.041 –0.340 0.039 –0.326 0.046

(0.347) (0.133) (0.347) (0.133) (0.347) (0.133)
Democratizing –0.555* –0.090 –0.584* –0.097 –0.583* –0.092

(0.325) (0.506) (0.325) (0.135) (0.325) (0.135)
Secularism – – –0.363* 0.194** –0.353* 0.188**

(0.215) (0.094) (0.215) (0.094)
Refugee – – – – 0.279 0.104

(0.270) (0.111)
N 182 1088 182 1088 182 1086

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Table A2: Models 1 and 2 with staggered inclusion of control variables (continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
PA-

affiliated
Not PA-
affiliated

PA-
affiliated

Not PA-
affiliated

PA-
affiliated

Not PA-
affiliated

Democracy
Autocratizing –0.293

(0.348)
0.031

(0.133)
–0.296
(0.348)

0.026
(0.133)

–0.304
(0.349)

0.025
(0.134)

Democratizing –0.483 –0.115 –0.512 –0.116 –0.517
(0.331) (0.136) (0.333) (0.135) (0.334)–

0.114
(0.135)

Secularism –0.300 0.147 –0.287 0.127 –0.282* 0.123
(0.218) (0.095) (0.218) (0.096) (0.219) (0.095)

Refugee 0.331 0.087 0.296 0.114 0.295 0.094
(0.272) (0.111) (0.277) (0.112) (0.277) (0.113)

Education 0.214* 0.128*** 0.224** 0.122*** 0.222** 0.120***
(0.110) (0.042) (0.111) (0.042) (0.111) (0.041)

Poverty Line –0.107 0.067 –0.114 0.075
(0.161) (0.051) (0.163) (0.056)

Political Affil. 0.009 –0.033**
(0.035) (0.013)

N 182 1085 182 1085 182 1084

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Table A3: Using political opposition variable1 rather than political affiliation



Model 1 Model 2
PA-affiliated Not PA-affiliated

Democracy
Autocratizing –0.249 0.014

(0.360) (0.134)
Democratizing –0.568* –0.115

(0.343) (0.136)
Secularism –0.437* 0.121

(0.229) (0.096)
Refugee 0.198 0.051

(0.296) (0.118)
Education 0.209* 0.135***

(0.117) (0.043)
Employment 0.573 0.046

(0.627) (0.114)
Poverty Line –0.028 0.077

(0.172) (0.052)
Political Opposition –0.007 0.222*

(0.312) (0.123)
Location Type 0.100 0.104

(0.205) (0.084)
Governorate 0.069** 0.029**

(0.034) (0.015)
Peace Process –0.474** –0.252***

(0.195) (0.066)
N 182 1,084
LRchi2(11) 23.11 42.33
Prob>chi2 0.0171 0.000

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Table A4: Inclusion of “education” and “democratizing” interaction term2

Model 1 Model 2
PA-affiliated Not PA-affiliated

Democracy
Autocratizing –0.272 0.157

(0.360) (0.134)
Democratizing –0.677 –0.462

(1.195) (0.379)
Secularism –0.437* 0.136

(0.229) (0.096)
Refugee 0.192 0.042

(0.294) (0.119)
Education 0.197 0.104**

(0.161) (0.052)
Education Interaction 0.015 0.086

(0.221) (0.088)
Employment 0.559 0.046

(0.635) (0.113)
Poverty Line –0.054 0.079

(0.174) (0.052)
Political Affiliation 0.053 –0.304**

(0.038) (0.013)
Location Type 0.057 0.114

(0.205) (0.084)



Governorate 0.081** 0.024
(0.034) (0.015)

Peace Process –0.538** –0.266***
(0.181) (0.065)

N 182 1,084
LRchi2(12) 25.05 45.16
Prob>chi2 0.0146 0.000

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Demographic indicators

1. Indicator of refugee status:
Are you a refugee?
Yes or No

2. Highest educational attainment
a. Illiterate
b. Elementary
c. Middle school
d. High school
e. Associate’s degree
f. Bachelor’s degree
g. Master’s or higher

3. Employment
a. Student
b. Unskilled worker
c. Housewife
d. Skilled labor
e. Small business owner
f. Farmer
g. Retired
h. Unemployed

4. Income (two measures)
“The poverty line in Palestine is 1800 shekel or lower per month. Tell us where your family
lies.”
a. Much less than that
b. Less than that
c. Approximately that number
d. More than that
e. Much more than that
f. Don’t know/ refuse to answer

“What is your family’s approximate monthly income?”
a. Less than 600 shekel



b. Between 600 and 1,200
c. Between 1,201 and 1,800
d. Between 1,801 and 2,400
e. Between 2,401 and 3,000
f. Between 3,001 and 3,600
g. Between 3,601 and 4,200
h. Between 4,201 and 4,800
i. More than 4,801

Survey information

Student responses were kept entirely anonymous, with any response to questions remaining
online in encrypted form on the Qualtrics platform. Any behavioral measures were done on a
physical piece of paper that was shredded at the end of the session during de-briefing.

Survey (translated)

Political affiliation

1. Which of these political groups at Birzeit do you most agree with?
a. Islamist group
b. Fatah group
c. Leftist group

Pre-treatment polarization

2. How much do you agree with the following statement:
“Religion must be an important influence in society.”
a. Strongly Agree
b. Agree
c. Slightly Agree
d. Neutral
e. Slightly Disagree
f. Disagree
g. Strongly Disagree

3. How much do you agree with the following statement:
“Income inequality is a very serious problem in Palestinian society.”
a. Strongly Agree
b. Agree
c. Slightly Agree
d. Neutral
e. Slightly Disagree
f. Disagree
g. Strongly Disagree



4. How much do you agree with the following statement:
“The peace process that has led to PA control of the Palestinian territories is the best possible
scenario for Palestinians at this time.”
a. Strongly Agree
b. Agree
c. Slightly Agree
d. Neutral
e. Slightly Disagree
f. Disagree
g. Strongly Disagree

Demographics

5. Gender
a. Male
b. Female
c. Other

6. West Bank Governorate
a. Nablus
b. Jerusalem
c. Ramallah and Al-Bireh
d. Tulkarm
e. Salfit
f. Jericho
g. Bethlehem
h. Hebron
i. Jenin
j. Tubas
k. Qalqilya
l. Other/ None of the above

7. Where do you or your parent/ guardian work?
a. The PA or an affiliated institution
b. Private sector
c. Other/ None of the above

8. How would you describe your income level?
a. Above average
b. Average
c. Below average

9. Age (input)

Treatments (one of three)

10. Cooptation: The PA often funds the efforts of social activists on the basis that those activists
will coordinate with the PA on their objectives and strategies.



11. Repression: The PA often cracks down on the efforts of social activists, on the basis that
those activists did not coordinate with the PA on their objectives and strategies.

12. Neutral: The PA calls for the creation of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, as
well as a compromise with Israel on the basis of negotiations.

Willingness to cooperate measures

13. [Selected political affiliation] is working on a petition against corruption in the PA’s
institutions. How likely are you to sign such a petition?
a. Very likely
b. Likely
c. Not very likely
d. Not at all likely

14. [Other political affiliations] are working on a campaign against corruption in the PA’s
institutions here on campus. How much time are you willing to dedicate to this effort on a
weekly basis?
a. 0 hours
b. 1–2 hours
c. 3–4 hours
d. More than 5 hours

Counting exercise

15. How many dots are in this picture? (input)

Willingness to cooperate measures



Image 1

16. [Other political affiliations] are working on a petition against corruption in the PA’s
institutions. How likely are you to sign such a petition?
a. Very likely
b. Likely
c. Not very likely
d. Not at all likely

17. [Selected political affiliations] are working on a campaign against corruption in the PA’s
institutions here on campus. How much time are you willing to dedicate to this effort on a
weekly basis?
a. 0 hours
b. 1–2 hours
c. 3–4 hours
d. More than 5 hours

Counting exercise

18. How many dots are in this picture? (input)



Image 2

Post-treatment polarization

19. How much do you agree with the following statement: “Religion must be an important
influence in society.”
a. Strongly Agree
b. Agree
c. Slightly Agree
d. Neutral
e. Slightly Disagree
f. Disagree
g. Strongly Disagree

20. How much do you agree with the following statement:
“Income inequality is a very serious problem in Palestinian society.”
a. Strongly Agree
b. Agree
c. Slightly Agree
d. Neutral
e. Slightly Disagree
f. Disagree
g. Strongly Disagree



21. How much do you agree with the following statement:
“The peace process that has led to PA control of the Palestinian territories is the best possible
scenario for Palestinians at this time.”
a. Strongly Agree
b. Agree
c. Slightly Agree
d. Neutral
e. Slightly Disagree
f. Disagree
g. Strongly Disagree

Support of regime

22. How would you describe your support of the PA and its current strategy?
a. Oppose
b. Neutral
c. Support
d. Don’t know/Prefer not to answer

Power analysis

A post hoc power analysis revealed that an n of approximately 128 would be needed to obtain
statistical power at the recommended 0.80 level. With the current sample size of 67, the
probability of finding true significance is 0.523. A table is included for comparison.

Table A5: Power analysis

Alpha Power N Delta m0 ma sd
0.5 0.523 67 0.25 0 0.1 0.4
0.5 0.697 100 0.25 0 0.1 0.4
0.5 0.802 128 0.25 0 0.1 0.4

Figure A1: Polarization shift by treatment



Figure A2. Fatah attitudes pre- and post-experiment

Figure A3. Islamist attitudes pre- and post-experiment



Figure A4. Leftist attitudes pre- and post-experiment
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