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“I’mhonestlystilltryingtokickthenationalisthabit,”jokesactivistAhmad
Nimer,aswetalkoutsideaRamallahcafe.Ourtopicofconversationseemsan
unlikelyone:livingasananarchistinPalestine.“Inacolonizedcountry,it’s
quitedifficulttoconvincepeopleofnon-authoritarian,non-statesolutions.You
encounter,prettymuch,astrictlyanti-colonial–oftennarrowlynationalist–men-
tality,”lamentsNimer.Indeed,anarchistsinPalestinecurrentlyhaveavisibility
problem.Despitehigh-profileinter-nationalandIsraelianarchistactivity,there
doesn’tseemtobeamatchingawarenessofanarchismamongmanyPalestinians
themselves.

Contemporarydiscussionofanarchistthemesshiftsemphasistowardsmoreof
anapproachtopower:rejectingpowerover,infavorofpowerwith.“Whenyou
talkaboutanarchyasapoliticalconcept,itisdefinedasrejectingthestate,”explains
SaedAbu-Hijleh,ahumangeographylectureratAn-NajahUniversityinNablus.
“Ittalksaboutfreedomandsocietyorganizingitselfwithouttheinterferenceofthe
state.”But,howdoastatelesspeopleengagewithanarchism,atermthatimplies
oppositiontosomeformofstateasaconditionofitsexistence?

InPalestine,elementsofpopularstrugglehavehistoricallyoftenbeenself-
organized.Evenifnotexplicitlyidentifiedas“anarchism”assuch,“Peoplehave
alreadydonehorizontal,ornon-hierarchical,organizingalltheirlives,”says
BeesanRamadan,anotherlocalanarchist,whodescribesanarchismasa“tactic”
yetquestionstheneedtoattachalabel.Shecontinues,“Itisalreadythereinmy
cultureandinthewayPalestinianactivismhasworked.DuringtheFirstIntifada,
forinstance,whensomeone’shomewasdemolished,peoplewouldorganizeto
rebuildit,almostspontaneously.AsaPalestiniananarchistIlookforwardtogo
backtotherootsoftheFirstIntifada.Itdidnotcomefromapoliticaldecision.
ItcameagainstthewillofthePLO.”YasserArafatdeclaredindependencein
November1988,aftertheFirstIntifadabeganinDecember1987,Ramadansays
“…tohijacktheeffortsoftheFirstIntifada.”

ThePalestiniancasehasbeenfurthercomplicatedinrecentdecades.Theland-
scapeoflargelyhorizontalself-organizationintheFirstIntifada,wasdisplacedin
1993withthesigningoftheOsloAccordsandthetop-downPalestinianAuthority
(PA)theycreated.“NowhereinPalestine,”Ramadanobserves,“wedon’thavethe
meaningofauthoritythatotherpeopledefy…WehavethePAandtheoccupation,
andourprioritiesarealwaysmixedup.ThePAandtheIsraelis[areon]thesame
levelbecausethePAisatoolfortheIsraelistooppressthePalestinians.”Nimer
alsosharesthisview,arguingithasnowspreadmuchmorewidelyandthatmany
nowseethePAasa“proxy-occupation”.

“Beingananarchistdoesn’tmeanhavingtheblackandredflagorgoingblack
bloc,”Ramadanpointsout,referringtotheestablishedanarchistprotesttacticof
wearingall-blackclothingandcoveringfaces.“Idon’twanttoimitateanywestern
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group in the way that they ‘do’ anarchism…it is not going to work here, because you
need to create a whole consciousness of the people. People don’t understand this
concept.” Yet Ramadan believes the low visibility of Palestinian anarchists, and lack
of awareness about anarchism among Palestinians more broadly, does not necessar-
ily mean that few exist. “I think there are a good number of anarchists in Palestine,”
she notes, although later conceding, “…mostly, for now, it is an individual belief
[although] we are all active in our own way.”

This lack of a unified anarchist movement in Palestine could come as a result of
the fact Western anarchists never really focused on colonialism. “[Western writers]
didn’t have to,” argues Bu- dour Hassan, an activist and law student. “Their struggle
was different.” Nimer also adds: “For an anarchist in the US, decolonization might
be a part of anti-authoritarian struggle; for me, it’s simply what needs to happen.”

Importantly, Hassan extends her own understanding of anarchism beyond
positions merely against state or colonial authoritarianism. She refers to Pales-
tinian novelist and Arab nationalist Ghassan Kanafani, noting that although he
challenged the occupation, “…he also challenged patriarchal relations and the
bourgeois classes… This is why I think we Arabs – anarchists from Palestine, from
Egypt, from Syria, from Bahrain – need to begin reformulating anarchism in a
way that reflects our experiences of colonialism, our experiences as women in a
patriarchal society, and so on.”

“Just being part of political opposition won’t save you,” warns Ramadan, who
adds that for many women, “When you stand against the occupation, you also have
to stand against the family.” In fact, the over-emphasized portrayal of women at pro-
tests, she maintains, masks the fact that in reality many women have to fight just
to be there. Even attending evening meetings requires young women to overcome
social boundaries not faced by their male counterparts.

“As Palestinians, we need to establish the connection with Arab anarchists,” Ra-
madan says, influenced by her reading of material from anarchists in Egypt and
Syria. “We have so much in common and, because of the isolation, we end up meet-
ing international anarchists who sometimes, as good as their politics is, remain
stuck within their misconceptions and Islamophobia.”

In a short piece published on Jadaliyya entitled “Anarchist, Liberal, and Authori-
tarian Enlightenments: Notes from the Arab Spring” MohammedBamyeh argued that
the recent Arab uprisings reflected “…a rare combination of an anarchist method
and a liberal intention,” noting that “…the revolutionary style is anarchist, in the
sense that it requires little organization, leadership, or even coordination [and]
tends to be suspicious of parties and hierarchies even after revolutionary success.”

For Ramadan, nationalism also represents a significant problem. “People need
nationalism in times of struggle,” she concedes, “[But] it sometimes becomes an
obstacle…

You know what the negative sense of nationalism means? It means you only
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think as Palestinians, that Palestinians are the only ones who are suffering in the
world.” Nimer also adds, “You’re talking about 60 years of occupation and ethnic
cleansing, and 60 years of resisting that through nationalism. It’s too long, it’s
unhealthy. People can go from nationalist to fascist, quite quickly.”

December’s crowds in Cairo’s Tahrir square may yet offer hope to Palestinian
anarchists. As President Mohamed Morsi consolidated executive, legislative and
judicial powers under his office, anarchist groups joined the demonstrations. These
Egyptians actually call themselves “anarchists” and believe in “anarchism”. Back in
Ramallah, Nimer reflects: “I’m often pessimistic, but you can’t discount Palestinians.
We could break out at any moment. The First Intifada began with a car accident.”


