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Committee Background 
 

 The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) is the oldest major extant 

Palestinian political association in the world, and is widely recognized as the legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people. The PLO was established in 1964 after a 

successful campaign among Arab leaders led by Ahmad Shuqeiri, a middle-class leader 

and activist.i Though the organization was initially dominated by expatriate businessmen 

and other representatives of the middle- and upper-classes, after 1968 the rise of the left-

wing Fatah inaugurated a populist period in Palestinian politics which saw the PLO 

secure operational independence from the Arab world.ii Nevertheless, the PLO 

emphasized above all else the representation and empowerment of the Palestinian people 

according to the terms set out in the charter of 1964.iii 

 Though the PLO itself is not a sovereign entity, its structure resembles that of a 

nation-state. Like most states, it consists of a legislative body (the Palestinian National 

Council, henceforth PNC), an executive branch (the Palestinian Executive Committee, 

led by a chairman election from amongst its members), and a functioning bureaucracy 

(unlike most states, it lacks a judiciary).iv Other major institutions within the PLO, most 

notably the Palestine Central Council (PCC), responsible for policy between the sessions 

of the PNC, and the Palestine Liberation Army (PLA) - the paramilitary wing of the PLO 



as a whole, independent of any individual faction - are largely subordinate to these 

organizations.v  

 Participants in this committee will represent the members of the PLO Executive 

Committee, and will be responsible primarily for the executive branch, bureaucracy, and 

paramilitaries of the organization, though their actions may have significant import upon 

the legislative decisions of the PNC. Because the PNC and the PCC meet infrequently, 

most of the day to day governance of the PLO is carried out by the Executive Committee. 

In addition to their responsibilities to the PLO and to the Palestinian people, participants 

will be required to take into account their roles within their respective political parties 

and organizations when voting, negotiating, speaking, or making use of their portfolio 

powers.  

 

History of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 
 
 Though the Jewish presence in the Levant dates back thousands of years, the 

modern Jewish-Arab conflict in the region was precipitated primarily by large-scale  

Jewish immigration to the region after the rise of Zionism in the late 19th century. 

Zionism, a form of Jewish nationalism, emphasizes a return from diaspora to the 

traditional cultural homeland of the Jewish people, roughly in the area occupied by 

the ancient kingdom of Israel. The development of early Zionism was spurred by the 

rise of European nationalism in general and of Anti-Semitism, especially in Eastern 

Europe. Though Jewish thinkers had published serious calls for European Jewish 

emigration as early as the 1860’s, such calls were scattered and largely  of a 

religious nature.vi In contrast, true Zionism was a primarily secular philosophy 



developed in the wake of a particularly brutal series of pogroms in Eastern Europe 

that coincided with the development of a Jewish identity independent of religious 

affiliation.vii Ironically, much of the impetus for this shift was provided by the very 

European nationalist tropes that encouraged the persecution of Jews.viii The 1896 

publication of Theodor Herzl’s The Jewish State, which advocated for a secular, 

socialist Jewish and Democratic state in Palestine, is widely considered to have 

created Zionism as an organized political movement.ix 

 Herzl’s followers were soon able to build a formidable international coalition, 

arranging audiences with Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm II, the Ottoman Empire’s Abdul 

Hamid II, and later Pope Pius X, and the king of Italy, Victor Emmanuel III.x In 1903 

the British foreign minister offered to open “Uganda” (in actuality modern-day 

Kenya) to temporary Jewish settlers after negotiations over the Sinai Peninsula (the 

so-called “El-Arish scheme”) fell through; the proposal was not rejected until the 

Seventh Zionist Congress in 1905.xi  

 Years of abortive negotiations were brought to an abrupt end by the onset of 

the First World War and Britain’s invasion of the crumbling Ottoman Empire. After 

initial setbacks (of which the disastrous 1915 Dardanelles campaign engineered by 

Winston Churchill is the most notable), the British advanced rapidly with the 

assistance of Arab rebels under T.E. Lawrence.xii Neglecting promises of 

independence made to Arab nationalists, the British secretly penned the Sykes-Picot 

agreement of 1916 with France; the treaty pre-emptively divided the territory of the 

Ottoman Empire into British and French colonies and spheres of influence. 

According to this plan the area to the West of the Jordan River was to be placed 



under international supervision, while Iraq would be ceded to Britain and Syria to 

France. Regardless of later changes in the specific political arrangements in the 

region, the Sykes-Picot agreement effectively guaranteed European control of the 

Middle East for decades to come.xiii  

 The agreement, written in secret, violated a series of earlier agreements 

made with the Arab rebels beginning in 1915; Britain had promised them control 

over the entirety of the Levant except for modern-day Lebanon.xiv The rapid allied 

advance into Ottoman territory beginning in 1916 put the Zionist movement, now 

dominated by Chaim Weizmann, in an extremely politically advantageous position. 

Weizmann’s contributions to the British war effort – as a military chemist and later 

as an unofficial strategic advisor to Prime Minister David Lloyd George – allowed 

him some degree of influence over the British government’s policy in the Middle 

East.xv As a result, Weizmann was able to secure, in November of 1917, the famous 

Balfour Declaration (named for the British Foreign Minister at the time), declaring 

his government’s support for the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine.xvi  

 The imprecise language of the declaration assured that it would act more as 

an agenda-setting document than as a formal agreement. A joint statement released 

by Emir Faisal (the leader of the Arab forces during the war) and Weizmann in early 

1919 expressed a joint desire to cooperate; for his part, Faisal promised to 

“welcome the Jews back home.”xvii Nevertheless, such conciliatory rhetoric failed to 

prevent the destruction of Faisal’s abortive Arab Kingdom of Syria in 1920 and the 

subsequent San Remo Resolution, which formally divided Syria, Mesopotamia, and 



the Levant Mandates and charged Great Britain – the overseer of Palestine and 

modern-day Jordan – with implementing the terms of the Balfour Declaration.xviii 

 The British Mandate for Palestine, as it was called, was approved by the 

newly-formed League of Nations in 1922. It was to take effect the following year, 

and was thereafter divided into two separate territories: the Emirate of Transjordan 

to the east of the Jordan river and Mandatory Palestine to its west.xix Already 

unstable on the eve of the First World War, the British Mandate grew increasingly so 

thereafter. By the early twentieth renewed interest in the traditional Jewish 

homeland had led to the development of a relatively small Jewish immigrant 

population in and around coastal cities like Tel Aviv and around the Galilee region. 

In 1922 Jews constituted just over 11% of the total population in Mandatory 

Palestine (the Jewish presence in Transjordan was, and remains, negligible). Rapid 

immigration after the First World War led to a steady increase in this percentage; by 

1942 Jews constituted 29.9% of the total population, compared to 61% for Muslim 

Arabs and under 8% for Christian Arabs.xx Furthermore, Israeli land acquisitions, 

while legal, were often purchased from absentee landlords – those working the land 

had no say in such deals, and were often evicted as a result.xxi 

 As tensions rose, so too did the level of violence in Mandatory Palestine. 

Hundreds were killed in riots in 1929.xxii New paramilitary groups – most notably 

Irgun, a revanchist group seeking the creation of a fully-Jewish state on both banks 

of the Jordan River – carried out frequent raids on Arabs and on agents of the British 

mandatory government, killing hundreds more. Despite widespread opposition to 

Jewish immigration (which increased dramatically after the Nazis assumed power in 



Germany) and to Zionism, Arab resistance remained, in contrast, extremely 

sporadic. The Palestinian political front was fractious, suffering from a lack of 

support outside the intelligentsia and from frequent squabbles between factions. 

Despite these differences, Palestine’s Arabs were briefly united under the Arab 

Higher Committee – a unity government consisting of all major Palestinian political 

parties and blocs – in 1936.xxiii It was this committee – consisting of six major Arab 

Palestinian leaders capable of bringing together disparate and generally fractious 

interest groups – that initiated, albeit indirectly, the so-called Arab Revolt of 

1936.xxiv  

 The Arab Revolt began when the Arab Higher Committee declared a national 

general strike that was rapidly transformed into insurrection. By 1937, as the crisis 

reached its peak, vast swaths of Palestine were outside the control of the 

government and thousands were dead on both sides. Particularly ominous was the 

foundation of the “Stern Gang,” a revisionist Jewish paramilitary group which held 

that a Jewish state could only be established through violence against Arabs and 

Britons alike.xxv The Stern Gang initiated a decade-long campaign of reprisals that 

would only end with Israel’s independence in 1948.xxvi 

 The Arab Revolt dramatically changed the outlook of the British government 

in Palestine. By the time violence began to return to more manageable levels the 

earlier governmental goodwill towards the Zionist movement had largely faded, and 

a government white paper issued in 1939 limited Israeli land purchases and set 

highly restrictive quotas for Jewish immigration.xxvii  



Nevertheless, by no means did the revolt end in Arab victory. A number of 

the most-high-profile Arab leaders, including mufti Hajj Amin Al-Hosseini, were 

forced into exile, fracturing the already fragile cohesiveness of the Arab forces. The 

Arab Palestinians were left virtually without a leadership until after the dissolution 

of the Mandate.xxviii In contrast, the Jewish settlers were highly unified, highly 

centralized, and highly motivated, especially when, in the aftermath of the Second 

World War, the true extent of Nazi crimes in Europe was revealed.xxix 

 While the attention of Great Britain was focused on the war in Europe, the 

Arabs’ political isolation grew more severe and a unifying leadership failed to 

emerge. During the war the exile of the most powerful Palestinian leaders and close 

cooperation between Jewish and British forces in Palestine created a period of 

comparative calm. Jewish leaders used the opportunity provided by the relative 

relaxation of the period to put political pressure on the British leadership while 

distancing themselves from the Stern Gang and other radicals.xxx 

 The end of the war brought Palestine back to the forefront of the 

international agenda. The liberation of large Jewish populations in Central and 

Eastern Europe created an emerging refugee crisis, while spreading knowledge of 

the scale of the Holocaust engendered a wave of sympathy for the Jews, especially in 

the newly-dominant United States. The 1946 independence of the Emirate of 

Transjordan (later the Kingdom of Jordan), furthermore, gave more momentum to 

independence movements on both sides.xxxi Finally, late in 1947, the United Nations 

General Assembly passed resolution 181, officially partitioning Palestine into Jewish 

and Arabs states and an international zone around the city of Jerusalem.xxxii The 



Arab world was heavily opposed to partition. In the highly charged atmosphere that 

followed the passage of the resolution British forces refused to endorse the partition 

because it lacked Arab support but made no attempt to prevent the widespread 

outbreak of violence that followed.xxxiii  

 Finally, as British forces abandoned Mandatory Palestine and ethnic violence 

reached a fever pitch, Jewish leaders gathered in Tel Aviv and, on May 14, 1948, the 

day of the expiration of Britain’s mandate according to Resolution 181, declared 

independence.xxxiv 

 The war that followed was short and decisive. Whereas the Israeli leadership 

was unified and devoted, the Arabs failed to achieve ethnic unity. The Arab League 

soldiers who poured into Mandatory Palestine from all over the Middle East 

primarily fought for their own interests –territorial gains – while the Palestinians 

played hardly any role at all. Not surprisingly, the Arab front collapsed. By the 

middle of 1949, when an armistice was signed between Israeli and the humiliated 

Arab powers, Israel had increased its territory by more than a fifth, capturing West 

Jerusalem and forcing, directly or indirectly, 700,000 Palestinian refugees into the 

surrounding countries.xxxv What remained of the Palestinian state set aside by the 

UN partition plan was divided amongst the Arab powers: King Abdullah of Jordan 

annexed the Eastern half - now the West Bank - while Egypt seized the West - now 

the Gaza Strip.xxxvi 

 The First Arab-Israeli war dramatically changed the nature of the conflict, 

ending a period of relatively equal paramilitary exchanges and beginning a period of 

Palestinian marginalization. After 1948, Pan-Arabism and its spokesman, Egyptian 



dictator Gamal Abdel Nasser, dominated Palestine’s politics. The scattering of much 

of the Palestinian population and the subjugation of the remainder further 

weakened Palestinian unity. For the next two decades no major domestic 

Palestinian political movement capable of rallying Arab Palestinians emerged. The 

PLO, founded in 1964, at the height of the power of the Pan-Arabist movement, was 

largely a tool of Nasser’s Egypt, and remained so for the duration of Shuqeiri’s 

control.xxxvii Despite its supposed claim to represent the whole Palestinian 

population, Shuqeiri’s PLO primarily represented the interests of the educated 

middle-class elite, and failed to win the collective heart of the bitterly divided 

Palestinian population.xxxviii 

 Apart from the brief Suez Crisis of 1956, the period between 1948 and 1967 

was markedly lacking in focused military activity, though skirmishes between Israel 

and her neighbors were frequent and bloody. No real Arab drive was made to 

liberate those parts of Palestine under Israeli control, nor was any attempt made by 

Israel to conquer the rest of Mandatory Palestine. Then, suddenly, at the conclusion 

of a period of particularly high tensions in the summer of 1967, Israel launched a 

surprise attack on the mobilized militaries of Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. Arab forces, 

Israelis would declare in hindsight, had been preparing for war for some time. 

Whatever course of events prompted it, the result was even more shocking than that 

of the 1948 war. In six days Israeli military forces smashed those of the opponents, 

capturing the Sinai Peninsula from Egypt, the Golan Heights border area from Syria, 

and the entirety of what little now remained of the UN’s Palestinian state.xxxix 



 The disaster of 1967 was, in reality, a hidden blessing for Palestinian 

nationalists. Though Nasser himself was not discredited, his brand of Pan-Arabism 

was doomed by the failure of a relatively united Arab front to drive Israel out of 

Palestine. As the Arab states fragmented and went their separate ways in the 

aftermath of the Six-Day War, Shuqeiri’s PLO was left disembodied, lacking both 

international patronage and domestic loyalty.xl For the PLO salvation would come in 

the form of Yasser Arafat, a young Palestinian activist and founder of Fatah 

(victory). Unlike Shuqeiri, Arafat came from a humble background and, unlike the 

increasingly ineffective PLO, his Fatah, which combined the socialism of Nasser’s 

Pan-Arabism with a stark and radical brand of Palestinian nationalism, was willing 

to act violently.xli Fatah unilaterally continued hostilities against Israel even after an 

armistice was concluded, raiding from hidden bases in Jordan with the tacit 

approval of the Jordanian government.xlii Though Fatah placed little emphasis at this 

early stage on gaining support within Palestine itself, its focus on Palestinian 

independence from Arab intervention allowed it to distance itself from Shuqeiri, 

who resigned as head of the PLO in 1967, and his cronies.xliii In 1968 Fatah, its allies, 

and other “commando” groups won a commanding share of the PNC, subsequently 

amending the PLO charter to reflect their radicalism; from then on negotiation with 

Israel was ruled out explicitly. Fatah and its allies won a majority of the seats in the 

fifth PNC and a dominant position in the Executive Commission in 1969. Yasser 

Arafat was proclaimed chairman of the PLO later that year.xliv 

Thereafter the Arab-Israeli conflict entered a second, far more active phase, 

in which the PLO would play a central role. Under Arafat’s leadership the PLO 



emerged for the first time as an representative of the Palestinian resistance as a 

whole: by 1970 the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, a radical Marxist 

group that had boycotted the PLO for years, finally sent representatives to that 

year’s PNC. Most importantly, the PLO was able to establish a unified paramilitary 

force – the Palestine Armed Struggle Command – that brought together most 

Palestinian guerilla movements.xlv 

Nevertheless, despite these advances in political organization the PLO failed 

to achieve its goals. Attacks on Israeli targets generally failed to produce desirable 

political outcomes, and PLO was forced to operate primarily among Palestinian 

populations in surrounding Arab countries rather than in Palestine itself.  

Though by 1970 the PLO had effectively become a state-within-a-state in 

Jordan with the backing of king Hussein, frustration with the failure to defeat Israel 

encouraged some Palestinians to focus their efforts on overthrowing the Jordanian 

king and gaining political control on behalf of the Palestinian refugees who now 

constituted a large share of the Jordanian population.xlvi A PFLP hijacking campaign 

was the last straw for king Hussein, and in September he declared martial law and, 

despite Syrian support for the PLO, forced the Palestinians to withdraw 

permanently from Jordanian cities in return for amnesty. In 1971, following further 

outbreaks of violence, the PLO was effectively eliminated as a potent political force 

in Jordan.xlvii 

After its expulsion from Jordan the PLO came to be based primarily in 

Southern Lebanon, where it was able to establish a centralized bureaucracy in the 

areas inhabited primarily by Palestinian refugees. The outbreak of the Lebanese 



Civil War in 1975 further strengthened the PLO’s hand, though its increased 

involvement in local Lebanese politics earned  the ire of Christian and Muslim 

Lebanese alike.xlviii By the mid-1970’s, the PLO was nearly universally recognized as 

the sole legal representative of the Palestinian people, and inflows of money from 

the cash-flush Arab Gulf States and wealthy Palestinians abroad financed the rising 

power of the PLO in general and Fatah in particular.xlix 

The events of the next decade, however, showed that the PLO, without a base 

of operations in Palestine, was as fundamentally weak as ever. By the second half of 

the 1970s, the Palestinians, once seen as protectors against Christian paramilitaries 

in Lebanon, were widely seen as a nuisance at best and oppressors at worst. 

Beginning at the end of the decade Israel initiated a proxy war against Palestinian 

forces in Lebanon. In 1981 Israel intervened directly with mortar strikes on 

Palestinian positions in South Lebanon.l 

Finally, in 1982, Israeli forces under Prime Minister Ariel Sharon invaded 

Lebanon outright on behalf of the Christians. Severely outgunned, the PLO was 

rapidly driven back to its headquarters in Beirut where, facing the prospect of 

annihilation, its resolve collapsed. Palestinian leaders, Arafat included, fled a base of 

operations for the second time in two decades.li The PLO relocated to distant Tunis. 

Israel’s right-wing government, meanwhile, intensified efforts to incorporate the 

West Bank and Gaza economically and demographically by establishing Jewish 

settlements throughout, many of which were dependent on resources taken at the 

expense of the Palestinian population.lii Internationally isolated, the PLO entered a 

period of infighting marked by bitter conflict between Arafat’s Fatah and dissatisfied 



factions notably the PFLP.liii With the PLO hamstrung, distant, and divided, and the 

Arab states unwilling and unable to force Israel’s increasingly dominant hand, the 

Palestinian people were left effectively leaderless. If the 1970s had seen the PLO at 

its peak, the 1980s were its nadir. 

 

The Present Situation 

 Beneath the surface, however, Israel’s hold on Palestine has become 

increasingly tenuous. Since the right-wing Likud party took power in 1977 – 

thereafter signaling that the occupation would be permanent – strong-arm tactics 

have increased disaffection in the occupied territories, especially among the youth. 

Sporadic protests and riots throughout the 1980s led defense minister Yitzhak 

Rabin to declare an “iron fist” retaliation policy, encompassing curfews, destruction 

of property, deportation, illegal search and seizure, and roadblocks.liv 

 In addition to widespread anger, many Palestinians are increasingly 

motivated by the spread of Islamic political ideals. In the wake of the 1979 Iranian 

Revolution, Israeli and Jordanian leaders began to tacitly support then-small 

Islamist groups, which they saw as a potential counterbalance to the secular 

radicalism of Fatah, the PFLP, and most of the PLO. The result was dramatic; by 

1986 opinion polling suggested that a majority of Palestinians favored Islamic law in 

some form, while only 10% expressed support for a “democratic and secular state” . 

The result was not what Israeli leaders had hoped for. Rather than weakening the 

resolve of the Palestinian people as a whole to resist, the spread of Islamism created 



an effective alternative to Fatah’s leftism that galvanized opposition to Israeli 

occupation.lv  

 Contrary to the beliefs of Israeli leaders, the weakening of the PLO did not 

pacify the Palestinian population. In fact, the collapse of the PLO in Jordan and 

Lebanon, while initially disruptive, has shifted the center of gravity in Palestinian 

politics back to the occupied territories for the first time since 1967.lvi In 1981 Faisal 

Husseini, an advocate for nonviolent methods, formed the Committee Confronting 

the Iron Fist, which worked with Israeli sympathizers to confront the occupying 

government over human rights violations.lvii Husseini’s efforts were indicative of a 

larger trend in Palestinian resistance away from the policies formerly advocated by 

the PLO. The new Palestinian resistance is marked not merely by a wide variance in 

strategies – non-violence was by no means a universal approach – but by a 

willingness to question the tropes that had defined the movement since the 

emergence of Fatah, with Islamism emerging as the most obvious potential 

challenge to now traditional Arab socialism.  

Of equal importance was the power shift that accompanied this trend. The 

rise of domestic leaders and ideas ensures that the next phase of the conflict will not 

be initiated by the PLO from without but by a new generation of Palestinian leaders 

from within. In many cases new institutions have begun to emerge which challenge 

the grip of organizations established after the Six-Day War. Notable among these is 

the Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) movement, an Islamist group formed shortly 

before the expulsion of the PLO from Lebanon. Unlike the mostly nationalist or 

socialist forces in the PLO, the PIJ and other Sunni Islamist groups like it draw 



inspiration from the revolution in Iran and from the teachings of the Muslim 

brotherhood.lviii It is almost certain that these groups will be at the forefront of the 

Palestinian cause in coming years; how the PLO chooses to respond to them is its 

own decision to make, but will have massive repercussions for years to come. 

 The events of the past months suggest that a crisis is emerging. The 

Palestinian population, overwhelmingly young and working-class, is increasingly 

restive. Palestinian leaders including Arafat were snubbed abroad and roundly 

ignored by the rest of the Arab world; no assistance, it seemed, was forthcoming.lix 

Palestinian emotions provided the fuse. The spark came on December 8, 1987, when 

an Israeli Defense Force truck crashed into a group of Palestinians at the Jabalya 

refugee camp, killing four in the process. The incident, the latest in a series of violent 

incidents in occupied Palestine, was rumored to have been intentional. The next day 

the largest riots in decades broke out.lx  

 This organization’s only hope of relevance in the coming upheaval lies in its 

ability to respond effectively to the trends in the occupied territories without 

repeating the mistakes of 1964, 1970, and 1982, when its preoccupation with 

foreign intervention and with the politics of the Arab world as a whole prevented it 

from capturing the allegiance or support of those Palestinians who remain in their 

homeland. An effective response to the events of the coming months and years will 

be impossible without an understanding of the Palestinian people, their motivations, 

and the leaders and institutions that they create. 

Nevertheless, an effective international approach should not be neglected. 

The PLO and other Palestinian groups are woefully underprepared for a 



conventional military occupation with Israel, while Israel’s Arab neighbors have 

effectively eschewed outright warfare with Israel. As a result, this organization 

approach the situation in the occupied territories that will allow it to build an 

international support base capable of bringing pressure  on Israel and support the 

actions of Palestinian groups and the PLO itself. This approach will depend 

especially on the actions of the Arab states. While Arab leaders at the beginning of 

the 20th century largely favored the Palestinian cause, since Israel’s Independence 

they have vacillated between manipulating the cause for their own interests, as was 

the case before the Six-Day War, and ignoring it. Egypt’s 1979 peace treaty with 

Israel, under which Israel withdrew from the occupied Sinai Peninsula in return for 

diplomatic recognition, effectively ended its political and military support for the 

Palestinian cause.lxi Though other Arab Countries – Jordan and Syria, most notably – 

provide nominal aid to the Palestinian cause.  Said aid is primarily given out of self 

interest: Syria seeks to emerge as a leading nation within the Arab world capable of 

rivaling Egypt, while Jordan still maintains a claim to sovereignty over the West 

Bank.lxii In determining its international approach, the PLO should consider how its 

actions will affect these powers and what steps can be taken to gain their support, 

whether by appealing to popular opinion or to the political elite. 

 The PLO must also carefully consider its relationship with Israel. Currently, 

the charter of this organization calls for the complete “elimination of Zionism” and 

“imperialist aggression” in Palestine. It also declares Palestine, defined by the 

borders of the old British mandate, to be “an indivisible territorial unit.”lxiii These 

guidelines, in practice, have made negotiation with Israel effectively impossible. 



This, combined with the overwhelming conventional military superiority of the 

Israeli state, has prevented any territorial gains in Palestine proper for several 

decades. This committee must consider the possibility of limited gains that 

amending the charter would create. Of particular importance is United Nations 

Security Council Resolution 242, passed unanimously shortly after the Six-Day War, 

declaring the “inadmissibility of the acquisition of territory by war” and calling for 

Israel to surrender those territories gained during the way.lxiv This resolution and 

others like it raise the possibility, hitherto ignored by the PLO, of partial victory. No 

discussion of this organization’s chances of succession will be complete without a 

discussion of the possibility of negotiation and compromise with Israel, even if such 

a solution would require concessions. 

 
The Palestinian Leadership 
 
 Major Factions Within the PLO 
 

· Fatah – Fatah is currently the most powerful single faction within the 

PLO, holding the largest single share of seats in the PNC, and is 

dominated by the PLO’s chairman, Yasser Arafat. Fatah emerged as 

the leading Palestinian political party after the fall of Ahmad Shuqeiri, 

and one of the first to advocate guerilla warfare against Israel. 

Historically Fatah has lied to the political left, supporting relatively 

moderate socialist policies, but it avoids ideological battles – its 

leaders have avoided any single ideology, arguing that doing so would 



split the Palestinian liberation movement. Fatah often acts as an 

umbrella organization for Palestinian nationalists as a whole.lxv 

· PFLP – The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine is the most 

influential Marxist-Leninist political party in Palestine, led by its 

charismatic and independent-minded founder George Habash. During 

the 1970s, when the group was at its peak, it cultivated ties with 

international leftist organizations and was the first major Palestinian 

group to regularly use plane hijackings as a political tool. The rise of 

Islamism has significantly weakened the PFLPs grip on power in 

recent years.lxvi Nevertheless, it remains one of the most powerful 

groups in the PLO.lxvii  

· PFLP-GC – The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General 

Command, despite its name, is unaffiliated with the PFLP, having split 

from George Habash’s group in 1968 over disagreements with what it 

saw as an overly political strategy. Led by Ahmad Jibril, it is based in 

Damascus and closely affiliated with the Syrian state, which supports 

and works though the group. 

· DFLP – The Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine also split 

from the PFLP, in this case over ideology.lxviii Officially a Maoist party, 

since the 1982 Lebanon war it has moderated its operational policies 

to more closely resemble those of Fatah. The DFLP has taken a notably 

moderate approach to the Jewish people as a whole, being one of the 



first Palestinian groups to give up traditional Anti-Semitic rhetoric 

and embrace cooperation with the Israeli left.lxix 

· PCP – The Palestine Communist Party, established in 1982 and 

represented in the Executive Committee for the first time in 1987, has 

emphasized grassroots organizing over armed struggle, preparing it 

especially well for the coming upheaval in the occupied territories. 

Not as powerful as Fatah or the PFLP within the PLO, it nevertheless 

has a large base of support in Palestine itself, a strength only matched 

by Islamist organizations excluded from the PLO.lxx 

Outside the PLO 

· PIJ – The Palestine Islamic Jihad was formed shortly after the Iranian 

Islamic Revolution of 1979. Though it is a Sunni group, the revolution 

is seen among its members as a model to emulate and recreate. 

Palestinian Nationalism is of relatively low importance to the PIJ; 

rather, its ultimate goal is the destruction of Israel – which it sees as a 

Western, anti-Islamic puppet – as the first step in uniting Muslims 

worldwide. The PIJ considers any form of negotiation with Israel to be 

a betrayal of this cause. With its support rapidly rising, it is emerging 

as a prominent alternative group among Palestinian radicals.lxxi 

· Hamas – Little is known about Hamas, one of the newest Palestinian 

groups established in the occupied territories. It is believed to have 

been founded this month – December 1987 – in Gaza by the influential 



and extremely popular Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, an Islamic cleric and 

member of the Muslim Brotherhood.lxxii 

 
 
 
 
Questions to Consider 
 

1. What steps can be taken to broaden the power base of the PLO as a whole in 

the occupied territories? What message should the PLO use in pursuing the 

support of the Palestinian population? 

2. Should Israel by negotiated with? If so, what concessions are this committee 

and its members willing to make? 

3. What steps should be taken to ensure the goodwill and political backing of 

the international community? 

4. What role should the Arab World play in the coming months, considering its 

history? Should Palestinian independence be framed as an “Arab” issue, or as 

a purely national one?  

5. What role should the Palestinian diaspora play in the conflict? Should a right 

of return for Palestinian expatriates be adopted as a precondition for 

negotiations with Israel? 

 

Further Reading: 

 



 All delegates will be required to have reviewed the political stances of their 

respective organizations and to be familiar with those of other parties before 

sessions begins. In addition, it is strongly recommended that delegates familiarize 

themselves with the Israeli Cabinet and its members/ their motivations, Israeli 

politics in general, coming elections, etc. at the same time. Remember that all 

delegates are required to write a position paper and should make use of the sources 

mentioned above when doing so. Some helpful sources include:  

 

 http://www.al-bab.com/arab/countries/palestine/orgs1.htm - A database of 

Palestinian organizations and their histories. Good to review in building a working 

knowledge of the PLO and other organizations. 

 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/plocov.asp - The 1968 Charter of the 

Palestine Liberation Organization. 

 

http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/informationGateway.p

hp - A demographic history of Palestine/Israel. 

 

http://www.merip.org/primer-palestine-israel-arab-israeli-conflict-new - Primer 

on Israeli-Palestinian Conflict (read up to 1987). 
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