Israel’s wall of shame will create poor Palestinian Bantustans

There are stark parallels between the Middle East and the old SA, says 

Ronnie Kasrils

Ancient Jerusalem is an inspirational city of holy places and historic walls.

The Israeli government is constructing a new wall that mocks the gods as it snakes like a monster, not only through the eastern suburbs of the city, but throughout the West Bank of Palestine.

Eight metres high – twice the height of the Berlin Wall – its hideous image is a shock to the system.

It will be 730km in length, reduce the territory by nearly half its present size, and enclose the population within numerous isolated and virtually disconnected areas. Opponents have called it an “apartheid wall”. It is certainly a wall of shame.

I saw the wall in the company of our Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Aziz Pahad, who was visiting Palestine at the same time as me to discuss with the Palestinian Authority the coming hearing on the wall by the International Court of Justice.

I have never been in a place where one’s mood can swing so greatly between depression and elation, owing to the oppressive occupation on the one hand and the inspirational landscape and people on the other.

The West Bank is stunningly beautiful and the changing view lifts the spirits. A mere 110km in length and some 40km wide, home to over two million Palestinians, it ranges from below sea level in the desert area of the Dead Sea, through Karoo-type scrub to Mediterranean and subtropical climatic zones.

The area is blessed with quality sources of water, from the Jordan River to the West Bank aquifer system. It was on the basis of thriving agricultural economy that modern Palestinian society had evolved, with its educated middleclass and vibrant secularism.

Despite the loss of land and livelihood in the catastrophes of 1948, 1967 and the present military occupation, agricultural activities manage to remind one of the bounties that made Palestinian hospitality so renowned. Even in Yasser Arafat’s bombed-out lodgings, a cheerful meal is rustled up for us, although he partakes very sparingly.

Given the land’s fertility, it is no surprise that the strategic hilltops and water sources are dominated by the illegal settlements.

The Palestinian rights to the waters of Jordan have been taken from them. They cannot even deepen their wells without permission – which is seldom granted.

Israel appropriates 80% of the West Bank water for itself and each Israeli citizen consumes three times more water per capita than does the average Palestinian. Those in the illegal settlements take nine times as much.

I could write much about the Palestinian people, how full of courage and humour they are in the face of adversity. Suffice to quote an old farmer who told us his people are like an olive tree.  “You can uproot it. You can burn it. You can think you have destroyed it. The shoots always reappear.”

Wherever colonial conquest occurred, the indigenous people were vanquished by the sword, their economic livelihood replaced by a settler economy. Those that survived extinction or dispersal were concentrated in reserves where they became sources of cheap labour for farms, factories and mines.

In South Africa the process took three centuries before the establishment of the apartheid system. The wars of resistance in that period are also known as the wars of dispossession. The Zionist project of creating an exclusive Jewish state of Palestine, based on questionable biblical claims, started slowly during the early years of the 20th century.

It was the decade before World War Two and the result of the Nazi holocaust that saw Zionist settlement accelerating, gun in hand, and the war of 1947/48 leading to the establishment of the State of Israel.

The dispassion, dispersion and domination of the Palestinian people have taken place through a relatively swift and extremely violent six decades and are not yet complete.

Sharon’s actions show the process is now poised on a final, quite unilateral, separation of the people with the shattering of Palestinian society and its liberation movement as the objective.

We must not be fooled by Sharon’s statement of unilateral withdrawal and token dismantling of some settlements. He is leaving a huge prison in place.

The West Bank will be divided into separate cantons or prisons cages, as is the case with the Gaza Strip.

Clear parallels arise with the border industries of the apartheid system, which drew on labour from the Bantustans.

Adjacent to Gaza and the West Bank are plans for at least five industrial parks in Israeli to be situated close to gates in the wall. Once the West Bank and Gaza economies are ruined, the unemployed farmers and workers will have no choice but to sell their labour in the Israeli industrial zones.

 Will the Israeli government’s plans succeed? A great crisis is looming, but the Palestinian people have not been vanquished. They show the tenacity to survive like the olive tree. They are greatly inspired by South Africa’s liberation and are deserving of the same international support.
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