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For the Palestinian people, the “political” means being caught between “democratic” 
Israel’s occupation/domination and collaboration by their own democratically-elected “leaders.”1 
Consequently, Palestinians have found it very difficult to find and articulate a functional political 
imaginary that addresses their everyday conditions and concerns. In this essay, I begin seeking 
possible sources for such an imaginary in the work of Raja Shehadeh, the lawyer, human rights 
activist, and writer from Ramallah. Of particular concern is his series of diaries written during 
various occupations and other Israeli incursions into the West Bank where he still lives.2 
Shehadeh’s experience of everyday life under occupation and his various resistances to it force 
us to unmask the “democratic” at work in Palestine/Israel and push our understanding of the 
political beyond the Schmittian friend-enemy distinction to the need for a politics that serves 
human beings before even more abstract commitments. 

Since the summer of 1967, occupation/domination has been the principal mode of 
political interaction between the democratic state of Israel and the Palestinians in the West Bank 
and Gaza. While within the state of Israel we can find the forms and institutions of democracy at 
work, at least for its Jewish citizens,3 neither Israel’s justifications nor its administration of the 
frequent occupations of Palestinian territories are consistent with the stated ideals affiliated with 
liberal democracy: respect for persons and their property, freedom of movement, ordered access 
to basic services (from sustenance to work to education), and the substantive as well as 
procedural protections of the rule of law.4 Absent these possibilities and in the presence of the 
domination of occupation, we nonetheless may find the seeds of democratic possibilities in 
practices that emerge in resistance to occupation/domination. In the work of Raja Shehadeh, 
these resistances take the form of his narrative accounts of life under the various occupations. 
These accounts serve as counters to the governing narrative of democratic Israel and its “humane 
occupations” of Palestinian territory. Even when troops are absent, Palestinian lives run through 
checkpoints, the separation barrier, and, in Israel proper, second class citizenship. Shehadeh 
chronicles both the physical and psychological tolls that these practices have on occupied 
persons in the West Bank. In his work we see the distance undemocratic practices place between 
the liberatory language of democracy and the possibilities for reclaiming the democratic as a 
mode of politics that prioritizes human being.  
 
I. The Democratic, the Political, and Occupation as Domination 

Its universalizing liberal pretenses notwithstanding, the idea of democracy, let alone its 
institutionalizations, has been unable to shake its origins in exclusivity; it presumes both a demos 
and a barbarian.5 Democratic Israel has not only created its barbarian but continually enfolds 
itself in the spaces of its barbarians generating tensions that flare up in violence and keep the 
space of Palestine/Israel unstable. The forms of democracy in Israel, Gaza, and the West Bank—
representative government, elections, etc.—yield neither functional politics nor humane 
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environments.6 Instead, those arrangements are driven by and indeed often facilitate an ongoing 
violence that would seem to be incompatible with democratic aspirations. The key dimension to 
this problem, I would argue, is the problem of space. The complexity of the space of 
Palestine/Israel demands that we rethink elder assumptions about democracy. The barbarian is 
not outside, but next door, behind a wall, rousting people at checkpoints. In such a small, 
significant space, perhaps, rather than emphasizing democratic institutions, the space of 
Palestine/Israel itself must be reconceptualized, as Azoulay and Ophir (2013) have suggested, as 
a democratic space before any other moves are made.7 For both peoples, where the barbarian is 
in such close proximity, the elder notion of democracy as requiring a barbarian cannot function 
without being overtaken by violence and domination. Instead, I will suggest here, the liberal 
commitment to the universal must be localized so that those “others” in our midst are taken as 
human presences first. Reconceiving the space in terms of its occupants means the democratic 
stands for people governing themselves as people first and as members of particular tribes only 
secondarily. 

In Palestine/Israel as in many other instances, attempts to reconcile the forms, indeed the 
idea, of democracy with liberal aspirations to universality always run aground on democratic 
specificity. In the extant case, simply replacing the specific with some recognition of the other as 
a human presence is deceptively difficult. Beyond overcoming sedimentary layers of mistrust 
and violence, it suggests the suspension of politics in the name of an ethical commitment 
bordering on the universal. The difficulties with this kind of approach are well-developed in the 
work of Chantal Mouffe, specifically in her conception of “radical democracy.” Mouffe is 
concerned with contemporary liberal theory’s apparent project of minimizing the political and 
replacing it with some conception of the ethical which may or may not be grounded in a specific 
community’s experience.8 Mouffe argues, after Carl Schmitt, that by trying to remove what she 
identifies as the antagonism from politics, these theoretical approaches take the political out of 
politics. In several iterations, Mouffe’s argument suggests that this renders politics vulnerable to 
the essentialist forms of political identification that lead to violent zero-sum conceptions of 
politics.9  

Antagonism is the essence of the political for Mouffe. Politics is always about the 
struggle for hegemony in a particular space. We cannot remove the concept of struggle from our 
understanding of the political. The challenge is how to retain it without the struggle becoming a 
zero-sum contest for permanent hegemony. Mouffe argues that no hegemony is permanent. A 
responsive democratic politics should not only recognize the impermanence of hegemony but it 
should also be conducted with that impermanence in mind. Consequently, she seeks to reclaim 
the adversarial nature of the political. The object of radical democratic politics is not to rid 
politics of antagonism, but to overcome the fear of antagonisms, and channel those antagonisms 
into democratic designs. In other words, the task of democratic politics is to sublimate 
antagonism rather than trying to eliminate it. The resulting “agonistic” politics preserves the 
antagonism between hegemonic projects that can never be rationally reconciled. Democratic 
procedures regulate the contest between the projects. The energy of competing hegemonic 
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projects is mobilized “toward democratic designs, by creating collective forms of identification 
around democratic objectives.”10  

In preserving and domesticating political antagonisms for democratic objectives, Mouffe 
finds and preserves a place for ethical considerations. Underlying her agonistic politics is an 
assumption that others be seen as partners or potential partners in the political project. It would 
seem to be the role of ethical considerations to recognize and preserve that sense of equality. She 
assumes that there are ethical commitments that must be recognized as part of a democratic ethos 
and, correspondingly, respected. The provisional hegemonies at which agonistic politics aims 
must have their methods interrogated by the expectations of ethics. Her project was never to rid 
the political of the ethical, but rather to resist substituting the ethical for the political and thereby 
naively abandoning the political project altogether. However, she may assume too readily that 
the parties’ commitment to a larger common democratic ethos will be enough for the loser in a 
given political contest to take solace in having the opportunity to press its project another day 
while the winner remembers that the victory is provisional and temporary. This assumption, I am 
arguing, cannot bear the weight of the difficulties of living in communities of fear and distrust as 
is the case between Palestinians and Israel and in the domestic politics of both. 

The temptation to the ethical in democratic theory, then, derives from the recognition that 
the demos is composed of persons recognized as partners in the political process.11 Before we 
can speak of antagonisms or democratic processes, the first requirement must be met: recognition 
of who is a person for the purposes of a political partnership.12 Where no such recognition exists 
between two or more groups of people, there is domination, not politics. The demos’s other can 
be and often is found within, that is, in those persons among its number who do not enjoy the 
assumption of full personhood, political or otherwise. In these instances, the barbarians are not at 
the gate. They live next door, are encountered in the street, at the market, or, in the case of 
Palestine/Israel, at checkpoints, beyond the “separation barrier,” or outside the walls of another 
settlement on Palestinian land. If we take Mouffe’s conception of a radical democratic politics 
seriously, as I am inclined to do, then there is no antagonism in Palestine/Israel to be sublimated 
and, consequently, no possibility of a “political solution,” democratic or otherwise. The first 
requirement, one inadequately addressed by Mouffe given her primary concern with European 
politics, has not been met: recognition of one’s other as a person, that is, as a (potential) partner 
in a democratic project. In small, homogeneous communities like most Greek city-states, an 
assumption could be made about drawing stark distinctions between partners and barbarians.13 In 
the small, deeply contested and increasingly crowded and claustrophobic space of 
Palestine/Israel the assumption is self- and other-destructive rather than liberal and democratic. 

If we understand democratic politics as requiring the development of a public self and, 
correspondingly, providing the conditions, the public and private spaces for that development, 
then occupation as we find it in Shehadeh puts to the lie the very possibility of a democratic 
politics in the environment of Palestine/Israel. The occupation experienced by Shehadeh and the 
Palestinians over time encompasses both oppression and domination in the general forms 
identified by Iris Young in Justice and the Politics of Difference.14 For Young, oppression 
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involves “systematic institutional processes which prevent some people from learning and using 
satisfying and expansive skills in socially recognized settings, or institutionalized social practices 
which inhibit people’s ability to play and communicate with others or to express their feelings 
and perspective on social life in contexts where others can listen.”15 As we will see, the closure 
of schools, courts, and other spaces where the practices of political membership can play out are 
a persistent part of the policies of occupation and work against the emergence of a political self, 
let alone spaces in which to practice democratic politics. 
 More obvious and more directly related to way we usually think about occupation is 
Young’s understanding of domination. Young argues that domination involves “institutional 
conditions which inhibit or prevent people from participating in determining their actions or the 
conditions of their actions. Persons live within structures of domination if other persons or 
groups can determine without reciprocation the conditions of their action, either directly or by 
virtue of the structural consequences of their actions. Thorough social and political democracy is 
the opposite of domination.”16 In Shehadeh’s accounts of life under occupation in the West 
Bank, Palestinians endure this kind of domination in many subtle and not so subtle forms. 
Systematic restrictions on the freedom of movement, as we will see below, are only the most 
obvious instance of domination. More subtle is the requirement of permits—to travel, to build 
homes and businesses, to work--and their routine denial by Israeli authorities.17 The object of this 
kind of domination is two-fold. First, it makes clear that the autonomy of Palestinians goes just 
as far—and no farther—as Israel wishes it to go. Second, it works against opening up new spaces 
for the development of anything resembling civil society.18 

Young argues that there is overlap between domination and oppression and that, indeed, 
the latter implies the former. Her purpose is to identify non-dominative sources of oppression in 
functioning democracies. I am assuming that democracy—inasmuch as I am concerned with 
Shehadeh’s milieu—is not functioning even as its categories are deployed by the occupier to its 
own exclusionary purposes. Though they apply to different circumstances in her work, Young’s 
categories and their overlap are useful to describe Shehadeh’s occupation experiences. 
Occupation as oppression and domination form a context that can only be called political in the 
worst Schmittian sense of that term where the categories of friend and enemy seriously limit its 
possibilities. More to the point, perhaps, the way occupation defines the environment of 
Palestine/Israel suggests we broaden Young’s suggestion and say that occupation—whether 
living under it or imposing it—is the opposite of social and political democracy. 

In what follows, I will use Shehadeh’s occupation journals as reflections upon the 
conditions of occupation/domination and the consequent failure of the political. Shehadeh’s work 
illustrates the problems inherent in relying on a conception of the political that presumes, even 
privileges, antagonism between two unequal communities. In circumstances like Shehadeh’s, 
that is, living and working in the West Bank since 1967, there is little or no room for the kind of 
gainful opposition that Mouffe considers essential to the development of a democratic politics. In 
other words, where there is occupation/domination, there is no politics. But we would be remiss 
if we left it at that, for Shehadeh’s work also points to specific forms of resistance that take us 
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back to what it means to act democratically. As a form of what Edward Said called democratic 
criticism, Shehadeh’s work offers resistance to the dehumanizing effects that 
occupation/domination can have on conceptions of politics and life among one’s fellows and 
others. Especially important for our purpose will be how Shehadeh’s self-interrogation explores 
and combats the ethical degradation that living in the ever-presence of these conditions can 
work. 

In Humanism and Democratic Criticism (2004), Said offered a way to think (and live) the 
relationship between democratic aspirations and the requirements of human presence suggested 
by liberal conceptions of human rights. In this his last work, Said posited democratic criticism as 
a transgressive mode of interrogating assumptions made about or in the name of othered groups 
like the Palestinians. Said’s democratic critic was suspicious of the assumption that the presence 
of institutions meant the practice of democracy.19 He understood that institutions make it all too 
easy to deny the human presence. Consequently, the democratic critic takes as his task saying 
what things are, how ideas and assumptions work on real people, and how they generate 
impossible conditions. The critic then becomes a kind of countermemory, exposing accepted and 
unjust practices to critique in the name of what Said called a “noncoercive community.”20  If 
democratic politics requires politically viable selves interacting on more or less equal terms on 
the levels of meaning and stuff, then politics must be oriented to allowing for, encouraging, even 
creating an environment in which those democratic human selves can be developed. What 
Shehadeh confronts in occupation/domination is an ongoing denial of the possibility of the 
development of a democratic ethos in these terms. And this effect is not just felt by Palestinians. 
Shehadeh wrestles with the behavior of occupation forces, later of Palestinian law enforcement, 
and his own positionality within the context of Palestinian resistance. His work and life are a 
response to the way the practices of occupation degrade the possibility of a humane democratic 
politics for both occupied and occupier. 
 
II. Shehadeh’s Occupation Diaries: The Failure of the Political 

Over the last thirty five years, Shehadeh has published four books of diaries kept during 
various phases of Israeli occupation of his home in Ramallah in the West Bank. In The Third 
Way which covers the period from Winter 1979 through Autumn 1980, Shehadeh embraces 
practices recognizable as political through his fight for the human rights of his fellow 
Palestinians. The appeal to human rights—he helps found the human rights organization Al 
Haq—demonstrates his sense of the efficacy of political action. The humanity of the occupied, 
he believes, will be recognized by the occupier when the case for the inhumanity of the 
occupation is made in the right terms and falls on the right ears. By the beginning of the second 
set of diaries called The Sealed Room (1992), covering the period from September 1990 through 
the first Gulf War and its aftermath, Shehadeh’s faith in political action has been bolstered by the 
mostly nonviolent methods of the first Intifada.21 Palestinians have taken the work of their own 
liberation in hand and, proceeding peacefully, they have met with some success. But this early 
optimism is short lived. The bulk of the diary describes the many ways the Gulf War becomes a 
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disastrous two-pronged turning point for Palestinians and the possibilities of political action. 
First, the conditions of occupation drive Shehadeh and many of his fellows to believe that 
Saddam Hussein will do what no one else has done—stand up to the Israelis, at least in part in 
the name of the Palestinians.22 Shehadeh comes to recognize Hussein as another Arab leader 
using the Palestinians as a rallying cry without committing to the cause. Second, and even more 
catastrophically, Palestinian support for Hussein gives the Israelis license to smother the Intifada 
through curfews and the like when not smashing it outright through other more violent means.23 

The last two sets of diaries are post-Oslo, another disaster for Palestinians and their 
aspirations for liberation. When the Birds Stopped Singing (2003) is an account of Palestinian life 
during the Israeli siege and invasion of Ramallah following upon the suicide bombing in a hotel 
in Netanya that killed 29 people during Passover celebrations on 27 March 2002.24 From 
Shehadeh’s perspective, the senseless violence of the bombing, part of the violence that 
distinguished the second from the first Intifada, marks the failure of politics manifest in Oslo, in 
the actions (collective punishment of Palestinians) and inactions (halting settlements) of the 
Israeli government, and in the futile incompetence of the Palestinian organs of self-governance 
like the Palestinian Authority which could neither prevent the criminal act of the bombing nor 
the collective punishment of the Palestinians by the Israelis in its aftermath. Shehadeh’s accounts 
of this period shine a bright light on the relative worth of the Oslo Accords at least as far as 
generating any equality between the two communities is concerned. The fourth of Shehadeh’s 
collections, called Occupation Diaries (2012), dating from December 2009 to May 2012, shows 
how the occupation has been domesticated. The Israelis can now count on their Palestinian peace 
partners to patrol the cities of the West Bank, cracking down on dissidents and those who would 
fight the occupation.25 Efforts at normalizing post Oslo social and economic conditions in the 
West Bank take the teeth out of Palestinian resistance to the occupation, while the spoils 
available as a result of these new conditions serve to divide the Palestinians politically and 
culturally. Normalization reveals deep rifts among Palestinians: between the Palestinian 
Authority and Hamas; the West Bank and Gaza; the secular Palestinians and religious 
fundamentalists, especially Islamicists; those who resist the occupation and those who have 
begun to profit from the new order of things.26 To be sure, there is still an Israeli occupation. 
Palestinians cannot move freely when at all from one town to the next. They cannot use roads 
designated for settlers and their own are left in utter disrepair by the occupiers. They cannot stop 
settlers from taking their land in violation of international law. But these realities, rather than 
remain the key issues, become the background of everyday life under ongoing occupation.  

This brief overview of the context of the diaries suggests the failure of politics in the 
macro or geopolitical sense, giving a sense of how the modes and orders of occupation have 
morphed over that time, with periodic military incursions punctuating the occupation’s gradual 
institutionalization. For the present discussion, however, we find the real value of Shehadeh’s 
work in its ability to communicate the effects of these large political forces on the 
microprocesses of daily life in the West Bank. The first choice Shehadeh makes in the aftermath 
of the Six-Day War is to stay on the West Bank in Ramallah. His upper middle class family—his 
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grandmother owned a hotel and his father was a successful attorney and advocate for 
reconciliation with the Israelis-- had been displaced from Jaffa during the nakba.27 In The Third 
Way, Shehadeh develops the idea of sumud, that is, “steadfastness” as a form of resisting the 
occupation of the West Bank by Israeli forces and colonial practices.28 In choosing to stay, 
Shehadeh enacts a first form of resistance, namely, refusing to be made invisible by insisting on 
one’s own presence, that is, by carrying on with everyday life.29 A naturally recurring motif in 
the diaries is his chronicling the way Palestinians resist occupation through their efforts at 
maintaining the habits of everyday life in the face of the persistent and arbitrary presence of 
Israeli soldiers and bureaucrats. At the outset of our encounter with Shehadeh, then, sumud 
means foregoing abstract claims to justice and the good—the typical stuff of “political” 
discussions--in the name of the concrete, of preserving spaces for the realities of everyday life. 

Occupation means encroachment upon spaces in which to live everyday life. We may 
begin to unpack the inconsistency between the possibility of politics, especially a democratic 
politics, and occupation by working through two broad tendencies we find in the various 
occupations Shehadeh recounts. First, the tactics deployed by the occupations’ agents 
consistently involve violations of both intimate spaces and public places. These violations deny 
the two sites necessary to develop a more or less stable conception of self, that is, a self capable 
of engaging in politics in any but the most extreme forms. The second tendency we find in 
Shehadeh’s occupation experience relates to the vanishing outer landscape in which Palestinians 
are forced to live. The persistent vulnerability both of public and private spaces and the 
disruption of a collective connection to the land represented by the separation barrier, the 
settlements, and checkpoints all force Shehadeh and his fellow Palestinians to internalize their 
experience, tempting them to a justifiable sense of isolation and withdrawal that is anathema to 
participation or even conceptualization of the political. 

The vulnerability of private spaces is a recurring theme, particularly during the periodic 
Israeli incursions into the West Bank, marking an encroachment upon spaces in which 
Palestinians (or anyone else for that matter) may be human.30 In a telling but certainly not the 
only example in the diaries, Shehadeh’s brother Samer has his apartment occupied by Israeli 
soldiers in the aftermath of the Passover bombing. The family’s beds and baths are used by the 
soldiers, their property is broken and destroyed, some of their food is consumed by the soldiers 
in violation of the regulations governing the occupation. At one point, Samer’s children won’t 
settle down; they are fearful and nervous with the soldiers in the house humiliating their parents 
and taking over their spaces. They are quieted when a number of the soldiers point their weapons 
at the children. There is a general atmosphere of terror in being at the mercy of the soldiers’ 
presence. As the soldiers depart, Samer engages an officer with whom he has found thoughtful 
conversation possible. As this was not the first time Samer’s apartment building had been 
occupied by Israeli forces, Shehadeh writes, “Samer had one question to ask this soldier. He 
wanted to know whether the army would be taking over his apartment every time they invaded 
Ramallah.” The officer “assured him” that “Your building is marked on our map with a number 
and a circle. We will come back to it every time we return to Ramallah.,”31 
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A number of critical things impose themselves on us in this encounter, so common under 
the regime of collective punishment. Samer, his wife, and the adults around, though fearful and 
angry, can process this experience as part of a recurrent pattern in their lives. To be sure, these 
home invasions are disruptive, unsettling, and potentially deadly. But the adults can recognize 
that these violations are part of being subject to the kind of domination that characterizes the 
occupation. More to the point, perhaps, one cannot help but wonder after the impact such an 
encounter has on those not old enough to be able to process it. Samer’s children will affiliate this 
violence, both actual and implied, with Israelis in particular and, as they get older, with politics 
in general. It is the kind of trauma that is very difficult to unlearn and that gets passed on from 
generation to generation—as it has in Palestine/Israel. Shehadeh reflects on the relationship 
between this kind of interaction and politics as he thinks about his family and, in particular, his 
mother who lives alone in another part of town. 

My private orderly world had crumbled. Cruel, irrational politics was all around me, 
refusing to leave me alone. The events of the past few years had soured relations between 
us and the Israelis to the point that even their reservists did not see us as human beings.32  

The affiliation of occupation and domination with politics in Shehadeh’s mind is critical and 
ongoing. Each time he mentions politics or the political, we are reminded of the limitations of 
this kind of activity for Palestinians. It finds reflection in the soldier’s matter-of-fact response to 
Samer: the army will be back, when it decides it needs to, and this decision will be its own. The 
politics of Oslo, of Palestinian “self-governance,” cannot preserve you in your space. Whatever 
one’s position on suicide bombings, and Shehadeh is rightfully appalled by the Passover 
bombing, being subject to domination means that your spaces and, therefore, your life is not your 
own. Whence the possibility of politics? 
 The violations of private spaces, however, are only part of the difficulty. What Shehadeh 
calls “petty humiliations” are more part of life under occupation. In The Sealed Room, Shehadeh 
identifies Israeli efforts at occupying Palestinians out of existence by controlling their 
movements and by overrunning their public spaces. Throughout this text and beyond, the settler 
movement transforms the physical space of the West Bank into spaces that exclude Palestinians. 
“Not only have our roads been marked for the convenience of the settlers, but our town has been 
turned into a ghetto of sorts,” Shehadeh notes, where “occupiers roam the streets in their jeeps” 
hiding behind their guns. “If for any reason their suspicions are aroused” by a young Palestinian 
“or if they become scared or bored (they don’t have to explain their reasons), they shoot and 
sometimes kill.”33  

Exclusions from spaces are also exclusions from the category of human being. Nowhere 
is the combination of these two exclusions more evident than at roadblocks. Being rousted by 
Israeli soldiers at roadblocks is a common enough occurrence in these diaries.34 In one instance, 
however, the tension between human being and the kind of politics represented by roadblocks is 
manifest. During the course of a stop, Shehadeh is taken aback by the presence of a “gentle” 
soldier who speaks softly and respectfully to him in Arabic as he checks Shehadeh’s papers. In 
response to this rare and unexpected recognition of his humanity by an Israeli soldier, Shehadeh 
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cannot help but bid him a “warm and genuine” farewell. But life under occupation for Shehadeh 
means constant self-scrutiny and the encounter rankles as he thinks it through. “The friendly 
soldier at the roadblock was a solitary soul,” Shehadeh writes, “surrounded by the usual bullies 
who seemed to exaggerate their crass conduct in order to counterbalance his politeness—perhaps 
afraid that we Arabs might get the wrong idea.”35 Shehadeh is nonplussed by the bullies, but 
wonders after the gentle soldier’s attempt to hide his discomfort with the policy of which he is an 
agent by “assuming a gentle attitude.”  

Shehadeh wants to hate the gentle soldier for his hypocrisy, but he reflects that jail would 
await the soldier if he refused to serve, that the soldier too must provide for his family, and that it 
is his democratic state that forces him to engage in this political activity.36 Like the roadblock 
itself, like the occupation, and the terror that issues from arrests and invasions of private spaces, 
the soldier is the product of a democratic state. Shehadeh interrogates himself and finds that “this 
goes much deeper: underlying my anger and demands is an idealistic belief in the rationality of a 
democratic society—that these gentle souls would succeed by persuasion to reverse policies. 
This seems to be increasingly untrue of Israel.”37 The checkpoint manifests both the outcome of 
domestic politics in Israel and the impossibility of a politics in Palestine/Israel grounded in 
anything but the power to harass civilians at checkpoints. The rationality that guides Israel as a 
democratic polity not only conceives of checkpoints but then forces the democratic citizen to 
man them. Thus is the democratic citizen the agent of denying the harassed member of the 
occupied community the possibility of knowing what it means to live as a free democratic 
citizen. In other words, democratic politics cannot protect a community from its baser instincts 
any more than it can prevent generating them in its citizens. “These gentle soldiers who hate the 
occupation,” Shehadeh concludes, “when the day comes, they will follow their leaders’ call to 
war, just as now they don their uniforms to be part of the occupying reserve forces.”38 

But Shehadeh knows that sumud cannot protect the occupied from bitterness or from 
losing faith in the possibility of politics and retreating into one’s own private spaces.39 Living in 
constant fear in confined spaces generates what we can call the “occupied mind.” Owing to its 
lack of freedom of movement, of safe private spaces, of public spaces in which to share ideas 
and experiences, this mind internalizes its responses to the conditions of occupation and, in doing 
so, risks being drawn away from its own humanity. The humiliation of daily encounters with 
occupation, by their mere repetition, generate a rage that turns inward on the occupied and is 
then projected outward onto the occupier. The occupier, who doesn’t deal with the occupied as 
human, can no longer be seen as a human presence. During the Gulf War, we see Shehadeh 
wrestling with the hatred that is born of having no place to go but inside himself, inside the 
“sealed room” where he plumbs his own depths. In an entry on 23 January 1991, Shehadeh 
writes with a bitterness even he can’t deny: 

Of course we like to see you hurt. You have refused to make peace; you take our land, 
kill our people, and defame our name. Your unbridled power dictates our lives and fate; 
is it any wonder we now relish your vulnerability? And do not, for God’s sake, think that 
in addition to severing all our lifelines over forty-two years, you can also shape our spirit 
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and dictate our hopes. Yes, I will say these words that so ill become me: I would like to 
see your cities under siege, your soldiers crushed, and your arrogant noses stuck in the 
mud.40 

In the circumstance of occupation, which paradoxically generates circumspection, the occupied 
mind finds refuge only in “words that so ill become” their utterer. Confinement, encroachment, 
frustration, and desperation all take Shehadeh away from himself. He rails against “democratic 
Israel” whose generosity he bitterly “enjoys” by being “cooped up at home for the ninth day of 
continuous curfew.”41 Even after the Gulf war, Shehadeh is “unrepentant” for relishing 
“Saddam’s military bravado.”42  

But there is also the nagging feeling that something about him is being lost: “At the same 
time,” Shehadeh laments, “I do not believe I am one who prefers war to non-violence. I would 
like to believe that justice can be achieved using other means. But I tried and saw that we were 
getting nowhere. Justice seems to be reserved for the powerful.”43 Politics in these terms is unfit 
for human habitation and, despite his hatred of the occupier, Shehadeh cannot deny the human 
toll of the conflict. He does not even allow himself to relish in “victories.” His entry of April 10 
deals with a bombing that has struck back at the Israelis. As he watches on television, Shehadeh 
notes their reaction: 

They are confused; we can see how confused they are. Gloved men wearing plastic over 
their shoes look for body parts. For a moment we revel in our power, the sudden reversal 
of our fate, our sudden, all too sudden, victory over our enemy. Then we see the old 
woman crying. It is no longer abstract and faceless victims, it is now harm inflicted on an 
individual with whom we can identify. She can be our mother, older sister, or neighbor. 
This changes everything.44 

In this moment, Shehadeh reaches to the heart of the conflict. Over and again he observes how 
Israeli soldiers and the braying leadership on both sides fail to recognize the humanity in the 
other. He too, in the dark moments of rage he honestly records in his diaries, succumbs to the 
temptation.  But it is in seeing one’s other as human, not as a thing, or a number, or an unwanted 
and unwelcome presence that Shehadeh’s fragile hope consists. Here ethical considerations not 
only interrogate the political, but they put to the lie that so conceived the political serves any 
human purpose whatever. He recognizes that despite the power (read, political) differential, 
Palestinians and Israelis exist in sealed rooms in reference to one another. What politics that 
obtains between the occupier and the occupied is about power exercised as one can; there is no 
intrinsic concern for one’s others as human beings. Shehadeh, faced with his own abyss, chooses 
to come out of it. The best one can do is to refuse to stay in one’s sealed room. 

Through these experiences, Shehadeh’s faith in political solutions all but disappears. He 
goes from being a human rights activist to someone whose fight consists in forging a humane 
existence for himself, those nearest to him, and those for whom he works.45 Yet he records these 
experiences testifying to the fact that the politics of occupation generate precarity, vulnerability, 
and isolation for those who are subject to it. Politics, Shehadeh concludes in Occupation Diaries, 
“is not about good ideas and clairvoyance. The way it is practiced here (and perhaps everywhere 
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in the world) it is about domination and power. It is about who will sit on the empty throne.”46 
But Shehadeh’s willingness to honestly confront the physical conditions of occupation and the 
psychological impact of the occupied mind suggests a possibility that finds its echo in Said’s 
notion of democratic criticism. As they seek to reclaim his own, Shehadeh’s journals seek to 
reclaim the humanity that is lost in conditions of domination by saying what is lost, identifying 
what needs to be found, and demanding a space from which a humane politics can be practiced. 

 
III. Democratic Criticism: Reclaiming the Political 
 We began by suggesting that personhood is a prerequisite to the possibility of a 
democratic political environment. The liberal tradition, especially manifest as human rights 
discourse, seeks to flesh out the conditions of personhood. Whatever the shortcomings of that 
discourse as practice—Arendt’s objections have yet to be adequately overcome47—it does give 
us a picture of what it means to be a person. The practices of occupation seem designed to cut off 
the development of that sense of personhood. Overcoming the blocks to the development of 
personhood would seem to be a prerequisite for a democratic or any kind of humane politics. As 
the first requirement of democratic politics, personhood demands a place to be a person, a space 
in which personality can be developed and tested out, a place for the trial and error of character 
development among one’s fellows and strangers. We think here of homes and neighborhoods, of 
the kinds of spaces Young argued were denied by structures of domination. In Shehadeh’s 
narrative, there is an ongoing lack of respect for persons and their property via home invasions, 
rooftop patrols, road and travel restrictions, and the disregard for Palestinian property—if such 
an unstable category can be deployed at all. This domination has been an ongoing part of Zionist 
and the Israeli approach to the “development” of Palestine/Israel.  

In Palestine/Israel the object of interactions between the two sides has always been to 
make the other uncomfortable in their spaces. From very early on, acts of “terror” and the 
collective punishment that answers them (or provokes them in the first place) always strike at the 
heart of the everyday lives of persons on both sides. These disruptions work against the 
development of what Ariella Azoulay calls a civil imagination, that is, the capacity to imagine 
oneself interacting in civic spaces with one’s others. Azoulay suggests that a politics worthy of 
the name requires such an imagination even before what she calls a political imagination.48 The 
spatial sense necessary to conceive of oneself outside of one’s own fragile, vulnerable spaces is 
further hindered by restrictions on the freedom to move about. A political environment called 
democratic, that is, one that houses different populations on some minimal basis of equality, 
requires the freedom of mobility that enables one to make connections with others beyond one’s 
immediate cohort. The development of a sense of self among others demands access to 
experiences with strangers and explorations of one’s physical environment more or less 
unmolested.49 By contrast, the lack of freedom of movement we see in Shehadeh’s accounts of 
the occupations generates a nearly Foucauldian sense of being monitored all the time. Curfews, 
the humiliations at checkpoints, the constant need for one’s papers, being pulled over to have 
one’s car searched for no particular reason are all ongoing aspects of occupation as domination’s 
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will to drive the occupied mind into its own interiors and, not coincidentally, the occupied person 
away from public spaces and from politics. 

The politics of occupation as domination is one of antagonism run amok. It suggests the 
danger that Mouffe’s work wants to recognize and then domesticate through her notion of 
agonism. The politics experienced by Shehadeh is not one wherein a hegemony is provisional or 
contingent. The very point of political interactions between Israel and the Palestinians—even 
now with nominal Palestinian control over shrinking areas of the West Bank and over Gaza—is 
the permanent hegemony of Israel over the territory of Palestine. Getting from occupation and 
collective punishment to an agonistic politics where hegemonies are provisional and subject to 
contest would mean overcoming not merely institutionalized inequalities, but reconceptualizing 
what it means to be human in that space. The ethical interrogation of political arrangements that 
Mouffe finds necessary but problematic cannot so readily be relegated to the service of the 
political where the political means domination. A radical democratic politics that embraces 
antagonism, the struggle for hegemony, risks the kind of domination that Young finds 
incompatible with a thoroughgoing democratic politics. 

  In Humanism and Democratic Criticism, Said argued for “critique as a form of 
democratic freedom.”50 The democratic critic, in the name of an open-ended idea of the human 
that Said identified in contemporary postcolonial forms of humanism, served as countermemory 
and counternarrative to prevailing conditions, especially those having to do with the bases of 
power. The critic, not unlike Mouffe’s understanding of the role of the ethical, must always be 
ready to call the assumptions of the present order back to the requirements of human beings 
living together in community. The democratic critic’s role, on Said’s reading, was to expose the 
tensions of the present order while remaining mindful that others were also engaged in this 
“common project.”51 Shehadeh’s work falls well within Said’s understanding of democratic 
criticism. In an overtly political sense, the diaries function as a counter to the narrative that 
depicts embattled Israel holding off her barbarians in the most humane ways possible. Against 
this storyline, Shehadeh offers a countermemory—that of Palestinians under occupation—in 
which democratic citizens like the “gentle soldier” are forced by their democratic masters to 
generate and enforce conditions that dehumanize the human occupants of the West Bank. 

Beyond these macropolitical considerations, however, it is Shehadeh’s response to the 
conditions of occupation that suggests democratic criticism doing the work of reclaiming the 
human for the political. Shehadeh’s forced interrogation of his own humanity and his ability to 
recognize the dilemmas represented by the “gentle soldier” suggests that it is possible, even for 
the occupied mind, to draw lines of what is acceptable and not acceptable in human behavior and 
motivation. He does not deny his own weakness when succumbing to the temptation to hate 
those who occupy and transform his land. To that extent, the diaries have a confessional aspect. 
But the diaries also demonstrate how his own self-interrogations move him beyond the kind of 
self-indulgence that justifies both hate and the actions driven by it. His disgust at the Passover 
bombings, his resignation to the inevitable Israeli response of collective punishment, his struggle 
with the aftermath of the “victory” over the enemy when confronted with the face of the grieving 
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Israeli woman all speak to the possibility of retaining some measure of human compassion in the 
context of occupation. In this capacity for self-interrogation and in working through his struggle 
in the very public context of the written and published word, Shehadeh’s work should be read as 
a resistance to dehumanization and an effort in which the requirements of what it means to be 
human are interrogated and reconsidered in light of that experience. In short, Shehadeh’s 
occupation diaries suggest the futility of a politics of domination, especially one masquerading as 
“democratic,” and the utter necessity of reclaiming personhood as prerequisite for any form of 
liberal democratic politics. 
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