veloping a Palestinian Resistance

nomy through Agricultural Labor

RAYYA EL ZEIN

In 2013, four Palestinians incorporated Amoro Agriculture, Palestine’s only
mushroom farm. In the absence of an alternative to Israeli mushrooms on the
Palestinian market, Amoro's products were welcomed as an engaged example of
the boycott of Israeli goods and were hailed as an iteration of a Palestinian
resistance economy based in the agricultural sector. Using the testimony of the
farmers and their experience of what proved to be a short-lived agritech venture,
this article explores questions of agricultural development in the occupied
Palestinian territories generally, and the development of a “resistance economy”
based in agriculture specifically. It argues for recentralizing the question of the
development of agricultural labor in the occupied West Bank and for abandoning
the depoliticizing romanticism that surrounds the land and the farmer in the
discourses of Palestinian struggle. It further contends that growth in the
agricultural sector needs to be addressed in a holistic fashion, which includes a
recalibration of the relationship of capital and the quasi-state bureaucracy of the
Palestinian Authority to labor.

You mean to tell me we’re part of a resistance economy? There is no such thing.
There’s only a [broken] economy. And anyone who tells you there is such a thing
as a resistance economy doesn’t know the meaning of either resistance or economy.
—Sameer Khraishi, Amoro Agriculture

IN tHIS ARTICLE I explore questions of development under occupation using the testimony and
experience of the founders of the now-closed Amoro mushroom farm." Operational from 2014 to
2016 on a single dunam of rented land outside Jericho, the experience of this agritech venture
provides several avenues to revisit and update policy literature on the development of a resistance
economy based in the agricultural sector. Amid seemingly stalled academic and political discussions
about development, aid, security, and dependency in the occupied Palestinian territories (oPt) and
given the serious handicapping of the Palestinian economy by the Israeli occupation and the Oslo
framework (the Declaration of Principles plus the Paris Economic Protocol), this study explores the
potential for small-scale agritech investment to develop Palestinian labor.
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My approach revolves around a central premise. Palestinian labor is an underexplored but
necessary component in the development of what has been called a resistance economy. Much
policy literature on developing a Palestinian resistance economy focuses largely on questions of
consumption, ignoring or sidelining the question of labor. Discussions of markets and capital that
emphasize the mobilization of Palestinian consumer power as a way to subvert Israel’s stranglehold
of the Palestinian economy have not sufficiently explored how redirected consumption needs to be
coupled with what Adel Samara has called insihab, or the withdrawal of Palestinian labor from
exploitation in the Israeli market.? Similarly, the celebration of Palestinian economic resistance, or
a resistance economy, in local and international media is often centered on the creation of new
Palestinian products as alternatives to Israeli ones—as in the case of the Amoro mushrooms, which
I explore here. If not accompanied by desperately needed, yet insufficiently discussed, alternatives
for Palestinian laborers, however, the emphasis on production and alternatives for consumption
risks certain political cynicism.

This is not to shift the discussion from what Palestinians consume to where Palestinians work.
Palestinian boycott campaigns have rightly avoided proposing work boycotts to workers whose
options for livelihood are limited. I am not interested in the fantastical and condescending
suggestion that working people should willingly choose impoverishment for their families by
refusing Israeli employment in the service of a national liberation project. Rather, and in an effort
to revitalize and build on Samara’s work, I am suggesting that a political repositioning of
Palestinian labor in policy discourse, activist circles, and the sympathetic press is necessary. When
I speak of the development of Palestinian labor in what follows, I mean the development of
Palestinian alternatives for Palestinian workers that provide viable and attractive avenues for
livelihood. Palestinian labor, withdrawn from its captive position in the Israeli market, could, duly
empowered, become the economic and political force capable of effecting the changes suggested
by critics of neoliberal disenfranchisement under the Oslo framework.

To put it another way, I am concerned to posit the extrication of Palestinian labor from the Israeli
economy as a potentially significant consequence of Palestinian economic development. Even within
the presently inescapable framework of both neoliberal capitalism and Zionist occupation,
Palestinian workers should be considered as the force that will drive the next chapter of
Palestinian liberation. Toward this end, both capital and state-like institutions must be reimagined
as tools, not for liberation, but for the process of struggle required by the latter—that is, as tools
for the development of Palestinian labor. This approach diverges significantly from the tenor of
discussions about the development of resistance economy in the Palestinian context, where both
an implicit anti-capitalism and a necessary skepticism about the liberatory potential of the
Palestinian Authority (PA) are often assumed.

Policy discussions around a resistance economy rightly bemoan the exploitation of Palestinian
labor and its growing distance from the land. But few have yet to imagine the positive roles—even
under the neoliberal Oslo framework—that capital and a quasi-state bureaucracy (in this case, the
PA) could play. Of course, considering Palestinian history, it would be fanciful to assume that
these players would necessarily lead Palestinians toward liberation. To be clear, neither capital nor
the state will necessarily halt Palestinian exploitation. At the same time, neither labor, nor a
resistance economy can be developed without them. A vision that strategically mobilizes both
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capital and bureaucracy in developing and mobilizing Palestinian labor may nonetheless be a vision
of a resistance economy worth elaborating.

* ot ot

This article proceeds in three sections, each of which corresponds to and builds on the first-person
accounts of Sameer Khraishi and Mahmoud Kuhail, two of Amoro Agriculture’s four founders. The
venture, launched in Jericho in October 2014, used an original system of climate-controlled hangars
to grow the first Palestinian mushrooms for sale in the West Bank, a product hitherto (and since then)
supplied exclusively by Israel. Before the farm was closed, the farmer-entrepreneurs had discussed a
vision to expand the sale of their product beyond the West Bank, reaching Palestinian and other
consumers inside Israel and beyond.

The first section examines private capital in conjunction with development. Here, I reflect on the
distance between the celebratory literature that greeted the farm’s first harvest and hailed the arrival
of Palestinian mushrooms as an example of an engaged resistance economy, and examine the
farmers’ own questions about the investment required to get the venture off the ground. Despite
entertaining specific narratives about their products and the Palestinian market, the farmer-
entrepreneurs’ experience and their articulations about the political value of the investment run
counter to assumptions implicit in much policy literature surrounding the development of a
resistance economy. Their testimonies support an initial critique of contemporary resistance
economy literature and help push back against the longstanding romanticization of agriculture’s
role in the Palestinian political project more broadly.

The second section focuses on questions of development as they relate to agricultural labor in
Palestine. Here, I consider how the de-agriculturalization of the Palestinian workforce has
disproportionately affected female workers. I explore whether capital investment in agritech firms like
Amoro Agriculture can re-empower agricultural labor, whose weakness today is disproportionately a
weakness of female labor. In doing so, I return to the issue of romanticizing the land, its stewards,
and the struggles for its preservation, which I suggest has dominated and depoliticized Palestinian
resistance discourses around agriculture.

Following these two sections on questions of capital and labor and development, in the third
section I consider the role of quasi-state institutions in economic development and how sovereignty
might be reimagined within the neoliberal context of the post-Oslo straitjacket. Again focusing on
testimony from Amoro’s farmers, in this section I explore how the role of the state or its proxies
may be reimagined to facilitate the kinds of investment that can nurture the development of
agricultural labor in the ways outlined in the previous section. My analysis here is influenced by Ali
Kadri, Adam Hanieh, Gilbert Achcar, and others, who have argued that the deliberate and strategic
dispossession of the working classes in the Arab world, arguably the region’s greatest political
strength, has been achieved via a systemic weakening of the state by both local and international
players. It is impossible to imagine the development of Palestinian labor without a concurrent
reimagining of the PA.

My analysis aims to contribute to a body of scholarship that views the working class as the engine
for progressive political action in Palestine and elsewhere. It is based on the notion that the critiques
of the injustices perpetuated by neoliberal capital, the Israeli occupation, and their mutual
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imbrication in Palestine today should not only provide such material analyses, but also direct
discussion on how to empower labor as the force that would confront these dynamics and
demand change. In post-Oslo Palestine as elsewhere, critiques of neoliberal dispossession and
settler colonialism are only as potent as the coalescence of bodies they can imagine and the
economic and political clout the resulting politicized force can wield.

Approaching “Development” in Palestine

Before examining the testimony of the Amoro farmer-entrepreneurs, however, a working
explanation of my approach to development is in order.” Historically speaking, Palestinian
economic independence and attendant political resilience have been strategized using a number of
models. In the 1970s, Fatah’s own industrialization programs within the framework of the
economic enterprise Samed helped the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) to institutionalize
production.* In the words of then PLO chairman Yasir Arafat, Samed constituted “the core of the
independent Palestinian economy and of a Palestinian public sector liberated of bureaucracy and

»> With some differences, developmentalist

infused with the determination and spirit of revolution.
platforms—such as those articulated within the traditional approach of state-led socialism by Yusif
Sayigh and others well into the 1990s—remained PA doctrine until they were de-toothed by the
World Bank, the United Nations, and the United States under the Oslo framework.® Since the first
intifada (1987), there have also been calls for “development from below,” of which Samara’s Beyond
De-linking: Development by Popular Protection is perhaps the most detailed.”

In the post-Oslo period, development literature on Palestine has established a robust, and
damning, critique of development aid and its concurrent depoliticization of Palestinian society and
history.® Some scholars have convincingly argued that the development of a Palestinian economy is
impossible in the context of settler colonialism and the neoliberal framework imposed by Oslo.”
Sahar Taghdisi-Rad has pointed out, for example, that the political agendas of the international
community and of international donors have turned aid into the driver of the Palestinian economy,
something that can hardly be expected to encourage economic independence.'” Sara Roy has
memorably described the drastic effects of Palestinian dependency on both Israel and international
aid as de-development.'’ Indeed, most compelling discussions of development in Palestine recognize
the relative impossibility of development at all in light of the continuing occupation. Nonetheless,
Linda Tabar and Omar Jabary Salamanca have recently concurred with the writings of Joel
Wainwright and others in emphasizing that it's impossible not to want development anyway—
despite the dual obstacles, under the Oslo framework, of a hamstrung PA and the occupation.'” My
intervention here is an attempt to rethink the strategies of economic development by considering
the processes of political development resulting from it. This is not to ignore the reality of the
occupation and its ability to interfere in any program of development. Rather, it is to encourage
reflection on how to develop the economic and political force—in Palestinian labor—that may be
able to confront it. My position is perhaps closest to that of Mushtaq Husain Khan who argues that
a period of capitalist growth is a necessary intermediary step toward establishing a meaningful,
equitable distribution of resources in poor countries, generally, and in Palestine, speciﬁcally.13
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To embrace the view that positive roles can be imagined for capital and for the PA bureaucracy is
not to blindly accept the flawed development or aid models imposed on Palestinians and other
developing economies.'* It is rather to ask: to what extent can capitalist transformation (and its
necessary facilitation by the PA) play a role in developing the means of production, which may
then be reclaimed by a specific social reorganization of Palestinian society in the form of a cohesive
working class? Within such a framework, developing the means of production is not imagined as
the panacea to problems of poverty, inequality, and continued lack of statehood and sovereignty.
Rather, development itself is considered the intermediary step for establishing means of production
that can then be reclaimed by labor, empowering the latter as a revolutionary force in the process.

Capital and Development in Palestinian Agriculture

Khraishi and Kuhail, two of the founding partners, trace the origin of Amoro Agriculture to a
barbeque several years ago. The story, which has been retold frequently in press about the farm,
goes like this: on a regular summer day, close friends who had boycotted Israeli products for over a
decade gathered to spend the evening together. They fired up the barbeque and threw some
produce onto the grill. And then came the realization that everything on the grill was locally
produced, except for the mushrooms. When they asked themselves why there was no alternative to
Israeli mushrooms on the Palestinian market, the idea for the farm was born. In our interview,
Kuhail put it this way:

The mushroom was one product for which there really was no alternative. So we thought to
ourselves that although it would be a responsibility, it was also an opportunity for us to create
such an alternative. So that people like us, who devote considerable resources to resisting Israel
[via product boycotts], don’t have to expend quite so much energy on that. So we can find this
product available on the shelf side by side with its Israeli counterpart—like one finds a gallon of
Israeli milk, and next to it a gallon of Palestinian milk."?

Amoro’s mushrooms thus responded to a demand in the market and also facilitated a practice of
consuming consciously: consuming Palestinian. This narrative, widespread in the coverage of the
farm, foregrounded Amoro’s ability to address demand within a context of commitment to
politically conscious patterns of consumption. And it remains important because of the specific
ways in which it locates political value in market dynamics. While Amoro’s farmer-entrepreneurs
also used this narrative, in our discussions, they were deeply ambivalent about the politics such a
framing implied. In this section, I use the enthusiasm about the farm in the local and international
media to explore the centrality of boycotts and the production of Palestinian products in resistance
economy literature. I suggest that this discourse is geared for middle-class consumers and is classed
in specific ways. Part of a larger discourse that romanticizes Palestinian struggle and agriculture,
the emphasis in this literature clouds other ways of considering the politics of alternatives in
agricultural investment and development.

Practically every write-up of the farm highlighted the initiative’s value in producing a local
alternative affording Palestinians an opportunity not to buy Israeli mushrooms. For example, the
Electronic Intifada framed their reportage with testimony from the Palestinian Society for Consumer
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Protection; Al Jazeera English touted the farm’s ability to end Israeli monopolies; and the Heinrich B6ll
Stiftung celebrated Palestinian efforts aimed at “supporting self-sufficiency.”'® Offering the Palestinian
consumer another opportunity to enact an economic boycott of Israeli products dominated the
widespread understanding of the farm as a political project.

Much policy literature concerned with the development of a resistance economy also places self-
sufficiency via local agricultural production at the top of their list of recommendations."”
Notwithstanding their differences, such analyses emphasize the development of local agricultural
production as a means to relieve Palestinian dependency on Israeli products and to enhance
consumption of locally produced goods. It is within such a framework that Tariq Dana has called
agriculture the “backbone of a resistance economy,” and that Vivien Sansour and Alaa Tartir term
farming “the last frontier of resistance.”'®

Although the development of a Palestinian alternative to Israeli products was at the center of their
own narrative about the origins of the venture, Amoro’s farmers were not so sure that their
contribution was political or that they were helping Palestinians to resist the occupation. When I
asked them whether growing mushrooms in Palestine was a form of resistance or helped develop a
resistance economy, Khraishi shot back at me with the epigraph for this article. “Resistance
economy?” he scoffed. “And who has my back when a tank rolls in here and knocks over our
hangars? No one.” As it turned out, Israel did not need a tank to stop the farm: holding up spores
imported from Holland at Israeli ports long enough to kill them in the summer of 2016 was enough
to halt the farm’s production. As Khraishi had predicted, when that happened, the farm was on its
own. There was little the owners could do to recuperate their investment. In the remainder of this
section, I examine notions of self-sufficiency engendered by new agricultural production in policy
proposals advocating a resistance economy with agriculture as its “backbone.”’® T suggest that these
calls for self-sufficiency are classed and increasingly disconnected from the reality of land use in the oPt.

Policy proposals for boycotting Israeli agricultural products and developing Palestinian self-
sufficiency as part of a Palestinian resistance economy are admittedly more developed than the
media’s portrayal of Amoro. The most significant difference may be that in promoting the idea
of local self-sufficiency, scholarly analyses have also focused on economic alternatives to
capitalism. For example, Dana argues for channeling more energy into farming collectives
where the goal is not the accumulation of profit but community self-sufficiency.”® Samer
Abdelnour proposes the implementation of Sustainable Local Enterprise Networks (SLENs),
which would include combining market-based operations with special committees to engage
entrepreneurs and stakeholders, in addition to other elements of civil society.21 Elsewhere,
Abdelnour, together with Tartir and Rami Zurayk, hold up small-scale traditional farming
(not commercial agriculture) as a model of resistance and sustainability.** Indeed, stances that
eschew commercial agriculture and hark back to the collectivities in which civil disobedience
was grounded during the first intifada are somewhat colored by romantic notions of popular
revolution (a subject to which I will return shortly). But those stances are also informed by
the need to address urgent questions such as rising food insecurity, diminishing agricultural
outputs, shrinking land use, and so on. Expanding Palestinian self-sufficiency, as suggested in
some resistance economy literature, appears to hold the promise to address both productivity
(of Palestinian land) and a more equitable distribution of income.
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It is well known that the share of agriculture in the Palestinian gross domestic product (GDP) has
been declining steadily for decades.”® Agriculture’s share of total GDP (West Bank and Gaza Strip
combined) dropped approximately 24 points from nearly 30 percent in 1982 to less than
6 percent in 2011. Coupled with rising food insecurity, shrinking agricultural output has led to the
renewal of a return-to-the-land narrative in some policy and resistance literature, which was a
prominent feature of the political discourse in the aftermath of the first intifada, when the call was
for Palestinian families to improve their food security by expanding collective self-sufficiency.

However, addressing declining agricultural productivity in Palestine today is not simply a
question of returning to the land. Using statistics and observations about arable land use,
Hisham Awartani has found that “Palestinian peasants in the West Bank have practically
reached the limits of cultivation possible within natural and economic restraints,” indicating
that farmers will need assistance in order for wider cultivation to be achieved.** Moreover,
such assistance is not merely a matter of the availability of or access to irrigation water. The
bigger restrictions to commercial farming, he contends, are the economic constraints due to
the absence of farming subsidies. Even the rhetoric around SLENs in Palestine, perhaps the
most open of the above-mentioned approaches pairing economic growth with social
development, has yet to develop strategies for the capitalization of new projects via the
provision of individual credit.>> Nor do any of these approaches recognize the need for state
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intervention to help farmers meet the initial costs of developing currently untilled land for crop
production.

In this light, one is then compelled to ask: Where they do not exist, where would such farming
collectives spring from? Who will finance Palestinian farmers who are keen to develop their
capacity to produce? In short, where it does not currently exist, or where the post-Oslo decades
have contributed to its unraveling, how does farming—individual, collective, or otherwise—take
root, deepen, and grow? What coordination of capital and state-like intervention would be needed
and which are achievable considering the trifecta of obstacles posed by Israel, the international
community, and the PA?

The form taken by the capital required to finance potential farming in the West Bank is a
question that finds productive traction with the Amoro farmers’ experience. From the beginning,
what animated the four farmer-entrepreneurs was their view of aid dependency as a key force in
de-developing the Palestinian economy. In fact, beneath the narrative of breaking the Israeli
mushroom monopoly lay the reality of breaking the Palestinian economy’s dependency on donor
aid. For the Amoro farmers, disgust with the aid economy predated their concern with boycotting
Israeli goods. While perhaps not as catchy as the anecdote about Amoro furthering such a
boycott, the rejection of development aid was central to the four entrepreneurs’ initiative. Kuhail
explained, “Each of us used to work a regular job. And we all felt that the existing system with its
dependency on international aid, made us feel that we weren't producing anything, that we had
no role to play. . . . The idea really started with us, not with mushrooms. We started with the idea
that we wanted to create something that allowed us to apply ourselves.”

Khraishi agrees. He sees the venture’s primary significance as a sociopolitical act in light of the
four entrepreneurs’ rejection of donor-dominated capital as the engine for Palestinian economic
growth. He offered, “We are people who reject the system in certain ways. We reject a particular
way of working and being employed. We reject the way this country is run, on development
agencies and aid. We reject it because we don’t think that it’s the best way for people to develop
their potential, and that, among other things, was the stance on which our enterprise was built.” It
is this rejection of donor aid that drove the four men to pursue a private, for-profit business model,
for which they sought a private loan from a local bank. They finally secured one from the Palestine
Commercial Bank’s mashru‘ak kafilak (Your Project, Your Sponsor) program.”® Taking on private
debt to avoid working in an economy run on donor aid is a critical pivot that has not been
theorized or addressed in resistance economy literature based on anti-capitalist notions or
premised in non-market-based exchange. However, it is critical to our understanding if the relative
privilege and access of Palestine’s middle classes are to be mobilized toward radical political ends.

Not least because Khraishi recounts that they were able to convince the lenders of the project’s
profitability partly because their product would face no local competition, the reality of the
occupation—Israel’s strangling of the Palestinian economy—in a sense provided the opportunity
for Amoro’s mushrooms to dominate the Palestinian market. In other words, Palestinian
agriculture’s very development was predicated on its continued de-development (the monopoly
otherwise held by Israeli products). This kind of cul-de-sac makes it hard to embrace the agritech
venture as sustainable. It is somehow too cynical to conceive of profit making in this context as
potentially liberating.
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And yet, despite such contradictions, “we cannot not desire development,” in the words of
Wainwright. But why? The Amoro venture suggests that one answer may lie in the relationship
between the incurred debt—confidently taken on by capitalist investment assured of the
continued process of de-development—and Palestinian labor.

Developing Labor and Palestinian Agriculture

Not-for-profit agricultural cooperatives and SLENs have been touted as foundational to the
agricultural sector of a resistance economy. Instead, Amoro grounded its investment in a for-
profit initiative catering to a niche market. It is important to emphasize that the agritech firm’s
profitable mission, centered not on traditional agriculture but on producing a globally sellable
niche product, was part of the company’s vision. As Khraishi put it, “What we have [in Palestine]
are traditional agricultural products. We're not used to exotic things or niche products. The
Palestinian market still hasn’t evolved to a point where you can start introducing creativity and
innovation in such a way as to meaningfully impact the economy. We weren’t interested in
growing tomatoes and cucumbers. You can find those everywhere. Maybe eventually we can grow
things that aren’t available here, like broccoli or medicinal thyme, or other niche products that are
sought after but otherwise not available.”

To reiterate, this vision does not echo the model upheld by policy research with its focus on
reclaiming Palestinian agriculture through cooperatives, fair trade initiatives, and the like.”” The
inherent market dominance of these niche ventures seems to promise a degree of initial success but
the shadow of sustainability hangs over them. How many new agricultural products with limited
exposure in the Palestinian culinary repertoire can be introduced into the Palestinian market and
prove profitable in the long term? How are arguably luxury items like mushrooms or kale able to
address larger issues such as food security? For Amoro’s farmer-entrepreneurs, however, the social
impact of this for-profit venture lay elsewhere, notably in the possibilities it could offer in terms of
Palestinian labor.

Amoro hired ten women to pick the first mushroom harvest in the winter of 2014. All ten had
previously depended on work in Israeli settlements but were at the time out of work. Kuhail explained:

Currently [2014], we're working on hiring women from greater Jericho. The conditions of
Palestinian workers, both men and women, are very bad, but women always face greater difficul-
ties. There’s a car that comes around for these women at four or five in the morning and takes them
to the kibbutz. From six in the morning when she arrives there, the woman has to deal with the
owner of the company, the foreign workers, and the Israeli workers, not to mention the agent that
is the middleman between the owner of the Israeli company and the Palestinian workers—and who
makes more than she does! It is unfortunate, but such middlemen exist: in the Palestinian context,
it is someone who agrees with the Israeli company on a wage of 120 shekels a day and then turns
around and pays the workers 60 or 70 shekels. We are [trying to] impact these conditions.

Khraishi added, “Word gets around. When those ten women go and tell their colleagues still
working on the settlement, I found work here,” maybe those women will want this kind of work
too, and we'll start to pull this labor back.”*®
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The Amoro venture provides one glimpse of how the development of for-profit agriculture in the
oPt might pull back Palestinian labor from where it is being exploited by Israeli capital. Samara called
this insihab, or the withdrawal of Palestinian labor from the Israeli market, which he identified as a
necessary accompaniment to the practice of boycotting Israeli products.”® Boycott and insihab touch
both Israeli products and Israeli production, reinforcing each other’s impact. While boycotting
Israeli products has now become a basic assumption of policy rhetoric around a so-called
resistance economy, nurturing the capacity to withdraw or extricate Palestinian labor from the
Israeli market has received less attention. By this I mean that policy rhetoric around a resistance
economy has yet to address in any substantial way what for-profit ventures in the agritech sector,
and labor relations within them, might look like. The lack of attention to the political effects of
insihab may be due in part to lingering romanticism that surrounds the notions of Palestinian
land and its stewardship.

The historical reality of Palestinian dispossession has rendered a physical relationship
with the land little more than an inherited dream for most Palestinians. Nonetheless,
images of wheat, olives, zaatar, prickly-pear bushes (sabr), the traditional clothing of the
Palestinian fellah (including the kaffiyeh and the thowb), embroidery, and the dabkeh folk
dance, have saturated Palestinian poetry, propaganda, song, imagery, and political rhetoric
for decades.”® Despite the imagery and its cultural significance, a connection to the land as
the material foundation of Palestinian resistance—through a return to farming, for example
—is simply not an actionable demand for large sections of the Palestinian working class
settled in urban areas, especially those in refugee camps. Furthermore, as Dana notes, the
success of urban agriculture, in the oPt as elsewhere, is marked by class. While political
rhetoric for seventy years has championed the stewards of Palestinian land as the pillars of
Palestinian resistance, most Palestinians today spend their time in urban environments or
in exile.”!

Given that the alienation of the Palestinian farmer from the land today is perhaps even more acute
among farmers-turned-day-laborers (because of widespread poverty) than for other demographic
groups in Palestinian society, political discourse that romanticizes the relationship of the
Palestinian farmer to her land is an especially class-ignorant exercise. In perpetuating a romantic
vision of the farmer, the shifting relations of labor and capital are occluded. Decontextualized from
an economic understanding of the reality of agricultural labor today, the image of the grandfather
fellah tending his olive trees veils the reality of his grandchildren rendered migrant laborers who
await permits, are searched at checkpoints, or shot at on their way to tending others’ crops—to
sketch only the simplest examples.

Employment in agriculture has nearly halved in Palestine (West Bank and Gaza Strip combined)
over the past decade while unemployment has risen slightly. Fewer and fewer Palestinians are
working in agriculture, irrespective of the number of Palestinians working in general (see table 1).
Recognizing the need to update political discourse on who performs resistance, and how, need not
detract from the powerful history of resistance enacted by the fellahin, a history that has fueled
their continued idealization and the lingering romanticism to which I refer.

The romanticizing of small-scale farming that occludes the state of agricultural labor in Palestine
today additionally obfuscates the gendered dynamics that prevail in the exploitation of contemporary
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TABLE 1. PALESTINIAN UNEMPLOYMENT & SHARE OF THE EMPLOYED POPULATION IN AGRICULTURE,
HUNTING, AND FISHING, 2000-2015 (%)

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007
General 14.3 253 31.2 255 26.8 235 237 21.7
unemployment
Share of employed 14.1 12.2 153 16.2 16.4 15.0 16.7 16.1
in agriculture,
hunting & fishing
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
General 26.6 24.5 237 20.9 23.0 234 26.9 25.9
unemployment
Share of employed 14.1 11.8 11.8 11.9 11.5 10.5 10.4 8.7
in agriculture,
hunting & fishing

sOURCE: Data for “Share of Employed in Agriculture, Hunting, and Fishing” taken from Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics,
“Percentage Distribution of Employed Persons Aged 15 Years and Above from Palestine by Sex and Economic Activity, 2000-2015,”
accessed 3 April 2017, http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Portals/_Rainbow/Documents/employment-2015-01le.htm. Data for “General
Unemployment” taken from Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, “Unemployment Rate Among Labour Force Participants of Persons
Aged 15 Years and Above in Palestine by Sex and Governorate, 2000-2015,” accessed 3 April 2017, http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Portals/
_Rainbow/Documents/unemployment-2015-01e.htm.

agricultural labor by Zionist capital. It is not random that Amoro’s first ten mushroom pickers were
women. For decades, agricultural labor has represented a significant portion of employment available
to Palestinian women. In 2007, for example, nearly 36 percent of employed women were working in
this sector compared with only 11 percent of employed men (see figure 2). But while the share of male
employment in agriculture remained relatively steady in the period 2001-15, the comparable figure
for women dropped significantly, accounting for the decrease in overall female employment.

By 2015, some 13 percent of employed females were working in the agricultural sector, an overall
drop of 23 points from its highest in 2007. During the same period, variability for men was negligible.
At the same time, overall female unemployment rose steadily from just above 19 percent in 2007 to
around 39 percent in 2015, indicating that rates of female employment in agriculture are strongly
correlated with overall female employment rates (see figures 3 and 4). This is a clear indication
that women, more than men, depend on agricultural labor.

It is in this context that Amoro’s initiative toward achieving the insihab of Palestinian labor takes
on additional significance.

Sovereignty in/and Development
Despite my suggestions here about the possible role of small-scale, private investment in the

development of a resistance economy where the insihab of agricultural labor is a central political
consequence, I want to underscore again Khraishi and Kuhail’s reluctance to engage with the
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3 April 2017, http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Portals/_Rainbow/Documents/labour-2015-E-TimeSeries.htm.

Figure 2. Breakdown of shares of the employed population in agricultural labor by gender, 2001-2015.

concept of a resistance economy at all. Although they view their business as growing naturally
out of a practice of boycotting Israeli goods, and despite the fact they consciously frame their
project as an act of refusal vis-a-vis the donor-dominated economy, while simultaneously
considering how their hiring practices might undermine Zionist capital, they are not keen on
the enthusiasm to see their work as resistance or as part of a resistance economy. Indeed, the
story Khraishi and Kuhail tell of securing the capital, finding affordable land to rent,
connecting the utilities, and acquiring the permits to get their farm off the ground sketches a
picture of would-be farmers/innovators considerably isolated from any sort of economic, or
institutional, infrastructure or support.

Moreover, Khraishi and Kuhail recount that their primary frustrations came first and foremost
not from unwilling collaborators or co-investors but from the countless municipal and bureaucratic
hurdles that delayed or complicated their progress. Kuhail explains:

Tobuild the hangars on the land, we needed a permit. When we went to get the permit required to pour
the concrete, the guy we had to see was on pilgrimage [to Mecca]. Welost forty-two days of work. Asan
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Governorate, 2000-2015,” accessed 3 April 2017, http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Portals/_Rainbow/Documents/unemployment-2015-01e.htm.

Figure 3. Male unemployment compared to share of males employed in agricultural labor, 2001-2015.

investor, as the guy waiting every day for forty-two days, I am still paying for utilities, a telephone, living
expenses, and so on. This [sort of thing] negatively impacts investors. Another investor would have
been put off and have refused to invest at all, or might decide not to invest in an alternative economy.>

Kuhail’s remarks make it clear that for a resistance economy framework to be effective it must
include reforming, if not overhauling, bureaucratic procedures at both the level of the PA and of
the local municipal authorities that govern the development of local agriculture. The example of
Amoro demonstrates that the agricultural sector could be used to promote the withdrawal of
Palestinian labor from the Israeli market and further the sustenance of that labor within the
Palestinian economy.33 Considering the violent whims of the occupation, however, like the
decision to hold up imported spores, the insihab achieved by the agritech firm needs a network of
support if its effects are to outlast what are sure to be continual setbacks and closures by the
various arms of the occupation. Unions of start-ups or small business owners may be one avenue
to achieve this while subsidies from the PA to account for lapses in production may be another.
Moreover, for this kind of small-scale investment to happen on any kind of significant scale, the
bureaucracy involved in licensing, connecting utilities, permit procurement, and so forth, has to be
addressed. Samara has written explicitly on the subject. In addition to coupling the boycott of
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Figure 4. Female unemployment compared to share of females employed in agricultural labor, 2001-2015
(note the strong correlation between the decline in female agricultural employment and increase in
overall female unemployment).

Israeli products with the withdrawal of Palestinian labor, he has emphasized the necessity of pairing
insihab with investment by the PA. Although he views investment as liquidity, even that would
require further state or state-like facilitation. Without it, farmer-investors like Amoro’s are unlikely
to feel that the proper framework exists for a resistance economy that could support their
enterprises. This means that any elaboration of a resistance economy based in agricultural
production or that champions increased Palestinian self-sufficiency based on new or renewed
planting and growing must also consider how the PA or its replacement might facilitate investment
in this sector. Here, Raja Khalidi’s admonishment is a good reminder: “The need to leverage the
potentially influential role (and potential) of Palestinian private and public capital in the service of
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national liberation cannot be dismissed as naive belief in the role of a “progressive wing of the national
bourgeoisie.”** To demand more from those with relative privilege and power cannot be considered
naive (at best), or as an apology for the excesses of capital and its collusion with the occupation (at
worst).

It has been popular of late to call upon Palestinian civic society to revitalize itself, to pull itself
up by its bootstraps, using as fuel the strength of its historical memory, the continually renewed
offenses of Israel’s occupation, and frustration with the leadership currently at the political helm.
However, a realistic assessment of agricultural labor as recounted here should make it clear that
a vision that only considers civil society and small-scale, sustenance farming has little chance of
enabling the emergence of an agriculture-based resistance economy. The majority of efforts to
reclaim land or revitalize its use worldwide have recognized, if not explicitly relied upon, the
necessary role of the state in facilitating access to the land.”> Despite this, the dominant
strains in resistance economy literature on Palestine have tended to elide any positive role for
either capital or the state.

Within the occupation-induced confines of the Palestinian economy, can pressure be applied on
the PA to facilitate, if not promote, investment in agricultural production? Could its limited power
vis-a-vis Israel, but its considerable power vis-a-vis the individual Palestinian, be channeled to
facilitate agricultural growth? Could business associations be formed among new agritech and small
business ventures to pressure municipalities into adopting policies that facilitate hiring, production,
and efficient land stewardship? How could such ventures actively counter the contraction in the
Palestinian economy to provide employment for Palestinians? Could labor, pulled back into the
Palestinian economy, be encouraged to organize so that it finds itself less vulnerable to exploitation
by both predatory Palestinian capital and the Zionist settler-colonial project? Could an agricultural
sector thus revitalized make demands on the PA and/or Israel for land and sovereignty? And
finally, how could such initiatives be taken without interference by an international community that
has, as scholars have noted, helped shape the reality of de-development in the oPt today?*® These
are some of the questions that would be spurred by the approach I have taken here.

* ot ot

The devastating effects on the oPt of the Oslo neoliberal framework have been well-documented.
That the PA has been hamstrung by this framework is no longer contested. Nevertheless, as Khan
and others remind us, investment in Palestine in the years immediately following Oslo was
considerable.”” Although the PA was initially able to convince investors that they would get good
returns on their outlay, it was not able to consistently direct necessary rent extraction to the
benefit of Palestinian society writ large, resulting in part in the opacity and corruption that came
to be associated with it.*® If growth remains the goal for both the Palestinian economy and the
development of its agricultural sector, attention must be paid first to encouraging investment and
then to directing rents toward growing resource-focused capital that develops Palestinian labor.
Coupled with other strategies for resisting Israel economically that are already underway, private
investment that engages in insihab deepens economic resistance: it strengthens the Palestinian
economy as it detracts from the Israeli one.

Directing capital in specific ways is also necessary, given the history of the dispossession of
Palestine. It would be foolish to think that the same capitalism and profit-seeking that historically
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helped to facilitate Zionist settler colonialism in the dispossession of Palestinians will, by virtue of
economic growth alone, return land to them. Real estate speculation by Palestinian investors
continues to literally dispossess Palestinian villagers, in the name of building so-called middle-
class housing developments, which remain inaccessible to large swaths of the population.*® Class
continues to divide and fracture Palestinians, and these disparities are manifest in the access to the
little land that remains, in name, under Palestinian control.

I have specifically taken as my subject here agricultural labor and development, first because
nurturing labor requires a series of productive material reinvestigations of the roles and strategies
of Palestinian resistance; and second, because growth in this sector has the potential to yield more
direct control over local resources and the means of production. In the absence of actual
Palestinian sovereignty, Kadri’s observation offers a way to envision development assisted by
limited state-like institutions. Kadri writes, “Sovereignty in the practice of development is that state
of government which affords working classes control over their resources and improves their living
standards.”*’ Under the Oslo framework, the PA cannot offer Palestinians sovereignty. It remains
to be seen if it can facilitate working-class control over resources by assisting in the facilitation of
small-scale agritech and other agricultural ventures whose hiring practices focus on pulling
Palestinian labor back into the domestic economy.

In these pages, I have considered that one way to move the discussion of development in Palestine
from the impasse in which it finds itself between occupation and aid may be to consider the
development of Palestinian labor as a critically important political consequence of capitalistic
investment. This is not to consider economic development within capitalism as the solution to
neoliberal dispossession and exploitation. Neither is it to abstract questions of economic development
from the material reality of Israeli occupation. It is rather to consider development as necessarily a
political as well as an economic process. That process can be imagined as a strategy whose goal is the
gradual coherence of a fragmented working class. Criticism of Oslo and the neoliberal project resulting
from the occupation will be less effective absent thoughts toward the coalescence of a class that can
mobilize the economic and political strength to demand changes to those conditions. The fundamental
task is therefore to develop strategies for imagining and strengthening Palestinian labor, particularly in
its most vulnerable and dependent sectors.

Using Amoro’s experience, this article has asked how strategies to develop a resistance economy
could be theorized in such a way as to shift the notion of resistance from one that romanticizes
microlevel agricultural collectives farming ancestral lands to one that views Palestinian labor,
investment, and bureaucracy as one interdependent nexus. Such a configuration of the three
elements would not be the end, but the means; not the battle, but the training ground; not a
magical solution, but a step toward a more effective contest with the Zionist project.

In conclusion, the portrayal of the Amoro experiment as an exemplar of resistance economy,
to the dismay of the venture’s owners, played into a depoliticized romancing of Palestinian
agriculture and ignored the ways in which the firm was completely isolated in the risks it
took. Rather than an iteration of resistance, Amoro Agriculture more closely resembled a
risky startup, subject to the whims of an occupation it could hardly protest, much less resist.
Diverging from the romantic image of the Palestinian small-scale farmer tending to her crops,
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the approach suggested here stems from the recognition that the power of the state, even one
with sovereignty as negligible as the PA’s, must be factored into the development of both
resistance and economic growth. This approach addresses the reality that no sector can alone
develop “either resistance or economy” in occupied Palestine and argues that private capital,
civil society, and the state need to be reimagined together.
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