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The results of the elections to Fatah institutions held during the 

movement’s sixth convention in August in Bethlehem institutionalized 

the redistribution of power underway among its ranks over the last 

two decades. The strategy and political platform agreed upon by the 

participants were likewise not revolutionary, rather an expression 

of familiar policy principles. This essay analyzes the outcome of the 

convention, examines the implications for a potential thaw in the Israeli-

Palestinians political process, and contends that Fatah’s future will 

be shaped more by the dynamic in the internal Palestinian and Israeli-

Palestinian arenas, and less by official manifestoes.

Fatah’s Formal Regrouping

The establishment of the Palestinian Authority relegated the challenge 

of reassessing policies and the intra-organizational balance of power to 

the back burner of Fatah’s agenda. Veteran leaders were appointed to 

PA key positions, where they consolidated their power. In the first years 

of the second uprising there were expectations, internal Palestinian and 

international, for reforms in the PA. The call for a convention dedicated 

to real organizational reconstruction rose likewise from within the 

movement’s own ranks. However, the tensions between the rising 

generation of leaders born in the territories and the activists who arrived 

from the Palestinian diaspora when the PA was established, as well as 

inter-factional disagreements, prevented a convention from taking place.

Over the years, the list of failures attributed to Fatah’s leadership 

by many in the movement and without grew steadily longer. The 
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most prominent of these lapses were the loss of the 2006 Palestinian 

Legislative Council elections to Hamas and the fall of the Gaza Strip 

to Hamas in June 2007. Another major challenge facing the movement 

was the questionable legitimacy of Mahmoud Abbas’ presidency, once 

his term expired in January 2009 and new elections were not held. In 

addition, Abbas staffed the emergency government established in the 

PA after the Hamas takeover of the Gaza Strip with non-Fatah members 

because he was concerned that the movement’s negative image would 

compromise its chances of becoming firmly entrenched. Thus Fatah was 

driven from its governmental hegemony. Discussions between Fatah 

and Hamas held over the years with Egyptian mediation and meant to 

prevent the institutionalization of two separate Palestinian entities did 

not culminate in the establishment of a unity government (with one short-

lived exception, based on an understanding between the movements 

reached in Mecca in March 2007). Nor did the military blow sustained 

by Hamas and the damage to its image in the confrontation with Israel in 

late 2008-early 2009 ease Hamas’ conditions for regulating relations with 

Fatah. The dialogue between the movements, conducted in Cairo in the 

months after the fighting ebbed, came to naught.

Moreover, in late 2008 the failure to formulate principles for an 

agreement between Israel and the PA as part of the Annapolis process – 

even if only a shelf agreement – became a fait accompli. The PA, operating 

as a semi-state entity in the West Bank, enjoyed international recognition 

and support, but this, even coupled with reforms in its security services, 

did not advance the goal of restoring the Gaza Strip to Fatah control. In the 

absence of a political breakthrough, Israel’s support for the PA’s war on 

militant factions stirred up criticism of Fatah as serving foreign interests. 

The West Bank economic recovery, made possible through international 

financial generosity and managed by Salam Fayyad’s government, did 

not succeed in muting the criticism of Fatah’s leadership regarding 

corruption in its ranks and its flawed functioning over the years.

Against this backdrop, convening a congress appeared unavoidable. 

The very convening was meant to be proof of Fatah’s vitality and relevance 

as a prominent national movement. The convention was designed to 

show the Palestinian public, Israel, and international partners in the effort 

to advance an Israeli-Palestinians settlement a strong political posture 

and a cadre of suitable leaders. Most of all, Fatah sought to improve its 
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standing among Palestinian public opinion, or in other words, present a 

viable alternative to Hamas.

Hamas’ efforts to prevent participants from the Gaza Strip from 

attending the convention threatened to disrupt the event or at least 

compromise the validity of any decisions taken there. Among the 

representatives from Gaza were also those who charged Fatah’s old guard 

with insufficient efforts to ensure their attendance, so as to contain the 

threat to the veterans’ own standing. An accusation of this sort likewise 

resonated among the younger generation in the West Bank: inviting 

many of Mahmoud Abbas’ supporters from the diaspora was seen as 

a move intended to stop the rise of the younger generation from the 

territories to the official leadership ranks.1 However, as the convention 

drew closer, the obstacles were overcome. Abbas was determined to hold 

the conference, and specifically in Bethlehem, in order to highlight the 

West Bank as the locus of Palestinian political activity. His intention was 

supported by Israel, which even allowed the arrival of representatives 

from all over the Middle East in order to emphasize the association 

between the Palestinian issue and the semi-state entity in the West Bank. 

This arrangement also undercut would-be challenges to the legitimacy of 

resolutions reached at the convention.2

The Changing of the Guard

The results of the elections to Fatah institutions at the convention 

dispelled apprehensions of predetermined bias. Most of those elected to 

the Central Committee by some 2,200 delegates were new faces from the 

intermediate generation of the movement, virtually all from the territories. 

The power of the members of the intermediate and younger generations 

rose considerably within the ranks of the Revolutionary Council as well.3 

This was a dramatic though hardly radical development that reflected 

two familiar, interrelated trends. The intermediate generation led two 

popular uprisings – the first set a process in motion that culminated 

with the establishment of the Palestinian Authority in the context of a 

negotiated agreement with Israel. As such, it redirected the movement’s 

locus of activity from the diaspora to the territories, and gradually also 

stripped the founding generation of its undisputed seniority. The 2009 

election results, as well as the occasion of the congress specifically in the 
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territories, thus conferred official validity on an organizational evolution 

in formation for two decades.

The change of representatives in the movement’s institutions 

mandated by the elections will not help ease tensions in the ranks. The 

factions, roughly divided by generation and origin, are also divided 

internally. Power struggles – the daily bread of any political party – are 

destined to continue complicating formation of a united front.4 Moreover, 

discussions at the convention centered primarily on the political 

platform and who would man the institutions; the failures that weakened 

the movement and caused its deterioration were not investigated in 

depth.5 Nonetheless, the elections expressed an understanding of the 

need for reform, and that failure to undertake one would only accelerate 

disintegration of the movement, undermine its ability to preserve its 

West Bank stronghold, and preclude the possibility that it would reclaim 

its hold over the Gaza Strip in the foreseeable future. These elections may 

also be seen as a harbinger of a future test, perhaps general elections in 

the PA.

In order to attempt to rehabilitate its historic standing, Fatah needs to 

demonstrate that it is a bridge between a past replete with distinguished 

accomplishments and a present abounding with acute challenges. Abbas’ 

uncontested reelection as the movement’s chairman is supposed to serve 

as such a demonstration. Abbas is identified with the Oslo accords; he 

was one of the first to criticize publicly the militant turn taken by Fatah 

when the second uprising erupted; and he is the one who in recent years 

has been leading the Palestinian camp favoring, in principle, a bilateral 

settlement with Israel. True, his political path did not prevail, but his 

history as a member of the founding generation of the movement remains 

a source of legitimacy for the leadership’s changing of the guard and for 

the continued claim of being the sole representative of the Palestinian 

people.

At the same time, Abbas’ reelection as Fatah chairman and the 

changing of the guard at the helm of the movement do not point to a 

clear political direction. For years, the intermediate generation of Fatah 

and the movement’s younger members from the territories demanded 

convening the movement in order to formalize the status to which they 

felt entitled, but this was not linked to a particular political message. 

Indeed, the political implications of figures from the territories assuming 
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the leadership have so far been mixed. They are the source of the first 

uprising, yet they also urged the PLO and Fatah’s leadership to pursue 

a more pragmatic approach, leading to a dialogue with Israel. They led 

the second uprising, but at the same time supported continuing the 

process by making efforts to stabilize security in the West Bank and 

provide an opportunity for economic rehabilitation there. Similarly, the 

intermediate generation encouraged resumption of the political process, 

though presenting the tough conditions formulated in the movement’s 

platform. Not coincidentally, Fatah’s strategic framework, affirmed by 

congress participants, granted legitimacy to any path the movement may 

adopt – both political action and violent struggle alike. 

The Strategic Framework

The highlights of Fatah’s strategy were outlined in speeches at the 

plenary sessions and in statements released to the media during and 

after the convention. They revealed tension between a commitment 

to violent struggle to liberate Mandatory Palestine, as formulated in 

Fatah’s historic charter adopted by the convention participants,6 and a 

commitment to peace negotiations, stressed in Abbas’ speeches (along 

with his statements affirming the right to resist the occupation).7 

Adoption of the charter and insistence on the right of resistance were 

the basis for the seeing the strategy as evidence of 

Fatah’s radicalization. However, the commitment 

to struggle against Israeli control in the territories 

is far from new. It was affirmed by movement 

spokespeople after the PLO adopted the political 

path in November 1988 and likewise after the 

signing of the Oslo principles. In the years of the 

second intifada, especially at times of political foot-

dragging or stalemate, movement spokespeople 

regularly threatened to escalate the struggle. The 

resistance option remained on the table even 

when the Fatah leadership – especially with Abbas 

at the helm – clearly preferred the political option. 

Thus the convention did not signal any strategic 

transformation, rather reaffirmed the principles 

that have guided Fatah for years.

In order to attempt 

to rehabilitate its 

historic standing, Fatah 

needs to demonstrate 

that it is a bridge 

between a past replete 

with distinguished 

accomplishments and 

a present abounding 

with acute challenges.
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One may view a strategy that legitimizes both the diplomatic route 

and violent struggle as an attempt to provide the Palestinian public 

with an alternative to Hamas, and at the same time, with an alternative 

to the alternative: the movement’s leadership steadfastly clings to the 

political option in the hope that its results will retroactively prove that 

compromise was in principle the correct choice, a choice long seen as a 

concession lacking any payoff because it failed to chip away at Israel’s 

control of the West Bank. At the same time, escalation of the resistance 

would serve as a response to a political standstill.8 The militant message 

is supposed to curb public criticism of the proven failure to generate a 

political breakthrough and the continued cooperation with Israel in an 

attempt (largely undercutting the notion of resistance) to impose law, 

order, and calm in the West Bank.9 Similarly, insisting on the right of 

resistance is supposed to generate pressure on Israel to soften its stance 

so that it will be possible to make progress along the political path.

Furthermore, many modes of action bearing the features of civil 

disobedience (and sans firearms) were spelled out under the label of 

resistance. Discussions stipulated that resistance need not be violent and 

may be expressed also through political action. At the convention there 

were even speakers who issued warnings about learning lessons from 

Hamas’ experience in a frontal confrontation with Israel and the negative 

impression that a call for a violent struggle would create among outsiders 

watching the convention.10

In any case, the militant message does not 

contain a real risk to Fatah’s international standing. 

In the eyes of many international political and 

media circles, the movement shares the blame with 

Israel for the political freeze. Many even attribute 

most of the responsibility for the dead end to Israel. 

Therefore, the potential problematics of approving 

the resistance option, especially one that may be 

translated as a call for a head-on struggle against 

Israeli settlements beyond the Green Line, are 

ostensibly offset by the criticism of Israeli control 

of the West Bank, the ongoing construction in the 

settlements, and the blockade of the Gaza Strip. In addition, and to be 

on the safe side as far as the international community was concerned, 

Fatah’s sixth 

convention was meant 

to strengthen the 

movement for the 

tests it faces: political-

territorial bargaining 

with Hamas and 

political-territorial 

bargaining with Israel.
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the strategic messages also reiterated the right, anchored in international 

law, to resist the occupation in general and the settlements in particular.11

In theory, the dual strategy serves the organization’s interests of 

maintaining relevance in the face of diverse developments. However, in 

practice it does not provide a response to challenges and costs caused 

by the dearth of achievements in the various arenas of struggle. Fatah’s 

commitment to a political path while there is an ongoing political 

standstill erodes public support for the movement. Still, as the choice of a 

head-on struggle proved in the second intifada, veering from the political 

path also exacts a price, both immediate and long term. The political 

stalemate, associated with Israel’s reluctance to commit to conciliatory 

moves in the West Bank that would raise security risks and exacerbate 

internal political tensions, is the clearest expression of the cost Fatah is 

forced to pay for the involvement of its activists and leaders in the armed 

struggle and their impotence regarding Hamas’ activities in this arena.

Political Implications, Albeit Limited

The political platform approved by convention participants conveyed a 

hard line message. In the convention’s closing address, Abbas declared 

that the aim is the end of the Israeli occupation of all territory conquered 

in 1967, subject to UN resolutions on the subject and in accordance with 

the principles of the Arab peace initiative. He also repeated the traditional 

demand for a just solution to the refugee problem, also in line with the UN 

resolutions, and the establishment of a sovereign state with Jerusalem as 

its capital. Abbas vehemently dismissed the possibility of establishing 

a state with provisional borders. The rejection of interim solutions 

was also emphasized in the list of rigid preconditions for returning to 

the negotiating table. Additional preconditions were a total freeze on 

settlement construction, especially in Jerusalem, an end to Israeli military 

activity in the territories, an end to the siege of the Gaza Strip, and an 

immediate discussion of the core issues of Jerusalem and the refugees. 

The platform also avowed a commitment to maintain the refugee camps 

until the refugees return to their homes. The idea of responding favorably 

to Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s condition for renewing the 

negotiations – i.e., the demand that the Palestinians recognize Israel as a 

Jewish state – was rejected out of hand.
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Consequently, senior spokespeople in Israel interpreted the list of 

preconditions as a recipe for a dead end, and without a doubt, Fatah’s 

platform will make it hard to jumpstart the political process.12 However, 

the platform is only one component of a complex of elements making 

it difficult to renew the dialogue. Once Prime Minister Olmert and 

President Bush ended their terms in office, and in light of the escalation 

in the military confrontation between Israel and Hamas, the talks were 

suspended after months of fruitless attempts to bridge the profound gaps. 

Since then Israel and the PA have instituted what is in effect an informal, 

tacit interim arrangement that lacks a defined political framework but 

is not intolerable for either side. The PA continues to sustain itself with 

the help of massive external aid: Israeli and international support has 

greatly helped to reduce tensions over security in the West Bank, and has 

enabled economic growth. Hamas’ firm entrenchment in the Gaza Strip, 

and especially the construction of its military infrastructure, demonstrate 

to both Israel and the PA what is liable to happen should Israel withdraw 

from large areas of the West Bank before Hamas and Fatah have arrived 

at some sort of institutional coordination that would also give the Fatah-

led PA security forces a sweeping monopoly on arms. It seems, then, 

that the party most eager to renew the political process is the American 

administration.

In practice, renewing the process – and given past disappointments, 

this would likely be a process with modest goals – will be determined by 

Jerusalem and Washington, not by Israel and the PA. When the Israeli 

government rejects a demand to freeze the settlements, it is above all 

rejecting an American demand rather than a consistent Palestinian 

request. Should Israel respond to the demand, it would be the result of 

American pressure to lower the profile of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 

thereby contributing to the regional effort to curb Iran’s nuclear program. 

Moreover, Israel’s preparations for a possible renewal of the talks – if 

only to dissipate the American pressure – are evidence of limited regard 

for the proposal’s vitality. Discussion in Israel about the possibility 

of returning to the negotiating table points to the assessment that 

belligerent declarations are not written in stone, and that in light of cost-

benefit considerations it is indeed possible that maintaining relevance 

will outweigh other interests and dictate a policy of compromise on the 

part of Fatah or the PA. Such considerations are likely to elicit a positive 
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response from President Abbas and the PA to an explicit invitation 

to return to the negotiating table should it come as part of a political 

initiative placed on the regional agenda by President Obama even before 

Israel fully complies with Fatah’s preconditions.13 In the past, Fatah 

leadership has acted against its explicit platform: thus it was with the 

signing of the Oslo accords even before the PLO canceled the section of 

its charter calling for the destruction of the State of Israel; thus it was with 

the Fatah-led PA renewing, time and again, contact with Israel without 

canceling militant sections of the Fatah charter; and thus it will be if 

the negotiations over the course of the permanent borders are renewed 

without an Israeli commitment to discuss the questions of Jerusalem and 

the refugees in the first phase of the discussions and without an Israeli 

agreement to a freeze on the settlements other than for a limited period.14

Still, the question remains how the list of Fatah’s demands is 

compatible with both the strategic goal of seeking a negotiated settlement 

and the call by Abbas at a Palestinian cabinet meeting after the convention 

to restore the dialogue.15 A partial answer is that in light of the gaps 

between the PA and Israel on the core issues and the toughening of the 

Netanyahu government’s policy regarding the negotiations, those who 

formulated the platform have given up on the effort to produce a thaw in 

the political freeze. With an eye towards Palestinian public opinion, they 

have instead focused on an effort to demonstrate a steadfast position 

on the renewal of negotiations.16 In other words, the political platform, 

like the strategic framework, is meant to respond to the very urgent need 

of strengthening the movement’s standing at home in the face of the 

ongoing failure to advance national sovereignty and halt the expansion 

of Hamas’ influence.

In any case, the exclusiveness of Palestinian responsibility for 

renewing the dialogue has been appropriated from Fatah. Even before 

the political split, Hamas became a key in fanning escalation against 

Israel or in ensuring a security calm that would make it easier for Israel 

to renew negotiations. Another element weakening Fatah’s standing is 

the institutional separation between the movement and the Palestinian 

government. After closing the Fatah convention, Fayyad announced a 

detailed program to prepare the infrastructure of a Palestinian state to be 

declared in 2011 – without any connection to the results of negotiations 

with Israel.17 It may be that this move or one like it will recreate the 
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dynamics that developed in the Palestinian arena in the years of the 

first uprising: then, a political initiative on the part of local leadership 

in the territories spurred a less rigid Fatah stance and paved the way for 

negotiations between the PLO and Israel.

The Next Phase

Fatah is regrouping. In light of the competition with Hamas over 

national leadership and the ongoing political stalemate, its leadership 

and rank and file have recognized the need for organizational reform 

and a clarification of its policies. Fatah’s sixth convention, which dealt 

with these issues, was meant to strengthen the movement for the tests it 

faces: political-territorial bargaining with Hamas and political-territorial 

bargaining with Israel. However, Fatah’s capability of generating a 

change in its home environment and in Israeli-Palestinian relations on 

the basis of the convention’s outcomes is patently limited.

Fatah is trying to rehabilitate its status within a complex reality. 

Regulating inter-party relations on the Palestinian arena is meant to 

restore its national primacy. Reestablishing its status as the legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people is supposed to improve its 

ability to hold discussions with Israel and improve the chances for the 

implementation of an eventual settlement. On the other hand, a political 

breakthrough is supposed to fortify its national primacy. Extricating 

itself from this closed loop, however, is not simple. For this to happen, 

Fatah must formulate a more moderate political platform than the one 

devised at the convention. This may facilitate mitigation of the Israeli 

position towards renewing the talks and the principles of an agreement. 

In addition, Hamas must soften its stance on institutional coordination 

with Fatah, and accept Fatah’s commitment to a negotiated settlement.

In light of the wide gap between Israel and the PA, it seems that the 

next major test to Fatah’s standing may well be not the Palestinian public 

judging the draft of a settlement, rather, general elections in the PA. 

And indeed, the Fatah convention was meant to prevent institutional 

disintegration of the sort that reduced its public support in the previous 

elections and contributed to Hamas’ electoral achievement. In October 

Abbas announced both his potential resignation and presidential and 

parliamentary elections on January 24, 2010, but it is doubtful whether he 

and his movement will enjoy the opportunity to put their popular support 
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to the test of elections. The split in the PA poses political and logistical 

difficulties for such elections. Hamas spokespeople have already declared 

that without inter-party accommodation, elections are not possible. 

Fatah and Hamas alike are expected to postpone the elections until each 

is convinced of its assured victory. Nor will international elements that 

encouraged the previous elections support another round without the 

certainty that results will guarantee Fatah control of the PA.18 Yet even 

if elections are held and Fatah earns a victory, the road from there to a 

change in the reality that became entrenched in the years of the second 

uprising on the intra-Palestinian and Israeli-Palestinian arenas will not 

be easy, and certainly not rapid.

Despite the existence of coordinated crisis-solving mechanisms 

between Israel and the PA, the danger of an outbreak of another 

violent round in the West Bank still looms in the background. Fatah’s 

leadership will likely avoid a planned recourse to the right that it claims 

of violent resistance. The chances that escalation will force Israel to make 

concessions are minute, and are in any case lower than the possibility that 

escalation would further toughen Israel’s position and curb economic 

development in the West Bank. Likewise, the costs of escalation would 

intensify criticism of Fatah’s leadership: the Palestinian public, tired 

of the Israeli military and civilian presence, is 

also tired of struggling against it. Nonetheless, a 

spontaneous outbreak is liable to spread quickly, 

as the Israeli-Palestinian experience has shown. In 

that case Fatah would station itself at the forefront 

of the struggle, and act as it did in the last two 

popular uprisings. After all, resistance is anchored 

in its strategic approach and political platform, 

approved in the movement’s sixth convention.

An escalation in the Palestinian struggle 

would not represent the most serious threat to 

Israel. Israel will handle an eruption of violence, 

notwithstanding its human, economic, and 

diplomatic costs. A greater threat is Palestinian 

abandonment of its avowed commitment to an 

agreement and reliance instead on demographic 

processes that, given time, would undermine the 

The conditions Fatah 

stipulates for renewing 

the dialogue mirror the 

!nal agreement that 

would purportedly 

be acceptable to the 

movement. Should the 

conditions be entirely 

ful!lled, all that would 

be left for Israel and the 

PA to do is compile lists 

of invitees to the festive 

signing ceremony.
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national foundation of the State of Israel and erode its international 

legitimacy. In recent years, the discussion of the notion of one state for 

two peoples has revived in the Palestinian arena; it has been fueled by 

the apparent impracticality of the vision of dividing the land, and has 

also helped Hamas expand its sphere of influence. Because Palestinian 

striving for a one-state solution does not in principle entail a violent 

struggle, it is easy for Israel to push a debate of the idea’s inherent risks to 

the sidelines. However, this very Palestinian debate should alarm Israel’s 

leadership. Coping successfully with this challenge involves eroding the 

attractiveness of the original aim of the national Palestinian struggle and 

demonstrating the attractiveness and relevance of an agreement on the 

basis of two states for two peoples.

Israel’s willingness to make significant territorial-political concessions 

– alongside an effort to contain security threats whose danger will not 

wane even with the formulation and implementation of an Israeli-

Palestinian compromise – will help it make the most of the negotiations 

options. On the other hand, Israel’s willingness to make concessions will 

not ensure a political breakthrough as long as Fatah and the PA are not the 

only arbiters in Palestinian politics, and certainly not as long as neither 

has retreated from rigid basic positions. As it stands, Fatah’s platform 

leaves no room for discussion. The conditions it stipulates for renewing 

the dialogue mirror the final agreement that would purportedly be 

acceptable to the movement. Should the conditions be entirely fulfilled, 

all that would be left for Israel and the PA would be to compile lists of 

invitees to the festive signing ceremony.

It is true that in theory and in practice, Fatah’s platform was aimed 

first and foremost at the movement’s supporters on the Palestinian arena. 

With time and with the inauguration of norms of proper administration, 

perhaps the platform will assist Fatah in its struggle at home. However, 

without easing the conditions for renewing the negotiations and enlisting 

public support for the concessions that will be necessary to promote any 

negotiated agreement, it will be hard for the movement to enable the 

renewal of the negotiations with Israel and attempt to realize its declared 

strategic goal.

Notes
1 Avi Issacharoff, “Fatah Members in Gaza to Boycott Organization’s Beth-

lehem Convention,” Haaretz, August 1, 2009; “‘Old Guard’ Want to Keep 



63

S
tr

a
te

g
ic

 A
ss

e
ss

m
e

n
t

ANAT KURZ  |  THE SIXTH FATAH CONVENTION: FORMAL CHANGES ONLY 

Young Reps Out of Fatah,” Jerusalem Post, August 1, 2009; “Fatah: Hamas 

Gov. Summoning All Our Members in Gaza,” Ma’an News Agency, August 

1, 2009.

2 An emergency session of the Palestinian National Council, called by Abbas 

after the Bethlehem convention and held in Ramallah, was meant to empha-

size the connection between Fatah’s policies and the PLO. At this session, 

Abbas declared: “We will endeavor to promote the role of the PLO’s Execu-

tive Committee and get it to function regularly in order to play an effective 

role especially in peace negotiations with Israel.” Furthermore, Abbas 

rejected any attempt to find the refugees a different homeland. Ma’an News 

Agency, August 26, 2009.

3 “Young Guard Dominates Fatah C’tee,” Jerusalem Post, August 11, 2009; Ziad 

Abu-Ziad, “A Brand New Fatah?” Jerusalem Post, August 11, 2009; “Observers 

Call Fatah Conference a Successful Coup against Old Guard,” Ma’an News 

Agency, August 11, 2009; Ahmed Qurei (Abu Ala), who was edged out of 

Fatah’s Central Committee, made accusations about irregularities in the vot-

ing, Ma’an News Agency, August 11, 2009. His removal from the first rank of 

leadership counters the claim that the younger and intermediate generations 

were blocked from attaining organizational primacy. However, Qurei as well 

as Saeb Erekat were among the six who were seated on the PLO’s Executive 

Committee at a post-convention meeting of the Palestinian National Coun-

cil.

4 “Re-elected Fatah leader [Abbas] says Unity Must Top Agenda,” Ma’an News 

Agency, August 12, 2009; “Once Vaunted, Marwan Barghouti is Rarely Men-

tioned at Fatah Congress,” Ma’an News Agency, August 6, 2009; Mohammad 

Yaghi, “Fatah Congress: A Victory for Abbas,” Washington Institute for Near 

East Policy, Policy Watch 1568, August 13, 2009; “Fatah Leadership in Gaza 

Resign,” Ma’an News Agency, August 13, 2009.    

5 Khaled Abu Toameh, “Analysis: How Fatah has Evolved into the Palestinian 

Ba’ath Party,” Jerusalem Post, August 10, 2009.

6 “Armed revolution is a decisive factor in the liberation fight and in uproot-

ing the Zionist existence, and this struggle will not cease unless the Zionist 

state is demolished and Palestine is completely liberated,” Camera – Commit-

tee for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting in America, Media Analysis, August 

25, 2009. See also “The Intra-Palestinian Arena, Terrorism News and the 

Israeli-Palestinian Conflict,” July 28–August 4, 2009, Intelligence and Terrorism 

Information Center, pp. 4-7, and C. Jacob, “Fatah Sixth General Conference 

Resolutions: Pursuing Peace Option without Relinquishing Resistance or 

Right to Armed Struggle,” MEMRI - Inquiry and Analysis – No. 541, August 16, 

2009.  

7 “When we stress that we espouse the option of peace and negotiations based 

on the UN resolutions, we retain our fundamental right to legitimate resis-

tance guaranteed by international law,” in C. Jacob, “Fatah Members: The 

Principles of Resistance and Armed Struggle Must Not Be Relinquished,” 



64

S
tr

a
te

g
ic

 A
ss

e
ss

m
e

n
t

ANAT KURZ  |  THE SIXTH FATAH CONVENTION: FORMAL CHANGES ONLY 

MEMRI – Inquiry and Analysis – No. 538, August 6, 2009, p. 2; “Abbas: Keep 

on with Talks ‘as long as there’s a tiny bit of hope,’” Jerusalem Post, August 4, 

2009.

8 “The movement adopts a just and comprehensive peace as a strategic op-

tion, with various means of obtaining it; it will not accept stasis. It espouses 

various means of armed struggle in order to restore our inalienable rights.”  

MEMRI – No. 541, p. 2.

9 Criticism of the indecisiveness in formulating the resistance option was 

made within Hamas circles: “Hamas on Abu Mazen’s Election: The Collapse 

Continues,” Ynet, August 8, 2009; “Abu Zuhri: Fatah’s Position on Resistance 

Ambiguous,” Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigades Newsletter, August 10, 2009.

10 “In Fatah’s judgment, the end does not justify the means.” MEMRI – No. 

538, p. 3. See also Ziad Abu-Ziad: “We do not want the Fatah conference to 

chant slogans and revolutionary statements of struggle, and to call for armed 

struggle and for violence that is far removed from the reality in which we live 

in.” MEMRI – No. 538, p. 7.

11 See, e.g., “The Fatah movement clings to the Palestinian people’s right to re-

sist the occupation by all legitimate means, including the right to implement 

the armed struggle, as guaranteed by international law.” MEMRI – No. 541, p. 

2.

12 President Shimon Peres, Minister of Defense Ehud Barak, Minister of For-

eign Affairs Avigdor Lieberman, and Kadima chair Tzipi Livni all expressed 

their criticism. See Maariv, August 13, 2009; Jerusalem Post, August 5, 2009, 

August 15, 2009; and Qatar News Agency, August 9, 2009.

13 On American pressure exerted on President Abbas to come back to the 

negotiating table even without a freeze on building in the settlements, see 

Herb Keinon and Khaled Abu Toameh, “PM Upbeat, Abbas Negative, About 

Talks,” Jerusalem Post, August 23, 2009.

14 After the meeting between Binyamin Netanyahu, Mahmoud Abbas, and 

Barack Obama on September 22, 2009 during the UN General Assembly, 

Netanyahu declared that there is agreement on returning to the negotiating 

table without preconditions, though “the fact that there is no recognition of 

Israel is the obstacle to peace.” Similarly, Netanyahu rejected Obama’s state-

ment about ending the occupation begun in 1967 and announced that Israel 

would not agree to such an arrangement. For his part, Abbas declared that 

renewing the dialogue depends on a stipulation that the agreement be based 

on a withdrawal to the 1967 lines and that no mutual basis was created for 

negotiations. See Ynet, September 23, 2009; Haaretz, September 24, 2009.  

15 “PA Chair Mahmoud Abbas (Abu Mazen): Negotiations Only Way to Peace,” 

Haaretz, August 17, 2009.

16 The tension between the desire to renew the political process and the effort 

to appease public opinion was apparent by the PA’s indecision over the 

Goldstone report that strongly condemned Israel at the UN Human Rights 

Council for the scope and intensity of the fighting in Gaza. American pres-



65

S
tr

a
te

g
ic

 A
ss

e
ss

m
e

n
t

ANAT KURZ  |  THE SIXTH FATAH CONVENTION: FORMAL CHANGES ONLY 

sure, stemming from a concern about causing the failure of the effort to 

renew the process, propelled Abbas to withdraw the demand to discuss the 

report, Haaretz, October 1, 2009. Another contributing factor was Israel’s 

fury, complete with the threat of economic sanctions, Haaretz, September 27, 

2009. However, following public outcry and protests from Fatah and Hamas 

spokespeople alike, Abbas again demanded a discussion of the report, 

Haaretz, October 4, 2009; Ma’an News Agency, October 7, 2009.

17 The initiative earned the blessing of the European Union as soon as it was 

made public. See “EU Backs Fayyad Plan for De Facto Palestinian State,” 

Ma’an News Agency, August 30, 2009.

18 Forty percent of participants in a public opinion poll in the West Bank 

and the Gaza Strip about two months after the Fatah convention said they 

would vote for Fatah in 2010 elections, and 18 percent said they would vote 

for Hamas. Likewise, 40.6 percent felt that the convention had no effect on 

Palestinian politics, while 36.1 percent claimed that the convention was a sig-

nificant development. See the public opinion poll conducted by the Jerusalem 

Media & Communications Center (JMCC) and Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, October 

7-11, 2009. 


