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Palestinian Nationalism, Violence and the Search for the Ordinary
In mid-September 2000, I was invited to a wedding in a village in the far north of the West Bank by two students at Birzeit University, where I was working at the time. I was just a month into 18 months of PhD fieldwork. The students, who I shall call Khalil and Mudar, were both from the refugee camp that lay on one side of the town of Jenin. Khalil’s cousin was getting married in a village to the north of the town. By the time we arrived at the wedding, the party was already in full swing, and in the dusty main square a group of young men were gathered. At their centre was a man playing the shibbabah, a type of flute, whilst a companion sang loudly into a microphone. The singer’s voice echoed through the empty square, as the men around him danced excitedly up and down, clapping their hands and screaming in enjoyment. The next morning, after dancing and eating late into the night, I made my way by myself back to Ramallah as I had to work, and my two friends wanted to see more of their families. I would never see Mudar again.
Two weeks after my visit to Jenin, Ariel Sharon went for his infamous walk on the Haram al-Sharif, surrounded by hundreds of Israeli security personnel. Soon violent clashes spread across the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and I would spend day after day sitting on my porch, watching the smoke rise from the hill opposite as the confrontations between Israeli troops and Palestinian youths became ever more intense. I tried as best as I could to continue with my research, worrying all the time about its ethical and political implications, as the numbers of dead increased on a daily basis, and I was kept awake at night by the sound of gun and tank fire. Two months into the intifada I bumped into Khalil again. Initially he had been stuck in Jenin, but had eventually managed to leave and make his way to Ramallah in order to try and carry on with his accountancy studies. After exchanging the usual comments about what was euphemistically known as the wada’a (situation), I asked if Mudar too was intending on continuing with his studies. Khalil laughed nervously. Eventually, he told me that as well as being an accountancy student, Mudar was also a part time officer in the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) mukhabarat (secret police). Since the start of the intifada Mudar had seemingly gone underground, and nobody had heard from him. I stayed in the West Bank until the spring of 2002, and would often meet up with Khalil for a coffee or carrot juice. Eventually Khalil graduated from the University and found a job in the Ramallah branch of the Arab Bank. I would hear the odd rumour too about Mudar and where he was. As the intifada progressed the mukhabarat were increasingly accused by the Israeli government of being involved in attacks on Israeli soldiers and civilians, and many of its members were arrested. I had returned to the UK by the time Israeli troops invaded Jenin and most other Palestinian towns in April 2002, resulting in the arrest of thousands of Palestinians, the deaths of hundreds, and the complete flattening of the section of the refugee camp where Khalil and Mudar lived. I eventually managed to get hold of Khalil to find out that his family were all okay, but nobody had heard about Mudar.

This paper explores the relationship between violence and the mundane in the midst of nationalist conflict. However, rather than focus on why people like Mudar become armed militants, the paper asks why people such as Khalil want to study for accountancy. 
 In doing so, it examines the ways in which nationalist sentiment is mediated through kinship responsibilities and becomes expressed as a search for the ordinary and the mundane. Alongside the spectacular acts of violence that have dominated the newspaper headlines, for most Palestinians the second intifada has been marked by boredom and frustration. Indeed, in this sense the intifada is probably little different from many armed conflicts, from the Congo to Columbia. More time is spent watching TV, waiting for buses or preparing the days food, as it is shooting guns, hiding in basements or burning houses. More people dedicate considerable energy and desire to being dentists, accountants or teachers in order to provide for their children or save of a marriage, than they do to becoming war-lords or soldiers. In order to understand how people live through violent nationalist conflict, an examination of the ordinary is just as important as the apparently extraordinary or exceptional. 
This paper argues that a sense of the ordinary needs to be understood in the context of wider forms of masculine responsibility and nationalist mobilisation. Crucially, the mundane and everyday should not be seen as existing in opposition to violence, as they can be deeply implicated in each other (Das 2007). For West Bank Palestinians, the search for an ordinary life takes place in a context where the military power of the Israeli state is omni-present, the collapse of the Palestinian economy precipitous, and the organisations of the Palestinian nationalist movement have become increasingly professionalized. As such, taking part in everyday activities in the face of a military occupation collapses the distinction between the ordinary and extraordinary (Abrahams 1986, see Shokeid 1992, Taussig 1984). A sense of the ordinary therefore hangs uneasily between a description and an evaluation, and it is this movement that gives the category such political force. In this process the ordinary is not merely an abstracted category to be cynically manipulated, but is shot through with a residual hope that it still may be possible, but a fear that it might not be. Panatioanlism The paper concludes by examining the structural conditions that create the particular mixture of the mundane and the violent, and argues that the civility seemingly promised by the search for the ordinary should not be understood in terms of the absence of violence, but rather as it holding in tension. Violence is always ready to break through the surface.

Towards an Understanding of the Second intifada: Violence and the Mundane
The issue of Palestinian nationalism has been widely understood through the lens of violence. The implicit question asked by journalists, politicians and academics is why has Palestinian nationalism taken on violent forms. Whether the focus has been on the mobilising strategies of the PLO (Sayigh 1997), the implications of Israeli economic policy (Rabbani 2001, Khassna 2002) or the cultural language of victimhood (Allen 2005), the central problematic of Palestinian nationalism has been seen as the issue of violence. Such an approach has been particularly dominant since the collapse of the Oslo Peace Process and the start of the second intifada in late September 2000. Whether sympathetic to the Palestinian cause or not, commentators have implicitly sought to ask why Palestinians turned their back on the Peace Process and resorted to the armed option. The outbreak of the intifada has been linked to economic deprivation, frustrations with a moribund Peace Process, the often repressive actions of the Israeli military, and the contradictory decisions of the weakened Palestinian leadership. As such, the second intifada has produced a voluminous literature and the debate over its causes has been deeply contentious. (see for a sample: Bucaille 2002; Hage 2003; Hammani 2004, 2001; Hammami and Hilal 2001; Hammami and Tamari 2000; Johnson and Kuttab 2001; Khassan 2003; Kelly 2006a; Kuttab 2003; Morris 2002; Rabbani 2001; Sayigh 2001 Schanzer 2002; Schulz 2002). 
In truth, there can be no single explanation for the intifada, which largely been a fragmented conflict, with multiple driving forces. However, the point of this paper is not to debate the relative merits of these different explanations. Rather, it is to point out that in focusing on why people turned to violence, such approaches have ignored the fact that the vast majority of Palestinian have had no direct participation in the armed conflict. In doing so, we have been left unable to understand how nationalist conflict is experienced and understood by the majority of those caught up in its practices. Violent nationalist conflicts, and the second intifada is no exception, are not an all out barrage of total war, but particular mixtures of boredom and fear, violence and the mundane, that change over time and space. In this context, a focus on violence is in danger of creating over-determining accounts, implicitly creating reason for why everyone would take part, and ignoring the fact that the vast majority do not. There is also the danger of pathologising whole populations by only understanding them through the lens of violence. 
The point here is not to normalize violence or non-violence, but merely to argue that non-violence is often as problematic as violence, and should not be understood as a default state that exists in the absence of conflict. We need to understand the spaces for non-participations as much as participation (Spencer 2000). Only in doing so can we begin to grasp the experience and implications of armed nationalist conflict for most of those who are caught up in its processes. Perhaps most importantly it is only by exploring the relationship between the seemingly mundane and the extraordinary, that we can begin to understand the particular shape that violent nationalist conflict takes, with its peeks and troughs of violence, and spaces of intensity and calm. The rest of this paper will therefore focus on those Palestinians who have not directly participated in the armed intifada. We have too many answers as for why somebody would want to join an armed militant group, but not enough for why they would want to be an accountant.

Political Participation

Rather than being enthusiastic participants in the Palestinian national movement, many Palestinians were cynical about the possibilities of direct political action and deeply disenchanted with their leadership. Throughout the second intifada, for example, marches and rallies called to mark significant dates or events were invariably small affairs. Often there would be more journalists and foreign solidarity activists than local Palestinians. Most West Bank Palestinians, except in the sense that they offered moral support or were the victims of Israeli military raids, related to the armed aspects of the intifada as observers rather than participants.
 Many an evening would be spent glued to the television screen, switching from one channel to the next, trying to gather news from events that were happening just miles away. Sometimes the sense of being a spectator was taken to literal extremes.  In the first few months of the intifada, the clashes on the outskirts of Ramallah between stone throwing and occasionally armed Palestinians on the one side and Israeli soldiers on the other, became an afternoon out for many families. People would stand on the hill, whilst the confrontations went on the in the valley below. There were sometimes so many people watching that stalls were set up selling falafel, kebabs and roasted nuts. As people ate their snacks above the violence below them, the families of Israeli settlers could be seen doing almost exactly the same on the hill opposite. 

Most West Bank Palestinians were also disillusioned with the various factions of the Palestinian national movement. Neither Khalil nor Mudar said they had ever been affiliated with any faction. They both talked disparagingly about all of them, claming that they were full of siyasin (politicians), who were only interested in themselves. Such opinions were widespread. An opinion poll taken in December 2002, at the height of the second intifada, showed 22% trusting Fatah, 19% trusting Hamas, and 35% trusting no faction (JMCC 2002). Whilst Hamas won the Palestinian Legislative Council elections in January 2006 with 45% of the vote, the shock with which this victory was received by many Palestinians attests to the ambiguity of their support. Khalil told me that he had voted for Hamas, not because he thought it would make life better for Palestinians, but simply because he thought it was time for change, and was fed up with the corruption and self-interest of Fatah. He did not expect that Hamas would be much better in the long term, but thought it was worth a go. Voting for Hamas therefore did not represent a whole hearted endorsement of their platform, but rather a weary resignation to a lack of choice. Presumably the residents of the Palestinian Christian villages that voted for Hamas felt in similar ways. Voting, or even verbal support does not represent emotional commitment. 

Living a ‘Ordinary Life’

Rather than direct political participation, most Palestinians were concerned with attempts to live what passed for ‘ordinary lives’. One of the recurring conversational themes of the second intifada was the importance of not letting the Israeli occupation and Israeli soldiers prevent you from doing so. This meant, amongst other things, that people would go to extreme lengths in order to get to work, school or university. On the way home from Birzeit University towards Ramallah, for example, there was a sporadic Israeli checkpoint. Often this meant that the road was completely closed with no cars or vehicles let through. People however were allowed to pass, usually after having their documents checked by Israeli soldiers. Sometimes, for reasons that were never entirely clear, the Israeli soldiers staffing the checkpoint would not allow people to walk along the road, but would instead force them to leave the road twenty or so metres before the checkpoint, weave through the olive groves, and rejoin the road once they were a few metres on the other side. On one occasion, tired and fed up after a long days work, and soaking wet from the incessant rain, I decided that I was going to make a stand and refuse to be forced to walk through the muddy fields. Khalil was with me and just sighed when I told him I was going to wait until the soldiers let me walk through on the main road. I would be here all day, he told me. There was no point in my protest, and I would only harm myself. He told me that he was going to walk across the fields, as he had more important things to do than make a pointless symbolic protest. Sure enough, the soldier refused to allow me to pass. When I said I was going to stand there until I was allowed to use the road, he just shrugged his shoulders and walked away. I stood in the rain for over an hour, whilst lines of people walked passed, picking their way from rock to rock, trying to avoid getting their clothes covered in mud. Eventually, bored and increasing in the cold in the damp January weather, I gave in and joined them. Khalil’s attitude in respect to the checkpoint was typical. His argument was that by stopping at home, by refusing to go through a checkpoint, by letting your life be disrupted, you were doing the work of the Israeli army for them. 

Such attempts to live a seemingly ordinary life stand in stark contrast to the first intifada. In an insightful article Iris Jean-Klein argues that during the first intifada, many West Bank Palestinians self consciously attempted to ‘suspend everyday life’ as a form of nationalist mobilisation (2001). In this process, activities that were understood to be ‘ordinary’ or ‘everyday’  were frozen as part of the recognition that Israeli occupation was ‘abnormal’. Weddings, religious feasts and other life cycle commemorations were downscaled, in order to articulate a self-conscious nationalist refusal to accept the current status quo. The abnormality of the situation was marked by the suspension of ordinary everyday activities. However, in stark contrast there was no such widespread or prolonged ‘suspension of the everyday’ during the second intifada. In the first few months of the second intifada, large-scale celebrations were certainly called off, and strikes that closed shops and schools were common place. However, gradually there was a shift towards the resumption in ordinary business activities and the emergence of large life-cycle celebrations. To begin with this meant that shops, offices and banks often gave the appearance of being closed, with their shutters drawn. Yet, a quick knock would see the door open, and the customer could enter a shop or office full of people.  To an outsider it would look as if everything was closed down, but behind the doors everything was going on normally. Sometimes it took a little longer to get in than others. Once I ran out of money and had to go to the bank. To get into the local branch of the HSBC, run by a clearly terrified bank manager shipped out from England, you had to go up three flights, down two and knock four times on the door. The point was to give the outward appearance of a strike but enable everyone to go about making their living. 

Leisure activities resumed as well as work.  I had joined a gym just days before the second intifada started. Sheepish about sitting in a Jacuzzi whilst I could hear gun fire all around, and having read Jean-Klein’s work on the first intifada (2001) I only started going again after two months. I need not have worried. All of elite Ramallah seemed to be getting the stress out of their system by going to the same gym. Men in shorts and women in leotards could be seen sweating it out on the running machines. Most evenings I would run next to the late great Palestinian intellectual, and father of the anthropologist of the same surname, Ibrahim Abu-Lughod. We would exchange passing remarks about the situation as we watched the satellite TV screens in front of us. Although the gym was certainly an elite activity, cafes, tea shops and restaurants all began to reopen. Over the summer of 2001, every weekend would also see large wedding parties fill the centre of the village where I was living. These weddings were hardly any different from the wedding I had attended in Jenin shortly before the start of the second intifada, and dancing would go on late into the night.  I would often be pulled into the celebrations, as the groom made his procession around the village before he collected his new wife from her home. Family members would dance behind a car blaring out music as it drove slowly down the potholed streets. Sporadically a circle would form and one of the dancers would enter the middle, or else a few people would try and dance the dabka, the traditional folk dance of the region, but which nobody seemed to know fully. I went to one Christian wedding where the bride, dressed in white, was caught at an Israeli checkpoint that would not let her through.  After much arguing and shouting at the soldiers, the bride steadfastly refused to leave the car and insisted that her wedding was going on ahead. Her driver therefore turned around and took a back route over the hills until they eventually reached the church, late and very dusty. The wedding was followed by a large party in Ramallah, where the family members congratulated everyone on getting to the wedding despite the wada’a (situation).

There were of course people who criticised these celebrations, saying that they were not munasib (appropriate). On occasion shop keepers were also attacked for opening their stores, albeit behind closed shutters, but by and large these demands were ignored.  In large part this change in attitude from the first intifada can be understood as a reflection on the consequences of ‘suspending everyday life’. The large scale strikes, for example, only crippled the Palestinian economy, and did little to harm the Israeli occupation. Khalil’s determination to become an accountant and build his own flat, was as much a political act, as it was driven by a desire to no longer share a house with his six brothers and sisters, and to gain what he felt would be professional status amongst his friends and neighbours. For many West Bank Palestinians, in a congruence of practical need and nationalist aspiration, sumud (steadfastness) was linked to a determination to live what passed for an ordinary life.

Kinship, Masculinity and the Desire for an Ordinary Life

A sense of being adi (ordinary) was largely focused around life-cycle processes related to marriage and parenthood. The dominant aspiration for many men in village where I conducted fieldwork was to work in order to fulfil their kinship obligations and eventually provide for their own families, and it was largely round these goals that other decisions were organised. The vast majority of conversations I had with Khalil were concerned with how, when and to whom he was going to get married. His university fees had been paid for by his elder brother and his father, who worked in Israeli in a vegetable packing warehouse. Now he was working at the bank, he was giving a large share of his income to his father so that he could finish the new family home. Once that was completed, Khalil hoped to move to a flat at the top, and would hopefully then get married.  Like many other Palestinians his age, he was worried that weddings were very expensive, and that after he had given over his share of his income to his father, there was very little money left to save towards his own marriage. Although Khalil was in something of a minority in regards to his professional aspirations, the responsibility of sons to help their parents, for brothers to help their siblings and husbands to provide for their wives and children, was widely felt.
 Mudar held similar aspirations to Khalil, but in contrast had no relatives who could pay his university fees. He had an elderly widower father who was too old to work and no brothers to support him through university, and as a result joined the mukhabarat (secret police) as a way of paying his way through university and supporting his elderly parents. For Mudar, his path to an ordinary life took him through the PNA security services.

The felt need to support kin led people to make seemingly extra-ordinary choices. In the UK, I had been intrigued by reports that the people who built and worked in the settlements were often West Bank Palestinians.
 Arriving in the West Bank, I had assumed those Palestinians who worked in settlements would be reluctant to talk about the subject. However, when I found a flat in a village outside Ramallah, many of the labourers who lived there were more than happy to talk about working in the settlements, and did not seem at all embarrassed. Khalil had an older brother named Harb who worked in a shop in a settlement nearby to Jenin. When I asked him how he felt about working in the settlement, he shrugged his shoulders and told me it was adi (normal), and he had no choice as he had to feed his four young children and his wife. The alternative of seeking employment in inside Israel was too risky, as if he was caught inside Israel without a permit he risked arrest and imprisonment, and therefore leaving his family not only without an income but also without an adult male presence in the household. 

The literature on gender in the Arab Middle East has often focused on the ways in which masculinity is reproduction through displays of autonomous strength and violence (see for example Gilsenan 1996). In particular, Julie Peteet has described how during the first intifada, Palestinian men created new forms of masculinity through their participation in active resistance against the Israeli occupation, often demonstrated through showing wounds and bruises inflicted by Israeli soldiers (Peteet 1994). In contrast, during the second intifada, rather than being universally respected, those who were directly involved in the violence of the second intifada were often ridiculed. This is not to say that the families of shuhada (martyrs) were not shown a great deal of respect, and that certain political leaders were looked up to. However, in general, the cultural capital gained from joining the Palestinian armed groups, who were largely perceived as incompetent, was far from self-evident. Although the young men associated with the various armed sections of the Palestinian national movement would walk around the centre of Palestinian towns with a self-satisfied swagger, the gap between their bravado their impact on the Israeli military was clear for all to see. Khalil would talk disparagingly about the armed groups who shot at Israeli settlements and soldiers all night, saying they were without aql (reason, rationality). He thought that Mudar was a bit of a fool for taking of arms, and said that if he was killed his father would have no one to look after him.

Rather than being produced through participation in violence, for many West Bank Palestinians, manliness was also steeped in the more practical responsibilities of kinship, and the sacrifices of paternity and brotherhood (Jean-Klein 2000, Joseph 1994). In this context, the mass unemployment created by economic collapse of the second intifada severely challenged attempts to fulfil masculine responsibilities (Kelly 2006a: 103-108). In response to the loss of their jobs, many men set up small shops on the ground floor of their homes. Although these shops did very little business, as they had so many competitors, their owners would claim that opening these shops was ‘better than sitting at home like a woman’. Attempts to lead what passed for ‘ordinary lives’ were therefore inherently gendered, and providing food and support for families was seen as the central value in being a good Palestinians man.
 It is of course important not to overplay the contrast between the demands of kinship and politics (see Jean-Klein 2003) as they are often interwoven. For some people, such as Mudar, the only way to provide for the family was to join an armed group. However, for many Palestinian men during the second intifada, the demands of kinship ties meant that they sought to find ways in which to live seemingly mundane lives, dedicated to providing for families, rather than active participation in violence.

The Ordinary, Between Norm and Description

The key question here, of course, is what counts as ordinary? Among West Bank Palestinians the implications of the ordinary are constantly reflected upon and its meanings always shifting. During the first intifada there had been a self-conscious refusal to accept the Israeli occupation as the ordinary state of affairs. However, by the second intifada, the vast majority of people in the West Bank had only ever known the Israeli occupation. It was impossible for many people to remember what ordinary might have been like before the occupation. Such temporal shifts occurred during the second intifada as well. In the autumn of 2000 when the Israeli Air Force bombed Ramallah for the first time, there was a noticeable panic on the streets, and the town remained quiet for days afterwards. However, a year later, I was sitting in a mini-bus on my way to an appointment, when the driver swerved to avoid some Palestinian Authority police officers running towards us. They shouted that the Israeli Air Force was just about to bomb again. Nonchalantly, the driver turned around and took another route. As we regained the main road, I looked up to see an Israeli helicopter launch its missiles a few hundred metres above us. Just in front of us the walls of an old stone building crumbled, throwing dust into the air.  The driver of the mini-bus carried on going, and my fellow passengers continued talking. Later that evening I recounted the events to Khalil and commented on the lack of reaction from my fellow passengers. He shrugged, replying that this was adi (normal) and ‘heek ad- dinniyya fi filistin’(such is the life in Palestine). 
The ordinary can of course be very mundane. Khalil would constantly complain that life was mumil (boring) and that he had nothing exciting to do. His complaint was common.
 Most of the men in the village in which I lived during the first two years of the second intifada would spend their evenings wandering aimlessly from shop to shop, stopping for a cup of coffee with some friends before moving on again (Kelly 2004). Rather than making life more exciting the intifada only increased their boredom. Many of them were unemployed and spent all day at home, or walking around the village. Even if they had jobs there was no where for them to go, as Israeli military checkpoints meant they could not leave the village safely at night. People used to talk longingly about the trips to the beaches, shopping malls and cafes of Tel Aviv that they had made during the 1990s. This sense that the second intifada was profoundly boring was also inherently temporal (see Svendson 2005), as for many people the intifada was a temporary state of affairs.  As people would walk around the village, listlessly visiting friends, they would ask each other how much longer they thought the intifada would last. In the first few weeks the answer was usually a few more months, but as time went on, the answer could invariably be counted in years. For some people the restrictions and activity of the intifada increasingly came to be seen as permanent. Khalil would often tell me that he thought the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians had gone on for hundreds of years, and would go for hundreds more.

Ironically, this boredom was caused in large measure by fear, and a fear of the Israeli military in particular. People were stuck at home or unable to go to work, because of the dangers they would face travelling on roads constantly interrupted by often violent, but usually frustrating, Israeli checkpoints (Kelly 2006a, 2006b).  Boredom was therefore always potentially slipping over into fear, and could be set off by the slightest rumour, remark or sight (Taussig 1992: 18). Shops would often suddenly pull down their shutters, and the streets of the village would clear, only to be filled with the whistling of the children and the young men, as a rumour that Israeli soldiers were just about to make an incursion would spread from house to house. Birzeit University would suddenly close, as people would rush from the desks in order to get home, because there had been a report of an Israeli closure or sweep through a nearby village or town. Similarly, I would often sit with Khalil and other friends in the evening, ignoring the sound of gun fire in the distance, as we talked and drank endless cups of tea, only suddenly to be pulled out of our nonchalance as a shell fell particularly close. 

What is and what is not ordinary and normal here is deeply ambiguous and historically shifting. There is a sense that this striving for the ordinary in the face of the recognised ‘abnormality’ of everyday life, is in itself ‘abnormal’, creating a critical reflection on the possibility and the meaning of the ordinary and normality, and, as Iris Jean-Klein notes in the context of the first intifada, the ordinary itself becomes a political category (2001). Whereas during the first intifada the ordinary was something to be suspended, during the second intifada the ordinary becomes something to be emphasised. There are therefore two senses to the ordinary, which exist in tension (Canguilhem 1991). The first is an empirical sense of the everyday and mundane.  The second is a normative sense of what should be. As such, the ordinary hangs uneasily between a description and an evaluation, the typical and the ideal, moving constantly between the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’.  On the one hand the ordinary describes the state of affairs as it currently is for most Palestinians, with its particular mixture of boredom and fear. On the other hand, the ordinary is an evaluative claim about what life could be like. It is this movement that gives the category such political force. 

Taking part in everyday activities in the face of a military occupation therefore simultaneously invites reflection on the ‘ordinariness of the extraordinary’ (Taussig 1984: 477) and the extraordinariness of the ordinary. In an article that explores the relationship between ‘ordinary and extraordinary experiences’ Abrahams has made a distinction between events that, on the one hand are planned and looked forward to, and those on the other hand that are unprepared for and are unexpected (1986, see Shokeid 1992). In the West Bank, this distinction is collapsed. The unexpected is never entirely a surprise, and the expected is always partly surprising. The unpredictability of the very things that in another context might be taken for granted as the background against which unpredictable events occur (Schutz 1973), invites a constant reflection on the nature of ordinary life. In this process the ordinary is not merely an abstracted category to be cynically manipulated, but is shot through with a residual hope that it still may be possible, but a fear that it might not be

The Ethics of Participation

At this stage it is important to point out that the implicit refusal of many Palestinians to participate directly in the intifada was not a result of a straightforward ethical condemnation of political violence (compare Spencer 2000). During the long bus journey on the way to a wedding near Jenin, Khalil had explained to me that under international law, as he saw it, Palestinians had the haq (right) to resist militarily the Israeli occupation. Mudar agreed. When I raised the issue of suicide bombings, they both agreed that Palestinians had to resist Israelis in any way they could. Khalil argued that the only distinction between Israeli and Palestinian attacks was in means not in ends. Both forms of action left people dead. If Palestinians had fighter jets, he said, they would use them. In the mean time they would have to use bombings. Yet, when I had the conversation with Khalil again in early 2002, in the middle of several heavy Israeli raids on Palestinians towns, he told me that he had decided that in the current situation, armed operations against Israeli targets were not strategically sensible. Khalil had shifted from an ethical defence of violence to a strategic and contextual condemnation.

In their attitudes to the use of violence, Khalil and Mudar were fairly representative of the West Bank Palestinian population in general. An opinion poll from December 2000, just months into the second intifada, found that 67% of West Bank Palestinians supported military operations against Israeli targets, and 61% supported suicide operations (JMCC 2000). However, a poll taken in December 2002, after the death of Yasser Arafat, the re-occupation of many Palestinian towns by the Israeli military, and the collapse of the Palestinian economy, found that 51% rejected military operations ‘as harmful to the Palestinian national interest’ (JMCC 2004). As with Khalil, this relative decline in support for the ‘armed option’ should probably be seen as a strategic decision, in the face of the re-occupation of Palestinian towns by the Israeli military, rather than an absolute moral rejection. Many Palestinians felt that the resort to arms was counter productive, not because it was wrong in and of itself, but because it had been deployed uncritically. Support for violence, and its refusal, was rooted in a mixture of pragmatism and a felt need for a reaction to Israeli violence. Furthermore, support for violence, conditional as it was, was widespread, and not limited to those who actively took part in armed actions. The search for the ordinary was therefore not an ethical refusal to participate in violence. Rather, as the next section will explore, it was rooted in the wider political economy of violence.

Pacified Spaces: The Political Economy of Violence

The seemingly mundane activities involved in the search for the ordinary were ethnographically glossed by many Palestinians as muqawame (resistance), or a form of nationalist sumud (steadfastness) in the face of the Israeli occupation. However, whilst they undoubtedly had a nationalist dimension, it is important not to see such activities as a straight forward neutral choice, but rather as a product of what might be called ‘pacified spaces’ (Elias 2000). 
 As Norbert Elias reminded us long ago, the apparent presence of civil forms of behaviour can not be divorced from the presence or possibility of violence elsewhere. Apparent civility is not produced by the absence of violence, but merely its reorganisation. As such, the wider structural organisation of violence is crucial for understanding the relative non-participation of many Palestinians in the second intifada. As Saba Mahmood has argued in relation to Egypt ‘passivity and docility… must be understood in the context of the discourses and structures of subordination that create the conditions for its enactment’ (2001: 10). For West Bank Palestinians, their relative passivity, and the apparent mundane ordinariness of their lives, is only made possible, or even necessary, by the resort to force in other times and other places.  

In a context where the force of the Israeli military was overwhelming and dependency on the Israeli economy so great, people were left with very little choice by to try and get by. A widespread resort to violence by many Palestinians could have potentially disastrous personal consequences. The use of live bullets by the Israeli military, for example, made participating in demonstrations very dangerous. Many people would therefore avoid them at all costs. I was once supposed to be attending a demonstration for workers’ rights at a checkpoint with an NGO for which I did some voluntary work. However, when it came time to leave, most of the staff had disappeared. Those that did come walked slowly at the back, openly talking about how khaif (afraid) they were, and telling me that it was always best to stand at the back, so that if any trouble happened you could run away more easily. This fear of opposing the Israeli occupation has it roots not just in the military tactics of the Israeli Defence Force, but also its social and economic policies. Since the 1967 occupation of the West Bank, the Israeli military had followed a deliberate policy of making West Bank Palestinians dependent on the Israeli economy.  This policy was designed, in the words of the first Israeli commander in the West Bank Shlomo Gazit, to ‘give them something to lose’ should Palestinians decide to protest against the Israeli occupation (1995: 169). The relative success of this policy can be seen in the fact that support for the armed intifada decreased among Palestinians following the collapse of the Palestinian economy in the wake of Israeli closures, curfews and checkpoints. As a result of the direct and indirect consequences of being involved in violence, people would instead go to work in settlements, walk round checkpoints or try and study for accountancy degrees. 

At the same time, the professionalisation of the Palestinian national movement, produced by the creation of the PNA, resulted in the relative concentration of Palestinian violence. The result was a sharpening of the division between those who directly participated in violence and those that did not, between those who became armed militants and those who became accountants. Whilst the first intifada had been a self-conscious mass movement, where it was seen as the responsibility of all Palestinians to resist the Israeli occupation, the second intifada saw the creation of smaller more elite groups who claimed to act in the name of the Palestinian people.
 In large measure, this concentration of violence was a direct result of the Oslo Peace Process. The creation of a large Palestinian security force was one of the key tenets of the Oslo Process, with Israel and the US insisting that the newly created Palestinian Authority crack down on opposition. Many of the members of the new security forces had been part of the various armed groups of the Palestinian nationalist movement before the creation of the PNA. The creation of up to a dozen branches of the PNA security forces also meant that for the first time there were large numbers of guns in Palestinian hands.  Although the actions of the armed Palestinian groups were far from coordinated, and they lacked the training and the skills of the Israeli military, their relative professionalisation represented a qualitative shift from the first intifada in terms of the division of labour that it created. The resort to violence was no longer dispersed across the Palestinian population but was focused in a small group of Palestinian ‘violence specialists’, who had guns. 

In the context of the wider distribution to violence, kinship connections and class play a crucial role is shaping the opportunities to live an ordinary life. The refugee camp where Mudar and Karman were brought up was one of the poorest places in the West Bank, and undoubtedly helped form both their aspirations and opportunities. However, ultimately there are as many reasons why people would try and live seemingly mundane lives, as for why they might turn to violence (Allen 2002). Crucially, the decision to become an accountant or an armed militant is not a once and for all decision, but is often the product of small incremental choices, none of which on their own lead to participation or non-participation (see Arendt 1998). Khalil had not started life wanting to work for a bank, but had ended up doing so due to a number of short-term decisions taken at various points in his life. Crucially, he had turned the opportunity down the opportunity to join one of the branches of the PNA security forces, as his father and brothers were earning enough money working in Israel to pay his university fees. In contrast, Mudar had joined the PNA mukhabrat (secret police), not because he wanted to be an armed militant, but because it was the only job that he could find in order to fund himself through university. He had no family to support him. As the second intifada developed some of the PNA security forces gradually began to operate as a series of independent militias. Mudar did not ‘choose’ to become armed militant, but rather became one by force of circumstance. 

Although a list of the reasons why people take particular paths is a largely thankless and meaningless task, it is possible to produce an account to the structural conditions which make certain choices possible. The wider organisation of violence in the West Bank meant that the spaces available for other forms of nationalist action that stand between armed militancy on the one hand and seeming passivity on the other were closed down. The relative monopolisation and intensification of force within the highly trained and equipped Israeli military and the increasingly specialised Palestinian armed factions, created particular configurations of fear, vulnerability and responsibility. As a result, the choice for many people is between non-participation and full participation. The terrain in between, made up of demonstrations, strikes and other forms of political action, has been shrunk considerably. Many Palestinian commentators and political activists have lamented the relative absence of direct political participation in the second intifada (Hammami 2004, Hammami 2001, Johnson and Kuttab 2001), and there have been repeated attempts to recreate the forms of mass civil action that marked the first intifada. By and large however, these have failed. The result is a political life that is sharply divided between a desire to live an ordinary life and armed activism.
Conclusion
This paper has explored the ways in which the expression of Palestinian nationalist sentiment is produced through the interweaving of masculine kinship responsibilities, the available forms of political mobilisation and economic opportunities. For many Palestinians, the increased professionalisation of the Palestinian national movement, the overwhelming dominance of the Israeli military and the collapse of the Palestinian economy has produced a disenchantment the nationalist leadership, but has also created new avenues for nationalist action. Crucially however, these social and cultural expressions of Palestinian nationalism divide sharply between the mundane and violent. In this context, whilst some Palestinians do become armed militants, the vast majority strive to become accountants, teachers, or electricians. Rather than focus on the violent manifestations of Palestinian nationalism, this paper has therefore chosen to explore the meanings and implications of the mundane and the ordinary. For West Bank Palestinian, in a combination of practical need and ideological stance, nationalist sentiment is expressed through a desire to live ordinary lives, to support families and bring up children. Such a notion of an ‘ordinary life’ is, of course, not a neutral category of description, but is inherently historical and political and the specific meanings of attempts to live what passes the ordinary life have to be placed in the context of a wider political economy of violence, where access to economic, political and military resources are unequally distributed. 
Much of the ethnography of Palestinian nationalism has maintained a narrow focus on the seemingly extraordinary, ignoring the fact that even in the midst of the most brutal nationalist conflicts, the vast majority of people do not actively participate in armed activities. Palestinians are far from unique in this sense, as in nationalist conflicts from Turkey to Chechnya, from Northern Ireland to Sri Lanka, more time is spent watching television, waiting for buses or preparing dinner, than firing guns or making bombs. Such issues raise important questions about the very questions that we ask about violent nationalist conflict. Not least the least of these is the danger of over-determining violent, and thereby missing the experiences of most of the people caught up in nationalist conflict. In his novel Gate of the Sun, Elias Khoury describes how a European activist visits the residents of a Palestinian refugee campo, expecting to be told about the horrors of the Lebanese civil war, only for one of her hosts to insist on talking about his career as a shampoo salesman (2005).  The visitor is taken aback and confused with in the midst of horror some one should want to talk about cleaning products. This paper suggests that this confusion, whilst understandable, is misplaced. We need to spend as much time thinking about people who become shampoo salesmen, as we do about the blood and guts of nationalism. This is not to say that understanding why people turn to violence is not important. Rather it is to argue that a focus on violence presents only a very partial view, and leaves us unable to account for the particular mixture of fear and boredom that mark many competing nationalisms. Whilst writing about the seemingly mundane is obviously not as immediately engaging as trying to understand why people become armed militants, it is equally important. It is necessary, for a while at least, to take the gaze away from the often glaring light of violence to explore the boredom and the ordinaries that dominate the shadows.
Crucially however, the seeming presence of the mundane or the ordinary should not be confused with the absence of violence and should not be seen as necessarily paving the way for some kind of abstract ‘peaceful co-existence’ between Israelis and Palestinians. In the West Bank, the search for the ordinary was the product of frozen tensions, not their abolition (compare Ross 2003). Violence was always just behind the scenes, potentially ready to re-emerge in ever more intense forms. The peaceful co-existence between Israelis and Palestinians that the ‘search for the ordinary’ seemed to promise was therefore deeply loaded and fragile, creating an experience described by the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish as similar to ‘waiting on a leaning ladder in the middle of a storm’ (Darwish 2002). Such a situation sheds interesting light on the ways in which violent conflict can emerge from the seemingly mundane or ordinary. In doing so, it not only warns us against the danger of trying to impose an abstract notion of Peace, whilst ignoring the social, cultural and economic conditions through which nationalist conflict makes itself felt on he ground, but more importantly, it also raises important questions about the potentials for violence elsewhere in the region, in places where we may have assumed that violence is a thing of the past. 

� The argument below is mainly based on fieldwork conducted in the West Bank between August 2000 and April 2002, coinciding with the first 18 months of the second intifada. 


� It is theoretically possible to view those Palestinians who observe the intifada from hill-tops or sell falafel as ‘participants’. However, there is a danger of spreading the notion of participation too far, failing to account for the concrete political implications of such acts (for a related discussion on the concept of resistance see: Abu-Lughod 1990).


� From the 1970s to the late 1990s the availability of high paid but low-skilled employment in Israel had made professional qualifications relatively unattractive for many Palestinians (Kelly 2006: 84-89, 145- 160, Tamari 1981) and most people tried to support their families through unskilled labour.


� It is worth remembering here that Israeli settlements were the object of much of the anti-occupation rhetoric, as well as armed attacks by Palestinian national groups.


� It is highly probable therefore that the ‘search for the ordinary’ reinforced gendered hierarchies within the family. Due to methodological constraints I am not in a position to sketch out the full implications for Palestinian women, but this an important issue that will hopefully be addressed in other research. 


� This boredom can also be partly related to the new forms of leisure activity introduced following the creation of the PNA, such as cafés and cinemas, that were financially and geographically out of the reach of most Palestinians.


� The analytical, as opposed to the ethnographic, problems with the use of term ‘resistance’ are well made (Abu-Lughod 1990).


� The second intifada, which lasted roughly between 1987 and 1992, has often been implicitly with the first. According to the Palestinian sociologist Salim Tamari, the first intifada saw the mobilization of ‘whole sectors of the civilian populations, through networks of underground civilian resistance and communal self-help projects’ (1990: 4). Whilst it is undoubtedly possible to over-romanticize the extent of genuine popular participation in the first intifada (cf. Tamari 1995) the second intifada has seen markedly less mass participation, as least at the level of demonstrations and strikes. 
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