What are your primary reflections on the past 14 months of this conflict?
I would have never imagined that we would still be talking about this.  It would not have been something that I could wrap my head around last November.  On the one hand, worldwide support for Palestinians and their national rights has never been higher, especially in the so-called west.  On the other hand, the violence is not stopping.
No one is hiding the statistics – no one is hiding the number of mosques, churches, electricity generators and medical facilities that have been targeted and destroyed.  And the Israeli military and government provide the thinnest justification.  This does not correspond in any way to a belligerent power’s obligations under international law.  But it just doesn’t matter.
Has international law been effective?
There’s a real concern about genocide being committed and there’s also an obligation that was imposed on the Israelis to stop doing things that could be interpreted as part of a genocidal campaign.  The international court of justice issued an opinion back in January about the plausibility of what is happening in Gaza being genocide.  But the situation we’ve been in for the past 14 months or so is that [Israel] refuses to be bound by any standards and any accusation or claim backed up by evidence.  They just deny it or say that it is an outrage, absurd or meritless.
This discussion about the law and its obligations means a lot to people the world over.  The vast majority would like to think that we’re all bound by certain standards and those standards protect us.  So there’s a dissonance between that and what the people in Gaza specifically, and the West Bank and displaced Palestinians, are experiencing.
The utility of the law in situations like this is to insist on some sort of minimal universal standard.  It’s easy to get caught up in the idea that there’s no binding enforcement mechanism for the world court but it’s about changing our understanding and popular perception so that at some point a change can happen, because the pressure will become too much.  It’s been frustrating that it’s taken so long but people are going to insist on that to the extent that they’re still moved by these horrors, which they seem to be.
Has the inability of the court to stop the violence affected the credibility of international law?
I remember many times when accountability for powerful actors in the context of international tribunals for war crimes and other similar issues gets thwarted.  I could really go on about this, about the number of disappointments.  Look at the Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet, who was set free by Jack Straw in 2000.
The Israelis don’t recognise any attempts to rein them in or any attempts to hold them accountable – they reject all of them.  But, nevertheless, these international institutions on which the whole western-backed international order rests are willing to take the stand.  It is quite remarkable, and it provides a record and a basis for people to rally around.
It’s not just a question about whether Benjamin Netanyahu or Yoav Gallant are going to be arrested and taken to The Hague.  For the first time, we are asking: can Israeli officials visit this country or that country?  They can visit the United States, but what happens if their flight is diverted and they have to make an emergency landing in a place that’s a signatory to the ICC [international criminal court]?  Who would have thought that this is the type of discussion we would be having?  What we’re seeing is a kind of a universal struggle to insist on basic standards.
What’s next for Gaza?
How do I answer that?  Obviously, the first thing that has to happen is the violence has to stop.  The Israelis have to stop shooting and I say that very deliberately – it’s the Israelis who are doing the most deadly shooting.
Foreign journalists have not been allowed into Gaza.  We see Palestinian journalists engaging in the most heroic work, along with their rescue workers and medical staff.  We’re witnessing some of the most amazing aspects of humanity on display every day, but we don’t really know what’s going on fully in Gaza, so it’s hard to envision what comes next.
Some Israeli officials and some in the west are talking about settling Gaza and annexing the West Bank as if all of these things are inevitable.  The whole discussion completely obviates, glosses over and ignores the idea that Palestinians will have a say in their own future.  Palestinians are desperate for their rights, desperate to have a say in their future and desperate for their own sense of freedom.  That’s not going away despite the unbelievably destructive levels of violence that the Israelis have employed to try to crush that sentiment among Palestinians.
I would say the overwhelming number of people who grapple with this issue are very critical of what the Israelis have done, but translating that into tangible change has flummoxed us.
