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This essay explores the genesis of the Great March of Return in the context of a
fragmented Palestinian body politic, blockade, and occupation, highlighting two
major issues: the Palestinian refugee plight and the decade-long blockade on
Gaza. The essay argues that the march represented a rare opening for
Palestinians in the Gaza Strip to reclaim a factionally controlled political sphere,
and demonstrates that the organizers of the march valiantly strove to keep it
going in the face of insurmountable challenges. It also contends that Israel’s
bloody crackdown, the difficulties of organizing in a divided Palestinian body
politic, and international inaction were factors in the protest’s loss of momentum,
which ultimately set back the mass mobilization of the Gaza Strip. The march left
Palestinians with many questions about the viability of nonviolent methods in the
face of disproportionate Israeli force.

ON 7 FEBRUARY 2018, a young Palestinian journalist named Muthana al-Najjar posted a video
on his Facebook page showing a tent standing in the middle of a verdant plain. The tent that
al-Najjar had erected with his friends was like no other, and the plain was equally singular: it was
the Gaza side of the 1949 armistice line with Israel, approximately five hundred meters away from
the border “fence,” where the Great March of Return would unfold, holding out the prospect of a
new page being turned in the Gaza Strip’s long history of struggle. The so-called fence, a vast and
intricate system of earth berms, high-technology surveillance towers, barbed wire, and a one-
kilometer buffer zone, is for Palestinians a daily reminder of the tragedy that they identify as the
Nakba, when the State of Israel was established in 1948.1 In an eleven-minute live broadcast from
his tent, al-Najjar spoke of the Nakba and of his yearning to return to the village of Salama, near
Jaffa, from which his family was expelled. Explaining his action, al-Najjar said: “This is the tent of
return with (which) we convey the message of the refugees. It paves the way for our return to our
towns and villages.”2 The video, widely shared by Palestinians on social media, was one of the first
concrete responses to online calls by activists for Palestinians in Gaza to realize their long overdue
right of return.

Launched on 30 March 2018, the anniversary of Land Day,3 the Great March of Return came
about as a result of multiple and intertwined developments in and beyond the Gaza Strip. Foremost
among these was the Trump administration’s opaque Middle East policy. The deep Palestinian
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misgivings triggered by the arrival in the Oval Office of Donald Trump reached their zenith when
he announced in December 2017 that “Jerusalem is Israel’s capital.”4 Adding insult to injury, two
weeks later, the United States slashed its funding to the United Nations Relief and Works Agency
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) by more than 50 percent. UNRWA provides
basic education, health, food aid, and psychosocial support services to all registered Palestinian
refugees in Gaza, as well as in the West Bank, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan.5 For Palestinians in
Gaza, these developments confirmed their worst fears regarding the “deal of the century”6 that the
U.S. president had earlier trumpeted. Those fears were further aggravated by a shift in recent years
in Arab states’ official political discourse concerning the centrality of the Palestinian cause.7

Abandoning what is widely viewed as the threshold requirement—to officially denounce Israeli
aggression and advocate for Palestinian rights within the framework of international law―Arab
leaders exhibited increasingly active disinterest in the Palestinians, with some even enabling
discourses referencing the “liquidation” of the Palestinian question once and for all.8

For Palestinians in Gaza and beyond, the twin issues of refugees and Jerusalem form the core of
the Palestinian quest for self-determination. Thus, it was the sense of an impending political disaster
that spurred activists into action.

Unique Moment or the Latest in a Long History of Struggle?

As a movement rooted in mass mobilization, the Great March of Return was neither unique nor
novel. The Gaza Strip is, after all, the birthplace of the First Intifada and it also set the stage for the
popular mobilization of the Second Intifada before the uprising took an armed turn. Ever since,
however, mass political participation in the Gaza Strip had become limited to rallies organized by
the political factions themselves or by a narrow NGO/civil society sphere in the context of a
deepening Palestinian political schism, which resulted in the breakup of the Palestinian Authority
(PA) into rival governments in 2007—one in the West Bank and one in the Gaza Strip.

In both territories, the political schism has had disastrous consequences in terms of the prospects
for democratic and political participation. Political activists, intellectuals, and grassroots organizers
critical of the status quo have faced similar and continued challenges in both the West Bank and
Gaza, with the security regimes of both branches of the now-divided PA limiting people’s ability
to organize independent political actions. In any context, the ability to organize provides space for
new and fresh leadership to emerge, but for both these “authorities,” independent action became
nothing less than a threat to their dominance. Therefore, any forms of political participation were
determined by the dominant factions, Fatah and Hamas, especially on critical issues such as war
and peace, and the question of armed resistance.

Despite a suffocating decade marked by fragmentation, blockade, constant Israeli military and
settler aggression, and political stalemate, Palestinians have nevertheless managed to express some
degree of dissidence and defiance, whether vis-à-vis their occupier, Israel, their own governments,
or oppressive Arab regimes. In 2011, for example, there was the Hirak (protest movement), or
what Jacob Høigilt has called “The Palestinian Spring That Was Not.”9 Høigilt disputes claims
that the youth in the occupied Palestinian territories have been politically apathetic since the
intifadas, pointing out that they have never faced more constraints. Chief among these he cites,
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“Israeli occupation, oppression by Fatah and Hamas, and the political paralysis resulting from the
split between these two dominant political organizations.”10

In the first half of 2011, the wave of uprisings in the Arab world were echoed in Palestine, and
as in the rest of the region, Palestinian youth organized themselves around the issues they
deemed of greatest import.11 They organized “return marches” in Syria, Jordan, the West
Bank, and the Gaza Strip and demanded an end to the schism between Hamas and Fatah. But
the three abovementioned factors identified by Høigilt presented a particular challenge to
organizing efforts in Palestine. Both in the West Bank and Gaza, the respective Palestinian
governments suppressed local protests: ironically, and unlike their counterparts in the Arab
uprisings, Palestinians were not calling for the fall of the regime but rather for its unity.

Marching for Return: Old Ideas Die Hard

In the consciousness of young Palestinians, 2011 remains a major turning point. Not only was it a
moment of widespread Arab revolt but it was also the impetus for them to come together―both
physically and via social media―to organize and protest the complex and multilayered systems of
control and oppression to which they were subject.12 For many of the Great March of Return’s
organizers, 2011 remains the signal precedent that was in line with earlier mass protest movements
in Palestinian history going all the way back to the 1930s. Among these organizers is Ahmed Abu
Artema, an influential activist, intellectual, and writer from Gaza.

In the summer of 2017, Palestinians in Jerusalem launched a vigorous protest against Israel’s
imposition of extreme security restrictions in the Old City, including the installation of metal
detectors outside the Haram al-Sharif.13 Jerusalemite Palestinians deemed this an infringement of
their rights to worship and move freely in the old city, and they mobilized in large numbers to
challenge the Israeli move. After fourteen days of protests, the Netanyahu government backed
down and both the metal detectors and the security cameras were removed. For Palestinians
everywhere, what was referred to as the “Jerusalem uprising” constituted a big win; and for
Palestinians in Gaza who followed events closely, their compatriots’ ability to achieve a short-term
victory sparked animated discussions about the feasibility of organizing a similar protest in Gaza.14

Trump’s statement about Jerusalem was the catalyst. On 7 January 2018, Abu Artema wrote the
Facebook post that eventually led to the unfolding of the Great March of Return. The post read as
follows:

What if 200,000 demonstrators accompanied by international media marched peacefully and
breached the barbwire fence east of Gaza to enter a few kilometers of our occupied land, carrying
Palestinian flags and keys of return?15What if they erected tents on the inside, established a tent city
there, which they called Bab al-Shams,16 and were then joined by thousands of Palestinians from
al-dakhil,17 and insisted on peacefully remaining there without resorting to any form of violence?

What could the occupation [Israel] bristling with arms do to a mass of human beings advanc-
ing peacefully?

Kill ten, twenty, or fifty of them? And then what? What could it do in the face of an unwaver-
ing mass peacefully marching?
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[We are] a people that want life and nothing more. Nothing can delay this idea but the
shackles of our self-delusions. We are dying in this tiny besieged place, so why not bolt before the
knife reaches our throats? Since they are plotting to kick us south [to Egypt] after slaughtering us
wholesale, why don’t we preempt them and begin to run north?

If there must be a price to pay, then let it be in the direction of what is right, in the direction of
returning to Palestine, where we can get new land and deepen the enemy’s existential impasse.
Once we implement this idea and achieve a historic breakthrough, we’ll find out that we’ve wasted
many years on hesitation and forbearance.

Revolt! You have nothing to lose but your chains.
#Great_March_of_Return.18

This wasn’t the first post of its kind, but Abu Artema says it resonated particularly because
of the critical mass created by abysmal and now worsening living conditions in Gaza coupled
with disturbing, indeed fearsome, changes in U.S. and Arab policy. The idea of an event with a
snowball effect spurred hundreds of activists in the Gaza Strip to respond. Youth groups
quickly formed and started communicating and networking with civil society institutions
and political factions to bring the idea of the march to fruition.19

Abu Artema’s call, and the idea of the march itself, were not novel. The right of return and
calls for its implementation have long been central tenets of Palestinian platforms, whether
among organizations or intellectuals/activists.20 Notwithstanding the fact that every Palestinian
faction considers “return” a core issue, a mass march for return was simply unrealizable, in the
broader Palestinian and Arab contexts: that is, a march of return from all refugee camps, whether
those in the occupied Palestinian territories or those in surrounding Arab states, would be a
colossal enterprise requiring conditions of political harmony and support among a multitude of
players that simply did not obtain. But the unwillingness of political players to mobilize the
masses around such a notion and their inability to realize a project on such a scale did not deter
the Gaza activists: they mobilized ordinary people and built momentum around the idea, and
were able to do so in spite of the fact that the ultimate end game―one state, two states, or some
other formula―is still a subject of debate among Palestinians.

Why Now?

The experience of the Great March of Return has demonstrated the extent to which young
activists were yearning to play an organic, genuine political role, Abu Artema emphasizes. After
all, the two approaches of the major political factions, Hamas and Fatah, armed struggle for the
former and the “peace process” for the latter, had kept Palestinian youth alienated for years.
For Abu Artema, the experience of armed struggle in the Gaza Strip had led the Palestinian
factions themselves to see the need for articulating or deploying alternatives, especially after the
massive destruction visited on the territory as a result of multiple wars. (The amendment of
Hamas’s charter in 201721 and attempts to form international solidarity campaigns to help end
the blockade are two examples of such initiatives.) Likewise, the approach of the Ramallah-
based PA, the so-called peace process pursuant to the Oslo Accords, had reached a dead end.
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The exhaustion of both options—armed resistance leading to mass destruction and immiseration,
and political negotiations that bore no fruit—eventually created the conditions for Palestinians on
the margins of traditional politics to welcome an outside-the-box notion such as that of a
nonviolent mass protest.22

Another significant factor Abu Artema points to regarding the timing of the protest is the
devastating humanitarian situation in the Gaza Strip. The territory is one of the most densely
populated areas on earth, “border” crossings are almost completely sealed, the health sector is
collapsing, the economic sector is in ruins, and already dire living conditions have been
exponentially worsened by the sanctions imposed by the Abbas-led PA in an effort to bring
the Gaza Strip to heel. Such miserable conditions leave Palestinians in Gaza with only two
choices, Abu Artema believes: slow death by siege, wherein lack of medicine, the absence of
future prospects, and massive unemployment constitute psychological and emotional death
for young people who have no opportunity to meet such basic needs as housing, stability, and
work; or, defiance and rebellion, that is, for people to raise their voices en masse. The Great
March of Return also came in response to those conditions.23

While recognizing the urgency of addressing the eleven-year blockade on Gaza, activists
nevertheless centered “return” as the paramount issue. As Abu Artema explains, the blockade is
merely the “symptom of the larger problem,” of the political impasse. That problem is, simply put,
that Palestinians have been expelled and removed from their land, and for those living in
Israel―apartheid. The focus of the Great March of Return was to shed light on the root cause or
essence of the problem. Were return to be realized, all the other problems besetting the
Palestinians would be solved ipso facto. Thus, Abu Artema emphasizes, the issue of return is a
substantive and powerful one, which for him is the paramount principle and goal and not merely
a tactic among others.24

Interest in the idea of a march for return reverberated across Palestinian social media
throughout February 2018, and all sorts of activists and groups became involved in the
planning process, envisioning its unfolding in a variety of ways. The endorsement of the
march by a multitude of political factions, groups, and even unaffiliated people necessarily
meant that it looked different to different people, but ultimately, Abu Artema says, it was a
bottom-up process. In late February, the Coordinating Committee of the Great March of
Return announced the launch of the protest from the “Great March of Return” Facebook page
in both Arabic and English.25 In its first statement, the committee emphasized that it was past
time for Palestinians to take the initiative and implement UN General Assembly Resolution
194,26 which explicitly stipulates that Palestinian refugees must be enabled to return to their
homes. While the statement referenced the “right of return,” it stressed the implementation of
that right in a peaceful and nonviolent manner and its centrality to the Palestinian quest for
freedom, justice, and dignity, and highlighted the ordeal of Palestinians in Gaza: three-
quarters of the two-million-strong population are refugees who live just a stone’s throw from
their towns and villages across the barbed-wire fence between the Gaza Strip and Israel. “The
1948 war ended seventy years ago,” the statement noted. “There is no justification for refugees
to remain cut off from their homes.”27
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Organizing the March: Many Committees, Not Much Coordination

By early March, the conversation about the protest was well underway and a multitude of
actors in Gaza’s larger civil society began to try to jump on the bandwagon. On 7 March, the
coalition of Palestinian National and Islamic Forces announced the formation of the “Higher
National Committee for the Great March of Return and Breaking the Siege,”28 just weeks after
the Coordinating Committee had issued its first statement. This attempt at cooptation was
predictable given the substantial institutional and organizational capacity of the Palestinian
factions, Abu Artema points out. In the early stages of organizing, the activists involved saw
the enormous interest on the part of factions and civil society actors as an opportunity to
further their idea and augment the chances of its success.

The Higher National Committee was formed after a meeting attended by “representatives of
refugee committees, grassroots organizations, human rights organizations, women’s and youth
organizations, and labor unions, as well as legislative council members and representatives from
various ministries, political parties, and civil society institutions.”29 Subcommittees were tasked with
forging a broad-based international coalition, which would “uphold the Palestinian people’s
rejection” of U.S. and Israeli decisions, support “the right of the Palestinian people to return to their
land and break the siege on Gaza,” and “provide international cover” for the peaceful mass
protest.30 Abu Artema emphasizes that whether or not the “support” of political factions and other
establishment organizations was cooperation or cooptation, popular interest in the idea was the real
force behind its realization.

Al-Najjar’s tent would be joined by many others, and the no-man’s-land of the buffer zone near
the fence would burst with life as refugees from nearby camps as well as Palestinians from Gaza
erected a tent encampment on land that is off limits, thanks to the Israeli military. As Abu
Artema points out, what impelled the people to participate was their belief that the march would
“break the stagnant and deadlocked situation” prevailing in the Gaza Strip. “The march offered
people a new option, different from the traditional options that they had tried.” The birth of the
idea in a “grassroots, nonfactional manner,” born of a patriotic rather than a traditionally political
impulse, brought people out in droves. Abu Artema notes with pride that on the day of the
launch, “not a single factional banner was raised and only Palestinian flags and [signs] with return
slogans” were displayed.31

To the surprise of all concerned, an estimated 30,000–45,000 people showed up on the first day of
the Great March of Return. And on that day, Israeli snipers shot dead 17 Palestinians and injured
some 1,400 others.32 The mainstream international media instantaneously referred to the carnage
as “rioting” and “clashes” but to those on the ground in Gaza, it was beyond shocking: how could
nonviolent protests unleash such fury as to cause Israel to kill 17 peaceful protesters and maim or
injure another 1,400? That is how, from the very first day, bloodshed came to define the protest.
Palestinians responded differently to the disproportionate Israeli response. Some were demoralized
and immediately raised questions as to the wisdom and timing of the idea. Others viewed the
enormous sacrifices involved as all the more reason to proceed and persevere. Notwithstanding
that particular debate, ordinary people continued to participate in the encampments established
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along the eastern Gaza Strip: they played music, sang songs, prepared meals for the protesters, led
reading circles, drew, painted, or simply gathered around elders recounting their experience of
losing a homeland just beyond the fence where they protested daily.

Despite the tremendous bloodshed, the Great March of Return engendered a positive
atmosphere of political participation and expression for the younger generation in the Gaza Strip,
Abu Artema asserts. For many, it was the first time in their lives that they were able to participate
in a political action: all the youth twenty or younger have spent more than half their lives caged
and immiserated by repeated Israeli attacks and a punishing siege, and in their view, the fence
does not define boundaries between states. It is simply a daily reminder of their own Nakba, of
the catastrophe that saw their parents and grandparents expelled from cities, towns, and villages
of origin to which they cannot return. The fence is the antithesis of return, with its 24/7 military
surveillance towers and patrolling Israeli soldiers equipped with automatic weapons who shoot at
farmers, shepherds, and inhabitants of the area any time they wish. Thus, Abu Artema concludes,
to march toward the fence and in its vicinity was for the Palestinians of Gaza a reclamation of
their agency on their own terms.

How the March Went Down

Besides sustaining the momentum of the march into mid-May (Nakba Day being May fifteenth),
the organizers also needed to reach out to the international community to try to hold Israel
accountable for opening fire on peaceful protesters. Additionally, they had to manage the internal,
and sometimes conflicting, dynamics between grassroots organizers, on the one hand, and the
political factions and civil society organizations, on the other. Despite “coordination,” the disparate
actors talked about the march in language rooted in their particular ideologies and worldviews, both
before the protest was launched and once it was underway. While many grassroots activists were
committed to peaceful and nonviolent principles, other actors involved viewed the march as an
opportunity to grandstand and posture. For them, the march was a means to an end, a tactic, and
not a bottom-up strategy opening the doors of politics to an alienated population.

In addition to the challenges mentioned earlier, Abu Artema pinpoints other difficulties that the
grassroots organizers faced: the absence of civil society institutions in the real sense of the word and a
general lack of familiarity with the philosophy (and practice) of civil nonviolent disobedience or
protest. What civil society organizations exist in the Gaza Strip have by and large been coopted by
the political factions. While their role cannot be dismissed, Abu Artema argues, “the absence of
democratic process” and the “bureaucracy-heavy structures” stymie grassroots initiatives and
activists’ efforts to “illuminate the larger sociopolitical picture in the Gaza Strip.” As for the notion
of peaceful, nonviolent struggle, for most Palestinians in Gaza the idea remains in its infancy.
Confidence in that approach was severely tested by the Israeli military’s brutal response from the
outset.

In the absence of clear guidelines and definitions, “peaceful” and “nonviolent” translated into
creative expressions of culture and folklore for some of the protesters, and into stone throwing and
attempts to breach the fence for others. The latter were deemed “militant” because they attempted
physical acts of engagement. Notwithstanding the confusion, Abu Artema is confident that as far
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as the Gaza Strip is concerned, the Great March of Return has promoted such unfamiliar notions for
the first time in its long history of struggle. “Where words such as nonviolence and peaceful protest
used to be associated with surrender, people now speak of peaceful resistance in a positive manner,”
Abu Artema notes. Ultimately, as was no doubt intended by Israel, its use of disproportionate force
against protesters and the bloodletting that ensued tainted the notion of peaceful struggle from day
one in the eyes of what was an already deeply skeptical population.

The media’s focus on what were described as acts of militancy during the march was also a
source of frustration. In so doing, the media abdicated their responsibility to consider “the
root of the problem” and just highlighted what Abu Artema terms the problem’s “secondary
symptoms.” Since the Gaza protest did not fit their frame of reference for a peaceful protest
because it involved tire burning and stone throwing, the media immediately described it as
“rioting” and “clashes.” For Abu Artema, focusing on the behavior of angry Palestinian youth
was unjustified: stone throwers and tire burners were met with a “massacre,” which was
rendered invisible by the media. (At the time of writing, Israeli forces had killed over 190
Palestinians and injured upwards of 18,000, with one Israeli soldier losing his life to
Palestinian sniper fire). Fair coverage, in his view, would have identified the root of the
problem and not just focused on the behavior of “people angered by decades of dispossession
and life and under violent conditions of subjugation.”33

The Israeli response was predictable, Abu Artema continues, because “Israel fears being dragged
back to square one.” It “seeks to avoid the root of the problem, the fact that an entire people has been
expelled from their homes for seventy years, and are now living under siege, or under apartheid, and
want their freedom. This is the issue, simply.” In its dedication to shifting the focus from that simple
fact, Israel is perennially “seeking an address” at whose door it can lay the blame, Abu Artema states,
and in Gaza that address is Hamas.

Planting the Seeds of Change

So, is it over for nonviolent resistance in Gaza? Abu Artema still believes in the power of
nonviolence but under “the right conditions.” For him, the Great March of Return is just the
beginning, and grassroots activists in Gaza still need to “correct some of the distorted ideas about
peaceful struggle and help nurture a patriotic culture that believes in such struggle.” He is
committed to the idea that soft power and peaceful resistance are capable of disrupting the Zionist
project of apartheid and occupation. From an Israeli perspective, the Great March of Return did
indeed cause a disruption in the status quo with regard to Gaza. Unfortunately, “the march could
not continue” because of the violent Israeli response, he says, drawing a clear distinction between
the early days of the march and the later period. In the early days, Palestinians from all
backgrounds participated in the protest. But now, Israeli propaganda uses certain actions to
portray what is happening as a Hamas-orchestrated action and not something that sprang from
the popular will.

Abu Artema concedes that as Gaza’s largest political movement and the faction that holds the
key to power in the territory, Hamas did have a hand in the march, chiefly to demonstrate to
ordinary Palestinians that it was part of a popular effort. But he goes on to point out the
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Palestinian faction’s rush to endorse the march and claim some of the credit for themselves is
evidence of the popular nature of the protest, at least at in the early days. Even though the
indirect consequence of that rush to endorsement was a retreat in sympathy both in Israel and
internationally, there is in his view little justification for that stance. “At the end of the day,
civilians were shot and an entire people live under siege who seek their freedom,” he reiterates.
And those are issues that deserve unconditional solidarity and support.

“The march opened the doors to new faces and to new directions,” and these new openings “have
yet to bear fruit. It is early days,” Abu Artema says. The march was a disruption of politics as usual
both in Gaza and beyond. Young people are increasingly marginalized in Gaza, and the Great March
of Return afforded them “a space to express themselves” outside the traditional frameworks of
factional pursuits of power. The Great March of Return was the seed, he says, “but it needs
greater efforts and awareness.”

Where to Now?

Has the March of Return achieved its goals? While it remains a significant step, the march’s
declared goals have yet to be achieved, according to Abu Artema. “We are struggling for freedom
and dignity, the road ahead of us is long, and what matters is to persevere and continually
reassess our work.” The march should be looked upon as “a national asset” in his view: it
signaled new forms and models of struggle against the occupation, especially for Palestinians
in the Gaza Strip; it disrupted what Abu Artema describes as the “gratuitous stability” that
Israel enjoys; and, it “drew the world’s attention to the cause of the Palestinian people once
again.”

But Palestinians will have to strive to maintain those gains by further honing the tools of peaceful
struggle, in general, and of the march, in particular. “International mobilization in support of
Palestinians” will continue to be needed to help reduce the bloody cost that Palestinians have paid
for a largely peaceful protest. “It is by escaping accountability and punishment” for such crimes
that Israel can continue to commit them, he says. As he sees it, the next step is to create tools of
resistance that would prevent Israel from “targeting Palestinians in such a horrific way,” and “to
prevent the occupation [authorities] from using propaganda to prime the public for slaughtering
us as it has in the past three months.”

Although small initiatives can and do occur here and there, the fragmentation and lack of
vision of the Palestinian body politic are largely to blame for the impasse reached at pivotal
moments of popular nonviolent mobilization. The language of “success” and “failure” is not
really relevant to such moments, Abu Artema believes. At this point in time, the focus must
be on the lessons the Great March of Return has imparted, and on questions of vision and of
the ends that Palestinians seek. Notwithstanding the proliferation of political factions, groups,
and NGOs, do Palestinians have access to spaces in which their efforts can be coordinated
and orchestrated to reach certain ends? How should Palestinians organize and build
momentum within the limitations placed on their agency by internal as well as external
constraints? How should Palestinians respond to long-term emergencies such as the blockade
on Gaza while simultaneously addressing larger questions?
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The Great March of Return has brought into relief all these questions, and it is time for a moment
of honest reflection and some answers.
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