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The electoral victory of the Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas) has curtailed its own influence and that of its allies, such as Iran. It has enhanced the authority and weight of Palestinian President, Mahmoud Abbas. It cornered the Israelis into choosing between negotiating for a solution and evading it under various pretexts. These elections have shown the extent to which the American Administration has been sticking its head in the sand and the extent to which its policy of protecting Israel from having to negotiate for peace has been ignorant. All this could change now. Hamas’ victory in the elections could force Israel to honestly negotiate a two-state solution—not with Hamas but with Abbas - provided that the United States does not pull the rug from underneath the Palestinian President’s feet. Several initiatives are required now on various fronts to simultaneously empower Abbas to extract serious negotiations from Israel as well as to push both Hamas and Israel towards mutually recognizing each other. Turkey has some ideas and so does Pakistan. Saudi Arabia has the tools for political and economic influence. And it is important to benefit from the upcoming weeks and months to devise innovative and uncommon strategies.

The Oslo Accords which are rejected by Hamas, are what govern the relationship between the Palestine Liberation Organization and the Palestinian Authority. And according to one of the architects of the Oslo Accord, Terje Roed Larsen, the former envoy to the UN Secretary General in the peace process: the Palestinian foreign policy, according to Oslo, lies “in the hands of the PLO and not the Palestinian Authority.” 

This means that Mahmoud Abbas, who heads the PLO, “is left with the power to negotiate and engage in diplomacy and sign treaties and conventions if he wishes.” As for the government, which might be under Hamas’ control, “it would be responsible to run the state’s daily affairs, such as providing electricity and water.” According to Roed Larsen, “since Israel is the one controlling electric and water resources, it can easily make Hamas’ life in the government more difficult.” 

In other words, if Hamas really wished to provide the Palestinian people with their basic need, it may find itself with only one option, that of negotiating with the Israeli authorities. “This is a Pyrus victory for Hamas,” said Roed Larsen, in reference to the Roman leader whose victory had caused him to feel cornered. “This is because Hamas has built its identity on anti-Oslo Accords and anti-Oslo institutions. Now they are straight-jacketed by Oslo institutions and Oslo Accords.” And according to Roed-Larsen, Hamas is not capable of changing these accords, because this would require two-thirds of parliament to do so.” As a result, the Oslo Accords remain binding.

With Hamas’ victory, Mahmoud Abbas who was a main party in the secret Oslo Accords of 1993, has now become stronger than the temporary Palestinian Authority, from now till a Palestinian state would be established. He is stronger because he is the president of the PLO which negotiated on the Oslo Accords. He is also stronger because he is the man who is needed by all, at this juncture.

Indeed, Hamas’s need for Abbas has not waned. Israel is in most need of him too, since his resignation now would create turmoil. The US administration also needs him politically and the European Union needs him so that it could transfer money to the Palestinian people through him, thus bypassing the issue of going through the Hamas government, which the US and Europe consider as a “terrorist movement.” 

Moreover, Mahmoud Abbas is still the supreme leader of the armed Palestinian forces, despite his objection to the decision made by the late Palestinian leader, Yasser Arafat, to pass amendments that allowed him, as then-prime minister, to lead the armed forces. According to Roed-Larsen who was responsible for introducing some amendments to the Oslo Accords, (even though he was not one of its architects): “Despite the amendments, the basic law says that the president remains supreme leader of the armed forces.” 

Since Oslo was behind the creation of the Temporary Palestinian Authority, and since Hamas fashioned its identity based on its anti-Oslo stance, it goes without saying that Hamas’ victory compels it to choose a new identity.

When Hamas used to be an opposition movement, it was easy for it to choose an identity of escalation while evading accountability. But its landslide victory in the elections now places it at the forefront of accountability. Indeed, its political, economic and military weaknesses are now being spotlighted. Some Hamas leaders consider this victory like a curse. But this victory could well be the road to salvation to this organization and the Palestinian cause, provided that the prominent Muslim countries would play their cards intelligently and carefully; start innovative initiatives; and influence Israel and the US administration.

Hamas’ victory could also prove to be the means to transform itself from an armed resistance to a civil resistance group against the Israeli occupation. It should now decide whether it is an intifada against the Palestinian Authority or a part of the Palestinian Authority that is in a partnership with Mahmoud Abbas and the PLO in order to establish an independent Palestinian state. 

The truth of the matter is that Hamas has no choice but to join the partnership with a new identity that would allow it to be part of the official Arab movement committed to creating a Palestinian State within the 1967 borders, alongside an Israeli State. Otherwise, should Hamas choose to stay in the opposition, it would be thereby deleting itself from the equation, despite its electoral victory. Thus, it has no choice but to join in a partnership and form coalition.

Even resorting to Iran for aid is no longer a viable option either for Hamas or for Tehran after the Hamas victory because this victory is not a gain but rather a burden on Tehran. Indeed there’s no easy way out for Tehran, now that Hamas has entered the establishment and become part of the government. But on the other hand, this development could end up working in Tehran’s favor if it opted for a trade-off in its negotiations with Europe. Similarly, it could use this development in its negotiations with the United States, when it might feel the need to give up the Syrian, Hizbullah and Hamas “cards” in return for receiving concessions in the nuclear issue.

The benefits of reciprocity and “bartering” with Iran are important as part of what is called its regional ‘alliances” even though thae category of an ‘ally” may apply only to Hizbullah and not to the other regional partners.

The US administration would be cheating itself if it refuses to sit down and negotiate with Iran. It is time that this administration think of the global regional picture and how matters are all tied together when it is devising its policies vis-à-vis various issues. It should stop looking at matters only from an Israeli perspective. Currently, there are opportunities to fundamentally change the equation in the region in a manner as to allow for solving matters in all fairness. This would require that Washington, Britain and other European countries invest in the right opportunities, not only to redefine Hamas’ identity but also to break up Iran’s regional alliances. This would call for stalling for time through diplomatic, not military, means. It would also call for pushing Israel to commit to negotiating with Mahmoud Abbas, in all seriousness, on the road map, which the quartet committee, consisting of the United States, the European Union, the United Nations and Russia, had adopted.

The quartet should stop acting like a committee that apologizes for Israel, in the name of stripping Hamas from its weapons. Israel did not implement its commitments with respect to the Road Map which it tries to evade, imposing instead unilateral measures that are based on separation and not cohabitation of the two states. <p>

Russian President Vladimir Putin considered that freezing international aid to the Palestinian people “is a mistake in all cases,” while Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov has been participating in the London meetings where the Quartet declared that aid to Palestine would be conditional of some measures on Hamas.

Former US President Jimmy Carter who oversaw the Palestinian elections, said that “the next big crisis will involve Israel’s decision on whether to allow members of parliament to form a government or not.” He explained: “The Israeli government does not allow them to cross the checkpoints, even though they were elected; and so, they cannot cross from Gaza to the West Bank or vice versa.”

“How are they supposed to form a government under these conditions?” he wondered.

The most important thing is what Carter pointed to, in terms of ensuring that everyone return to the negotiation table, and that by voting for Abu Mazen (Mahmoud Abbas), there was a hope that the Israelis would have prepared themselves for negotiations. “But they did not, and I don’t see any opportunity for negotiations even if Fatah would have won the elections. Israel does not want that now.”

The US administration and the Quartet should listen carefully to Jimmy Carter because he is speaking with candor and honesty, two characteristics without which there is no hope for saving the peace process.

Saudi Arabia is capable of helping Hamas move from a movement to a government, especially since Hamas is in dire need of Arab monies, but Arab countries cannot offer this help if Hamas-the-government keeps the same identity as Hamas-the-movement. The best way to achieve this transformation is for Saudi Arabia to renew the proposal made in the Beirut summit, and ensuring that Hamas would pledge to abide by it.

The initiative of Turkish Prime Minister Recep Erdogan, which he announced during the World Economic Forum in Davos, is an initiative that deserves the support and encouragement of the Quartet and the US administration. Erdogan had said that he and Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf had discussed leading a joint initiative, in which the Organization of the Islamic Conference would play a role. The initiative involves having Turkey, and possibly Pakistan, play the role of mediator between Israel and Hamas, whereby the latter would recognize Israel in return for Israel recognizing Hamas in the government.

Musharraf also said in Davos that in case Hamas gave up “its confrontational approach, replacing it with a conciliatory approach,” then “the US would have to accept them. For the people have voted for them [Hamas], and this is what democracy is all about, at the end of the day.”

This initiative, and others like it, requires a US commitment to push the peace process and negotiations forward. Indeed, Mahmoud Abbas cannot succeed if the Quartet failed to pressure Israel, choosing to confine its pressure on the Palestinians. This approach had failed more than once and should be dropped, for currently, there is an opportunity to shoot many birds in one stone.
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