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The debate surrounding whether or not to enter into dialogue with the new Hamas 
government is fraught with moral ambiguities but the political realities on the ground require 
a dispassionate analysis of the issues.  There is a need for a realistic approach on the part of 
the international community to the recent developments in the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. . 
The Palestinian elections of 25th January saw Hamas (the Islamic Resistance Movement) 
catapulted into power.  The victory, by democratic means, of a group which is officially 
designated as a terrorist organization by both the EU and the US State Department threw 
international diplomacy into disarray.  Most governments were left in a quandary as how to 
deal with this situation.   
 
Since Hamas assumed power in March on a platform of change and reform, the Palestinian 
Authority has been subject to an economic embargo by the international community. This has 
resulted in the Hamas government existing in a state of paralysis with government salaries 
remaining unpaid, increasing lawlessness and a deteriorating humanitarian situation in the 
Palestinian territories. The steps set out by the international community which Hamas has to 
take to shed its pariah status are: to recognize Israel’s right to exist, renounce violence and 
honour the PA’s agreements with Israel.  Realistically Hamas is unlikely to formally change 
its ideology at this point.  After the elections many Palestinians who had been enthusiastic 
adherents to the Bush doctrine of spreading democracy across the Middle East were 
disappointed at what they saw as the cynicism displayed on the part of the international 
community in their boycott of Hamas. The implications on the wider process of regional 
democratization also have to be borne in mind when formulating diplomatic policy.  So far, 
many in the Arab world have interpreted the boycott of the Hamas government to mean that 
the democratic process is only valid when it delivers regimes that are acceptable to the West.  
 
The recent emergency aid measures provided by the Quartet (the EU, the US, the UN and 
Russia) were only a fraction of what the PA needed and did not offer a long term solution to 
the economic plight of the Palestinians.  There is increased questioning among some sections 
of the international community as to the wisdom of this embargo and how inflicting such 
economic distress on ordinary Palestinians can really be justified.  The conundrum facing 
foreign policy makers is:  how to find a mechanism by which means Hamas can be bypassed 
while at the same time ensuring the viability of the Palestinian Authority and thus the future 
functioning of government?   The collapse of the Palestinian Authority and the resulting chaos 
are in no one’s interest.   
 
The Byzantine nature of Palestinian politics has resulted in the emergence of two competing 
centers of power, one headed by the Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas benefiting from 
the allegiance of security forces loyal to Fatah and the other led by the Hamas Prime Minister 
Ismail Haniyeh with its own militia.  The situation is already highly volatile in Gaza and parts 
of the West Bank and any insensitive actions by outside actors could aggravate these tensions.  
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Considering the situation in the geo-political context the international community must be 
aware that a by-product of  its policy of isolating Hamas is to push the group further into the 
sphere of influence of Iran, which given the views expressed by President Ahmadinejad that 
Israel should be “wiped off the map” would seem to be counter-productive.  The international 
community needs all the while to be sensitive to the Israeli regional perspective. The prospect 
of a nuclear Iran combined with Hizbollah (the Iranian sponsored militia) on their Northern 
border and the victory of Hamas are viewed as inimical to Israel’s national interest. 
 
A serious difficulty in discussing the role of Hamas in the political arena is that the whole 
debate becomes wrapped up in the wider post 9/11 debate which only serves to confuse 
matters.  The Hamas government is keen to engage with the outside world and some sort of 
modus-operandi has to be found.  The international community needs to recognize that Hamas 
, whatever happens , is not going to disappear any time soon and is an integral part of the 
Palestinian political landscape.  The history of Hamas has demonstrated that it is a highly 
resilient and a flexible organization.  Hamas should be judged on its actions.  Hamas has 
demonstrated that they are a far better disciplined organization than their rivals Fatah.  They 
have been able to impose the hudna , the informal cease-fire, on their military wing though 
the continued shelling of Israel from the Gaza strip displays the limits of their ability to 
impose it on other groups.    
 
As this is being written it remains to be seen what the outcome will be of the ultimatum given 
by Mahmoud Abbas to the Hamas government whereby if it continues to refuse to recognize 
the so called “prisoners document” then he will call a referendum on it. The document signed 
by Palestinian activists from Hamas, Fatah and other factions imprisoned in Israeli jails 
implicitly recognizes Israel’s right to exist. Although the document contains points 
unacceptable to Israel, it still provides the best hope of finding some sort of modus-vivendi 
between the various parties.  The international community needs to examine carefully these 
recent developments on the Palestinian domestic political scene and act accordingly.  
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