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PREFACE

While finishing this book, I attended a performance of Les Blancs (The
Whites) in London’s National Theatre. This was the last play written by
Lorraine Hansberry, the celebrated African American writer and play-
wright known for her work on identity and race relations in the United
States. Les Blancs is her only play set in Africa. It recounts the story of
an African man who travels from Europe, where he lives with his child
and white wife, back to his unnamed birthplace to attend his father’s fu-
neral. The anticolonial struggle his father had started there has gained
ground, and the nation is on the brink of revolution. Hansberry’s pro-
tagonist, imbued with European values and the sheen of London ci-
vility, is a firm believer in nonviolent protest. He is also a proud and
confident man, bristling at the condescension of colonial masters.
Dueling emotions wash over our protagonist as he tries to straddle
two worlds and reconcile his dedication to nonviolence with the urgent
struggle on the ground. Political discussions in the powerhouse of colo-
nial Europe appear futile and out of touch. Peaceful protest feels wholly
inadequate as the protagonist’s countrymen and women are slaughtered
around him by colonial rifles. Dissonant themes collide, from the inci-
vility and barbarity of armed struggle to the ignorance of the native in
refusing European modernity. Questions of identity, violence, race, and
nationalism test deeply held convictions, values, and beliefs. Over the
course of a few hours, painstakingly crafted worldviews unravel in slow

and excruciating ways. Minutes before the curtain falls, the protagonist
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reaches for his knife, slaughtering his first victim. It is his brother, a
priest who had joined a European mission to convert fellow Africans to
the Christian faith. With this final act of brutal fratricide, the illusion of
peaceful decolonization appears to have been shattered.

Hansberry’s eloquent and sophisticated play was unflinching in its
depiction of the complex moral ambiguity inherent in the adoption of
arms for the pursuit of freedom. I was mesmerized. My companions
thought it simplistic and unoriginal. There was nothing innovative, in
their view, about contending with the brutality of liberation struggles.
A twenty-first-century London audience, it seemed, could grapple with
the role of violence in the face of colonial rule. This was understood as
a natural and desperate fight for dignity. It was reductionist to conflate
anticolonial violence with native barbarism.

Sitting in the darkness of the theater, I thought of Palestine. Lack-
ing the clarity of historical hindsight, the Palestinian struggle for self-
determination seems frozen in time, in many ways an interminable
anticolonial struggle unfolding in a postcolonial world. It is a world that
has confronted the carnage of decolonization. But the battle is still raging
in Palestine, with ever-present urgency. The simplistic binaries that frame
conversations of Palestinian armed struggle evoke the condescension ex-
pressed by colonial overlords toward the resistance of indigenous peoples.
“Palestinians have a culture of hate,” commentators blast on American
TV screens. “They are a people who celebrate death.” These familiar
accusations, quick to roll off tongues, are both highly effective at framing
public discourse and insulting as racist epithets. On the other end of the
spectrum, I recalled conversations with Europeans and Palestinians who
critiqued my reference to Palestinian armed struggle as “violence.” They
saw this framing as a form of condemnation, casting armed struggle in
a negative light. Support of the rifle, they argued, was not only compre-
hensible and dignified, but necessary. It was the only way to secure Pales-
tinian rights against a murderous and unrelenting occupation.

As the play ended, I reflected on the history of violence in the Pal-

estinian struggle, the advances it secured and the tragedy it sowed. I
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considered the fratricide of the play’s finale and compared it to the state
of the Palestinian territories today, where leaders have turned their guns
inward on their people. I thought of Hamas, the movement currently
most representative of the notion of armed resistance against Israel.
The prevailing inability or unwillingness to talk about Hamas in a nu-
anced manner 1s deeply familiar. During the summer of 2014, when
global newsrooms were covering Israel’s military operation in the Gaza
Strip, I watched Palestinian analysts being rudely silenced on the air for
failing to condemn Hamas as a terrorist organization outright.! This
condemnation was demanded as a prerequisite for the right of these
analysts to engage in any debate about the events on the ground. There
was no other explanation, it secemed, for the loss of life in Gaza and
Israel other than pure-and-simple Palestinian hatred and bloodlust, em-
bodied by Hamas. I wondered how many lives, both Palestinian and
Israeli, have been lost or marred by this refusal to engage with the driv-
ers of Palestinian resistance, of which Hamas is only one facet. I con-
sidered the elision of the broader historical and political context of the
Palestinian struggle in most conversations regarding Hamas. Whether
condemnation or support, it felt to me, many of the views I faced on
Palestinian armed resistance were unburdened by moral angst or ambi-
guity. There was often a certainty or a conviction about resistance that
was too easily forthcoming;

I have struggled to find such certainty in my own study of Hamas,
even as I remain unwavering in my condemnation of targeting civilians,
on either side. For close to a decade, I have attempted to peel back all
the layers that have given rise to the present dynamic of vilifying and
isolating Hamas, and with it, of making acceptable the demonization
and suffering of millions of Palestinians within the Gaza Strip. The
product is this book, which seeks to explore Hamas’s world order and
present the voice of a marginalized group that remains central to the
Palestinian national movement. This book works to advance our knowl-
edge of Hamas by elucidating the manner in which the movement

evolved over the course of its three decades in existence, from 1987
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onward. Understanding Hamas is key to ending the denial of Palestin-
ians their rights after nearly a century of struggle for self-determination.

It 1s also a prerequisite to halting the cycles of violence that are in-
termittently unleashed on the inhabitants of the Gaza Strip. Nearly
one year before that evening at the National Theatre, I was talking to
a young boy in Gaza. The conversation was during the Islamic month
of Ramadan in 2015, and everyone was sluggish from the June heat. I
asked him about the school year he had just finished and whether he was
happy to be on holiday. He shrugged. “Sixth grade was fine,” he said,
“a bit odd.” He was in Grade A and he used to look forward to playing
football against Grade B. That past year, though, the school administra-
tion had merged several grades together. The classes were crowded and
the football games less enjoyable. I wondered aloud to the boy why the
school administration had done that. Annoyed that I was not engaging
with the issue at hand, that of football politics, he answered in an exas-
perated tone. “Half of the Grade A kids had been martyred the sum-
mer before,” he snapped. The kids who had survived no longer filled an
entire classroom.

Gaza’s reality can be jarring to any outsider wading in. Tragedy has
become routinized, almost mundane, particularly for a younger genera-
tion, many of whom know no other life outside this imprisoned land.
Initially, one could be forgiven for being lulled into a sense of relative
normalcy. During the short time I was allowed to spend there, Gaza
bustled with life. Streets were filled with vendors. Cafés teemed with
patrons breaking the fast. College campuses heaved with students and
faculty attending summer courses. Traffic crept slowly. Night markets
and thoroughfares came to life on piers that jutted out over the water
from Gaza’s sandy beaches. Hotel lobbies were filled with journalists
and filmmakers. Yet this illusion of life was shattered far too easily and
often. Collapsed buildings sprung into view and humming drones inter-
rupted conversations. Proud flags declaring Hamas’s military training
sites fluttered as one drove through various cities. Life unfolded against

a physical and mental backdrop of destruction. The daily hive of activ-
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ity that one walked into was little more than a testament to what Gaza
could be, in an alternate reality. The quotidian goings-on of Palestin-
1ans there spoke of the human spirit of survival and appeared to me, at
least, to be a tragic manifestation of endless motion in stillness. Students
graduated into unemployment. Vendors sold to cover their costs. Fami-
lies shopped to survive.

Gaza is held in time, contained from the outside world, nurtured
just enough to subsist, never to grow. My time there coincided with
the anniversary of Israel’s 2014 operation on this narrow coastal en-
clave. Thousands of Palestinians had been killed. Major swathes of
land had been bombed so thoroughly that whole neighborhoods were
reduced to mounds of rubble. Infrastructure that was already depleted
by years of deprivation under an Israeli-Egyptian blockade was wiped
out. Walking through the remnants of neighborhoods, I saw how re-
construction had barely commenced. The landscape of chaos and
devastation that had filled news screens a year earlier had given way
to a state of controlled collapse. Debris had been swept aside, piled
into empty plots of land or dumped in landfills where people hoped
it would eventually be used as raw material for rebuilding. Rickety
bombed-out houses reverted to homes for families who had nowhere
else to go. Vanished walls were replaced with colorful cloths to give the
illusion of privacy.

I stood in an open plain in north Gaza and looked over at Sderot,
a town in southern Israel. If ever there was a reminder of the politi-
cal nature of Gaza’s tragedy, it was that snapshot. The juxtaposition
of Sderot’s manicured tree lines and white houses with Gaza’s post-
apocalyptic landscape elucidated the stark discrepancy in what consti-
tuted “life” across the few kilometers that separated those two places.
I was one of the privileged handful able to move between those vastly
divergent worlds. Standing there, I thought of the little boy whose class-
mates had been killed in 2014. I recalled speaking with an Israeli woman
in a town north of Tel Aviv a few days earlier. As we sat around a dinner

table, she bemoaned Israel’s militarization and compulsory army ser-
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vice. The woman was heartbroken that her eighteen-year-old son had
been forced to participate in Israel’s operation that summer. He had re-
turned a changed man, a hardened one, she cried. “Being forced to kill
and to see death is a terrible burden on one’s conscience,” she protested.

“We can forgive the Arabs for killing our children,” Golda Meir,
Israel’s first female prime minister, is rumored to have said. “We cannot
forgive them for forcing us to kill their children.”

On both sides of the Erez crossing (known to Palestinians as the
Beit Hanoun crossing), the main civilian border separating the Gaza
Strip from Israel, dehumanization was rampant. I sat in the passenger
seat of a speeding and poorly maintained car hurtling across Gaza’s
traffic lights in an effort to reach my host’s home before the mosque’s
muezzin announced the end of the fast. I was speaking with my driver,
a teenager too young to be driving, who was coming up to his last year
at school. I asked him what he wanted to do postgraduation—always a
fraught topic in a place like Gaza. He said he “was thinking of joining
the Izz al-Din al-Qassam Brigades,” Hamas’s military wing. I had seen
posters throughout the city and on mosque walls announcing that regis-
tration was open for their summer training camps. A few of his friends
had apparently signed up. Why, I asked. He replied that he wanted to
“fight the Jews.” He’d never seen one in real life, he added, but he had
seen the I-16s dropping the bombs.

Almost a decade into the blockade of the Gaza Strip, which had
begun in earnest in 2007, “Jew,” “Israeli,” and “F-16 had become syn-
onymous. A few years prior, this boy’s father would have been able to
travel into Israel, to work as a day laborer or in menial jobs. While it
would have been structurally problematic, that man would have none-
theless interacted with Israeli Jews, even Palestinian citizens of Israel,
in a nonmilitarized way. This is no longer the case. One could see in
my driver how the foundation was laid for history to repeat itself. Resis-
tance had become sacred, a way of living in which he could take a great
deal of pride serving his nation. On the other side of the Erez crossing,

he and his schoolmates were deemed terrorists. Gaza was viewed as
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a backward and enemy-ridden enclave, heavily populated and disinte-
grating under the weight of its own misery, loathing, and incompetence.
An Israeli man reacted with horror when I told him I was going into
Gaza. “Where will you stay? They have hotels there?” They do. Beauti-
ful hotels. He shrugged. “They got what was coming to them last sum-
mer.” Against the backdrop of flares and explosions lighting up Gaza’s
night skies during Israeli military incursions, some Israelis trek up to
raised viewing points, sit on couches, and eat popcorn while watching
the “fireworks” over the beleaguered land.’

More than two million Palestinians now live in the Gaza Strip. That
makes it an urban population larger than most American cities. But the
human dimension, so visceral to anyone who walks the streets of any
city in the strip, i3 almost an afterthought, if a thought at all, to many
who think of this place. The image of Gaza as a terrorist haven has
been all-consuming. As has its image as a war-torn pile of rubble, sterile
and devoid of life. The collective punishment of millions has become
permissible, comprehensible, and legitimate. Destroying schools and
targeting UN shelters, as Israel did in 2014, are military tactics that have
been justified as essential for Israel to defend itself against terror. The
killing of more than five hundred children during that same operation
for many becomes little more than an unfortunate necessity.

Sitting at the heart of this perception, indeed the catalyst that pro-
duces it, is Hamas, the party that has ruled over the Gaza Strip since
2007. Given prevalent media discourse, one might be forgiven for
thinking that Israel has besieged and bombarded Gaza because it has
been faced with a radical terrorist organization in the form of Hamas.
But as this book shows, the reality is more complex and is one in which
the fates of Gaza and Hamas have been irreversibly intertwined in the
Palestinian struggle for liberation from an interminable occupation.

My fixer in Gaza told me a story. There was once a village whose
men were all drafted to fight in some faraway battle. While the men
were gone, enemy soldiers invaded the village and raped all the women

who had been left behind, and went on their way. The women, shell-
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shocked and bloodied, mourned their fate as they congregated to com-
fort one another in the village square. One woman was missing. They
went looking for her and found her lying under the soldier who had tried
to rape her. With her own hands, she had managed to kill him and save
herself from the lot of her fellow villagers. Joy at her safety soon soured.
The raped women now worried they would be judged by their husbands
for not similarly fighting for their honor and fending off their rapists. In
no time, this undefiled survivor became a symbol of their shame. Swiftly,
they conspired to kill her.

The storyteller turned to me and said, that woman, the survivor,
is Gaza. She has refused to submit to Israel’s occupation and its rape
and pillage of Palestinian land while other Palestinian and Arab leaders
have succumbed. She has become a source of pride for Gazans who
maintain their armed resistance against Israel. She is now a shameful
reminder for those who have accepted their fate. Arabs and Palestin-
ians elsewhere have looked away as she is bombarded, incessantly and
mercilessly. Israel has focused all its efforts on shaming and breaking
it. For she remains the only proud bit of Palestine that refuses to yield.
One only needs to walk the streets of Gaza to feel the pride that peo-
ple take in “the resistance.” In countless conversations, I was reminded
that while the Israeli army can drive up to any house in the West Bank
and arrest its members—even to the house of the Palestinian president
Mahmoud Abbas!—it was unable to step foot in Gaza. At least not
without incurring a beating. This strip of land is thought of as unde-
filed, Palestinian, sterile of Israel’s occupation.

Of course, the occupation persists, but it is no longer in people’s
homes. Palestinians in Gaza celebrate being able to go about their lives
without the daily indignities of having Israeli teenagers armed with
rifles harass and humiliate them. Close to the buffer zone with Israel,
Gazans have paved a road called shari® al-jakar, literally translated as
“street of spite,” as a symbolic claim to sovereignty, spiting their previ-
ous overlords by proving they can pave their own roads without Israel’s

permission. The deep satisfaction derived from such an action is easily
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understood. Driving around the land where the Israeli settlements in
the Gaza Strip had once stood, one can see the wide multilane high-
ways that used to connect the Jewish-only settlement blocks where eight
thousand inhabitants lived. Extending alongside them are the dusty, pot-
holed one-lane roads that the 1.8 million Palestinians had been forced
to use. Against this blueprint of Israel’s colonization of Gaza, Palestin-
1ans are now free to build their own infrastructure, wherever they want.
And the pleasure felt from this sense of liberty, of quasi sovereignty, is
immense. This is so even when everyone understands all too well how
truncated such sovereignty is. In matters of life and death, Israel’s oc-
cupation grinds on relentlessly in the form of an external structure of
control on a besieged population. But within this prison cell, Gazans
have staked their flag.

Palestinian pride in the resistance has trickled down to the younger
generation. I remember interviewing a senior member of Hamas’s gov-
ernment at midnight in the sitting room of his private home when his
three-year-old son waddled out of his bedroom to embrace his father.
He had donned a QQassam bandana and was playing with a plastic gun.
The military paraphernalia reminiscent of any army’s elsewhere in the
world stared back at me. This was an alternate reality, a space where
the universe revolved around Palestinians facing Israel’s occupation.
Gazans lived a life of resistance. This was the first plot of land within
the boundaries of what was formerly Mandate Palestine to be governed
by a Palestinian party that was unapologetically defiant to Israeli rule.
There was dignity and a sense of promise that if “liberation” happened
in Gaza, it could be replicated in the rest of the Palestinian territo-
ries. Complaining about Hamas’s governance of the Gaza Strip, even
if in silent whispers, rarely extended to criticizing “the resistance.” For
many Palestinians, this was the final frontline for guarding against Is-
raeli atrocities.

In the recent past, this notion of armed struggle against Israel has
been for the most part monopolized by Hamas, and resistance has be-

come almost synonymous with al-Qassam. There is no doubt that
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Hamas carries out terror-inducing activities within Israel and the Pales-
tinian territories. The movement itself, through its various publications,
explains how it seeks to create terror to pressure the Israeli government
to end its occupation of Palestinian land. Hamas’s actions fit into the
definition of terrorism used by the U.S. Department of State, which
notes that “terrorism is premeditated politically motivated violence per-
petrated against non-combatant targets by sub-national groups or clan-
destine agents.”* While Hamas itself admits that it has used such tactics,
it vehemently rejects being designated a terrorist organization. The logic
underpinning this seeming contradiction is the absence of a single defi-
nition about what constitutes terrorism.” The term is malleable and sub-
jective, and more importantly, it has been used as a tool of war.® The
definition put forward by the U.S. State Department has consistently
and cynically been manipulated to justify illegal and morally reprehen-
sible military measures, in this case by Israel. Furthermore, while the
label of “terrorism” under this definition can be applied to Hamas, it
fails to account for the terror caused by Israel’s relentless military regime
over the Palestinians.

It 1s exceedingly difficult to engage in a discussion on terrorism,
which is precisely why it is a powerful device to undermine any legiti-
macy that organizations such as Hamas may have. Like all definitions of
terrorism, the one put forward by the U.S. State Department is highly
contested. Why is terrorism limited to subnational groups or clandes-
tine agents if states are the biggest perpetrators of organized violence
against civilians?” How does one differentiate between indiscriminate
violence aimed solely at terrorizing civilians and legitimate armed resis-
tance aimed at securing internationally sanctioned rights that invariably
ends up killing civilians? How are civilians defined in a world where
the notions of war and peace are increasingly difficult to ascertain, and
where the form of warfare has outgrown the very laws that define it?®

Classifying Hamas as a terrorist organization has justified sweeping
military action against Palestinians, depoliticizing and dehumanizing

their struggle. It has also prevented the possibility of viewing Palestinian
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armed resistance as a form of self-defense within the context of war. The
notions of war and peace are subjective for Israel and the Palestinians.
For the former, war begins when rockets fall on its territory or when sui-
cide bombers invade its streets. For the latter, war is constant, manifest
through a brutal military occupation that has persisted for more than
half a century. The transition between war and peace for Palestinians
is an imaginary one. Where rocket attacks and suicide bombs trigger
claims of self-defense and ostensibly justify Israeli military operations, no
similar mechanisms are in place for Palestinians reacting against the act
of war inherent in an occupation that is both terror inducing and inten-
tional. While international law has made exceptions for viewing Israeli
military operations in Gaza through the lens of a security paradigm,
security for Palestinians against consistent Israeli aggression appears to
be absent.”

In thinking of the morality of Palestinian armed struggle, the
knowledge that violence has animated numerous anticolonial liberation
trajectories somehow dissipates. The historical context within which
Hamas operates, and which has given rise to Hamas as an armed re-
sistance movement in the first place, is overlooked. Palestinians instead
are collectively demonized as a people that celebrate death. Their po-
litical struggle for self-determination is eclipsed by indictments of their
bloodlust. In one of the carnivals in Gaza before the 2014 escalation,
Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh blasted through the loudspeakers to a
vast crowd, “We are a people who value death, just like our enemies
value life.”!” A few weeks later, as Hamas was boosting the morale of
Gazans amid Israel’s onslaught, another Hamas leader called on people
to face the occupation “with their bare chests,” and to embrace death if
it came their way.'' These remarks were used throughout global media
channels to signify that Hamas was using civilians as human shields
and that Palestinians revere a culture of death where martyrdom is a
goal to be rejoiced. While self-sacrifice in the context of national armies
and the defense of one’s homeland is celebrated the world over, indeed

is a foundation of nationalism, Palestinian self-sacrifice is studied as a
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perplexing anomaly. What compels suicide bombers to don a vest? Why
are teenagers eager to join Hamas’s military training sites? Why is resis-
tance praised when it has brought catastrophe on Palestinians?

The worldview of Palestinian resistance fighters is that they are en-
gaged in a justified war against a violent and illegal occupation that
terrorizes them and their family members. Their adoption of armed
struggle, in this particular context, draws on its own legal, political, and
theological justifications governing the laws of war and its conduct.'?
Without justifying this resort to violence, one has to see and understand
it from a center of gravity that is rooted in the Palestinian territories,
not in the West. One has to grapple with the organic thoughts, emo-
tions, and feelings that give rise to a universe that is often at odds with
the dominant Western-centric framing of political violence. It is my aim
in this book to trace the architecture of this alternate reality from the
perspective of Hamas. Stepping away from polemics associated with
the use of a deeply charged and ultimately ineffective term such as “ter-
rorism,” this book describes violence, military attacks, occupation, sui-
cide bombings, assassinations, rocket fire, and air-raids in their most
basic characteristics, while acknowledging and mourning the devasta-
tion and human suffering that underpin these acts. The book will have
fulfilled its purpose if it presents Hamas’s counternarrative on its own
terms. Such an undertaking is made with the hope that the movement
will emerge and be understood in a wider space where such critical ex-
amination has so often been lacking.

In presenting such a counternarrative, the history recounted in this
book is by default approached from the perspective of one actor. The
book does not claim to offer either a comprehensive history of the three
decades between 1987 and 2017 or a review of Israeli policies toward
the Palestinian territories. Rather it offers an overview of Hamas’s tra-
jectory over the course of this period. This is done while acknowledging
that there is no single “Hamas.” It is an exercise in futility, as well as
fundamentally inaccurate and reductionist, to try to suggest that the

movement is some form of monolithic actor. In narrating Hamas’s tra-
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vails, it is important to understand that the movement is a complex and
decentralized organization with different facets. Its constituents, like the
Palestinians more generally, are fragmented and facing vastly different
challenges in their local arenas. A predictable number of contradictions
and inconsistencies emerge when studying the movement’s different
foci. As a multifaceted organization, one that engages in political, so-
cial, and military operations, Hamas is an actor with a host of internal
tensions that are constantly being balanced.

There is an inherent challenge, therefore, in secking to offer a high-
level reading of Hamas while wishing to remain sensitive to the nuances
within the movement. I dealt with this dilemma by expanding the diver-
sity of voices I quoted and the breadth of the archival sources I drew
on. But I confess that this is not a study that will manage to render the
intricate complexity of Hamas, for instance, by providing a comprehen-
sive review of internal relations between Hamas’s inside and outside
leadership or between the movement’s military and political wings, or
the movement’s robust social welfare infrastructure. Furthermore, this
study has proceeded from the premise that Hamas is at its core a po-
litical, not a religious, party. Of course, through its own declaration,
Hamas is an Islamic movement by charter and by the faith of its leader-
ship and its member base. While this book has addressed how this belief
system impacts Hamas’s political outlook, it has not explored the theo-
logical underpinnings of the movement’s ideology. In other words, this
is not a book about Islam, but Islam has a key presence within the book.

To clucidate the arc of Hamas’s trajectory since 1987, I relied on
an extensive archival source base that was gathered from the Palestin-
ian territories, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, and the United States. The col-
lected sample comprised thousands of Arabic documents that contain
oral, visual, and written discourse published by Hamas between 1987
and 2017." These include the comprehensive collection of Filastin al-
Muslima (Muslim Palestine), one of the movement’s main mouthpieces;
the comprehensive collection of Hamas’s local mouthpiece in Gaza,

Al-Resalah (The Letter, or The Message); samples of the publication
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Assafir (The Ambassador), which is circulated within the Gaza Strip;
bayanat (leaflets) issued by Hamas, Islamic Jihad, Fatah, and other fac-
tions and their military wings; local, regional, and international news
publications that report on Hamas and that include interviews, quota-
tions, or statements made by Hamas members; and electronic publi-
cations posted by the movement through its various online channels.
Alongside this archival research, I carried out interviews with members
of Hamas across all levels of seniority in Lebanon, Jordan, Qatar, the
West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, as well as with Israeli and Palestinian
politicians, analysts, academics, and activists.

Filastin al-Muslima offered the backbone for this study given its un-
interrupted print run." This publication employs writers, researchers,
and contributors within the Palestinian territories and abroad who are
either openly affiliated as Hamas members, are sympathetic to its cause,
or are analysts with significant insight into the movement’s operations.
It publishes extensive interviews with Hamas’s leaders as well as leaflets
that are issued by Hamas and distributed to its constituents. It also pub-
lishes articles by academics, journalists, and members of other factions
to debate issues of importance to Palestinians. I have attempted to high-
light where possible when articles were written by members of Hamas
or otherwise. Collectively, through the pages of Filastin al-Muslima, I was
offered a powerful window to understand Hamas’s worldview, the man-
ner in which the movement attempts to communicate with its constitu-
ents, and the thinking it cultivates.

I systematically reviewed these monthly publications while work-
ing to mitigate key concerns that might arise from the use of a pub-
lication to gain insight into Hamas’s thinking. Acknowledging these
publications as the movement’s “party line,” I couched my analysis of
this discourse within the wider reality that Hamas operates in. To do so,
I adopted a methodical discourse analysis approach that relied heavily
on contextualization, whereby the pieces being reviewed were assessed
against a broader reality that drew on secondary literature and alter-

native media sources.”” I used news reports as well as studies by think
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tanks and other organizations operating on the ground to get a sense of
the environment in which Hamas’s actions were unfolding. Comparing
rhetoric with practice offered great insight into the movement’s think-
ing. Therefore, alongside Filastin al-Muslima, 1 systematically reviewed
local and regional media outlets that reported on Hamas during this
period, as listed in the bibliography. I supplemented this Arabic source
base with both international news sources and secondary literature in
Arabic and English.

To compile my source base, I relied on the extensive repositories
of local and international news articles on Israel-Palestine that are col-
lated in two archives. The first is the Institute for Palestine Studies in
Beirut, which collects and saves all news publications on Israel-Palestine
in Al-Watha’iq al-Arabiyeh (Arabic Documents) Collection. The second is
al-Zaytouna Centre in Beirut, which published Al-Watha’iq al-Filastiniyyah
(Palestinian Documents) for the years 2005—11. These two sources are
extensive collections from which even the most obscure reactions to
various events can be located. I also benefited greatly from the support
and cooperation of Al-Resalah’s employees in Gaza City, who were kind
enough to share with me the publication’s archive, given that these are
not housed in other repositories outside of Gaza City to my knowledge.

Using this material, Hamas Contained offers an overview of the three
decades of Hamas’s existence, primarily as narrated from the move-
ment’s perspective. In so doing, the book covers the major milestones
that Hamas went through as it expanded its notion of resistance from the
military arena into the corridors of government. Hamas Contained seeks to
contextualize these developments within the broader arc of Palestinian
nationalism as it explores Hamas’s role within the Palestinian struggle
for self-determination. In viewing the movement primarily through the
lens of its political ideology, the book attempts to elucidate the dynamic
that has emerged between Hamas and Israel, as well as Hamas and the
Palestinian Authority, over the course of this period.

In the following six chapters, the book covers the movement’s trajec-

tory in phases, from the prehistory of its creation in 1987 through its un-
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successful decision to relinquish its government in the Gaza Strip in 2014.
The Conclusion opens with the 2014 Israeli operation on the Gaza Strip
and brings the story up to the fall of 2017. It then breaks from the narra-
tive approach adopted in the rest of the book to make a number of ana-
lytical interventions about Hamas and the current phase of Palestinian
nationalism. By eliding the movement’s political ideology, as was done to
the PLO before it, Israel has maintained policies aimed at depoliticizing
Palestinian nationalism, and sustained its approach of conflict manage-
ment rather than resolution. Through a dual process of containment and
pacification, Hamas has been forcefully transformed into little more than
an administrative authority in the Gaza Strip, in many ways akin to the
Palestinian Authority in the West Bank. At the time of its thirtieth anni-
versary, the movement appears temporarily—if not conclusively—paci-
fied, and Israel seems to have succeeded in maintaining the permanence

of an occupation long deemed unsustainable.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE RISE OF ISLAMIC
PALESTINIAN NATIONALISM

On the night of December 9, 1987, a group of men crowded into a
small house in the Shati refugee camp, named for its location close to
the beachfront (skatt), in the north of the Gaza Strip. The gathering was
hosted by Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, a soft-spoken paraplegic man with
a long white beard. Yassin was a refugee from the village of al-Jura,
near the town currently known as Ashkelon in Israel, which he had fled
in 1948." His visitors were also refugees from towns and villages now
within Israel’s borders. They had come together that night in haste to
discuss the events erupting around them. A day earlier, an Israeli army
vehicle had crashed into a line of cars carrying Palestinian day laborers
commuting from their jobs in Israel back to their homes in the Gaza
Strip. The accident had killed four Palestinian men, three of whom
were from the Jabalia refugee camp.? Also located in the northern part
of the Gaza Strip, the Jabalia camp, known as the “camp of the revo-
lution,” is one of the largest refugee camps in the Palestinian territo-
ries and one of the most densely populated plots of land in the world.
Within hours of the accident, the occupied Palestinian territories of the
West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem, as well as areas within
Israel itself, were awash with protests, demonstrations, and acts of civil
disobedience. Spreading from the epicenter of the Jabalia camp, the
First Palestinian Intifada, or uprising, had begun.’

The intifada was a spontaneous and seemingly leaderless mass up-

heaval. Almost overnight, Palestinians collectively took to the streets to



2 THE RISE OF ISLAMIC PALESTINIAN NATIONALISM

protest Israel’s occupying presence within their land. Israel’s occupa-
tion had begun twenty years prior, in 1967. Although Palestinians had
enjoyed periods of relative prosperity during this time, the occupation
itself was premised on the economic subjugation of the territories and
the denial to Palestinians of their political rights. Over the course of two
decades, Israel had expropriated Arab land; expanded an illegal settle-
ment enterprise that fragmented the Palestinian territories; and main-
tained a repressive military occupation that routinized human rights
violations of Palestinians under its rule, including arrests, deportations,
home demolitions, indefinite detentions, curfews, and killings. With the
intifada, Palestinians rose to shake off the yoke of military rule. They
boycotted Israeli goods and refused to comply with the administrative
processes underwriting their oppression, including procedures such as
the issuance of ID cards and tax collection by the Israeli authorities.
The image of Palestinian youth hurtling stones at Israeli tanks came
to denote the spirit of this period. Over the course of four years, the in-
tifada resembled an anticolonial struggle." Protesters clashed with the
Isracli army using stones, sticks, and occasionally Molotov cocktails as
the Israeli military struggled to quash what was predominantly a civil-
ian uprising. Throughout the territories, decentralized popular commit-
tees emerged to organize mass action and shelter the identities of local
leaders for fear of reprisals. Demonstrations were soon coordinated clan-
destinely. Appeals for strikes and instructions for acts of civil disobedi-
ence surfaced almost surreptitiously in leaflets left on car windscreens
and graffiti sprayed on shop shutters. These memos often carried the
imprint of the United National Leadership of the Uprising, a coalition
of factions that was created early in the intifada to coordinate activities
among the different towns and villages in the occupied territories. The
intifada’s leaflets articulated the political goals of the uprising: to achieve
independence from Israel’s occupation and establish a Palestinian state.’
Thousands of miles away, the indefatigable Palestinian leader Yasser
Arafat watched the spreading protests from his exile in Tunis. Under

his guidance, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), the official
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representative of the Palestinian people and effectively the government-
in-exile, scrambled to assume a leadership role over this unexpected
mass mobilization. Through its offices in Amman and Tunis, the PLO
coordinated with local leaders inside the occupied territories to shape
the intifada’s trajectory and ensure it remained nonviolent. Simultane-
ously, and unbeknown to Arafat and the exiled leadership, the men gath-
ered in Sheikh Yassin’s home in Gaza also understood the importance
of harnessing this outburst of popular sentiment. Less than a week after
the Palestinian streets first exploded with pent-up frustration, on Decem-
ber 14, Yassin and his colleagues published and circulated a leaflet that
hailed the eruption of the intifada as a rejection of the bloody years of
Israel’s military rule and a reaffirmation of Palestinian perseverance and
steadfastness. “Islam is the solution and the alternative” to the current
path the Palestinian struggle had taken, the memo read.® Its authors de-
nounced the PLO for failing to end the occupation as they presented an
alternative liberation project. The unusual memo did not yet bear the
name HAMAS, the Arabic acronym for Harakat al-Mugawama al-Islamiyya
(Islamic Resistance Movement), also meaning “zeal.”” Nonetheless, this
leaflet marked Hamas’s first appearance within the Palestinian territories
and, with it, the first formal indication that a new force had emerged to

shape this latest phase of the Palestinian struggle for liberation.

ANCESTRAL LEGACIES
Led by Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, Hamas’s cofounders viewed the intifada

as an opportune time to leverage all the preparation that had been tak-
ing place clandestinely for years to create an organization dedicated to
“rais[ing| the banner of God over every inch of Palestine.”® Their leaf-
lets were inconsistently signed at first as the leaders experimented with
what to call their nascent organization. Names such as “The Islamic
Faction,” “Path of Islam,” and “Islamic Defense” were tried and tested.
In January 1988, a few weeks after the intifada had begun, the name

HAMAS was finally chosen. Hamas’s creation built on a solid institu-
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tional base that had been developed, primarily within the Gaza Strip,
over the course of several decades. The new movement was defined as
the latest “link in [a long] chain of the Jihad against the Zionist occupa-
tion.”” To bolster Hamas’s standing, the founders reached back to the
turn of the century and constructed a rich lineage that could be traced
to the early days of the Zionist project.

Yassin was instrumental in linking Hamas’s founding in 1987 with
this legacy of jihad from the 1920s. As a twelve-year-old, Yassin was
injured in an athletic accident and developed an acute form of quad-
riplegia. His deteriorating health prevented him from completing his
education in Egypt, where he was enrolled at the prestigious al-Azhar
University. Upon his return to Gaza, where his family had settled as ref-
ugees, he worked as a teacher and an imam and, in the 1950s, joined the
Muslim Brotherhood chapter in Palestine. The Muslim Brotherhood
had been founded in 1928 in Egypt by Hassan al-Banna, an Islamic
thinker who advocated for the Islamization of society.'” Throughout
the 1930s, al-Banna grew his organization into an Islamic welfare as-
sociation where groups of young brothers gathered to study and learn
Islamic scripture, lead virtuous lives, build their nation, and safeguard
it against Western influence and colonialism. Al-Banna’s vision was to
create a modern Islamic society that assimilated Western progress, such
as in the sciences, while remaining true to Islamic virtues."!

Although the brotherhood was mainly preoccupied with Egyptian
affairs and the British occupation of Egypt, it was also committed to the
broader region, with al-Banna viewing Egyptian nationalism as a step-
ping stone toward pan-Arab and pan-Islamic unity.'> Underpinning this
gradualist approach, from national to Arab to Islamic unity, was the be-
lief that Islamic fraternity superseded loyalty to the nation. Therefore,
looking eastward, the brotherhood noted with concern the develop-
ments taking place within Palestine, which was conquered by the British
from the Ottoman Empire during World War One. In 1922, Palestine
was made into a British Mandate under the supervision of the League

of Nations, which meant that the British were responsible to guide it
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toward independence." This charge conflicted with commitments the
British had made to the Zionist movement, which had emerged in Eu-
rope at the turn of the century and sought to establish a Jewish home-
land in Palestine.'* By the 1920s, Jewish immigration into Palestine was
increasing against the backdrop of the Russian Revolution and growing
European anti-Semitism. The brotherhood viewed Zionist plans in Pal-
estine and expanding Jewish immigration as one of the most tangible
threats facing the Muslim world."

Opposition to Zionism was also gathering pace among the indige-
nous Arab population of Palestine. Nationalism had slowly begun tak-
ing hold in the region as former Ottoman provinces became European
colonies. By the time the British Mandate had been instituted, a grow-
ing sense of Palestinian nationalism and anti-Zionism had already per-
meated the elite class of Palestinian urban traders and professionals.'®
These leaders demanded that Britain renounce its commitment to Zion-
ism, stop Jewish immigration, and move Palestine toward independence
as an Arab-majority county. Rural Palestinians were also objecting to the
economic impact of dispossession from their agricultural land by Jewish
newcomers.'” The powerful religious establishment, headed by the Mufti
of Jerusalem, wielded influence in shaping this nascent nationalism."® It
issued Islamic legal rulings supporting anti-land-sale campaigns to stop
Arab landowners from selling their estates to Jewish immigrants, as well
as calling for the protection of Islamic holy sites. The Mufti reached out
to the international Muslim community as he sought to internationalize
the cause of Palestine by hailing the political and religious significance
of its Islamic holy places.' Despite these efforts, the Palestinian political
and religious elite were ineffective in quelling the influx of Jewish set-
tlers. Their subservience toward their British patrons, their conviction
that they could lobby the British peacefully, and their bitter factionalism
prevented them from successfully promoting Palestinian nationalism.*’

The failure of the Palestinian leaders facilitated the growth of pop-
ulist resistance to Zionism within Palestine, led by individuals such as

Izz al-Din al-Qassam.?! A popular speaker, al-Qassam had preached
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against Irench colonialism around his birthplace of Latakia, a coastal
town in modern-day Syria. Al-Qassam called for jihad, a call to arms,
against the domineering European powers.”? Facing a death sentence
for his role in the failed Syrian resistance, al-Qassam fled southward to
Haifa, a Mediterranean city in Palestine, where he soon gathered a fol-
lowing by preaching in mosques. Al-Qassam was critical of the Palestin-
ian elite and the religious institutions. He spoke of the need to pursue
the modernization of Muslim society, as well as a stricter adherence to
Islamic orthodoxy as a framework for progress.” From his base in Haifa,
al-Qassam resumed the anticolonial struggle that he had commenced
in Syria. He roamed throughout northern Palestine, preaching in rural
areas to an expanding base of followers composed of predominantly
poor and pious peasants. His message centered on the need to support
Palestinian nationalism in its struggle against Zionism and colonialism
through education, a return to a purer religious life, and jihad.
Al-Qassam presented jihad as a religious responsibility for all Muslims
to militarily resist the British Mandate government and Zionism. As one
of al-Qassam’s followers explained, “All that pertains to such a jihad is dic-
tated in familiar ayat [verses of the Quran]. . .. “This is jihad, victory or
martyrdom,” and such a jihad is one of the religious duties of the Islamic
creed.”?* Al-Qassam obtained a decree from the Mufti of Damascus who
legitimated the use of violence against the British and the incoming Jew-
ish settlers.”” By making resistance a core duty of faith, al-Qassam popu-
larized the notion of jihad. The Syrian preacher increased his following
and began planning clandestine military operations to counter the Zionist
threat and wage a war of liberation against the British.?® As al-Qassam
was laying the groundwork for resistance to Zionism and British rule in
Palestine, the Muslim Brotherhood was expanding its own base of opera-
tions in Egypt. By the 1930s, it had developed into a sizable welfare asso-
ciation and had begun making connections with the Mufti of Jerusalem.”
In October 1935, the threat of the Zionist forces in Palestine was
confirmed. The discovery of a secret arms shipment in the Jaffa harbor

affirmed to the Palestinians that the Jewish settlers in their midst were
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arming their militias for an eventual confrontation to take control of
Palestine. As the influx of Jewish immigrants had expanded, the possi-
bility of losing their homeland had become a distinct threat for Palestin-
1ans. Almost overnight, protests erupted throughout Palestine and swept
other major Arab urban centers, including Amman, Cairo, Damascus,
and Baghdad.® Alongside other groups in Palestine, al-Qassam sprang
into action. He took to the hills around Haifa, where he gathered his
followers and carried out incursions against British Mandate forces and
Jewish settlers. His efforts were sporadic at best, however, and barely
took off. Within less than a month, after only a few sabotage attacks,
al-Qassam and his group were ambushed by members of the Palestine
police force, as the British colonial police were known. In the ensuing
battle, al-Qassam was shot and killed.

Al-Qassam’s funeral in November 1935 gave voice to the anger and
immense frustration felt by the Palestinians at the never-ending swell of
Jewish immigration and the unyielding hold of British colonialism. A
Syrian preacher who had used Haifa as his base for waging an anticolo-
nial struggle, al-Qassam unexpectedly became one of the most promi-
nent early martyrs in the name of the Palestinian national struggle.”
His death became a rallying call and, by the spring of 1936, had paved
the way for the Arab Revolt, a sweeping protest that set Palestine ablaze
in a popular and armed uprising against both Zionism and British colo-
nialism. The revolt involved general strikes as well as significant violence
between the Palestinians, the Mandate forces, and the Jewish settlers.*

Driven by a groundswell of support that had been expanding for
close to two decades, the Arab Revolt made surprising gains in its first
two years.”! Outside Palestine, it was felt heavily within the Muslim
Brotherhood’s rank and file in Egypt, particularly among those with
close connections to Palestine.” The organization rallied its leadership
behind the cause as it mobilized to contribute to propaganda, pam-
phleteering, and fundraising in support of the Palestinians.” The revolt
also provided the impetus (some would say excuse®!) for the commence-

ment of the brotherhood’s militarization, as it prompted an internal
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decision to establish a military wing called the “Special Section.”*
Initially a clandestine development, the Special Section recruited and
trained young brothers in jihad for the defense of Islam, and a number
of those brothers participated as volunteers in the revolt. This shift ex-
panded a militant ethos within the organization at the time, with jihad
and the attendant glory of martyrdom being elevated into central ten-
ants of the brotherhood through both formal and informal training.*
The early success of the revolt in Palestine compelled the British to
bolster their military power to quash the uprising. By the end of the sec-
ond year, with the deployment of one hundred thousand troops, the Brit-
ish military surge began showing signs of success and the rebellion was
crushed by 1939, marking a historic milestone in the Palestinian struggle.
The force that the British used against the Palestinians effectively deci-
mated their fighting power and ensured their defeat in the confronta-
tion with the Jewish paramilitary units a decade later.*” After the revolt
had subsided, the brotherhood continued to send missions to Palestine to
spread the group’s message and provide military training to civilians, os-
tensibly to prepare them for an expected future confrontation.”® By 1943,
it had established a sister organization in Palestine called the Makarem
Society, and by 1945 it had inaugurated the first official Muslim Broth-
erhood branch in Jerusalem. There were about twenty-five branches in
Palestine by 1948. These brotherhood posts, which were subject to the
control of the Cairo headquarters, entailed a total active membership
of between twelve and twenty thousand brothers.™ With al-Qassam’s
populist legacy of anticolonial jithad and the expansion of the Muslim
Brotherhood into Palestine, the foundation from which Sheikh Yassin

would begin building his vision decades later was effectively cemented.

FATAH AND THE PLO

It was only after World War Two that the battle for Palestine resumed.
In 1944, the Jewish settlers launched an armed campaign against the

British troops, secking to force their departure and to compel Britain to
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allow for the expansion of Jewish immigration into Palestine.*” Broke,
frustrated by the Zionist attacks, and unable to align its conflicting com-
mitments to Palestinians and Zionists, Britain turned the issue of Pales-
tine over to the newly formed United Nations. In November 1947, the
UN General Assembly issued a “Partition Plan” calling for the partition
of Palestine into an Arab state and a Jewish state and setting a deadline
for the termination of the British Mandate. The proposed partition al-
located 56 percent of Palestine to the Jewish community, which formed
about one-third of the population at the time.*!

The Palestinian leadership rejected the partition of Palestine as well
as Zionist aspirations in their land, as they always had, on the grounds
that the indigenous Arab majority had the right to self-determination in
their own homeland. They sought to prevent the implementation of the
United Nations’ recommendation.*” The imminent end of the British
Mandate and the international commitment to the creation of a Jew-
ish homeland after the horrors of the Holocaust all coalesced to pre-
cipitate violent clashes between Palestinians and Jewish settlers. From
the end of 1947, days after the announcement of the partition plan,
through May 1948, Palestine was in the throes of a civil war.** In March
strongly armed and highly motivated Zionist forces began systematically
invading Palestinian villages and towns and forcefully expelling their
residents. By the spring of 1948, before the British troops had departed,
more than three hundred thousand Palestinian refugees had fled or been
ousted from their homes. Over the course of these months, the Muslim
Brotherhood offices in Palestine mobilized with a call to resistance for
the protection of the Islamic holy places.** The brotherhood in Egypt
also openly recruited volunteers to cross the borders and fight to “save
Palestine.”® Although militarily negligible and numbering around 1,500,
these volunteers were reportedly most active around Gaza, Jerusalem,
and Bethlehem, as well as against Jewish settlers in the Negev Desert.*

On May 14, 1948, the British Mandate officially expired. Upon the
withdrawal of the last British troops from Palestine, the Jewish commu-

nity declared the establishment of the State of Israel. This prompted
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Arab countries around Palestine to intervene on the side of the Palestin-
1ans, effectively turning the civil war into an interstate conflagration. Is-
rael ultimately emerged victorious, capturing 78 percent of the land of
Palestine, significantly more than had been allocated to it under the UN
Partition Plan. The 1948 war, known as the “War of Independence” by
Israel and “al-Nakba,” or the catastrophe, by Palestinians, marked the
independence of Israel, a watershed moment when the Zionist project
became a political reality. For the Palestinians, this was a point of rup-
ture, an unthinkable catastrophe which marked the disappearance of
their homeland. About half the Palestinians from the land that had be-
come Israel lost their homes and property and were scattered through
force and violence into the remaining bits of Palestine and throughout
the region. The fabric of Palestinian society and economy was entirely
decimated.

The scale of the refugee calamity was staggering, as estimates rose to
more than seven hundred thousand refugees.*” Recognizing the extent
of the problem, the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 194 on
December 11, 1948, stressing that “refugees wishing to return to their
homes and live at peace with their neighbors should be permitted to do
so at the earliest practicable date.” This resolution firmly established the
right of return for Palestinian refugees. Israel, however, promptly closed
its borders and prevented any such return. Instead, it seized the lands
and homes of the refugees and designated these as property to be used
for Jewish-only settlement. Unable to return after the war, hundreds of
thousands of Palestinians languished in refugee camps in the remaining
22 percent of Palestine that came under Jordanian and Egyptian con-
trol. East Jerusalem and the West Bank were annexed by Jordan, and
the Gaza Strip fell under Egyptian administration. Other refugees fled
to Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and farther afield.

By the summer of 1948, therefore, the Muslim Brotherhood
branches in Palestine had been divided between Israel, Jordan, and
Egypt.* In East Jerusalem and the West Bank, under Jordanian rule,

the Muslim Brotherhood focused solely on its welfare agenda and Is-
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lamization mission.*” Within Gaza, its experience was more tumul-
tuous. Gaza had been forced to accommodate close to two hundred
thousand refugees, more than double its population of eighty thousand
inhabitants, in densely populated refugee camps, creating a humani-
tarian crisis and economic distress. The concentration of refugees and
their proximity to their homes, now on the Israeli side of the armistice
line, made the Gaza Strip an active spot for incursions into Israel by a
range of insurgent movements as well as individuals and families seek-
ing to return to their homes. Alongside social regeneration projects, the
brotherhood in this coastal enclave established military training camps
to support armed missions aimed at the liberation and return of the
Palestinian homeland.”

One of the people who passed through these training camps, al-
beit not as an official member of the Muslim Brotherhood, was Yasser
Arafat. Born in Cairo in 1929 to a Gazan father and a Jerusalemite
mother, Arafat spent most of his childhood in Egypt.”! During and after
the 1948 war, Arafat engaged in small-scale armed operations against
Israel from Gaza in the hope of turning the fortunes of the dispos-
sessed Palestinians. Early after its creation, the Israeli state adopted an
aggressive strategy for dealing with Gaza, implementing harsh retalia-
tory tactics in response to these armed incursions or attempts by refu-
gees to return to their homes. Deterrent actions included operations
such as those carried out by Unit 101, under the leadership of a young
Isracli officer named Ariel Sharon, which entailed a wide range of op-
erations including invading refugee camps and massacring civilians.’
Until 1955, Egypt systematically disarmed Gaza’s population in a bid
to prevent sporadic skirmishes from Gaza into Isracl, in the fear that
Egypt would be pulled into a confrontation with Israel. This left Gazans
defenseless in the face of Israeli aggression. Persistent failure to control
the Palestinian operations, however, resulted in more heavy-handed ef-
forts by Israel to reoccupy the Gaza Strip and pacify its population by
force through raids, military operations, incursions into refugee camps,

and public executions.”
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By this time, Egyptians—alongside millions of Arabs—were look-
ing to a rising Egyptian leader who would have an indelible impact on
the political map of the region. President Gamal Abdel Nasser was a
staunchly secular and deeply charismatic individual who won over Arab
masses. His electric speeches served as a clarion call for unity rooted in
Arabness, rather than Islam, and constructed a shared identity for the
diverse inhabitants of the region. People throughout the Middle East
looked to Nasser as the savior that would unite the Arab world against
colonial forces, as well as against the Zionist reality that had taken root
within Palestine. Nasser’s deep secularism manifested itself domestically
in repressive policies that aimed to crush the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt and Gaza. Against Nasser’s iron fist and the rising tide of secu-
lar pan-Arabism, the influence of the Muslim Brotherhood dwindled
and its support base was depleted.”* In Gaza, the brotherhood was
driven underground, and the few military bases it had established there
were effectively dismantled. As the brotherhood’s reach diminished, it
shifted its focus back to its core, Islamization, in its belief that a righ-
teous Islamic society must be nurtured before Western intervention
could be successfully confronted. During this time, young members
such as Ahmad Yassin, who had returned from Cairo where he was un-
able to complete his studies due to his injuries, continued to partake in
the brotherhood’s clandestine social, religious, and educational services
from private homes and mosques.”

Yasser Arafat had left Gaza by then and settled in Kuwait, where he
worked as an engineer and actively engaged in planning the Palestinian
struggle for liberation alongside other students and young profession-
als. These emerging young leaders witnessed how Nasser’s pan-Arabism
was shaping Palestinian nationalism. Throughout the 1950s, Nasser’s
appeal led to the emergence of organizations that placed the cause of
Palestine within the fold of pan-Arabism, as both the catalyst for Arab
unity and the litmus test for the success of Arab nationalism.”® Arafat,
however, challenged Nasser’s vision as well as that of the Muslim Broth-

erhood. He worried about the elision of the Palestinian struggle by re-
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gional politics and about making Palestine’s liberation contingent on
either Arab unity, as Nasser’s pan-Arabism advocated, or on the revival
of a pan-Islamic virtuous society, as the Muslim Brotherhood did.

Instead, inspired by nationalist movements that had multiplied in
the age of decolonization and by contemporary liberation struggles
in Algeria, Vietnam, and elsewhere, Arafat advocated a distinctly nation-
alist vision limited specifically to the liberation of Palestine from Zion-
ism. In 1959, alongside a number of other students, Arafat launched
Fatah, the Palestinian National Liberation Movement.®” Fatah’s vision
of liberating Palestine effectively entailed waging armed struggle to dis-
mantle what it saw as the colonial state of Israel and reverse the injus-
tices that Palestinians had suffered. This included, primarily, allowing the
Palestinian refugees to return to the homes from which they had fled or
been expelled. Fatah’s creation precipitated an early rift with the Islamic
members of the Palestinian national movement, and was regarded bit-
terly by the Muslim Brothers in Gaza who had enjoyed friendly relations
with Arafat prior to his departure to Kuwait. Those members believed
that the absence of a distinctly Islamic agenda, what they perceived as a
form of “secularism,” would prevent Fatah from serving the Palestinian
cause or achieving its nationalist goals, as they remained committed to
their principles of Islamization.”

Fatah’s rank and file was composed of fedayeen, armed fighters who
sacrificed themselves in the name of the Palestinian cause. Inspired by
Third World anticolonial movements, Fatah’s fedayeen waged insurgen-
cies against Israel from Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and the West Bank.™
Fatah raids were few in number and had a limited impact on Pales-
tinians. Nonetheless, host countries tried to suppress Fatah and other
insurgent groups, as they had a destabilizing effect on the region, often
leading to heated skirmishes between Palestinian guerilla fighters and
the Israeli army, which carried out punishing reprisals. These scuflies
threatened to embroil host countries in direct confrontation with Israel.
Nasser in particular sought to avoid such a war until the Arab world

was fully prepared. Five years after Fatah was created, Arab leaders



14 THE RISE OF ISLAMIC PALESTINIAN NATIONALISM

convened to discuss ways in which to manage the Palestinian liberation
struggle that was unfolding on their territories. In 1964, the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO) was established, in many ways to act
as a tool to control the insurgent factions.®” The PLO was an umbrella
organization that drew into a single framework all the different Palestin-
ian factions that had come into being. Understanding the PLO to be a
tool for the Arab regimes to restrain the Palestinian factions and to foil
the notion of “independent” Palestinian nationalism, Fatah and other
small guerrilla factions refused to join.

Efforts to manage regional instability, however, were ultimately unsuc-
cessful and failed to prevent an escalation that would irreversibly alter the
history of the modern Middle East. On June 5, 1967, President Nasser in
Egypt mobilized his ground forces in the demilitarized Sinai Peninsula in
response to Israeli threats toward Syria, and closed the straits of Sinai to
Israeli shipping. Even though Israel understood Egypt’s immediate troop
deployment to be defensive in nature, it decided to strike first with a sur-
prise attack against Egypt’s forces. Catching its neighbor off guard, Israel
managed to almost entirely destroy Egypt’s air force while it languished
on the ground. Jordan and Syria were drawn into the battle, opening
up several fronts with Israel. But the Arab forces were unable to reverse
Israel’s preemptive advantage. Over the course of six days, Israel de-
stroyed and pushed back the Arab forces, vastly expanding the territory
under its control and creating another wave of hundreds of thousands of
refugees.”! While in 1948 Israel had seized 78 percent of what had been
Palestine, it now conquered the remaining 22 percent. Fast Jerusalem
was formally annexed into Israel, a move that has not been recognized
by the international community. The West Bank and the Gaza Strip, as
well as the Syrian Golan Heights and the Egyptian Sinai Peninsula, were
placed under Israeli military rule, without formal annexation.

By the end of the sixth day, on June 11, 1967, Isracl’s occupation
of the Palestinian territories of the West Bank, including East Jerusa-
lem, and the Gaza Strip, had formally begun. The swift defeat of the

Arab forces laid to rest Nasser’s vision of Arab unity. The small gue-
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rilla factions that had commenced sporadic and ineffective operations
against Israel before 1967 suddenly emerged as a powerful alternative
to pan-Arabism. Fatah’s insurgency imbued the dispossessed and bro-
ken Palestinian refugees with agency, pride, and direction. As Fatah’s
ranks swelled with fedayeen, Palestinians celebrated a growing number
of military operations and upheld the self-sacrifice of fighters as the
highest price to be paid in serving the struggle.®” Fatah rapidly became
a revolutionary symbol, and in 1969 Yasser Arafat wrested the chair-
manship of the PLO from the control of the Arab regimes.®” Under
his leadership, Palestinians developed a national political identity and
embarked on processes of state-building in exile through a revolution
that was aimed at return to the homeland.®*

The liberation of Palestine through military means, to secure the
right to self-determination and the right of return, was central to
the Palestinian revolution. “Our correct understanding of the reality
of the Zionist occupation confirms to us that regaining the occupied
homeland cannot happen except through armed violence as the sole,
inevitable, unavoidable, and indispensable means in the battle of libera-
tion.”® Fatah’s statement goes on to describe the necessity of disman-
tling the “colonial base . . . of the Zionist occupation state” and asserts
that its intellectual, social, political, military, and financial elements have
to be destroyed before the Palestinian homeland can be liberated.®
Steadfastness, perseverance, and sacrifice were key for survival in what
was seen as being a long-term battle.

From their bases in host countries, factions within the PLO, includ-
ing Fatah, carried out cross-border attacks into Israel and planned
spectacular operations that targeted Israelis around the world. Debates
about the killing of Israeli civilians unfolded against the backdrop of a
broader global reckoning with the role of violence in anticolonial liber-
ation struggles. The rise of the Global South and the necessity of using
force was situated in a context where violence and terror underpinned
the control of the colonial masters. Palestinian fighters justified killing

Israeli civilians as a necessary response to Israeli aggression against Pal-
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estinian civilians and as a much-needed deterrent against future Israeli
expansion. Purposeful ambiguity about the civilian nature of Israeli vic-
tims was also constructed; given that nearly all Jewish men and women
served in the military, how did one distinguish soldiers from civilians?®’

The PLO’s revolution had a liberating effect on the Palestinian
psyche. But its practical ability to achieve its stated goals of libera-
tion and the creation of a Palestinian state was less obvious. Given the
power disparity with Israel, it became clear even as early as the 1970s
that liberation through armed struggle was unlikely. Nonetheless, the
PLO’s revolution persisted as a means of asserting Palestinian identity,
developing political legitimacy, and broadcasting the Palestinian plight
globally.”® For an American administration in the midst of the Cold
War, and its view that the Palestinians were allied with the USSR, the
PLO’s actions were branded as international terrorism and all forms of
diplomatic engagement with the group were banned.® The PLO’s rev-
olutionary tactics also had severe repercussions on the group’s relations
with its host countries within the Arab world. In 1970, the PLO was ex-
pelled from its base in Jordan and moved to Lebanon.” In 1982, Israel
invaded Lebanon, then in the throes of a civil war, and ousted the PLO,
which had become a “state within a state” inside the country.”! The Pal-
estinian leadership was exiled to Tunis, where its ability to maintain the
insurgency against Israel and to lead the Palestinian struggle now had

to contend with geographic distance from its homeland.

ISLAMIC NATIONALISM
In the 1970s and 1980s, the PLLO underwent a process of recalibration.

As the limits of its armed struggle became increasingly obvious, the
PLO began pursuing diplomatic and political means to secure Palestin-
ian rights. This evolution coincided with an Islamic revival that gath-
ered pace regionally after the defeat of Nasser’s secular pan-Arabism,
and eventually, after some time, manifested itself in the West Bank and

the Gaza Strip.” Fortunes started shifting for the Muslim Brotherhood
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in the Palestinian territories with an increase in financial remittances
from the Palestinian diaspora community as well as from sister Islamic
organizations in the Arab Gulf States and in Jordan.” Funds were also
collected domestically through Islamic almsgiving. As the brotherhood
enjoyed this financial upturn, it began investing in civil institutions that
could strengthen and expand its mission of social regeneration, includ-
ing mosques, schools, clinics, and youth clubs.

Having sustained his commitment to the Muslim Brotherhood in
Gaza throughout the preceding decades when his work was eclipsed
by Arab and Palestinian nationalism, Sheikh Ahmad Yassin was well
poised to shape this revival. In 1976, Yassin applied to the Israeli oc-
cupation authorities for a license to establish the Islamic Association.”
This was to be an umbrella organization that would provide legal and
administrative cover for the brotherhood’s social, religious, educational,
and medical services within the Gaza Strip.”” Ostensibly driven by a
policy of noninterference with social Islamic organizations, Israel ap-
proved the license and the association was established that same year.”
Israel had other reasons to support the growth of Islamic movements,
particularly in Gaza, as it hoped that cultivating the brotherhood would
produce a counterforce that could weaken other Palestinian nationalist
movements.”” The brotherhood’s leadership pragmatically enjoyed this
tacit arrangement with Israel and viewed it as a means of expanding its
reach and confronting what it disapprovingly viewed as the secular in-
fluence of nationalist factions. Such competition between the Islamists
and nationalists led to bloody and acrimonious exchanges, often in full
sight of Israel’s occupying forces, which deliberately failed to end these
confrontations and continued to enable the brotherhood’s growth.”

Yassin and his colleagues enlarged their social and charitable infra-
structure within the occupied territories, focused as they were on educa-
tion and religious revival, without revising the brotherhood’s belief of the
need to postpone confrontation with the occupation to a later date.”” The
brotherhood’s focus on gradual Islamization at the expense of immediate

resistance created significant resentment.®” This was not limited to the na-
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tionalists who were heeding the call of the PLO’s armed struggle. Yassin
implemented a strict hierarchical structure within the Islamic Association
that created a great deal of frustration from within its own member base,
particularly among the younger generation.?! Largely driven by such frus-
trations, a splinter organization called Islamic Jihad broke off in 1981.%?
Islamic Jihad emerged as the antithesis of the brotherhood, calling for
immediate jihad against the Israeli occupation.®” Ideologically, Islamic
Jihad saw the liberation of Palestine as the path toward the revival of the
Islamic nation, effectively reversing the brotherhood’s order of priorities.
For Islamic Jihad, blind dedication to Islamization compromised the Pal-
estinian struggle. In contrast to the brotherhood’s pragmatic engagement
with Israel, Islamic Jihad remained categorical in its rejection of dealings
with Israel and focused on confronting the occupation rather than on
building Islamic institutions to serve the longer-term battle.®*

Islamic Jihad’s early armed operations were relatively minor, yet
quite popular within Gaza.?” The Iranian revolution of 1979, where
a Western-friendly regime was overthrown by an Islamic revolution,
enhanced the appeal of Islamic revolutionary movements. So did the
creation of the Lebanese movement Hezbollah, the Party of God, as
a Shia Islamic military organization mobilizing to fight the Israeli oc-
cupation of south Lebanon.? Islamic Jihad’s focus on the liberation of
Palestine resembled the PLO’s dedication to armed struggle. This accel-
erated a reckoning that was beginning to take shape within the Muslim
Brotherhood regarding the urgency of resisting the occupation as Israel
expanded its settlement enterprise within the occupied territories. Is-
rael’s accelerated colonization commenced shortly after the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip fell under Israeli control in 1967, but began in ear-
nest with the rise to power of the right-wing Likud political party within
Israel in 1977.%7 Israeli policies toward the occupied territories signaled
to Palestinians the intention of the Israeli government to hold on to the
territories it had acquired following the 1967 war.

In the early 1980s, Palestinian brotherhood leaders in Jordan, Kuwait,
Saudi Arabia, and elsewhere heatedly debated a shift to armed struggle.
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Many of the brothers in the diaspora, particularly in Jordan, as well as
those in the West Bank believed that the brotherhood must maintain a
longer-term focus on Islamization given the power disparity with Israel.
For those within the Gaza Strip, who had weathered the much more
brutal repression of the occupation and who were closer to the actions
of Islamic Jihad, the urgency of switching to armed struggle was more
acute.” In meetings between the Palestinian and Jordanian branches of
the brotherhood in 1983, it was ultimately decided that Islamization and
resistance were not in conflict and did not need to take place sequen-
tially.* The discussions between the brotherhood’s leaders drew on the
early legacies of al-Qassam and the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, both
of which had instituted a concurrent focus on jihad and Islamization
within a pan-Islamic paradigm. Unlike this ancestral ideology, however,
the members debated focusing the armed struggle on Palestine rather
than a broader regional framework, effectively marking an early sign of
the “Palestinianization” of the Muslim Brotherhood in Palestine.”
Pursuant to these discussions, Sheikh Yassin and his colleagues
began secretly stockpiling weapons in Yassin’s home in Gaza in prepa-
ration for this anticipated redirection. In late 1985, the brotherhood
created the Palestinian Apparatus, an organization set up to man-
age the international legal, financial, and institutional network of the
brotherhood in Palestine. Given that many of the brotherhood’s mem-
bers were scattered across the region, as well as in the United States and
United Kingdom, this outfit was designed to facilitate communication
and coordination between the internal leadership, those in the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip, and those outside. Three figures were central
to this work: Khaled Meshal, a young student living in Kuwait; Musa
abu Marzouq, another student who was completing his doctorate in the
United States; and Ibrahim Gosheh, a refugee from Jerusalem who was
living in Jordan.” Yassin also oversaw the establishment of institutions
that would manage the brotherhood’s military operations, including
Palestinian Jihad Fighters, a military organization focused on targeting

Israeli soldiers and Jewish settlers in the Gaza Strip. Tor this armed unit,
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Yassin chose a close colleague and confidant named Salah Shehadeh,
a man born and raised in Gaza, to act as its head. Other organizations
included al-Ahdath, the brotherhood’s branch for young members, and
the Organization for Jihad and Proselytizing, which dealt with Palestin-
ians who collaborated with the occupation and who were consequently
accused of treason.”

In contrast to the brotherhood’s accelerating militarization, the PLO’s
global revolution was waning. Having been ostracized by the United
States throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Yasser Arafat and the leaders
of the PLO had begun clandestine efforts to pursue diplomatic channels
with the Americans. The PLO’s inclusion in diplomacy was made con-
tingent on its complete renunciation of terrorism and its recognition of

113

Israel’s “right to exist.”” This condition meant conceding the goal of lib-
erating the entirety of the land of Palestine and focusing instead on the
22 percent captured in 1967 that now remained under Israel’s military
occupation. Given the weight of making such a concession, the PLO’s
process of recalibration unfolded over the course of several years, during
which tension between Israel and the Palestinians living under its occu-
pation increased.” Intermittent skirmishes proliferated throughout the
1980s and in 1987 bubbled over when the fateful car accident on Decem-
ber 8 sparked the intifada. The unplanned eruption of the First Intifada
was a powerful jolt to both the PLO and the brotherhood, each engaged

in its respective surreptitious reorientation.

A TURNING POINT

On the night of December 9, Yassin hosted the senior leaders of
the institutions that had been created in Gaza over the course of the
brotherhood’s preparation for its transition to armed struggle.” After
intense discussions, it was decided that the brotherhood would finally
leverage all its preparatory work and spin off a small militarized off-
shoot that would join the likes of Islamic Jihad in armed confrontation

against Israel. The Islamic Resistance Movement, HAMAS, was offi-
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cially launched in January 1988.% Although intended as an offshoot,
Hamas rapidly subsumed the parent organization’s institutional infra-
structure. The Islamic Association, with its powerful footprint of social
and charitable institutions in Gaza, almost inevitably became a crucial
foundation for Hamas’s expansive social wing.”” Hamas also pulled in
the various organizations that had been created over the course of the
1980s and integrated those into distinct political, administrative, and
military wings. Hamas’s political wing was staffed by Yassin’s close as-
sociates from the Islamic Association. Its military wing, however, re-
mained limited in size and was composed of disjointed units that were
collectively managed by Salah Shehadeh.

A few months after its creation, in August 1988, Hamas issued its
charter, “The Charter of Allah: The Platform of the Islamic Resis-
tance Movement (HAMAS).”% This document introduced the move-
ment and outlined its mission, values, and goals. It defined Hamas’s
motto as “God is its goal; The messenger [the Prophet Mohammed]
is its Leader; The Quran is its Constitution; Jihad is its methodology;
and Death for the Sake of God 1s its most coveted desire.” In this docu-
ment, Yassin and the other cofounders articulated the chain of jihad
that Hamas was presumably building on. The charter celebrated 1zz
al-Din al-Qassam’s jihad and his role in the lead-up to the Arab Revolt
in the second half of the 1930s, opportunistically mythologizing him
as the forefather of Islamic resistance in Palestine.” The charter also
hailed the contribution of the brotherhood in the 1948 and 1967 wars
against Israel, although such contribution was in reality quite limited.

For all these ancestral models, the liberation of Palestine had been
almost incidental, part of the broader mission of Islamic revival as a
form of anticolonialism. Nonetheless, Hamas drew on this rich histori-
cal narrative to define its nascent ideological platform. The charter po-
sitioned Hamas as “a branch of the Muslim Brotherhood chapter in
Palestine,” while noting that it was a “distinct Palestinian movement.”
Through its charter, the brotherhood’s Palestinianization culminated

in Hamas’s emergence as both an Islamic and a nationalist party. By
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defining its nationalism as “part and parcel of its religious ideology,”
Hamas’s leaders demonstrated that Islam was to be the foundation for
a political ideology. In so doing, Hamas entered the fold of Islamist
parties, or movements that draw on Islam to define a particular politi-

100 Rather than the creation of a caliphate or a pan-Islamic

cal agenda.
entity, many Islamists are driven by “Islamo-nationalism,” a means of
combining Islamic identity with nationalism.'"" While asserting its na-
tionalism, Hamas’s charter also celebrated the transnational Islamism
that informed the movement’s historical identity and showed that, at
least on a philosophical level, the movement remained part of the re-
gional structure of the Muslim Brotherhood.

Hamas’s charter offered no explicit indication of the nature of the
Islamic Palestinian state or entity it was seeking, in terms of its theologi-
cal and political structures, neither did it signal that Hamas was looking
to break from the modern trappings of a nation-state model.'"” The
charter spoke of how such an Islamic polity would allow for Christians
and Jews to live in peace and harmony under Muslim rule.!” Despite
this assertion, the rest of the charter shed light on Hamas’s understand-
ing of Israel, Judaism, and Zionism at the time it was released.'”* The
text was replete with anti-Semitic references that built on age-old ste-
reotypes about the Jewish people, including their alleged accumulation
of immense wealth, their treacherous and devious nature, and their
ability to influence global media. Hamas attributed Zionism’s success
in creating Israel to Jewish manipulation of global affairs, including
the two world wars and the establishment of the United Nations. The
movement drew its insight about Zionism from the Protocols of the Elders
of Lion, an anti-Semitic text that fabricated a myth about a Jewish plot
to dominate the world.'™ Throughout the charter, Hamas used refer-
ences to Jews and Zionists interchangeably, constantly conflating the

1% The charter also described Israeli policies toward Palestinians as

two
the “Nazism of the Jews.” It cited the collective punishment and the fre-
quent killing of innocents, including women, children, and the elderly,

as the manifestation of Nazi policies in Palestine.
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Through its charter, Hamas made clear its refusal to recognize the
State of Israel. The document stressed the indivisibility of the land of
“Historic Palestine,” referring to the land that constituted the British
Mandate, located between the Eastern Mediterranean and the River
Jordan, over which Israel was established. Hamas defined this territory
as “an Islamic land entrusted to the Muslim generations until Judge-

ment Day.”'"”

This declaration coincided with major developments that
were taking place on the track spearheaded by the PLO. In late 1988, a
few months after Hamas issued its charter, Yasser Arafat convened the
exiled Palestinian leadership in Algiers. The eruption of the intifada
had finally compelled the Palestinian leader to officially adopt the poli-
cies he had been contemplating for years. Addressing the convened at-
tendees, Arafat gave a speech in which he declared the independence of
the State of Palestine and invoked international resolutions that demon-
strated the PLO’s willingness to accept a state on the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip, with East Jerusalem as the capital.'® Arafat’s declaration
signaled the PLO’s readiness to concede the 78 percent of Palestinian
land that had been lost in 1948 and willingness to fulfill the American
demand of renouncing terrorism. This signaled to the United States
that the PLO was ready to enter into a negotiated settlement with
Israel, prompting the administration of President Ronald Reagan to
open a dialogue with the PLO in late 1988.'"

With this long-anticipated about-face, the PLO accepted conditions
that the United States had upheld as prerequisites for engagement.
Through Arafat’s declaration, the PLO transitioned onto a diplomatic
track that was focused on achieving statchood on the remaining 22 per-
cent of historic Palestine. The PLO’s concessions were anathema for
Hamas, whose charter proclaimed that “jihad for the liberation of Pal-
estine is obligatory.” No other path for liberation was viable. The move-
ment dismissed diplomatic efforts as contrary to its ideology, primarily
because they were premised on the condition of conceding parts of Pal-
estine, but also because Hamas believed they were unlikely to serve

Palestinian interests. Hamas lauded the efforts of the PLO in advanc-
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ing the Palestinian struggle to date but stressed that its “secular ideol-
ogy is diametrically opposed to religious thought.” Now that Arafat had
given up on the vision of liberating all of Palestine and dismantling the
Zionist state, Hamas rose to articulate an alternative path for liberation.
Jihad was defined not as a tactic but rather as a holistic strategy around
which the Palestinian community could rally.'"’

Jihad comprised political, economic, social, and cultural facets, or
what Hamas often described as an “Islamic renaissance” project.'!!
Waging jihad was understood as a way of being, as existing in a state of
war or espousing a belligerent relationship with the enemy. Jihad was
not limited to armed struggle, although this did comprise a central ele-
ment of Hamas’s mission. Even in the absence of military operations,
evoking jihad conjured a sense of identity and purpose that reaffirmed
the Palestinian rejection of Israeli control. Hamas began popularizing
Islam as a political ideology in much the same way as al-Qassam had
half a century earlier in an effort to mobilize the masses against occupy-
ing forces.'!?

With Hamas’s charter and the PLO’s strategic shift, 1988 became a
turning point, a moment of transition. In that year, the PLO’s resolve
to sustain the purity of the Palestinian nationalist struggle—the use of
armed force to liberate historic Palestine—appeared to wane. Almost
seamlessly, Islamic nationalism rose to carry the mantle forward.'"” In-
stead of “armed struggle” to regain the “occupied homeland,” as the
PLO had once expressed its vision, Hamas stated that “there is no solu-
tion to the Palestinian problem except through jihad.” The movement
sought to safeguard the purity of the Palestinian struggle by rejecting
the right of Israel to exist and calling for the full liberation of historic
Palestine. While the PLO rose at a time of global revolutionary anti-
colonialism, Hamas emerged against a regional backdrop of resurgent
Islamism. The movement articulated the PLO’s original demands in a
different ideological framing that was a particular product of its time.
As the PLO accepted the loss of cities like Haifa and Nazareth, Hamas
promised jihad for their liberation. Like the original PLO before it,
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Hamas believed that only through force could Zionism’s colonial im-

pact over Palestinian land be confronted.

THE FIRST INTIFADA

Yasser Arafat’s speech—and the PLO’s implicit acceptance of partition-
ing the land of historic Palestine into two states—was overshadowed by
events on the ground as the intifada gathered pace. Within the occupied
territories, Hamas immediately challenged the PLO’s redirection of
the Palestinian struggle.''* Rather than joining the local leadership that
was coordinating with the PLO to sustain the uprising, Hamas openly
competed against it.'"” As leaflets appeared on the streets in the West
Bank and Gaza organizing acts of civil disobedience, Hamas proposed
alternative strike dates. The movement’s intervention was powerful,
leading the PLO to accuse it of undermining unity.''® Given that the
intifada had sprung out of Gaza, where Sheikh Yassin had cultivated
the brotherhood’s institutional reach deep into the local population,
Hamas was able to capitalize on a strong following.''” The leaflets it
published were different in language and feel from those officially issued
by the intifada’s leadership. They introduced a religious element into
an uprising that was not thought of by most Palestinians in particularly
religious terms.''® Slogans from Hamas proliferated, its graffiti attacking
Jews and Christians as well as secular nationalists. The movement also
began printing its own clandestine magazine.'"?

The intifada was for the most part a popular uprising.'* Palestin-
ians used the means at their disposal to disrupt the occupation. Facing
a largely civilian uprising, Isracl’s response was often brutal. Israeli de-
fense minister Yitzhak Rabin infamously called on the army to “break
the bones” of the protestors to deter their actions, sanctioning the use
of plastic-covered bullets and live ammunition.'*' The Israeli military
imposed crippling curfews and carried out large-scale administrative
detention against Palestinians.'”” Hamas and Islamic Jihad did not al-

ways abide by the unarmed nature of the protests, as members used
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stones, knives, Molotov cocktails, and barricades and shot at Israeli
military and civilian transportation.'? Initially, Israel did not alter its
policies toward the brotherhood, continuing to view it primarily as an
apolitical social institution. This changed when Hamas formalized its
nature as a resistance movement with the publication of its charter. As
Hamas became a key player in the uprising, its relationship with Israel
turned confrontational.'**

In early 1989, Hamas captured and murdered two Israeli soldiers.
Despite the military nature of Hamas’s targets, this prompted Israel
to declare Hamas a terrorist organization as it moved to arrest three
hundred members, including Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, who was sentenced
to a lifetime plus fifteen years in prison. Israel also declared dealings
with Hamas a punishable offense.'® This shift in Israel’s policy forced
Hamas to relocate its decision-making abroad, where legislative and
executive branches for the movement were created. Hamas also main-
tained the presence of a clandestine leadership within the occupied ter-
ritories. This marked a formal institutionalization of what would come
to be known as Hamas’s “internal” and “external” leaderships. The
internal leadership was divided between the West Bank and the Gaza
Strip, with underground members in East Jerusalem and Israel. Given
the frequent arrests of Hamas members, the internal leadership also
included a sizable constituency within Israel’s jails. The external lead-
ership was scattered in the region, where many were active in refugee
camps in Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria.'® A consultative council was cre-
ated to manage the organization and facilitate decision-making. This
was a representative forum that ensured a platform was given to all of
Hamas’s constituencies, particularly between the internal and the exter-
nal branches.'?” All major decisions facing Hamas were debated within
the council before being outlined in a specific policy or position to the
rest of the organization. The vastly different priorities facing various
constituencies within Hamas often made the consultative council a site
of tension. However, due to its democratic nature, the council remained

remarkably resilient and maintained unity within Hamas.
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By the fourth year of the Palestinian intifada, in 1991, the uprising in
the Palestinian territories had been considerably weakened and fatigue
had seeped in.'” The economy faltered and the social fabric strained as
Israel’s repressive military tactics divided the West Bank into small, eas-
ily manageable units and barred Palestinian workers from coming into
Israel for their jobs. From its exile in Tunis, the PLO had worked closely
with the local leadership to lead the uprising. Nonetheless, the power dy-
namic within the territories had shifted, as the PLO’s softening coincided
with Hamas’s rising popularity. This change in fortune was accelerated
in 1990 when Hamas made the decision to condemn Saddam Hussein’s
invasion of Kuwait.'?® In contrast, the PLO sided with Saddam Hussein,
who was widely popular among Palestinians given his historic support
of the Palestinian cause. Hamas’s position was unpopular locally but
placed it in a positive light with the Gulf States, which promptly redi-
rected their funds toward the nascent movement, effectively plunging
the PLO into a financial crisis. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait forced many
of Hamas’s leaders who were based there, including Khaled Meshal, to
relocate to Jordan, where they benefited from a more developed brother-
hood infrastructure. In this period, leaders such as Musa abu Marzouq
also relocated from the United States to Jordan, where he was made
the head of Hamas’s political office. This consolidated the presence of
Hamas’s external leadership in the Hashemite Kingdom, which agreed
to host Hamas on the condition that its activities would be limited to
public relations and would involve no military operations.'*

Throughout 1991 and 1992, Hamas developed its military capabili-
ties within the Palestinian territories. Alongside the changes to the gover-
nance structure, Hamas’s leadership also transformed its military wing,
In 1991, rather than maintaining numerous disjointed and decentral-
ized cells, Hamas institutionalized its military units into a single armed
wing. In honor of the person Hamas regarded as its celebrated ancestor,
the movement’s military wing was called the Izz al-Din al-Qassam Bri-
gades.”! Asleader of Hamas’s armed operations, Yassin’s close colleague
Salah Shehadeh became the first official head of the Qassam Brigades.
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Like the PLO before it, Hamas began its military operations by target-
ing Israeli army posts and settler communities as it detonated car bombs
within the Gaza Strip and the West Bank."”? Leaflets declared that
Hamas was attempting to limit civilian casualties, focusing instead on
combatants and settlers, whom they viewed as being legitimate targets.'*®

Hamas’s campaign prompted Yitzhak Rabin to arrest 413 members
of Hamas and Islamic Jihad in December 1992 and deport them to an
area called Marj al-Zuhur in south Lebanon.'®* Inadvertently, the de-
portation placed Hamas in the international spotlight and allowed it to
broadcast its message to the world. From their exile, Hamas’s internal
leaders, typically isolated under occupation, met with their counterparts
in the external leadership and initiated communication channels with
other organizations, including Hezbollah and, indirectly, Iran. Domesti-
cally, exile elevated Hamas’s popularity among Palestinians as it demon-
strated its leaders’ steadfastness in the face of Israeli repression.

By the early 1990s, Hamas had morphed into a powerful player
within the territories. The rivalry between the Islamic and nationalist
movements that began under the brotherhood in the 1970s and 1980s
had evolved into a conflict over the identity and future trajectory of Pal-
estinian nationalism. The lessons that Fatah and the PLO had learned
regarding the limitations of armed struggle and their path toward paci-
fication over three decades, from 1959 to 1988, were not seen as relevant
or applicable to Hamas. For Hamas, success was thought to be predes-
tined."” The movement’s leaders believed Hamas’s Islamic character
would offer a robust ideological framework through which to offset the
worldly pressures that had hamstrung the PLO before it. With such firm
conviction, Hamas contested the PLO’s transition to diplomacy and in-

stead embarked on a strategy of jihad aimed at liberating Palestine.



CHAPTER TWO

MILITARY RESISTANCE
COMES UNDONE

On February 25, 1994, an American Jewish settler named Baruch
Goldstein walked into the Ibrahimi Mosque in the West Bank city of
Hebron during prayer time. Standing behind the rows of kneeling fig-
ures in front of him, Goldstein opened fire. Within minutes, twenty-nine
Muslim worshippers had been killed and close to one hundred injured.
The atrocity jolted the nascent Israeli-Palestinian bilateral negotiations
that had gathered pace in the wake of the First Intifada, prompted by
the PLO’s strategic redirection in 1988. Less than six months before the
Hebron attack, in September 1993, PLO chairman Yasser Arafat and
Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin had awkwardly shaken hands in a
widely publicized event on the South Lawn of the White House. The
leaders had assembled in the American capital to sign the Declaration
of Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements, popularly
known as the Oslo Accords, referring to the capital city where the secre-
tive talks leading to the agreement had taken place.

Following the signing, negotiations between Israel and the PLO in
the form of a “peace process” were launched.! Goldstein’s attack served
as a reminder of the bloody challenges this process faced. Forty-one days
after the shooting, once the time allotted for Muslim ritual mourning had
been respected, a member of Hamas approached a bus stop in Afula, a
city in northern Israel. Standing next to fellow passengers, the man deto-
nated a suicide vest, killing seven Israelis. This was on April 6, 1994, a

day that marked Hamas’s first lethal suicide bombing in Israel. With the
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PLO’ engagement in diplomacy and Hamas’s escalation of armed re-
sistance, the divergent paths of the Palestinian struggle were elucidated.
One week later, another Hamas suicide bomber detonated his explosives
at a bus stop in Hadera, again in northern Israel, killing five Israelis.
These bombs had been assembled by “the Engineer,” as their cre-
ator Yehya Ayyash was known. Ayyash, who was Hamas’s first bomb-
maker, was born in the West Bank and had shown great talents in
electrical and mechanical work in his childhood. After his studies, he
had joined the Qassam Brigades, Hamas’s military wing led by Salah
Shehadeh. Ayyash had a powerful influence on al-Qassam’s military
tactics and ultimately became responsible for the movement’s adoption
of suicide bombing, what Hamas called its “trademark™ or “signature”
operations.? As the fighter Izz al-Din al-Qassam had done more than
half a century prior, Hamas extended religious legitimacy to its military
tactics, in this case to suicide bombings, and increased their permis-
sibility among Palestinians. Rather than referring to these attacks as
suicidal, which is sinful in Islam, Hamas called them martyrdom opera-
tions and celebrated them as heroic self-sacrifice.” Hamas’s glorification
of suicide bombing fostered an environment where they were highly
regarded actions, ensuring both the supply of volunteers and the en-
hanced execution of operations.* Before long, they were adopted by
non-Islamic movements, including Fatah, the main party in the PLO,

which had ostensibly “renounced terrorism” in 1988.°

COLLAPSE OF THE PEACE PROCESS

The Oslo Accords made history by enshrining mutual recognition be-
tween the PLO and Israel.® Through the agreement, the PLO’s recalibra-
tion was completed as the group formally recognized Israel and adopted
diplomatic negotiations as the path toward securing a political settlement.
In return, Israel recognized the PLO as the sole representative of the Pal-
estinians, making no formal indication with regard to Palestinian state-

hood. The accords launched bilateral negotiations that initiated a phased
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approach to the resolution of the conflict. This meant that the parties
did not immediately tackle the thorny “final status” issues—refugees,
settlements, security arrangements, final borders, and Jerusalem—that
would have to be resolved. Rather, it was decided that Israel and the
PLO would adopt a staggered strategy that could build confidence and
gradually move the parties toward a final “two-state” resolution. A cen-
tral product of the Oslo Accords was the creation of the Palestinian
Authority. This was established in 1994 as a temporary administrative
authority that could govern portions of the Palestinian territories for a
transitional period of five years, when the conclusive settlement was to
be reached.” As Israel gradually relinquished control over territory it oc-
cupied, responsibility would transition to the Palestinian Authority in the
areas of education, culture, health, social welfare, and tourism.

More important was security. A core aspect of Oslo’s incremental-
ism was that the Palestinian Authority would be held accountable for
security issues that Israel might face after the redeployment of its occu-
pation forces. The Palestinian Authority’s ability to safeguard Israel’s se-
curity was framed as a litmus test for Palestinian readiness to self-govern
and a prerequisite for further Israeli withdrawal.? Security coordination
mechanisms were put in place between the Palestinian Authority’s se-
curity forces and the Israeli intelligence and army.’ These entailed open
communication channels aimed at crushing any activity within the oc-
cupied territories that was deemed a security threat to Israel, such as
resistance operations. The Oslo Accords ultimately segmented the West
Bank into distinct zones, only 18 percent of which could ostensibly be
administered by the Palestinian Authority with the remaining territory
falling under Israeli control. In practice, this meant that Israeli forces
could reenter any area within the occupied territories, even those that
fell under Palestinian jurisdiction.

Although the Palestinian Authority was restricted to administering
the affairs of daily governance while under occupation, responsibility
for negotiations in the pursuit of liberation continued to rest with the
PLO." Alongside leading the PLO, Yasser Arafat assumed the presi-
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dency of the Palestinian Authority as elections for its legislative and
executive branches were set for 1996. After signing the Oslo Accords,
Arafat and the exiled leadership were allowed to return to the Gaza
Strip from Tunis and, for the first time, to lead the Palestinian struggle
from within the occupied territories.!" Palestinians under occupation
were hopeful the Oslo Accords would bring statehood.'? The economy
had suffered during the intifada, and Palestinians had watched Israel
expand its settlement enterprise on land that was presumably to make
up their future state. Israel’s settlement expansion persisted even after
the right-wing Likud government was replaced by a left-leaning Labor
cabinet under Yitzhak Rabin in 1992.

For its part, Hamas condemned the Oslo Accords, as it opposed the
recognition of Israel on which they were premised. It joined forces with
Marxist and other nationalist groups to form a rejectionist front that called
for the continuation of jihad.'” As peace talks were launched, Hamas
maintained military operations against the Israeli army and settlers, even
though this put it at odds with public sentiment.'* But early hope regard-
ing the peace process faded swiftly. Following Goldstein’s killing spree,
Hamas expanded its attacks to target civilians in Israel with its bombs in
Afula and Hadera. Noting this shift, Hamas’s leadership pointed to Gold-
stein’s “Hebron massacre” as a turning point."” In response to Hamas’s
bombings, thousands of Hamas members were arrested by the Palestin-
ian Authority and Israel as security coordination mechanisms were initi-
ated throughout the West Bank and Gaza.'® Israel also pressured host
countries, particularly Jordan, to crack down on the political offices of
Hamas’s external leadership hosted within its borders.!”

Lethal opposition to the peace process was not limited to Hamas.
On November 4, 1995, Prime Minister Rabin was assassinated by a
Jewish Israeli ultranationalist at a peace rally in Tel Aviv. The death of
a principal architect of the peace process was a serious blow to its pros-
pects. Following Rabin’s assassination, Labor foreign minister Shimon
Peres was appointed as acting prime minister. One of his first acts in

office, in January 1996, was to authorize the assassination of Yehya
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Ayyash, the main figure behind Hamas’s suicide bombing.'® Forty days
after Ayyash’s assassination, Hamas retaliated with another suicide
bombing on a bus in Jerusalem, killing twenty-six Israelis.'?

Ayyash’s assassination coincided with the first presidential and legis-
lative elections to take place for the newly formed Palestinian Authority.
While sustaining military operations, Hamas contemplated participating
in these elections to ensure representation within the political process.*’
After extensive debate, however, the movement’s consultative council
decided to boycott the ballot box to avoid conferring legitimacy to the
Oslo Accords.?' Expectedly, Yasser Arafat and his party, Fatah, emerged
victorious and consolidated their grip on the presidency and the legis-
lature.”? After the elections, both the PLO and Israel’s Labor govern-
ment indicated a willingness to proceed with the peace process, even
though talks were stalling. In response, Hamas strategically persisted in
its suicide missions to derail the process, despite continued opposition
from the Palestinian public.”” Hamas’s campaign of suicide bombing
had a powerful impact on the Israeli electorate, which in 1996 voted to
replace the Labor government with a more security-oriented and right-
wing Likud government under the leadership of Benjamin Netanyahu.

Netanyahu’s cabinet and the PLO paid lip service to peace talks even
as it became evident that the five-year deadline for reaching a final settle-
ment, in 1999, would be missed. Aided by Israel, the Palestinian Authority
sustained its crackdown on Hamas, causing severe damage to the move-
ment. Hamas was further weakened when the United States designated it
a terrorist organization in 1997, thereby limiting its activities internation-
ally, while Netanyahu’s government also pursued the movement’s regional
presence. In 1997, Israel’s intelligence agency, the Mossad, attempted to
assassinate Khaled Meshal. A Jordanian citizen who was born in the West
Bank, Meshal was an early member of the Palestinian Muslim Brother-
hood’s external leadership and a central figure in the decision to tran-
sition the brotherhood into Hamas. During the Gulf War he had fled
Kuwait, where he was completing his studies, back to Jordan, where he

rose up the ranks of Hamas’s political branch in the kingdom.?*
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Israel’s assassination operation was badly botched and the Mossad
agents were captured by the Jordanians. In a dramatic twist of events,
King Hussein of Jordan successfully pressed Netanyahu to release
Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, Hamas’s imprisoned founder and spiritual
leader, in return for the Mossad agents. Yassin’s release reinvigorated
Hamas, but pressure from Israel and the United States persisted and
Jordan was compelled to declare Hamas’s presence in the country il-
legal. Despite being a Jordanian citizen, Meshal was deported to Qatar
and the offices of Hamas’s political branch that Jordan had hosted were
forced to relocate to Doha and Damascus.” By the end of 1997, the
pressure Hamas was under meant that its suicide operations began to
recede as it reverted to focusing on its social infrastructure.”

In 1999, the Oslo Accords’ five-year deadline expired inconclusively,
and that same year Labor candidate Ehud Barak ousted Benjamin
Netanyahu in the Israeli general elections. A decorated soldier and for-
mer minister of defense, Barak’s victory raised hopes that he could re-
suscitate the faltering peace process.” Throughout the peace talks of the
1990s, Israel’s settlements had expanded against a backdrop of growing
Palestinian frustration, aggravated by Israeli closure and zoning policies
that severely undermined the Palestinian economy, weakened its labor
markets, and physically separated the Gaza Strip from the West Bank.?
Hamas was not swept up in the prevailing optimism following Barak’s
election and maintained that jihad was the only way the Palestinian ter-
ritories could be liberated.”

Abdel Aziz Rantissi was a vocal proponent of this alternative strat-
egy. A pediatrician who had been educated in Egypt, Rantissi had re-
sided in Gaza as a refugee after 1948 and had joined the brotherhood
in the 1970s. He had quickly risen to its upper echelons and was one
of the handful of men who had sat with Yassin that night when Hamas
was created. As PLO negotiators traveled to Egyptian Red Sea resorts
to meet with their Israeli counterparts, Rantissi promoted Hamas’s
“alternative to the [PLO’s] path of surrender, and that is the alternative

of resistance.”® Hamas’s vision was portrayed as one that would yield
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“liberation, pride and dignity,” while the PLO’s policies of negotiations
conformed to a “life of humiliation [under] a despicable occupation,”
witnessed through a Palestinian Authority that remained committed to
security coordination with Israel.?!

Despite this rhetoric, the weakened movement did not carry out
any attacks as the diplomatic talks between Barak and Arafat restarted.
Noting this unusual calm, leaders explained that while the movement’s
consultative council decided when to escalate or cease fire, Hamas’s
military wing followed its own tactical considerations, designing and ex-
ecuting operations autonomously and clandestinely.*> This separation
distinguished the visible leaders of Hamas’s political wing from the mili-
tary arm. In this manner, Hamas’s politicians engaged in daily politics
without compromising the resistance project.”® Infrequent operations
therefore did not necessarily indicate a shift in strategy. In an interview
in Gaza, Rantissi elaborated, stating that “resistance can achieve much
[without military operations] by safeguarding its fiery roots, foiling the
enemy’s stability in Palestine, preparing al-umma [the Muslim commu-
nity| to awaken from its slumber and preventing further concessions”
from the PLO.**

Hamas’s opposition was vindicated in May 2000, when Ehud Barak
unexpectedly decided to withdraw Israel’s occupying forces from south
Lebanon after years of explosive confrontations with Hezbollah.*> The
swiftness of Israel’s retreat in the absence of a peace agreement with
Lebanon left the impression that it was pressured to let go of the terri-
tory because of Hezbollah’s armed struggle. Hamas hailed the success
of the “Lebanese model” as proof that resistance was the only way to
liberate Palestine.*® It compared this to the PLO, which it described as a
weak and frail institution that “jubilantly welcome(s] the resumption of
peace talks, despite their conviction that every new chapteris. .. a new
temptation for Zionist intransigence.”*

Given this stance, it was therefore no surprise to Hamas that Arafat
agreed to participate in the much touted Camp David Summit, planned
for July 11-25, 2000.% Camp David was a last-ditch effort by President
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Bill Clinton’s administration to secure peace between Israelis and Pal-
estinians.* Coaxed by Barak’s aspiration to move beyond incremental
peacemaking toward a comprehensive settlement, Clinton hosted what
amounted to a grand gesture to end the conflict. Arafat expressed a
great deal of skepticism that this could be achieved. Yet he was cajoled
into attending and was promised not to be held responsible in case of
failure. As the PLLO negotiating team traveled to the wooded presiden-
tial retreat north of Washington, D.C., Yassin in Gaza called on the
Palestinian delegation “to return to the resistance trench.”*
Negotiations unfolded under Clinton’s personal mediation. Challeng-
ing a long-held Israeli policy to maintain Jerusalem as Israel’s undivided
capital, Barak contemplated its division. His offer, however, dictated that
Palestinians would have no sovereignty over the Old City and the site of
al-Agsa Mosque, both located in East Jerusalem where Palestinians were
seeking to build their capital. Israel’s proposal fell far short of minimum
Palestinian demands for sovereignty over East Jerusalem or the right of
return for refugees, both issues that lie at the heart of the Palestinian
struggle.*! To the ire of Clinton and the Israelis, Arafat walked away
and was instantly lauded a hero in the streets of the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip. His rejection of the Gamp David proposal had a powerful
effect on Israel’s political landscape: it weakened the left, strengthened
the right, and was perceived as proof that the Palestinians rejected peace.
After the talks, Barak infamously declared that Israelis had “no partner”
in peace. Following the failure of the summit, and seemingly with it any
prospects for maintaining the peace process, Hamas called on the PLO
“to join our people, return the Palestinian house to order and unite on a

comprehensive jihadist project for our struggle.”*

THE SECOND INTIFADA
Very soon after the collapse of the Camp David Summit, the leader
of the opposition Likud party, Ariel Sharon, decided to visit al-Agsa
Mosque compound in Jerusalem’s Old City. Al-Agsa is the third-holiest
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mosque in Islam and is housed on the compound referred to by Jews as
the Temple Mount, a holy site of great importance in Judaism. Accom-
panied by more than one thousand security officers on September 28,
2000, Sharon strolled through the grounds of this deeply charged space
to assert the inviolability of Israeli sovereignty in the area.” Even with-
out his entering the mosque, Sharon’s visit to the contested site was suf-
ficiently provocative so as to spark the eruption of the Second Intifada.*

After years of Palestinians enduring a stalled peace process, the hope
that the Oslo Accords had initially generated among them had given
way to deep resentment. Over the course of the Oslo years, Palestinian
quality of life and economic development had been severely degraded
as a result of Israel’s heavy-handed policies and its fragmentation of
the Palestinian territories into increasingly isolated silos surrounded by
ever-expanding Jewish-only settlements.* Furthermore, while Barak’s
offer at Camp David was being touted by the Israeli and American
leadership as generous and far-reaching, it merely demonstrated to Pal-
estinians the width of the gap between their basic demands and what
Israel was ready to offer.

In its first few days, the uprising was reminiscent of the First Inti-
fada. Palestinians took to the streets with stones, light arms, and Molotov
cocktails to face the Israeli army with its full range of weaponry. Rap-
idly, however, the Second Intifada (referred to as the al-Agsa Intifada
given its birthplace) militarized. The Israeli army fired between twenty-
eight and thirty-three thousand bullets per day against Palestinian stones
and light arms throughout October, strategically using disproportionate
force to break up protests.* Ever the tactician, Arafat moved to harness
the bubbling anger on the street. On October 8, he chaired a meeting
with PLO factions in Gaza to coordinate activities. In a rare show of
unity, for the first time in its history Hamas was represented.?” Less than
a week later, 350 prisoners, including many Hamas and Islamic Jihad
members, were released from Palestinian Authority prisons where they
had been held under security coordination measures. Israel interpreted

this move as Arafat giving the green light for military operations to com-
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mence, an abdication of his responsibility to safeguard Israel’s security
and a reversal of the PLO’s commitment to renounce terrorism.*

By the end of October, the Second Intifada’s first suicide bomb-
ing was carried out by Islamic Jihad, resulting in no deaths. Much like
the First Intifada, Islamic Jihad, the smaller military offshoot of the
brotherhood that had sparked Hamas’s formation, was an early instiga-
tor in the uprising. In the next three months, two other suicide bomb-
ings were executed, neither lethal. These attacks were not claimed by
any faction. Aside from Islamic Jihad, the other early instigator from the
Palestinian side was Fatah Tanzim, a decentralized movement that had
split from Fatah in the mid-1990s.* Tanzim’s military wing, al-Agsa
Martyrs Brigades, was occasionally aided by operatives from Arafat’s
presidential guard and the Palestinian security forces, exacerbating sus-
picions of Arafat’s involvement in the armed struggle.’ By November,
Israel had initiated its use of extrajudicial targeted assassinations, carry-
ing out twenty-five before the end of the year, killing ten Fatah and six
Hamas members, as well as ten bystanders.”!

With the intifada expanding, Hamas’s publications hailed “the di-
vine intervention” that had derailed the diplomatic process.”® The
movement inundated the streets with daily communiqués, coordinat-
ing resistance activities and calling for strikes.”® Yet for all its impas-
sioned rhetoric, Hamas’s militarization lagged behind other factions.”*
Its military wing, al-Qassam Brigades, was allegedly engaged in lighter
operations, including stabbings, canister explosives, hand grenades,
and ambushes. Those were narrated to full effect in its mouthpieces,
where articles reported that Hamas’s fighters had “entered the intifada
in force and [had already given| the enemy—army and settlers—a taste
of death.” Publications claimed that attackers were left unidentified
for fear of reprisal. Articles often embellished the ferocity of these op-
erations while accusing Isracl of underreporting their impact to quell
the Israeli public’s panic.”® There was also a constant promise of future
escalation. In an interview with Sheikh Yassin, the leader stressed “the

intifada will evolve into militarized resistance, and al-Qassam’s revenge
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is only a matter of time.”’” By the end of 2000, al-Qassam released its
first leaflet to the people in Gaza glorifying “the martyrs of our righ-
teous people, who have . . . faced with their bare chests and stones the
oppression and terror of the sons of pigs and apes.”®

Despite these claims, Hamas’s actions in the first six months of
the uprising were relatively minor. During this time, Israel focused its
response on Arafat and his party, Fatah. Hamas’s slow militarization
failed to support its self-representation as the driver of the intifada and
threatened its legitimacy as a resistance faction rooted in jihad.” By
way of explanation, Yassin pointed to the damage the movement had
suffered due to security coordination in the 1990s.%° Alongside such tac-
tical considerations, however, Hamas’s leaders alluded to another fear
to explain their slow military response. The movement suspected that
Arafat would use the intifada to “invest the blood of martyrs” for a bet-
ter negotiating position with Israel.”’ Hamas’s publications speculated
about the PLO’s desire to eventually “cash in” on the uprising by re-
turning to the negotiating table with a strengthened position.*

Consequently, Hamas’s leaders debated whether to participate in
the uprising or abstain, lest they play into Arafat’s hands.”” For Hamas,
the intifada was not simply a means to strengthen the Palestinian ne-
gotiating position. Its publications portrayed the uprising as the new
phase of Palestinian nationalism, after the PLO’s ostensibly defeatist
integration into a futile peace process. Hamas’s publications presented
the intifada as “the sole Palestinian, Arab and Islamic strategy able to
end the occupation and stop its expansion into Arab and Islamic re-
gions.”® Rather than a blip on the diplomatic path, the uprising was
seen by Hamas as final proof of the demise of the peace process and
of the futility of the PLO’s chosen path. Publications proclaimed that
“al-Agsa Intifada crushe[d] with stones the settlement process” and
united the Muslim nation behind resistance.”® As Hamas’s spokesman
explained, after the Oslo Accords had “interrupted the natural evolu-
tion of Hamas’s Islamic jihadist program,” the Second Intifada marked

its resumption.®
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Hamas’s leaders articulated early on what their vision for this new
phase of Palestinian nationalism entailed. As Rantissi explained suc-
cinctly, “I am not saying that the intifada will lead to the complete lib-
eration of Palestinian land from the river to the sea. Still, this intifada
[can . . . ] achieve the same accomplishment as Hezbollah in south
Lebanon; complete withdrawal from the West Bank, the [Gaza] Strip
and Jerusalem without giving up on 80% of Palestine.”®” If that could
not be achieved by force, Hamas’s leaders reintroduced the prospect of
a ceasefire, as they had done previously, noting their willingness for a
long-term ceasefire if Israel ended its occupation.®® Before Hamas had
even properly militarized in the intifada, Rantissi issued a leaflet noting
that “Hamas and Islamic Jihad may agree to a temporary ceasefire, for
a set time period such as ten years, during which the Palestinian people
can create their own state within the 1967 borders, with Jerusalem as its
capital, without giving up one inch of historic Palestine.”*

Hamas’s statements indicated both that its military operations dur-
ing the Second Intifada were limited to the goal of liberating the oc-
cupied territories, rather than to the destruction of Isracl, and that
the movement was ready to end violence in return for an end to the
occupation. In this way, Hamas accepted the notion of a Palestinian
state on the 1967 borders, much as the PLO had done before it, without
conceding the goal of liberating historic Palestine by recognizing Israel.
Hamas saw itself postponing the full liberation of Palestine to a future
battle, the responsibility for which it placed with the wider Arab and
Islamic worlds.” Like the PLO before it, Hamas regionalized the upris-
ing, addressing the “Arab and Islamic Fronts” in all its leaflets.”’ Plac-
ing al-Agqsa at the heart of the intifada, Hamas highlighted the Islamic
world’s responsibility to safeguard Jerusalem as it called for solidarity
protests and the cutting of diplomatic relations between Israel and Arab
countries, as well as for financial, military, and diplomatic support.’
While both Hamas and the PLO limited their immediate goals to the
liberation of the occupied territories, Hamas was clear that force was

the only way liberation could be unconditional. The movement’s publi-
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cations explained that diplomacy only meant the “return of these lands
with truncated sovereignty, subservience to the occupier, distortion of
the question of Jerusalem and without the rights of refugees,” as the
Camp David Summit had clearly shown.”

As the intifada got under way, Ehud Barak tendered his resignation
and called for general elections. On February 6, 2001, Ariel Sharon
was elected Israel’s prime minister with a landslide vote in a resounding
statement that the Israeli electorate extended a mandate to the govern-
ment to deal with the Palestinian question militarily. A deeply contro-
versial figure within Israel itself, Sharon was despised by Palestinians
as he had built a military and political career rooted in destroying Pal-
estinian nationalism.” His ideal outcome for Israel entailed the pacifi-
cation of the Palestinian territories and their inhabitants, subjugating
them to Israeli rule without conferring any collective political rights.
His vision for Israel was often interpreted as aiming to secure maximum
Palestinian territory with minimal Palestinian inhabitants in an effort
to sustain Israel’s demographic reality as a Jewish-majority nation.”
Before his political comeback as prime minister, he had been publicly
disgraced for leading the Israelis into the disastrous 1982 invasion of
Lebanon. Sharon was often referred to by Hamas and other factions as
the “butcher of Sabra and Shatila,” in reference to the grisly massacre
of at least eight hundred Palestinian refugees in the Lebanese Sabra
and Shatila refugee camps during his tenure as defense minister.”®

Sharon’s election had far-reaching consequences. Hamas, as well as
Palestinians more broadly, took his victory to mean that the Israeli public
was not looking for peace.”” This dispelled any suspicions Hamas may
have harbored regarding the PLO’s intentions to resume negotiations.
With Sharon’s election, the intifada quickly transitioned into a war of at-
trition. On his first day in office, Sharon launched “Operation Bronze,”
promising to return security to Israel within one hundred days. Opera-
tion Bronze fortified the emergency measures that Barak had taken. The
occupied territories were segmented into sixty-four distinct military units

where the Israeli army was deployed, home demolitions and bulldozing
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of Palestinian land was expanded, and targeted assassinations increased.’®
Sharon’s actions accelerated the militarization of Palestinian factions that
was already underway. Less than a month after he entered office, Hamas
carried out its first suicide operation since the beginning of the uprising
On March 4, 2001, a Hamas suicide bomber detonated his explosives in

Netanya, Israel, resulting in three deaths and sixty-six injuries.

BALANCE OF TERROR

Hamas rapidly became the central instigator of armed operations
against Israel. Al-Qassam adopted what it referred to as a “Balance of
Terror” approach: in return for the brutal and indiscriminate killing
of the elderly, women, and children, “now, the Zionists also suffer from
being killed. . . . Now Israeli buses have no one riding in them and Is-
raeli shopping centers are not what they used to be.”” Balancing terror
was a tool for Hamas to deter Israeli attacks by forcing Israel to antici-
pate inevitable retaliation.? Both fronts locked horns in an increasingly
deadly spiral.

Israel maintained its focus on the Palestinian Authority rather than
Hamas. In the spring of 2001, Sharon authorized the deployment of
I-16s against the Palestinian security infrastructure throughout the
West Bank and the Gaza Strip, the first use of such measures since
1967.8" Bombing Israel’s counterpart in security coordination under-
scored Sharon’s dismissal of the Palestinian Authority and his shift to-
ward unilateralism. For Sharon, Arafat was at best inconsequential and
at worst an instigator of violence. Against Israel’s military arsenal, sui-
cide bombing became a way for Hamas to mitigate the asymmetry of
power. On May 18, 2001, less than two months after its first operation,
Hamas carried out a second suicide mission in Netanya. Elaborating on
the “philosophical premise” underlying the balance of terror, Hamas’s
magazines wrote that “Zionist invaders are able, with their vast mili-
tary and their limitless American support, to attack, destroy, decimate.

But in return, they cannot protect themselves from being targeted, from
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providing safety and security to their people, who now live in an un-
precedented state of horror, fear, and panic.”®

Around this time, on May 21, the Mitchell Report was released.
Headed by US senator George Mitchell, the report had been commis-
sioned to investigate the causes of the uprising and suggest recommenda-
tions for preventing escalation and resuming negotiations. The Mitchell
Report called for the immediate halting of violence, a comprehensive
effort by the Palestinian Authority to prevent terrorism, and an end to
settlement activity by Israel. Central to the report’s findings was that
both parties needed to take measures in parallel to return to diplomatic
engagement. Sharon rejected the premise of parallelism. Comforted by
an American administration under George W. Bush that was unwilling
to step into Israeli-Palestinian diplomacy after Clinton’s debacle, Sharon
effectively brushed the report aside and maintained his military response
to the uprising.® Arafat, in contrast, accepted the report. Although the
Palestinian Authority’s ability to decisively control the violence was by
that point questionable, the report nonetheless presented an opportunity
for Arafat to reap diplomatic gains from the uprising

Similar to Sharon, Hamas rejected the notion that both Israel and
the Palestinians had to act concurrently through a mutual cessation of
fire.?* It argued that such framing was misleading given that it appeared
to arbitrate between two warring parties, not between an occupier and
an occupied.®” In a memo circulated after the report’s release, Hamas
elaborated that “this crisis is not between two neighboring warriors. . . .
In reality it is the aggression of an oppressive occupation on an un-
armed population. . . . The occupation itself is the highest form of ter-
rorism, violence and aggression.”® Hamas’s publications condemned
the implicit “equalization of power” that they inferred from demand-
ing that both parties cease violence: that was akin to “compar[ing] the
victim to the executioner, the murderer to the murdered.”® Hamas in-
sisted that to end violence, the occupation itself had to be dismantled.
Its own attacks were portrayed as self-defense against the inherently vio-

lent nature of the occupation.®
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Hamas’s conviction was that suicide bombing could ultimately com-
pel Israel to relinquish its hold on the territories.? Ceasefires were only
offered in return for such a concession.”” Hamas’s leaders had no inter-
est in reducing violence solely for the possible cessation of settlement
activity and a return to the situation prior to September 28, 2000, when
the intifada erupted. Until the end of occupation could be achieved,
Hamas’s publications proclaimed, “martyrs w[ould] create earthquakes
underneath Sharon’s feet.””!

True to its word, in the early summer of 2001 Hamas launched
its “Ten Bombers” campaign.” The movement announced that it had
deployed ten bombers who had already infiltrated into Israel. Hamas
bred fear by defining the specific number of operations that were to be
executed. After every attack there was a known number of remaining
operations to follow and those could occur at random, in quick succes-
sion or separated by months of horrified expectation. Hamas employed
traditional tactics that sensationalized this countdown, including the re-
lease of videos of “martyrs” describing their operations and promising
others to come. Between May and July 2001, Hamas carried out five
suicide bombings, more than all other factions combined. The largest
was its attack on a nightclub in Tel Aviv on June 1. The attack killed
sixteen Israelis and injured more than eighty. Because of its location,
this attack shocked the Israeli public. Hamas celebrated the ensuing
chaos and focused on Sharon’s inability to maintain the security he had
promised.”

Hamas’s suicide bombings were only one element of its military
arsenal, but they were the most important. Despite international and
local condemnation, suicide operations were viewed by Hamas as the
single most effective weapon to achieve deterrence and derive conces-
sions from Israel.” Given the clear impact they had on Israel’s social,
economic, and political life, they were seen as more powerful than other
operations. Hamas’s publications stressed their significance and re-
ported that there was an increase in the number of young Palestinians

seeking to be “recruited” as they boasted that suicide bombings had
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been adopted by other groups.”® Simultaneously, Hamas diversified its
resistance techniques. The “ten bombers” mission coincided with the
“from martyrs to mortar fire” campaign that Hamas leaders champi-
oned.”” This entailed firing rockets from the occupied territories into
Israeli settlements as well as into Israel. The first of these rockets was
fired from the Gaza Strip on April 1, 2001. Hamas viewed these opera-
tions as relatively ineffective compared to suicide bombing, while noting
some benefits, including lower Qassam losses.”

Israel took measures to escalate as well. Sharon commissioned his
security committee to draft military plans for the full invasion and
military reoccupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, includ-
ing urban centers that the Oslo Accords had ostensibly placed under
the Palestinian Authority’s control. Even though Hamas’s militariza-
tion was notable, Israel remained focused on the Palestinian Authority
and plans were made for the complete destruction and disarmament
of the administrative government and its security forces.” Despite this
preparation, Israel was compelled to suspend the implementation of its
expansive invasion because of a lack of support from the Bush admin-
istration, which remained committed to the Mitchell Report."” None-
theless, Sharon demanded that Arafat secure the Palestinian front for
six weeks of absolute calm—what he referred to as “not a single act of
stone-throwing,”'’! Sharon’s demand replaced Mitchell’s recommenda-
tions of a parallel de-escalation with a sequential formula, where the
onus was on the Palestinians to control the uprising before Israel was
obliged to cease settlement activity or rein in its military operations.
Compelled to act, Arafat mobilized to restrain the resistance front, cre-
ating tremendous tension among the factions.'”

In response to Sharon’s granting the Palestinian Authority this grace
period, the resistance factions matched the offer with one of their own.
A joint press release by al-Qassam and al-Aqgsa Brigades issued a day
later stated that if Sharon could give a window of opportunity before
threatening to escalate against the Palestinians, “then we give the Zion-

Ist street an opportunity to say its word, to demand from its government
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to stop terrorism, murder, assassinations . . . and to withdraw from our
land. In return, we will stop all martyrdom and armed operations in the
occupied land of 1948.”!% Hamas’s offer of a ceasefire, as with others
before it, reiterated the movement’s readiness to end its operations in re-
turn for Israel ending the occupation. As its spokesman had previously
explained, Hamas strategically targeted both Israel and the occupied
territories in its effort to liberate occupied land.'™ In this ceasefire offer,
Hamas differentiated between attacks within Israel and those within the
occupied territories, further reinforcing its readiness to uphold the 1967
border. While it offered to end the former, Hamas excluded operations
within the West Bank and the Gaza Strip from bargaining as they were
regarded as a natural response to the occupation.'®

Hamas’s offer of a conditional ceasefire led to reduced operations
by the movement in the second half of June 2001. Until absolute calm
was reinstated, however, Sharon ensured Israel’s military grip would not
be loosened, as targeted assassinations persisted.'™ On July 31, 2001,
Israel assassinated two Hamas leaders in the West Bank city of Nablus,
killing four other Hamas members and two children in the opera-
tion.'"” Describing the Nablus attack as a turning point in Israeli policy,
whereby targeted assassinations expanded to include political members,
Hamas called on Sharon to “assume responsibility” for his actions.'”
A week later, on August 9, 2001, Hamas carried out an enormous sui-
cide operation at the Sbarro Pizzeria in the middle of Jerusalem, killing
fifteen and injuring more than ninety. Hamas’s decision to break the
calm on its military front and launch this attack was strategic. Primar-
ily, it gauged that its constituents favored retaliatory operations at this
time given the hardship they were enduring under Sharon’s military
doctrine.'™ The attack was also timed to derail diplomatic initiatives
that were beginning to gather pace after the Mitchell Report.''” The
horrific nature of the Sbarro bombing prompted Sharon to mobilize on
the same day. The Israeli army attacked the Palestinian security forces
in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and invaded the northern West
Bank city of Jenin. The operation killed five Palestinian officers and in-
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jured thirty-one civilians. By the end of the summer, attrition appeared
ongoing. Although Arafat had accepted the Mitchell recommendations,
both Hamas and Sharon seemed ready to sustain violence until their

counterpart yielded ground.

SEPTEMBER 11

The reality on the ground was entirely altered on September 11, 2001,
when civilian jetliners that had been hijacked by al-Qaeda crashed into
the World Trade Center in New York City, the Pentagon in Washing-
ton, D.C., and into an open field in Shanksville, Pennsylvania.''! The
balance that had sustained the war of attrition between Israel and the
Palestinians almost immediately shifted in Israel’s favor. The 9/11 trag-
edy paved the way for President Bush’s “War on Terror,” a key for-
eign policy doctrine that would have transformative implications for the
Middle East. Alongside the nebulous formulation of waging war on an
undefined specter of terror, Bush’s doctrine included another objective:
democratizing the Arab world. Drawing on the rhetoric of a “clash of
civilizations,” the Bush doctrine divided the world between good and
evil, extremists and moderates, as it sought to promote Western liberal
and democratic values in countries as varied as Iran, Iraq, and Syria, as
well as their regional proxies.'"?

Overnight, the Second Intifada came to be presented as Israel’s
“War on Terror.” Arafat condemned al-Qaeda’s actions, as did Hamas,
which de-escalated its military front.'”* Nonetheless, evoking the U.S.-
Israeli special relationship, Sharon portrayed the Palestinian armed
factions as Israel’s own al-Qaeda. In a post-9/11 Bush administration,
this analogy carried a great deal of weight. Conflating what constituted
“Islamic extremism,” Hamas’s bombs in Jerusalem were described as
being one symptom of global “Islamic terrorism.”!'* This parity over-
looked Hamas’s articulation that its military operations were perpe-
trated solely to end Israel’s illegal occupation. It also elided Israel’s own

lethal operations within the occupied territories, thereby highlighting
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the violence of only one of the two parties involved in attrition. Israeli
media focused on isolated incidents of Palestinians celebrating the 9/11
attacks and on statements by al-Qaeda that linked its crimes to the Pal-
estinian cause.

With the commencement of the War on Terror, attempts to pres-
ent Palestinian armed struggle as a constituent of global terrorism
were formalized. Less than a month after 9/11, the Popular Front for
the Liberation of Palestine, a secular Palestinian faction, assassinated
Israel’s tourism minister Rehavam Ze’evi in retaliation for Israel’s as-
sassination of its own leader Abu Ali Mustafa. This attack prompted
Israel to launch an “all-out war on the terrorists,” a major offensive on
October 18 to reoccupy most urban centers in the West Bank. Along-
side this operation, Sharon stepped up attempts to get an American

115 This was not immediately

green light to remove Arafat from power.
forthcoming. Rather, the Bush administration took a decisive move that
broke with previous American presidents. Counter to Sharon’s aspira-
tion to destroy the prospect of Palestinian statehood, President Bush
delivered a speech at the United Nations in November where he recog-
nized the Palestinian right to self-determination in a state of their own.
Concurrently, the Bush administration embraced Sharon’s rhetoric and
asserted Israel’s right to defend itself against terror.!®

Sharon’s intensive and violent military surge within the occupied
territories triggered another wave of suicide bombing by Hamas and
Islamic Jihad. From the beginning of Israel’s escalation until Decem-
ber 12, 2001, Hamas carried out eight attacks, including major mis-
sions in Jerusalem and Haifa. While some of these were responses to
Israel’s assassination of Hamas leaders, others were a continuation of
the attrition marking relations between the two parties.''” Nonsuicide
attacks also proliferated. Paradoxically, while Israel’s offensive targeted
the Palestinian Authority’s infrastructure, pressure was sustained on the
increasingly ineffectual Arafat to rein in the factions.''® The Palestinian
Authority moved to arrest Hamas members and attempted to place both

Yassin and Rantissi under house arrest in Gaza, causing violent clashes
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between Hamas’s supporters and Arafat’s forces.'"” Hamas condemned
the Palestinian Authority’s readiness to undermine the armed struggle in
accordance with American and Israeli demands, particularly at a time
when it was itself under attack.'” “There is no way the popular resis-
tance of the Palestinian people will be stopped as long as one inch of
our land i3 occupied,” Rantissi declared. “Why is there no talk of the
crimes of Jewish terrorism, from the murder of children in Khan Yunis
[in Gaza] to the assassinations of tens of the purest of our people?”!?!

Hamas’s defiance was unsustainable. Attempts to justify its actions
as being a response to a lethal occupation, and all its offers of ceasefire,
were inconsequential as Sharon launched another “war against terror”
in December 2001.'* This entailed expansive air strikes against the Pal-
estinian security posts in Ramallah and Gaza City as the Israeli army
mobilized around the governmental headquarters to place Arafat under
confinement. The dangerous escalation on the Palestinian Author-
ity prompted Hamas to draw back its military wing. On December 9,
alongside al-Agsa Brigades and Islamic Jihad, Hamas issued a state-
ment promising “to stop all martyrdom and armed operations within
the lands occupied in 1948” for a week.'"” The memo went on to ex-
plain that this was “despite the Zionist terroristic and criminal opera-
tions against the Palestinian people. [This measure is taken]| so as not to
give the enemy the chance to undo the Palestinian front.”!'#*

Hamas’s declaration in 2001, a few months after the 9/11 attacks,
was its first offer of a unilateral ceasefire, whereby the movement sus-
pended its operations even in the face of Israel’s relentless incursions. It
was also the first of many occasions that Hamas would be forced to stop

125 Hamas’s

its armed struggle to defuse an explosive domestic situation.
decision was controversial internally given the widespread popularity of
armed struggle against Sharon’s policies.'* Al-Qassam made clear that
they were unwilling to go one step further in their commitment, stressing
that the ceasefire must be seen not as weakness but as a genuine tactic
to mitigate domestic unrest.'”” Hamas’s leaders in the West Bank reiter-

ated the distinction between Israel and the occupied territories, asserting
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that resistance within the latter was valid against an occupation that was
illegal under international law.'*® Even with this proclamation of legiti-
macy, other leaders still called for suspending operations within the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip while “Hamas monitors the international and
Arab situation.”'?” Hamas’s publications praised the movement as the
“guardian of Palestinian unity” and portrayed this step as one that “de-
flected the spark of civil war” while the Palestinian Authority had alleg-
edly been “driving the street towards conflict.”!*

On January 3, 2002, a few weeks after Hamas’s unilateral ceasefire
began, Israel seized in the Mediterranean Sea a marine vessel, Rarine A,
which was loaded with weapons ostensibly heading to the Palestinian ter-
ritories. Despite Arafat’s denial of any prior knowledge of the vessel, the
ship’s capture was seen within Israel as final indictment of his role in pro-
moting terrorism.'*! Sharon declared Arafat a “bitter enemy to Israel,”
one who had dealings with “terrorist states” such as Iran, from where the
weapons allegedly originated."*? For the Bush administration, Karine A was
the final straw. Embracing Israel’s War on Terror, the United States sev-
ered contact with Arafat and extended what amounted to a carte blanche
for Israel to sideline the Palestinian president and destroy Hamas itself.'**
With American approval, as Hamas largely held fire Israel launched two
major operations in I'ebruary and March 2002, operations “Rolling Re-
sponse” and “Colorful Journey.” The Israeli army carried out full ground
and air invasions against Palestinian villages and towns, and used its mili-
tary arsenal to make expansive incursions into densely populated refugee
camps throughout the West Bank. Close to three hundred Palestinians,
thirty-one members of the Israeli army, and nine Jewish settlers were
killed. The operations strengthened the siege on Arafat, underscoring
suspicions that Sharon had decided to topple the leader."**

Unlike previous Israeli operations, these two primarily targeted
Hamas, a development that vindicated the movement’s aspirations to
be the vanguard of resistance and substantiated its claims that its at-
tacks had been particularly painful to Israel.'* While Hamas’s rationale,

articulated through its balance-of-terror framework, was that its vio-
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lence deterred Israeli offensives, these operations suggested otherwise.
Hamas’s extensive campaign of suicide bombing throughout 2001 had
failed to elicit any concessions from Israel."*® Instead, its actions merely
increased the ferocity of Sharon’s determination to crush the Palestin-
ian struggle. Asked whether Hamas was still committed to its goals from
the intifada, emerging leader Khaled Meshal answered from his base
in Doha, “Absolutely. We do not claim that the project of resistance as
it currently stands is able to resolve the conflict with the Zionist enemy
and liberate all of Palestine.”"®” Nonetheless, he went on to say he had
full confidence that the resistance “is capable of achieving liberation,
step by step . . . through the accumulation of accomplishments, and the
draining of the enemy’s security, economy, and morale.”'#

This view mirrored the PLO’s steadfast dedication to armed struggle
in the 1960s and 1970s. Unlike the PLO’s early days, however, Hamas
had already limited its immediate military goal to the liberation of the
occupied territories rather than of the entirety of the land of historic
Palestine. Nonetheless, cracks had begun to appear in Hamas’s military
strategy given Israel’s uncompromising response. As Israel’s operations
unfolded in the first two months of 2002, Hamas did not carry out
any suicide bombings, the main marker of its militarization at the time,
despite loud threats of retaliation from its military wing.'* Compared
to eight suicide bombings by other factions, including al-Aqsa and the
Islamic Jihad, Hamas relied on nonsuicide operations, resulting in nine
Israeli deaths.'* Efforts to reduce its overreliance on suicide bombing
were becoming more prominent. By the end of January 2002, the fir-
ing of “Qassam 2” rockets into Israel was featuring more frequently
in the movement’s publications.'*! Hamas presented these activities as
“permissible” within its ceasefire framework given Israel’s continued
offensive." On March 9, at the height of Israel’s second operation,
Hamas carried out its first suicide bombing since its unilateral ceasefire
in December. The Jerusalem attack, which killed eleven and injured
fifty, took place at Café Moment, about one hundred meters from the

prime minister’s residence.
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Against the backdrop of Sharon’s operations and Hamas’s resis-
tance, a post—9/11 reality was starting to take shape. The Bush admin-
istration had begun formulating plans to deal with the “axis of evil,”
which it deemed as countries that supported terrorism, including Iran,
Iraq, and North Korea. As part of those plans, the United States pushed
for the removal of Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein from power in an ef-
fort to advance its democratization agenda in the Middle East. Saudi
Arabia, a major American ally, naturally became a key stakeholder in
these discussions. As the United States formulated its plans toward Iraq,
Saudi Arabia pointed to the volatility that Israel’s continued intransi-
gence had on the region. Taking its own measures to end the violence
of the Second Intifada, Saudi Arabia offered what became known as
the Arab Peace Initiative (API) in March 2002.'* This was an ambi-
tious and far-reaching proposal for full normalization between Israel
and Arab states in return for the former’s withdrawal from the occupied
territories and the establishment of a Palestinian state in the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip, with East Jerusalem as its capital.

The PLO accepted the proposal, which was due to be discussed
during the Arab League’s summit in Beirut on March 27."** With its
offer of normalization, the API fell far short of Hamas’s conviction
that resistance could force Israel to relinquish the occupied territories
without additional Palestinian concessions, in the form of recognizing
the State of Israel.'* Despite cracks beginning to appear in its military
strategy, Hamas remained committed to armed struggle as a means
of defending against further Palestinian concessions. Khaled Meshal
would later explain that this commitment was because of a deep-seated
conviction that even if Hamas turned to nonviolent resistance or diplo-
matic engagement, Israel would not ease its attacks.'* Israel’s dismissal
of Hamas’s unilateral ceasefires merely strengthened these convictions.
On the same day that Arab leaders (without Arafat, who remained con-
fined by the Israeli army) convened in Beirut to discuss this proposal, a
Hamas suicide bomber detonated explosives at a Passover Seder dinner

in Netanya’s Park Hotel in Israel, killing sixteen celebrants and injuring
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ninety.'*” The chosen timing clearly underscored Hamas’s strategic use
of suicide bombing to derail peace initiatives. The context in which the
attack took place, at a holy evening for the Jewish community, horri-
fied the international community.'* The military plans that Sharon had
shelved in the first year of the intifada were pulled out. These became
the foundations for “Operation Defensive Shield,” which the Isracli
army launched the next day.

Defensive Shield was a powerful incursion aimed at “dismantling
the terrorist infrastructure.” By the time it concluded, Sharon had ef-
fectively pulverized the economic, social, and political fabric within the
West Bank and the Gaza Strip.'*® In two months, more than three hun-
dred Palestinians and thirty Israeli soldiers were killed. Hundreds of
Palestinians were injured, thousands detained, and thousands of homes
demolished. Most of the Palestinian Authority’s infrastructure as well
as Arafat’s headquarters in Ramallah were destroyed. As the offensive
unfolded, suicide bombings took place almost daily. Hamas’s operations
were less frequent than those carried out by Islamic Jihad or al-Agsa
Brigades, but they were by far the deadliest. Driven by several factors,
the attacks were aimed at derailing the API, retaliating against Israeli
operations, and disproving Israel’s claims that Defensive Shield was a
success.'™ Maintaining its balance-of-terror rhetoric, Hamas’s publica-
tions reveled in the perception that “resistance shakes the army’s base
and Sharon’s popularity is in the sewers. Al-Quds ( Jerusalem), Netanya
and Tel Aviv are ghost towns.”"!

Hamas’s leaders were fully supportive of escalating the uprising,
Rantissi declared, “The continued presence of the occupation means
the continued presence of resistance. . . . We either raise the white flag
and surrender, or we resist.”"*? Justifying Hamas’s use of suicide bomb-
ings to target civilians, Yassin stressed that “the entire Israeli popula-
tion is militarized and contributes to the murder of Palestinians.”"?
Throughout May, after Defensive Shield ended, suicide bombing per-
sisted from Islamic Jihad and al-Agsa Brigades. On June 18, Hamas

carried out another major attack in Jerusalem, killing nineteen and
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injuring fifty at the Patt Junction. That same day, Israel launched “Op-
eration Determined Path.” Yet again, rather than deterrence, by June
2002 Hamas’s actions had caused Israel to escalate its response and
avoid any political engagement with the resistance factions or the PLO.
Instead of taking measures to end Israel’s illegal occupation, the main
catalyst for Palestinian armed struggle, Sharon adopted an iron fist to
crush the resistance and sustain the occupation. Through Determined
Path, Israel reoccupied all the major cities in the West Bank, placing
close to seven hundred thousand Palestinians under twenty-four-hour
curfew. Sharon’s cabinet also began putting together plans for building

a wall to separate the Palestinian territories from Israel.

U.S. ROADMAP FOR PEACE
On June 24, 2002, President Bush gave a speech in the Rose Garden

of the White House. As his administration was preparing for regime
change in Iraq, the president looked farther west than Baghdad. Build-
ing on his UN declaration a few months earlier, Bush gave further sup-
port to the prospect of Palestinian self-determination. After close to two
years of weathering the full might of Israel’s army, the Palestinian Au-
thority had been utterly decimated. Out of its remnants, Bush sought
to create a democratic Palestinian state. Doing away with the Mitchell
Report’s recommendations, Bush embraced Sharon’s stance and ad-
opted a sequential, rather than a parallel, approach to the conflict."”*
This meant that the ever-clusive goal of Palestinian statehood and Is-
rael’s withdrawal were made contingent on reforming the Palestinian
Authority to produce leaders who “do not support terrorism.”" The
Rose Garden speech was put forward for ratification by the Quartet,
an international organization comprising the United States, the Euro-
pean Union, the United Nations, and Russia, tasked with meditating a
resolution to the conflict. While diplomatic wrangling on the final draft
of the roadmap would take another year, Bush’s speech immediately

formalized attempts by the United States for Palestinian regime change.
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This important American development prompted the besieged Pal-
estinian leader Yasser Arafat to issue a one-hundred-day reform plan.'®
Fatah, Hamas, and other factions met in Cairo to discuss the reform
efforts as well as ceasefire options given the pressure that the Palestin-
ian Authority was under. Hamas’s leaders rejected what they called the
“Americanized reform.”"’ Still, they calmed their military front unilat-
erally, even though Israeli troops were still deployed, as they engaged in
these talks.'”® A few hours before Hamas purportedly agreed to formal-
ize a prospective ceasefire, Israel assassinated al-Qassam’s leader Salah
Shehadeh on July 22. He was killed alongside thirteen others, including
nine children.' Palestinians saw what they called the “Gaza massa-
cre” as proof that Israel was intent on undermining the delicate trans-
formation the Palestinian Authority was trying to orchestrate.'®” “It is
true that Hamas was preparing to announce a ceasefire in exchange for
some conditions,” Yassin confirmed, “but after the Gaza massacre and
this crime against humanity, there is nothing but jihad.”'®!

This chain of events, to be repeated several times in the following
months, indicated both Hamas’s readiness to suspend its armed struggle
while engaging in domestic negotiations as well as Israel’s commitment
to sustaining a military disposition toward the Palestinians. It is unclear
whether a ceasefire would have in reality been implemented success-
fully. Domestic discussions were fraught as Hamas’s leaders, both inside
and outside the territories, refused to end suicide bombings within Is-
rael unless Sharon ended his attacks on Palestinian civilians. This cre-
ated significant tension with Arafat, who was being forced to control
the violence.'®® Maintaining his iron fist, Sharon paid no credence to
ceasefire calls from Hamas or other factions. In the absence of absolute
pacification, Sharon took unilateral measures to strengthen Israel’s hold
on the territories while forcefully quashing any form of protest.

As Hamas resumed its suicide bombings in the fall of 2002, a few
days after Shehadeh’s assassination, Israel relaunched extensive opera-
tions in the territories aimed at isolating Arafat, initiating demolition

operations of his compound and purging cities, towns, and villages of
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Palestinian fighters. Sharon’s escalation ran counter to America’s at-
tempts to calm the conflict ahead of its planned invasion of Iraq in
March. Images of Israeli tanks surrounding the Palestinian governmen-
tal headquarters rattled America’s regional allies. The Bush adminis-
tration called on Sharon to pull his forces back and allow Palestinians
to complete their reform effort.'” The American push to produce a
government that ceased armed struggle heightened tension between
the Palestinian Authority and the resistance factions, as well as within
Fatah itself as the old guard was being swept aside in favor of Ameri-
can-chosen candidates.'®* Hamas’s publications viewed these American
policies as indicative of attempts to turn the intifada into “a Palestinian-
Palestinian struggle.”!'® Violent confrontations on the streets in Gaza
between Hamas and the Palestinian forces were perceived by many as
the precursors to a civil war.

The volatility of the situation hastily prompted the convening of the
Cairo National Dialogues in November 2002, a forum for the various
Palestinian factions to negotiate under Egyptian mediation. As Hamas
engaged in these talks, for a period of almost five months, it again sus-
pended its suicide bombings.'® Ideologically, it had every incentive to
retaliate, as Israel provocatively carried out twenty-six assassination at-
tempts specifically targeting its members during that time. Instead, its
engagement in the dialogues momentarily took precedence. Yassin af-
firmed from the outset of the talks that “martyrdom operations” had

only been temporarily (tactically, not strategically'®’)

suspended to allow
talks to proceed.'™ Hamas’s leaders maintained that “the movement is
fully united. . . . [The movement’s] position in the inside and outside is to
hold onto the strategy of resistance and to refuse [any talk] of ceasefire”
as long as the occupation persisted.'®

The Cairo talks were fraught. Hamas rejected the notion that armed
struggle must end as a prerequisite for the withdrawal of Israeli troops.
It viewed this formulation as one that legitimized Israel’s military action
by suggesting it was merely a response to armed struggle rather than

a natural extension of the occupation.'”” Hamas’s leaders put forward
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compromises. Rather than cease its armed struggle unilaterally, Hamas
maintained that it would stop targeting Israeli civilians in return for mu-
tual guarantees from Israel.'”! The Egyptian mediators overseeing these
discussions communicated Hamas’s offer to Israel’s defense minister,
Shaul Mofaz, seeking a commitment for a mutual ceasefire. Hamas’s
conditions were rejected, however, effectively ending the Cairo talks in
January 2003 without an agreement.'”

In March 2003, a US-led coalition invaded Iraq. Within a spec-
tacularly short amount of time, the coalition completed its mission of
removing Saddam Hussein from power. Underscoring the link that the
Bush administration had drawn between Iraq and the Palestinians as
dual beneficiaries of democratization, major restructuring of the Pal-
estinian Authority was completed that same month. Mahmoud Abbas,
a senior PLO leader who was favored by the Americans and Israelis for
his explicit condemnation of armed resistance, became the Palestin-
ian prime minister. This post was created specifically to curtail Arafat’s
presidential power. Abbas was made responsible for peace negotiations,
despite Arafat remaining chairman of the PLO. The new cabinet under
Abbas was in line with America’s vision of leaders “who do not sup-
port terrorism.” Abbas was a product of the recalibrated PLO, a person
committed to the notion that self-determination would have to come
through diplomatic negotiations with Israel.

Soon afterward, on April 30, the Quartet finally ratified Bush’s
Rose Garden speech and released it as a set of parameters entitled the
“Roadmap for Peace in the Middle East.” Major clements from Bush’s
speech had been strongly debated behind the scenes. Instead of adopt-
ing the sequential approach, whereby the onus fell on Palestinians to
de-escalate the conflict, the final version of the roadmap offered a more
balanced strategy. While Palestinians were charged with completing
their reform effort, preparing for elections and ceasing violence entirely,
Israel was obliged to freeze settlement activity and withdraw its troops
to the lines they had accommodated prior to the eruption of the inti-

fada. In one of his first moves in office, Abbas adopted the roadmap as
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a framework for ending the conflict.'”” Sharon’s Likud party accepted
the document with fourteen reservations that effectively emptied it of
any content. Harking back to Bush’s Rose Garden speech, Sharon indi-
cated that before resurrecting the diplomatic process, Palestinians must
first dismantle “the terrorist organizations.”!"*

Sharon’s obstructionism meant that the peace process ambled
forward, ostensibly under the rubric of the roadmap but in practice
through a sequential formula.'” To meet the Palestinian obligation
of ending violence, Abbas reached out to the factions to restart and
formalize the ceasefire discussions that had been ongoing since Cairo.
Tanzim’s al-Aqsa Brigades indicated that they would be willing to ac-
cept a unilateral ceasefire if instructed to do so by the newly reformed
Palestinian Authority.'’® Hamas resented pressure to end armed strug-
gle while Israel maintained its presence in the territories.'”” To com-
pel the movement to consider his offer, Abbas approached it from the
standpoint of political attractiveness: Hamas needed to engage with the
Palestinian Authority to play a role in the nascent political framework
or risk marginalization in the face of the roadmap.'” Keeping its finger
on the trigger, Hamas begrudgingly acquiesced to ceasefire discussions.
It did this with a great deal of disdain. Hamas’s publications noted
that Abbas made a critical mistake in delegitimizing Palestinian resis-
tance and “equating this proud and brave struggle with ‘terrorism.’”!”
Hamas also reminded Abbas that Bush’s idea of liberation and democ-
ratization led directly to the American invasion of Iraq.'®

A senior Hamas leader from within the territories, Ismail abu Shanab,
played a crucial role in these ceasefire discussions over the summer of
2003."%" He elicited a willingness from Hamas to “test” a conditional
ceasefire for a few weeks, where the onus would be on Israel to release
prisoners, stop home demolitions, and end targeted assassinations.'®?
This was a clear sign that Hamas’s demands had been tempered: instead
of seeking the end of occupation in return for the ceasefire, Hamas ap-
peared to debate the prospects of controlling its military operations in

return for Israel ending its own targeting of Palestinian civilians. As the
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ceasefire’s architect, Abu Shanab stated that Hamas would not embar-
rass Abbas if the prime minister was able to get a promise from Sharon
to end assassinations and raids.'® In a summit in June in the Jordanian
coastal city of Aqaba, Abbas noted that discussions with Hamas had
advanced to serious levels. He stated that although Hamas would not
demilitarize, he was twenty days away from reaching an agreement with
the movement to commence a ceasefire.'"®* Abbas stressed the need for
Israeli cooperation before finalizing his agreement with Hamas. He im-
plored Sharon to meet his obligations under the roadmap as he tried to
shatter the illusion that violence could be controlled while Israel main-
tained its aggressive policies and settlement building:

On June 10, just a few days after the Aqaba summit, Israel carried
out an assassination attempt on Rantissi in Gaza, once again ensur-
ing that no ceasefire could emerge. Claiming “utmost provocation,”
al-Qassam called for the mobilization of their cells against all Israeli
civilians. ““T'he Israeli message has been received and they should await
the response,” stressed Yassin, while Rantissi issued a statement in
which he declared that “the term ‘ceasefire’ no longer exists in Hamas’s
dictionary.”'® Hamas swiftly executed a suicide attack in Jerusalem on
June 11, one day following the assassination attempt. The attack, not
far from the Mahane Yehuda market, killed seventeen and injured close
to sixty. The speed and scale of Hamas’s retaliation suggested that the
movement had indeed been actively restraining earlier attacks as ne-
gotiations with the Palestinian Authority proceeded. They also under-
scored Sharon’s success in provoking responses from the movement,
thereby ensuring no progress could be made on the political front.

The assassination attempt failed to derail the domestic discussions en-
tirely. After negotiations with other factions, Hamas announced on June
29 the suspension of all operations against Israel for a period of three
months in return for an Israeli cessation of aggression, lifting the siege
on Arafat, and releasing prisoners.'®® Hamas’s ceasefire took hold uni-
laterally as Israel continued incursions into Nablus, Jenin, and Hebron

and maintained targeted assassinations, despite Abbas’s protestations.'®’
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Claiming a desire to safeguard domestic unity, Hamas maintained its
commitment to this “counter-intuitive” ceasefire, which unlike earlier
ones extended to both Israel and the occupied territories.'® Other fac-
tions followed suit.'® Hamas justified this decision as a “warrior’s break,”
taken at a time when the PLO had adopted the roadmap, and as an ef-
fort to prevent a domestic clash.'” To ensure the ceasefire was not seen
as implicit acceptance of the roadmap, Hamas stressed that this initia-
tive was unilateral and extended no legitimacy to Israel.'!

The ceasefire held for July and August as the Palestinian Authority
maintained pressure on Hamas to either disarm or extend the cease-
fire by three additional months, which the movement rejected.'”> Con-
currently, Abbas accused Israel of failing to address its responsibilities
under the roadmap.'” Israel’s continued presence in the territories al-
lowed Hamas to capitalize on “Israeli breaches” to deflect pressure to
disarm.'?* Citing more than eight hundred such breaches, Yassin warned

that “patience was limited.”'®

Hamas’s perceived breaches were an ex-
aggeration; in fact Israeli targeted assassinations dropped significantly
following Hamas’s declaration of a ceasefire. But without progress on
the peace front and with no signs that Israel might be willing to relin-
quish its hold on the territories, talk of disarmament was futile.

On August 15, Israel assassinated a leader of Islamic Jihad.'”® Four
days later, in alleged defiance of leaders’ commitment to the ceasefire,
a renegade Hamas bomber carried out an attack in Jerusalem killing
twenty-three people and injuring more than one hundred.'” Following
Hamas’s operation, the Isracli army was immediately given instructions
to target Hamas’s leadership and all its cells in response. A few days
later, Israel assassinated Abu Shanab, the force behind Hamas’s adher-
ence to the ceasefire.'”

The unilateral ceasefire had lasted just under two months. Rather
than the Jerusalem attack, Hamas viewed Abu Shanab’s assassination
as the ceasefire’s breach, what it called the “grace shot” that ended this
199

initiative.'”” The Palestinian Authority worked to restore calm by call-

ing on all factions to disarm and abide by the ceasefire, to no avail.?”
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Stressing that his credibility had been undermined by Israel’s intransi-
gence and America’s refusal to pressure Israel to formally implement
the roadmap, Abbas resigned on September 6. Three hours later, Israel
carried out an assassination attempt on Sheikh Yassin. Days later, it
launched another assassination attempt on Mahmoud Zahhar, a senior
Hamas leader based in Gaza, killing his son but failing to kill him. Fatah
decried this escalation and called for international intervention.?" It
was too late. Hamas retaliated in “self-defense” with two suicide attacks
on September 9, one in Jerusalem’s German Colony and the other near
a Rishon Letzion army base.*”

This rapid escalation demonstrated that both parties had been
standing on alert waiting for the ceasefire to falter. By this point, the
Palestinian political establishment had entirely collapsed and Sharon
had expanded his control over the territories. His actions had weakened
Abbas and the leadership that had been ushered in under Bush’s reform
vision. By the end of the intifada’s third year, Hamas, like the PLO be-
fore it, had come to understand the limitations of its armed struggle in
the face of Isracl’s military might and noted how its operations failed
to elicit either concessions or deterrence given Sharon’s iron fist. Rather
than prompting an end of the occupation through attrition, Hamas in-
stead was repeatedly compelled to cease its armed struggle to safeguard
the domestic front and to ease Israel’s military retaliation. All its at-
tempts to negotiate a reciprocal ceasefire that would remove civilians
on both sides from the line of fire were brushed aside by Sharon, forc-
ing Hamas to offer unilateral ceasefires. Yet even with such initiatives
on Hamas’s part, Isracl obstructed tactics that would move the parties
toward a political settlement, and Abbas failed to elicit any concessions
from Israel.

Hamas’s military strategy reflected a fundamental misunderstand-
ing on its part regarding how Israel would react to its operations.*”?
In response to suicide bombing, Israel presented Palestinian resistance
broadly, and Hamas specifically, as a form of international terrorism,

akin to al-Qaeda, bent on its destruction. Any sense that Hamas was
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using armed struggle to end Israel’s occupation of Palestinian land was
circumvented, as Israel positioned its response to the Second Intifada as
an existential battle.””* Hamas’s violence allowed Sharon to begin uni-
laterally reconfiguring the structure of occupation to strengthen Israel’s
hold on the Palestinian territories in a manner that did not compromise
the state’s security. Meanwhile, Hamas’s deep doubts that Israel would
ever willingly let go of the territories were strengthened, as were its
suspicions regarding the PLO’s ability to secure political gains through
negotiations.”” By the third year of the intifada, Hamas began look-
ing for ways to make its project of jihad both more effective and more

sustainable.



CHAPTER THREE

THE POLITICS
OF RESISTANCE

“Like all Israeli citizens, I yearn for peace,” Israel’s prime minister Ariel
Sharon told the crowd gathered at the Fourth Herzliya Conference, in
the coastal city north of Tel Aviv, on December 18, 2003." Israel re-
mained committed to the Roadmap for Peace, Sharon asserted, but “the
concept behind this plan is that only security will lead to peace—and
in that sequence. Without the achievement of full security—within the
framework of which terrorist organizations will be dismantled—it will
not be possible to achieve genuine peace.” In the absence of Palestin-
ian willingness to end terrorism, Sharon announced from his podium,
“Israel will initiate the unilateral security step of disengagement from
the Palestinians,” redeploying its army along new security lines and re-
ducing the number of Israelis settled within Palestinian areas such as
the Gaza Strip. Simultaneously, Sharon stated, “Israel will strengthen
its control [of other areas| in the Land of Israel which will constitute an
inseparable part of the State of Israel.”

Sharon’s unexpected declaration coincided with Israel’s hasty con-
struction of a separation wall that disconnected it from the West Bank.
The wall, which Israelis refer to as the “security fence” and Palestin-
ians as the “apartheid wall,” is an imposing eight-meter-high, seven-
hundred-kilometer concrete structure fitted with electronic fences,
barbed wire, and highly sophisticated surveillance equipment.” Israel
ostensibly built this wall to prevent Palestinian suicide bombers from

entering its cities. Rather than building the wall on Israeli land or along
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the 1967 borders, however, the structure snaked through Palestinian
territories, unilaterally seizing more than 10 percent of the West Bank,
including whole neighborhoods around East Jerusalem as well as major
settlement blocs that were integrated into this de facto border.” The
structure split whole Palestinian villages in half and had an immediate
effect on the freedom of movement for Palestinians within the occupied
territories. Jewish settlers living illegally within the same land continued
to be linked into Israel through exclusive Jewish-only highways and by-
pass roads. On July 20, 2004, the International Court of Justice issued
an advisory opinion ruling that the wall was illegal, to no effect.* With
Israel’s planned disengagement from the Gaza Strip and the construc-
tion of advanced “security” infrastructure, Sharon was actively restruc-

turing the framework of Israel’s occupation.

A MOMENT OF REBIRTH

Sharon’s speech in Herzliya left little room for doubt regarding his
impetus for disengagement from Gaza. The prime minister stated ex-
plicitly his plan to withdraw eight thousand Jewish settlers residing in
the Gaza Strip as a precursor to strengthen Israel’s grip over areas that
“constitute an inseparable part of the State of Israel,” namely the West
Bank. In the year after Isracl withdrew its eight thousand settlers from
Gaza and small outposts in the West Bank, twelve thousand Israelis
settled elsewhere in the West Bank.” The Palestinian West Bank is ideo-
logically more vital for Israel than the Gaza Strip, as it has several Jew-
ish holy sites, including the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron. Israeli
politicians, particularly right-wing leaders such as Ariel Sharon who
opposed the notion of a Palestinian state, often refer to the West Bank
by its biblical name, “Judea and Samaria,” reinforcing Israel’s religious
and nationalistic attachment to these territories.

By the time Sharon made his surprising announcement, close to
four hundred thousand Jewish settlers were living illegally in the occu-

pied territories.” These settlers were protected by Israel’s army and by a
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powerful military occupation that repressed the indigenous Palestinian
residents of those areas. Offering to pull back settlers from Gaza prom-
1sed to reduce Israel’s exposure to Palestinian resistance from the coastal
enclave and save significant security expenditure, given that the eight
thousand settlers controlled up to 30 percent of the strip.” The remain-
ing 70 percent housed 1.8 million Palestinians. More important than
security was Sharon’s plan to remove these Palestinian inhabitants from
Israel’s direct jurisdiction. This allowed the state to maintain its control
over the territories of the West Bank and Fast Jerusalem, with their 2.5
million non-Jewish inhabitants. By letting go of Gaza’s population of
1.8 million, Israel would no longer fear that the Palestinian population
under its control could offset Israel’s character as a Jewish-majority na-
tion even as it continued to hold on to the occupied territories.”

Sharon’s plan was the latest in a long series of measures Israel had
taken to separate the Gaza Strip from the West Bank. Although poli-
cies of isolation reach back to the 1950s, more contemporary measures
began with the “soft quarantining” of Gaza after the signing of the Oslo
Accords, including the gradual tightening of border crossings and the
construction of barriers to geographically sever the coastal enclave from
Israel.” Sharon’s initiative also reflected a continuation of his use of the
pretext of security to unilaterally consolidate Israel’s grip on the terri-
tories while avoiding any form of political engagement with the Pales-
tinians.'® This goal was explicitly articulated by Sharon’s top aide, Dov
Weisglass, in an interview several months later. “The disengagement is
actually formaldehyde,” Weisglass told the Israeli newspaper Haaretz. “It
supplies the amount of formaldehyde that is necessary so that there will
not be a political process with the Palestinians.”"!

Overlooking these cynical motivations, President George W. Bush’s
administration lauded Sharon’s initiative and portrayed him as an Israeli
leader who was willing to make tough concessions, such as withdrawing
Israel’s illegal settlements from some Palestinian territories, in the pur-
suit of peace.'” Hamas understood these calculations and voiced early

reservations regarding Israel’s disengagement. Analysts writing in its
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mouthpieces characterized Sharon’s plan as a long-term strategy aimed
at the annexation of the West Bank, offsetting Gaza’s demographic
challenge and undermining the chances of a Palestinian state within
the 1967 borders."” Hamas’s leaders stressed that Israel’s withdrawal did
not mean liberation. Osama Hamdan, Hamas’s representative in Beirut,
stated, “Withdrawal will not give the Palestinian people their freedom in
Gaza. We must not forget that the enemy will continue to surround the
Gaza Strip and will be in full control of all its borders.”!*

Concurrently, Sharon’s announcement appeared to offer another
resounding affirmation of the success of armed struggle, similar to
Ehud Barak’s withdrawal from south Lebanon three years prior. While
acknowledging their reservations, Hamas and other resistance factions
were vindicated by the prospective disengagement. Hamas’s publica-
tions celebrated that Sharon was compelled to let go of Gaza because of
the strip’s historic legacy of resistance. In their view, armed struggle had
forced Israel to regard Gaza’s occupation as too costly.”” Senior leaders
such as Abdel Aziz Rantissi noted that so long as the withdrawal did not
“come at a price”—hy forcing Palestinians to make political or security
concessions—then it should be interpreted as a victory for resistance.'®

Precisely to undermine such claims, Sharon’s declaration coincided
with powerful operations aimed at ensuring Israel withdrew from a po-
sition of strength, without having to coordinate its disengagement with
its Palestinian counterpart. In late 2003, Sharon launched “Operation
Still Water,” an assault on refugee camps in the West Bank aimed at
“dismantling the terrorist infrastructure.”'” Hamas similarly resumed
its operations. In January 2004, a female suicide bomber carried out a
Qassam /Aqsa Brigades joint attack at the Erez border crossing between
Israel and Gaza, killing four.'® Alongside suicide bombing, as the sepa-
ration wall rose Hamas developed its firepower and launched missiles
into Israeli towns and settlements.'” Rockets were seen as powerful tools
in terms of the psychological impact they had on Israelis—by augment-
ing their awareness of the conflict—and their ability to mitigate the

effects of the wall.?
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Another joint suicide bombing in the southern Israeli city of
Ashdod on March 14 provided Sharon with the excuse to ramp up his
military operations through “Operation Continuous Story.” This was a
month-long campaign of raids and assassinations in which the Israeli
army was authorized to act without limitation to eliminate “top figures
from all terror organizations.””! Within a week, this full-throttled as-
sault over the skies of the Gaza Strip achieved its declared goal in spec-
tacular fashion. On March 22, Hamas’s paraplegic cofounder, Sheikh
Ahmad Yassin, was returning from dawn prayers in the mosque near
his house. As his companions walked by him down the street, Israeli
warplanes flew overhead and dropped bombs on the wheelchair-bound
man. The targeted assassination, brutal in its simplicity, killed him, his
two bodyguards, and nine bystanders, marking the highest-profile at-
tack on Hamas to date.

Yassin’s assassination sent shock waves through the movement.
Hamas mourned its founder, whom it regarded as a man of vision, a
figure who had worked diligently to counter the Zionist threat to the
Palestinian and Islamic way of life by fostering an Islamic cultural and
educational renaissance in the brotherhood’s early years.?? Given previ-
ous near-misses, Yassin’s death was not politically debilitating, as Hamas
had taken measures to decentralize decision-making outside the occu-
pied territories as early as the 1990s.” The impact of the loss was felt
more along the lines of Hamas’s internal moral compass. The quiet
sheikh was seen as a patriarch, a fatherly figure for many of Hamas’s top
brass as well as for the rank and file who sought his sermons and guid-
ance. He was also a central figure in Palestinian politics more broadly
and had been respected by all factions, as was evident from the mobili-
zation of support following his assassination.?* His soft power in the re-
gion was apparent as condolences from all factions and across the Arab
world flooded in.” In eulogies, Yassin was described as the “Guardian
of National Unity,” a “Man of Dialogue,” and the “Umma’s Martyr.”*

President Bush supported Israel’s preemptive right to defend itself.
Reinforcing the analogy with 9/11, Bush said that had he known who
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the airline hijackers were prior to the attack on the twin towers, he
similarly would have moved against them.?” Others questioned Israel’s
choice of target, noting that Yassin had been moderate compared to
hardliners within Hamas.? The distinction between moderate and radi-
cal was heavily criticized by the movement, which insisted there was no
such classification internally. As it reiterated, even a “moderate” mem-
ber called for the liberation of the entirety of Palestine, a position seen
as radical by the West. Nonetheless, Hamas’s leaders acknowledged that
Yassin had been a pragmatist. As the first leader to have offered Israel
a ceasefire in the 1990s, he had repeatedly issued subsequent offers to
Israel, which were brushed aside.?

Hamas’s publications described Yassin as a vocal advocate of Pales-
tinian unity as well as a supporter of armed struggle.”” His death had a
significant impact, one that appeared to push Hamas toward a greater
affinity for the ideas he had embodied.’’ The movement viewed his as-
sassination as an opportunity for factions to coalesce around his vision
and form an “Islamic and national front against Israel.”*? In his words
of commemoration, Khaled Meshal said that “Sharon did not target
the body, for Sheikh Yassin’s body was frail. Rather, he targeted the
Sheikh’s vision, his resistance vision, the one which every fighter believes
in.”% Meshal, now settled in Damascus as a senior leader in Hamas’s
political bureau, went on to inject a note of hope, remarking that “the
assassination of Sheikh Yassin is a moment of rebirth for Hamas, a turn
that will move the resistance into a new chapter. This turn will mark the
beginning of the collapse of the Zionist entity.”**

After the bloody summer of 2003, the Palestinian political establish-
ment lay in tatters. President Yasser Arafat remained in confinement
and the new government under Mahmoud Abbas’s premiership had
already collapsed. Yassin’s assassination had taken place against the
backdrop of vigorous domestic discussions. Factions had gathered again
in Cairo as the intifada entered its fourth year to reassemble some sem-
blance of a Palestinian national framework to guide the struggle. In-

formed by its inability to militarily force Israel into concessions, Hamas
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sought an alternative strategy to safeguard the fixed principles that it
viewed as central to the Palestinian struggle.® Like the PLO before it,
Hamas defined these as the refusal to concede the land of historic Pal-
estine, a commitment to the right of return of refugees, and the safe-
guarding of resistance. Through rounds of talks in Cairo, Hamas’s
leaders made a case for a “joint national program of resistance” to re-
vive the Palestinian struggle. This was described not simply as short-
term military gain, what it had focused on during the first three years
of the uprising, but rather as a holistic vision that encompassed political
and social dimensions.*®

With Yassin’s death, leaders hypothesized that Israel’s intention was
to provoke and to derail the movement’s nascent political ambitions
by creating a “stubbornness” and a desire within Hamas to respond
to the assassinations of its most valuable leaders.”” There were, expect-
edly, promises of retribution. Abdel Aziz Rantissi, a senior leader in
Gaza, for instance, aggressively called on all factions to retaliate, as-
suring Israelis that they should expect a response in the near future.*®
Hamas also capitalized on Yassin’s assassination to argue—falsely®*—
that Israel had singled it out as the preeminent resistance faction.*
Despite this rhetoric, suicide attacks did not follow. Hamas had been
battered over the course of the intifada, through both Israeli operations
and the crackdown by the Palestinian Authority.*! It was also struggling
with financial constraints as the United States and the European Union
had frozen its international fundraising infrastructure through President
Bush’s War on Terror legislation.*?

With the loss of their founder, Hamas’s leaders reflected on the
movement’s internal state of affairs as it embraced the “moment of
rebirth” that Meshal alluded to. This happened at a paradoxical time,
when Hamas was militarily quite weak yet enjoying enhanced popular-
ity, due both to the Palestinian Authority’s weakness as well as to the
surge of sympathy following a series of assassinations and assassination
attempts on its top cadre.” The movement had also gained unprec-

edented access to domestic political discussions through its participation
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in the negotiations in Cairo, seen as vital given its role in the Second In-
tifada. Within this new context, intensive sessions within Hamas’s con-
sultative council began following Yassin’s death. These were rumored
to be difficult as a number of prospective candidates vied to replace
Yassin." Within a relatively short period of time, Abdel Aziz Rantissi
was clected as Hamas’s leader within the territories and Khaled Meshal
became the head of Hamas’s political office abroad. Dismissing rumors
of tension, Rantissi embarked on defining Hamas’s future path.*

There was insufficient time to assess Rantissi’s redirection of
Hamas. On April 17, less than a month after Yassin’s killing, Isracli
Apache helicopters flew over Rantissi’s car in Gaza City and fired Hell-
fire missiles, successfully assassinating the newly appointed leader. The
air raid also killed his son and the two bodyguards who were in the car
with him. Unlike Yassin, Rantissi’s tough stance on Israel was reflected
in the manner that Hamas’s publications eulogized him. Statements de-
clared him “the symbol of resistance,” the “Zionist’s worst enemy,” and
“the Lion of Palestine.”*® Al-Qassam along with other military wings
called for retaliation against Israelis “anywhere they can be found” and
promised a “thunderous” response as they called for the full mobiliza-
tion of all their cells.”

Rather than push Hamas into a military confrontation, however,
publications suggested that al-Qassam was at a crossroads “between
preserving its base infrastructure and strike force and continuing its stra-
tegic choice of jihad and resistance.”* The scale of these assassinations
would have normally elicited devastating attacks from Hamas. Yet if
anything, the elimination of one of the most vocal advocates of armed
struggle seemed merely to accentuate Hamas’s diminishing readiness
and ability to execute suicide bombings. Hamas justified its inaction by
referring to earlier instances when al-Qassam responded to assassina-
tions of its members only after significant time had passed, as was the
case with Yehya Ayyash’s assassination in 1996.* To be sure, violence
spiked between Israelis and Palestinians, but Hamas’s retaliatory opera-

tions still fell short of its past performance during the Second Intifada.
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As the movement reflected on its military strategy, internal discussions
proceeded to elect a new leader. Suspicions abounded that Rantissi’s re-
placement in Gaza was Mahmoud Zahhar, a surgeon and one of the
founders of the Islamic University in Gaza. Zahhar was one of Hamas’s
earliest members, and during the deportation of Hamas’s members to
Lebanon in the early 1990s, he had acted as the deportees’ spokesman.
In many ways a hardliner, Zahhar had been targeted for assassination nu-
merous times, including in an attack in 2003 that killed his son. Height-
ened secrecy was accompanied by a sharpened fear that there was a rise
in the number of collaborators within the territories, a phenomenon that
Hamas worked hard to counter.’® With these suspicions, Rantissi’s im-
mediate successor in Gaza was left unnamed. Meanwhile, given that he
resided abroad, Meshal became the visible face of Hamas’s leadership.

The blows dealt to Hamas coincided with rising tension in the Pal-
estinian territories. As Israel initially scheduled its disengagement from
the Gaza Strip for February 2005, the necessity for Palestinians to re-
solve domestic issues and discuss prospects for postwithdrawal gover-
nance gained urgency. Fatah was dealing with its own internal crises as
the nascent leadership that had emerged pursuant to the Bush adminis-
tration’s reforms clashed with older incumbents, precipitating numerous
armed confrontations in Gaza. Public frustration with the Palestinian
Authority’s corrupt leadership was also expanding.’ These fault lines,
along with Israel’s imminent withdrawal from Gaza, coalesced to crys-
tallize an opportune moment for Hamas to adopt a more mainstream
political role—what analysts in its publications described as the most

prominent rise in its history.*

NASCENT POLITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

In the spring of 2004, Palestinian factions began coordinating for the day
after Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza. From his confinement in the Ramal-
lah headquarters of the Palestinian Authority, President Arafat stressed

the importance of integrating the resistance factions into the political pro-
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cess to limit domestic strife.”® Against the backdrop of increased turmoil
in Fatah, a fault line had emerged between the resistance factions and
Yasser Arafat on the one hand, and the emerging US-chosen “reformers”
such as Mahmoud Abbas on the other.’* Hamas’s leaders concurred with
Arafat’s sentiment, stressing that factions must negotiate a uniform na-
tional agenda ahead of Israel’s disengagement.” As Musa Abu Marzouq,
Meshal’s deputy who resided in Cairo, noted, “National unity for us is the
highest priority.”*° Talks persisted against the backdrop of Israel’s expan-
sive military operations and its insistence on unilateral disengagement.
On May 12, Israel launched “Operation Rainbow,” in which it
bulldozed whole areas, including civilian homes and refugee camps, be-
tween the Gaza Strip and Egypt to widen the buffer zone, killing forty-
three Palestinians, wounding hundreds, and displacing thousands.”’
The European Union, the United Nations, and Egypt futilely called on
Israel to cease its attacks to allow the Palestinian Authority to secure
the Palestinian front ahead of withdrawal.”® But heavy-handed tactics
served Sharon domestically, where he presented his disengagement
plan to a skeptical Knesset as the product of military strength.” Israel’s
unilateralism was also aided by international fears of a power vacuum
in Gaza postwithdrawal.®’ Such concerns were shared locally. Egypt in
particular mediated between the Palestinian factions as it sought a credi-
ble postwithdrawal governance framework that would maintain security
on its borders and prevent skirmishes with Israel from the Gaza Strip.
Egypt’s stance conflicted with Hamas’s view that disengagement
must not compromise the resistance effort.®’ Nonetheless, the move-
ment participated actively in the talks. Meshal headed a delegation
to Cairo where he planned to discuss two issues. The first entailed
Hamas’s relations with Fatah and the Palestinian Authority, given the
latter’s commitment to security coordination with Israel. These discus-
sions were part of what was called the “Charter of Honor” between
Hamas and Fatah that sought to deflect domestic clashes. The second
covered preparations for postwithdrawal plans and focused on a docu-

ment titled “Document for Governance of Gaza.”% As Meshal elabo-
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rated in Cairo, Hamas viewed Israel’s disengagement to be Hamas’s
entry point into the political establishment. Disengagement from Gaza
was “considered an achievement for the path of resistance, not negotia-
tions. Therefore, whoever took part in this path has the right to partici-
pate in the outcome.”%

With this disposition, members of Hamas formulated strategies to
regain control of the strip, alongside other factions, within three weeks
of Israel’s withdrawal by “enhancing security and instituting the rule of
law.”®* Hamas adopted the banner of “partners in blood, partners in
decision-making” during negotiations, a testament that it believed it had
earned the right to become part of the leadership. Meshal was direct
in stating that “[governance of Gaza] is our natural right and the right
of all our people. We will not allow anyone to unilaterally take over the
administration of the Strip.”® In his view, “The Palestinian people will
fill the vacuum quite naturally. We are a free people who can lead our-
selves; we do not need an occupation to run our business. We will create
a united national and democratic environment of the highest caliber.”%

Hamas believed that its role in the Second Intifada had boosted its
standing considerably and entitled the organization to a role in gover-
nance.®”” Through these domestic talks, it looked to leverage this newly
developed clout, exhibiting a political consciousness in the process that
although present, had not previously been so explicit.®® Leaders focused
on the premise of partnership, stressing their desire to share rather than
lead governance in Gaza.* Ismail Haniyeh, who had acted as Yassin’s
assistant and who had gained a more prominent role in Gaza following
Yassin’s and Rantissi’s assassinations, confirmed Hamas’s commitment
to the formation of a united political program to share governance
responsibilities.”” Hamas asserted the need for a “serious effort to ar-
range the Palestinian house, buttress participation in political decision-
making, and let go of unilateralism,” in reference to Fatah’s historic
dominance of the political establishment.”!

A significant aspect of the Cairo talks entailed the need for mu-

nicipal, legislative, and presidential elections to rebuild the Palestinian
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political body. Affirming Hamas’s openness to the democratic process,
as was already made clear in 1996, Hamas’s leaders reiterated their
support of elections. But as Mahmoud al-Zahhar noted from Gaza,
elections would be for “the presidency of which system? The legislature
of which system? As in, what is the political framework that we will
be operating within? There are some who want this to be [the frame-
work defined by] Oslo forever. That’s madness.””? Zahhar’s questions
touched on the central tension that had always shaped Hamas’s engage-
ment with the political system: it disapproved of the premise of the
Palestinian Authority and the underlying Oslo Accords that had created
it. Rather than being confined to the Palestinian Authority, national dis-
cussions needed to tackle the issue of reforming the broader political
establishment, namely the PLO.

Hamas advocated that the PLO needed to be more representative
by offering proportional representation for the various factions within
and outside the occupied territories. This position alluded to a convic-
tion held by Hamas and Islamic Jihad that proportional representation
would guarantee them a powerful foothold within the PLO, one that
reflected the following they had cultivated over the years. A strong base
within the PLO would allow Hamas to revoke—or at least challenge—
the concessions the PLO had made in 1988 and its ensuing dedication
to the diplomatic process. In effect, Hamas was seeking to circumvent
the Palestinian Authority and the American reform efforts that it felt
would focus on governance within the territories and institutionalize
Palestinian capitulation to the Israeli occupation. Instead, Hamas’s
leaders advocated for an indigenous reform of the overarching institu-
tions overseeing Palestinian liberation.”™

While Hamas participated in these talks, it withheld its suicide op-
erations. This gave rise to speculation in the media of weakness and
moderation. This was despite the fact that Hamas maintained rocket
fire into Israel, which continued its widespread incursions into refugee
camps as well as targeted assassinations. Zahhar dismissed these accusa-

tions, insisting that it was on the success of its military resistance that
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Hamas’s entire political platform was being constructed.” Highlighting
that Hamas was undergoing significant internal change, Zahhar went on
to say that “Hamas’s program is witnessing an unprecedented revival.
The measures of strength and weakness, including the number of new
recruits into the movement, opinion polls regarding popular support and
social activities carried out by the movement, amongst others, indicate
exactly the opposite of what Hamas’s enemies wish to portray.””
Hamas’s focus on the virtues of suicide bombing and armed struggle
even as it engaged in discussions aimed at political participation under-
scored that the two were not incompatible for the movement. Leaders
presented Hamas as a party that could “marry” resistance with poli-

tics.”®

As if to reinforce this point, on August 31 Hamas carried out two
consecutive suicide bombings in the southern Israeli city of Beersheba,
killing sixteen and injuring eighty-two. These high-impact operations
were allegedly planned in retaliation for Yassin’s and Rantissi’s assas-
sinations nearly four months earlier. Underscoring Hamas’s perception
of resistance as a fundamental aspect of its political vision, these attacks
bolstered its claims to being a resistance movement as its engagement
in the political establishment advanced.”” The Beersheba operation was
the last suicide mission carried out by Hamas during the Second Inti-
fada, as its armed struggle pivoted toward the persistent use of missiles
as well as tunnel operations.’

Hamas’s rockets provided ample justification for Israel’s goal of
withdrawing from a powerful position by sustaining its military op-
erations against resistance factions.” In late September 2004, Israel

b

launched “Operation Days of Penitence,” an extensive and lethal
ground invasion aimed at compelling Gaza’s civilian population to
pressure al-Qassam to stop its actions. The operation involved more
than two hundred tanks and armored vehicles invading Beit Hanoun
and Jabalia in northern Gaza, demolishing 195 Palestinian homes and
killing eighty-six Palestinians (about a third of whom were civilians).®
This operation enabled Sharon to drum up support for the disengage-

ment in the Isracli Knesset. Despite pleas by Egyptian and Palestinian
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interlocutors for a negotiated withdrawal, Sharon remained committed
to unilateral measures, armed with the conviction that there was “no
partner” on the Palestinian side.

This self-fulfilling prophecy was rendered all the more acute with
the unexpected and sudden death of Palestinian president Yasser Arafat
on November 10.%' The passing of a formidable and controversial figure
in Palestinian politics initiated a clash that had long been in gestation
between the various factions and figures competing for leadership.* For
Hamas, it provided yet another major impetus driving its engagement
with the political system. Arafat’s death in the midst of a highly frag-
mented and vulnerable political environment cemented the movement’s
conviction that the Palestinian establishment had collapsed and merited
rebuilding, particularly after the battering it had received during the
intifada.’ Hamas looked forward to the emergence of an autonomous
leadership, one that could move away from the shadow of Israel and
the United States in its formulation of national strategy.** Riven by in-
ternal divisions, Fatah also looked to fair and representative elections to
appoint new leaders, yet disagreements inevitably led to tension regard-
ing the choice of candidates.”” For its part, Israel insisted that it would
not interfere with the choice of emerging leadership as long as it did not

“support terrorism.”®

THE CAIRO DECLARATION

Yasser Arafat’s death, after two years in confinement in a compound
that had been bombarded by Israel’s army, was symbolic of the state
of Palestinian politics. After the third burial of a major leader in 2004,
factions turned their attention to rebuilding their institutions. Municipal
elections were the first point of departure. These were to proceed in
four rounds in 2004 and 2005. The first took place in December 2004
and January 2005 in twenty-six districts in the West Bank and ten in the
Gaza Strip. Hamas had historically always participated in municipal,

student, and union elections as they complemented its extensive social
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and charitable arm. Through this participation, Hamas buttressed its
grassroots credibility, maintaining a strong presence in institutions fo-
cused on local administration and municipal services while nurturing
the connection to its popular base. Building on its message of recon-
stituting the incumbent leadership, Hamas ran under the banner of
“Change and Reform.”® Without being overtly political, this message
leveraged widespread disapproval with the long-standing and pervasive
corruption within the Palestinian Authority, long dominated by Fatah,
and offered Palestinians the option of changing their leaders to opt for
a new beginning.

On the campaign trail, Hamas exhibited political astuteness and
aggressively promoted its candidates, many of whom were highly edu-
cated academics and professionals from the movement’s political wing
and member base.® It fought for various municipalities in open and
fierce competition with Fatah. In elections in Gaza, for instance, Hamas
raised banners stating, “The Choice: Qassam Rocket or a Policeman
Protecting Israel,” in a clear jibe at the Palestinian Authority’s security
coordination with Israel.* Hamas focused on undermining Fatah’s po-
litical programs and highlighting their leaders’ corruption.” Through-
out the election cycle, the movement raised objections that its candidates
were harassed by Israeli forces who continued to occupy the Palestinian
territories. Despite such protestations, Hamas performed relatively well
in the first round, winning 36.8 percent of the seats and 50 percent
of the votes, relative to 38.9 percent and 32 percent respectively for
Fatah.”! This led the movement’s publications to stress Hamas’s contin-
ued popularity.”? Clearly demonstrating Hamas’s support in Gaza, the
movement took control of seven out of ten councils there.”

Alongside this round of municipal elections, presidential elections
were set to take place in January 2005. Hamas decided to boycott the
search for a presidential candidate and kept with its traditional rhetoric
that elections for posts within the Palestinian Authority merely legiti-
mated the institution and produced a new cadre of leadership serv-

ing Israeli and American interests.”* This stance conflicted with long
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debates Hamas was having internally regarding political engagement,
which touched on upcoming legislative elections also associated with
the Palestinian Authority.”” Instead, rumors abounded that Hamas had
no presidential candidates to field. Seven contestants ran in the elec-
tions, which culminated in a victory for Mahmoud Abbas, who gained
62 percent of the vote. Hamas’s publications raved that the election was
“custom-made” as it speculated on vote rigging and reported on pres-
sure being placed on other viable candidates not to run.”

Abbas was the candidate favored to win by the United States, given
his support of the Roadmap for Peace and his stance on armed struggle.
Expectedly, shortly after the elections, Abbas underscored his conviction
that Israel’s disengagement from Gaza must proceed within the frame-
work of the roadmap, ensuring Sharon could no longer claim the ab-
sence of a committed counterpart. As incoming president, Abbas faced
three obstacles: disunity within his party; Sharon’s refusal to deal with
Palestinians as political counterparts; and Hamas’s power.”” Hamas’s
strong grassroots support was not lost on the incoming president given
his tenuous hold on the political establishment. His commitment to
diplomacy and his denunciation of resistance-as-terrorism against the
backdrop of Sharon’s intransigence were seen as treasonous by Hamas.”

In the movement’s view, Abbas’s responsibility was to reformulate
the body politic so that it was inclusive of all factions and rooted in
resistance. Hamas’s popularity indicated that this sentiment could not
casily be swept aside. In his new position, Abbas was indeed proactive in
secking to reform the PLO into a more representative and democratic
framework. After his election, he immediately went to Gaza to try to se-
cure a ceasefire from the resistance factions as he began negotiations on
several fronts: internal reform, elections, and political participation.”
Abbas’s disposition opened the doors for Hamas to continue its inter-
nal debates regarding prospects for political engagement and even to
formally consider joining the PLO.'"™ Abbas successfully secured a one-
month ceasefire from the factions, even as chronic disputes between

him and Hamas persisted in light of their divergent views.
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Hamas insisted that Arafat had passed away at a time when Pal-
estinians were more besieged than ever, when US bias toward Israel
under the Bush administration was undeniable, and when resistance
was the only viable strategy. For Hamas, joining the PLO was contin-
gent on “restructuring [it] so that it provides the people with a defined
charter that serves the national cause.”!” Aware of Hamas’s stance,
Abbas sought Israeli confidence-building measures to demonstrate the
virtues of negotiations. After the election, Abbas and Sharon resumed
negotiations in the Red Sea resort of Sharm al-Sheikh, Egypt, to con-
clusively end the violence of the Second Intifada. During the talks, Sha-
ron promised the eventual release of hundreds of Palestinian prisoners
and the halting of targeted assassinations and home demolitions.'”? In
return, Abbas expressed confidence that he could secure a commitment
to stop military operations as he persisted in bilateral talks in Cairo with
thirteen factions, including Hamas and Islamic Jihad, to formalize a
longer-term ceasefire and agree on a framework for domestic power-
sharing and an agenda for legislative elections.

Abbas’s confidence initially appeared misplaced as Hamas and
Fatah’s al-Agsa Brigades declared his verbal assurances to Sharon “not
binding.”'” Given Abbas’s commitment to the roadmap, it was under-
stood that any move to stop armed struggle existed within the broader
framework of disarming the resistance factions. Abbas and his supporters
had also begun speaking of the monopolization of arms under the Pales-
tinian Authority as the single governing entity in the territories.'"”* Hamas
was adamantly opposed to disarming or integrating its military wing into
the Palestinian security forces unless the institution was reformed in a
manner that did not undermine Hamas’s capacity to wage armed strug-
gle. This of course ran counter to the Palestinian Authority’s commit-
ment under the Oslo Accords to safeguard Israel’s security. While being
open to ceasefires, Hamas’s fundamental belief in the righteousness of
armed struggle against the military occupation remained unshakeable.'®
This conviction was strengthened by what Hamas interpreted as popular

support for its tactics, particularly following the municipal victories in
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areas that had been heavily hit by Isracli firepower retaliating against
Hamas’s resistance.'”

But despite Hamas’s rhetorical opposition, a flimsy ceasefire took ef-
fect in February 2005. The movement’s investment in domestic power-
sharing discussions was evident by its decision to suspend rocket fire
as negotiations unfolded. Providing insight into Hamas’s negotiating
position, Meshal asserted that “we will move as close to the Palestinian
Authority in our political vision and domestic discussions as it moves
towards Palestinian rights.”!”” When asked whether slogans advocating
participation in governance and elections undermined its role as a resis-
tance movement, Meshal answered, “There i1s no conflict between this
and that.”'” To end the occupation, Meshal said, Hamas would take
all measures, including reforming the political establishment, partici-
pating in decision-making, and partaking in municipal elections. As he
explained, “[These] are steps aimed at serving our main strategic goal,
which is to rid ourselves of the occupation and to help the Palestinian
people live a life which is aligned with resistance; a life which equips
them for steadfastness and for the continuation of their long struggle till
the occupation is removed from our lands.”'™

For Hamas, resistance naturally encompassed a political element,
and the political arena was an extension of military policies, particularly
after the failure of armed struggle to achieve its goals. Publications ex-
plained that Hamas was seeking to ensure the longevity of the intifada
by moving beyond the battlefield. This came through efforts to gain con-
stitutional legitimacy and work with other factions in policymaking and
governance to institutionalize resistance as a national policy.'"” Musa
Abu Marzouq had previously summed up Hamas’s aspirations as “pre-
serving the program of resistance. Despite [armed struggle| being in
an ebb and flow, the political framework should be the continuation of
resistance, the refusal to undermine it, to remove its arms, or to shackle
it with unfair security arrangements.”''! While the PLO’s past entry into
politics had been premised on concessions, Hamas tethered its engage-

ment in politics to the failure of negotiations and underscored the need
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to reject any further concessions from the Palestinian side, including any
commitment to disarm the resistance factions or to halt fire.!?

Such a role would provide political backing to Hamas’s vision, as
the movement would finally have a voice in crafting policy or blocking
legislation it deemed harmful.'"® In essence, the movement continued
to prioritize the fundamentals of the Palestinian struggle and to refuse
what it perceived as the pacification inherent within the Palestinian Au-
thority, with its focus on governance under the framework of the occu-
pation in the elusive hope of statehood. Emotions ran high throughout
the talks. Hamas warily eyed Abbas’s deployment of security forces on
the Israeli-Gaza border as the Palestinian Authority took measures to
prepare for Israel’s withdrawal. Hamas’s publications noted this de-
velopment with trepidation, asking, “The deployment of the security
forces in Gaza, is the repetition of a bitter episode [of security coordi-

nation] or the beginning of a new chapter of reconciliation?”!'"*

Naturally, Hamas suspected the former.'"

Its publications none-
theless declared that the talks were Hamas’s opportunity to align the
new leadership with its resistance-based program, given that Fatah was
at its weakest point politically and that an administrative vacuum was
in the making in Gaza.''® Maintaining its refusal to commit to a full
ceasefire without reciprocity from Israel, Hamas addressed the military
calm it had initiated for the duration of the presidential elections and
subsequent dialogues."” Meshal explained, “Our fingers are still on the
trigger. . . . We have a right to defend our people and retaliate against the
ongoing aggression. This [calm] is a Palestinian initiative aimed at serv-
ing a number of interests and dispelling some dangers, most paramount
of which is Sharon’s desire to push Palestinians into in-fighting.”!''®
With the military calm in place, Sharon managed to secure Knes-
set approval for the disengagement plan and set a target of August
2005 as preparations continued between the Quartet and the Pales-
tinian Authority to coordinate economic and civil postengagement
issues. Around the same time, after three months of domestic talks,

the Palestinian factions finally agreed on sustaining a ceasefire until
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the end of 2005 as they issued their closing statement in March. The
“Cairo Declaration,” as it came to be called, was a significant milestone
and a declaration that quickly became the cornerstone of Hamas’s en-
gagement in the political realm. The declaration affirmed “the right
of the Palestinian people to resistance in order to end the occupation,
establish a Palestinian state with full sovereignty with Jerusalem as its
capital, and the guaranteeing of the right of return of refugees to their
homes and property.”!'"?

The Cairo Declaration formalized what Hamas’s military dispo-
sition throughout the Second Intifada had alluded to: that the move-
ment’s immediate political goals were informed by the desire to create
a Palestinian state on the 1967 borders. Without the ideological con-
cession of recognizing Israel, Hamas had followed in the footsteps of
the PLO decades earlier by accepting the notion of Palestinian state-
hood on a portion of historic Palestine. Perhaps more importantly in
the context of domestic discussions, the Cairo Declaration formalized
Hamas’s entry into the political arena. The document explicitly stated
agreement to “develop the PLO on bases that will be settled upon in
order to include all the Palestinian powers and factions, as the organiza-
tion is the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.”'?
Political representation within it was to be based on greater transpar-
ency, democratic principles, and pluralism. Agreement on reforming
the PLO was a major milestone in Hamas’s vision of moving beyond
the Palestinian Authority’s remit on governance to revive the broader
national liberation struggle. The reformed PLO was to be an institu-
tion that represented the Palestinian people in their entirety and was
committed to their basic national rights to achieve liberation.'?! A cross-
factional committee to reform the PLO was created with the under-
standing that it would work toward the eventual integration of both
Hamas and Islamic Jihad.'*?

Having secured a commitment from Abbas and the other factions
to reformulate the PLO, Hamas’s leadership completed its debates on

whether or not it should participate in the upcoming legislative elections
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for the Palestinian Authority, initially set to take place in July 2005. As
the wider national dialogues were ongoing, Hamas’s various constituen-
cies had been debating internally the prospect of participating in the
legislative elections. Talks were lengthy and time-consuming since input
from the leadership abroad, the representatives in the West Bank and
Gaza, as well as the prisoners was required. Despite significant debate to
address fears of legitimating the Palestinian Authority, members made
a case for a greater political role in shaping the national agenda.'”® The
movement’s strong showing in the municipal elections had an impact
on Hamas’s leaders, particularly in Gaza, who came out strongly in
favor of participation. Leaders abroad and in the West Bank gave more
lukewarm reactions (and in cases like Hebron, actively objected), while
the prisoners had mixed feelings.'**

Hamas declared that the perceived demise of the peace process
meant that its political participation could not be seen in the context
of conferring legitimacy onto the Oslo Accords. In 1996, Hamas had
boycotted the legislative elections for fear of legitimating the accords.'®
By the end of the Second Intifada, however, Hamas argued the Oslo
Accords had failed. Resistance had also propelled the movement into
becoming a more powerful political actor. Along with the prospects
of reforming the PLO, it appeared that the entire political establish-
ment was on the cusp of change.'” At the end of these deliberations,
Hamas’s consultative council gave the go-ahead to take part in the leg-
islative elections.'

Hamas’s publications noted that this “represents political astute-
ness, as seen by the correct timing chosen to participate in Palestin-
ian political life through elections and the ballot.”'*® The movement’s
publications went on to say that elections are “the right [means of par-
ticipation] to ensure proper reform and to fix the frail Palestinian es-
tablishment, turning it into a strong and secure presence to face a brute
racist occupation.”'® In essence, the movement defined political partici-
pation as a “responsibility” to stop the Palestinian Authority remaining

Fatah’s “hostage” and to ensure that the establishment could be better
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equipped to resist the occupation rather than remain subservient to it.
Hamas viewed its strong performance in the municipal elections as a
platform from which it could launch dialogue with Fatah as an equal
rather than a replacement. This approach was described as being true
to Yassin’s legacy, whereby Hamas sought to foster dialogue and rework
the political model into a national framework that was accountable to
all Palestinians. This would include the Palestinian refugees in the dias-
pora as well as Palestinians within the occupied territories.'*

By mid-2005, Hamas had come to view its political success as valida-
tion of its resistance.'”! It rationalized that it would use the Palestinian
Authority’s legislature to steer Palestinian nationalism away from conces-
sions and back toward the protection of basic rights.'™ Hamas’s vision
was to revive the legislature, which it believed had become increasingly
ineffective and marginalized under Fatah’s rule, and bring it back into a
mainstream political role.”*® In so doing, the movement hoped to use it
as a platform from which to defend the right of resistance, fight corrup-
tion, have fair elections, and ensure that comprehensive reform of the
PLO would indeed be carried out." In an interview with Mahmoud
Zahhar, Hamas’s leader asserted that “some of the challenges Hamas
faces can be solved through elections. Hamas needs constitutional le-
gitimacy to prove to those accusing it of terrorism that this is not so,
and that the Palestinian people stand with it. The movement wants to
participate to prove that its program is the optimal one.”!®

Political participation was seen as a natural progression of Hamas’s
growth and not as something that would jeopardize either its resistance
or its Islamic faith. As Meshal explained, “Resistance is a comprehen-
sive and integrated life,” one that encompasses politics as well as the
military."*® Meshal rejected phrases such as “transformation into poli-
tics,” insisting that as an opposition party Hamas had never been far
from politics.””” For Hamas, this endeavor was simply the political mani-
festation of its resistance strategy.'” To effectively demonstrate the ad-
vantage of this position, Hamas’s publications focused on the anxiety its

decision was causing within Israel.!*’
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The Israeli government as well as Abbas were indeed worried
about Hamas’s strong municipal performance. Shortly after the Cairo
Declaration and Hamas’s decision to participate in the legislative elec-
tions, the second round of municipal elections took place in May in
seventy-eight districts in the West Bank and five in Gaza. Hamas won
35.4 percent of the seats and 33.7 percent of the votes, compared to
35 percent and 40.2 percent for Fatah, respectively.'* Hamas’s strong
performance was even more impressive as it won fifteen out of eigh-
teen municipal seats in the West Bank, taking over Fatah strongholds
such as Qalgilya.'*! Rather than the presidential elections, Hamas saw
these contests as the real measure of popular support.'* Although the
movement had performed well in previous such elections, at this point
Hamas appeared to be at the height of its efforts to engage with the po-
litical establishment and these successes had a significant impact in con-
cretizing its political aspirations.'* With Hamas’s strong showing in the
second round of municipal elections, Sharon communicated his worries
about Hamas’s participation in the upcoming legislative elections to the
Bush administration in the hope that Hamas would be prevented from
participating. For his part, despite his concern about a Hamas victory,
Abbas was committed to allowing the movement to run as a means of
ensuring the legitimacy of the elections.'* Rooted in the conviction that
Hamas was unlikely to win, both Abbas and the Bush administration
pushed for Hamas’s inclusion in the democratic process as a way of

taming the movement.'*

GAZA DISENGAGEMENT

The ceasefire that Abbas had secured with Israel for the remainder of
2005 was a delicate one. Tensions simmered within the Palestinian ter-
ritories as well and threatened to bubble over with Abbas’s decision in
June to postpone the elections.'*® Hamas protested this move and de-
scribed the unexpected delay as a blow to democracy and an action

that cast doubt on the credibility of the Cairo Declaration, in which
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the factions had unanimously agreed to the timing of the elections.'*
Hamas chastised Abbas for his unilateral decision, which it character-
ized as serving Fatah’s interests rather than those of the Palestinian peo-
ple. It insisted that by unilaterally postponing the legislative elections,
Abbas was bowing to international pressure to curb Hamas’s political
ambitions.'*®

Abbas’s decision was indeed shaped to a large extent by fears of a
Hamas victory. With American approval, the elections were delayed to
buy Fatah more time to prepare. This measure demonstrated the Pales-
tinian Authority’s predicament as an entity stuck in two different nego-
tiation tracks that were ultimately at odds with each other. On the one
hand, as the newly elected and Western-approved leader, Abbas was en-
gaged in diplomatic negotiations with the United States and Israel to
move beyond the Arafat era and lay the groundwork for future Israeli-
Palestinian peacemaking. Central to this trajectory were efforts to dis-
arm the resistance factions and integrate their forces into the Palestinian
Authority to ensure its monopoly on the use of force ahead of Israel’s
disengagement.'* Doing so was made difficult by the unilateral nature of
Israel’s imminent withdrawal and by the fact that the Palestinian security
forces had been severely weakened by Sharon’s bombardment during the
Second Intifada. On the other hand, the Palestinian Authority was en-
gaged in discussions with resistance factions to reform the PLO and give
Hamas and Islamic Jihad a stronger say in the national agenda.

This balancing act began to falter as Israel launched a campaign
against Hamas and Islamic Jihad in the summer of 2005, eliciting
rocket fire from both factions in Gaza. Hamas noted that the Cairo
Declaration called for a bilateral cessation of violence and made room
for self-defense.” It insisted that the movement had not offered a “free
ceasefire” and pointed to the Palestinian Authority’s failure to derive
any concessions from Israel during the calm."”' Israel mobilized to re-
taliate; it recaptured the West Bank city of Tulkarem and threatened to
expand its targeted assassinations."”? Concurrently, acting on previously

issued orders from Abbas to maintain calm on the Palestinian front,
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the weakly armed Palestinian security forces that had been deployed
around Gaza mobilized against resistance factions, precipitating what
was to become the first of many domestic clashes following Abbas’s
election.'?

Hamas regarded the Palestinian Authority’s mobilization as a sign of
Abbas-Sharon collusion to limit its political participation.”* Expressing
distrust of Abbas and his security forces, an editorial in Hamas’s pub-
lications stated that “the Palestinian Authority . . . has revealed its true
nature, and has announced war on Hamas, with banners and slogans
such as . . . ‘No Weapons Other Than the Weapons of the Legitimate
Authority.” It has as such ended the ‘honeymoon’ that Abbas has been
enjoying with the resistance parties whom he had courted.”'”” Hamas
believed that Abbas and Sharon both felt that the movement had be-
come too powerful and they were working to undermine it ahead of the
Gaza withdrawal."”® The crackdown, so soon after Hamas’s emergence
as a promising political player, marked an important turning point in
domestic relations, one that eroded the performance of fraternity that
had for some time shaped engagement between factions. Hamas per-
ceived Abbas’s policies as representative of an institutionalized refusal
to allow it into the political process and marking his continued dedica-
tion to the diplomatic process.”” It interpreted his postponement of the
elections as a step to solidify Fatah’s political hold and to undermine
Hamas’s ability to capitalize on its newfound clout or play a role in the
governance of Gaza."®

These suspicions brought into question Hamas’s commitment to
its “red lines” of avoiding Palestinian infighting, as al-Qassam issued a
statement justifying its readiness to attack any force aimed at undermin-
ing resistance.” “The Qassam continue on their path of jihad and re-
sistance, hitting the enemy settlements . . . [and] occupation’s deputies,
those who try to distract us from the Zionist enemy and who undertake
his role in hitting the Islamic guerilla fighters.”'® In carrying out “Zion-
ist orders” to stop resistance, al-Qassam insisted that the Palestinian se-

curity forces had effectively become part of the occupation and were



88 THE POLITICS OF RESISTANCE

thus legitimate targets of resistance.'®! Adopting such a position, Hamas
set the groundwork for associating the Palestinian Authority with Israel
in a manner that would facilitate future conflicts between the two, in ef-
fect undermining its oft-reiterated dedication to preserving unity.

Nonetheless, the imminent power vacuum in the Gaza Strip pushed
Palestinians to reassert calm.'”? By July 19, both Hamas and Fatah is-
sued appeals for unity and initiated a truce between the fighting factions
without effectively finding means to coexist. As the deadline for Israel’s
withdrawal approached, Abbas’s security forces redeployed around
Gaza in August to ensure a smooth process. These were a fragmented
group, answering to different command structures and poorly armed.'®
Under Abbas’s orders, they were prevented from carrying out preemp-
tive attacks on Hamas and other factions, essentially making the truce
contingent on the absence of disarmament initiatives. While Israel per-
sisted in demanding that Abbas dismantle the “terrorist infrastructure,”
it offered no incentives given its persistent failure to cease settlement
expansion, release prisoners, or end targeted assassinations as had been
agreed at Sharm al-Sheikh. Despite Abbas’s restraint, Hamas contin-
ued to view the security forces as a threat since their raison d’étre (even
if yet to be fulfilled) was the demilitarization of resistance.

Domestic tension was not limited to the Palestinian territories. Sha-
ron’s withdrawal plans exacerbated major political and social fault lines
within Israel. As the first leader to pull back the expansion of settle-
ments within the Palestinian occupied territories, Sharon faced im-
mense internal backlash. Antidisengagement protests proliferated as
settlers worried about a precedent being set for further pullbacks from
the West Bank. While acknowledging that disengagement was a pre-
text for strengthening Israel’s hold over the West Bank, Hamas’s leaders
celebrated this imminent “victory” as a development that both under-
mined the Palestinian Authority’s call for negotiations and shattered the
image of the Israeli army’s indestructibility.'* To Hamas’s leaders, the
withdrawal signaled that the Zionist enterprise had begun reversing its
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expansionist ideology.'™ The unilateral nature of the disengagement
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underscored that it was not taking place as a result of diplomatic en-
gagement, further weakening the position of the Palestinian Authority
and leaders such as Abbas.'®

A few days ahead of the disengagement, Hamas’s leaders hosted a
press conference in Gaza City on August 13 and declared that “this ac-
complishment is the first step towards the liberation of our land and the
retrieval of our Jerusalem and our rights. This is not, as Sharon wishes,
the first and last step. . . . We will refuse for Gaza to turn into a prison
for our people.”'®” Hamas reiterated its readiness to engage in postwith-
drawal issues including development, reconstruction, and reform.'®® It
proposed to form a committee to oversee both the disengagement and
ensuing tasks. Cognizant of the Palestinian Authority’s anxieties about its
role, Hamas stressed that it was not acting as a “state within a state,” as it
sought to assuage fears that it was seeking to supplant the Palestinian Au-
thority or undermine its sovereignty. Rather, Hamas claimed to present
its proposal as a means of enhancing partnership and transparency and
ending unilateralism as a precursor to the reformulation of the PLO.'%

Israel’s withdrawal plans entailed the relocation of eight thousand
Israeli settlers from twenty-one settlements within Gaza and four settle-
ments in the West Bank. A forty-eight-hour voluntary evacuation com-
menced on August 16 to allow settlers to move out on their own accord.
After this period ended, thousands of Israeli army soldiers were sent
in to forcibly remove hundreds of families who refused to leave. The
evacuations entailed long hours where settlers barricaded themselves
and faced off with the army. After the settlers were relocated, the Israeli
army destroyed all the settlements left behind, leaving synagogues intact.
By September 2005, Israel had successfully removed its illegal settle-
ments from the Gaza Strip and scenes of Palestinians celebrating over
the remnants of their former oppressors’ homes dominated the news.

Israel’s disengagement from Gaza instantly began shaping the Israeli
public’s opinion regarding the removal of settlements. The withdrawal
came to be seen as a litmus test: if Palestinians were able to build a devel-

oped city-state in Gaza, akin to a Singapore on the Mediterranean, then
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that would allegedly pave the way for further withdrawals elsewhere,
leading to renewed efforts at Israeli-Palestinian peacemaking.'’® Signifi-
cant plans had been drawn up by the Quartet behind the scenes to con-
sider economic initiatives or development prospects that could underpin
Gaza’s growth. Yet despite much promise and hope, these blueprints re-
mained stillborn.'”" Citing security concerns, Israel almost immediately
began imposing a suffocating system of closures that severely restricted
the movement of goods and persons between the Gaza Strip and Israel
or the West Bank. After having razed thousands of Palestinian homes
between Gaza and Egypt, on the Rafah border, Israel built a seven-
meter-high wall that caged Palestinians in.'”* Despite the signing of the
“Rafah Border Agreement,” which coordinated the Palestinian Authori-
ty’s administration of Gaza’s borders with Israel, in practice Israel main-
tained full authority over access into the coastal enclave.'”® Given that
the Israeli and West Bank markets were central to Gaza’s economy, the
closure policies nipped in the bud any prospects for growth or develop-
ment within the Gaza Strip. By the end of Israel’s withdrawal, rather
than promoting Gaza’s economic development, Israel had reconfigured
its occupation to take the form of a stifling, externally imposed structure
of control.'™

Sharon’s unilateral disengagement—and the sheer fact that he was
willing to withdraw from illegal settlements—provided the Israeli leader
with sufficient clout internationally to pressure Abbas to confront the
resistance factions. Having agreed to the postponement of the elections
once, the Bush administration refused further delays. It insisted that
Abbas move to disarm Hamas, as the United States rejected the idea of
an armed militia participating in the democratic process.'” Concerns
regarding Hamas’s participation were not assuaged as members of the
movement openly discussed how resistance could be sustained or even
exported to the West Bank from Gaza after Israel’s withdrawal.'’® The
importance of armed resistance was apparent in Hamas’s rejection of
disarmament and its view that Gaza’s liberation was incomplete since

borders were still controlled by Israel.'”” Addressing the issue of dis-
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armament, Meshal agreed with the need to form a single command
structure for Palestinian armed forces, but he viewed a pluralistic politi-
cal framework as the only way such a structure could come to pass.'”

Calls for disarmament precipitated domestic clashes again through-
out the fall months following Israel’s disengagement. Hamas held firm
in calling for the legitimization of resistance weapons and implored the
Palestinian Authority not to allow “the enemy’s” constant calls for dis-
armament to cause civil war.'”? Hamas’s refusal was further supported
by continued Israeli incursions and military operations within the Gaza
Strip throughout the postdisengagement period. Rising tension coin-
cided with the third round of municipal elections, where Hamas per-
formed somewhat poorly given that it focused on 104 districts in the
West Bank and none in Gaza. Hamas won 26 percent of the seats and
36 percent of the votes relative to Fatah’s 57.3 percent in both. By the
end of the fourth round, however, Hamas had gained 30 percent of the
seats and 50.1 percent of the vote, relative to Fatah’s 32.9 and 30 per-
cent, respectively.'®

Hamas’s strong performance heightened Abbas’s worries ahead of
the delayed legislative elections, rescheduled for January 25, 2006. Bit-
ter spats between the parties surfaced intermittently, from violence on
the streets in Gaza to campaigns of arrest and acts of vandalism in the
West Bank, as well as verbal attacks in media outlets. Hamas claimed
it put “no trust” in the Palestinian Authority, which it alleged had gone
back on all agreements made between the parties after Arafat’s death.'®!
However, while stressing the right to armed struggle and self-defense,

182 The move-

Hamas maintained the military calm it had committed to.
ment also appeared invested in portraying a softer image ahead of the
elections to assuage doubts about its participation. Mahmoud Zahhar,
for instance, granted an interview to the Israeli newspaper Haarelz
in which he discussed the possible revision of the Hamas charter.'®
Hamas’s spokesperson in Gaza was also quoted stating that Hamas’s
“charter is not the Qur’an,” indicating Hamas’s alleged willingness to

recognize Israel.'®*
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As the new year dawned, heated debates erupted among represen-
tatives of the factions gathered in Cairo. Hamas’s persistent refusal to
officially extend the ceasefire beyond the end of 2005, as had been ini-
tially agreed, merely strengthened its position ahead of the legislative
elections."® By leveraging its refusal to disarm against the Palestinian
Authority’s appeals to do so, and by emphasizing Israeli anxiety about
its participation in elections, Hamas portrayed itself as a party that
prioritized Palestinian rights over foreign interests.'® The movement
highlighted this approach as being in stark contrast to Fatah, whose
image among Palestinians at the time was of a corrupt party that was
subservient to Israel.'¥” Leveraging what it saw as its just cause and
strong popular support, Hamas aimed to get 25 percent of the vote, as
that would give it a voice in shaping policy without compromising its
politics.'®™ On the eve of the movement’s eighteenth anniversary, Me-
shal praised “this new energy in our political life,” asserting that “we
feel our way, we practice our democracy, we elect our leaders, we build
our institutions. . . . This political movement will be victorious for our
people the same way our resistance was victorious on the battlefield,

2189

God willing.

ELECTION VICTORY

Hamas ran for the 2006 legislative elections on the same platform of
“Change and Reform,” a far-reaching agenda that presented its strategic
trajectory for the liberation struggle alongside promises to tackle daily
administrative challenges within the territories. This juxtaposition be-
tween mundane hardships and the lofty aspirations of self-determination
spoke to the breadth of Hamas’s political vision. Leveraging its clean
track record of municipal governance, in sharp contrast to the govern-
mental institutions under Fatah, Hamas portrayed itself as a party that
could address the failures of the incumbent and reconfigure the political
system in accordance with its values. Its electoral manifesto spoke of

resuscitating the core principles of the struggle, including the indivis-
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ibility of the land of historic Palestine; the unity and eventual return of
the fragmented Palestinian people; and the right to resist the occupa-
tion in the quest to form an independent state.'” Candidates stressed
that these principles had been raised by liberation factions prior to the
emergence of Hamas, including the PLO. Hamas believed, however,
that its faith and Islamic principles would empower it to resist veering off
course like the PLO had. While these principles were held as long-term
goals to be achieved as the “Zionist project” weakened, Hamas accepted
transitional stages in the shape of a state on the 1967 borders, with Jeru-
salem as its capital, to which the refugees could return. Consonant with
its roots, and like the PLO before it, Hamas positioned the Palestinian
cause within the broader fold of Arab and Islamic politics.'"!

In service of this vision, Hamas’s agenda listed items dedicated to
the release of prisoners detained in Israeli jails, as well as the criminal-
ization of security coordination with the occupation.'”” These measures
demonstrated the movement’s desire to politicize the Palestinian Au-
thority away from its focus on governance. Hamas addressed the urgent
need for constitutional amendments in the political establishment; fight-
ing corruption; restructuring the security forces and judicial systems;
and reforming social, educational, and economic initiatives consistently
with its Islamic values.'” Hamas’s schemes were premised on the fun-
damental belief that the daily reality, as well as the liberation struggle
itself, merited a holistic shake-up to break the incumbent’s monopoly.
Such a restructuring, Hamas thought, would realign political institu-
tions for the people within and outside the occupied territories, provide
them with the legitimacy that was sorely lacking, and prepare them to
achieve their freedom.'”* The presence of an organization that explic-
itly refused to recognize Israel or to abide by previous peace agreements
was seen as a powerful way to reconfigure the relationship between Pal-
estinians and their occupier.

Precisely because of these motivations, a great deal of anxiety over-
shadowed preparations for the elections. Both the Bush administration

and Abbas felt that Hamas’s participation was imperative to give the
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elections a veneer of legitimacy. Since Abbas had delayed the elections
once to give Fatah more time to prepare, further delays were not pos-
sible. Given the dangerous escalation that attempts at disarmament had
caused, Abbas also did not pursue this option, despite American pres-
sure.'” Hamas dismissed American hypocrisy in pushing for disarma-
ment as a prerequisite for participation in democratic elections, citing
the Irish Republican Army as a historic precedent, as well as the more
recent elections promoted by the United States in Afghanistan and

196 Closer to home,

Iraq, where armed factions ran against each other.
Fatah itself had armed militias.'”” Hamas called on Palestinians not to
fall for attempts to preempt the elections, stressing that the Americans
promoted democracy only when it suited their purposes.'” Having
pushed for Hamas’s involvement, Abbas insisted that elections were tak-
ing place within the framework of the Oslo Accords. This conflicted
sharply with Hamas’s premise that al-Agsa Intifada had rendered Oslo
“dead and gone” and that elections constituted a new political environ-
ment rooted in the Cairo Declaration.'” Without directly addressing
these diverging views, elections got under way at the end of 2005, with
Israel begrudgingly acquiescing to Hamas’s participation, albeit with
obstructions in East Jerusalem.

Irom the outset, Hamas’s strength in electioneering and crowd mo-
bilization was distinguishable from the factionalism within Fatah, which
had split its candidates into two separate lists.*” Hamas leveraged its
role as the opposition party, capitalizing on the public’s frustrations with
Fatah and its leader in areas such corruption, lawlessness, and poor
social services.’! It differentiated itself as a united movement with a
strong social infrastructure that had been developed over the course of
several decades and had a reputation for honesty, with highly educated
candidates who were able to tackle chronic deficiencies.?’? Furthermore,
Hamas portrayed Fatah as being subservient to Israeli and American
demands, even when those came at the expense of local needs.?” As-
sessing Abbas’s tenure, Hamas insisted that he had failed to achieve any

of his promises, despite talk of reform and democracy. Lawlessness in
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Gaza, often by Fatah’s own forces, was—for Hamas—proof of Abbas’s
inability to control the security establishment.?”* His failure to derive
the concessions that Israel had outlined in Sharm al-Sheikh, despite
the resistance factions adhering to their ceasefire, showed that Abbas
remained too weak to influence Israel. Moreover, Hamas claimed he
had undermined “Palestinian successes” such as Israel’s withdrawal
from the Gaza Strip by acquiescing to Israel’s control and movement of
goods and people into the strip.*”

On Election Day, Hamas launched its campaign from Sheikh
Yassin’s house, affirming its rootedness in the spiritual leader’s vision and
the movement’s commitment to its Islamic principles and program of
resistance.?”® The elections proceeded without serious incident with a
77 percent voter turnout. They were deemed a model of democracy in
the region by foreign observers, including former US president Jimmy
Carter. Through its campaign, Hamas looked toward a post-Oslo reality
where it could work with other factions to “build the Palestinian national
project on a solid foundation that can withstand pressure.”?’ With the
aim of breaking Fatah’s unilateralism and deflecting worries about its
Islamic nature, Hamas offered a “civilizational renaissance project” that
was open to “all those who suffered under Zionist brutality to come in as
partners in the liberation struggle.”?” It extended its arms to Christians
and reaffirmed its commitment to the role of women.”” In contrast to
Hamas’s aspirations for the domestic reconfiguration and structural re-
orientation of the struggle, Fatah remained committed to the notion of
a strategic peace in line with past agreements, while affirming the right
of resistance in self-defense, as stipulated by international law.?!?

In a historic watershed that marked the culmination of its politici-
zation, Hamas won 76 of the 132 seats of the legislative council rela-
tive to Fatah’s 43. Proclamations of “Tsunami! Earthquake! Coup!”
peppered the movement’s publications, given the unexpected scale of
the victory.?'' Hamas immediately dismissed the notion that this out-
come was simply a protest vote against Fatah’s corruption. As a senior

leader in Beirut stated, ““This is a peaceful coup on the present decrepit
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political reality, which was born out of defeat, corruption and acqui-
escence to rotten political solutions. . . . These results are an excellent
political renewal, as if the Palestinian people are reborn, and it’s a new
birth for the project of resistance, for the development of a society of
resistance, for a shaking-off of all the institutions.”?'? Reaffirming this
renewal, Abu Marzouq said, “We will not be in the politics of free con-
cessions. What was before January 25, 2006, will be different from what
comes after, in terms of the mechanisms for engaging with the Zionist
enemy. Because that old manner of dealing with the enemy did not
produce any gains on the ground. It produced castles in the clouds.”?"”

Hamas looked toward a different form of politics. Instead of “settle-
ment and negotiations” came a program of “change, reform and resis-
tance.”?"* Through its election, Hamas had found a way to transition
the goals that had animated its armed struggle during the Second Inti-
fada into the political arena. An inadvertent revolution had propelled
the movement into a leading position within the Palestinian struggle
for liberation. By early 2006, Hamas had built a solid foundation from
which to intervene in the broader quest for national self-determination
and bring its uncompromising vision of Islamic Palestinian nationalism

into the heart of Palestinian political institutions.



CHAPTER FOUR

STRANGLING
HAMAS

Hamas’s 2006 electoral victory caused utter confusion within the ad-
ministration of George W. Bush, given its focus on democracy promo-
tion in Palestine, and in Iraq, as a test case for the region. The most
immediate reaction was trepidation regarding the place of a designated
terrorist organization in public office. As Elliot Abrams, a senior mem-
ber of the Bush administration, had noted in anticipation of a Hamas
victory, “Legally, we had to treat Hamas as we treated al Qaeda.”! In
high-level meetings within the White House shortly after Hamas’s vic-
tory was confirmed, it was quickly decided that the optimal response
was to adopt a strategy that could isolate Hamas and reassert Fatah’s
dominance.? The dual-pronged plan was to be implemented on several
levels: military, financial, and diplomatic.’?

The American approach was rooted in the belief that Palestinians
had voted for change, seeking a less corrupt government than Fatah’s,
but that they still desired a negotiated peace settlement in the form of
a two-state solution, unlike Hamas.* In reality, Palestinians had voted
Hamas in for a number of reasons, including frustration with Fatah’s
corruption, resentment at the failed and endless peace talks, Hamas’s
reliability in providing welfare services, and indeed its defiant rhetoric
against the occupation. Support of armed struggle or Hamas’s Islamic
ideology did not feature prominently in its electoral platform or consti-
tute the majority of its votes.” Nonetheless, Hamas’s leaders interpreted

the movement’s victory as a resounding endorsement of its worldview,



98 STRANGLING HAMAS

not simply an affirmation of its clean governance and its strong social
and charitable institutions.

President Mahmoud Abbas and the European members of the
Quartet initially viewed Hamas’s inclusion in the political system as
a development that could offer diplomatic opportunities or moderate
the movement.® In contrast, convinced it could reverse the election re-
sults, the Bush administration decided to focus on its support of Presi-
dent Abbas and began a secretive “train and equip” program aimed
at bolstering Fatah’s arms and capabilities.” This initiative raised wor-
ries within some corners of the American establishment that weapons
might ultimately fall into the wrong hands and be used against Israel.
But the administration pushed forward. To circumvent congressional
obstacles against arming Palestinians, the United States leveraged net-
works in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates to fund the arms
that were then delivered to Fatah through Egypt and Jordan.?

A financial blockade was also instituted against the Palestinian gov-
ernment. Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, who stepped in as acting prime
minister after Ariel Sharon was incapacitated by a stroke, announced
that Israel would withhold tax and custom duty revenues collected on
behalf of the Palestinian Authority, worth about §55 million monthly.
The United States similarly stopped any financial aid and began actively
pressuring other nations to do the same.” Secretary of State Condo-
leezza Rice traveled to Arab Gulf countries to press them to end their
financial support. Most countries, including Saudi Arabia and Egypt,
rejected her calls. Given that the Palestinian Authority relied heavily on
aid to support 140,000 civil servants and 58,000 security personnel, it
was feared such financial restrictions would be debilitating,'” Israel ad-
opted other measures to cripple Hamas’s rise to power. It hindered the
travel of Hamas’s parliamentarians in all Israeli-controlled areas, effec-
tively rendering politicians residing in the Gaza Strip unable to travel to
the West Bank. Israeli military officials also debated severing the Gaza
Strip conclusively from the rest of the territories and making its border

with Israel an international crossing, !
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After congratulating the Palestinians on their successful democratic
election, and following intensive discussions and pressure from Sec-
retary Rice, the Quartet issued a statement noting “that it was inevi-
table that future assistance to any new government would be reviewed
by donors against that government’s commitment to the principles of
nonviolence, recognition of Israel, and acceptance of previous agree-
ments and obligations, including the Roadmap.”'? These conditions
mirrored the prerequisites the PLO had to fulfill for diplomatic en-
gagement almost two decades prior. Even though the PLO’s accep-
tance of these conditions and extensive peace talks in the interim years
had still not compelled Israel to relinquish its hold over the territories,
the same demands were now put to Hamas. Until these demands were
met, the United States and Israel launched what Hamas’s publications
referred to as an “iron-wall” strategy aimed at suffocating its govern-
ment."* Once Palestinians felt this burden, the two allies hoped, they
would force Hamas to either accept the Quartet’s conditions or prompt

Abbas to call for new elections.'*

THE REVOLUTIONARY GOVERNMENT

In the first days after its victory, in early 2006, Hamas appeared unper-
turbed in the face of this international mobilization." It stressed that
the people’s choice had to be respected if an Algerian-style revolution
was to be avoided.'® Publications declared that the international com-
munity had to respect the will of the Palestinian people given its habit
of preaching the virtues of democracy.'” Anxiety that a “terrorist orga-
nization” had been democratically elected was seen by Hamas as proof
that the prevalent paradigm through which the Palestinian struggle was
perceived in the West was flawed. For Hamas and its supporters, their
actions constituted armed resistance against a terroristic occupation.'®

Certain that the movement could circumvent the blockade, Hamas’s
leader Khaled Meshal remarked, “If the door to the West is shut, then

the doors to the Arab and Islamic East must remain open.”"
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Leaders believed that the righteousness of their cause would miti-
gate the American-led isolation. Alongside confidence that Arab and
Islamic communities would come through, Hamas expected other
heavyweight countries such as Russia to support its vision and coun-
ter “Western” reactions. Hamas also hoped the European Union and
the Quartet would be less “subservient to Israeli conditions” than the
United States.” Certainly there were signs that such prospects existed.
As America mobilized its diplomatic power around marginalizing
Hamas, Russian president Vladimir Putin insisted that Russia, one of
the four Quartet members, had never designated Hamas a terrorist or-
ganization. Similarly, to counter the movement’s financial isolation, Iran
said it would support Hamas’s government.?'

Domestic concerns were initially more acute as a number of un-
precedented constitutional challenges arose. Over more than a decade,
Fatah’s hegemony over the political establishment and American re-
forms had undermined the liberation agenda of the PLO. This was
effectively subsumed into the governance agenda of the Palestinian
Authority, which adopted—symbolically—an oversized role as gov-
ernment. Hamas’s election halted this institutional assimilation and
delivered challenges on two fronts. The first related to the division of
manifestos within the Palestinian Authority itself. Hamas’s majority in
the legislature meant that it could nominate the incoming prime min-
ister and cabinet. This executive team, the “Hamas government,” had
to coordinate activities with the office of the president under Abbas.
While this bipartisan division between the presidency and the cabinet is
not unheard-of in presidential-parliamentary systems, it had significant
complications in this case due to the vastly conflicting ideologies of both
parties.” More worryingly, on the second front, was Hamas’s continued
exclusion from the PLO. The reforms outlined in the 2005 Cairo Dec-
laration seeking to incorporate Hamas and Islamic Jihad into the PLO
remained outstanding. Until those were completed, the PLO failed to
represent a significant constituency, which now included the acting gov-

ernment, creating a debilitating crisis of legitimacy.



STRANGLING HAMAS 101

These complications surfaced shortly after Hamas’s victory was
confirmed. Signaling an initial impetus to address these issues plural-
istically, Hamas extended a formal request to Fatah to form a coali-
tion government.” Having long criticized Fatah’s monopolistic hold on
power, Hamas hoped to avoid defaulting on past rhetoric. The pros-
pect of a coalition government promised to mitigate Hamas’s political
inexperience and preempt donor concerns regarding key ministerial
postings, such as finance, interior, and foreign affairs.?* But early signs
were not encouraging. Fatah had been dealt a serious blow and many
of its members advocated remaining in opposition while reflecting on
the internal status of their party. Others refused to legitimate Hamas’s
program, which they felt would isolate Palestinians.?

One of the most vocal opponents of unity was Mahmoud Dahlan.
A refugee from Gaza, Dahlan had risen through the ranks of the Pales-
tinian security forces to become America’s strongman in the territories
and the lynchpin of security coordination with Israel. He was much de-
spised by Hamas for his role in cracking down on the resistance factions
under the rubric of security coordination throughout the 1990s.?” Re-
flecting wider sentiment, Dahlan told a rally that it would be “shame-
ful” for Fatah to even consider entering a coalition government with
Hamas.” Hamas’s leaders viewed such threats as reflecting not only a
desire to avoid sharing a government with Hamas, but a broader strat-
egy aimed at undermining the movement.”

Fatah’s monopolization of the political establishment meant that
Hamas faced enormous institutional inertia. This was exacerbated by
the international community’s overt and clandestine support of the in-
cumbent. As discussions among factions progressed, the Palestinian Au-
thority’s leadership initiated measures to mitigate Hamas’s entry into
politics. In an extraordinary session, the outgoing legislature proposed
and passed bills to expand the remit of President Abbas’s office at the
expense of the incoming cabinet in areas such as security and the judi-
ciary. These measures effectively reversed the recent American-led re-

forms that had curbed the authority of President Arafat, recentralizing



102 STRANGLING HAMAS

political power within the hands of the president.** Hamas’s publica-
tions viewed these activities as part of an “international conspiracy”
and called the extraordinary session “unconstitutional.”®! Articles con-
demned Abbas’s authoritarian hold on power as leaders remarked that
“when [the Bush administration and Israel] pushed reforms on Presi-
dent Arafat, the goal was to pass the authority to the prime minister,
particularly over the security forces. Is now the time for this authority
to be returned to the president, now that Hamas has come into govern-
ment? That is illogical and unacceptable.”*?

Political wrangling among factions persisted for close to three weeks
as Hamas drafted an agenda for a unity government that could satisfy
other parties. It focused on areas of potential overlap: a Palestinian state
on 1967 land, with Jerusalem as its capital; the legitimacy of resistance
against the occupation; the right of return; and the need to resuscitate
and reform the PLO.% Despite room for agreement, Hamas’s efforts fell
short of Abbas’s minimum requirements. In his letter of designation
inviting Hamas’s incoming prime minister Ismail Haniyeh to form his
cabinet, Abbas effectively reiterated the Quartet’s conditions.** Given
that the Palestinian Authority was a product of the PLO’s commitment
to the Oslo Accords, Abbas insisted that the incoming cabinet would
need to explicitly recognize the PLO’s manifesto—including recogni-
tion of Israel, renunciation of violence, and commitment to all past
agreements signed with Israel—in order to safeguard international
legitimacy.”

Addressing Hamas’s refusal to recognize Israel, leaders within Fatah
insisted that administration of the territories necessarily meant daily
interaction with Israel in issues related to movement, water, electric-
ity, and trade. Furthermore, Abbas highlighted that constitutionally the
PLO negotiating committee spoke on behalf of the speaker of the leg-
islature, the prime minister, as well as the foreign and finance ministers.
Even if those politicians refused to attend negotiations, agreements were
effectively made in their name.*® As a senior Fatah leader said, “If new

parties come into power in Spain or Italy, they would still recognize their
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membership in NATO. Recognition does not have to come from the
party—but the government would have to respect past agreements.”?’

Fatah’s leadership was working from the premise of continuity, on
the basis that the PLO was an authoritative body, akin to a sovereign
state, recognized through its adherence to past agreements. Hamas
dismissed these “delusions.” Citing the absence of sovereignty, re-
peated American and Israeli intervention, and the vacuous nature of
past agreements given Israeli intransigence and its expanding settle-
ment of the West Bank, Hamas questioned the basis of international
recognition. It insisted that the Cairo Declaration had made clear the
PLO?s illegitimacy given that movements such as Hamas and Islamic
Jihad had been absent from decision-making when past agreements
were signed.” Before past agreements could be upheld, Hamas in-
sisted that the PLO would have to be reformed so that all political
parties could have a say in reconstituting its manifesto. The widely un-
derstood but unspoken implication was Hamas’s desire to reverse the
trajectory that the PLO had taken and the concessions it had made
under Fatah’s tenure, given the failure of the diplomatic path in secur-
ing Palestinian rights.*

Abbas’s conditions, Hamas argued, meant that it was being asked
to govern as Fatah would.* Instead of conceding, Hamas unilaterally
formed its own cabinet, explicitly underscoring the refusal of other
factions to join it in a coalition government.*' The proposed cabinet
was given a vote of confidence as the tenth Palestinian government on
March 28, 2006.* Ismail Haniyeh was appointed prime minister, Mah-
moud al-Zahhar foreign minister, and Said Sayyam minister of interior.
The fact that figures such as Zahhar and Haniyeh were senior members
of the movement’s political bureau as well as politicians in its govern-
ment was an early indication regarding the absence of any real differ-
entiation between Hamas-as-movement and Hamas-as-government.*
In a resounding speech delivered to the legislature after the confidence
vote, Haniyeh outlined the cabinet’s three areas of focus: security on

the ground, PLO reform and anticorruption, and economic growth.**
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Hamas’s agenda called for “the formation of an independent and
fully sovereign Palestinian state, with Jerusalem as its capital,” and stated
its legitimate right to resistance for the removal of the occupation be-
yond the 1967 borders.* In a pragmatic nod, the agenda stated that “the
government will deal with [past] signed agreements with a high-level of
responsibility, in a manner that protects the interests of our people, pre-
serves their rights and does not harm their fixed principles.”*® This was
a clear statement that Hamas accepted the parameters of statehood as
defined by mediators seeking a two-state solution. But the movement
rejected that the new government would explicitly meet the Quartet’s
conditions or embrace the concessions that the PLO had historically
made. Haniyeh insisted that once the PLO was reformed into a fair,
representative body, past agreements would be reassessed to determine
what benefit they held.

In a letter directed to the prime minister, Abbas stressed that elec-
tions “do not constitute severing or overturning the principles, responsi-
bility and legal and political commitments of the Palestinian Authority,
with its terms of reference as embodied in the PLO manifesto.”* He
warned against taking any measures that might turn international le-
gitimacy against the Palestinians and cause their isolation.*” “The only
way in front of us is the path of peace: calm, economic growth and the
resumption of negotiations with Israelis on two paths. The first con-
cerns the outstanding daily modes of interaction. . . . The second is on
the final status issues outlined in the Roadmap and the Oslo Accords.””
Granting Hamas’s cabinet a grace period despite his skepticism, Abbas
hoped that Hamas would quickly learn what he believed was the inevi-
tability of his outlined path.

But for Hamas, the formation of its cabinet was the first step in
wholly reconstituting the structures of the political system, not insti-
tutionally, but strategically. As Meshal explained in a press conference
from Cairo, “The world will see how Hamas can encompass resistance
and politics, resistance and government. Government is not our goal,

itis a tool. . . . Democracy is not a substitute for resistance. Democracy
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is our internal choice to reform our house, whereas resistance is our
choice in facing the enemy. There is no conflict between the two.””!
Meshal emphasized that opposition to the Quartet’s conditions and
perseverance in the face of the blockade constituted forms of resis-
tance. He promised that Hamas would never contradict its ideals; it
would not cease military operations, condemn resistance factions, or
arrest resistance fighters.”> Much to the discomfort of those vested in
the peace process, Hamas’s politics of resistance reassessed how Pales-
tinians dealt with their occupation.” In so doing, Hamas attempted to
break from the trappings of self-governance, to repoliticize the Palestin-
ian Authority away from its administrative focus and dedication to end-
less peace talks, and to rupture the continuity that President Abbas and
the incumbent leadership hoped to secure. In essence, Hamas sought
to reverse the institutional inertia that had pacified the Palestinian lead-
ership, and to resuscitate the calls for liberation that had marked the
PLO’s early history.

The core of Hamas’s aspiration rested on institutionalizing the no-
tion of “resistance” into the very philosophy of the order it envisioned.
Musa abu Marzouq explained, “We are in government, yes, but the
government is not whole. We are a government under occupation.
We cannot assume that we have a government similar to others in the
world. Or as the Americans demand, that we act only as a government.
Hamas’s program in government is one which is aligned, which is com-
patible, with its program of resistance.””* Whether discussing economic
measures or regional relations, corruption reforms or the security es-
tablishment, decisions were to draw on a mantra of resistance. Reform,
for instance, entailed rebuilding institutions to serve Palestinians rather
than Israelis, to be tools for liberation rather than occupation.” The
oft-repeated example was that of the security forces, which would cease
to operate on the premise of ensuring Israel’s security and would be-
come an army of resistance to protect Palestinians against the brutali-
ties of the occupation.’® The fragile, aid-dependent economy would be

cleaned up to reduce vulnerability to foreign agents, enhance account-
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ability, and tackle corruption.”” Ministers spoke of a resistance economy,
one that encouraged local production and promoted self-reliance, much
in the same way as during the First Intifada.’® This notion of quotidian
resistance permeated all sectors, including health care and industry.™
In terms of the judicial system, ministers spoke of an independent legal
framework, one immune to prolific interference.®

In essence, Hamas’s vision was to build a society of resistance.®!
Even though this aspiration collided with domestic inertia and inter-
national marginalization, Hamas defiantly presented its cabinet as the
international blockade began to take its toll in March 2006. Unemploy-
ment had soared, poverty levels expanded, and public hospitals and
schools were compromised throughout the territories. The blockade
was particularly harsh in Gaza, where Israel shuttered all access into or
from the strip for 60 percent of the time from the moment Hamas was
elected. This was criticized as a form of collective punishment against
civilians to penalize them for their democratic choice.®” Worried about
the prospects of an economic collapse, President Bush declared that
the United States would begin bolstering supplies to the Palestinians
through international agencies such as the United Nations and the US
Agency for International Development. This served the dual purpose
of averting a humanitarian crisis and competing with Hamas’s social
and charitable infrastructure.”” The Europeans also began exploring
means of putting together a transaction system that could deliver aid
while bypassing Hamas’s government. Prime Minister Olmert con-
tinued to withhold the Palestinian Authority’s revenue, stressing his
intention to boycott the government while maintaining relations with
President Abbas. Olmert’s aide, Dov Weisglass, explained that Israel’s
approach was “to put the Palestinians on a diet, but not to make them
die of hunger.”®*

Hamas interpreted Israel’s actions as a “declaration of war,” an ef-
fort to aggravate divisions between the presidency and the cabinet.®
Rather than being drawn into battle, Hamas’s parliamentarians pre-

sented their case to the international community.®® One of the first
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actions taken by Zahhar as foreign minister was to reach out to UN sec-
retary general Kofi Annan in a letter outlining Hamas’s commitment to
the rights of the Palestinian people. He called on the United Nations to
press the international community to revise its “rash boycott,” adding
that the United Nations should take action to end Israel’s continued
violation of international law.®” Hamas’s publications reported that the
greatest challenge facing the movement was to secure financial backing
to cover the government’s monthly budget of $170 million.®® Refus-
ing to link financial aid to the Quartet’s conditions, Hamas’s leaders
appeared strong-willed. “If the Palestinian people rejected these con-
ditions, and the flow of money stopped, what is the result—that the
Palestinian Authority collapses? Is [the donor community] willing to
deal with that option?”®

Shortly after the cabinet was formed, Meshal and other leaders em-
barked on a tour throughout the Middle East and Russia to cultivate
alliances, communicate Hamas’s political program, and raise funds for
the government.”” As customs and tax revenues were withheld by Israel
and aid was frozen by the international community, Hamas’s govern-
ment faced an immediate budget deficit. This became the movement’s
foremost priority.”" The fact that Hamas’s delegation was composed of
members from the movement’s political bureau rather than elected gov-
ernmental officials emphasized the movement’s role in seeking to end
the financial blockade of Hamas’s elected government. While countries
such as Egypt and Turkey welcomed Hamas’s leaders, signaling the po-
tential for warm relations, others such as Jordan severed ties.”” Through
the regional tour, Hamas’s leaders defended the government’s stance.
Addressing calls for more flexibility in dealing with the Quartet’s condi-
tions, Meshal stated, “We have shown enough flexibility. We cannot say
more than the official Arab and Palestinian position, which is to call
for a Palestinian state on the land occupied in 1967. The problem is
not with us. It is not with Hamas, as in the past it was also not with the
official Palestinian and Arab positions. The problem has always been

with Israel.””?



108 STRANGLING HAMAS

In Moscow, Meshal was asked whether Hamas would ever alter its
charter so that it would end the call for Israel’s destruction. He asserted
that if Israel abided by certain conditions, comprising “withdrawal
from Palestinian land beyond 1967, including Jerusalem, implementing
the right of return, releasing prisoners, destroying the wall and remov-

3

ing settlements,” then Hamas “would be prepared to take steps that
could produce a real peace in the region.”’* Meshal insisted that the
movement had explicitly stated its desire to work with the international
community to achieve a state based on the 1967 borders.”” He stressed
that the constant offering of ceasefires on land occupied in 1967 was
another indication that Hamas implicitly recognized Israel.”* Meshal’s
views were mirrored by others; Hamas’s finance minister in Gaza stated
that “a long-term ceasefire as understood by Hamas and a two-state
settlement are the same. It’s just a question of vocabulary.””’

Hamas’s stance made clear that explicit ideological revisions would
not be forthcoming before ironclad assurances that its demands would be
met. Hamas leaders noted in private that they were willing to put these
offers forward in full confidence knowing that Israel would never ac-
cept a Palestinian state on 1967.”® Hamas’s gamble paid off in the sense
that its bluff was never called. The movement’s repeated invocations of
its willingness to accept the 1967 borders for a future Palestinian state,
with East Jerusalem as its capital, were consistently ignored by Israel.”
They also fell far short of expectations within the Bush administration of
what Palestinian concessions needed to be. American officials involved
in the peace process believed behind closed doors that in pursuit of the
two-state solution Israel would retain its major settlement blocs and the
right of return will not be implemented.*” In the accepted wisdom of
the peace process, this was viewed as the starting point for negotiations
rather than the mutual Israeli-Palestinian recognition of the 1967 bor-
ders as a basis for negotiating land swaps. While accepting the 1967 line
was a major concession for Hamas, the Israeli government had itself
not shown interest in preserving the 1967 line, but had rather deliber-

ately blurred the border by continuing massive settlement expansion to
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ensure the irrelevance of the Green Line in any future negotiation.?'
This underscored Hamas’s sense that the PLO’s blind and subservient
dedication to negotiations had ensured that the demands Palestinians
needed to meet kept shifting, while Israel sustained its colonization of
Palestinian land.

Instead, Meshal and other Hamas leaders developed a defiant ne-
gotiating position. “Why do we self-flagellate?” he went on to say dur-
ing his tour. “Why do we take on the responsibility of a situation or a
reality, when everyone is convinced that what has brought us here is
Zionist intransigence, American bias and the inability of the world to
push back on Israel and obligate it with the rights of Palestinians?”?
Hamas’s thinking was grounded in a revolutionary’s mind-set, ques-
tioning why past policies enacted by the PLO had to persist in light of
the most recent democratic election. Perhaps more importantly, lead-
ers argued that the agreements were redundant given Israel’s chronic
failure to meet its own responsibility.** Meshal responded to persistent
calls from Abbas to accept past agreements: ““There is proof that Israel
does not care for the Palestinian people, does not recognize their rights
and does not abide by any agreement signed with them. Moreover, it
does not even consider Mahmoud Abbas nor Yasser Arafat as Palestin-
1an partners. . . . Where is the benefit for the people to tie themselves in

agreements that time has annulled?”’®*

A DESPERATE AND BOLD MOVE

Hamas’s political overtures went unheeded and unchallenged. Ameri-
can positions hardened when Hamas refused to condemn a suicide
bombing by Islamic Jihad in Tel Aviv, on April 17, 2006, killing eleven.
While Abbas and the international community condemned this as a de-
plorable act of terrorism, Hamas’s leaders concurred with Islamic Jihad
that it was legitimate self-defense against Israel’s aggressive occupation
policies.® This response increased tension with Abbas. As an architect

of the system Hamas was challenging, Abbas opposed the movement’s
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agenda and was supported in this opposition by the United States, which
regarded the Palestinian president as a bulwark against Hamas’s “radi-
cal Islamic ideology.” While groups within Fatah were being secretly
armed under the US “train and equip” mission, insistence remained
on Hamas to disarm and integrate its fighters into the Palestinian secu-
rity forces. Analysts in Hamas’s publications viewed America’s stance as
indicative of emerging regional dynamics where the United States and
Israel aligned themselves with moderate states against “radical Islam.”®
Less than a month into its first government, Hamas’s isolation
became evident as early hopes that it could circumvent the blockade
began to falter.?” Seeking to secure funds for the running of the govern-
ment, given that all other forms of public revenue had been frozen,
Hamas’s leaders sought donations from various countries in the Middle
East. During their regional tour, Hamas’s leaders met with resistance
factions and Iranian officials in Syria and secured a commitment from
Iran to underwrite portions of the government’s financial responsi-
bilities.?® Cioncurrently, Hamas officials expressed disappointment that
Arab leaders had succumbed to American pressure or their own in-
ternal fears of Islamic parties rising to power.? Rather than pledging
financial support to offset the loss of international aid, as Hamas had
hoped, Arab countries merely promised to maintain their previous
level of funding at the Arab Summit that followed Hamas’s victory.”
In Gaza, as the blockade’s impact began to be felt, many turned to
illicit smuggling from Egypt through the Rafah border. After Hamas’s
election victory, underground tunnels between Egypt and the Sinai Pen-
insula gradually increased in number. This took place as the Rafah bor-
der remained shut and Israel continued to severely restrict movement
of goods or persons into or out of the coastal enclave. Smaller, near-
surface tunnels allowed for food and consumer items to be brought into
Gaza, while Hamas began building more sophisticated and deeper tun-
nels to smuggle in weaponry and arms.”! Hamas’s efforts to arm itself
in Gaza exacerbated tensions between Hamas’s cabinet and Abbas’s

office in the spring of 2006. Relations were already quite negative as
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efforts to isolate Hamas manifested themselves domestically. These be-
came evident as Abbas resuscitated the offices of the PLO, reversing the
institutional integration between the Palestinian Authority and the PLO
that had proceeded under his tenure.

For instance, rather than relying on the Palestinian Authority’s for-
eign minister; Abbas reinvigorated the dormant role of the PLO repre-
sentative for international affairs. Given that the Palestinian Authority
technically answered to the PLO, this allowed Abbas to consolidate his
authority.”? For Hamas’s leaders, the timing of these actions and their
unilateral implementation betrayed the intention of using the PLO to
circumvent the movement’s cabinet.” Hamas argued these provocations
were destructive since they transferred power to unelected, unaccount-
able, and opaque institutions.” Hamas’s leaders decried widespread
“piracy” and “kidnapping” of governmental institutions across the
board, in foreign and diplomatic missions; in media and broadcasting;
in border crossing and security; and in governance of Islamic endow-
ments.” Hamas’s publications insisted that Fatah’s refusal to hand over
the government forced Hamas’s cabinet into crisis management rather
than strategic governance, curtailing its ability to fight corruption and
enact laws.”

In April, Meshal articulated Hamas’s frustration in an emotional
speech in Damascus as the blockade took its toll.”” “Some members
of our flesh and blood are conspiring against us. They are executing a
premeditated plan to ensure we fail. . . . Not for their personal gain, but
to serve the interests of the enemy, they starve their people and encour-
age chaos.””® Meshal addressed the recentralization of governmental
power in Abbas’s hands after Hamas’s victory. “What is happening on
our Palestinian land is not the result of a shadow government. . . . This
is a parallel government, no, it is a replacement government, looking to
steal our jurisdiction and the rights of our people. . . . Opposition is nat-
ural; let them oppose and contradict us, as we did them in the past. But
there is a difference between opposition and conspiracy. What is hap-

pening today is conspiracy.”” Hamas’s publications argued that Fatah’s
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move to create a parallel government amounted to a coup.'” With do-
mestic turf wars, hostilities rose. Lawlessness and violence spilled into
the streets, particularly in Gaza, as political tension translated into ri-
valry among and within factional armed forces.

The delineation of jurisdiction over the security personnel between
the president and the cabinet rapidly became a major fault line.'’! The
official Palestinian security establishment had traditionally been staffed
by Fatah, raising suspicions within Hamas regarding the allegiance of
the sixty thousand troops that answered to Dahlan and ultimately the
president. Hamas’s minister of interior Sayyam claimed that he at-
tempted to mobilize the security forces to rein in the chaos on the street,
to no effect. Meanwhile, he noted, private armed forces and provoca-
teurs had been unleashed to cause disturbances and embarrass the gov-
ernment. Although Dahlan and Abbas both denied that Sayyam lacked
influence over the security forces, it was apparent that the Palestinian
Authority’s institutions were partisan and were easily removed from
Hamas’s jurisdiction, officially or otherwise.

Allegedly to defuse the lawlessness and circumvent this internal op-
position, Sayyam called for the formation of a three-thousand-person
Executive Force, a lightly armed militia comprising several factions
and reporting directly to the minister of interior.'”” Hamas’s leaders re-
alized this move would escalate tension, particularly with other armed
factions. But they regarded this initiative as being both “a desperate
and a bold” move to assert Hamas’s authority as a government able to
offer security to the people.'” Hamas’s cabinet backed Sayyam’s deci-
sion. It asserted that he was constitutionally authorized to create such
a group, given that the ministry of interior was responsible for civil
order and that he needed to reassert calm. Haniyeh assured President
Abbas that the multifactional Executive Force would eventually be in-
tegrated into the official Palestinian security body.'™

Expectedly, the Executive Force’s creation marked an escalation
in the arms race within the territories as acrimonious exchanges be-

tween the two rival factions ensued, each backed by its own exter-
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nal funders: the United States for Fatah, and Iran for Hamas. Fatah
viewed the Executive Force’s establishment as an unconstitutional
move to create a Hamas-affiliated force. Hamas dismissed such claims
and retorted by noting precedents such as “Death Squads” and the
“People’s Army” militias that had previously been formed by Dahlan,
ostensibly without presidential decree.'™ The deepening pains of the
blockade exacerbated the tension. The dire financial situation became
increasingly visible as the Palestinian Authority’s offices began shut-
ting down in Gaza. In the first two weeks of May, armed men stormed
Hamas’s ministries, instigating clashes.'” While these were portrayed
in the media as Hamas-Fatah skirmishes instigated by the Executive
Force, many on the ground believed that the clashes were provoked
by members of Fatah’s security forces to raise the heat on Hamas.'"”
By the end of May, the Quartet admitted that its policies were
impacting the entire population of Palestinians, particularly in Gaza,
and recognized that this could cause a humanitarian disaster.'™ Even
the disappointing Arab pledges were failing to reach Hamas’s govern-
ment as the Arab League avoided banks that could be persecuted under
American antiterrorism laws.'” Hamas grew increasingly resentful of
the “Zionist offensive” carried out with American support and Arab
complicity.'"” In an interview with Meshal, Hamas’s leader sullenly
called the blockade “political blackmail” and insisted that if Arab na-
tions had the political will to break it they would have found a way to
transfer their pledges.!'! Hamas’s leaders were explicitly bitter that even
after Hamas’s having made significant concessions in accepting the for-
mation of a Palestinian state on the 1967 borders, members of the in-
ternational community still strived to isolate the movement and defeat
its political ambitions. Hamas’s leaders were also particularly resentful
about what they perceived as support for the blockade from Fatah.''?
While the movement claimed it had raised a total of $500 million worth
of pledges from its tours, which would cover it for three months, wire
transfers were impossible.!"® Hamas’s leaders attempted to circumvent

this by carrying briefcases of money across the Rafah border between
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Egypt and Gaza, prompting Abbas to call for legal action against
smugglers. Hamas’s publications portrayed the president as working
with the United States and Israel to starve the people into submission,
while Hamas was “smuggling” money in to feed them by standing firm

against American diktats.'!"*

THE JAWS OF RESISTANCE

Several efforts were ongoing to end the internal strife and address the
economic and political impasse. Most notable were discussions taking
place in locked prison cells where incarcerated members from various
factions were negotiating a possible structure for unity. These discus-
sions led to the publication of what came to be known as the “Pris-
oners’ Document,” an unexpected intervention produced by prisoners
from Fatah, Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and other factions. The proposed
framework for unity enshrined many issues that had already been
settled, including statehood on the 1967 borders; UN Resolution 194
for the right of return; and the right to resist within the occupied ter-
ritories. The document was released as Hamas ministers convened in
Cairo with Abbas in the hope of achieving three urgent goals: reducing
tension; developing a united political vision between the president and
the cabinet; and enhancing security.!” Upending the course of these
discussions, the prisoners’ document offered a way for Abbas to circum-
vent the prospects of lengthy negotiations. Seizing on the document,
the Palestinian president issued a surprising ultimatum and called for a
public referendum to be carried out within ten days on the content of
the prisoners’ document.''®

Hamas had formally conceded to the items outlined in the prisoners’
note through the Cairo Declaration in 2005 and its own governmental
agenda. The document went one step further, however, as the impris-
oned signatories committed to unity on the basis of international legiti-
macy. This carried severe implications for Hamas’s leadership, given its

conviction that past agreements were illegitimate. The fact that prison-
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ers are a revered constituency within the Palestinian public meant that
there was little room to dismiss their proposal.!'” Hamas’s leadership re-
acted sharply, opposing the referendum.!''® As Meshal stated, “The Oslo
Accords took place, as did many other agreements before and since,
and no one had thought about a public referendum. Why go back to
the street today?”!'"? Leaders worried that Palestinians might support
this document in their desire to end the sanctions. A poll produced by
Birzeit University in the West Bank at the time confirmed Hamas’s
fears, showing that 77 percent of Palestinians favored recognition of
Israel, less than five months after voting Hamas into the legislature.'*
Under Haniyeh’s leadership, Hamas’s cabinet sought to limit the fall-
out as it worked with president Abbas’s office to reach a compromise.'?!
Haniyeh’s pragmatic efforts faced significant obstruction as both Israel
and Palestinian factions, as well as internal Hamas forces, sought to
prevent a rapprochement from emerging.'* In early June 2006, Prime
Minister Olmert leaked information that Israel had approved three presi-
dential trucks with approximately three thousand arms to be delivered
to Fatah across the Allenby Bridge from Jordan, further inflaming ten-
sion among factions.'” From the Gaza Strip, rocket fire increased. This
raised suspicions that Hamas’s external leadership, along with leaders
within Gaza who were committed to Hamas’s project, were encourag-
ing al-Qassam to prevent Haniyeh from adopting a moderate position in
discussions with Abbas.'** On June 9, Israel carried out an air strike that
killed a family of seven in Beit Lahiya, Gaza, who were picnicking on the
beach. Officially breaking the ceasefire that had lasted since the Cairo
Declaration the previous summer, al-Qassam promised “earthquakes.”'*
Discussions persisted directly between Abbas and Haniyeh. Introduc-

ing some reservations, the prisoners’ document was amended to declare a

commitment to establish an independent and sovereign Palestinian
state on all the land that was occupied in 1967. . . . We are supported
in this by our nation’s historic right to the lands of our fathers and

forefathers, by UN conventions and by the body of international law.
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... [We continue to uphold] the right of the Palestinian people to
maintain resistance . . . in all forms. Resistance will be focused on land
occupied in 1967. [This is alongside] political efforts, negotiations and

diplomatic initiatives.'?®

Circumventing the need to explicitly recognize past resolutions, the
cabinet intimated the role of international legitimacy and made room
for political and diplomatic initiatives.'?” All factions apart from Islamic
Jihad signed this revised document on June 27.

This agreement was in essence a key text that offered a platform for
unity between Hamas and Fatah within internationally defined prin-
ciples animating the Palestinian struggle. But the breakthrough was
almost immediately sidelined by escalation on the military front. On
June 25, al-Qassam, accompanied by the Popular Resistance Commit-
tees and the Army of Islam, two armed factions in Gaza, went into
Israel through an underground tunnel. Emerging on the other side, the
fighters ambushed an Israeli army post and captured a young Isracli
soldier, Corporal Gilad Shalit, dragging him back into the Gaza Strip
through the tunnel."”® Hamas’s publications declared Shalit a prisoner
of war, taken to negotiate the future release of Palestinian prisoners.'?

The abduction was upheld as proof to skeptics that Hamas was still
active on the resistance front."" It was also an indication of divisions
within Hamas, whereby hardliners were resisting efforts by figures such
as Haniyeh to “domesticate” the movement."”! Israel’s response was
swift and expansive. Deploying its army into Gaza for the first time
since its disengagement, shortly after the unity deal was announced,
Israel launched “Operation Summer Rains.” This entailed both bom-
bardment and ground incursions in an effort to stop rocket fire into
Israel. Simultaneously, Israel mobilized to arrest sixty-four members of
Hamas, including a third of the cabinet.'™ The situation intensified a
week later. Citing solidarity with Palestinians in Gaza and expanding
on low-level skirmishes with Israel, Hezbollah opened a front against

Israel’s border with Lebanon.' Following a barrage of rockets into
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Israel’s northern towns, Hezbollah infiltrated Israel and captured two
soldiers, killing eight in the raid.

With these dual offensives, Hamas celebrated Israel being trapped
between the “jaws of resistance.”’?* Israel retaliated against Hezbol-
lah by carrying out expansive air raids throughout Lebanon.'* Over
the next few weeks, Israel maintained heavy bombardment against its
northern neighbor, expanding its military offensive beyond Hezbol-
lah to hit Lebanon’s strategic infrastructure and to launch air raids on
heavily populated districts. Israel’s military approach in Lebanon pro-

bl

duced what came to be known as the “Dahyieh doctrine,” a strategy
that entailed the use of disproportionate force and heavy bombardment
against civilian areas to maintain military deterrence.'® This policy re-
ferred to al-Dahyieh, a densely populated neighborhood in south Beirut
where members of Hezbollah reside. Through extensive aerial shelling,
Israel flattened whole swathes of south Beirut, resulting in devastating
human and economic losses. By the end of the war, the Lebanese gov-
ernment reported more than 1,100 Lebanese citizens had been killed,
thousands injured, and close to a million civilians internally displaced.
Yet Hezbollah was able to stand firm against Israel’s onslaught and,
by sheer survival, emerged as the most powerful nonstate actor in the
region. Despite Israel’s staggering military mobilization, the war was
widely seen as a strategic loss for Israel and for the Bush administra-
tion, which had supported Israel’s actions by providing precision-guided

157 Alongside this war on

bombs, ostensibly to limit civilian casualties.
its northern front, Israel maintained its operation on its southern bor-
der with Gaza. Hamas’s publications perceived Israel’s massive “over-
reaction” as an indication of the significant psychological damage
the movement had inflicted on the state."® Condemning the arrest of
Hamas’s political members, its publications said that “the Zionist oc-
cupation does not know how to get rid of Hamas and how to finish
with the Palestinians. The last invention is the arrest of ministers and
deputies. If the occupation could, it would arrest the world’s ten million

Palestinians so it could live in peace.”'*
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Protests peaked with Israel’s arrest of Hamas’s chairman of the leg-
islature on August 5, an act that Haniyeh referred to as “piracy and state
terrorism.” ' It was seen as dismissing the internationally sanctioned
immunity of politicians and undermining the “constitutional foundation
of the legislature.”!*! Israel’s actions confirmed Hamas’s suspicions that
it was secking to undermine the movement’s government, and bolstered
Hamas’s dismissal of the Palestinian Authority as a sovereign or author-
itative body. This strengthened Hamas’s message to Abbas that there
was no value in holding on to past agreements given that Israel vio-
lated them at will.'** The imprisonment of the majority of its legislature
undermined Hamas’s dominance and compelled Haniyeh to consider
alternatives: accepting a unity government with a minority presence for
Hamas; forming a technocratic cabinet; or dissolving the Palestinian
Authority to demonstrate irrefutably the absence of sovereignty.'*

While the cabinet was dealing with this crisis, al-Qassam maintained
rocket fire, which it boasted reached as far as the city of Ashkelon in
southern Israel, and promised more “Shalit operations.”'** By its tenth
week, Israel’s attack on Gaza had left 230 Palestinians dead and the
strip’s only power generation plant destroyed, leading to fears of a hu-
manitarian catastrophe. Under the bombardment, Egyptian mediation
that had been initiated to secure Shalit’s release quickly dissipated.'*
Despite its offensive, Israel failed to retrieve the captured soldier or to
stop rocket fire, paving the way for Hamas to claim it had also emerged
victorious. Alongside Hezbollah, the parties boasted that resistance had
destroyed fears of Israel’s airborne strength and broken its ability to
present itself as impregnable.'* Inevitably, a groundswell of support for
the resistance, and in turn for Hamas, was seen as the movement won in
local elections in bodies such as the Union of Engineers and the Union
of Nurses.'”” Hamas used this popularity to fight against accusations
that it had been weakened by the blockade.'* But this rosy picture met
with harsh reality on the ground. Aside from the devastation wrought
by Israel’s attack, the economic blockade had taken a toll. While sup-

porting Hamas’s resistance, much anger was directed at Hamas’s gov-
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ernment as workers carried out strikes to demand their unpaid salaries
and institutions struggled to operate. Tension between factions persisted,
reaching dangerous levels as Hamas’s leaders warned that weapons were

being smuggled into Gaza to precipitate domestic confrontations.'*

CONSPIRACY OR PARANOIA?

As the war with Israel subsided, discussions between Haniyeh and Abbas
resumed in Gaza City. Given the advanced state of negotiations before
the war broke out, a National Reconciliation Document was quickly
agreed upon. Enshrining earlier discussions, the document went one step
turther and called for “respect” of all past agreements signed by the PLO
that “safeguard the interests of our people.”’™® As the basis of a unity
government, this agreement—with its acceptance of 1967 and UN Reso-
lution 194—reflected a concerted effort on Hamas’s part to lift the block-
ade, engage with the international community, and enter into a unity
government with Fatah."! Hamas’s position had shifted toward accepting
international parameters and had found a pragmatic formula to manage
internal dissent while allowing the unity government to remain commit-
ted to its international agreements. This failed to assuage American and
Israeli opposition, even as the Israeli government itself refused to commit
to the 1967 border as the basis for a future Palestinian state, as evident by
its relentless settlement expansion.

Even after the unity agreement, the Bush administration remained
commiitted to isolating Hamas until it meets the Quartet’s conditions
and outlawing any engagement with a Palestinian government that
includes Hamas until then."”? Likewise, Israel’s foreign minister stated
that if Abbas “joins a terrorist government led by the Hamas, I am
afraid that there will be problems ahead. I think that [Abbas] and the
new government that he is about to establish will have to clarify this
[situation], not only to Israel, but to the international community as
well.”!% Clarification was decisively offered in Abbas’s speech at the UN
General Assembly in September 2006, shortly after the agreement was
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finalized. The president affirmed the mutual recognition between the
PLO and Israel as the basis of any future Palestinian government and
reiterated the desire to explicitly abide by the Quartet’s conditions.'**
Leaving no room for flexibility around Hamas’s position, Abbas effec-
tively annulled the domestic unity agreement less than a week after it was
produced, undoing the formula that the parties had painstakingly con-
structed to allow for domestic partnership. Facing American and Israeli
demands to draw explicit concessions from Hamas, as well as pressure
from within his party to undermine Hamas’s cabinet, Abbas felt there
was no space for maneuver."” The president stated that discussions “had
returned to zero” and that Hamas’s inability to abide by past PLO agree-
ments, particularly the recognition of Israel, was “undemocratic.”"°
Condemnation was swift. Hamas denounced Abbas’s holding of domes-
tic politics hostage to the “Americans and Zionist representatives” the
president had met in New York."” “The main problem now on the Pales-
tinian arena . . . is recognition of Israel!” its publications bemoaned. “The
makers of the Oslo project . . . are so fully convinced [in their efforts] that
they are ready to take Palestine, its people and its struggle into the abyss to
serve two goals: recognize Israel and maintain past agreements with it!”!%
Hamas’s leaders looked to Israel and stressed that many political
parties in the Knesset, including the mainstream Likud party, refused
to recognize that Palestinians even existed as a people or to recognize
the prospect of a Palestinian state." The anticlimax of having reached
a unity agreement only to have it undermined, along with the ongoing
blockade and Israeli incursions, combined to precipitate Gaza’s disinte-
gration. In the fall of 2006, around seventy thousand civil servants took
to the streets to protest their lack of pay.'® By the end of the demon-
strations, clashes between security men, reportedly part of the Palestin-
ian security forces, and Hamas’s Executive Force had left twelve dead,
more than 130 injured, and public buildings vandalized. The airwaves
were filled with provocation; while Fatah pointed to Hamas’s “militias”
cracking down on protestors, Hamas accused the president’s security

forces of fomenting protests to embarrass the government.'®" With this



STRANGLING HAMAS 121

instability and the absence of prospects for unity, Hamas’s leaders from
Gaza embarked on a regional tour to break the blockade.'®?

After three months in the region, in December, Haniyeh’s delega-
tion was on its way back into Gaza through the Rafah crossing with
Egypt. As the prime minister waved at crowds that had gathered to
welcome him home, shots were fired in his direction, killing his body-
guard.'™ Hamas’s leaders were incensed at this assassination attempt
and pointed to Dahlan as the figure responsible. Dahlan provocatively
retorted that “assassinating Haniyeh is an honor I cannot claim,” as
violence escalated.'®* Qatar began mediation efforts to secure a new
unity agreement around the Quartet’s conditions.'® Egypt also re-
sumed attempts to secure Shalit’s release as it worked with Hamas to
define the parameters of a prisoner swap.'® On December 19, a gath-
ering took place in Gaza between Abbas, Haniyeh, and Minister of
Interior Sayyam, along with representatives from the security forces
and the Egyptian security delegation. The meeting produced a cease-
fire agreement between Hamas and Fatah and reiterated the authority
of Hamas’s minister of interior over the security forces.'®” Yet slander-
ous accusations and suspicion persisted as the gap between the political
leaders and their armed militias appeared unbridgeable.

Despite reinvigorated diplomacy, Abbas cited vanishing hope for
unity. Backed by the United States, he took the decisive step in early
2007 to call for new presidential and legislative elections, expressing
his frustration with Hamas’s political games and dismissing its fear-
mongering that there was a conspiracy aimed at collapsing its govern-
ment. In a provocative speech, Abbas talked about the foolishness of
rocket fire and of Shalit’s abduction. Rather than the occupation, he
blamed Hamas for the deaths of hundreds of Palestinians in Israel’s
attacks and for the persistent blockade. He bemoaned the movement’s
naiveté and its willingness to undermine the political establishment in
pursuit of fantasies of resistance.'®® Abbas’s words starkly illuminated
the divergence between his commitment to international legitimacy

and Hamas’s rootedness in resistance. While Abbas blamed Palestinian
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deaths under Israeli firepower on Palestinian resistance, Hamas viewed
Israel’s occupation as the culprit.

Hamas’s publications decried Abbas’s call for early elections as a
“flagrant violation of the constitution and a coup over democracy.”'®
Haniyeh rejected Abbas’s accusations of Hamas’s intransigence and in-
sisted that there had been an “unannounced decision,” led by the United
States, to bring down Hamas’s government. “From the very beginning,
we have lived through the withdrawal of powers from this government
for the benefit of the presidency. We have inherited a government with
no information, no finances, no crossings, and no embassies.”'’’ Hamas
was given no chance to succeed, Haniyeh insisted.'”" Abbas’s attempts to
call for new elections were widely condemned, not just from Hamas.'”
They also injected more uncertainty into an explosive situation.'”

For Hamas’s leaders, the events at the end of 2006 signaled irrefut-
ably that a conspiracy had been planned by “rogue elements” within
Fatah. They stressed that opposition from Fatah was not party-wide but
limited to a coterie of individuals who had been handpicked by the
Bush administration to carry out this conspiracy. Headed by Dahlan
and including members of the security establishment, these men were
referred to by Hamas as the “revolutionary current.”'’* Unbeknown to
Hamas, a clandestine security committee had indeed been established,
which brought together Israelis, members of the Palestinian security
forces, and American advisors to deal with the security challenge pre-
sented by Hamas.!” Without directly referring to this group, Hamas
accused Fatah individuals of obstructing the Palestinian democratic
transition and using American and Israeli support to leverage the deep
state that had been created under Fatah’s tenure.'”® Hamas’s publica-
tions described the ensuing violence as a sign that reconciliation was
impossible and that the imminent battle would be existential: the clash
was not limited to control of the Palestinian Authority but encompassed
the core principles of the Palestinian struggle.'””

Hamas’s rhetoric indicated that the movement believed Abbas was

conceding, inadvertently or otherwise, on core tenets of Palestinian na-
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tionalism by remaining committed to the Oslo project.'”® Skirmishes
erupted again in early 2007 in north Gaza and began expanding into
the West Bank, as Hamas reported on attacks against its politicians and
offices in Ramallah.'”” Accusations from Fatah and the PLO reiterated
the instability caused by the Executive Force, noting specifically its tac-
tic of carrying out extrajudicial executions of opponents in Gaza.'®
Hamas refuted these accusations as it decried the attacks by “hired
hands” within Fatah, describing their attempts to export unrest to the
West Bank on the assumption that Hamas was weaker there.'®! Claim-
ing to be facing a campaign against “anything Islamic,” the movement
“advise[d] those who are riven with blindness and hate not to misinter-
pret Hamas’s patience and the restraint of its followers.”!

Drawing on Israeli and international media, Hamas hypothesized
about the alleged US-led planned coup. The movement’s publications
discussed a series of initiatives it believed were underway: strengthening
Abbas and Fatah; fomenting a clash; and forming a subservient Palestin-
ian state that recognized Israel.'® Having imposed a financial blockade
aimed at weakening Hamas’s government while strengthening Abbas’s
authority, the “revolutionary current,” Hamas guessed, was now mo-
bilizing to engineer the cabinet’s collapse.'®" Publications surmised that
Secretary Rice had secretly agreed with Abbas to scuttle the latest unity
agreement to prevent any legitimacy being conferred on to the move-
ment.'® The chaos on the streets and Abbas’s ultimatum around the Pris-

186 Rice’s tour

oners’ Document were both seen as US-hatched initiatives.
of the Middle East, during which she had called on foreign ministers to
desist from supporting Hamas, further strengthened these suspicions, as
did news of American financial assistance delivered to Abbas. Hamas
viewed these American efforts as attempts to reframe the region around
the so-called moderate-radical axis.'®” Hamas suspected that portions
of the tax revenues withheld by Israel and owed to Palestinians would
also be transferred to the president’s office.'®® It latched on to Israeli news
articles and academic debates about collusion with Fatah, both financially

and through security coordination, including reports quoting the former
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director of Israel’s Internal Security Agency aflirming that Abbas had ap-
pointed Dahlan in charge of forming a military unit to counter Hamas.'®

Hamas believed Abbas was being groomed to emerge victori-
ous from a future confrontation, actively precipitated or otherwise.'"
These suspicions were not unfounded. The United States was indeed
actively implementing its “train and equip” program, providing arms
and training for Fatah’s security forces to prepare them for a clash with
Hamas. As Secretary Rice later explained, the administration believed
that Hamas was getting arms and training from Iran, and therefore
the administration was doing what it could to prepare “the good guys”
to emerge victorious.'”! Through this program, the United States ef-
fectively provided Dahlan with carte blanche to deal with Hamas.'"?
America’s security coordinator on the ground, Lieutenant-General
Keith Dayton, openly called on the Quartet to support Abbas “by what-
ever means necessary” to take on Hamas, despite Quartet members
voicing reservations about taking sides in a civil war.!”® Under the pre-
tense of “security reform,” the United States began financing a training
camp for the presidential forces outside Jericho in the West Bank. These
guards were to be bolstered by two thousand troops from the Badr Bri-
gade, a division of the Palestinian Liberation Army in Jordan.'* Hamas
saw this move as the first step in expanding Abbas’s security forces of
3,700—4,700 to “the tens of thousands.”'” In contrast to flagrant Amer-
ican support for Abbas’s forces, Hamas’s Executive Force was coming
under a concerted campaign of arrests in the West Bank.'"

As infighting expanded, Hamas reported on a “Zionified current”
targeting its officials, particularly in Ramallah and Nablus."” Faced with
such antagonism, Hamas’s spokesman said the conflict was not “be-
tween the two Palestinian organizations [Hamas and Fatah], but rather
it is between Hamas and its political agenda . . . and the followers of a
revolutionary current with foreign agendas.”'* He continued to assert
the movement’s position. “We are eager to maintain the unity of the
Palestinian people, avoid its bloodshed and undermine civil discord. But

from the point of self-defense, we do not allow anyone to assault our
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leadership, or the Palestinian cause.”'”” Hamas viewed this “revolution-
ary current” as threatening to destroy the Palestinian social fabric at
the bidding of the “Zionist entity.”*" Urgency and anxiety regarding a
possible war permeated Hamas’s leadership. It predicted a battle aimed
at Hamas’s elimination, stressing that it was being “forced” to act in
self-defense and to “put an end to the chaos.”*"!

Sporadic efforts to hold off such an outcome recurred, as Hamas’s
leaders tried to demonstrate flexibility and Abbas sought to avoid being
seen as explicitly siding with the United States and Israel.*” Haniyeh
issued appeals to walk back from the abyss by calling for an end to
media and military incitement and a restart of domestic discussions.””
Hamas’s leaders reiterated their readiness for a political solution. In an

interview in early January 2007, Meshal said:

As a Palestinian, I speak of an Arab and a Palestinian demand, to have
a state on the 67 borders. True, by inference, this will mean there is an
entity or a state called Israel on the rest of the Palestinian lands. That
1s a reality, and I will not deal with this reality by recognizing it or vali-
dating it. It is just a reality based on historic circumstance. Today, we
speak of a Palestinian and Arab preparedness to accept a Palestinian
state on the 67 borders. . . . The question is, 1s there an Israeli, Ameri-

can or international readiness to recognize this?*"

But Hamas’s efforts to negotiate around the Quartet’s conditions met
with unrelenting pressure to explicitly recognize Israel, a stance that
Hamas openly admitted was merely strengthening its desire to fight for

the Palestinian right to dissent.*”

THE MECCA AGREEMENT
Hamas’s leaders were not the only ones targeted for assassination. In
early 2007, President Abbas’s forces reported that they had detected
explosives that had been planted for him. The lethal volatility of the
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situation compelled Abbas and Meshal to meet face-to-face in Damas-
cus, the first such meeting since Hamas’s rise to power, and agree to
the formation of a unity government that could mitigate infighting.*
Before the ink had even dried on the Damascus Agreement, as it came
to be known, clashes erupted once more in Gaza. Hamas’s leaders re-
marked that “there is no longer a shadow of a doubt that a decision had
been taken in the darkened corridors” of Fatah’s revolutionary current
to spark a civil war.*”” At the end of a bloody January, Saudi Arabia’s
King Abdullah reached out to the Palestinian leaders and invited them
to Mecca, promising an opportunity for discussions away from the glare
of media attention and international pressure.?”®

The ideological chasm between Hamas and Fatah was evident from
the opening speeches.”™ Abbas lamented the “black days” as he reaf-
firmed his commitment to the formation of a unity government that
would be internationally recognized.?" In contrast, Meshal wanted “a
real partnership . . . I believe that the international community cannot
but respect our wishes if it finds us united.”?'! Hamas’s leader spoke
of focusing first internally, on PLO reform and on Arab and Pales-
tinian legitimacy, and tken on reaching out to the international com-
munity. “The Palestinian people are not asking for the impossible, my
brother Abu Mazen [Abbas], [they] are asking for their legitimate
rights, and the international community must respect that wish.”?!? Pri-
vacy from media intrusion gave room for optimism, and an agreement
was reached within two days.?"® Despite previous failed breakthroughs,
Hamas’s publications lauded the Mecca Agreement as an exceptional
success due to the credibility conferred by Saudi sponsorship.?'* Hamas
celebrated its “political victory,” underscored by its ability to with-

stand American or Israeli diktats.?!

The movement portrayed itself as
a pioneering example of an indigenous popular Arab political party,
“a moderate Islamic one,” rising to power and engaging in pluralistic
democratic governance.?'®

The Mecca Agreement outlined broad areas of consensus and paved

the way for the division of cabinet posts in a unity government. With-
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out making ideological concessions, Hamas acquiesced to relinquishing
domestic power in order to lift the blockade and end lawlessness.?’” The
movement gave up six of its nineteen ministries to Fatah and another
four to independents, including the key positions of interior, finance,
and foreign ministries.?'® In so doing, Hamas conceded positions of in-
fluence within its government to assuage international concerns. The
movement may have seen this as a political victory that left its ideologi-
cal principles intact, but leaders also stated they felt Hamas had made
significant practical concessions to find common ground with Abbas.?"
The extent of Hamas’s relinquishment of power betrayed a desire to
offload its governance responsibilities, given its failure to circumvent the
blockade, while maintaining its ideological platform.

Moreover, the Mecca Agreement demonstrated Hamas’s willingness
to put some distance between the positions the government might take
and its own ideology as a movement and a political party within that
government. Hamas’s gesture in Mecca was met with a great deal of
criticism internally as it undermined the movement’s initial rationale for
engaging with the political process. For instance, Islamic Jihad’s leader
stated that the Mecca Agreement produced not the “resistance govern-
ment” Hamas had promised but merely one embroiled in administra-
tive and political duties.?”

The Mecca Agreement suggested a possibly different outcome to
previous reconciliation efforts. Saudi Arabia offered the Palestinians an
incentive of one billion dollars in aid to implement the deal as members
of the international community, including France and the European
Union, voiced cautious optimism. Within Europe, some member states
saw the unity government’s political agenda as the first step in Hamas’s
moderation. Having seen the failure of the Quartet’s conditions and
the blockade, and noting Hamas’s diplomatic gestures, they suggested
initiating engagement with the movement and allowing it to fulfill the
Quartet’s conditions de facto through governance.?' This offered hope
to Hamas that the Quartet’s position would be weakened, as it criticized

the absence of any initiatives from the Arab world to lift the blockade.?*



128 STRANGLING HAMAS

The United Nations and members of the Quartet also welcomed this
deal as a first step toward moderating Hamas.**

The Bush administration, however, stated that it could not deal with
a Palestinian Authority that included Hamas. Even if the government
itself” accepted the Quartet demands, the onus would be maintained
on Hamas as a political party to fulfill those same requirements. Cut-
ting through this optimism, it made it a priority to dissolve the national

unity government.*?*

Despite this opposition, Hamas and Fatah moved
toward implementation. On March 17, they put forward the political
agenda of the new cabinet, which called for “respecting” past agree-
ments made by the PLO; the right of return based on UN Resolu-
tion 194; and the right of resistance as defined by international law,
meaning that civilians would not be targeted in armed operations. The
movement placed the onus of responsibility on the PLO to manage
negotiations with Israel in the understanding that all agreements would
be presented to the PLO for a vote. It also called for maintaining calm
on the military front and seeking Shalit’s release.’” Furthermore, de-
spite calling for the right to resist, the unity government adopted a de-
cision to implement a ceasefire, which factions such as Islamic Jihad
refused to do.

The Mecca Agreement indicated Hamas’s willingness to abide,
on a practical level, with the demands of the international commu-
nity. Rather than acknowledging these concessions, Israel condemned
the incoming cabinet.?” In particular, it denounced its commitment
to the right of return through UN Resolution 194, a key demand for
the Palestinians writ large—not just Hamas. This underscored Israel’s
unwillingness to deal with certain political aspects that form the core
of Palestinian nationalism, not of Hamas’s political agenda. Israel also
condemned the agreement’s emphasis on putting future peace resolu-
tions to a vote, a condition it insisted would provide terrorist organiza-
tions with a political voice. It stated that it would continue withholding
funds owed to Palestinians and would consider options to downgrade its

relations with Abbas.??’
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Hamas prepared to support Abbas’s marketing of the agreement to
end the Palestinians’ isolation as Meshal embarked on a regional tour
to convince countries to lift the blockade.?” Abbas, for his part, toured
European countries, asserting that the Mecca Agreement kept all past
PLO decisions intact.”® Bilateral discussions continued in Damascus
and Cairo to build on the momentum and tackle wider issues related
to PLO reform. The greatest challenges arose around security issues
aimed at ending the proliferation of arms and delineating the role, if
any, of the resistance weapons.”’ The newly appointed minister of inte-
rior, an independent, was tasked with the monumental job of streamlin-
ing the security forces to stop the violent domestic clashes and to deal
with the private militias, particularly in Gaza.”'! He produced a one-
hundred-day plan to carry out this task and called for the backing of
the presidency and the cabinet.”*® Within three days, the minister had
resigned, citing fears that he would be held accountable for an impos-
sible task, given what he perceived as the absence of any jurisdiction for
the ministry over the security forces and the institutionalized opposition
from establishment figures within the national security services.””® His
remarks validated Hamas’s early objections regarding jurisdiction.

Fatah’s institutional entrenchment across all levels of government,
from municipalities to foreign consulates, appeared to undermine
claims that the government was indeed one of unity. Other challenges
abounded. Abbas appointed Dahlan as a security advisor, further ag-
gravating matters. So did ongoing American financial and military
support to the presidential guards and the ensuing militarized lawless-
ness of various gangs and militias.”** Within weeks, the security situa-
tion unraveled once more. Kidnappings and skirmishes resulted in the
death of more than twenty-nine Palestinians in March 2007 alone.**
By mid-May, brutal clashes and acrimonious exchanges dominated the
streets. Blaming the presidential guards, Hamas condemned the “dogs”
for carrying out extrajudicial assassinations of its members, for tortur-
ing Hamas supporters, and for attacking its institutions.”*® A full-blown

armed conflagration between the parties was underway.
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The conflict lasted one week and caused the death of close to fifty
Palestinians. Feeling besieged by the “conspiracy,” Hamas stated that
Israel had graduated from its subversive plots with Fatah’s security
forces into explicit collusion with “revolutionaries and renegade Fatah
gangs.”?" In all its accusations, perhaps out of goodwill or to control
tensions, Hamas distinguished between the “rogue elements” within
Fatah, which it accused of working outside the rule of law, and what it
regarded as “official” Fatah. Nevertheless, it blamed Fatah’s leadership
for providing these “perpetrators” with institutional cover. As events in
Gaza turned ever more violent, Hamas stressed that the patience and
silence it was allegedly abiding by could not be sustained indefinitely.
The movement warned it would mobilize its forces to deal with con-
spirators as it would collaborators, and that it was no longer going to sit
idly by as its supporters were executed in cold blood.?*®

By the end of May, it was clear that both leaderships were unable
to control their forces. Narratives and counternarratives dominated the
airwaves. Fatah claimed Hamas was “shooting and weeping,” blam-
ing the movement for kidnapping and torturing its followers, shoot-
ing them in the legs, and setting up random checkpoints to terrorize
people in Gaza.” Hamas in turn pointed the finger at Fatah, stating it
had carried out cold-blooded executions in front of the security forces.
The murder of two imams, pulled out of their mosques in early June,
was seen by Hamas as a point of no return. “The executions . . . will
not pass unpunished. That is a vow we have taken, there is no turning
back.”**" According to General Dayton, the American advisor to the
Palestinian security forces on the ground, Gaza had disintegrated into
a plethora of armed groups that called themselves armies working out-
side the authority of any one faction. Dayton accused Hamas of car-
rying out aggressive attacks against Gazans and Fatah’s security forces,
claiming these actions cost it popular support while insisting Fatah’s
forces were holding firm.?*! Hamas, on the other hand, insisted that it
was upholding a unilateral truce in the face of aggression from “rogue

elements” within Fatah.?*? It condemned Abbas’s continued silence and
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threatened that its calm demeanor would only be a precursor to a mas-
sively destructive storm if the offensive were to continue.**

By the beginning of June, Gaza fell into an exhausted calm almost
as spontaneously as the initial violence had erupted. This barely lasted
a few days. Violence resumed as Hamas preemptively mobilized all
its forces and moved to take full control over the Gaza Strip. Hamas
achieved its goals in spectacular speed as it carried out brutal acts of
violence against its political opponents, killing Fatah leaders and Pal-
estinian security forces and forcing many of them to flee the coastal
enclave.*** Within four days, al-Qassam had captured all the major pub-
lic institutions within the Gaza Strip and had consolidated its control.
Hamas reported on troves of American weapons it had found stored
in preparation for the coup Hamas had anticipated.** This vindicated
voices within the Bush administration who had opposed the Ameri-
can “train and equip” program for fear that weapons would fall into
Hamas’s hands. Dayton’s assertions about the efficacy of Fatah’s armed
forces and Dahlan’s boastful confidence suddenly rang hollow.**

By the end of June, Hamas had taken full control of the Gaza Strip.
Less than two years after Israel pulled out of its illegal settlements in the
strip, a decision often portrayed as a painful step and a litmus test for fur-
ther Israeli withdrawals, Gaza came under Hamas’s rule.?*’ Hamas as-
sumed the ultimate responsibility for its decision to mobilize al-Qassam
as forcefully as it did. Accounts from the ground reveal both that Hamas
had indeed worked to strengthen its forces in the months leading to its
military push, and that its leaders openly admitted its forces made many
mistakes and used brutal tactics to overwhelm Fatah’s troops.?*® Equally,
the Israeli and American actions that precipitated this crucial develop-
ment remain overlooked and underreported. American officials contin-
ued to stress that Hamas had imagined the conspiracy it was facing. But
the evidence that has emerged since the rupture underscores the role
of the Bush administration and of Israel in fomenting this clash along-
side their Palestinian strongmen.?"” A damning report released a short

while after Hamas’s takeover from an investigative committee in Fatah’s
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military office also raised serious and troubling questions regarding the
extent of Dahlan’s role in creating the war.’

In the eighteen months following Hamas’s election victory, more
than six hundred Palestinians had been killed. A brief episode in Pal-
estinian democracy had ended in fratricide.*' Like the PLO before it,
Hamas’s political vision, and with it the internationally sanctioned right
of self-determination, right of return, and right to resist—demands that
form the core of Palestinian nationalism—had effectively been neutral-
ized by foreign intervention. Instead of the United States (and members
of the international community) engaging with the concessions Hamas
had made or applying pressure on Israel for its own failure to meet
the same demands that were being placed on Hamas, funds and arms
poured into the territories to quash the prospect of any form of viable
or unified Palestinian resistance to Israel’s ongoing occupation. On the
eve of Hamas’s takeover of Gaza, a leaked report noted that Abbas
had asked for Israeli intervention to assist Fatah’s forces in combating
Hamas’s offensive. A senior member of Israel’s security establishment
was quoted as being “happy” at the prospect of Hamas taking over the
Gaza Strip, as that would then allow Israel to declare the coastal enclave
a “hostile territory.”*? This development, the culmination of policies
aimed at severing Gaza from the territories that had officially begun

with Sharon’s disengagement two years prior, was now imminent.



CHAPTER FIVE

INSTITUTIONALIZING
THE DIVISION

Hamas’s takeover of the Gaza Strip in June 2007 ruptured the Palestin-
ian territories, politically and institutionally.! Within hours of Hamas
securing its grip over the coastal enclave, President Mahmoud Abbas
declared a state of emergency and dismissed the unity government that
had been negotiated in Mecca a few weeks earlier. Out of his base in
Ramallah, in the West Bank, he formed an emergency cabinet under
Prime Minister Salam Fayyad. Previously a finance minister, Fayyad
was a technocrat favored by the West because of his American educa-
tion and tenure as a World Bank economist as well as his vocal denun-
ciation of armed struggle.” In the Gaza Strip, Hamas became the sole
governing authority. With this separation, a Palestinian Authority in the
West Bank came to coexist with a Hamas government in the Gaza Strip.

Hamas’s decisive victory over Fatah’s security forces was instantly
classified as a “coup” by President Abbas and by regional and interna-
tional actors. After the gunfire subsided, Abbas delivered a bitter speech
accusing Hamas of undermining the unity government and separat-
ing Gaza from the West Bank to create an Islamic emirate.’ In light
of the rapid efficacy with which Hamas had taken control, Abbas sus-
pected premeditation.* He insisted that the coup was the culmination of
months of planning and that past unity agreements had been mere ma-
nipulations as Hamas strategized to take over the Palestinian Authority.
He criticized the movement’s heavy-handedness during the fighting and

scorned its hypocritical veneer of religiosity. Abbas demonstrated sig-
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nificant bitterness regarding assassination attempts allegedly by Hamas
that he had escaped during the previous eighteen months.”

Hamas’s leaders rejected this narrative. Khaled Meshal explained
the takeover as a “security situation that had been forced onto Hamas.”®
He wondered how the movement could carry out a coup against a gov-
ernment it had been democratically elected to lead.” In press confer-
ences and declarations, the movement’s leaders explained that Hamas
had been forced to act preemptively for self-preservation, having wit-
nessed with much trepidation American training and financing of the
Palestinian security forces.” The leaders denounced charges that drew
on Hamas’s Islamic character to suggest it had orchestrated a coup to
establish an Islamic emirate. Hamas noted that it had barely accepted
a Palestinian state within the 1967 borders because it was committed
to the territorial integrity of Palestine.” Ismail Haniyeh, who remained
prime minister in Gaza, insisted that there was no way Hamas would
divide the West Bank from the Gaza Strip, establish a stand-alone emir-
ate or any form of separate ministate.'”

From his base in Cairo, Musa Abu Marzouq expanded on this, say-
ing, “Gaza is not the state of Hamas, nor the West Bank the state of
Fatah. It is not even that the West Bank and Gaza are Palestine. We
believe that Palestine is within its known historic borders, and we be-
lieve that the West Bank and the [Gaza] Strip cannot be separated.”!!
Hamas’s leaders stood their ground and called for an impartial inves-
tigation to review the backdrop to the takeover.'? They reached out to
Fatah and Arab officials secking mediation and stressing that division
served only the occupation.'® Amid impassioned accusations on both
sides, Hamas issued conditions for reconciliation with Fatah, the first
of which was the removal from power of figures within the Palestinian
security services that Hamas held accountable for the carnage.'* It pro-
duced detailed reports outlining the actions that were taken against the
movement in the days leading to its mobilization, in both Gaza and the
West Bank.'® Abbas’s efforts to “reclaim Palestinian legitimacy” through

an emergency government staffed with “moderates” and his continued
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silence toward the atrocities carried out by Dahlan’s forces were not
viewed by Hamas as harbingers of positive relations.'®

With this institutional rupture between the Gaza Strip and the West
Bank, the international financial blockade that had been put in place
against the Palestinian Authority following Hamas’s election victory
morphed, as it became far simpler to geographically delincate Hamas’s
jurisdiction. Israel and the United States promptly redirected the with-
held tax revenue and other financial support to Abbas’s government in
the West Bank, and the blockade was reconstituted to focus exclusively
on the Gaza Strip.!"” All five crossings leading into the territory from
Israel were shut as was the Rafah border with Egypt, hermetically seal-
ing the strip. Israel and the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank also
withheld revenue that would have normally been redirected to the gov-
ernment’s branches in Gaza.'® Israel cut fuel shipments by half and re-
duced imports into Gaza to the minimum amounts of food and medical
supplies required for survival without sinking Gaza into a humanitarian
catastrophe."

Aside from the long-term economic and social impact of stifling
Palestinians in this manner, the Gaza blockade that was instituted in
2007 had a more immediate effect. Food shortage and health-care crises
were felt almost instantly as poverty rates and unemployment soared.
Rapid economic deterioration was compounded by the fact that Gaza
had suffered decades of de-development, whereby its economy had con-
tracted and its infrastructure regressed as a result of Israel’s isolationist
policies toward the strip, which began officially following the Oslo Ac-
cords.”’ Freedom of movement into and out of the Gaza Strip ground
to a halt, effectively severing Gaza from the West Bank and the rest of
the world.?! The blockade’s philosophy took on a geographic dimen-
sion: while the West Bank under Abbas’s leadership could be embraced
and empowered, Gaza under Hamas’s control was to be ring-fenced.
The reasoning was presumably simple: once Gazans suffered and their
lives were badly hit relative to West Bankers, they would revolt against

Hamas’s authority. This would pave the way for Hamas’s collapse and
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the return of the Palestinian Authority, under Mahmoud Abbas’s lead-
ership, back into the Gaza Strip, thereby reunifying the Palestinian ter-

ritories under a single leadership committed to negotiations with Israel.

CONSOLIDATION IN GAZA

As a result of the rupture, the Gaza Strip became the first portion of
Palestinian land to be entirely “liberated.” Although direct Israeli pres-
ence in the form of illegal Jewish settlements had ended a few years
prior, in 2005 with Sharon’s disengagement, the occupation had per-
sisted through systems of enclosure, military operations, and security
coordination with the Palestinian Authority.” With Hamas’s takeover,
the slim territory by the Mediterranean came under absolute internal
Palestinian control, as Hamas’s government rejected any official en-
gagement with the Israeli state. Imposed curfews, home demolitions,
and midnight raids by Israel’s occupying forces, or by Palestinian secu-
rity following Israeli orders, were no longer a daily occurrence as they
were in the West Bank. Yet “liberation” was of course a matter of rhet-
oric rather than reality. While Gaza became a territory where a defiant
Palestinian government emerged, the occupation apparatus had been
reconfigured into a structure that contained and isolated the enclave
militarily, diplomatically, and economically.”

Rather than being liberated, the Gaza Strip turned into the world’s
largest open-air prison, incarcerating and collectively punishing close
to two million inhabitants following a democratic election. With the
Gaza Strip blockaded, fortunes turned for the West Bank as financial
largesse was redirected to Abbas’s emergency cabinet. Constitutionally,
this cabinet had a limited validity of thirty days, following which new
elections had to be completed. After the interim period passed, how-
ever, the cabinet’s mandate was extended by executive order, with the
full backing of Israel and the United States and fierce opposition from
Hamas.”* Abbas took other executive measures. At risk of prosecution,

he prevented any civil servant from reporting to Hamas’s ministries in
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Gaza. He reassured all employees that they would continue to receive
compensation from the Palestinian Authority in Ramallah despite boy-
cotting their workplace.” Hamas’s ministries suddenly faced a debilitat-
ing vacuum of civil servants.

Shortly after the separation, President Abbas met with Israeli prime
minister Ehud Olmert in Sharm al-Sheikh, where he renewed his com-
mitment to the Arab Peace Initiative (API), including its provision to
dismantle the terrorist infrastructure.”® The emergency government
sought to nationalize the resistance factions in the West Bank and
gain a monopoly on the use of force. Moving to pursue disarmament,
Fayyad’s cabinet issued decrees against armed factions, outlawing all
weapons including those carried by Fatah’s al-Aqsa Brigades. It also de-
clared Hamas’s Executive Force and al-Qassam to be “illegal militias”
and commenced a widespread campaign against Hamas’s forces and
institutions.”” Resistance factions decried Abbas’s efforts to strip their
fighters of weapons at a time when the “occupation continues to carry
out massacres.”” They issued leaflets of condemnation against “the an-
nouncement that resistance is no longer a policy within this govern-
ment, as if the occupation has been removed from our territory. . . .
[We] call on our people to oppose this contemptible position . . . and to
respond to it by escalating resistance against the Zionist occupation.”?
Hamas’s publications described as “bizarre” Abbas’s description of re-
sistance factions as “illegal militias,” given their role in the struggle.*

Abbas’s actions accelerated diplomatic overtures with the United
States that sought to isolate Hamas and strengthen its counterpart.’' In
the final year of the Bush presidency, Secretary Rice reinitiated pros-
pects for a peace conference to concretize Bush’s vision for the creation
of a democratic and peaceful Palestinian state.” The juxtaposition of
the blockade on Gaza with openness in the West Bank created a great
deal of resentment within Hamas’s government. Abbas was viewed as a
coconspirator with the Americans and Israelis in plans to isolate Gaza.
“What is happening to the Palestinian people these days is tragic. It is

the result of the obvious confusion of Fayyad’s illegitimate government
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and the policies of President Mahmoud Abbas. These have harmed the
Palestinian people and deprived tens of Palestinian children their suste-
nance. These are inhuman and irresponsible policies.”* Publications de-
scribed Abbas as a “self-appointed . . . security agent to the occupation.”*
Hamas reported on the Palestinian Authority’s “sterilization campaigns”
in the West Bank throughout the summer.*> As Abu Marzouq stated,
“What took place in Gaza over the past few years is repeating itself in
the West Bank today; raiding and burning institutions, arresting people
and torturing them, targeting and liquidating individuals.”

The divergence between the two governments became increasingly
visible as Hamas swiftly consolidated its own power within the Gaza
Strip.*” Hamas asserted its rule by removing Arafat’s portraits, distribut-
ing its own green banners, and deploying its security guards at major
junctions and government buildings.*® After its crushing victory over
Dahlan’s forces, Hamas developed an aura of invincibility and mo-
bilized to violently and firmly crush any opposition to its rule within
the coastal enclave.* Hamas alleged that it did not target opposition
factions in its quest to achieve security, claiming that it implemented a
general amnesty as soon as the takeover ended.* It contrasted its policy
of allowing Fatah flags to hang out of buildings in central Gaza with
Fayyad’s government, which it accused of taking draconian measures
against Hamas in the West Bank.*! Hamas’s assertions of positive plu-
rality were strongly contested, most scathingly in a report issued by the
Palestinian Centre for Human Rights in Gaza, which accused the Ex-
ecutive Force and al-Qassam of a wide range of human rights abuses,
including attacks on journalists, policing of public spaces, illegitimate
arrests, torture and inhuman treatment of prisoners, and intimidation
of civil servants.”

The movement’s security forces clamped down on lawlessness by
forbidding the public use of “non-resistance firearms”—including dur-
ing weddings and celebrations, as was custom—and instituting regu-
lations governing ski masks and other forms of provocation. Hamas

cracked down on gangs, drug traffickers, and money launderers and
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began “policing indecent behavior.”* Domestic policing and law en-
forcement were carried out by Hamas’s Executive Force, which had in-
tegrated members of al-Qassam.* Hamas reined in powerful families
who had previously acted above the law and contributed to the violence
that had ravaged the strip.*

The government also worked to control radical Salafi jihadists,
such as smaller offshoots of al-Qaeda and other transnational terror
movements that resided in Gaza. The movement’s leaders reiterated
that there was no major institutional presence of Salafi jihadists but
rather a number of individuals who were susceptible to such ideolo-
gies.*® Hamas adopted a consultative approach coupled with an iron
fist when dealing with these groups, hosting sessions aimed at discussing
and debunking the Salafi interpretation of Islam as a way to reverse
their ideological conviction through diplomacy."” The success of this
approach was made evident early on through Hamas’s role in negotiat-
ing the release of Alan Johnson, a BBC reporter held hostage by Jaysh
al-Islam (Islamic Army), a Salafist movement in Gaza."® Hamas’s oppo-
sition to any form of transnational terroristic ideologies was concretized
by its decision not to implement shari‘a law in Gaza after its takeover,
choosing instead to uphold conservative social values and the slow, or-
ganic Islamization of the strip.*

Hamas leaders called on journalists to come and report on Gaza’s
transformation.”” Citing a drop in crime rates, publications conducted
interviews with families who now presumably felt safe to go to beaches
and remain outdoors late into the night, and whose little children were
able to fall asleep without the sound of gunfire in the streets. Hamas’s
magazines reported on the popularity of songs such as “Hamsawi
[a Hamas supporter]| fears not death” and “Executive Forces, may God
be with them.” Even traffic was ostensibly more organized, with volun-
teers going out on to the street to restore order.”!

As quiet indeed returned to Gaza, a new dynamic emerged for
Hamas, whereby Hamas-as-movement, led by the political bureau and

armed by al-Qassam, defined the overall trajectory of the movement.
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Under this umbrella, Hamas’s government became the body responsi-
ble for administering the civil and social affairs of the Palestinian inhab-
itants within the Gaza Strip. In essence, Hamas’s government became
a de facto administrative authority operating under the guidance of
the movement, which did not get involved in the daily affairs of gover-
nance.” Therefore, while reining in domestic instability and enforcing
the rule of law, Hamas nurtured an environment that was supportive of
armed struggle against Israel, where “resistance weapons” from all fac-
tions were permitted as long as they were confined to designated areas
such as the borders of the Gaza Strip.”® Hamas’s aspirations to safe-
guard resistance were evident. From mid-July, a month after its takeover,
rocket fire from the Gaza Strip into Israel increased. This was mostly
carried out by Islamic Jihad with acquiescence from Hamas’s govern-
ment. Israeli military operations into Gaza also escalated and took the
form of air strikes and ground incursions.

By mid-September 2007, Israel had declared Gaza “hostile terri-
tory,” a milestone that in many ways marked the culmination of the
initiative set in motion by Prime Minister Sharon’s disengagement.”*
Israel sustained its tight grip on the borders, maintaining a “drip of
welfare support” to the strip; this was described by a border agent as
“no development, no prosperity, only humanitarian dependency.”” By
this point, Hamas’s government in Gaza was scrambling to address in-
ternal concerns and was shaping a governance agenda that could serve
Hamas’s liberation project. In shaping its government, Hamas main-
tained the institutional integrity that had been developed under the Pal-
estinian Authority. Its leaders admitted inexperience in governance, and
initially at least, there was to be significant continuity in the administra-
tion of policies in areas such as health, education, and justice.”® The
key early challenge was the need to replace segments of the civil service
given the orders Abbas had issued for boycotting Hamas’s ministries. In
both developing governing experience and reaching out to a body of
replacement employees, Hamas was aided by its decades of experience

running a welfare system.’’
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Soon after its takeover, Hamas’s government declared that the cabi-
net was addressing three priorities: security reform, economic devel-
opment, and national unity.”® In terms of security reform, Mahmoud
Zahhar, who remained as foreign minister of Hamas’s government,
outlined plans to implement Hamas’s “Change and Reform” agenda
to base the security forces on merit rather than affiliation, to root out
corruption, and to remove collaborators.”” He stressed that the forces
would be built on “a national basis,” which meant that they would in-
clude members from key factions. “[Hamas] will never allow the situa-
tion in Gaza to go back to the way it was last June . . . to return to the
previous murderous whirlpool. If dialogue resumed between Hamas
and Fatah, there will be points added onto the agenda; the most impor-
tant of which will be that the security forces will not be handed over to
those traitors and criminals.”®

As for economic development, Hamas’s government was intent
on pursuing options that would circumvent the crippling blockade
and make the strip self-sustaining.®! Measures were taken in the fields
of low-tech and small-scale manufacturing, and agriculture, to build
Gaza’s internal capacity to meet the needs of the population. Leaders
spoke of leveraging Gaza’s young and educated workforce to plug the
need for employees in the public sector and to keep Gaza’s local econ-
omy running.”® Gazans reportedly volunteered as health-care profes-
sionals, lawyers, teachers, and social workers as the strip adapted to its
isolation.” However, apart from health and education, most of the bu-
reaucracy of the Palestinian Authority ceased functioning in the early
days after the takeover.®* Hamas’s government therefore relied heav-
ily on international organizations working within Gaza, including the
UN Relief and Welfare Agency (UNRWA) that assumed a significant
portion of the social burden through its local infrastructure. Alongside
these survivalist adaptations, Hamas’s minister of economy hinted that
the government was pursuing indirect talks with Israel through regional
and foreign mediators to reach an agreement on opening the borders,

which was essential for the survival of a manufacturing sector.””
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Despite this focus on internal sustenance, household income
dropped sharply and dependence on food aid expanded.® The desper-
ate situation led to—and was ultimately mitigated by—a rapid shift to-
ward a tunnel-based economy.®” Tunnels between the Sinai Peninsula
in Egypt and the Gaza Strip, passing underneath the Rafah border,
had historically been used for smuggling contraband and resistance
weapons, particularly during the Second Intifada. After Israel’s disen-
gagement from Gaza and as policies aimed at isolating Hamas gath-
ered force, the economic value of the tunnels increased even before the
movement’s electoral victory. With the blockade and the absence of any
official trade channels, tunnels became Gaza’s economic lifeline. From
twenty tunnels in mid-2007, the number began expanding soon after
Hamas’s takeover as all basic supplies and goods, as well as weapons,
were transported into the Gaza Strip via tunnels. As Hamas oversaw a
concerted drive to expand the tunnel infrastructure in Egypt, it began
creating a shadow subterranean economy that benefited Hamas’s ruling
class rather than the traditional mercantile sector within Gaza.%

The third priority for Hamas’s government was reconciliation with
Fatah, despite Hamas’s efforts to consolidate power. Hamas reported that
work in this vein was severely compromised by the Palestinian Authority’s
repressive disarmament policies in the West Bank.® It alleged that much
of the intimidation that Hamas’s members felt was religiously motivated,
as individuals were mocked, berated, and cursed for their faith and ar-
rests were made on mere suspicion of affiliation to Hamas by noting a
long beard or a woman’s veil.”” Hamas condemned actions by Fayyad’s
government to institutionally purge the movement and its members from
government agencies, public bodies, and NGOs.” Attacks on Hamas’s
West Bank parliamentarians were seen as a vile transgression of po-
litical immunity and a dangerous precedent by the Palestinian security
forces.”” Hamas denounced these “political arrests” and rejected claims
that there were similar arrests of Fatah members in Gaza.” This was
untrue. Hamas’s shift toward the enforcement of law and ending security

chaos produced a totalitarian order under its rule in Gaza where, like the
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Palestinian Authority, Hamas carried out widespread campaigns against
opposition factions and their institutional presence.’*

This mutual crackdown on opposition factions was an important fac-
tor undermining prospects for reconciliation. But it was not the only one.
In the fall of 2007, the United States invited Israel and the Palestinian
leadership to an international peace conference to be held in Annapolis,
Maryland. In the run-up to the November conference, Abbas attended
monthly meetings with Olmert and American diplomats to prepare for
the negotiations, much to Hamas’s chagrin. The movement viewed the
Annapolis conference with skepticism, as little more than a photo oppor-
tunity to demonstrate support for Abbas and boost Olmert’s domestic
ratings.”” Since planning for the conference was taking place against the
backdrop of the blockade, Hamas understood that diplomatic progress
was contingent on its isolation.”® For the movement, Abbas’s acquies-
cence to Gaza’s isolation was evident in the stringent demands he placed
for the resumption of domestic unity discussions with Hamas. The Pal-
estinian leader felt personally betrayed by Hamas’s actions and bitter
at alleged evidence he had seen that Hamas had planned to assassinate
him earlier in the year. Abbas demanded a formal apology and Hamas’s
relinquishment of power in Gaza as preconditions for unity talks.””
Negotiating with Hamas from its position of power, with its de facto
government, was seen by Abbas as rewarding the “coup.” Hamas inter-
preted Abbas’s stance as a desire to entrench the division, in contrast to
its efforts, which allegedly included “knocking on all doors™ to resume
discussions without preconditions.”

On November 27, Abbas’s negotiating team within the PLO par-
ticipated in the Annapolis Peace Conference. During the summit, Bush
reverted to the principles that had been highlighted in the Roadmap for
Peace as he called for a negotiated agreement, stressing that Israel would
be required to dismantle the settlements and allow for the creation of
two independent and democratic states.”” With conciliatory remarks
from both Abbas and Olmert, the conference ended with a memoran-

dum of understanding that called on Palestinians and Israelis to launch
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bilateral negotiations to tackle final-status issues at the end of 2008 and
move toward the formation of a Palestinian state.”® Hamas’s publica-
tions criticized the PLO’s readiness to engage in negotiations while Gaza
remained besieged and while the Palestinian Authority was waging a
“war of eradication” against resistance fighters in the West Bank.?!

Less than a month after the conference, the Israeli army increased its
military activity in the Gaza Strip to end rocket fire into Israel.? Rocket
fire from Gaza had intensified after Hamas’s takeover, with an average
of three rockets per day in 2007.% Although missiles had been fired
mostly by Islamic Jihad, Hamas responded to Israel’s escalation with
its own rockets on Sderot in south Israel.** This exacerbated tensions
as Israel threatened military action and imposed a “total blockade.”®
Fuel shortages plunged Gaza into darkness as some Gazans abandoned

cars and began relying on donkeys for transport.®®

In early 2008, inter-
national concern heightened around the extreme depletion of food and
health-care resources. Hamas decried the blockade and accelerated its
focus toward expanding the tunnel infrastructure as a lifeline. Given the
Palestinian Authority’s acquiescence, Hamas condemned Abbas’s “poli-
cies of starvation” as publications reported on the crippled economy;
severed industrial and commercial contracts with regional and foreign
firms; a severe shortage of medicines and health-care services, causing
sharp rises in mortality; and general hunger due to loss of income and
increased poverty.”

While Israel was held as primarily responsible for this rapidly de-
teriorating situation, the movement’s magazines also directed their
anger at Egypt, which was seen to have adopted a hardened attitude
toward Hamas to limit its influence on the Egyptian Muslim Brother-
hood.® Hamas’s condemnation of Egypt related to the latter’s decision
to keep the Rafah border shut. Hamas nonetheless benefited from the
blind eye that President Hosni Mubarak’s regime turned to the tun-
nel industry between Gaza and the Sinai.* Tunnel trade, however, was
insufficient to meet Gaza’s needs, at least not by early 2008. As inter-

national pressure mounted, with Gaza teetering on the brink, Israel al-
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lowed the entry of one week’s worth of cooking gas, fuel, food, and
medicine on January 22, 2008.” On the same day, Hamas destroyed
the seven-mile Egyptian-Gazan border at Rafah by blowing it open in
seventeen places. More than seven hundred thousand Palestinians from
Gaza spilled out into Egypt in search of food, fuel, and medical sup-
plies. Hamas’s “orchestrated” initiative boosted its image and presented
it as the “savior” compared to Abbas.”!

In under two weeks, Mubarak’s forces had driven the Gazans back
into the strip and bolstered their security on the Rafah border.”* None-
theless, riding this popularity wave, Hamas’s external leadership headed
a summit in Damascus for those who “expressed a desire to hold onto
the fixed principles [of the Palestinian struggle],” on January 23-25. The
conference, which Hamas estimated was attended by about 1,200 par-
ticipants, was held under the banner of resistance as a strategic choice
to “liberate Palestine from the river to the sea.”™ Attendees included fig-
ures from diverse professional and personal backgrounds who shared the
belief that Palestinians had the right to Palestine, to refuse recognition of
Israel, and to continue resistance “to achieve historic and national goals,
most important of which are the rights of liberation and return.”*

In his speech at the conference, Meshal called on Arab leaders and
Islamic delegations to share this vision and to reconsider their commit-
ment to negotiations after the “lean years.” The power imbalance with
Israel and the absence of any negotiating cards made talks futile. Meshal
decried as crimes the prosecution of fighters, the dismantlement of the
military wings in the West Bank, and the acquiescence to disunity as de-
manded by Israeli and American powers. “Stop the negotiations. Arab
brothers, brothers in the authority, show the world that you have the
courage to say no,” Meshal implored. “Show the world that you have
been angered, that you can suspend the negotiations. Do something. It
is unbelievable that the Palestinian people are being slaughtered . . . and
we continue with these absurd talks,” Meshal concluded.®

For Hamas, before talk of statehood and governance came talk of

unity and liberation.” As Abbas reaffirmed his commitment to the peace
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process through the latest conference at Annapolis, Meshal stressed the
sanctity of the resistance weapon in Damascus.”” International diplo-
matic engagement with the former and isolation and starvation of the
latter communicated quite clearly what concessions Palestinian political
parties needed to abide by to gain entry into the international community.
As Hamas’s political overtures had been ignored during its years in office,
the movement saw through its geographic “liberated” base in Gaza an
opportunity to implement its own defiant government of resistance that
would safeguard what it viewed as the purest principles of the Palestin-
ian struggle. While Palestinians would suffer in the short term under the
difficulties of the blockade, Hamas’s leaders reiterated that these were
normal challenges on the long path toward liberation, and they felt vin-

dicated in steadfastly holding on to their ideological convictions.

FIRST HAMAS-ISRAEL CEASEFIRE

In early 2008, Hamas’s publications began reporting on Israeli war
plans.”® Hypotheses surfaced that Israel was nervous about providing
Hamas with too much time to develop its military capabilities given
Israel’s experience in Lebanon in 2006, whereby Hezbollah exhibited
surprising firepower capacity six years after Israel’s withdrawal from
south Lebanon. Hamas boasted that it was a far deadlier foe than Hez-
bollah considering geographic proximity to high-density Israeli towns
and army bases around Gaza’s periphery.” Ever since Hamas’s take-
over of the strip, publications reveled in the perception that Hamas pre-
sented a security threat to Israel.'”™ Reports latched on to Israeli worries
about the movement’s strength and fears regarding the potential to rep-
licate Hamas’s takeover in the West Bank. While interpreting these as
“exaggerations” by Zionist media to justify future Israeli attacks, Hamas
nonetheless used the reports to project strength, nurture its resistance
legacy, and consolidate power.'!

Hamas’s leaders expected Israel to mobilize to end rocket fire from

Gaza, which had persisted unabated; secure the release of the captured
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Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit; reduce Hamas’s capacity to launch missiles;
end weapons smuggling from Egypt; and weaken Hamas politically and
militarily in an effort to force the collapse of its government.'”” Report-
ing on Israeli media and political debates, Hamas’s publications con-
cluded that agreements had been made between Abbas and his Israeli
counterparts to defeat Hamas so that Abbas could “return to Gaza on
the backs of an Israeli tank.”'”® Osama Hamdan, Hamas’s representa-
tive in Beirut, noted that an attack on Gaza would merely fulfill secret
objectives shared by Abbas and Fayyad.'"* For Hamas, escalation prom-
ised a return to the natural mode of engagement between occupier and
occupied. The movement reiterated that the blockade constituted an
act of aggression 1in its own right, thereby underscoring the need for
armed struggle, rather than diplomacy, to bring it to an end. Sharon’s
disengagement from Gaza had heightened Hamas’s conviction in the
capacity of violence to achieve concessions.'?”

Hamas and other factions had consistently used rockets to protest the
blockade, which they viewed as an act of war. Furthermore, like Israel,
Hamas sought to increase its deterrence and, in its case, to prevent Is-
rael from reinvading by air or land.'™ From its base in Gaza, al-Qassam
was reportedly working on two levels: strengthening its offensive capabili-
ties by advancing its rocket technology and investing in strong defensive
infrastructure, primarily in the form of tunnels throughout Gaza.'’” Al-
Qassam also relied heavily on tunnels to facilitate the establishment of
a relatively robust weapons manufacturing sector within Gaza.'” Such
local industry contributed to an arsenal that Hamas claimed was quite
developed. Furthermore, al-Qassam’s spokesman discussed the cache of
modern weapons that had fallen into Hamas’s hands after routing the
Palestinian security forces. He noted that these weapons had been pro-
vided by the United States and Israel to prepare the Palestinian security
forces to fight Hamas; they were also weapons the Palestinian Authority
had previously confiscated from Hamas in 1996.'"

After the escalation of hostilities in January and in the context of

this persistent chokehold, Hamas sent a suicide bomber into Israel on
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February 4. It was the first suicide mission since 2004, killing a seventy-
three-year-old woman in the southern town of Dimona.'"” Rocket fire
also continued, resulting in the death of the first Israeli in nine months
on February 27.""" This prompted Israel to unleash “Operation Hot
Winter,” an expansive air and ground attack on Gaza that killed 110
Palestinians in five days.!'” The European Union denounced Israel’s
“disproportionate” response and policies of “collective punishment,”
while analysts interpreted this operation to be a dry run for a future
invasion.'”” Hamas emerged relatively unscathed, boasting of victory as
it maintained rocket fire.'"* “Palestinians have emerged victorious from
the five-day war waged by the Zionist occupation on the Gaza Strip. If
anyone wanted to protest the word ‘victory,” then we could say that Pal-
estinians succeeded in frustrating all the Zionist goals, both those pro-
nounced and left unpronounced, including the stopping of rocket fire,
creating a schism amongst the Palestinian people and the resistance,
and collapsing Hamas’s government.”'"

Steadfastness against Israel’s superior military arsenal was portrayed
as a victory. Hamas combed through Israeli and international media for
reports describing Gazan “resilience” and used those stories as positive
reinforcement for the population.''® It tried to mitigate resentment from
people in Gaza by paying for homes destroyed in bombings, while para-
doxically maintaining attacks that were used by Israel to justify its re-
prisals.!'” Hamas viewed its policies in Gaza as an existential mission to
safeguard the broader Palestinian struggle. As its publications exclaimed,
“The suffering of people in Gaza is extremely difficult, but we have said
from the beginning, this battle is not the battle of the people of Gaza on
their own. It is the battle of all Palestinians. Collapse [in Gaza] will lead
to a Palestinian collapse. Victory will lead to a Palestinian victory.”!'®

Given the volatility, indirect ceasefire discussions between Hamas
and Israel began in Cairo in the spring of 2008. By their sheer oc-
currence, these talks had the immediate effect of validating Hamas as
Israel’s counterpart in Gaza. Sharon had for years refused to negotiate

with Hamas during its resistance campaign in the Second Intifada. Now
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that the movement had effectively been ostracized from the political es-
tablishment, Israel opened indirect channels with the movement instead
of going through the traditional PLLO channels. Intentionally or other-
wise, this normalized Hamas’s rule, vindicated the movement, and inev-
itably entrenched division with the West Bank. Other diplomatic coups
that recognized, even implicitly, Hamas’s rule over Gaza had the same
effect. For instance, Hamas viewed former American president Jimmy
Carter’s openness to meet with its leaders as the “most important politi-
cal event on the Palestinian arena since the 2006 legislative elections.”!"?
In Cairo, indirect ceasefire talks with Israel proceeded slowly.
Hamas insisted on extending any prospective ceasefire to both the Gaza
Strip and the West Bank.'”” More importantly, it resolved to link any
ceasefire with eased border crossings into Gaza. For its part, Israel at-
tempted to expand talks to include a prisoner exchange deal involving
Shalit’s release and to prevent weapon smuggling.'?! Both parties bar-
gained hard, underscoring how military escalations on the battlefield
made room for backdoor diplomacy aimed at altering the status quo
between them. Israel announced that rather than restricting its security
policies to retaliation, it would start carrying out preemptive attacks at
will. Hamas promised to expand its use of the newer Hezbollah-type
Katyusha rockets that it had only used sparingly until that point.'*
Hamas held firm. Refusing to succumb to military threats and
weathering the economic stranglehold were celebrated as successful

acts of resistance.'?

This wherewithal and Hamas’s negotiating stance
stood in stark contrast to the Palestinian Authority’s performance and
strengthened Hamas’s calls for an alternative national strategy. After the
Annapolis conference, expectations were significantly scaled back from
the promise made to tackle final-status issues by the end of 2008.'**
Nonetheless, monthly meetings between Abbas and Olmert persisted.
Hamas’s publications denounced Abbas “gifting [Isracli leaders] boxes
of Syrian baklava as Gaza was being slaughtered,” stressing instead that
there was still time for resistance to be adopted: “Enough stubbornness,

your project has failed.”'®



150 INSTITUTIONALIZING THE DIVISION

On the Israeli side, political support for peace talks was challenged
by instability on the Gaza border. Israelis complained that their good-
will gesture of withdrawal from Gaza had been rewarded by a terrorist
takeover.'®® This was done with little reckoning of Israel’s role in creat-
ing the dynamic of isolation that had emerged in Gaza or the impact
of Israel’s failure to take concerted action on the peace front. As the
peace process stalled, it became clear that the American-Israeli effort
to bolster the West Bank at Gaza’s expense was failing. A poll by the
Palestinian Centre for Policy and Survey Research showed that only
42 percent of Palestinians supported Fatah compared to Hamas, which
received 35 percent support—a narrower gap than immediately follow-
ing Hamas’s takeover of Gaza. Another poll by the same center showed
that Ismail Haniyeh would beat Abbas in presidential elections.'*’

By June 19, 2008, almost a year after Hamas took power in Gaza,
Cairo successfully got Israel and Hamas to agree “in principle” to a
phased six-month ceasefire. Indirect negotiations had lasted three
months. This was the first official ceasefire to be negotiated, albeit in-
directly, between Israel and Hamas rather than between Israel and the
PLO. The ceasefires that Hamas had agreed to during the Second In-
tifada had either been unilateral or been negotiated under the auspices
of the PLO. In effect, this agreement represented the bifurcation of the
Palestinian political establishment. The culmination of efforts to isolate
Hamas had resulted in a de facto Israeli divide-and-rule approach for
engagement with the Palestinians: Hamas for Gaza, the Palestinian Au-
thority for the West Bank.

Through the agreement, Israel relented to gradually relax some of
the crossings into Gaza to allow for the passage of basic goods, without
removing the blockade, in return for an end to rocket fire. Hamas ac-
quiesced for the ceasefire to commence in Gaza, without extending it
to the West Bank. The movement refused to link ceasefire discussions
with a prisoner exchange deal, which it insisted should be negotiated
separately.'® The parties agreed that the ceasefire would commence

following a test period, after which Israel would proceed to reduce the
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economic blockade if Hamas managed to maintain quiet on the border.
Subsequent talks would then address the prisoner exchange, extension
of the ceasefire to the West Bank, and the cessation of arms smug-
gling.'® Hamas’s biggest challenge was curbing the resistance activities
of other factions, including Islamic Jihad, as well as defectors to other
extremist groups or rebellious members of al-Qassam.'*

This ceasefire marked an important development whereby through
Hamas’s validation as the effective ruler of Gaza the movement be-
came the entity responsible for pacifying the resistance front. By default,
Hamas developed a monopoly over “resistance,” becoming the party
that oversaw the coordination of military operations by all factions to
ensure they collectively agreed to and abided by decisions to escalate or
cease fire.””! Hamas had no illusion that Israel viewed this break as an
indefinite one. The movement understood the calm as a precursor to
an invasion aimed at securing Shalit’s release and ostensibly toppling its
government. It expected Israel to claim some form of ceasefire violation
to excuse retaliation.'® For Hamas, the ceasefire was a time to catch its
breath, to build its internal political and military capabilities, and to
allow Gazans some respite."”> As analysts in its publications stressed,
the ceasefire is “nothing more than a compulsory twist on the bloody
road between Hamas and Israel. Consequently, there is no escape from
a powerful military [Israeli] assault on Hamas in Gaza, given political,
military and security concerns. . . . This calm came as a warrior’s break
for both sides. . . . Fighters trenches’ not negotiators’ hotels are what

[will] resolve the conflict.”'*

OPERATION CAST LEAD

Rocket fire from Gaza receded throughout the summer of 2008. Israeli
restrictions on basic supplies into Gaza were also eased, but marginally.
The persistent blockade allowed for increased food, water, and medi-
cal supplies to enter, yet permissible quantities barely met the needs of

Gaza’s population.'” Israeli politicians admitted in closed rooms to a
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policy of keeping Gaza’s economy “on the brink of collapse,” just above
what would qualify as a humanitarian catastrophe.'*® Understanding the
temporary nature of this ceasefire, Hamas leveraged the calm to prepare
for the anticipated attack by strengthening its defensive infrastructure.'”
It also turned its attention to domestic governance and reconciliation
talks. Shortly before the ceasefire was signed, Hamas reported that
Abbas had softened his preconditions for negotiations and accepted an
invitation from Cairo to begin a dialogue.'*® Faltering peace talks under
American mediation coupled with Hamas’s success in forcing Israel into
discussions had concretized the movement’s role in Palestinian politics
and weakened the case for sustaining negotiations with Israel.'*

Hamas eyed Abbas’s reversal suspiciously.'* It continued to con-
demn the Palestinian Authority’s “terroristic procedures” against its
members, as well as Islamic Jihad’s, in the West Bank.'*! Hamas publica-
tions such as Filastin al-Muslima and Al-Resalah were reportedly prevented
from distribution; Islamic institutions were shut down; and mosques
were desecrated during the holy month of Ramadan in what Hamas
referred to as the “War on the Mosques.”"** Alongside suspicions of the
Palestinian Authority, Hamas viewed Egypt’s mediation wearily. Egypt’s
decision to maintain the closure of the Rafah border caused Hamas to
suspect it was secking to sustain the blockade and reassert Palestinian
Authority rule in Gaza.'*® Publications reported on efforts by Hamas’s
leadership to transfer the reconciliation file to Syria, a move that the
Egyptian authorities allegedly opposed.'** Given these worries, Hamas
was defensive and anticipated it would be pressured by Egypt into con-
cessions in both the prisoner swap negotiations with Israel, as part of the
ceasefire agreement, and domestic reconciliation talks.'*

Between August 15 and October 10, Cairo hosted the factions for
reconciliation talks. Negotiations focused on five areas: government,
elections, security, the PLO, and internal reconciliation. After marathon
discussions, Gairo produced a framework for reconciliation—eflectively
a roadmap that could unite the factions around a single Palestinian vi-

sion. The Cairo Initiative sought the creation of an interim (possibly
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technocratic) government that would allow the blockade to be lifted
and prepare for new presidential and legislative elections; agree to a
national strategy under the PLO’s leadership for ending the occupation
beyond 1967; and reform the security apparatus.'*® These parameters
were broadly in line with what Hamas had previously accepted as part
of the unity government before its takeover of Gaza. Yet the movement
now voiced reservations.'*’

Hamas’s objections were to a degree shaped by perceptions of
Abbas’s collusion with Egyptian mediators. After its experience in the
run-up to the split between Gaza and the West Bank, Hamas dealt
with Abbas’s maneuverings as tactical moves aimed at usurping power
within the political establishment to ensure Fatah’s hegemony."*® The
movement’s intransigence underscored that Hamas had become less
incentivized to accept what it had previously acquiesced to. Policies
of marginalization meant that Hamas’s political concessions had gone
unheeded, creating a situation where the movement could implement
its vision without being challenged. Hamas focused on consolidating its
grip in Gaza and eventually pulled out of the talks, citing Abbas’s poli-
cies against it in the West Bank.'* During the Mecca Agreement, when
Hamas had been riddled with unmet responsibilities as a result of the
financial blockade, the movement had been compelled to compromise.
By mid-2008, it felt less of a need to show flexibility in the pursuit of
reconciliation. For the time being, consolidation of power appeared to
precede reconciliation.

The reason for Hamas’s ability to mitigate the blockade was primar-
ily the tunnel economy. Gradual expansion since Israel’s disengagement
accelerated significantly after Hamas took over the strip, such that by
the summer of 2008 there were more than five hundred tunnels snaking
beneath the Rafah border, bringing in a monthly revenue of about $36
million to Hamas."! The tunnel business became a sprawling enterprise
of operators and merchants that was “legalized” by Hamas’s govern-
ment, which established an authority in the southern Gazan munici-

pality of Rafah to regulate the tunnel trade. The Rafah municipality
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also allowed Hamas to control the entry of weapons into the strip.'*
Hamas’s self-assurance belied a level of diplomatic hardening as well
as confidence in its military capacity. Discussing an anticipated Isracli
attack, a senior leader in Hamas’s external branch noted that the move-
ment was ready, as “Gaza 2008 was not Gaza 2005.”"%

Such posturing, however, rang hollow, as Hamas maintained a firm
grip on rockets from Gaza, indicating a desire to avoid any conflagration
with Israel. Despite the near absence of rocket fire, Israel maintained a
tight ban on entry or export of goods from Gaza and a total ban on the
movement of people.”” As domestic Palestinian talks faltered in late
2008, so did the ceasefire agreement with Israel. On November 4, in a
dramatic escalation, Isracl broke the ceasefire by raiding the Gaza Strip,
citing preemptive self-defense against an attack tunnel that Hamas was

155 Hamas denied these ac-

allegedly building to capture Israeli soldiers.
cusations, noting that its tunnels were being built for defensive or eco-
nomic purposes. It responded with a barrage of rockets over the border.
This skirmish, although brief, demonstrated Israel’s desire to end the
ceasefire, as Hamas had anticipated. For its part, the movement sought
the opportunity to renegotiate the terms of the agreement. Israel had
not only failed to sufficiently relax the blockade, a key condition of the
truce, but had evidently continued its incursions into Gaza. This was
even though Hamas had been remarkably effective, as Israeli security
officials openly admitted, in enforcing the truce from the Gazan front."®

On December 18, Hamas’s leaders announced their refusal to ex-
tend the six-month ceasefire, given Israel’s unwillingness to abide by
its side of the bargain. This decision was opposed by Abbas and the
Egyptian mediators.””” Hamas’s decision was portrayed as the trigger
for Israel’s military offensive against Gaza. Privately, however, before
the truce had ended, Khaled Meshal had conveyed through indirect
channels Hamas’s willingness to renew the ceasefire, despite Israeli
violations. In a letter addressed privately to international mediators,
Meshal wrote that should a “new [ceasefire] proposal be submitted to

the movement by any party, the movement would be willing, together
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with the other Palestinian resistance movements, to consider it seriously
and responsibly provided it entailed bringing a complete end to the
siege on Gaza, opening all the crossings including the Rafah crossing
and applying the [ceasefire] equally to the West Bank.” International
mediators confirmed this message was hand delivered to senior mem-
bers at Israel’s Ministry of Defense, a claim that is denied."®

Alongside Meshal’s backchannel negotiations, on December 23
Mahmoud Zahhar declared from Gaza Hamas’s willingness to renew
the truce if Israel lifted the blockade." The timing of Zahhar’s mes-
sage, after Hamas had launched missiles into Israel, demonstrated the
movement’s intention of using force as a bargaining tool and under-
scored its refusal to secure calm while subject to a blockade. Much as
it had done throughout the Second Intifada, however, Israel brushed
aside Hamas’s efforts to deescalate. Israel showed no desire to engage
with Hamas beyond the initial ceasefire discussions, whereby it had de-
fined expectations for the emerging dynamic with Hamas: managing
the blockade to sustain life in Gaza in return for an end to rocket fire.
For Israel, this offensive had been in gestation and preplanned since the
ceasefire was first set in place. In fact, Isracli news articles reported that
Israel had negotiated the June 2008 truce with Hamas precisely to give
its army enough time to prepare for the invasion.'®

In a press conference following a meeting with Egyptian president
Hosni Mubarak in Cairo, Tzipi Livni, Israel’s foreign minister, stated
in reference to Hamas’s rocket fire, “Enough is enough. The situa-
tion is going to change.”'®! Less than five days after Zahhar’s renewed
ceasefire offer, on December 27, Israel launched the first phase of
“Operation Cast Lead,” an extensive aerial bombing campaign. The
operation coincided with the American presidential transition, as Presi-
dent Barack Obama was set to assume office in January 2009, and also
preceded Israeli elections. On the opening day of the operation, Isracli
fighter planes flew over the Gaza Strip and dropped bombs on a gradu-
ation ceremony that Hamas was hosting for its civil police force, killing

ninety-nine celebrants and graduates.'®
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Despite anticipating the attack, Hamas was caught off guard by the
timing and scale of Israel’s offensive. Israel’s aerial assault was followed
by a ground-air phase that lasted three weeks until January 18, 20009.
During this time, Israel carried out extensive bombing campaigns with
hundreds of air strikes throughout the Gaza Strip. Flying over the most
densely populated centers of Gaza City, Khan Yunis, and Rafah, Israel
targeted buildings, mosques, hospitals, and houses. Using the full range
of its weaponry, Israel’s planes even dropped white phosphorus bombs,
a chemical that causes severe burning and is outlawed by international
law for use among civilian populations.'® From the ground, Hamas and
other resistance factions maintained rocket fire into towns in southern
Israel, launching around thirty missiles per day.'®*

The sheer scale and ferocity of Israel’s offensive against Hamas’s
relatively weak rockets led to heavy civilian casualties within Gaza quite

165 Tt was unclear what the end point of the incursion would

carly on.
be, as Israel maintained ambiguity about the goals it sought from Cast
Lead. At its most basic level, the operation was an effort to end rocket
fire that had created panic and protest within Israel, and it also aimed
to stop weapon smuggling into Gaza. More importantly, Israel hoped
to inflict significant pain to rebuild the military deterrence that had
been shattered following its failed excursion into Lebanon two years
prior, a defeat that hung over its performance during this attack.'®
More specific goals included attempts to gain clarity on (or even re-
lease) Gilad Shalit and to pressure Gaza’s civilian population to rebel
against Hamas. A more ambitious aim yet was a desire to forcefully
pacify Hamas or even topple the movement.'®’

The one clear aspect of the operation was Israel’s intention to weaken
or decapitate Hamas without directly reoccupying the strip.'® This kept
with a strategy that had been initiated by Sharon’s disengagement from
the Gaza Strip in 2005: to externally control the coastal enclave without
assuming any direct governing responsibility for the territory or its in-
habitants. Through military power, Israel sought to force acquiescence

and to pressure Hamas into pacification. IFrom the year 2000 until Op-
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eration Cast Lead broke out, Israel had killed more than 3,000 Palestin-
ians in Gaza, including 634 children.'® Seen in this context, Cast Lead
was a continuation of Israel’s use of sheer force to break Hamas, and
in the process to circumvent all the political gestures that the movement
had offered Israel. This was despite warnings from senior figures such
as the previous head of the Mossad, Efraim Halevy, who insisted that
Hamas had already indicated a willingness to compromise to achieve a
two-state solution and was open to negotiations.'” In so doing, Israel was
using military might to turn Gaza into little more than a humanitarian
problem.'”! Israel also initiated a concerted media drive to justify its fero-
cious bombing campaign—entirely disproportionate compared to rocket
fire emanating from Gaza—by asserting its right to defend itself against
what it characterized as fanatical terrorists hoping to destroy the state.'”

Given America’s preoccupation with the presidential transition,
European countries clamored for an immediate ceasefire.!”® Within the
Arab world, the fissures that had come to dominate the region after two
successive terms of the Bush administration became apparent. Hamas,
a democratically elected and armed Islamic government, sat at the epi-
center of these divisions. As Israel’s offensive got under way, countries
in the camp Bush had designated as “moderate,” including Saudi Ara-
bia and Egypt, led the effort in the Arab League to condemn the attack
while urging both parties to end violence. Similar to the PLO, these
actors decried Israel’s escalation while blaming Hamas for rocket fire.
They pursued a formula where the end of hostilities entailed calm on
both the Israeli and the Gazan fronts.'”*

Hamas rejected this equalization and dismissed statements that as-
signed responsibility for the invasion to its rockets. The movement pro-
tested that it had offered a ceasefire in return for ending the blockade.
For Hamas, such statements from Arab countries failed to account for
the violence inherent in maintaining Gaza under such a state of du-
ress.!” The movement criticized the “deep slumber” of “moderate”
Arab leaders and their implicit endorsement of Israeli actions.'” It also

condemned Egyptian president Mubarak’s decision to keep the Rafah
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border shut throughout the operation.'”” The optics of having Israel’s
foreign minister and chief architect of Cast Lead advocate war against
Gaza from an Arab capital on the eve of the operation was not lost on
the Arab world. It reinforced the sense that Israel and the moderate
Arab countries, as well as Palestinian leaders such as Abbas and Fayyad,
were now allies in the fight against the resistance effort.!”

On the other side of the Arab divide was the so-called radical camp
composed of countries such as Qatar, Iran, and Syria. As the Arab
League issued its condemnation, Qatar hosted an emergency “Defi-
ance Summit” to consider ways to end the aggression. Egypt and Saudi
Arabia boycotted the gathering, as did Abbas.!”® Iran and Turkey came
out in strong support of Gaza and began diplomatic proceedings to
impose a ceasefire. In Turkey’s case, relations with Israel reached an
unprecedented level of tension over the course of the attack.'® For the
“radical camp,” the return to a ceasefire necessitated ending the block-
ade. Rather than a formula rooted in “calm for calm,” these countries
mirrored Hamas’s rejection of ceasefire calls that did not demand lift-
ing the blockade as a prerequisite to ending rocket fire.

The fighting took a significant toll. Palestinian sources estimated that
by its twelfth day, 770 Palestinians had been killed and 2,500 wounded.
Doctors and medical institutions in Gaza estimated that 40 percent of
those killed were women and children and that deaths included entire
families of noncombatants. On the Israeli side, four deaths were re-
ported.'® Talks were launched behind the scenes between Foreign Min-
ister Livni and her counterpart Secretary Rice in the United States.
Against the backdrop of a rising Palestinian death toll, discussions pro-
duced a memorandum of agreement that stipulated the United States
would assist Israel in bolstering its security against Hamas and in put-
ting an end to weapon smuggling.'® American guarantees meant that
Israel’s concerns about rocket fire would be addressed without having to
end the stranglehold on Gaza.

Three weeks after Cast Lead began, Israel declared a unilateral

ceasefire on January 16. An estimated 1,400 Palestinians, the majority
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of whom were civilians including an estimated 300 children, had been
killed. Thirteen Israelis, four of whom were civilians, were also killed.
Israel’s military strategy and the ensuing unilateral ceasefire under-
scored its policy of isolating Gaza through the blockade and using sheer

force to instill deterrence.'®?

Having acquiesced to Hamas’s rule, as seen
by the first ceasefire, Israel now approached the Gaza Strip exclusively
through the prism of security, without engaging with Hamas’s politi-
cal demands. Israel had long sustained a diplomatic process with the
Palestinian Authority in the West Bank in order to manage, rather than
resolve, the conflict."® With the division of the Palestinian leadership, a
similar framework was being instituted in the Gaza Strip. Through Cast
Lead, it became clear that rather than managing the conflict through
diplomatic means, this process was unfolding militarily through a dia-
logue of violence, given Hamas’s uncompromising rhetoric.

Despite the significant human and economic devastation wrought
on Gaza, it was unclear initially whether Israel had successfully instilled
lasting deterrence. Predictably, even though it had been entirely over-
whelmed by the attack, Hamas hailed it a victory. Israel had failed to
achieve its goal of dismantling the organization or stopping the mis-
siles, which remained relatively consistent until the final day. Israel
had also been unable to release Shalit.'"® As soon as the operation sub-
sided, Hamas issued a leaflet affirming its victory in remaining steadfast
against the onslaught.'® Compared to the inability of Palestinians to
hold up against Israel’s invading army during operations such as De-
fensive Shield in 2002, Hamas’s ability to hold firm and even inflict
damage on the Israelis in 2008 was seen as a sign of military progress
and growth."”” The movement rationalized the horrible human loss as
the product of hysterical helplessness on Israel’s part. “As the invading
Zionists failed to face our fighters . . . and their efforts were frustrated
in breaking Hamas . . . they began to feel hysterical. So revenge was
poured on our institutions, mosques, hospitals and places of worship.”!#
Hamas’s publications described this war as a “strategic transfor-

mation in favor of the Palestinian cause and the project of steadfast-
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ness and resistance.”'® While noting that it was merely one milestone
ahead of the next confrontation, articles reported that the sheer force
of the offensive had entirely altered the political landscape of the Arab
world."” There were elements of truth in this assessment. Cast Lead
strengthened Arab mobilization around Palestine and embarrassed
states such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt that had moved closer to Israel,
given that states such as Turkey had rallied around the Palestinians.'" It
also brought to the surface divisions within the Arab world and revealed
the stark gap that existed between the leadership and their populations
in 2008 and 2009. During the three-week period of the attack, the Arab
street rose en masse to protest Israel’s continued subjugation of Pales-
tinians.'?? Criticizing official Arab policies, Hamas expressed gratitude
for this solidarity, regionally and internationally.'” It cited protests in
Arab capitals in which mock-up Qassam rockets were displayed. Hamas
claimed these had become the symbol of resistance and had achieved
what the Arab armies had failed to.'™*

Hamas also reported on polls that showed a rise in support for the
movement and for launching rockets into Israel.'”™ While Hamas’s
popularity had been weakened as a result of the blockade, mobiliza-
tion in support of the resistance boosted it temporarily.'”® Hamas saw
this endorsement as an invaluable gain that intensified the opposition
front within the Arab world to “American and Zionist plans” for the
region. Gaza, for Hamas, became a bellwether against which official
regimes would be judged.'”” The movement predicted fewer obstacles
would stand in the way of its resistance goals now that the “true face”
of the occupation had been revealed. It hoped that the justifications for
settlement and negotiations had dissipated entirely.'” Hamas called on
the incoming American administration to recalculate its policies toward
the movement and the legitimate resistance of the Palestinian people. It
went on to say, “We promise you that we will not rest, and our eyes will
not shut, until we see the generals of war and destruction . . . being led
like the war criminals they are to the international courts.”'??

Even as the upsurge in sympathy dwindled once the extent of the
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destruction sank in, Hamas still managed to capitalize on the ground-
swell of support. Just like Hezbollah in 2006, Hamas’s legacy as a move-
ment that stood firm against Israel’s unrelenting military power was
confirmed. Rather than further isolation, Hamas reported on increased
contact with the European Union and the United States.?”” On the other
hand, Hamas’s publications described the Palestinian Authority under
Abbas’s leadership as “the biggest loser of the war.”*"! For Hamas, this
had been the Palestinian Authority’s opportunity to realign itself with
the people. The movement noted that while it blamed the Americans
and the Israelis for the “Zionist massacres,” Abbas had foolishly blamed
Hamas for the offensive and failed to demonstrate any solidarity as the
Palestinian Authority cracked down on all forms of protest in the West
Bank.?”” Hamas’s position elevated the movement’s standing in the eyes
of Palestinians while painting Abbas in a shameful light.?”® The Gaza
war, Hamas believed, demonstrated most starkly that the Palestinian
Authority had outlived its purpose as the Palestinian struggle reverted to

its true principles under Hamas’s “government of resistance.”?"*

PARALLEL PALESTINIAN NATIONALISMS
In January 2009, Barack Obama became the forty-fourth president of

the United States and raised hopes that America would revise its poli-
cies in the region. In Israel, Operation Cast Lead had failed to boost
Olmert’s ratings and the right-wing Likud leader Benjamin Netanyahu
was elected prime minister. Noting this shift, Hamas’s publications
stressed “the score between the Zionist occupation and the Gaza Strip
has not been settled. The forces that will come to power within the
Zionist entity, and those surrounding Netanyahu, consider themselves
in a constant confrontation with the Gaza Strip. The war is simply tak-
ing a rest. It has not stopped.”® As hostilities ended, Cairo led efforts
to formalize the ceasefire and commence reconstruction in Gaza. Given
soured relations between Hamas and Egypt, the movement attempted

to shift mediation to Turkey or Syria, without success.?’
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Negotiations proceeded on several tracks: reconciliation, reconstruc-
tion, and ceasefire. In terms of the ceasefire, Israel persisted in its re-
fusal to lift the blockade and attempted to link the truce with a prisoner
exchange agreement that would release Shalit.*”” Hamas maintained its
insistence on tackling these two files separately, despite the overwhelm-
ing force that had been used against it and the threat of its resumption.
“We are not in a hurry and are not panting after a ceasefire,” declared
one leader. “The Israeli occupation needs this calm as much as our peo-
ple do, for the enemy has failed to get security for their settlements, and
has failed to break the will of the resistance.”?"

Hamas also showed a solid stance in discussions related to re-
construction and reconciliation. Shortly after the military operation
ended, a reconstruction conference was hosted in Sharm al-Sheikh
that brought together more than seventy countries and sixteen inter-
national organizations committed to rebuilding the Gaza Strip. Donors
attempted to channel reconstruction funds and oversight through the
Palestinian Authority in the West Bank, which had no access to the
Gaza Strip, in an effort to sideline Hamas.*” The movement objected
to its marginalization. As Hamdan noted, if the leadership of the Pal-
estinian Authority “failed to return to Gaza on the back of an Israeli
tank [during Cast Lead], it will not return on the back of a cement
mixer.”?!” Mired in these complications, reconstruction efforts stalled.
Reconciliation talks stalled as well. Initially, Hamas appeared to soften
its stance and accepted an agreement that was similar to the one it had
turned down a year earlier.?!' This indicated Hamas’s recognition that
stakes were higher after Cast Lead, as Egypt emphasized the impor-
tance of reconciliation to ensure the delivery of aid into Gaza and to
begin the reconstruction there. For all its tough rhetoric, Hamas also
accepted that the Gaza Reconstruction Committee would be headed by
Abbas.?"? Yet policies that obstructed unity persisted.

The Obama administration made clear that the United States would
only deal with an interim government that accepted the Quartet’s con-

ditions and assigned Salam Fayyad as prime minister. Hamas rejected
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this intervention, which it viewed as an attempt to scupper talks and
delay reconciliation until the official end of Hamas’s four-year term in
January 2010.?"* During this time, Hamas’s publications surmised, the
United States hoped that Gazans would blame the movement for slow

reconstruction.?'*

This delay indeed diminished Hamas’s popularity.
Israel maintained almost impermeable control over the borders, allow-
ing only the most vital food and medicine to get in. By the summer of
2009, six months after Cast Lead had ended, many in the strip began
resenting Hamas for their misery.?" Polls gave Fatah a rating of 35 per-
cent compared to Hamas’s 19 percent.?'

This popular disparity was made more acute by the economic sup-
port that the Palestinian Authority was enjoying. Under Fayyad’s lead-
ership, the Palestinian Authority had adopted an expansive economic
policy focused on growth and development.?’” The establishment of
strong and transparent institutions, Fayyad hoped, would pave the way
for the emergence of a de facto Palestinian state and pressure Israel to
withdraw to the 1967 borders. As calm was reinstated on the streets in
the West Bank and the quality of life enhanced, particularly relative
to Gaza, the Palestinian Authority’s crackdown on the resistance fac-
tions persisted. This pattern led Hamas to condemn the government
in Ramallah as a violent police state.?’® Ironically, Hamas’s low level of
popularity in Gaza also had to do with its own repression, particularly
against rival factions. Despite its talk of plurality, Hamas undermined
Gaza’s civil society through strict limitations on participation in political
life and increased constraints against NGOs.?"? Seeking to ensure secu-
rity, Hamas also adopted a tough stance by clamping down violently on
Salafi jihadist movements within Gaza.**

Against the backdrop of the Palestinian reconciliation talks, Presi-
dent Obama traveled to the Middle East and delivered a historic speech
at Cairo University. Addressing the region’s chronic conflict, he de-
scribed “a world where Israelis and Palestinians are each secure in a
state of their own.”??! His secretary of state Hillary Clinton followed

up with an unusually tough line by calling on Israel to halt settlement
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expansion as a precondition for bilateral negotiations. Despite protes-
tations from Israeli politicians, Israel initially appeared to acquiesce
to Obama’s redirection. In a speech at Bar Ilan University in Israel a
few days after Obama’s Cairo address, Netanyahu spoke openly of a
“demilitarized Palestinian state side by side with the Jewish state.”?*?
Members within his party were more intransigent, however, and possi-
bly more representative of the Likud party’s vision, which cohered with
the rightward stance of other ministers. Avigdor Lieberman, Israel’s
foreign minister and deputy prime minister, publicly rejected Palestin-
ian statehood and the agreement that had been made at Annapolis.?”’
His position effectively mimicked Hamas’s own refusal to accept past
agreements made by the PLO. Hamas pounced on this similarity, argu-
ing that the movement’s own implicit acceptance of the two-state solu-
tion was more aligned with Obama’s vision than was Netanyahu’s.?*

The Obama administration’s hopeful push toward the resumption
of the peace process meant that domestic reconciliation talks stalled.
Abbas was less likely to jeopardize American sympathies by enter-
ing a unity deal with Hamas. By the end of August, Hamas issued a
pessimistic release bemoaning the lack of agreement after a litany of
unproductive discussions. The movement predictably attributed the
failure entirely to Fatah’s unilateralism and Abbas’s inability to com-
promise.”” Hamas insisted that talks were failing because of Fatah’s
continued arrests of Hamas’s political activists in the West Bank, com-
pletely overlooking its own clampdown in Gaza.?”® After endless hours
of discussion, it was evident that both parties engaged in the charade of
reconciliation with little political will to make the required concessions
or compromises.

The irreconcilable tracks of Hamas’s government in Gaza and the
Palestinian Authority in the West Bank became increasingly evident to-
ward the end of 2009. In the fall, the investigation launched by the UN
Human Rights Council to look into the activities of Hamas and Israel
during Operation Cast Lead was published, despite Israel’s adamant re-

tusal to cooperate with the investigation. The findings were released in
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a report widely known as the Goldstone Report. It was named after the
lead author, South African judge Richard Goldstone, an instrumental
figure in undermining the apartheid regime in South Africa from the
inside. The Goldstone Report found that Israel was guilty of war crimes
during the Gaza offensive, including the deliberate targeting of civilians
and institutions such as hospitals with lethal force. Hamas was also ac-
cused of war crimes for the indiscriminate firing of rockets into Israel.
Most revealingly, the report found no evidence that Hamas had delib-
erately fired rockets from civilian homes or stored weapons in mosques,
claims that Israel had stridently upheld as the reason it invaded civil-
ian areas so aggressively. Rather, the report identified instances where
Israeli army officials used Palestinians as human shields during their
ground invasion as they entered into urban spaces.**’

The Obama administration feared that escalating the report to a vote
at the UN Security Council would deal a fatal blow to the peace process
that it was hoping to resume. Seeking not to undermine Obama’s sup-
port, Abbas decided not to endorse the report’s findings and unsurpris-
ingly came under vicious criticism from Palestinian factions, including
Fatah. The public outcry prompted Abbas to attempt a reversal, elicit-
ing accusations that he was “spineless.”*® Seizing the moment, Hamas
withdrew from the reconciliation talks and distanced itself from the Pal-
estinian Authority. Hamas’s spokesman stated, “It has never happened
in history that an occupied people try to prove the innocence of their
occupier. This is a scandal. It has shown that the Palestinian Authority is
hostage to the occupation, if not a tool to implement its decisions. This
is not a passing mistake. It is a systematic attempt to prove the innocence
of the occupier.”?*

Despite Abbas’s compromises and Fayyad’s successful economic poli-
cies, the peace process still failed to engender any progress. Having called
for a complete cessation of settlement building before peace talks could
commence, Secretary Clinton loosened her tough stance in November
and praised Netanyahu for reducing settlement activity to a “slower

rate.”*? Facing pressure from the Israeli government, Judge Goldstone
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retracted the findings of his report in an op-ed in the Washington Post,
writing that Israel did not intentionally target civilians.?*' This retraction
was seen as a bewildering example of backtracking under international
pressure, underscoring what Hamas viewed as international bias.??
These factors played into Hamas’s hands. Against the backdrop of the
Palestinian Authority’s humiliation, Meshal declared Hamas’s intention
to launch a new political initiative from Damascus. He invited all factions
to attend and to formally move away from the diplomatic path.?*®

A few weeks after the Goldstone incident, Hamas celebrated an-
other coup for the resistance front. It exchanged a one-minute video
of Shalit, which showed proof that the soldier was being kept alive, for
twenty Palestinian prisoners. “The Israeli occupation has been forced to
submit to the will of the resistance,” editorials declared. “This step has

»23% Hamas’s

paved the way for a larger operation, a larger exchange.
ability to secure concessions from Israel underscored the power of the
movement’s strategy, particularly when compared to the constant fail-
ure of its counterpart in the West Bank. A year after Cast Lead, coinci-
dentally Hamas’s twenty-second anniversary, the movement appeared
more confident than ever in its rule over the Gaza Strip.

Addressing a well-attended anniversary festival on December 14,
Haniyeh turned to the initiative that Meshal had alluded to from Da-
mascus. The prime minister called for a comprehensive conference that
would bring together Islamic and national factions to agree on a com-
mon agenda to salvage the struggle. Hamas’s initiative capitalized on
the Palestinian Authority’s low popularity by calling for the resuscita-
tion of Palestinian institutions in a manner that sustained resistance.
Haniyeh stated that such a political program needed to be based on
a commitment to the recovery of Palestine, the right of return, and
the indivisibility of Jerusalem.?” Reinforcing its ideological foundation,
Hamas reiterated that giving up on any one of these principles was akin
to defaulting on a central pillar of Islam.**

It was from such a position that Hamas governed Gaza, as a ruling

party whose mission was to safeguard these principles against all odds by
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integrating the political and civil infrastructure into a broader liberation
project. The realities of governance, the blockade, and the fierce military
confrontations with Israel had, Hamas’s publications conceded, “forced
calm on Hamas’s government.”*’ Ceasefires had become an official po-
litical framework through which the broader movement could balance its
strategy for national liberation with the demands of governance. But the
movement had built a de facto administration authority and sustained a
foothold in the Gaza Strip from which it could launch its project. With
that accomplishment, Hamas’s position as a leader of the Palestinian
struggle in its own right had unquestionably been validated.**®

This confidence was manifesting itself on the ground. Egypt’s com-
mitments as part of the ceasefire following Cast Lead to crack down on
Hamas’s tunnel infrastructure proved ineffective. In 2009, Hamas began
a major initiative to expand its tunnel infrastructure such that by mid-
2010 imvestments began paying off. Shortages of food and consumer
goods became more manageable and small reconstruction projects
were initiated.”” Hamas also began increasing tax and customs duties
on trade within Gaza as a means of diversifying revenue.”*” Leaders in
Hamas’s government spoke of turning inward and focusing on state
building and sustainability. For Hamas, Gaza became the model space
for the Palestinian struggle. This was compared to the West Bank, which
Hamas’s leaders viewed with disdain given its subservience to the occu-
pation forces. The movement’s leaders openly admitted to shortfalls and
mistakes in their governance, which they attributed to inexperience. But
they maintained that these were minor shortcomings compared to what
they viewed as authoritarianism in the West Bank.?"!

These characterizations of minor shortcomings were in fact a signif-
icant misrepresentation given Hamas’s repressive policies within Gaza.
Despite Hamas’s tunnels, the levels of suffering in Gaza as a result of
the blockade’s collective punishment of the population could not be de-
nied, and this gave rise to international solidarity efforts. On May 31, an
international flotilla comprising six civilian ships, referred to popularly

as the Mavi Marmara flotilla, attempted to break the blockade on Gaza
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by sailing to the ports of the coastal enclave to deliver aid. The flotilla
was intercepted and boarded by armed Israeli soldiers in international
waters, resulting in a violent confrontation that caused the death of
nine Turkish nationals on board. Hamas declared those killed by Israel
as “martyrs” and described Israel’s attack as an act of “piracy.”**

In the West Bank, where the Abbas government had failed to com-
pel Israel to cease settlement building, the Palestinian leadership ac-
quiesced to indirect negotiations as pressure persisted by the United
States for direct talks to be launched. Hamas was skeptical of such
discussions. Claiming that there was a robust and more representative
coalescing around an alternative national project that was rooted in re-
sistance, Hamas hosted what Meshal described as a “historic meeting”
in Damascus.?*® This brought together thirteen opposition factions that
strongly rejected any form of negotiations, indirect or otherwise, with
Isracl. In effect, as PLO-Isracli negotiations proceeded on one track,
Hamas launched its own coalition of factions, ostensibly to mitigate the
PLO’s failure, as Hamas noted it was preparing for the next stage fol-
lowing the collapse of the Abbas-Fayyad government.***

After four months of fruitless diplomacy, Abbas succumbed even
further in August 2010 and accepted the resumption of direct negotia-
tions with Israel without a prior cessation of settlement expansion. As
talks were about to be launched, al-Qassam carried out “Operation Tor-
rent of Fire,” on August 31 in the West Bank. Hamas fighters opened
fire on settler cars in Hebron, killing four settlers from Kiryat Arba. Al-
Qassam adopted this attack as one of many to be carried out in response
to crimes of the occupation. The second operation came less than
twenty-four hours later, in Ramallah, injuring two settlers.**” Entirely
shattering the Palestinian Authority’s assurances that it had successfully
dismantled the resistance infrastructure, the attack deeply embarrassed
Abbas. The Palestinian Authority’s reaction came in the form of a swift
and comprehensive clampdown on all resistance activities in the West
Bank, magnifying an already brutal campaign against Hamas. For the

movement, this “hysterical reaction” showed that Israel had success-
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fully “turned the Abbas-Fayyad Authority into a tool in the occupier’s
hand.”**® Addressing the “ferocious campaign,” one article proclaimed,
“Could anyone have imagined the reactions of these forces following the
murder of four Zionists, when they did not lift a finger at the murder of
1,300 Palestinian at the hands of the occupation in Gaza?”*"

Hamas’s publications reported that al-Qassam’s attacks were widely
praised, as they showed the movement’s ability to maintain its resistance
capacity despite the clampdown on its forces.**® Attacks from the West
Bank in particular were viewed as powerful on a strategic level. The
timing of these attacks, aimed to shock onlookers out of their belief
that Hamas had been pacified in the West Bank, coincided with the
resumption of Israeli-Palestinian peace talks. The hysteria that ensued
was understandable given that the Abbas-led negotiating team was
about to land in Washington, where they were to claim that the Pales-
tinian Authority had successtfully eradicated armed resistance. Respond-
ing to Fatah’s accusations that Hamas had undermined the Palestinian
struggle by weakening the position of negotiators and giving Israel the
excuse to retaliate in the West Bank, Hamas noted that the negotia-
tors had no place being in Washington in the first place.”* “Mahmoud
Abbas has forgotten that the Palestinian principles—the land, Jerusa-
lem, return, ending the occupation—are not his. . . . He has not been
delegated to speak on behalf of the Palestinian people, which has not
elected him.”*"

With such acrimony, it was no surprise that reconciliation remained
inconclusive.”' Negotiations were most complicated when it came to the
issue of the security file. Egyptian mediators communicated to Abbas
that there were “red lines” that the American and Israeli administra-
tions prohibited Abbas from stepping over. These included conditions
that Hamas had to disarm and that ultimate security control must re-
main with Abbas.?? These demands were easy for Hamas to refuse, as
it called for a “real reconciliation,” or none at all.?® In effect, two na-
tional strategies had come into being and the two competed for legiti-

macy. In Gaza, Israel’s attempts at instilling lasting deterrence failed as
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a new dynamic developed between Israel and Hamas, one rooted in
defiance and violence. While Hamas sustained its role in the Gaza Strip,
at significant cost to Palestinians there, quality of life was enhanced in
the West Bank through economic development. Both these strategies,
force and diplomacy, failed to elicit any political concessions from Israel,
which continued to control all aspects of life in both the West Bank and
the Gaza Strip. Under the weight of an unyielding occupation, these
dual and competing national liberation strategies exacerbated domestic
fragmentation, ensuring that the Palestinian division between the Gaza
Strip and the West Bank was institutionalized. In the absence of recon-
ciliation, Hamas and Fatah appeared to be involved in a zero-sum game
where the popularity of one necessarily meant the undermining of the
other. This was a game that was astutely and effectively played by Israel,
which sustained negotiating tracks, direct and indirect, with both parties
separately while obstructing any unity between the two.?* In light of
this dynamic, the possibility of political gain and concessions from Israel
were tethered to a clear rivalry, reshaping the makeup of Palestinian
politics and validating Hamas as a prime interlocutor where it had once

been a marginal player.



CHAPTER SIX

REGIONAL
MISFORTUNES

On December 17, 2010, a street vendor named Tarek Mohamed
Bouazizi set himself on fire in a Tunisian market. Bouazizi had suffered
under the dictatorship of President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, which had
been in place for twenty-three years. His self-immolation painfully cap-
tured the desperate frustration that many young Arabs felt, from North
Africa to the Persian Gulf. Like wildfire, this spark spread through the
Middle East as an exasperated populace rose to bring down corrupt
and dictatorial overlords. The young women and men taking to the
streets had grown accustomed to the mantra of Arab exceptionalism to
democracy: the notion that stability was the product of imposing patri-
archs ruling with an iron fist. Chants calling for dignity, pride, account-
ability, jobs, and political engagement shook this belief to the core.! On
January 14, two weeks after the protests began in Tunisia, President
Ben Ali stepped down. The power of the masses in removing an Arab
dictator shattered the image of regime permanence that autocrats had
carefully cultivated through years of brutal repression at the hands of
securitized deep states. Unlike the much detested American invasion
and occupation of Iraqin 2003, Arabs celebrated that Ben Ali was cast
aside by popular demand.?

Ten days later, on January 25, Egyptian streets overflowed with
protestors calling for the downfall of President Hosni Mubarak’s re-
gime. The contagion was spreading. Hamas celebrated these revolu-

tions as a sign of the reawakening of the Arab people after decades
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of stagnation under unjust rulers.” The movement perceived itself to
be a popular force, one that was closely connected to the masses, and
therefore saw its place as being alongside the protestors.* It saluted the
“Tunisian intifada,” calling it “a prominent milestone in the contem-
porary history of our Arab nation and an affirmation of its aspiration
for freedom and dignity.” From his base in Damascus, Hamas’s leader
Khaled Meshal lauded the Egyptian revolution. “Blessed are the hands
of the Egyptian people, Muslims and Christians. . . . The Muslim na-
tion has missed the Egypt that knows its bearings, its loyalty, its allies,
duties and enemies. . . . May the Egyptian people be blessed and may
Gaza and Palestine be also.”®

Hamas viewed the Arab upheaval as the culmination of years of
change, marked by increased religiosity and the success of the resis-
tance in Lebanon, Palestine, and Iraq. Magazines described the upris-
ings as an extension of the rejectionist front that Hamas and Hezbollah
embodied. For Hamas, the protests reflected a broader denunciation of
“Zionism and American imperialism” and of US-backed dictators that
served American interests at the expense of their own people. Hamas
declared a turning point had been reached. Having seen the Israeli
army “defeated” by Lebanese resistance in 2006 and bearing witness
to Gaza’s steadfastness during Operation Cast Lead, the masses now
viewed resistance to foreign agendas as feasible.

For Hamas, Palestine was central to the Arab revolutions—even if
the peoples’ demands revolved around domestic politics and issues re-
lated to freedom, political participation, and social justice. “T'he Arabs
have slept for a long time, but they have now awakened. And Palestine
1s in their hearts, Jerusalem in their culture. Resistance moves them,
Gaza is present in their humanity, liberation in their political speech,
as they proclaimed ‘Palestine is our destination.””” The movement saw
Palestine as the litmus test that would determine whether Arab rulers
were ultimately responding to grassroots demands or maintaining their

subservience to the United States and Israel.
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A STATEHOOD BID AND A PRISONER SWAP

Less than a week after Egyptians took to Cairo’s Tahrir Square in early
2011, a coordinated armed operation against several prison compounds
in Egypt led to the escape of more than twenty thousand prisoners, in-
cluding members of the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas, and Hezbollah.
Blame and conspiracy theories filled the airwaves. Was this an attack by
Islamist movements seeking to overturn the government, or by the gov-
ernment releasing thugs to undermine protests? A day later, Mubarak’s
military was deployed throughout the increasingly restless Sinai Pen-
insula, a zone that had been demilitarized since 1967.2 Even with this
military surge, Mubarak failed to quell the protests against his regime,
and on February 11, the Egyptian president was the second Arab leader
to be toppled. He announced he would step down and was replaced
by military generals. Given that Hamas blamed Mubarak’s regime for
bias in the Palestinian reconciliation talks, for maintaining the blockade
on Gaza, and for repressing Hamas’s fighters, Mubarak’s removal was
celebrated.” Hamas also predicted Mubarak’s removal would have dire
consequences on the Palestinian government in the West Bank, given
that it viewed his regime as the Palestinian Authority’s “unbreakable
backbone.”"

More broadly, Hamas saw Mubarak’s fall as an event that would
herald the weakening of the so-called regional axis of moderation, in-
cluding Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, all of
whom Hamas believed had allied themselves with the Americans and
Israelis."! Hamas’s rhetoric was challenged as protests began expanding
into Syria against President Bashar al-Assad’s dictatorship. Syria had
hosted Hamas’s political leaders since they were expelled from Jordan
in the early 2000s. Assad’s regime was seen as part of the so-called radi-
cal axis given, among other things, its support of Palestinian resistance.
With the spread of the Arab uprisings, Hamas’s argument that protests
were rooted in resistance and directed primarily at moderate Arab lead-

ers who were aligned with the United States began to crumble. For the
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first few months of the Syrian uprising, Hamas maintained a low public
profile on this issue and focused instead on linking the Palestinian Au-
thority with other regimes that were feeling the brunt of the popular
anger on the street.'”

Compared to Hamas’s seeming good fortunes on the Egyptian front,
the Palestinian Authority was contending with an untimely scandal. In
early 2011, the Qatari media and broadcasting channel al-Jazeera pub-
lished The Palestine Papers, a sprawling repository of leaked documents
that al-Jazeera had sifted through to investigate “the truth behind the
Arab-Israeli peace process.”"® The papers included notes, documents,
and memoranda that covered PLO actions between 1999 and 2010.
The timing of the papers’ release was catastrophic as their revelations
underscored the assertions of regional protestors regarding the futility,
collusion, and corruption of their leaders. The Palestine Papers elucidated
the extent to which PLO negotiators had conceded on behalf of Pal-
estinians in negotiations with Israel. The leaked records demonstrated
that the PLO, and in rarer cases Israeli negotiators, had gone far be-
yond declared red lines and had been willing to give up significantly
more than publicly acknowledged. The revelations were an indictment
of both the Palestinian negotiators and the Israeli government. They
demonstrated how PLO negotiators had failed to safeguard Palestinian
rights, and even raised speculation that the Palestinian leadership had
been aware of Israeli military plans in Gaza.'*

In Israel’s case, the papers underscored the government’s unwilling-
ness to secure a resolution even after significant concessions had been
made by the Palestinians."” The Palestine Papers vindicated Hamas’s as-
sertions of both the Palestinian leadership’s subservience to the United
States and Israel as well as the futility of negotiations. Blowback was
instantaneous as the PLO’s chief negotiators resigned. Condemnation
of the “Ramallah government” came from Fatah as well as Hamas. As
a Hamas parliamentarian stated, “I'he people who revolted in Egypt
and Tunisia will revolt in the face of those who have squandered their

rights.”'® Hamas’s publications asserted that the Palestinian Authority
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lost all credibility, with undeniable proof that it could not be trusted
to protect Palestinian rights.!” Possibly as a way to deflect from this
scandal, and after Obama’s failure to revive the peace process, Abbas
pressed forward with a strategy aimed at internationalizing the Palestin-
ian struggle.

Early in the year, Abbas had announced his intention to pursue a
statehood bid, whereby he would rally UN member states to recog-
nize the State of Palestine at the UN General Assembly in September.
Hamas viewed the pursuit of symbolic gestures such as declarations of
statehood as yet another distraction from the required political work
of uniting the factions around a national project aimed at confronting
the occupation. It interpreted Abbas’s move as merely the continua-
tion of efforts to perform sovereignty under occupation, much like the
creation of the Palestinian Authority itself.'"® Abbas’s mission coincided
with continued crackdown against dissent in the West Bank.'” Hamas
pounced, with bitterness, on Abbas’s dual strategy of suppressing re-
sistance and advancing the statehood bid. “Of what Palestine are they
talking, of what independence, of what sovereignty? Will the country
which they are pursuing be built on the corpses of Islamic guerilla
fighters? Are independence and sovereignty built in this manner? What
the Abbas-Fayyad Authority is doing is to dig its own grave.”?

Hamas painted a picture of itself as being aligned with the Arab
masses against authoritarian regimes such as the Palestinian Authority.
Yet a Palestinian uprising was not forthcoming. Instead, in March, sem-
blances of unrest were felt as protestors began calling for an end to the
division between the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.?! Fearing escalation
to popular demands for regime change, both the Palestinian Authority
and Hamas’s government immediately announced reforms. The former
called for municipal elections to take place in July 2011 and reshuffled
the cabinet under Prime Minister Salam Fayyad. Municipal elections
in the West Bank were seen by Hamas as a sign that Abbas was looking
to institutionalize the division.”” More importantly, the Palestinian Au-

thority issued an invitation to Hamas to hold presidential and legislative
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elections by September as a way to end the division. Tellingly, Hamas
rejected Abbas’s call, stressing that a unity deal needed to be reached
before elections could be carried out in order to address the effects of
the split.”

Hamas took its own measures in Gaza as its government announced
the creation of additional ministerial posts to enhance overall perfor-
mance, increase transparency, and expand skills and expertise within
Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh’s cabinet.?* The new positions focused
on refugees, prisoners, and Jerusalem affairs.”” Hamas’s government de-
nied that changes were a reaction to popular mobilization and suggested
that they had commenced a year earlier as Hamas sought to enhance
its governance over Gazans.” The reforms demonstrated a notable shift
in the movement’s effort to extend its governmental focus to areas that
were not specifically limited to Gaza but rather to the Palestinian cause
more broadly. In addition to serving as a response to the Arab revolu-
tions, these changes signaled an important milestone in Hamas’s effort
to settle into Gaza and consolidate its grip on the Palestinian cause.
The movement described these reforms as steps taken to transition its
government from crisis management in the years following the territo-
rial division to effective governance and growth. These moves signaled
Hamas’s belief that reconciliation was unlikely and, indeed, given the
regional climate, perhaps undesirable.?”

Measures by both the Palestinian Authority and Hamas’s govern-
ment failed to contend with the real source of discontent on the street.
To address demands for an end to factional division, Abbas pushed for
reconciliation by offering to go to Gaza to agree on the formation of
a technocratic government and schedule new elections. Abbas’s tim-
ing betrayed his intention of seeking unity prior to his statehood bid,
given fears about the absence of a single Palestinian government that
was acceptable to the international community. Hamas dismissed Ab-
bas’s initiative as purely cosmetic, particularly given continued security
coordination with Israel.? Hamas reiterated its call for a “real recon-

ciliation” or none at all. It defined this as a holistic agreement on a



REGIONAL MISFORTUNES 177

united national agenda rather than negotiations over the formation of
an interim government and timing of elections—what it viewed as tem-
porary solutions.*

After five years of governance, Hamas regarded reconciliation as a
process of working alongside the West Bank government to reconstitute
and resuscitate the PLO, and to reconcile the two conflicting liberation
strategies (negotiations or resistance), rather than seeking unity within
the structures of the Palestinian Authority.*® This stance proved that
despite the hardships of the blockade, and given the tunnel economy in
Gaza, Hamas was not sufficiently pressured into submission.”’ Hamas’s
stance undermined the political rationale of the blockade and under-
scored that its only impact was the collective punishment of ordinary
Palestinians living in Gaza. Prospects for reconciliation remained slim
as neither party exhibited a willingness to compromise on what each
viewed as the optimal national trajectory or to make the concessions
for sustainable unity. Meshal reported that reconciliation was “further
off than ever before.”® Yet neither faction could be publicly seen as ob-
structing reconciliation given fears of a popular backlash. Further, un-
official mediation by civil society and the private sector was prevalent.
But these initiatives were not promising. According to one of Hamas’s
representatives present at the meetings, “[Abbas| has, unfortunately, de-
meaned the issue of Palestinian reconciliation . . . [to the] formation of
a technocratic government, and the setting of a date for the presidential
and legislative elections. As if nothing happened. As if there is no politi-
cal and institutional conflict within the Palestinian arena.”*

Offering insight into the altered dynamics and Hamas’s power, one
of Hamas’s leaders noted, “We said in all honesty that there is a gov-
ernment with power and control in Gaza, one which does not accept
pre-conditions.”®* Hamas’s confidence was supported by a construc-
tion boom taking place within Gaza in 2011. International donors had
pledged millions of dollars in investment to reconstruct the strip after
Israel’s destructive assault.” However, having failed to pressure Israel

to lift the blockade, these pledges for the most part did not materialize.
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Instead, with Egypt and Israel’s unwillingness to ease border crossings,
tunnel trade into Gaza mushroomed and advanced to a level whereby
Hamas’s newly built sophisticated tunnels could transport in heavy
building material.*®

By mid-2011, Gaza’s economy was thriving at a level whereby esti-
mates for the time it would take to reconstruct the strip dropped from
eighty years (based on the international reconstruction framework) to
five (based on tunnel trade).*” This unofficial growth held disproportion-
ate benefit to Hamas rather than the traditional mercantile class. These
operations allowed Hamas’s government to enjoy financial autonomy,
reducing the impact of the blockade and both the government’s and
al-Qassam’s reliance on the movement’s external leadership for fund-
raising. With the Palestinian Authority continuing to pay the salaries of
workers who had been ordered to boycott Hamas’s ministries, Gaza’s
economy had consistent liquidity. However, this subterranean economy
was unsustainable. Given the blockade, Gaza was unable to export any
of its goods or develop lasting industry or a manufacturing base. Kept
as an isolated strip of land, Gaza was on its way to becoming a satu-
rated market, one that would suffer a deep supply glut.”® While allowing
Hamas to consolidate its grip, tunnel revenue also began raising ques-
tions regarding the transparency and cleanliness of Hamas’s govern-
ment, a key factor that had propelled the movement to victory against
the Palestinian Authority in 2006.%

Other signs that Hamas’s confidence may have been premature were
abundant. In the spring of 2011, Vittorio Arigoni, an Italian peace ac-
tivist who resided in the Gaza Strip, was murdered by Salafi jihadists.
This underscored the security concerns that Hamas faced in Gaza as
unrest spread throughout the Sinai Peninsula. Since taking over in 2007,
Hamas had worked hard to instill security and to clamp down on mani-
festations of international terrorist groups within the Gaza Strip. But its
ability to control the coastal enclave worsened after Egypt’s postrevolu-
tion military regime adopted a policy of releasing jailed Islamists, in-

cluding those who had been convicted of terrorist attacks.*” Hamas had



REGIONAL MISFORTUNES 179

viewed with trepidation the ensuing proliferation of Salafi presence and
worried that the kidnappings and lawlessness that had rocked Gaza in
2007 might resume. This was particularly the case given the relative ease
of movement through the tunnels between the Gaza Strip and the Sinai
Peninsula. Hamas’s security forces swiftly mobilized to capture Arigoni’s
three murderers as the government boasted it had clamped down on
destabilizing elements to prevent them from “terrorizing” Gaza.*' The
responsible men, whom Hamas described as belonging to a “mentally
deviant” group, were killed by clashes with Hamas’s security forces.*
Domestic threats coexisted with fears of border instability as skir-
mishes became more frequent between Israel and Gaza in the spring,
threatening to undermine the ceasefire that held in place since Cast
Lead in January 2009. Israel increased its incursions into Gaza and its
targeting of Hamas in an effort to stop rockets launched from other
groups, particularly Islamic Jihad and Salafi jihadists.** While noting
its right to fire rockets in self-defense, in reality Hamas again mobilized
to contain the factions and prevent the escalation spilling over into a
broader conflict.** Hamas’s attempts to maintain calm highlighted the
movement’s precarious position of having to pacify the resistance front
to mitigate Israeli reprisals while maintaining the legitimacy of its re-
sistance government. After Cast Lead, Hamas’s role as a de facto gov-
ernment responsible for policing resistance had become more evident
than ever, highlighting the manner in which governing responsibilities
weighed down the broader movement’s ability to sustain armed struggle.
Influenced by the threat of instability, and more so by popular pres-
sure to end the division, behind-the-scenes discussions between Hamas
and Fatah resumed under Egyptian mediation. The impact of protests
and Abbas’s statehood bid aligned and made way for a breakthrough.
On April 27, a month after Abbas’s initial call for elections, a surprise
announcement was made that an agreement had been reached between
Hamas and Fatah in Cairo. The Cairo Agreement, as it came to be
known, called for the reactivation of the PLO through the creation of an

interim leadership committee that would oversee preparation for presi-
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dential and legislative elections. Addressing Hamas’s insistence that there
be a national framework for the struggle, the committee was charged
with reforming the PLO as a precursor to the unification of the political
institutions and the security forces of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank
as well as the reconstruction of Gaza.* In the interim, the agreement
called for the formation of a unity government of independents, security
and election committees, and the reactivation of the legislature.*

The unexpected announcement was met with jubilation among Pal-
estinians, and Hamas’s publications reported on feelings of euphoria
flooding the streets of Gaza in May 2011.*” The agreement was held
as proof that the protestors had been heard, and Hamas lauded post-
revolution Egypt’s ability to break away from “previous bias” in mediat-
ing between factions.” From Meshal’s base in Damascus, where he was
also talking to the Syrian regime about the reconciliation file, Hamas’s
leader announced that the negotiating factions would immediately im-
plement the provisions of the unity deal.*” Meetings in Cairo began im-
mediately to lay the groundwork as the Arab League, alongside Egypt,
agreed to oversee implementation. Hamas reported that one of the
most sensitive challenges of reintegration was the issue of its political
prisoners in the West Bank. Senior Hamas leaders declared that they
had provided President Abbas with a list of 150 names of prisoners to
be released, a request they were monitoring with Egypt.”

Forming a unity government was daunting, as it entailed reunifying
all the institutional divisions that had occurred over the course of the
past five years, including the revision and reassessment of laws and leg-
islation that had been passed by the two separate governments.”’ Other
challenges included institutional and administrative tasks such as recon-
ciling the salaries and positions of civil servants in both governments.
This was particularly difficult in Gaza, where out of necessity Hamas’s
government had hired an alternative body of civil servants after the
Palestinian Authority’s boycott order. Merging the governments prom-
ised to entail significant job losses as both Hamas and Fatah vied to

safeguard the interests of their own employees. It quickly became evi-
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dent that the task of realizing the reconciliation, institutionally and
politically, was immense.’> Within weeks, public bickering increased,
specifically around the prisoners.”® The other point of contention was
the choice of prime minister, as both parties provided lists with their
suggested candidates. Abbas held firm to Salam Fayyad, a choice that
Hamas stridently refused.’*

Both Hamas and the Palestinian Authority appeared intent on
pushing forward with their own agendas while paying lip service to the
notion of unity. Hamas’s leaders believed that if Abbas had the will to
push reconciliation through, he would not let issues as minor as em-
ployee salaries get in the way, particularly after Hamas had offered to
give up its ministerial positions.” As Abbas’s statehood bid approached,
Hamas reported on the president’s procrastination. At the end of Au-
gust, Hamas alleged that Abbas had sent a delegation to Gaza with a
message to Ismail Haniyeh that the Palestinian Authority would be un-
able to complete the implementation of the reconciliation agreement
until after the September vote in the United Nations on the Palestinian
statehood bid. In the meantime, Abbas would be open to enhancing
cooperation “between the two governments in Ramallah and Gaza.”*

Hamas was also responsible for failing to truly pursue reconcili-
ation.”” The movement’s readiness to give up on its ministerial seats
was accompanied by the demand for a role in reshaping the Palestin-
ian struggle, a mission its leaders appeared to be fulfilling unilaterally.
Against the backdrop of unity talks, Meshal traveled throughout the
region, including to Egypt and Qatar, to discuss Palestinian internal
affairs. His diplomatic mission reflected Hamas’s intention to capitalize
on the regional flux to strengthen bilateral relations with neighboring
states.”® The movement was rooted in the belief that regional fluctua-
tions would isolate Israel and promote Hamas’s role as the leader of
the Palestinian struggle.” With instability in the Sinai, Hamas reported
on Israeli worries that its southern border was now less secure. On
August 18, militants from the Sinai Peninsula carried out an attack in

Israel close to the southern city of Eilat, on the Red Sea coast. Although
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the attack was not executed or claimed by Hamas, Israeli officials in-
dicated that they believed the attackers had originated from the Gaza
Strip. Israel mobilized rapidly and carried out targeted assassinations
throughout Gaza, killing fifteen Palestinians.®

Hamas claimed that Netanyahu was using the “boogeyman” of
Gaza to deflect from the social protests that had begun in Israel a few
weeks prior.®! Its publications hypothesized that Israel was considering
an attack on Gaza, effectively to end the truce and to release Shalit,
but was worried that “Egypt after the revolution is not Egypt before.”®?
This betrayed a hope held by Hamas that postrevolutionary Egypt
would stand in solidarity with Gaza in the face of Israeli offensives.®
Publications hypothesized that Isracl was facing an existential threat,
its neighbors turning against it: first Turkey following the Mavi Marmara
attack, and then Egypt.®* Hamas saw the change in the region as part of
an “Islamic renaissance” that rejected Israel politically and diplomati-

cally. As Hamas’s publications argued:

The Zionist entity had tamed the Arab mentality. It had bought re-
gimes, subjugated others, and weakened peoples. [Arab] regimes coop-
erated in terrorizing and oppressing their own people . . . and reached
a stage of even making alliances with [the Zionist entity]. That was a
past—painful and bitter—phase, where Arabs lost a lot of their power
cards. Now the Arab renaissance has returned to normal. Two coun-
tries, one Arab (Egypt) and one Islamic (Turkey), one with its people
(Egypt) and one with its government (Turkey) raising their voice loudly

against the Zionist entity.®

While Hamas focused on its regional positioning, Abbas faced the
international community as he submitted his application for statehood
to the United Nations on September 23, 2011.% Although popular on
the ground, particularly in the West Bank, Abbas’s bid was largely sym-
bolic. For Hamas, Abbas’s drive to achieve statehood had become an

obsession in the PLO’s political thinking.®” As the movement’s spokes-
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man remarked, “Hamas supports whatever effort or popular mobiliza-
tion in any arena or international platform that results in prosecuting

956,

and isolating the Zionist enemy.”®® Concurrently, however, leaders
noted that these efforts needed to fit within a defined national strategy
and that symbolic achievements should not be pursued at the expense
of other, real aspects of the liberation strategy, such as resistance. For
Hamas, the central question was not whether Abbas would be able to
push through the UN vote, but whether the Palestinian Authority would
be able to stand its ground against international opposition to achieve
the rights that Palestinians were fighting for. Until Abbas could put for-
ward a strategy to safeguard those rights, Hamas believed, the UN vote
was little more than a media bubble.®

Despite immense pressure, particularly from the Obama adminis-
tration and Israel, who both opposed such “unilateral actions,” Abbas
submitted his statechood application. As the president celebrated his
grand gesture, Hamas announced its own major success in Gaza. On
October 18, a month after Abbas’s bid, Hamas completed a prisoner
exchange deal with Israel under Egyptian mediation. The agreement,
which Hamas called “Operation Loyalty of the Free,” entailed the
release of Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit, who had been held in captivity
for close to five years, in exchange for 1,027 Palestinian prisoners.”” A
hugely disproportionate agreement that underscored the power discrep-
ancy between Israel and the Palestinians, Hamas nonetheless lauded
this exchange as a historic success. Having refused to link negotiations
for Shalit’s release with ceasefire talks, at a staggering cost to Gaza,
Hamas was ultimately vindicated. Its ability to hold on to Shalit despite
Israel’s attempts to free him and despite the known network of collabo-
rators within Gaza was described as legendary.”! With this diplomatic
coup, Hamas rejoiced in its role as a powerful counterpart to Israel and
as a Palestinian government that was able to effect real change on the
ground. As Meshal noted, “We are now experts in the Israeli mentality,
because God has shown us who they are,” while he suggested that other

Palestinian negotiators take note.”
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Capitalizing on its success, Hamas paradoxically upheld the Shalit
deal as a true sign of its desire to maintain domestic unity and portrayed
the exchange as being a Palestinian, not a factional, achievement. The
movement’s publications noted that the prisoners to be released were
from different Palestinian factions. Although this was likely the product
of the negotiations, Hamas presented the diverse release as emblem-
atic of the absence of favoritism toward its own people.” Prisoners were
to be released to Rafah and Ramallah in batches, where politicians from
Fatah and Hamas could welcome them side-by-side. As Meshal said,
the deal “is non-sectarian or tribal. We are one blood, even if we dif-
fer in politics. The prisoner exchange creates a favorable atmosphere to
achieve reconciliation.”” The geographic breadth and the political di-
versity of the prisoners reaffirmed “what Hamas has always called for,
that the Palestine it seeks 1s Historic Palestine, from Rafah [in the south]
to Ras al-Naqoura [in the north].””

Israel’s act of undermining Abbas by opposing his statehood bid
while rewarding Hamas sent another resounding message regarding the
potential of resistance. While both factions failed to pursue reconcili-
ation with any degree of commitment, the prisoner deal’s timing also
underscored Israel’s role in catalyzing the division between the two fac-
tions and playing the two oft each other. As Hamas’s prisoner exchange
overshadowed the Palestinian Authority’s internationalization strategy,
Hamas portrayed itself as the leader of Palestinians, not of Gaza or the
resistance. In publications celebrating this deal, an ode to al-Qassam,
the perpetrators of Shalit’s capture, read, “Al-Qassam Brigades are no
longer a military wing that belongs to Hamas only. Al-Qassam Brigades
have become Palestine’s army, the protector of our homes, and the first
line of defense for Jerusalem, the first squad in the liberation project.”’
Hamas’s vision of al-Qassam as a national army underscored its view
of the Gaza Strip as a launch pad for the Palestinian struggle and its
role as the leader of the Palestinian national movement after the PLO’s
failed project of negotiations. Hamas’s publications viewed al-Qassam

as having become a strategic player in the region.”” Prisoners who were
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released talked of how Hamas’s governance now provided a climate
conducive to resistance, as al-Qassam began preparing for what it de-

scribed as the full liberation of historic Palestine.”®

THE DOHA DECLARATION
AND OPERATION PILLAR OF DEFENSE

From this position of strength, Hamas maintained overtures to recon-
ciliation. On the day of the prisoner exchange, Meshal stood in front
of the first batch of released prisoners in Cairo and extended an invita-
tion for a meeting with Abbas.” This politically savvy gesture, at a time
when Hamas was riding a popularity wave, called for factions to meet
again to finalize outstanding issues.”™ Throughout the winter of 2011,
talks continued in Gaza, Amman, and Ramallah.®' These proceeded
alongside pressure from the United States and Israel, following Abbas’s
application to the United Nations, to return to peace negotiations as the
only viable way to end the conflict. Much to Hamas’s consternation,
Abbas agreed to participate in “low-level” talks at the Israeli embassy in
Amman.* The resumption of negotiations, after almost sixteen months
of silence between Israel and the Palestinians, expectedly worsened the
mood in the domestic discussions.

Hamas’s broader reality also began shifting. What had begun as a
cry for pride and dignity on the Arab street had, by the first anniver-
sary of the uprisings, been replaced by regional proxy battles waged by
ideologues.™ The Arab uprisings had quickly expanded beyond a con-
frontation between citizens and governments to encompass three other
dimensions: the cold war between Iran and Saudi Arabia for regional
dominance; the struggle among Sunni states, namely Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, Qatar, and Turkey, for regional influence; and
competition between Islamist parties such as the Muslim Brotherhood
and transnational Salafi jihadist networks like the nascent so-called Is-
lamic State.** Seeking to safeguard their regimes, states poured money,

arms, and resources into the proxy wars that were breaking out in Libya,
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Yemen, Syria, and Egypt. Rather than an opportunity for democratiza-
tion, Arab and Islamic rulers viewed the uprisings as existential threats
as well as an opportunity to consolidate regional influence.

Like other actors, Hamas tried to manage this fast-shifting network
of alliances as its leaders persisted in efforts to develop strong bilateral
regional relations.® In late 2011, Ismail Haniyeh left the Gaza Strip
for his second regional tour as Meshal continued on his diplomatic ef-
forts, visiting Qatar, Syria, and Turkey and attending a conference in
Tehran where Iran’s leaders reiterated the centrality of the Palestinian
cause to the Islamic nation.*® Although Meshal was hosted at this con-
ference, the movement’s close relationship with Iran was coming under
significant strain as President Assad’s regime brutally militarized against
Syrian protestors. Iran and Hezbollah, Hamas’s traditional allies, came
out in support of Assad’s regime, while the Sunni Gulf States, weary of
expanding Iranian influence, called for Assad’s removal.?” In late De-
cember 2011, Hamas took the bold step of distancing itself from the
Syrian republic in a move that firmly positioned it in the Sunni bloc and
on the side of the protesters. Khaled Meshal and the rest of Hamas’s
external leadership relocated their base from Damascus to Doha.

Hamas’s decision almost instantly severed the financial support the
movement received from Iran as funding was promptly redirected to
Islamic Jihad in Gaza, leading to some tension between the factions.®®
Among the Arab Gulf States, in contrast to both Saudi Arabia and
the Emirates, Qatar supported the regional Islamic parties and used
its immense wealth and soft power (chiefly the broadcasting channel
al-Jazeera) to expand its influence. Hamas decisively aligned itself with
Qatar as the Muslim Brotherhood began exhibiting strength in post-
Mubarak Egypt, boosting Hamas’s confidence that the Arab uprisings
were unfolding in its favor.* While the movement’s regional fundraising
under the external bureau was suffering, Hamas’s government and its
internal leadership were buoyed by the tunnels in Gaza.”

It was therefore quite an unexpected surprise when, in February 2012,

the Doha Declaration was announced.’ This was an agreement signed



REGIONAL MISFORTUNES 187

surreptitiously at the top level directly between Meshal and Abbas, a de-
velopment notable in its own right for the absence of the prime minister
of Hamas’s government, Ismail Haniyeh, as a signatory. This document
illustrated quite unabashedly the shifting centers of power in the region as
Qatar, rather than Egypt, assumed the role of factional mediator. It also
demonstrated Hamas’s strength relative to the Palestinian Authority given
its ability to shift the negotiations to its patron. The declaration called for
the formation of an interim technocratic government headed by Abbas
and charged with supervising general elections and commencing Gaza’s
reconstruction. Circumventing the nitty-gritty details being hammered
out by the negotiating committees in Amman, the Doha Declaration was
portrayed as a pragmatic step to undo the domestic stalemate and pro-
vide a comprehensive high-level framework for unity. Significantly, the
declaration allowed the factions to sidestep the key issue of contention,
the appointment of prime minister, by allowing Abbas (unconstitution-
ally) to hold both the presidency and the premiership.

The government was defined, according to Hamas, as an apoliti-
cal cabinet whose mission was to support reconciliation and elections.”?
The declaration came at a time when the exploratory talks between the
Palestinian Authority and Israel had expectedly reached a dead end.
Caught oft guard, Prime Minister Netanyahu stated, “I have said many
times in the past that the Palestinian Authority must choose between
an alliance with Hamas and peace with Israel. Hamas and peace don’t

9 Tt was not only Israel, however, that had been unpre-

go together.
pared. Meshal’s acceptance of the Doha Declaration came as a surprise
to many Palestinians, including Hamas members, not least because of
Qatar’s role as mediator.” The fact that Hamas’s top political leader
had agreed to this deal, at a time when the movement’s negotiators
held firm in their demand for PLO reform prior to the formation of an
interim administrative government, clucidated the divergent priorities
within Hamas’s constituencies. Meshal’s move was interpreted by many
as an internal power play to reassert the dominance of the movement’s

external political bureau over Hamas’s government and military wing
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in Gaza. This suspicion was strengthened by the fact that Hamas had
begun its internal elections in the spring of 2012.

Meshal’s decision created significant tension within Hamas, particu-
larly between the external leadership under his lead and senior leaders
within Gaza such as Mahmoud al-Zahhar.” Yet with Meshal’s resid-
ing outside the Gaza Strip, where he was more attuned to broader de-
velopments, it was also understood that he was attempting to manage
Hamas’s regional relations.” Specifically, the agreement underscored
Meshal’s attempt to capitalize on recent fortunes and Qatar’s backing
to secure Hamas’s role in shaping a united national agenda alongside
the Palestinian Authority. Nonetheless, Meshal’s decision demonstrated
significant willingness to make concessions. Even according to Hamas’s
spokesman, the movement showed great flexibility in this declaration.
It acquiesced to postponing the release of political prisoners until after
reconciliation. It allowed for Abbas to head the government, albeit as
an independent.” Furthermore, Meshal explicitly underscored the role
of popular unarmed resistance in the struggle against occupation, a po-
sition that was received with surprise.”

But one particular aspect of the Doha Declaration carried signifi-
cant import: Hamas’s acquiescence not to hold on to the post of prime
minister or lead any of the key ministries. This concession amounted
to an effort by Hamas to relinquish responsibility for the financial and
administrative burdens of government within the Gaza Strip. Meshal’s
readiness to do so was driven by the financial constraints Hamas was fac-
ing following the depletion of Iranian funding. Furthermore, despite the
buoyant tunnel trade, the economy in Gaza was predictably unsustain-
able and uncertain and left the majority of Gazans suffering the impact
of the blockade. This became evident as an energy crisis gripped the strip
in early 2012, leaving Hamas exposed to accusations of corruption that it
was benefiting from the tunnel trade at the expense of average people.”

The deal underscored Meshal’s prescient understanding of the det-
riment Hamas as a movement faced as a result of its governing responsi-

bility within the Gaza Strip, where it was held accountable by the people
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for the impact of the blockade and where it was placed in the situation
of having to police resistance from other armed factions. For Meshal,
shedding this institutional weight was not to come at the expense of
Hamas’s participation in the leadership of the Palestinian liberation
struggle as inherent in the PLO, or a similar framework of liberation.
In effect, Meshal was attempting to capitalize on Hamas’s popularity,
flexing local power through its foothold in Gaza and regional power
through its bilateral relations to maintain the movement’s involvement
in setting the agenda of the national struggle. He pursued this while
hoping the agreement would allow Hamas to break free of the adminis-
trative constraints of the Palestinian Authority and the movement’s role
as a de facto government in Gaza.

Less than three weeks after the agreement was declared, Israel
launched “Operation Returning Echo,” on March 9, 2012, allegedly
to preempt a major attack that was being planned from the Gaza Strip.
This assault was the most violent since Cast Lead and lasted for close to
a week, killing twenty-seven Palestinians, effectively ending the ceasefire
that had been negotiated in 2009.' Israel had reportedly been wor-
ried about weapon smuggling through the Sinai tunnels into the Gaza
Strip and was seeking to reassert its dominance.'”! But the timing of
the attack raised suspicions that Isracl was secking to undermine the
high-level decision taken by Abbas and Meshal to end the division. For
the duration of 2011, rocket fire had been effectively controlled and
Israel had not incurred casualties, compared to twenty-three civilians
that had been killed in Gaza by Israeli incursions.'” Meshal, who was
being hosted by President Erdogan in Turkey at the time, noted that
this was Israel’s attempt to drag the Palestinians into another war and
undermine the unity agreement.'”

Israel’s escalation marked the continuation of its double-pronged
strategy of isolating Hamas within the Gaza Strip alongside the pur-
suit of military deterrence through disproportionate force, even when
Hamas proved effective in policing resistance. Hamas’s publications also

suggested these incursions allowed Israel to investigate Hamas’s military
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capacity and willingness to retaliate.'” The answer was not immediately
forthcoming. Led by Islamic Jihad, resistance factions retaliated heavily
with close to three hundred rockets into Ashdod, Beersheba, and south-
ern Israeli cities. The scale of the response was justified as self-defense
aimed at breaking Israel’s unilateral escalations, a sign that Palestinians
also sought deterrence.'” Hamas’s efforts to pacify the resistance front
that had held largely in place since 2009 could not stand in opposition
to an escalation of this scale. As Hamas’s spokesman said, “Palestin-
1an resistance broke the occupation’s formula by insisting to confront its
crimes with full power and determination.”!” Similarly, Islamic Jihad’s
leader noted, Isracl wanted free rein to carry out targeted assassinations,
then to compel Egyptian mediators to reinstate the ceasefire. By retaliat-
ing powerfully, resistance factions were forcing the occupation to submit
to reciprocity.'"”

While Hamas’s publications declared that the resistance factions
created a powerful united military front, al-Qassam Brigades were in
reality largely absent.'™ Addressing this, an Islamic Jihad leader noted
that Hamas’s government was active in providing the right environ-
ment to protect the resistance effort. “The resistance is complemen-
tary not competitive,” and the roles change depending on needs and
requirements.'” In this case, it allegedly meant a behind-the-scenes
role for al-Qassam. Other factions noted that al-Qassam’s participation
would have led to an Israeli invasion, which was undesirable.'' This
dynamic was indicative of a reality that had emerged in Gaza after
years of Hamas’s rule, whereby the movement’s government created
an environment that was conducive to, and indeed supportive of, an ac-
tive resistance front. Even when al-Qassam was physically missing from
the battlefield, resistance existed under Hamas’s umbrella, given that it
provided the legal and political cover for every fighter on the field.!"" In
effect, Hamas had institutionalized resistance within the Gaza Strip and
developed a monopoly over the military front.

This skirmish proved that through Operation Cast Lead, Israel

had failed to instill lasting deterrence. Rather, a delicate equilibrium
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between calm and violence had been instituted, one that often tipped
in favor of violence following provocations by Israel. Despite the as-
sault, the Palestinian unity deal held. On May 21, a few weeks after the
Doha Declaration, a roadmap for reconciliation was agreed on.'? Ad-
ministrative delays ensued and persistent worries about the intentions
of both parties were prevalent.'”® But with regional changes redrawing
priorities for the Palestinian parties, Hamas had guardedly optimistic
hopes that reconciliation could pass in a manner that was acceptable to
it.'"* During this time, the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice
party in Egypt was sweeping into power in the wake of postrevolution
elections. This boosted Hamas’s sense that regional developments were
working in its favor. “T'he transformations in the Arab World intersect
with Hamas’s resistance project,” publications proclaimed. “Hamas has
won twice: once with the fall of the regimes, and once with the arrival
of the Islamists to positions of power.”!'"

On June 28, 2012, the Muslim Brotherhood’s Mohamed Morsi
became Egypt’s first democratically elected president. The brother-
hood’s rise to the leadership of the region’s most populous nation was
a watershed moment in Middle East politics, as the spotlight turned
on the brotherhood to determine how it would govern after years of
weathering repression. For Hamas, Morsi’s election heralded a new era
that would offer a lifeline to the Gaza Strip. The movement celebrated
this success as brotherhood flags and Morsi’s presidential portraits pro-
liferated in public spaces throughout Gaza.''® Leaders capitalized on
this favorable regional shift as Meshal embarked on a tour to Cairo,
Morocco, and Tunisia, where he met with leaders of the reinvigorated
North African Islamic parties.'”

But Hamas’s intense performance of solidarity with its parent or-
ganization exposed both Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood to sting-
ing accusations. Palestinian media portrayed Hamas as a party whose
allegiance was pan-Islamic rather than national. Across the Rafah bor-
der, antibrotherhood Egyptian media vilified Morsi for his association

with Hamas, which was untruthfully portrayed as the cause of unrest in
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the Sinai Peninsula. Media wars were amplified as the Sinai became in-
creasingly unstable.!'® Worried about attacks emanating from the pen-
insula, Israel warned Egyptian authorities that weapons were coming
in from Libya and other conflict zones. Israeli security officials claimed
that al-Qaeda had begun providing arms to their forces in the Gaza
Strip from the peninsula.'

As Meshal toured the region, on August 5 a brutal attack by un-
known assailants on the Rafah border killed sixteen Egyptian soldiers.
Although the assailants were widely assumed to be Salafi jihadists,
Hamas and the Gaza Strip inevitably got caught in the crossfire. Hamas
condemned this “crime” in strong terms. Yet almost immediately,
Egyptian media pointed to Gaza as the location from which the per-
petrators had originated, despite Hamas’s strong denunciation of such
“rumors.”'?’ Reacting to the mass uproar in Egypt, Morsi promptly
scaled the Rafah borders and closed the tunnels, sharply overturning
Hamas’s hopes for greater openness between Egypt and Gaza under his
presidency.'?! Hamas’s government deployed heavy military around the
tunnels from the Gazan side to prevent anyone entering.'** The govern-
ment also reached out to the factions in Gaza and declared that it saw
no proof of involvement from anyone in the strip. Clearly alluding to
Salafi jihadists, both Hamas and Islamic Jihad stressed that the resis-
tance factions refused to serve as a protective cloak for movements that
were “ideologically deviant.”'?®

The Rafah operation created a significant rift in Hamas-Egyptian
relations at a time when this alliance was anticipated to move in a more
positive direction. Hamas’s government stated that the attack was meant
to embarrass Morsi domestically and noted that it had received assur-
ances from Morsi’s cabinet that there was no proof the attackers had
come from Gaza.'”! Yet placed in a difficult position, Morsi was nonethe-
less pressured to focus on domestic issues and distance himself from the
Gaza Strip. Tarnished relations between Gaza and Egypt undermined
the prospects of relaxing the Rafah border and heightened surveillance

of the tunnel trade as Egyptian public opinion swiftly turned against
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Hamas.'?®

Meshal confirmed that Hamas would work with Egyptian
intelligence to return security to the Sinai, dismissing all media claims
that the movement was working to take over the Sinai as “Zionist pro-
paganda.”'® As Mahmoud Zahhar said, “Why would Hamas break the
strategy underpinning its resistance and for the first time in its history
carry out an attack outside the occupied territories?” '

The Rafah incident was a stark reminder of the rapidly evolving
landscape in which Hamas was operating. The tightening around the
tunnel trade threatened to cut off the strip from any trade with the out-
side world given that the blockade remained impermeable. When this
was coupled with the drop in Iranian funding, Hamas was in a precari-
ous position. Not unrelated, Gaza’s borders with Isracl were also be-
coming volatile as skirmishes became more frequent following Israel’s
last operation. Throughout the fall of 2012, Hamas’s publications re-
ported that Israel was actively targeting its safe houses and training cen-
ters and expanding its assassinations.'”® Rocket fire also persisted from
Gaza in protest of the blockade and as an affirmation of the right to
self-defense.

On November 14, Isracl mobilized and escalated to a surprising
level given the relative calm of the preceding years. Citing its intention
to destroy Hamas’s rocket-launching capabilities, Prime Minister Netan-
yahu claimed that the attacks “made normal life impossible.”'* Without
prior warning, Israel assassinated Ahmad Jabari, al-Qassam’s second-
in-command, marking the beginning of what Israel called “Operation
Pillar of Defense.” This attack conclusively ended the 2009 ceasefire
and elevated the sporadic skirmishes of the summer into a full-blown
military offensive. The reasons for Israel’s escalation are disputed and
include arguments relating to a show of strength given Netanyahu’s call
for elections in January 2013 and a desire to opportunistically weaken
Hamas while it was struggling. Israel’s choice to assassinate Jabari was
heavily questioned and gave rise to accusations that Israel was seeking
to undermine the viability of ceasefires, given that he had been an ac-

tive player in enforcing the calm from Gaza’s side since Cast Lead.'
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Regardless of the specifics of this particular escalation, Pillar of
Defense kept with Israel’s strategy of isolation and deterrence toward
Gaza."! Israel pushed forward and targeted key sites that were thought
to be of military importance to Hamas, including training camps and
government buildings. Israel also fired at apartment blocks and residen-
tial areas, claiming they were used for the storage of weapons. Alongside
other resistance factions, Hamas retaliated with hundreds of rockets into
southern Israeli towns, demonstrating a higher military capacity than it
had done to date. Unlike Cast Lead, this military assault came after
years of Hamas consolidating its grip on the Gaza Strip, expanding its
tunnel operations, and boasting that al-Qassam had become a national
army. For Hamas, this escalation was a strategic moment, a time when
its resistance forces gained further experience in fighting, developed
their strategy, and committed to strengthening their capabilities.'*

According to Hamas’s publications, al-Qassam had studied the 2006
war between Israel and Lebanon and had developed plans and opera-
tional manuals based on that model. During Cast Lead, al-Qassam had
primarily focused on its defensive strategies and stood firm in steadfast-
ness to limit Israel’s ability to invade, allegedly using a mere 5 to 10
percent of its military power.'*® By November 2012, however, Hamas
claimed it was able to go on the offensive as it coordinated with Islamic
Jihad to an unprecedented level."** From Hamas’s perspective, the scale
of such tactical coordination on the field was a new and positive devel-
opment, as the merging of the two most powerful resistance factions.
Enhanced military performance, compared to Cast Lead, became a
precursor to a joint offensive strategy that Hamas felt could put the
resistance forward on the path toward liberation, rather than relying
on haphazard firing of missiles.”*”” Seizing on these signs of military
progress, Hamas’s leaders confirmed that they felt their liberation proj-
ect was moving in the right direction, particularly when viewed in the
larger arc of the movement’s history.'*

President Morsi began immediate efforts to mediate a ceasefire, with

support from Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, weeks before Presi-
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dent Obama was sworn into office for his second term. Negotiations
proceeded indirectly between Israel and Hamas rather than through
the PLO, further validating the movement as Israel’s counterpart in the
Gaza Strip. On November 22, ten days after the war began and fol-
lowing the death of 174 Palestinians and six Israelis, a ceasefire was
agreed. Both parties claimed victory. Israel stated that Hamas’s rocket
capabilities had been heavily destroyed. Hamas believed it had emerged
victorious as the ceasefire committed Israel to facilitating access and
movement from the Gaza Strip."*’

The reality was more complex. Israel again failed to instill lasting
deterrence. Even though on a practical level Hamas was effective in
policing borders, ideologically it remained committed to resistance to
end the occupation and was often unable or unwilling to control the
activities of other resistance factions. Israel also worried about Hamas’s
strengthened military capacity given the relatively permeable tunnel
trade. Operation Pillar of Defense was an effort to weaken Hamas’s mil-
itary arsenal and initiate another period of calm. Instead of engaging
with Hamas’s political agenda in pursuit of a more durable settlement,
Israel continued to view Hamas through a security prism, reinforcing a
belligerent equilibrium held in place through violence. In turn, Israel’s
approach boosted Hamas’s resistance legacy.'*® Moreover, given that
Israel remained opposed to reoccupying Gaza and given Hamas’s effec-
tiveness in controlling the enclave, Israel appeared to have acquiesced
to its rule. Having hit Hamas’s military infrastructure, the ceasefire
compelled Israel to ease the blockade, essentially lifting Hamas’s finan-
cial burden at a time when the tunnel trade was uncertain.

In return for the stabilization of its rule, Hamas succumbed to an
explicit demand to end hostilities from the Gaza Strip, in fear of fur-
ther Israeli reprisals. In favor of stability and access, and in service of
a longer-term vision of liberation, Hamas accepted the need to pacify
the resistance front in the short term. Such pacification was seen as an
opportunistic and pragmatic short-term concession that allowed Hamas

to survive without ideological default and to continue strengthening its
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longer-term vision of growth and militarization."”” Nonetheless, Abbas
accused Hamas of agreeing to what effectively amounted to security
coordination with Israel while vilifying the Palestinian Authority for
doing the same in the West Bank.'*” Abbas’s accusations were accurate,
but the movement benefited from the fact that it remained ideologically
defiant. This allowed Hamas to sustain its resistance legacy even when,
in practice, it did police armed struggle. It also leveraged its perceived
success to develop its diplomatic and political reach more broadly as it
celebrated the shifting regional climate.'*!

In December 2008, during Cast Lead, Israel’s foreign minister
Tzipi Livni had declared from Cairo how Israel was intent on destroy-
ing Hamas’s weapons. In November 2012, during Pillar of Defense,
Meshal and the head of Islamic Jihad stood in the same Arab city and
spoke of Gaza’s victory. In the aftermath of the war, Egypt refused to
maintain the blockade. President Morsi traveled to Gaza and made a
political appearance with Haniyeh, paving the way for other political
breakthroughs, including visits by a Tunisian ministerial delegation,
Arab foreign ministers, and the Turkish foreign minister. After Israel’s
operation, intentionally or otherwise, Hamas’s political isolation was
shattered.'*

A few weeks later, a group of Hamas officials and supporters trav-
eled to Gaza from Lebanon to show solidarity. On their way in, one of

Hamas’s senior leaders in Beirut wrote:

We entered Gaza with our heads held high, through the gates of re-
sistance. Our passports were stamped ‘Rafah crossing,” where we were
greeted by men of resistance. This was a crossing run by a government
whose leader is a resistance fighter, and its program is a resistance pro-
gram. [A government]| whose main concerns are protecting the resis-
tance, supporting it politically, facilitating its movement, and building a
society of resistance. We did not enter Gaza from the gates of security
coordination. We did not enter Palestine from the gates of recognition

and negotiations.'*?
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On December 7, Meshal returned to Gaza after an absence of forty-
five years, where he attended Hamas’s twenty-fifth anniversary carnival.
His ability to travel to Gaza without being subject to an Israeli targeted
assassination confirmed suspicions that in the ceasefire agreement Israel
had agreed to safeguard Hamas’s rule in Gaza, as long as its military
front was tightly controlled.

During his stay, Meshal spoke of unity and of how “Palestine is
too big for one faction to be responsible for,” a reference to Hamas’s
alleged desire to enter into a unity government.'** His trip coincided
with Fatah delegations visiting Gaza as well, as both the Palestin-
ian Authority and Hamas gave a nod to reconciliation once again.'*
By the end of Israel’s operation, Hamas’s legitimacy as a resistance
movement had been strengthened, an agreement for an easing of
the blockade had been instituted, and Hamas’s rule in Gaza tempo-
rarily stabilized and empowered. The Doha Declaration invariably
remained inoperable as each party pursued its own national agenda.
While Hamas celebrated its victory in Gaza, Abbas received news that
the United Nations had approved his statchood bid and granted Pales-
tine nonobserver member status. As one of Hamas’s ministers noted,
“There is no political will from either side to move closer [toward rec-
onciliation] at this point. . . . Until that political will is present to deal
with the highest national interests, unless there is the preparedness to
pay the price of reconciliation, until there is a sovereign decision to-
wards the importance of conceding and offering what is needed . . . I do

not expect any imminent breakthrough.”!*

AN EGYPTIAN COUP AND THE SHATI AGREEMENT

In January 2013, Qatari reconstruction projects in the Gaza Strip com-
menced after significant support and facilitation from the Egyptian
side.'*” The Qatari grant, reported to be around $400 million, focused
on completing highway infrastructure, housing for prisoners released

after the Shalit deal, rehabilitation centers, prosthetic limbs, and hospi-
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tal and various industrial and agricultural facilities."*® By April, Hamas’s
internal elections were complete, close to a year after they had started.
The unusual length of the cumbersome election cycle was due to both
Hamas’s expanded geographic reach and the difficulty of carrying
them out in the West Bank, a key area, given intensified security coordi-
nation between Israel and the Palestinian Authority.'* Khaled Meshal
was reelected as the head of Hamas’s political bureau and Ismail Hani-
yeh as his deputy. Haniyeh remained acting prime minister of Hamas’s
government in Gaza.

Meshal’s reelection demonstrated his lasting influence within the
movement despite the significant controversy of the Doha Declaration.
Given the movement’s funding needs and the regional turmoil, Meshal
had emerged as the powerhouse behind Hamas’s diplomatic relations
and its regional realignment.” His reelection heightened rumors that
Hamas was moderating, given his recent activities and his diplomatic
focus alongside occasional rumors that he was advocating nonviolent
resistance. Hamas distanced itself from such speculation.”! It reiterated
that it rejected the “moderate-radical” binary: the only axis it belonged
to was Palestine and resistance. Hamas stressed that its relationship with
any one country did not come at the expense of its relationship with any
other."* Walking a fine line, Hamas’s leaders attempted to mitigate the
sensitivities that had emerged with Egypt as its government took mea-
sures to tighten internal security.'”

Shortly after President Obama’s reelection, John Kerry, who re-
placed Hillary Clinton as secretary of state, was dispatched to the
region to resuscitate the Israeli-Palestinian peace process. The Kerry
Initiative, as it came to be known, constituted familiar elements, includ-
ing an economic package to strengthen the Palestinian Authority in the
West Bank."* Hamas objected to the initiative and accused Abbas of
having delayed reconciliation so as to give the peace process another
chance.” As Kerry’s initiative got under way, Hamas’s government
released a communiqué calling on the government in Ramallah to

stop “holding onto American illusions and running after the clouds of
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peace.”"® Both parties pursued their own diplomatic measures while
blaming their counterpart for institutionalizing the division.

This diplomatic tug-of-war came to an abrupt end on June 30, as
massive protests against President Morsi rocked Egyptian streets. The
turmoil came after months of clashes between the Egyptian military
and the elected leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood."” Instability in
the Sinai, Morsi’s increasingly authoritarian executive orders, and the
agitation of the military leaders seeking to maintain their vested inter-
ests all served to undermine Egypt’s democratic transition as protes-
tors called for early presidential elections. Within three days, Defense
Minister Abdel Fattah al-Sisi had carried out a military coup against
President Morsi.'”® Although Egypt did not disintegrate into violence
like Syria, the coup was far from bloodless as clashes erupted between
Morsi supporters and military personnel in the weeks following Morsi’s
removal. Terrorist activities from Salafi jihadists persisted throughout
the Sinai Peninsula. The early hopes that Egyptians had harbored re-
garding a more hopeful future paved the way for the reinstitution of a
more autocratic and brutal regime than the one that had been ousted
under Mubarak. In Egypt, the region’s proxy wars aimed at maintain-
ing the incumbent regional order against change appeared to have
triumphed.'”

The Egyptian coup irreversibly overturned Hamas’s regional calcu-
lus.' Hamas had aligned itself with both the spirit of the revolution and
rising Islamic democratization in the Middle East. With Morst’s removal,
Hamas witnessed an early indication that the tide had swiftly shifted the
other way. The backlash against both Hamas and the Muslim Broth-
erhood was instantaneous. Hamas condemned the coup and Morsi’s
removal as overturning the people’s democratic choice.'" Its rhetorical
support of the brotherhood exacerbated its vulnerability as it lay in the
crossfire rocking Egypt. Anti-Morsi demonstrators resurfaced accusa-
tions that Hamas was responsible for the prison break that had taken
place in the early days of the Egyptian uprising. That attack had released

thousands of prisoners, mainly Islamists, including President Morsi him-
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self. Hamas had long refuted these accusations and protested that it was
being scapegoated for domestic purposes. The movement noted that
there was not a single shred of proof that Hamas had been involved in
Egyptian affairs.'®

Egyptian military authorities nonetheless began procedures to
block the Rafah tunnels and all access into Gaza. Fatah also came out
strongly against Hamas. Shortly after Morsi’s ouster, it called on Hamas
to stop interfering in the domestic affairs of neighboring countries,
particularly Syria and Egypt.'®® Fatah leaders denounced the cover-
age of al-Agsa and al-Quds, Hamas’s main broadcasting channels, as
blatantly supportive of the brotherhood in Cairo.'* Further, the Pal-
estinian ambassador to Egypt stated that Hamas’s military—often on
display in Gaza—and its explicit support of the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt were forms of intervention in Egyptian domestic affairs.'® By the
summer, exchanges between Hamas and Fatah had turned acrimoni-
ous. Fatah stressed that Hamas was taking the people of Gaza hostage
to their regional politics and their attempts to build a global Muslim
Brotherhood movement.'®® Hamas denied all these charges, reaffirm-
ing its age-old policy of not interfering in other countries’ domestic af-
fairs.'®” Hamas’s spokesman blamed Fatah members and those loyal to
the Mubarak regime for waging a media war of incitement and provo-
cation, as he insisted that Hamas had remained neutral toward Egyp-
tian affairs.'® In July, Hamas issued orders to close Fatah’s news outlets
Ma‘an and al-Arabiya in Gaza for allegedly failing to maintain profes-
sional reporting standards and for inciting against Hamas. Ma‘an had
reported a few days prior that Hamas had welcomed and hid Muslim
Brotherhood members escaping from Egypt, resulting in heightened se-
curity around the Rafah border.'®

The Egyptian ambassador to the Palestinian territories stressed that
any extraordinary measures taken on the Rafah borders were to main-
tain Egypt’s national security and should not be seen as an attack on
Gaza. He underscored that these measures would be revised as soon

as the turmoil in Egypt declined.'”’ Despite these assurances, matters



REGIONAL MISFORTUNES 201

worsened. In August, Egypt’s military launched an expansive attack on
pro-Morsi demonstrators who were calling for his reinstatement, killing
close to two thousand Egyptians. A second terrorist attack on the Rafah
border a few days later left twenty-five Egyptian soldiers dead. Almost
overnight, rhetoric was prevalent that the Muslim Brotherhood were ter-
rorists. Osama Hamdan, who had been elected as Hamas’s head of in-
ternational affairs in Beirut, noted that linking resistance with terrorism
was not new, except that now it was being done by Arab countries that
were also involved in the Palestinian cause.!”" These debates spilled into
wider narratives that were shaping increasingly toxic regional alliances.

Hamas’s leaders worked to put out fires elsewhere. Relations with
Syria remained sour as President Assad stressed that Hamas must
choose between being on the resistance front and aligning with Syria, or
on the Muslim Brotherhood front and aligning against Syria, given that
Syria considered the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist organization.'”
With Iran, Hamdan noted that Hamas had begun to repair the rela-
tionship and that there was total agreement as far as the Palestinian
cause was concerned, despite disagreement on Syria.'” Iranian funding
had, however, not resumed toward Hamas. Similarly, while Hamas and
Hezbollah may have disagreed on Syria, both parties claimed they were
still joined in a commitment to maintain resistance against Israel.'”* Ru-
mors abounded that Hamas’s relationship with Qatar had also taken a
hit, although Hamas denied those claims as well, given Qatar’s gener-
ous grants in Gaza.'”

But it was in its relationship with Egypt where Hamas was dealt
the most powerful blow. Financially, the closure of the tunnels, cutting
off the strip from any trade with the outside world, meant that Gaza’s
economy swiftly collapsed. Given that Israel’s border crossings remained
tightly managed and—even with loosened access following the ceasefire
agreement—engineered to sustain Gaza just above a humanitarian ca-
tastrophe, internal desperation increased. As this was coupled with the
loss of Iranian funding, Hamas’s financial health had become precipitous

overnight, making the movement more sensitive to the burdens of gov-
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ernment in the Gaza Strip.'’® The equilibrium that had been established
with Fatah in reconciliation discussions was subsequently disrupted.

Gaining the upper hand, Abbas issued an ultimatum that unless an
interim government was formed by August, he would unilaterally pro-
pose dates for presidential and legislative elections. Hamas’s leaders ac-
cused the Palestinian president of capitalizing on its ill fortunes.'”” The
Palestinian Authority also persisted in highlighting Hamas’s links to the
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. This had the dual effect of heighten-
ing suspicions regarding Hamas’s involvement in Egyptian affairs and
bringing the movement’s loyalty to Palestinian nationalism into ques-
tion. Hamas’s leaders were clear in their regrets that what happened in
Egypt was a coup against democracy. Given the regional climate, this
position was easily distorted into one where Hamas was actively sup-
portive of Islamic dominance in Egyptian politics.'’®

Hamas in turn accused Fatah of creating unrest to get Gazans to
rise against the movement. Suspicions gathered as Tamarod, the protest
movement that had called for Morsi’s removal in Egypt, began promis-
ing protests to bring down Hamas’s rule in the Gaza Strip.'”” Hamas
decried rhetoric from Fatah’s leaders about tightening the noose around
Gaza and referring to it as a “rebellious strip.” It described this as incite-
ment to recreate the Egyptian experience (of overthrowing the Muslim
Brotherhood) in Gaza.'™ Hamas mitigated these threats by cracking
down on opponents, many of whom were Fatah members, raising signif-
icant objections from the West Bank.'®! Hamas viewed Fatah’s attempt
to push it into a corner as little more than “cheap opportunism” to take
advantage of the blow dealt to political Islam in the region. In attempt-
ing to have Hamas wrangle its way out of being portrayed as the obstacle
to reconciliation, Haniyeh offered to open up Hamas’s government in
Gaza to all factions. Yet rather than appearing conciliatory, this merely
underscored Hamas’s effort to off-load the burden of governing the en-
clave as its financial bankruptcy became increasingly perceptible.'®

Hamas’s entrapment in Gaza became more evident by the day as

the campaign against it continued unabated. Egyptian forces carried
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out large operations in the Sinai, destroying all the tunnels into Rafah in
September 2013." The impact of the blockade sharpened as remain-
ing tunnels operated for only about four hours a day. Electricity gen-
eration within the strip dropped as fuel shortages sharply increased.'®*
Fatah’s spokesman argued that Hamas’s political choices, ideological
and organizational links with the Muslim Brotherhood, and determina-
tion to continue its revolt against Palestinian legitimacy were all reasons

185 Fatah’s accusation was notable in that

behind the suffering in Gaza.
it shifted blame for the blockade from Israel’s occupation and the Egyp-
tian regime to Hamas and its policies regarding the Palestinian struggle.
Hamas leaders did not express—at least not publicly—any regrets re-
garding their strategic choices. In a speech marking the second anniver-
sary of the Shalit prisoner exchange, Haniyeh struck a defiant tone. He
noted Hamas’s pride in Morsi was natural given their shared Islamic roots
and aspirations for the Muslim nation, but that in no way brought into
question Hamas’s allegiance to Palestinian nationalism.'® Yet even with
Hamas’s apparent resolve, increased desperation was tangible as Ham-
dan threatened from Beirut that if the blockade was not lifted, Hamas
would do what “no one has imagined it could do” to get it removed.'®’
Movement leaders blamed the Palestinian Authority for withholding fuel
shipments to Gaza, noting that this demonstrated its complicity in the
blockade. By the winter of 2013, the energy crisis was having a real im-
pact and all construction activity that had been facilitated by the tunnels
had stopped.'®® Rainwater caused significant flooding as sewage began
to run down streets.'"® Haniyeh reached out to the emir of Qatar to talk
about electricity shortages." In early December, Meshal and members
of Fatah met in Doha at Meshal’s request to air out differences and re-
criminations that had been exchanged over the previous months. The
two parties agreed to maintain open lines of communication, as Meshal
raised humanitarian concerns regarding the situation in Gaza.'"!
Hamas’s responsibility as a de facto government over two million
Palestinians had clearly overwhelmed the movement’s priorities as

Gaza’s 1solation truly began to take its toll. The blockade was not the
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only threat to Hamas’s stability. On December 24, Israel carried out an
attack on Gaza, again breaking the ceasefire that had been in place since
November 2012."% A few weeks later, on January 16, Israel launched
further air raids against four targets in retaliation for rocket fire into
Ashkelon. The missiles were fired by Islamic Jihad, but Israeli leaders
placed full responsibility with Hamas, given that it had acquiesced to
policing resistance from Gaza. Islamic Jihad stated that continued Israeli
violations of the ceasefire, including failure to lift the blockade, risked its
collapse.'”

To avoid an escalation at a time of heightened difficulties, Hamas
called on Islamic Jihad to retreat. Islamic Jihad acquiesced, noting that
Isracl wanted a truce where it could continue its attacks on Gaza as
it saw fit."”* This skirmish, seemingly typical in the relations between
Israel and the Gaza Strip, marked a further development in Hamas’s
short-term pacification as the movement’s priorities shifted toward
averting a humanitarian catastrophe. With the closure of the tunnels,
the blockade was fulfilling its original purpose of isolating and weaken-
ing Hamas’s practical ability to wage armed resistance. This was noted
by Fatah as well, which accused Hamas of policing resistance to safe-
guard Israel’s security despite the movement’s rhetoric.!®

In January 2014, the Egyptian Ministry of Interior revealed new de-
tails regarding the “terroristic operations” of the Muslim Brotherhood.
Suspects had “confessed” to planning attacks alongside Palestinian
brotherhood members, noting that they had received weapons training
in Gaza. The suspects claimed that since January 25, 2011, and spe-
cifically under President Morsi, the brotherhood had expanded its base
by reaching out to other extremist groups in the region. This included
Hamas, which ostensibly provided brotherhood members with logistical
support, hosted them in Gaza, and gave them training in al-Qassam’s
camps.'? Suspects “confessed” that it was after a series of meetings in
Gaza that two of the Salafi groups based in Sinai, Ansar Beit al-Maqdis
and Kata’eb al-Furqan, were established.'” Hamas denied these accu-

sations.'™ Since 2013, Hamas had allegedly begun dealing with Salafis
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in Gaza with an uncompromising iron fist.'”” Nonetheless, Fatah’s
spokesman continued to call on Hamas to sever its ties with the Mus-
lim Brotherhood as Egypt’s judiciary considered classifying the parent
movement a terrorist organization. Failure to do so would place the
responsibility on Hamas for Gaza’s blockade and for the millions of
Palestinians who would be impacted by Egypt’s decision.*”

Hamas fought these allegations even as Egypt began considering
Hamas’s classification as a terrorist organization.*”! The movement
condemned Egypt’s conflation of its national liberation project with
terrorism, noting that it was unprecedented for an Arab state to use
such a “Zionist classification.”®"” Without shirking from asserting its
identity as an offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood, and noting its ideo-
logical connection with the movement, Hamas’s leaders reiterated that
Hamas was a national resistance movement committed to the Pales-

203 Hamas also maintained efforts to salvage its regional

tinian cause.
relations. Mahmoud Zahhar reached out to Iran as well as to Syria and
Hezbollah. While Hamas’s leaders noted that the dynamic with Iran
could return to normal, given the centrality of the Palestinian cause,
Syria and Hezbollah were “more complicated.”*"*

By early 2014, therefore, the tides had shifted. Haniyeh started
the year by confirming that Hamas was not seeking a new war with
Israel.?” In a press conference in Gaza City on January 16, Haniyeh
also appeared more compliant to the Palestinian Authority as he stated
that Hamas would permit all those who escaped Gaza following the
clashes with Fatah in 2007 to return, with full immunity, to reunite
with their families. He announced that Fatah prisoners held for po-
litical reasons would be released, and declared 2014 to be the year of
reconciliation, as it became clear that the power dynamic was clearly
in Fatah’s favor.?®® In a meeting with Fatah officials on February 7,
Haniyeh committed Hamas’s government to reconciliation as a strate-
gic choice.?”” Despite the expected dissenting voices, Hamas’s leaders
claimed they were ready for Fatah “to take the chairs” as long as it

“gave them the country”—an indication that they did not want to rule
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through the government but wanted rather to protect the resistance
project through the movement.?”

By April 2014, it became increasingly evident that the tireless ef-
forts of Secretary of State John Kerry would fail to produce a political
settlement between Israel and the Palestinians. In a leaked recording
of a closed-door meeting, Secretary Kerry warned that Israel risked
becoming an “apartheid state” if the US-sponsored peace process failed
to produce a two-state reality.’” Addressing the faltering negotiations,
the PLO issued conditions that any future resumption of talks with Is-
rael must be based on the 1967 borders and include the full cessation of
settlement building activity, including in East Jerusalem.?!” Until then,
and with confirmation regarding the failure of Kerry’s initiative, Fatah’s
delegation made its way to Gaza to discuss reconciliation under Egyp-
tian mediation.?"

With remarkable speed, on April 23 an agreement was signed be-
tween Hamas, Fatah, and other PLO factions. This came to be known
as the Shati Agreement, named after the refugee camp where it was ne-
gotiated. Isracl immediately stated it would refuse any negotiations with
a Palestinian government that included Hamas, as Netanyahu again
stated that Abbas “needs to choose between peace with Israel and peace
with Hamas.”?" For his part, Obama asked Kerry to stop his diplomatic
efforts, stating that the leaders in Israel and Palestine lacked the will to
make the concessions for peace. He noted that the reconciliation agree-
ment was “unhelpful.”?" Praise for the unity deal was forthcoming from
Russia, China, the European Union, and the United Nations.

For Hamas’s leadership, American and Israeli exceptionalism to
this reaction clarified the political blackmail that Hamas had been fac-
ing.?!"* Hamas declared that the Shati Agreement, like others before it,
produced an apolitical interim government charged with preparing for
elections, uniting the institutions within the West Bank and Gaza, and
facilitating reconstruction.?"” This was an explicit indication on Hamas’s
part that the purpose of this agreement was solely administrative, an

indication that was necessary given the significant resentment within
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Hamas to the deal.?’® In other words, this was a decision by Hamas
to give up governmental control to alleviate the suffering of people
in Gaza. Once a new government was formed, the legislature would
be reactivated and a new leadership voted in to study all the laws that
had been passed separately between Gaza and the West Bank. A new
election law would then be produced, allowing for elections within six
months.?'” It was agreed that this interim government would be formed
within five weeks, after which the PLO committee would meet to over-
see reconciliation and the path forward.?'*

Hamas’s government in Gaza prepared to step aside to make way
for the incoming cabinet. The movement circumvented calls to recog-
nize Israel, stressing that the negotiations were the purview of the PLO
and that the incoming cabinet had nothing to do with recognizing Israel
or other political affairs.”!? To affirm that stance, Abu Marzouq stressed
that Hamas had no objections regarding the choice of prime minister.**
In addressing the administrative issues, Abu Marzouq explained that
any institutional merger between the two governments would look after
employees on both sides. As for al-Qassam, Abu Marzouq stressed that
the military wing was not part of the reconciliation deal and was a sepa-
rate “national resistance weapon.”?*! This underscored Hamas’s desire
to limit talk of reconciliation to institutional matters that did not address
the movement’s role in the broader liberation struggle or compel Hamas
to give up its effective control of the Gaza Strip through disarming.***

Discussions around the formation of the Government of National
Consensus, as it came to be known, began in early May. Despite a few
instances of public bickering, Fatah noted that talks progressed calmly
and would end within the allocated five-week timeframe. On May 27, a
joint press conference declared the independent Rami Hamdallah as the
prime minister of the incoming government and stated that the rest of
the ministerial names would be announced by Abbas. This was viewed
as “the end of the division, and the opening of a new page for history
and the nation.”?” Israel announced that as soon as the new govern-

ment was formed, it would immediately be blocked by the state. This
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was despite Abbas’s assertions that the government would be composed
of technocrats who had nothing to do with Hamas and who would take
the position put forward by Abbas, which was to recognize Isracl and
stop terrorism. Abbas reiterated his openness to return to the negotiat-
ing table if Israel focused on the 1967 borders and ended settlement
expansion.”*

On June 2, the new government was finally announced and Israel
began enacting security and financial measures against it. Hamas noted
Israel’s “hysterical reaction” as a continuation of Sharon’s policies of
ensuring Palestinian division. In contrast, it welcomed the American
and European announcements that they would consider engaging with
the technocratic government—itself a notable shift.?* Abbas imme-
diately assigned the elections committee to begin preparing for presi-
dential and legislative elections within six months.”® The spokesman
for the unity government discussed the huge task inherent in ending
division within the Palestinian arena as he called for support from all
stakeholders.?’

With the Shati Agreement, Hamas appeared to have successfully
off-loaded its role as a de facto administrative body within the Gaza
Strip while maintaining, for the most part, effective control within the
coastal enclave. Aside from giving up on all ministerial posts, including
the post of prime minister, Hamas had conceded that the Rafah borders
into Gaza would be overseen by the Palestinian Authority, thereby theo-
retically forfeiting a significant lever of control. Nonetheless, al-Qassam
Brigades were explicitly outside the remit of the incoming cabinet, and
Hamas made clear it would not disarm and the Gaza Strip would not
demilitarize. The focus of the reconciled government was limited to
the institutional reintegration of the governing authorities of the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip. For Hamas, making this concession on the
administrative level was in the hope that the subsequent step would
be the broader merger between the two national movements.? That
could only be taken on the level of PLO reform after the administra-

tive rift had been healed. Given Hamas’s weakness and the Palestinian
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Authority’s cynicism about the peace process, the Shati Agreement was
promising in its timing. Yet expectedly, as had consistently been the case
with previous such deals, the absence of political will and the ease with
which Israel turned to obstructionist military policies ensured a repeti-
tion of earlier patterns. A lethal chain of events would soon unfold to

envelop the Gaza Strip in yet another wave of destruction.
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CONCLUSION

CONTAINMENT
AND PACIFICATION

In 2015, the United Nations issued a report asserting that by the year
2020 the Gaza Strip would be uninhabitable if the situation that had
prevailed since the blockade was instituted in 2007 persisted.! With
strong population growth, tightly controlled access of people and
goods, and intermittent large-scale and immensely destructive and le-
thal military incursions by Israel, the Gaza Strip was deemed to be ap-
proaching the point of collapse. The report failed to compel members
of the international community to take concerted measures to address
this reality. In early 2017, Gaza suffered another humanitarian crisis,
precipitated directly by the blockade, which remained administered by
both Israel and Egypt. The strip’s two million inhabitants were receiv-
ing two to three hours of electricity per day, down from about four
hours which they had been receiving since 2014. Hospitals were operat-
ing on emergency generators, the risk being that life-saving equipment
could falter; sewage was being pumped into the Mediterranean as treat-
ment plants were no longer operational; and drinking water and medi-
cal supplies were facing a severe shortage. International organizations
declared Gaza on the brink of “total collapse.” The estimates first put
forward by the UN report were revised, and they noted that the Gaza
Strip could reach the point of being unfit for human life sooner than
the initial estimate of 2020.° It was the onset of an expansive military
assault, weeks after the Shati Agreement had been signed in the sum-

mer of 2014, that had accelerated Gaza’s swift deterioration.
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OPERATION PROTECTIVE EDGE
In the first half of June 2014, after the Shati Agreement had been

signed, Palestinian factions were hammering out the details of the Pal-
estinian Authority’s administrative return to the Gaza Strip. Hamas
was seeking to off-load its governing responsibilities, such as the sala-
ries of its forty-thousand-strong civil service, as a result of the financial
constraints it was facing. The blockade had finally achieved its alleged
purpose of weakening Hamas’s government and making room for the
Palestinian Authority to return to Gaza. Yet the Ramallah leadership
was driving a tough bargain, as it was unwilling to assume responsibility
for a greatly dilapidated and battered Gaza Strip, particularly without
effective control of the enclave, given Hamas’s refusal to disarm.* This
was met with a great deal of resentment inside Gaza, where people
believed President Abbas was using the issue of employee salaries as
a scapegoat to pressure Hamas and avoid reconciliation.’ For his part,
Abbas was dealing with the implications of Israel’s strident refusal to
allow the passage of the unity government, which were likely to take the
form of measures to isolate the Palestinian Authority and withhold tax
and customs revenue collected on its behalf.

The delicate balance being managed between Hamas and the Pal-
estinian Authority against Israeli obstructionism was upended on June
12. That evening, three Israeli teenagers who were returning from their
religious schools in illegal settlements in the West Bank back into Is-
rael were kidnapped. As pictures of the students blasted on TV screens
around the world, Israel launched an expansive search and rescue op-
eration called “Brother’s Keeper” throughout the West Bank, includ-
ing in areas that fell under the control of the Palestinian Authority.
President Mahmoud Abbas condemned the kidnapping and promised
to work with the Israeli forces to locate the teenagers and arrest the
perpetrators.® Behind the scenes, Netanyahu received intelligence that
the teenagers had most likely been killed and that the operation had
been carried out by rogue members of Hamas, most likely without the

leadership’s consent.” Withholding this information from the public,
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Netanyahu pursued an aggressive invasion of the West Bank, ostensibly
to locate the teenagers, carrying out arrests, home raids, and curfews;
confiscating property; and increasing military checkpoints.?

Within days, around 350 Palestinians—many of them Hamas mem-
bers who had been released in the Shalit deal—were reincarcerated;
five Palestinians were killed and hundreds of sites were ransacked and
destroyed.” The Palestinian Authority called on the international com-
munity to restrain Israel’s actions and requested that the United Na-
tions offer protection to the Palestinian people.'” On June 30, the bodies
of the murdered Israelis were discovered. On July 2, a day after their
burial, Jewish Israelis kidnapped and burnt alive a Palestinian student
in East Jerusalem. The Palestinian Foreign Ministry asked for interna-
tional support and condemned this murder as “Jewish terrorism.”!" In-
creasing suspicions that Israel was using the pretext of this kidnapping
to drive a wedge between the newly united Palestinian factions, Netan-
yahu pressed the international community to force Abbas to end the
Palestinian Authority’s partnership with Hamas, which he described as
“the kidnapper of children.”"?

Israel’s heavy-handed tactics in the West Bank, predictably, in-
creased rocket fire from the Gaza Strip. The majority of the rockets
were not initially fired by Hamas. The movement had explicitly indi-
cated at the beginning of the year its desire to avoid another confla-
gration with Israel in order to give Gazans a respite. But in light of
its precarious financial situation and the pressure to respond to Israel’s
lethal incursions into the West Bank, Hamas was compelled to act.' Its
leaders assumed responsibility for the missiles and stressed they were
retaliatory strikes against Israeli aggression. As a senior member of
al-Qassam stated, “Al-Qassam will not stand idly by, and will not allow
the enemy to isolate the West Bank and Gaza. Palestine is one, its peo-
ple are one, its resistance is one.”!*

Hamas’s leadership blamed Israel’s mobilization for breaking a
ceasefire that had prevailed since November 2012." Since Operation

Pillar of Defense, Hamas had been very effective at limiting rocket fire
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into Israel, even establishing a police force to restrain armed operations,
despite Hamas’s increasingly desperate situation after the closure of the
Rafah tunnels. Rather than casing access into the strip, as had been
agreed upon in that ceasefire, Israel had maintained its chokehold and
failed to commence procedures to ease the blockade beyond a marginal
level.' Alongside the reduction in Iranian funding and the closure of
the tunnels, Israel’s blockade had driven Hamas to concede—in desper-
ation and amid much internal dissent—its governing power in Gaza to
the Palestinian Authority. Although this development fulfilled what was
ostensibly Israel’s core rationale for the blockade—to weaken Hamas’s
government—Israeli policies persisted unabated.

With rocket fire expanding, Netanyahu claimed the need to once
again use force to weaken Hamas’s military capacity. Netanyahu pointed
to security concerns that had arisen after the discovery of tunnels from
Gaza into Israel earlier that year and announced plans for a major of-
fensive that he promised would reinstate the calm Israel had enjoyed
over the previous two years.!” “Operation Protective Edge,” as it came
to be known, entailed an aerial bombardment campaign followed by a
ground invasion aimed at destroying Hamas’s network of tunnels, what
Israel referred to as “terror tunnels.”'® Israel’s stated goal was to degrade
the “terror organizations’ military infrastructure, and [ . . . neutralize]
their network of cross-border assault tunnels.”' What followed was an
expanded and more devastating repeat of what had taken place inter-
mittently since 2006: a disproportionate and highly lethal military cam-
paign aimed at forcing Hamas into another period of calm. As with past
escalations, the assault was portrayed as necessary self-defense against
Hamas’s consistent aggression, overlooking the movement’s effective-
ness at restraining rocket fire from Gaza and the violence inherent in
the act of the blockade itself.

The assault lasted fifty-one days. The Israeli army attacked the
densely populated coastal enclave with the full force of its military
might, including F-16s, drones, Apache helicopters, and one-ton bombs.

Through air raids, Israel bombed residential apartment blocks, family
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homes, hospitals, ambulances, schools, mosques, power generation facil-
ities, and even graveyards.”” Many of the schools that were targeted by
Israel were run by UN bodies and were functioning as shelters for refu-
gees who had been internally displaced.?’ International organizations
such as the Red Cross, Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International,
and local human rights organizations issued repeated condemnations
of Israel’s targeting of their institutions as well as its disproportionate
use of force and its strategy of collective punishment.?? The United Na-
tions also accused Israel of carrying out war crimes and grave violations
of international law.* Whole areas on Gaza’s periphery were razed to
make room for Israel’s ground invasion, and the death toll mounted as
Israel’s army pressed into densely populated urban centers.**

On the same day that Operation Protective Edge was launched,
Netanyahu announced that Israel’s army did not target civilians. Given
Hamas’s alleged use of “human shields,” whereby Hamas operatives
presumably hid among or fired from civilian centers, Netanyahu stressed
the movement must be held responsible for civilian deaths and antici-
pated casualties.” These assertions, consistently made by Israeli officials
to justify the high civilian death tolls their operations incurred within the
Gaza Strip, remain highly contentious and fail to justify Israeli actions.?
Furthermore, Gaza’s high population density and the impermeability
of the blockade meant that close to 44 percent of the enclave was sub-
ject to “evacuation orders,” and at the height of the hostilities almost
half a million Gazans—or a quarter of the total population—were dis-
placed and had nowhere to hide from direct crossfire.?” This entrap-
ment exacerbated the intermingling of the civilian population with the
military resistance but did not temper Israel’s assault. Isracl’s narrative
of self-defense and its allegations regarding the systematic use of human
shields by Hamas blurred the limits of what was an acceptable or legiti-
mate target for Israeli forces.®

From the beginning of the offensive, Hamas and other resistance
factions sustained their rocket fire into Israel. Hamas boasted of robust

local manufacturing capabilities as it showcased missiles that reached
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significantly further into Israeli cities than before.?” The movement cel-
ebrated its ability to bring the war to Israel, whether in terms of sirens
sounding over Israeli cities or through the economic impact on Israel’s
tourism sector. International organizations condemned Hamas’s use of
missiles as war crimes given their inability to differentiate between civil-
ians and combatants.”” But these rockets continued unabated for the
duration of Israel’s military operation. Casualties on the Israeli side due
to rocket fire were limited due to the effectiveness of Israel’s missile de-
fense system, known as the Iron Dome.?!

Alongside Hamas’s offensive attacks, the movement’s defensive
strength was celebrated throughout its publications.”” Hamas’s network
of underground tunnels provided ample shelter for Hamas’s fighters.
Although the majority of these tunnels were used for defensive pur-
poses, a small portion were utilized as gateways for offensives into Israel,
whereby resistance factions would ambush targets within Israel’s bor-
ders.”® The resistance factions took great pride in the fact that the Is-
raeli army was struggling to advance to any significant measure into
the heart of the Gaza Strip. This reinforced the narrative that Hamas
produced in Gaza, that it had built a fortress of resistance and was able
to secure this strip of land as “liberated” Palestinian territory.**

Despite boasting of their wherewithal, Hamas’s leaders were over-
whelmed by the scale of Israel’s attack and by Netanyahu’s willingness
to expand the offensive despite the possibility of incurring losses.” As
Musa abu Marzouq noted, “We are not merchants of war. . . . We are
saddened by the scale of this destruction wrought by these neo-Nazis.
... Israelis do all this to force us to accept this reality, raise the white flag
and recognize them and what they have usurped. They do this so we can
lay our weapons and leave resistance. The Zionist occupation began this
battle. We will stay on our land. The future is ours.”* Reports dispatched
from the ground in Gaza conveyed feelings of bewilderment and panic
at Israel’s ferocious and unrelenting targeting of civilian institutions.”’
Gazans spoke of how despite the destruction wrought on Gaza in previ-

ous assaults, Operation Protective Edge appeared intent on maximizing
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civilian harm and pressuring Gaza’s population into submission.* This
suspicion was magnified given the exceptionally high death toll of chil-
dren under the age of sixteen, which gave rise to accusations that Israel
was systematically targeting Gaza’s younger population.*

Gazans hypothesized that the brutality of the offensive was a tactic
to force them to turn against Hamas. In many instances this worked,
particularly when Hamas showed its own merciless face. Under the
heavy toll of bombing, Hamas used the chaotic environment of war
to settle its own political scores and carry out extrajudicial assassina-
tions of its domestic enemies, including members of Fatah who were
held in its jails, as well as suspected collaborators or informants for
Israel.* More disturbingly, in the early days of Operation Protective
Edge, Hamas’s Ministry of Interior called on citizens not to respond
to evacuation orders by the Israeli army, asserting that these were only
issued as a form of psychological warfare to create panic.*! Many in
Gaza criticized Hamas, not least for its role in dragging the coastal en-
clave into another conflagration. Others were critical of Hamas’s gov-
ernance record and its authoritarian streak.*” Nonetheless, the sense of
duty and support for resistance in the face of Israel’s onslaught was
a powerful force, one that led to greater solidarity around the notion
of “resistance” against Israel’s violence.* While during previous opera-
tions popular support for Gaza brought people to the streets throughout
the Arab world, protests were relatively sparse during Protective Edge,
as the Middle East was engaged in numerous hot wars. Criticizing the
inadequate Arab response, a leader in Gaza noted that “Hamas defends
the umma’s honor with self-made weapons while all the weapons piling
up in the storage warchouses of the Arab armies are rusting, and if
they’re ever used, they’re used against their own people.”**

As the death toll climbed in the Gaza Strip, so did the suffering
of those who survived. Fuel shortages led to prolonged electricity cuts
that caused Gaza to grind to a halt. Hospitals buckled under mount-
ing emergency cases and the absence of medical supplies. Sewage sys-

tems faltered and spilled out into streets as Gaza’s already contaminated
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water supplies were depleted. The buffer zones around the strip were
further tightened inward by the Israeli army, limiting access to agricul-
tural land or fishing zones and strengthening the blockade around the
coastal enclave.* Upheaval ravaged the tiny strip of land as hundreds
of thousands of internally displaced people moved from shelter to shel-
ter, desperate to avoid Isracli bombing and prevented from escaping as
refugees from Gaza.** Throughout the onslaught, Egyptian president
Sisi continued Egypt’s crackdown on the tunnels connecting Gaza to
the Sinai Peninsula and largely maintained the closure of the Rafah
border, even as casualty numbers rose and humanitarian pleas to open
the borders gained urgency."’

Calls for a ceasefire were relentless, and initially Hamas was the party
refusing to yield to an end to hostilities. Netanyahu’s formulation of “calm
for calm”—suspending Israel’s operation in return for the end of rocket
fire—was fundamentally at odds with Hamas’s disposition. As Meshal
noted, before the teenagers were kidnapped there was full calm in the
West Bank and relative calm in Gaza. He added that this was unnatu-
ral given the persistent occupation and Israel’s unyielding stranglehold
on the strip. Now that the Palestinians had achieved unity, Meshal ques-
tioned, a war was suddenly declared? “Are the Palestinians just meant to
surrender and die a slow death?” he asked, noting that Palestinians were
being asked to accept their fate of living under occupation in the West
Bank and under blockade in the Gaza Strip with no efforts to resist the
status quo.*®

Hamas and other factions insisted that ceasefires would no longer
entail a return to calm or to the status quo that had prevailed before
this latest flare-up. Instead, they argued that a ceasefire must include the
removal of the blockade imposed on the Gaza Strip since 2007, which
had not been lifted throughout the ceasefire in place since 2012, despite
Hamas’s effective policing of the border and Israel’s responsibility to do
s0.* Hamas’s leaders portrayed the choice between a return to isola-
tion or war as being akin to the choice between a slow death or a quick

one. The movement opted for the latter and held its ground. As Meshal
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said the day after Protective Edge was launched, “[Our people] can no
longer accept the blockade in Gaza, under starvation . . . can no longer
live in the shadow of settlements, murder, house demolition, violation
of villages [in the West Bank]. It is time for the Isracli occupation to
end. Our people do not like to escalate and do not seek it. . . . But you
have closed all the doors, so blame only yourselves.”? Unlike previous
instances when Hamas and the other resistance factions chose to de-
escalate, in this case the movement appeared sufficiently cornered to
enter into a dynamic of attrition with Israel. Netanyahu was unrelent-
ing in his response and insisted that if Hamas thought Israel would stop
before assurances of quiet and peace were in place, it was mistaken.’!
Negotiations proceeded with Egyptian, Jordanian, and American
mediation against the backdrop of several failed attempts to implement
humanitarian truces. Given President Sisi’s hostile disposition toward
Gaza, Hamas attempted to seck alternative mediators, including Qatar
and Turkey.” But Israel, Egypt, and the PLO maintained a monopoly
on the mediation channels. In the previous wars of 2009 and 2012,
ceasefire discussions had circumvented the Palestinian leadership in
the West Bank and proceeded indirectly between Hamas and Israel. In
2014, ceasefire talks engaged the PLO and Israel directly under Egyp-
tian mediation. Much to Israel’s chagrin, the unity deal that had been
signed between Palestinian factions before the outbreak of the war ap-
peared to hold firm.” President Abbas reaffirmed the end of the Pales-
tinian division, as he insisted that an attack on a specific faction signaled
war against Palestinians in their entirety.”* Accordingly, ceasefire de-
mands encompassed aspects of the Palestinian struggle that extended
beyond lifting the blockade off the Gaza Strip to include issues related
to Israel’s continued occupation of East Jerusalem and the West Bank.”
Israel refused to link Gaza with the broader Palestinian demands
and insisted on focusing specifically on disarming Hamas.”® Hamas re-
fused. Aware of the scale of the catastrophe in Gaza, the Palestinian
delegation appeared willing to wait for an “honorable agreement” that

would justitfy, in their perspective, the pain and bloodshed the Pales-
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tinians had endured.”” As Meshal noted, no colonized people ever got
rid of their colonizer without paying a staggering price.’® Palestinian
negotiators insisted that the conditions for a ceasefire were not “Hamas
conditions”; they were Palestinian conditions. Demands to end the
blockade on Gaza could not be separated from the broader national
goals of ending the occupation.” Senior Fatah negotiators objected to
Israel’s tactics of addressing ceasefire demands from the perspective
of Hamas or Islamic Jihad on one side, or Fatah on the other.®’ Fatah
viewed Israel’s approach to the negotiations as seeking to entrench the
division between Gaza and the West Bank.®!

Alongside divisive negotiating tactics, Netanyahu escalated militar-
ily to demonstrate most forcefully to Hamas what attrition with Israel
entailed. The Israeli air force unleashed pulverizing attacks that led to
the complete leveling of Gazan high-rises.”” Netanyahu summarized
quite succinctly Israel’s strategy of dealing with Hamas in Gaza: “Our
policy toward Hamas is simple: If they fire, they will be hit, and not just
hit but hit very hard. And if Hamas does not understand this today, it
will understand it tomorrow. And if not tomorrow then the day after to-
morrow because in the Middle East, one needs not just military power
but stamina and patience.”® Attrition and deterrence worked from the
Palestinian side as well. Noting quite clearly the failure of Israel’s mili-
tary tactics to break the will of resistance, on the forty-fifth day of the
war the leader of al-Qassam Brigades warned international flights not
to land at Ben Gurion Airport. “The occupiers and all the world must
know the truth about what our people are asking for. All we want is
for the occupation to go away, from our supplies and the milk of our
children, our fuel. But it insists, to hold on, punishing us, strangling us
whenever it wants and letting us breathe whenever it wants. This can-
not be allowed to go on after today.”**

On August 26, fifty-one days after Israel’s assault began and fol-
lowing endless failed ceasefire attempts, the parties accepted a cease-
fire initiative from Cairo. This was an interim agreement that called for

an immediate cessation of fire and commencement of reconstruction,
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with discussions regarding the lifting of the blockade, including Pales-
tinian demands for a seaport and airport in Gaza to ensure access, to
begin at a later date.” Israel successfully sidestepped all attempts to link
this ceasefire to broader Palestinian issues as it claimed that it had dealt
Hamas a powerful blow and destroyed its military infrastructure, includ-
ing its tunnel network. Netanyahu insisted that Hamas achieved none
of its ceasefire demands and reiterated that the extreme use of force,
particularly leveling tower blocks in the final days of the war, had finally
broken Hamas’s belief that it could drag Israel into a war of attrition.*

There was some veracity to claims that Israel’s overwhelming force
caused Hamas to pull back.®” Meshal spoke of the need to act respon-
sibly to protect the people from the “Zionist crimes” that led Hamas to
achieve only portions of its demands.®® Nonetheless, Hamas claimed
its own victory. In terms of reconstruction, Hamas’s leaders explained
that the agreement was to remove the buffer zone around Gaza, to re-
duce the fishing restrictions, and to open all five crossings with Israel to
allow building material into Gaza.® Hamas noted that its military infra-
structure had been weakened but not destroyed. It had captured Israeli
soldiers that could be used for prisoner exchange deals, as it had with
Shalit. Most importantly, Hamas held firm and refused Israel’s pressure
regarding disarmament. The movement viewed this as a temporary
ceasefire until real negotiations could commence regarding lifting the
blockade.” Both Abbas and Meshal continued to stress that Palestinian
unity remained a strategic choice.”

By the end of Operation Protective Edge, 2,220 Palestinians had
been killed, 1,492 of them civilians, 551 of them children, with several
whole families obliterated. This was the highest level of civilian casualties
Israel had inflicted on the Palestinians in any one year since 1967.7” From
the Israeli side, deaths included sixty-six soldiers and five civilians, as well
as one Thai national. Within Gaza, eighteen thousand housing units had
been rendered uninhabitable and 108,000 people were left homeless.
The only power plant in Gaza had been damaged, seriously crippling the

heating, electricity, and water infrastructures in the strip.”® As the cease-
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fire held, negotiations turned to reconstruction, which was estimated to
cost around $7.8 billion. This was to proceed under the auspices of the
Palestinian Authority, which now maintained ostensible control over the
government in the Gaza Strip through the reconciliation agreement.
After the bombs and missiles died down, the standardized approach to
reconstruction discussions restarted in Gairo. As countries from all over
the world and international organizations gathered in Egypt, Hamas was
excluded from participating in the conference or the reconstruction ef-
fort. Without its involvement, it is not surprising that destroyed buildings
continue to litter the cities and towns of the Gaza Strip.”*

Following the end of hostilities, the United Nations established a
commission to investigate the conflagration. While the Palestinian lead-
ership offered full support, the Isracli government boycotted the inves-
tigation and prevented the investigators’ access into the Gaza Strip.”
The UN’s investigation accused both Hamas and Israel of carrying out
war crimes. In response, Israel retaliated that the United Nations was
“taken hostage by terrorist organizations” given its anti-Israel bias.”® A
domestic investigation by Israel’s state comptroller, released in 2017,
highlighted troubling findings regarding this operation.”” The report
noted that in 2013, during the period of calm that Hamas had suc-
cessfully instituted from Gaza, Prime Minister Netanyahu’s government
was warned explicitly and repeatedly that Gaza was on the brink of a
humanitarian catastrophe, and that the situation had to be addressed to
prevent another conflagration between Hamas and Israel. Such warn-
ings went unheeded. Rather than meeting its obligations under the 2012
ceasefire agreement with Hamas, which necessitated easing the cross-
ings into Gaza, Israel’s political leaders appeared willing to maintain the
blockade while expecting calm to prevail in return.

This one-sided and unsustainable expectation underscored another
finding made by the Israeli state comptroller’s report, which was that Is-
rael had no strategy for dealing with Gaza.” Through Protective Edge,
it became evident that Israel was willing to rely on reactive and over-

whelming military power as the primary tool for responding to threats
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or perceived threats from Gaza.” Despite Hamas’s increasingly effec-
tive role at policing the border, Israel had no political appetite to en-
gage with ecither the movement or the broader Palestinian predicament.
Prime Minister Netanyahu repeatedly asserted Israel’s unwillingness to
negotiate with any government that included Hamas while also pro-
testing that the Palestinian division meant there was no representative
partner with which to negotiate. This paradoxical exercise in futility en-
sured the absence of any prospects for diplomatic engagement. Israel’s
reliance on military options produced, at best, sporadic periods of calm
and fit well with its approach toward Hamas: isolate and deter, manage
rather than resolve. At a cost of several thousand civilian Palestinian
lives, Hamas’s presence in the West Bank was suppressed and its infra-
structure in the Gaza Strip was powerfully bombarded. By the end of
Operation Protective Edge, Hamas appeared to have been once again

effectively contained and temporarily pacified within the Gaza Strip.

POLITICIDE, CONTAINMENT, AND PACIFICATION

The Government of National Consensus signed before the war held
despite Israel’s vast military and diplomatic mobilization to ensure it
received no legitimacy. But the unity cabinet that was formed remained
merely symbolic as the challenge of institutional integration between
the West Bank and Gaza persisted. Hamas’s attempt to shed its admin-
istrative role in Gaza in an effort to avoid compromising its liberation
agenda had not overshadowed the fact that it kept its firm hold over the
enclave. Even with the agreement to cede the Rafah border crossing
to the Palestinian Authority, there was no overlooking the reality that
Hamas had developed a structure of rule in Gaza, primarily through
al-Qassam, that was separate from the administrative and ministerial
institutions of government. Still, Hamas’s leaders believed that by re-
linquishing their legitimate government, including the post of prime
minister, the onus would be placed on Abbas to take the next step in

healing the division and including Hamas in reformulating the PLO.®°
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President Abbas and the incumbent leadership in the West Bank
remained both unwilling and unable to provide Hamas with that official
foothold in the Palestinian struggle for liberation. The extent of Israel’s
refusal to the formation of a unity government marked the challenge
that the Palestinian Authority would have to confront were it to inte-
grate Hamas officially into the Palestinian leadership. Taking over the
administration of Gaza, particularly after the devastation of 2014, with-
out effective control over the security front was also unappealing.?' As a
result, Hamas was unable to let go of its administrative responsibilities
in Gaza, becoming entrenched in the coastal enclave and embroiled in
the burdens of government. Simultaneously, Israel’s assault had, inten-
tionally or otherwise, offered Hamas a lifeline. Operation Protective
Edge pulled the movement away from the brink it had faced in the early
days of 2014, as the renegotiated ceasefire meant that border crossings
into Gaza were again marginally eased. Hamas’s rule and finances sta-
bilized and the initial impetus for the Shati Agreement was removed.

At the time of this writing, in 2017, Israel remains opposed to the re-
integration of the Palestinian territories, ostensibly to avoid Hamas’s abil-
ity to influence the stability of the West Bank and undermine the security
coordination that has been instituted between Israel and the Palestinian
Authority. Israel has also, however, benefited from Hamas’s entrapment
in the Gaza Strip, where Hamas has proven extremely adept at man-
aging the various factions that remain committed to resistance against
Israel. Since 2007, Hamas has proven both willing and able to enter into
and sustain ceasefires with Israel. Equally importantly, Hamas has been
successful at stabilizing the coastal enclave. This territory had always
presented an exceptional challenge for Israel even though it forms only
1.3 percent of the land of historic Palestine. This is primarily due to its
population density, which threatens to offset Israel’s Jewish majority if
placed under direct Israeli control, a formula that was a key driver in
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s decision to disengage from the strip. Gaza
also contains a high proportion of Palestinian refugees who had settled

there after fleeing or being driven out of their homes in 1948.
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This population mix has meant that Gaza has consistently been a
foundation of resistance to Zionism and to Israel’s ongoing military rule
over Palestinians. Gaza’s defiant spirit, as this book has suggested, builds
on a decades-old history. It did not begin with Hamas and neither did
Israel’s lethal disposition toward the small strip of land. Since 1948,
Israel has waged more than twelve wars on Gaza, reoccupied the terri-
tory, isolated its inhabitants, placed the enclave under siege, and unilater-
ally disengaged in attempts to rid itself of the challenge it presents.*” In
the 1950s, decades before Hamas’s creation, Israel designated Gaza a
“fedayeen’s nest,” a territory that merited constant isolation and military
bombardment to break the resistance.®® In the late 1980s, with the erup-
tion of the Iirst Intifada, Israel began restricting the mobility of Palestin-
ians from Gaza into Israel through the use of a complex permit system.
This evolved into the general adoption of closure tactics throughout the
1990s as Gaza was repeatedly placed under blockade. In 1995, an electric
fence separating Gaza from the rest of the territories was constructed.®

None of these policies, and no combination of them, managed to
pacify the Gaza Strip. It is no surprise that Gaza has made its way into
Israeli contemporary vernacular, whereby the phrase “Go to Gaza” is
now the popular manner of saying “Go to hell.”® Israel’s intermittent
closures evolved into a permanent and impermeable blockade after
Hamas’s takeover of the Gaza Strip in 2007. Hamas’s very existence ap-
peared to offer Israel the opportunity to formalize these various means
of severing Gaza from the rest of Palestine, both discursively and prac-
tically. Under Hamas’s rule, Gaza moved from being a “fedayeen’s nest”
to becoming a “hostile entity” and an “enclave of terrorism.” Israeli
leaders consistently present Hamas as nothing more than an irrational
and bloodthirsty actor seeking Israel’s destruction. This framing is part
of a longer history of sidestepping the political concerns that animate
Palestinian nationalism by labeling movements such as Hamas and the
PLO as terrorist organizations. In Hamas’s case, its Islamic nature fa-
cilitates a greater conflation of its actions with groups such as al-Qaeda

and the so-called Islamic State.



226 CONTAINMENT AND PACIFICATION

Whether inadvertently or cynically, Hamas is often described as the
local manifestation of global terror networks.®® The fact that the word
“terrorism” can accommodate both al-Qaeda and Hamas marks the
scale of its imprecision and failure to communicate valuable informa-
tion about political violence. While al-Qaeda is part of a transnational
network that wages a global violent struggle against Western hegemony,
Hamas adopts armed resistance on a localized front to end an occu-
pation that is deemed illegal by international law. More importantly,
unlike networks such as al-Qaeda, Hamas has not rejected democratic
politics or implemented a repressive Salafi regime in Gaza. It has also
openly clashed with the local manifestations of these transnational net-
works. Hamas neither espouses an ideology of global terror nor does it
seek to create a transnational Islamic caliphate.?” It is a movement that
utilizes Islamic discourse to deal with contemporary ailments and that is
geographically tethered to the specific political and social environment
of the occupation.?®

In that sense, Hamas is akin to a religious and armed anticolonial
resistance movement.* Understanding Hamas’s political drivers and
motivations, however, would complicate Israel’s efforts to present the
movement as little more than a terrorist organization committed to
its destruction. Such a portrayal has been extremely useful for Israel
on several levels. First, it excuses and justifies the forceful marginaliza-
tion of a democratically elected government and the collective punish-
ment inherent in besieging two million Palestinians. As the preceding
chapters have shown, operations carried out by the Isracli army against
Gaza are then understood as a legitimate form of self-defense, most
often preemptive. For each of the three major operations of the last
decade—Cast Lead, Pillar of Defense, and Protective Edge—a clear
pattern has emerged whereby Israeli provocations, often after Palestin-
ian unity deals are signed, trigger opportunities for Israel to claim self-
defense and launch spectacular attacks on Gaza. By preventing unity
and containing Hamas in the Gaza Strip, Israel has effectively culti-

vated a fig leaf that legitimates its policies toward the strip. Rather than
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positioning Gaza’s marginalization as a result of Hamas, it is perhaps
more accurate to state that Hamas has become marginalized as a result
of Gaza, as evident in its failure to overcome its entrenchment there.

Second, with Hamas’s dismissal as a terrorist organization, the
thread linking the early days of Palestinian nationalism, from al-Qassam
to the PLO and through to Hamas, gets eclipsed. Central to this con-
tinuity from fedayeen to “Islamic terrorists” are key Palestinian political
demands that remain unmet and unanswered and that form the basis of
the Palestinian struggle: achieving self-determination; dealing with the
festering injustice of the refugee problem created by Israel’s establish-
ment in 1948; and affirming the right to use armed struggle to resist an
illegal occupation.” In this light, Hamas is the contemporary manifes-
tation of demands that began a century ago. Israeli efforts to continue
sidelining these demands, addressing them solely from a military lens,
have persisted. Irom antiguerilla warfare to its own War on Terror, Israel
merely employs contemporary language to wage a century-old war.

Israel does not have a Hamas problem; it has a Palestine problem.”!
The fixed fundamentals that Hamas consistently reiterates form the bed-
rock of Palestinian identity and are a reflection of demands to deal with
the tragedy of 1948 as well as the ongoing implications of Israel’s occu-
pation following 1967. Many Palestinians reject the rhetoric and action
within which Hamas couches its political thought, or even its ideological
intransigence. But while Hamas’s discourse is exceptional to the move-
ment, much of its politics are at the heart of popular concerns. This is
evident in the rallies against Israeli military operations in Gaza. During
Operation Protective Edge, backing for Hamas was around 40 percent.
But support for the notion of “resistance” writ large claimed a majority
of 90 percent or more.”?

In other words, the political reality that makes Gaza “a hostile
entity” extends beyond that strip of land and animates the Palestin-
ian struggle in its entirety. Gaza is one microcosm, one parcel, of
the Palestinian experience.” Instead of addressing this reality or en-

gaging with Hamas’s political drivers, Israel has adopted a military
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approach that defines Hamas solely as a terrorist organization. This
depoliticizes and decontextualizes the movement, giving credence to
the persistent “politicide” of Palestinian nationalism, Israel’s process of
erasing the political ideology animating the Palestinian struggle for self-
determination.” This approach has allowed successive Israeli govern-
ments to avoid taking a position on the demands that have been upheld
by Palestinians since before the creation of the State of Israel.

Hamas’s ideology was shaped by a desire to sustain the perceived
“purity” of the Palestinian struggle that the PLO had begun conced-
ing in 1988. Centrally, this meant the liberation of the entirety of the
land of historic Palestine and the reversal of the impact that Zionism
has had, and continues to have, on Palestinians. As this book shows,
Hamas’s cofounders did so by articulating the tenets of Palestinian na-
tionalism in an Islamic framing, imbuing it with religious reasoning,
This restricted any ideological maneuverability for the movement’s
leaders and defined limitations that would make concessions appear
blasphemous. In this manner, Hamas protected itself from following the
PLO’s trajectory and maintained, rhetorically at least, an untarnished
narrative of liberation despite immense challenges.

Apart from its Islamic nature, two other factors have undergirded
Hamas’s ideological strength. The first is the failed precedent of the
PLO. Like Hamas, the PLO was ostracized until it accepted formulaic
conditions that had been dictated by the United States: the renunciation
of armed struggle, and the recognition of Israel. The PLO believed,
rightly, that ideological concessions would allow it to negotiate with Is-
rael. It also imagined, mistakenly, that diplomacy would lead to Palestin-
ian statehood. Hamas has learned this lesson and is unlikely to concede
on any of its core ideological tenets without guarantees that such com-
promises would lead to the fulfillment of Palestinian rights. In Hamas’s
view, the PLO’s concessions were its ticket into the corridors of diplo-
macy at the cost of its legitimacy. Iar from securing Palestinian rights,
these concessions have weakened the Palestinian struggle and entrenched

the Israeli occupation to previously unimaginable levels. The second fac-
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tor is that Hamas has what it sees as two resounding victories that justify
armed struggle. Israel’s withdrawals from south Lebanon in 2000 and
from the Gaza Strip in 2005 were both unilateral Israeli measures taken
after years of armed resistance in each of these locales. Rather than the
byproduct of diplomacy or negotiations, these instances of “liberation”
are perceived by Hamas as the vindication of resistance.”

While remaining ideologically inflexible, Hamas has offered prag-
matic concessions when dealing with the three conditions imposed by
the international community: renounce violence, recognize Israel, and
accept past agreements.” As various chapters in this book demonstrate,
Hamas has issued repeated offers to end its violence in return for Israeli
reciprocity. Throughout the years of the Second Intifada and afterward,
Hamas intermittently held fire unilaterally in the face of rapid Israeli
militarization. Israel has consistently ignored these overtures. Even after
its takeover of the Gaza Strip, Hamas became increasingly effective at
policing Gaza’s borders, yet calm interludes were systematically ignored
by Israel, which maintained its violent chokehold and incursions into
the strip. Hamas also made great strides with regard to accepting past
agreements, offering to abide by whatever outcome a reformed and
representative PLO puts forward. This concession has been made even
as successive Israeli governments have themselves failed to respect or
uphold past agreements. By 2007, when Hamas accepted the Mecca
Agreement, the movement declared its willingness to respect interna-
tional agreements and defer to the PLO in negotiations with Israel.
These political concessions have consistently been deemed insufficient.

The issue that has proven most intractable is Hamas’s refusal to rec-
ognize Israel. In many ways, this is the backbone of Hamas’s ideology.
It is both the final trump card before reaching a settlement and the last
line that must be defended to safeguard the imagined purity of Pales-
tinian nationalism. For decades, Hamas has explicitly and repeatedly
indicated its willingness to accept the creation of a Palestinian state on
the 1967 borders, most recently by issuing a revised political manifesto

in 2017. Even prior to its election victory in 2006, Hamas consistently
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explained that its use of armed struggle was limited to forcing Israel to
end its occupation rather than the destruction of the state as a whole.
Hamas’s leaders believe this would offer a peacetul settlement between
Israel and the Palestinians and end the bloodshed. Israel is convinced
this would be a temporary solution before Hamas rearms and attacks
from a strengthened position. While Hamas may indeed continue to
harbor ideological aspirations for the liberation of the entirety of Pales-
tine after such a peaceful settlement, the likelihood that the movement
would have popular backing for such a step is likely to be nonexistent
if’ a just settlement is offered. Khaled Meshal has even offered writ-
ten guarantees to international mediators underscoring this, noting that
Hamas would abide by the outcome of any referendum to a peace deal
delivered to the Palestinian people, including deals that entail mutual
recognition, while stressing that Hamas would not accept those out-
comes until the deal is implemented.”’

It is more likely the case that Hamas is simply maintaining this ideo-
logical intransigence as a negotiating tactic and a matter of principle,
tying into the movement’s legitimacy and its effectiveness as an inter-
locutor.”® The movement believes that conceding the remaining cards
that Hamas still clings to would ensure that Palestinian rights continued
to be forfeited, as had happened following the PLO’s recognition of
Israel. As one leader explained, “Why should we be forced to explicitly
recognize Israel if we’ve already indicated we have a de facto acceptance
of its presence?”® Hamas’s implicit acceptance of Israel has gone far
beyond what many Israeli political parties, including the dominant rul-
ing Likud party, have offered Palestinians within their charters. With
their refusal to recognize the right of Palestinian self-determination,
their insistence that the Palestinian people never existed, and the in-
termittent resurfacing of the “Jordan option,” several Israeli political
parties have long opposed the notion of a Palestinian state.'™ In 2013,
Prime Minister Netanyahu publicly reneged on his highly touted 2009
Bar Ilan speech in which he spoke of the possibility of a demilitarized

Palestinian state.'"!
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Hamas leaders consistently reaffirmed how their acceptance of the
1967 line is a negotiating tactic made in the full conviction that Israel it-
self refuses to acknowledge the legitimacy of this border. Israel’s refusal
to countenance Hamas’s repeated offers around the 1967 line reaffirm
this conviction. Israel’s demand for Hamas’s ideological concession
prior to any form of diplomatic engagement is likely to remain futile.
The PLO’s experience shows that Israel has hardly acted as a benevo-
lent occupier. If Hamas were to shift its own policies and accept the
Quartet’s conditions, it would lose valuable political capital and negoti-
ating clout. Hamas has long called on Palestinian diplomats to hold on
to their trump cards rather than negotiate in good faith. Should Israel
ever choose to pursue a peace option or itself accept the legitimacy of
the 1967 borders, admittedly an unlikely development given the current
political climate in Israel, Hamas would present a powerful and effec-
tive counterpart. Yet rather than empowering its negotiating partners,
Israel has historically pursued a self-fulfilling prophecy that ensures
there is “no partner” by weakening its counterparts and undermining
their legitimacy.

Israel’s refusal to deal with Hamas’s diplomatic signals is not solely
the result of the movement’s use of armed struggle. Hamas’s political
emergence within the Gaza Strip heightened Israeli worries by ruptur-
ing the continued subservience of the Palestinian institutions to the oc-
cupation. This compliance had become concretized in the body of the
Palestinian Authority following the Oslo Accords. By resuscitating key
Palestinian demands that the PLLO had conceded, including the goal of
liberating historic Palestine, Hamas has attempted to take Palestinian
nationalism back to a pre-Oslo period. The Oslo Accords have facili-
tated the continuation of Israel’s occupation and have been followed by
a failed peace process that has resumed for two decades at significant
cost to Palestinians, while Israel expanded its settlement enterprise.
Hamas’s efforts to undo the political structures that Oslo created chal-
lenged a status quo that has been sustainable, if not beneficial, for Is-

rael and its colonization of Palestinian territories. In essence, Hamas’s
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takeover of Gaza marked the failure of Israel’s efforts to centralize Pal-
estinian decision-making with compliant figures like Mahmoud Abbas,
who 1n effect allow Israel to maintain its occupation cost-free.

Hamas’s fate is emblematic of Israel’s “decision not to decide” on
the future of the Palestinian territories and its reliance on military su-
periority to dismiss the political demands animating the Palestinian na-
tional movement.'”” Since the blockade was instituted, Israel’s strategy
toward the movement has evolved. As a key member of Israel’s security
establishment noted, “Israel needs Hamas to be weak enough not to
attack, but stable enough to deal with the radical terrorist groups in
Gaza. This line may be blurry but the logic is clear. The challenge
lies with walking this blurry line.”!” Managing Hamas in this man-
ner allows Israel to avoid risking another transmutation of Palestin-
ian nationalism. Defeating Hamas militarily would, obviously, be one
way of ridding Israel of its “Hamas problem.” But that would simply
transport Hamas’s ideological drivers to another vehicle that would re-
main rooted in the key tenants of the Palestinian struggle. Instead, as
this book has demonstrated, Israel has worked over the past decade to
contain Hamas in the Gaza Strip and to turn it into an administra-
tive authority akin to the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank. This
strategy has taken several forms. In the West Bank, extensive security
coordination with the Palestinian Authority has effectively, but tempo-
rarily, dismantled Hamas’s infrastructure.'” In the Gaza Strip, Hamas
is imprisoned through a blockade that structurally severs the movement
from the rest of the territories.

Leveraging Hamas’s containment over the course of a decade grad-
ually institutionalized a process of pacification that is ongoing but in-
conclusive. Israel’s efforts to definitively achieve “calm for calm” have
failed. Palestinians in Gaza view the lifting of the blockade, itself a vio-
lent act of war, as a necessary prerequisite for calm. Instead of deter-
rence, since 2007 Israel’s policy toward Hamas has taken the form of
what Israel’s security establishment refers to as “mowing the lawn.”!?

This entails the intermittent use of military power to undercut any
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growth by the resistance factions in Gaza. Through three major wars
and countless incursions that employed its lethal “Dahyieh Doctrine,”
Israel has used military might to break the spirit of resistance in Gaza,
pacify Hamas, and work toward deterrence.'” The result is that Israel
and Hamas are now engaged in the process of maintaining an equilib-
rium of belligerency. Hamas relies on rocket fire to unsettle the status
quo and negotiate enhanced access under the persistent blockade. Israel
employs military might to debilitate Hamas.

This modus operandi has enabled both Israel and Hamas to pursue
short-term victories at the expense of a sustainable resolution, while
they both bide their time. From Israel’s perspective, resistance has been
sufficiently managed so that Hamas’s rule over the Gaza Strip can now
be tolerated, even abetted. Throughout 2015 and 2016, Israeli politi-
cians and the security establishment spoke about the need to “stabilize”
Gaza under Hamas’s rule and as a separate territory from the West
Bank.'"”” The blockade persists and reconstruction has been left to a
minimum.'”® After the end of Protective Edge through 2016, the Rafah
border remained largely shut even to humanitarian assistance, apart
from seventy-two days of partial opening.'” Meanwhile, Israel has al-
lowed more supplies to enter through the overland crossings at Erez and

Kerem Shalom.!'?

These are still controlled to manage quality of life
just above the brink of turning Gaza into a humanitarian catastrophe.
Loosening access is managed to safeguard the present dynamic, which
positions Hamas as Israel’s counterpart and as the entity responsible for
securing calm on its southern border.'!!

Having failed to off-load its governmental responsibilities, Hamas
took its own measures in these two years to enhance its revenues via
domestic tax raises and revived diplomatic efforts to salvage regional
relations.'? This included diplomatic engagement with officials such as
Tony Blair, the former head of the Quartet, and others, under Qatari
mediation.'"” Hamas interpreted this mediation as a sign that the in-
ternational community has openly conceded the need to engage with

the movement.''* Such diplomacy focused on the need to maintain the
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ceasefire in Gaza. From Hamas’s perspective, a failure to maintain calm
and stability threatens to precipitate further Israeli operations at signifi-
cant cost to both its government and the inhabitants of the strip. The
liberation project adopted by the wider movement has inadvertently be-
come weighed down by a calculus that had been less burdensome when
Hamas acted solely as a spoiler external to the political establishment
rather than as a governing authority. Hamas’s popular support is now
shaped by the quality of its administration within the Gaza Strip and
not by its commitment to resistance.

Often these two areas are in direct conflict with one another, a
shift that has not been lost on the Palestinian Authority. Responding
to Hamas’s consistent condemnation of the Palestinian Authority’s se-
curity coordination with Israel, Fatah accused Hamas of succumbing,
behind closed doors, to calling resistance “acts of aggression”; abiding
by ceasefires with Israel; calling rocket fire “treasonous”; and obtaining
rewards for good behavior from Israeli generals in an effort to build a
so-called Sinai state (or an Islamic emirate) in Gaza.'"” While some of
these accusations are self-serving exaggerations, there is also an element
of truth behind them. In each of the ceasefire discussions signed with
Israel in 2009 and 2012, Hamas had indeed agreed to short-term ef-
forts to restrain the resistance in exchange for stability and the promise
of a future easing of the blockade. Hamas views these ceasefires as nec-
essary concessions to sustain its government, give Gazans a break, and
avoid further conflagrations with Isracl. In the absence of any progress
on the political level, these ceasefires are seen as practical short-term
compromises that do not undermine Hamas’s longer-term liberation
project.''

Israel’s policies toward Hamas have produced a situation whereby
Israel is able to exercise effective control over the Palestinian territories
without taking responsibility as an occupying force. Whether there is a
systematic and explicit Israeli separation policy for the West Bank and
Gaza remains unclear, but Israel has nonetheless benefited from and re-

inforced this division.'"” Within the West Bank, the occupation has been
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outsourced to a compliant Palestinian Authority. Even as Israel main-
tains its settlement expansion throughout the territories, the Palestinian
Authority is still held accountable for administering and governing the
lives of Palestinians under Israel’s occupation and for safeguarding Is-
rael’s security through extensive security coordination. Within the Gaza
Strip, Hamas has become the entity that 1s in practice held accountable
for the well-being of the Palestinians who reside there. Israel continues
to act as an “effective and disengaged occupier,” ensuring the contain-
ment and isolation of the Palestinians in Gaza without having to incur
any additional cost for administration.''®

Instead of Palestinian reconciliation, the outcome is two administra-
tive authorities operating under an unyielding occupation. The crucial
difference between Hamas and the Palestinian Authority, however, is
that Hamas performs its role of managing resistance in language that
remains ideologically pure, leaving room for future escalations. While in
the West Bank the Palestinian Authority’s interim nature has effectively
been made permanent, the situation is likely to be temporary within the
Gaza Strip.'" The Palestinian Authority’s permanence has been driven
by the illusion of sovereignty and economic development that leaders
such as former prime minister Salaam Fayyad have cultivated. There
1s no such illusion in the Gaza Strip, where there will more likely be an
expiration date for Israel’s ability to manage what has become one of
globe’s bleakest humanitarian catastrophes.

Under international law, the blockade amounts to collective punish-
ment and comes at a horrific cost to Gaza’s population.'”” Seeing Gaza
as an open-air prison does not account for the intermittent bombing
campaigns that terrorize and kill its inhabitants, or for the carefully en-
gineered access policy that monitors the quality of life of those incar-
cerated by the blockade.'! Rather than the subservience that is inherent
in the Palestinian Authority’s modus operandi with Israel, Hamas has
ensured that the political system it has created in Gaza is rooted in re-
sistance. Hamas believes that the only language of dialogue with Israel

is one of violence between occupier and occupied. Therefore, while
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Hamas might be contained in the Gaza Strip against its will, and its
military struggle may at times remain dormant, it shows no sign of
ideological softening beyond what it has already offered. As it endures
what it typically refers to as the ebb of armed struggle, the movement
continues to build and strengthen its military arsenal while it awaits an
opportune moment to relaunch its resistance. This is likely to remain
the case until a just political settlement is offered to the Palestinians,
even as the process of pacification by force is interspersed with fleeting

moments of calm.

ISLAMISM AND THE POLITICS OF RESISTANCE

Hamas’s Islamism facilitated the opportunistic dismissal of its political
motivations by Israel as well as by regional actors. Throughout 2015
and 2016, Hamas’s relationship to the Muslim Brotherhood led coun-
tries such as Egypt or factions such as Fatah to call into question its
nationalist aims. This was exacerbated by Hamas celebrating the rise
of Islamic parties to power throughout the Middle East after the Arab
uprisings in 2011. In reality and practice, however, Hamas has limited
itself to the political landscape that exists in Israel and the occupied
territories. While Hamas often rhetorically falls back on its regional Is-
lamism, it has largely operated within the structures of the nation-state
model.'"”> That makes Hamas similar to other regional Islamist move-
ments that are shaped by their particular context even while utilizing
Islamic political discourse that transcends boundaries.'

Nonetheless, like other Islamic parties in the region, Hamas’s po-
litical aspirations, as they began to manifest themselves in 2005, faced
intense local, regional, and international opposition. The political par-
ticipation of Islamic parties in the Middle East has long been a source
of tension. Backed by Western allies, secular and Islamic Arab dic-
tatorships have worked to suppress or co-opt Islamic parties in order
to safeguard their authoritarian regimes and limit democratization.'**

Such actions have historically found sympathetic Western backers who
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worry about the “fundamentalist threat” of an Islamic resurgence.'”
This threat is often portrayed as a monolithic anti-Western and anti-
democratic force that has to be suppressed to protect Western demo-
cratic and liberal principles as well as regional stability.'*°

Islamic political participation has long raised questions regarding the
compatibility of Islam and democracy and the classification of Islamic
movements as radical or moderate depending on their use of violence.'?’
Hamas’s dedication to jihad puts it within the category of radical Is-
lamists that legitimize the use of arms in their revolutionary stance to-
ward the incumbent political order.'® This distinction between radical
and moderate movements, however, is oftentimes arbitrary. Separating
radical and moderate Islamists on the basis of whether they have revo-
lutionary (sometimes violent) political goals or gradually transformative
social agendas brushes over the fact that a movement, Hamas for in-
stance, may have a wide-reaching social and charitable infrastructure
that in many ways underpins its legitimacy as a revolutionary political
movement.'?

Islamist groups fall along a spectrum of moderation to radical-
ism. This complicates the popular debate regarding Islamism and de-
mocracy. While cases can be made for the engagement of moderate
Islamist movements in politics, both opponents and supporters of Is-
lamist participation typically view radical parties as being intrinsically
at odds with democratic ideals.'® Proponents of participation uphold
the distinction between moderate and radical Islamists by support-
ing the former (often cited are Jamaat-i-Islami of Pakistan, Ennahda
of Tunisia, and the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt) to become active
political parties, and in the process potentially undermine the hold of
radical Islamists.""! This position argues that moderate Islamist parties
should be encouraged to compete in democratic elections as a means of
forcing compromises and diluting ideology through political alliances
and coalitions."” This would test whether democratic gain would trans-
late into democratic governance.'*® Such voices cite the need for strong

institutional systems that are committed to democratic principles and
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that can maintain checks and balances to limit the power of any one
political party, Islamist or otherwise.'**

The ostensible moderation of Islamist parties in power is opposed
by those who argue that Islamists cannot be allowed to participate in
democratic processes in the hope that they will eventually moderate.'®
Opponents of participation have stressed that Islamism is intrinsically
incompatible with democratic values. These scholars argue that for
nationalist movements to successfully achieve their goals, they cannot
be aligned to a particular faith or ethnicity but must rather be secular
and equally open to all faiths as a precursor to forming a state for all

citizens. %6

Critics state that Islamists believe in the sovereignty of God
rather than people; as such, protecting the rights of minorities against
discrimination would become redundant when divine legal teachings
sanction such discrimination.'” Further, the implementation of a re-
ligious-based political order, even if modernist in outlook, is seen as
inherently contradictory to secular democracy."*® These arguments led
to the suppression of Islamist movements to varying degrees within the
Arab world in the twentieth century. In instances where political par-
ticipation was allowed, this was more often than not done in the hope
of limiting the influence of Islamic parties. When the Islamic Salvation
Front, a Sunni Islamic party in Algeria, actually won the democratic
elections in 1991, it was immediately suppressed by the ruling regime,
sparking a civil war that lasted close to a decade and resulted in the
death of hundreds of thousands of Algerians.'*

Hamas’s engagement in politics offers an interesting and unique
contribution to this debate, given its dual nature as a radical Islamist
movement that is also engaged in a liberation struggle.'* As various
chapters in this book have shown, Hamas’s use of violence dropped sig-
nificantly while it contemplated engaging with the political system. In
the months leading to its participation in the 2006 elections, Hamas ap-
peared committed to the democratic ideals that underpinned its politi-
cal agenda. The movement’s engagement with the political system did

not constitute “moderation” in the manner typically understood when
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speaking of parties transitioning from the battlefield into the political
arena. Hamas maintained both its ideological conviction and a readi-
ness to use force to push forward its vision for the Palestinian struggle.
However, it did so while engaging fully in the democratic political sys-
tem that was being constructed in the post-intifada reality.

Although local and international intervention undermined
Hamas’s democratic experiment, it could still be seen that Hamas was
in essence taking part in the politics of resistance, whereby governance,
local administration, and political participation did not come at the
expense of the struggle for liberation but, rather, complemented it.
The goals that had informed the movement’s military struggle came to
be articulated within the political arena. This further underscores the
complexity of Islamist movements by demonstrating how Hamas can
exhibit a seemingly moderate stance toward the democratic process
domestically while advocating armed struggle against the occupation.
Hamas’s experience after its takeover of the Gaza Strip provides fur-
ther insight into its approach to governance. As Hamas centralized its
grip on power, concerns were raised regarding its authoritarianism and
desire to impose a conservative social order. Such worries are often
dismissed by those who state that Islamists are unfairly confronted with
a catch-22 scenario when seeking power.'*! In other words, Islamists
will be criticized for whatever policies they adopt once in government
as a result of a “fundamental fear”—largely on the part of the West—
that they are incompatible with democracy.'* This fear seeks to make
Islamism exceptional, as being inherently violent and uniquely incom-
patible with politics.

Hamas’s approach to governance of the Gaza Strip, which is tak-
ing place under an exceptional situation given the persistence of Israel’s
blockade, suggests that the movement is active in the creation of an illib-
eral democracy, or perhaps a system based on “soft authoritarianism.”'*
The movement has repressed political plurality and has maintained
a conservative social order while demonstrating an ability to adopt a

modernist and pragmatic approach to governance, for instance by
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maintaining open channels of communication with human rights orga-
nizations.'™ To the ire of Salafi movements, Hamas has avoided imple-
menting shari‘a law. It has, however, worked to create a virtuous society
that is governed by righteous laws (e.g., sex segregation). This is argu-
ably with the aim of eventually creating a system from which skari‘a law

could organically develop.'*

Also central to the movement’s governance
is the construction of an identity around resistance. The combination
of populist politics and authoritarianism actually mirrors the manner
in which the PLO approached its own institutional building during the
1960s and 1970s.'*

Understanding Hamas’s Islamism and its interplay with the move-
ment’s nationalism is imperative for assessing the movement’s political
track record. Hamas carries a significant degree of responsibility for
the state of fragmentation within the Palestinian territories today. The
movement’s entrenchment in the Gaza Strip and its increasingly au-
thoritarian hold on government are the most obvious sources of con-
cern, particularly for the people under its rule. More broadly, however,
Hamas has made damaging decisions in two intertwined fields that
should be explored separately: the political and the military.

The political damage began with the movement’s 2005 decision to
run in the Palestinian legislative elections. The movement’s entry into
the political system represented both an embrace of the democratic
mechanisms underpinning modern-day nation-states and a revolution
against the incumbent order within the Palestinian territories. Hamas
was willing to embody the institutions of the state, to lead the civil ser-
vice, and to use the legislature to govern effectively. It understood the
limits and values of power-sharing and even attempted to form a co-
alition as its first government. In that sense Hamas accepted, at least
in principle, the democratic process inherent in the political transition
between parties. Concurrently, however, the movement viewed its elec-
tion victory as a mandate to reconstitute the tenets of the very structure
it was elected into. Although Hamas had been elected into the Palestin-
1an Authority, the body that sits at the very core of the Oslo Accords,
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the movement’s entire political agenda was based on reformulating the
national struggle away from the international agreements that had un-
derpinned the creation of the Palestinian Authority. In other words,
Hamas sought to accede to the very institutions it repudiated. In effect,
the movement viewed its democratic victory as carte blanche to undo
and reassemble the entire systems of “state” and in this manner failed
to understand the principles of democratic rule.

Acknowledging this dynamic does not then support the view that
Islamic parties are unable to respect the checks and balances inherent
in democratic systems that limit the power of any one political party. It
is arguably the case that it was Fatah that entrenched its rule and with
direct American and Israeli intervention acted as a bulwark against a
political transition in its bid to maintain single-party hegemony. The
debate around engagement with Hamas as a democratically elected Is-
lamist party in 2006 predates discussions around the success of Islamist
parties throughout the region following the Arab uprisings.'"*’” Many
have attempted to understand and influence how these victories can be
dealt with. Some scholars have interpreted the early events of the Arab
uprisings as emblematic of moderate or reformist streaks of Islam that
are open to pluralistic governance and empowerment through demo-
cratic processes (e.g., Ennahda in Tunis)."* Others have put forward the
notion of a “modern Islamism.”'* This view argues that rather than
focusing on whether Islamism is compatible with democracy, the focus
should be on the aspirations of the people in the Muslim world to allow
for the emergence of an indigenous form of democracy rather than
imposing liberal Western values.

Hamas’s rhetoric before and after its election victory certainly sug-
gested a desire for a local form of democratic rule to emerge within the
Palestinian struggle. The movement’s failure to impose that vision, how-
ever, has less to do with the incompatibility of Islam and democracy
and more to do with the limits of sovereignty and the relations between
state-building and revolutions. For Hamas, respect of past international

agreements and the performance of sovereignty that had underpinned
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Fatah’s rule in the Palestinian Authority were premature developments
given the absence of liberation. While Hamas had embraced the demo-
cratic process, it had done so less in the spirit of government and more
with the desire to lead the Palestinian struggle. In many respects, this
development is the belated outcome of the Oslo Accords. Sidelining
the Palestinians in a permanent state of restricted autonomy and cur-
tailing their sovereignty did not in fact lead to their pacification, but
rather it sparked a search for alternatives that might sustain the national
revolution.

This is precisely why Hamas’s entry into the political system was
threatening to actors invested in maintaining the status quo. None-
theless, Hamas failed to understand the balance that had to be struck
between government and revolution. It had mistakenly assumed that
revolution could be launched from within the very systems that had
been created to domesticate the national struggle. Transitioning into the
political system in many ways mired the movement and compromised
its liberation agenda in its efforts to reconstitute the incumbent order.
More than half a decade before dictatorships supported by proxy wars
would break the Arab uprisings, Hamas’s own revolution was crushed.
Whether Fatah’s belligerency or the international blockade waged
against Hamas warranted the movement’s reactions and the brutality
it showed in its takeover of Gaza in 2007 remains debatable. In fac-
ing such opposition, Hamas crossed several red lines and betrayed key
tenets it had long upheld regarding the sanctity of Palestinian blood.
The violence Hamas unleashed on other Palestinians severely compro-
mised the Palestinian struggle. In effect, Hamas made the choice that
forcefully safeguarding its democratic right to govern was a lesser viola-
tion than conceding to Fatah’s authoritarianism. Palestinians continue
to suffer the implications of that decision to this day.

With its takeover of Gaza, Hamas effectively merged revolution
and state-building. The movement’s approach to governance has been
based on an effort to situate the notion of resistance at the heart of

the polity within the Gaza Strip. Economically, socially, and militar-
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ily, resistance to Israel’s continued occupation of Gaza has become
central to Hamas’s governance of the enclave. Looking at the period
between 2007 and 2011, Hamas did indeed settle into a ruling mode.
Over the course of these five years, territorial governance overtook
reconciliation as the movement’s priority. Dismissing concessions that
Hamas had previously accepted in the pursuit of unity, the movement
chose to maintain its governance over the Gaza Strip rather than pri-
oritize Palestinian unity. Hamas rationalized this move by maintaining
that its rule over a “liberated” strip of land was in effect protecting the
Palestinians against further concessions by the PLO. This allowed the
movement to safeguard its own liberation project, one that remains
fundamentally at odds with Fatah’s. While that argument may be true,
its impact was that territorial governance continued to take prece-
dence over unity.

The second problematic choice Hamas made was in the military
arena. Hamas’s use of violence, like the PLO before it, has been rooted
in arguments of legitimacy, justice, and self-defense. Given Israel’s vi-
olent occupation of Palestinian land, arms were seen as the only re-
course for resistance. Decades of failed diplomacy have done little to
undermine this argument. Yet there is no question that Hamas’s re-
liance on jihad has had devastating implications for the Palestinian
people. Aside from the moral bankruptcy and the corrosive effect of
targeting and killing civilians, dedication to armed resistance against
a superb foe like Israel has led to the disintegration of the Palestin-
ian struggle. Strategically, this approach has not only failed; it has also
threatened to erode the very social fabric of the Palestinian community
under occupation. It has normalized and excused the use of violence
as a tactic to achieve political ends and facilitated the dehumanization
of opponents. The ease with which Fatah was “othered” as a Zionist
outpost and the brutal and fratricidal manner in which the Palestinian
factions turned on each other in 2007 is the clearest manifestation of
this phenomenon. While social erosion is perhaps a natural outcome

of fragmentation under an interminable and relentlessly lethal occupa-
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tion, the proliferation of violence as a strategy for liberation has also
played its part. Hamas, and certainly Fatah, have actively contributed
to dividing the national liberation struggle into two competing trajec-
tories and to turning domestic relations into lethal acrimonious battles
without foreseeable end.

With the beginning of the Arab uprisings, Hamas’s decision to
maintain its rule within the Gaza Strip at the cost of reconciliation took
an unexpected turn. The closure of the tunnels and the rise of regimes
that were hostile to Hamas effectively led to its entrenchment within the
Gaza Strip. Efforts to shed its governing responsibilities and transition
back into a liberation movement have of course been blocked by both
the Palestinian Authority and Israel. For both parties, Hamas’s con-
tainment in Gaza is a way to isolate and pacify Palestinian resistance.
For other Arab regimes, undermining Hamas is important to demon-
strate the limits of democratization in the Arab world. The manner in
which Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood have been vilified in Egypt
demonstrates the extent of overlap between the interests of Israel and
authoritarian rulers in the region. This has historically come at the ex-
pense of the Palestinian struggle for self-determination. But it has also
allowed the perseverance and stability of oppressive regimes that have
long acted against the interests of their people.

In many ways, Hamas’s democratic experiment offered a microcosm
of the forces that would be unleashed throughout the region half a decade
later. Like other Arab uprisings, Hamas’s election was a call for change,
for a move away from corrupt authoritarian rule that often placed the
interests of Western policies in the region above the rights of its people.
In Hamas’s election, Palestinians sought an alternative. The manner in
which that alternative has been demolished and the ensuing fragmen-
tation of the Palestinian polity and territories foreshadowed the darker
trends yet to come.”" Having for the most part averted democratization,
Arab states now appear to be offering further avenues for diplomatic
openness with Israel despite the absence of any prospects for a just peace

on the Palestinian front. While this cooperation is being pursued to main-
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tain the present regional order, Hamas’s election and the Arab uprisings
that followed should make clear that popular sentiment and outrage is al-
ways bubbling beneath the surface.”" Protests and revolutions have dem-
onstrated their power in making whole regimes collapse. Their temporary

pacification should not be taken as a sign of stability or acquiescence.

NEW HAMAS, OLD DYNAMICS

In early 2017, Hamas issued a new “Political Document” after months
of speculation that it was looking to revise its problematic charter. The
document emerged as the culmination of all the developments that the
movement had undergone for the decade of its rule over Gaza. It dem-
onstrated that on the most official level, Hamas accepted the creation
of a Palestinian state on the 1967 borders, UN Resolution 194 for the
right of return, and the notion of restricting armed struggle to operate
within the limits of international law. Although not breaking any new
ground in terms of political concessions, the document was a power-
tul intervention that restated more forcefully than before the position
Hamas has adopted since at least 2007, if not since the 1990s. It ap-
peared to define the outer reaches of what the movement might be
willing to offer without defaulting on its ideology. In a nod to the Sisi
regime in Egypt, the new document officially severed Hamas from its
parent organization, the Muslim Brotherhood, making explicit its com-
mitment to Palestinian nationalism, as argued in this book.'*?

Hamas’s document was released without a formal renunciation
of the movement’s charter, alluding to internal power struggles. Elec-
tions had been ongoing within the movement for the preceding months.
Khaled Meshal had completed his final term as head of Hamas’s politi-
cal bureau and was replaced by Ismail Haniyeh. Yehya Sinwar, a power-
ful figure within Hamas’s military, was elected as the head of Hamas’s
operations in the Gaza Strip. Sinwar’s election indicated both the grow-
ing strength of Hamas’s military wing and the expanding importance of

the “internal leadership” and the Gaza Strip to the movement’s decision-
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making, This publication was in many ways seen as Meshal’s last effort
to officially document Hamas’s political position and to communicate to
the international community a starting point for diplomatic engagement
before Hamas moves in an unknown direction under new leadership.

Hamas’s initiative went largely unnoticed. Netanyahu’s spokesman
stated in response that “Hamas 1s attempting to fool the world but it will
not succeed.”" With the inauguration of US president Donald J. Trump
into office, tensions that had long been simmering within the region
erupted. Empowered by Trump’s condemnation of “Islamic extrem-
ism,” countries such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the United Arab Emir-
ates mobilized to isolate and blockade Qatar, a country they accused of
funding terrorism."* Similar dynamics had been taking place within the
Palestinian territories, where President Abbas had decided to increase
pressure on Hamas. In the early months of 2017, Abbas reduced medi-
cal shipments into Gaza; cut the salaries paid to Fatah employees based
there, severely crippling the local economy; and stopped making pay-
ments to Israel for electricity supply into Gaza. This precipitated a major
crisis within Gaza as international organizations declared the threat of a
“total collapse.” Such a catastrophe was avoided by emergency fuel ship-
ments from Egypt, which indicated its willingness to forge a more prag-
matic relationship toward Hamas. Having severed its ties to the Muslim
Brotherhood, Hamas was more palatable an interlocutor to Sisi, who
asked Hamas to strengthen its policing against Sinai militants seeking
refuge in Gaza.'”

These latest developments demonstrate in the clearest manner the
success of Israel’s divisive tactics toward the Palestinian territories.
Abbas’s willingness to strengthen the stranglehold on Palestinians in
Gaza, effectively accepting the collective punishment of two million Pal-
estinians for his own political interest, has shown the degree to which
the Palestinian Authority has become complicit within Israel’s regime of
occupation. More importantly, subsequent developments after Abbas’s
decision show that years after the commencement of the blockade in

2007, Hamas, rather than collapsing, appears still able to survive the
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strongest of chokeholds and to continue consolidating its own power
in Gaza. Israel’s strategy of conflict management has also proven sur-
prisingly sustainable as the occupation enters its fifth decade and as
regional relations shift in Israel’s favor. Through the current dynamic,
Israel maintains control over the maximum amount of Palestinian land
with minimal responsibility for the indigenous population. Despite this
violation, the proxy wars that currently dominate the Middle East have
meant a greater level of cooperation, intelligence sharing, and general
normalization between Sunni Gulf States and Israel as they both con-
tend with the perceived threat from Iran."® Years after the Mavi Marmara
incident, Turkey has also moved to revive diplomatic ties with Israel."’
Prospects for Israel’s broader integration expanded even further in
the fall of 2017 as Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates became
more vocal in their desire to formalize relations with Israel. The regional
alignment of interests increased the urgency of tackling the question of
Palestine to pave the way for these nascent relations to bloom with mini-
mal popular backlash.”® In October, another unity deal was brokered
between Hamas and Fatah, under Egyptian mediation. Although many
of the challenges that felled the 2014 Shati deal persisted, including is-
sues related to institutional integration and Hamas’s arms, prospects for
unity were seen to be more favorable. This was particularly true in light
of the rapprochement between the Sisi regime and Hamas. Cautious op-
timism was primarily due to the determination of regional actors to push
through a final settlement for Israel-Palestine, to facilitate their own nor-
malization of ties with Israel. Unity between Hamas and Fatah was seen
as a precursor to an agreement signed between Israel and Palestinians,
one that many hoped would be proposed by the Trump administration.
As this book went to print, pressure was building on the Palestin-
ian leadership from Saudi Arabia and the United States to accept a
rumored deal. Such a deal is anticipated to fall far short of minimum
Palestinian demands. Hamas 1s likely to face similar pressures, namely
from Egypt, which controls the Rafah crossing into the Gaza Strip.

Such pressure could indeed force the conclusive pacification of Hamas
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and ensure its acquiescence to the creation of a Palestinian state by
name, one that would most likely remain subservient to Israeli hege-
mony over the entire land of historic Palestine. Yet the lasting success
of any Palestinian unity government or even Israeli-Palestinian agree-
ment will ultimately depend on the manner in which core Palestinian
grievances are addressed. In that sense, understanding the widespread
legitimacy of movements such as Hamas is a necessity, as many of the
political motivations that underpin its ideology form core tenets of the
Palestinian struggle for self-determination.'”

Until these fundamental drivers of Palestinian nationalism are ad-
dressed, Israel will be forced to continuously manage and advance the
structures of control it has developed over both the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip to pacify Palestinian resistance. Whether through a formal
peace deal or otherwise, the absence of any unrest in the territories
should not reflect stability, given that popular grievances will continue
to simmer in the absence of a just peace.'™ The “lone knife” attacks that
have proliferated since 2015 are one indication of underlying tensions,
as are the protests that erupted around Jerusalem’s al-Agsa Mosque in
the summer of 2017.'%! The brutality of the 2014 assault on Gaza per-
haps ensured a longer period of pacification than previous escalations.
But there is little doubt that another conflagration is forthcoming. This
will mark the continuation of Israel’s strategy of “mowing the lawn” as
well as the perseverance of the Palestinian struggle for self-determina-
tion. The manner in which the next war unfolds will be event-specific,
but the underlying drivers remain unchanged.'®?

As for Hamas, until—and indeed if—it is conclusively pacified
through an enforced peace deal, the equilibrium of belligerency be-
tween the movement and Israel will continue to mark relations between
the two parties. Through Hamas’s effective containment in Gaza, Israel
can forfeit the viability of any final resolution that would address Pal-
estinian demands while blaming Hamas’s terrorism as the underlying
cause of unrest. Hamas, for its part, can avoid making additional ide-

ological concessions by arguing, rightfully, that Israel itself has failed
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to accept either the need to fulfill Palestinian rights or the legitimacy
of the 1967 borders. Both Hamas and Israel will continue to focus on
short-term survival in a longer-term battle, where political gains can be
reaped from intermittent confrontations on the battlefield. This status
quo allows Hamas to sustain its power and Israel to maintain its coloni-
zation of the West Bank and its stranglehold on the Gaza Strip, where
the besieged Palestinians continue to pay the highest price of all.
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My parents and brothers are my rock. Without ever questioning why I do what I do, they have
supported me in every possible way there is to be supported. The love and pride that emanate from
them have kept me going, even when I was racked with self-doubt and uncertainty. Thank you for
raising me the way you did, for accepting me, and for teaching me to be proud of my identity and
my heritage. I would not be the person I am today had you not always been watching over me
(maybe a bit too closely at times . . . ).

And Seth. Talk about the mysterious and miraculous ways of the universe. I am daily in awe
of you, your intellect, warmth, and kindness. Your spirit and gentle smile drew me out of the dark-
est recesses of this journey. Thank you for helping me find my voice, and for being my partner in
this book.
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