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The Birth of Hamas
By the beginning of the 1980s, the senior leadership of the Palestinian Muslim
Brotherhood (Brotherhood) in the Gaza Strip was facing significant pressure from a
group of young leaders who had graduated from Egyptian universities.
Several of this younger generation, led by Sheikh Fathi Shqaki, challenged the approach
of the older generation of the Brotherhood in the Gaza Strip, who believed their
principal task was to effect change through tarbyiah (education) and dawa (outreach)
with individuals, particularly the younger generation, and across the wider community
in Palestine. The older generation believed that the task of rescuing Palestine lay with
an external power. However, Shqaki believed that the Brotherhood should focus not
only on social and grass-roots activities; it should use military resistance against the
Israeli occupation forces and against Israeli settlers.

At a conference in Jordan in 1983, the Muslim Brotherhood Society endorsed the
Palestinian delegation’s proposal to establish a ‘special committee’ for Palestine
as a section within the Jordanian office. The task of this committee was to provide
money and logistic support to train fighters from the Gaza Strip in Jordan. Shortly
after the meeting, Israeli military forces found weapons at the home in Gaza city of
the local leader of the Brotherhood there, Sheikh Ahmed Yasin – an indication that
the special committee had moved quickly. Israel arrested Sheikh Yasin, accusing him
of storing weapons to use against their forces and against Israeli settlers. However,
Sheikh Yasin was soon freed in a prisoner exchange between Israel and the Popular
Front for Palestine Liberation’s General Command in 1985. He continued conducting
his activities in secret as a member of the Brotherhood until the outbreak of the First
Intifada in the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT) on 8 December 1987. Along
with six colleagues from the Brotherhood in Gaza, Sheikh Yasin established Hamas
(an Islamic resistance movement) to play a part in the uprising and to resist Israeli
occupation (Tamimi 2007).
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Inspired by Iranian Islamic Revolution ideology, Shqaki and his close friend Abed Aziz
Owda, who had been expelled from the Brotherhood, began mobilising others to join
their new group, Islamic Jihad in 1979. The ranks of young cadres of the Brotherhood
were attracted to the military activities and ideology of the Islamic Jihad and demanded
that the senior leadership of the Brotherhood in the Gaza Strip should prepare for
military action. To sustain the unity of their movement, the Brotherhood had to find
an answer that would appease these young leaders.
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Hamas During the First Intifada (1987-1993)
Hamas organised a number of events and strikes to demonstrate its strength as a
resistance movement against Israeli occupation. In its charter published on 18 August
1988, Hamas confirmed its link to the Brotherhood, describing itself as the Palestinian
‘wing’ and calling for a synthesis of nationalism and Islamism in Palestine. Hamas’
charter envisioned the Palestinian state would be run according to Sharia law. It
stated that Palestinians should not cede one inch of land to Israel, and that jihad, or
‘resistance’ for the liberation of Palestine was a religious duty for all Muslims.
Hamas’ emergence as a resistance movement threatened the hegemony of the PLO,
which saw itself as the sole representative of the Palestinian people. Serious political,
religious, national and ideological rifts between Hamas and the PLO intensified during
the Palestinian-Israeli peace process, which began in 1991 and was outlined in the Oslo
agreement signed in Washington on 13 September 1993 (Rigby 2010). This agreement
had established the PA in the Gaza Strip, dominated by the ruling Fatah party, and
served to escalate further the tension between Hamas and the PLO. Hamas considered
the Oslo agreement a strategic threat to the movement’s socio-political existence and
to its influence in Palestinian society; Hamas stated explicitly that it would launch a
series of attacks against Israeli targets in an attempt to halt the peace process.

Hamas and the Palestinian Authority (1994-2000)
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In 1994, as a result of the Oslo agreement, most of the PLO’s security apparatus and
political structure moved from exile in Tunisia and Algeria to the Gaza Strip, to lay
the foundations of the PA. This new political structure which arrived on the scene,
populated by PLO forces and the PA, threatened both the ideology of Hamas and its
expansion. For its part, Hamas used the Oslo agreement to form an alliance with
other Islamist, secular and nationalist groups based in Damascus that also opposed
the establishment of the PA. This alliance declared that the Intifada would continue
against Israeli Occupation until the liberation of Palestine. As Mousa Abu Marzouk,
the chairman of Hamas’ political office stated, ‘Military activity is permanent’ (Tamimi
2007).
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As a part of its resistance strategy, Hamas remained true to its threats and sent a
member of its military brigade, Aziz Al Deen Qasam, to carry out the first suicide
bombing against Israeli civilians on 6 April 1994, killing eight and wounding thirty-four
in the northern city of Afula. The PA considered Hamas’ strategy of violence and suicide
bombings inside Israel to be against Palestinian interests, and put in place security
measures that included freezing Hamas’ bank accounts and imprisoning its members,
which undermined the movement’s important social and political institutions.
However, Hamas vowed to continue its strategy of jihad against Israeli Occupation.
Politically, the PA sought to legitimise self-rule and gain support for the peace process
with Israel by organising the first historic legislative and presidential elections in
Palestine on 20 January 1996. However, Hamas was determined not to legitimise the
PA and therefore did not participate in the elections. Hamas believed that the Oslo
agreement solely served Israel’s agenda, and that the outcome of the agreement
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was the exacerbation of the fierce divisions between the various Palestinian political
factions (Hroub 2006 and Mishael & Sele 2000).
From 1996-2000, Hamas adopted a new strategy that moved away from violent
confrontation towards a focus on social work, religious education and outreach. This
was described by a prominent Hamas leader: ‘Everyone who is religious is Hamas
and anyone who teaches Islamic values furthers Hamas’ goals’ (Tamimi 2007). The
movement nonetheless had to function underground to avoid any possible crackdown
from the PA and from Israel, who cooperated together against Hamas.

Hamas and the Second Intifada (2000-2004)
In 2000, the failure of the peace process led to a state of tension and violence. This
was exacerbated following the visit of the Israeli opposition and right-wing leader Ariel
Sharon, to Harm Al Shareef, the holy site for Muslims in Jerusalem on 28 September
2000. Sharon’s visit triggered the outbreak of the Second Intifada.
The violence of the second Intifada quickly spread to the OPT. Israel responded using
excessive force, which resulted in a high number of Palestinian civilian casualties,
and Palestinian militant groups responded in turn by using small-scale bombing and
shooting against Israeli forces. This transformed the popular uprising into a military
one, despite a clear imbalance of military power between Israel and the Palestinian
militants. Israel systematically destroyed buildings and the infrastructure of PA’s
security forces in response to their support of the militants of the Intifada, thus
weakening the PA and its security forces, and allowing Hamas militants involved in
the uprising to strengthen their position and begin challenging the legitimacy of PA
security forces. Some members of PA security forces were persuaded to leave and join
the Hamas movement, tempted by the offer of the greater financial and social benefits
offered by Hamas amidst the severe economic conditions of the Gaza Strip.

One of these cycles of violence occurred in response to the assassination of Sheikh
Ahmed Yasin by the Israeli air force on 22 March 2004. He had been the symbol of
Hamas in the OPT, and the leader able to bridge the radical and moderate ideologies
within Hamas itself, and his assassination left Hamas with a leadership vacuum.
At the time of Sheikh Yasin’s assassination, President Arafat was still confined by Israeli
forces to his compound in the West Bank city of Ramallah, where he remained until he
died in Paris on 11 November 2004. Despite the chaos and lawlessness in Palestinian
society, his power and responsibilities transferred seamlessly to his successor
Mahmoud Abbas (also known as Abu Mazen).
The dramatic events of the second uprising and the escalation of violence, seemingly
without any hope for peace, left the Palestinian people in chaos. This increased the

Hamas: Between Militarism and Governance

The continuing deterioration of the Palestinian economy increased the value and status
of Hamas’ social and welfare services. Islamic charities belonging to Hamas responded
to the community’s needs and established a number of local sub-committees that
provided essential social relief and financial support for large numbers of people who
were struggling to sustain themselves throughout the cycles of violence.
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power of the militant groups and of Hamas, mainly at the expense of the legitimacy of
the PA, particularly after Israel’s disengagement from the Gaza Strip on 12 September
2005. Hamas claimed that the Israeli ‘withdrawal’ from the Gaza Strip had come about
as a result of its resistance and efforts to liberate the Strip (Roy 2007).

Hamas’ Political Participation
Hamas won the first round of the municipal elections on 16 December 2005, thus
achieving its first major political goal through winning the hearts of the people with its
social welfare network and with its appearance of fiscal rigour. This posed a genuine
challenge to Fatah (the mainstream political party of the PA), as Hamas mayors now
governed more than one million Palestinians, whereas Fatah mayors only governed
about 700,000 Palestinians in their municipalities. This victory established a new era
in Hamas’ political development, which was soon followed by its decision to run for
power in the national elections.
Hamas decided to participate in the elections to the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC)
on 20 January 2006, having argued that participation in 1996 would have legitimized
the Oslo Peace Agreement, and particularly its implicit recognition of Israel. Ten years
on, the decision to participate was presented as one consequence of the absence of
Arafat from the political scene. Hamas understood that Fatah had grown weaker and
was more internally divided without Arafat, and that Hamas’ hopes of victory in the
coming election were much improved without Arafat and his capacity to unite the
different elements of Fatah and the PLO.

Failure of the Peace Process
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In addition to the fundamental changes in the Palestinian political arena described
above, which happened after Arafat’s death, there were a number of other reasons for
Hamas’ decision to participate in the electoral and political process.
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The failure of the peace process between Israel and the PLO and therefore the failure
of the PLO to achieve its national goal of achieving a viable Palestinian state, enabled
Hamas to become a significant political military force and to threaten the power of
the PA. Moreover, the collapse of the peace process had been the main cause of the
renewed spiral of violence, which in turn had increased the power and expansion of
militant groups at the cost of the PA. Hamas participated in the violent uprising, building
military power and increasing its political influence on the streets of Palestinian in
order to resist Israeli occupation. This elevated the image of Hamas in the popular
consciousness of Palestinians.

Hamas’ Image
The failure of the peace process and the growing strength of Hamas contributed to
a great extent to the weakening of the PA, and to its increasingly poor image in the
eyes of Palestinians. Many did not trust the PA leadership because of the corruption
of some leaders and poor governance. Meanwhile, Hamas’ image was more popular
amongst the Palestinian people, who now saw the movement as a viable alternative
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to the PA. This increasingly powerful image encouraged Hamas to run in the municipal
elections of the PA.

Municipal Elections
Hamas’ decision to participate in the Palestinian national elections was further
encouraged by the success of the movement in the first round of the 2004 municipal
elections. This victory, which came fairly easily, again promoted Hamas’ image on the
streets and gave the movement a chance to test its political weight and power against
the PA, and against other national movement forces.

Israeli Withdrawal
Much more importantly, Hamas’ decision to participate in the national elections
received a new impetus after unilateral Israeli withdrawal from the Gaza Strip in
2005, under the terms of the ‘disengagement plan’. Hamas repeatedly claimed that
the withdrawal was a victory for its resistance, and as such promoted the idea that
Hamas was the major resistance movement responsible for expelling the Israelis from
the Gaza strip, whereas the Fatah-led PA instead of resisting had simply collaborated
with the Israelis. Thus, Hamas claimed the Israeli disengagement as its own victory
and referred to this in political speeches and programmes. However, despite the
withdrawal, the Gaza Strip was still occupied by the Israelis who maintained control
of the borders, airspace, territorial waters, and the movement of goods and persons
from and into Gaza.

Hamas’ decision to participate in the elections also came about as the result of a
comprehensive dialogue among all Palestinian political factions in 2005, convened by
Egypt. This dialogue concluded with an emphasis on the need to conduct municipal
and legislative elections in the Palestinian Territories and to reform the PLO. During
the dialogue, Hamas demonstrated a degree of political realism and pragmatism when
it asked for a reformed PLO to be an umbrella for all factions, so that Hamas might
join the Palestinian political system, after Arab states had rejected Hamas’ claim to be
recognised as the alternative to the PLO.
Hamas’ decision to take part in the political process on one hand, and to continue with
resistance on the other, demonstrated the internal tension within the movement’s
strategy of ‘resistance and political participation’. On the eve of the elections, a senior
Hamas figure, Ghazi Hamad stated:
I think Israel does the same thing. They (Israelis) fight against us, use
assassination against us, they build settlements against us, demolish homes at
the same time, and at the same time they talk about the peace process - it’s
the same thing. Hamas also believes that we have to mix political actions and
military actions. We cannot drop the resistance against occupation, because
our territories are under the occupation (Warner 2006).
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Palestinian National Dialogue
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Hamas’ decision was welcomed by many Palestinians. However, it was clear to
Fatah that Hamas would face a challenge if it won the elections and had to create
a government – Hamas had no strategy to secure foreign aid, which the PA heavily
relied upon. This concern became reality when Hamas did indeed win the January
2006 elections to the PLC, with seventy-four seats compared to Fatah’s forty-five seats.
These surprising results represented a major shift in the Palestinian political landscape,
which had been dominated by the secular nationalist Fatah faction of the PA and the
Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) for forty years. Hamas’ victory had come
about due to four key reasons.
Firstly, Hamas used its religious and social figures to influence specific constituencies,
for example academics, trade unionists and teachers, which gave Hamas an advantage
over the secular Fatah movement. Hamas also employed this religious platform with
its rhetoric and slogans to disseminate the movement’s political programme. On the
other hand, Fatah was unable to convince the electorate of its capacity to achieve its
political goal of an independent Palestinian state through ongoing negotiations with
Israel.
Secondly, Hamas put its success in providing social welfare and its anti-corruption
image to good use. Prior to the elections, the movement had used its social network
to promote its image as a competent movement able to respond effectively to the
needs of poor people in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank.
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Thirdly, Hamas selected locally and nationally respected, reputable personalities to be
included in its ‘Change and Reform’ list of candidates. By contrast, Fatah provided a
list that included several candidates with poor reputations who had faced accusations
of corruption.
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Fourthly, Hamas members and supporters were more focused and disciplined than
Fatah in their commitment to securing the vote for their candidates. Moreover, Fatah
was suffering from internal division. The Fatah movement’s younger generation was
marginalized by the older generation that dominated its Central Committee, and
this impacted negatively on Fatah’s election preparation. More than seventy wellknown figures from Fatah ran for the elections as independents after rejecting the
movement’s list of nominated representatives prepared by Fatah’s leadership. This
divided the Fatah movement, which as a consequence lost thousands of votes in the
Gaza Strip and the West Bank.

The Hamas Government
After the elections, President Abbas appointed Ismail Hania, the Hamas leader in
Gaza, to form the first Hamas-led government. Hamas explicitly stated that it wanted
to lead a coalition government drawn from all factions, including from that of its main
rival. However, Fatah and other national factions refused to participate in a political
union with Hamas, because Hamas was reluctant to compromise its political positions
with any potential coalition partners. Moreover, other factions believed that Hamas’
programme was unrealistic, and they were concerned that Hamas did not have any
international endorsement.
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As a democratically-elected government, Hamas considered these international
conditions unfair, and its subsequent political programme of ‘reform and change’
did not address any of the international community’s demands. Hamas saw the
rejection by other factions to enter into a coalition with them as an attempt to
isolate the movement: a ‘let-them-go-it-alone strategy’ engineered by Fatah so that
President Abbas could exploit his mandate and undermine the power of any Hamasled government.
In spite of these challenges, Hamas decided to govern alone, a decision which was
approved by the PLC on 27 March 2006. However, Israel responded by rejecting the
Hamas government, and sought international support for its tough position towards
the movement.
The Hamas government took Israel’s rejection lightly, believing it was a tactic to force it
out of government. However, it was not clear how Hamas could respond in the face of
Israel’s refusal to have any contact with the newly-elected government; Hamas needed
to liaise with Israel in order to secure the basic needs of the Palestinian people – the
daily flow of electricity, food, water and health supplies – and this required direct coordination with the Israeli military command.

Hamas immediately exploited the situation by establishing its own Executive Security
force in April 2006. This force of about 3,000 personnel was drawn mainly from the
militant wing of Hamas and was paid principally from Hamas’ own budget. Hamas
justified the Executive Security force on the basis of its fear that Fatah security forces
might attempt a coup in an effort to remove Hamas. Hamas had never trusted PA
security forces, accusing them of hostility towards its members and of working in
coordination with Israel. Nonetheless, establishing new Hamas forces to protect
the government did not help to restore law and order; the fragile security situation
escalated and amidst a state of security chaos in the Gaza Strip, a number of attacks
were carried out against public institutions and officials. The Palestinian president
called upon Hamas to stop deploying its forces in the streets in order to avoid clashes
between Hamas and Fatah. However, in May 2006, Hamas rejected the President’s
orders and did deploy its forces, resulting in the death of a 19-year-old man in clashes
between Hamas forces and the PA’s security agency in Gaza City.
The Gaza Strip was on the brink of civil war when Hamas militants attacked the
presidential armoured convoy in the centre of Gaza in early February 2007, in an
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As part of its rejection of Hamas, Israel stopped transferring tax revenue from imports
and exports to the Hamas government. Tax revenue from the West Bank and Gaza
estimated at $54 million per month was collected by Israel and constituted a major
source of the Palestinian budget for the payment of salaries and for the delivery of
public services. As the result of the freezing of tax revenue, both internal and external
pressure on Hamas increased, particularly when the lack of revenue meant suspending
the salaries of more than 165,000 civil servant employees. The loss of this revenue
led to the decision by 80,000 personnel from the Fatah-run security forces to reject
Hamas-led government policies, and the refusal by Fatah personnel to cooperate with
the Hamas government.
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attempt to capture weapons destined for PA forces. Hamas feared that the PA and
Fatah would use these weapons against the government, enabling Fatah militants to
oust Hamas. Egypt failed to achieve a truce between Hamas and Fatah, and clashes
caused further division within Palestinian society and threatened the existence of the
PA.
After Egypt failed to negotiate an agreement, it was clear that a stronger third party
would have to intervene. The Saudi King Abdullah Ben Abedalaziz, initiated the Mecca
Dialogue sessions between Hamas and Fatah, which began on 6 February 2007. The
Saudi King used his influence on the two rivals to reach an agreement, choosing the
holy shrine of Mecca with its significance for Muslims all over the world, to force the
movements to reach a consensus. The Saudis helped the two parties to resolve their
security and political differences and to compose a national unity government, with
the signing of a Reconciliation Document called the Mecca Agreement on 8 February
2007. The agreement received great popular support from the Palestinian people
who came out onto the streets to celebrate. The agreement was designed to create a
national unity government reflecting the spectrum of political factions in Palestine.

National Unity Government

Hamas: Between Militarism and Governance

This new national government was led by Hamas and its leader Ismail Hania. Based
purely on political affiliation, it included eleven Hamas ministers, nine Fatah ministers
and four independents. However, the various political factions in the government
all had different interests and agendas and were simply not prepared for the huge
challenges caused by the international boycott. It had become impossible for this or any
Palestinian government to survive without at least some international co-operation.
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In addition to these challenges, Hamas was also concerned about the appointment
of Mohammed Dahlan as the security chief of the PA. Dahlan was a leading figure
in Fatah and known for his close links with Israel and the US, and concern about his
appointment increased after the USA appointed General Keith Dayton to strengthen
the Presidential guard under Dahlan’s responsibility. Hamas insisted that there was
still a conspiracy to undermine the national unity government, the Mecca Agreement,
and Hamas’ forces. However, information about various ‘conspiracies’ had frequently
appeared in the local media, even before the Mecca Agreement between the two
parties. The state of mistrust between the two sides led to increasing incidents of
kidnapping, torture, and killing. The Egyptian security officials in the Gaza Strip failed
to settle the ongoing conflict over authority; Hamas then decided to take full control
of the Gaza Strip when its forces raided the compounds of the PA on 14 June 2007
(Schanzer 2008).
This action led to the collapse of the PA’s civil and military institutions. Hamas imposed
its own Islamic government in the Gaza Strip, and its military takeover divided
Palestinian society into two distinct identities, two authorities and two governments:
one governed by the Fatah movement in the West Bank and one governed by Hamas
in the Gaza Strip. After the shock of Hamas’ takeover, it was clear that Fatah would not
enter into any direct dialogue with Hamas or respond positively to Hamas’ calls for
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reconciliation. Both sides had reached a state of even deeper mistrust and there was
no prospect of dialogue between them. Given that the President considered Hamas’
action to be a personal attack against him, Hamas realised that there would be no
national reconciliation during President Mahmoud Abbas’s period of office.

The Islamist Government of Hamas in Gaza
The Islamist government of Hamas was in need of both national and international
legitimacy. Hamas still believed that it had legitimacy as the democratically-elected
government, and it took measures against Fatah military groups and against clans
that supported Fatah, by confiscating their weapons and imprisoning members. In an
attempt to reduce the threat to their authority posed by the clans and military groups,
Hamas forces killed a number of their members, arresting others and confiscating
their weapons.
Meanwhile internationally, Hamas sought recognition through diplomatic channels and
dialogue with western countries that had refused to recognise Hamas. To encourage
the west to agree to a dialogue, Hamas freed the kidnapped BBC journalist, Alan
Johnston, who had been in captivity for 114 days after being kidnapped on 12 March
2007, by the ‘Army of Islam’. Hamas used its military power against the Army of Islam,
which was linked to the Dogmush clan. This group had been involved with Hamas in
the earlier kidnapping of the Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit in June 2006. However, the
release of the British journalist did not achieve instant success for Hamas at official
diplomatic levels, although it did improve the image of Hamas when the then British
Foreign Secretary David Miliband ‘fully acknowledged the crucial role’ played by
Hamas (BBC 2007).

Hamas’ apparent capacity to continue governing the Gaza Strip whilst dealing with a
number of threats, caused the PA concerns for its own support base and the possibility
of its return to Gaza in the future. The PA and President Abbas continued to apply
a policy aimed at undermining Hamas politically. They continued to challenge its
governance by calling for early elections, a demand which Hamas rejected. The PA
also sought to emphasise its disengagement with Hamas in calling for an international
peace conference to restart negotiations with Israel over final status agreements, in an
attempt to demonstrate to the Palestinian people that Hamas represented an obstacle
to peace and economic development. The PA were determined to demonstrate that
Hamas could not improve the lives of Palestinians whilst it continued to promote
unrealistic political programmes.
Eighteen months after its military takeover, Hamas had still not shown any political
flexibility towards the PA. Hamas did not make any gestures or concessions towards
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Western countries however, remained reluctant to engage in any direct dialogue with
Hamas. Nonetheless, Hamas intended to show that it could impose law and order as a
responsible government, hoping that this would also lead to international acceptance
of the movement as the recognised representative of Palestinians. In short, Hamas
wanted to prove to all that it had the capacity to succeed where Fatah had failed; to
fight lawlessness and to use its forces for state building and resistance in Palestine.
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Egyptian mediation efforts to end the Hamas/Fatah conflict, nor did it soften its
position towards Egypt as a moderator in attempts to extend the period of calm
between Hamas and Israel. Egyptian meditation efforts were unable to secure the
renewal of the Israeli/Hamas tahdyiah (period of calmness), which expired on 19
December 2008.
Hamas had refused to renew the truce because it believed that agreeing to the original
truce with Israel had impacted negatively on Hamas’ image. There was a belief amongst
Hamas members that the tahdyiah had been a trap to weaken Hamas’ authority,
decrease its popularity, and undermine its image amongst Palestinians. The reality
was that the tahdyiah had not achieve the aim of improving social and economic
conditions in the Gaza Strip, and the siege remained tightly enforced. Hamas had not
achieved a single objective through the truce, except that of protecting the heads of
its leaders from Israeli attacks. Hamas’ only achievement was in keeping its authority
in the Gaza Strip alive, and Palestinian society divided geographically and politically, as
some of the PA’s leaders believed.

Israel’s Military Operation ‘Cast Lead’ in Gaza
Hamas refused to extend the period of calm because Israel continued to target Hamas
militants and political leaders; Hamas began launching rocket attacks on Israel. This
created the pretext for the next phase of confrontation between Israel and Hamas.
which prepared the stage for a new cycle of violence in the Gaza Strip.
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When Israel’s Prime Minister Ehud Olmert addressed Palestinians via the Arabic news
broadcasting network in late 2008, calling on the people of the Gaza Strip to topple
Hamas’ government and citing it as the main cause of their suffering, it was expected
that Israel would later launch a large-scale operation against Hamas in Gaza. Olmert
wanted the people of Gaza to know that Hamas would be responsible for any future
war against Gaza and for the suffering of innocent people, and that Hamas had acted
against the spirit of Islam.
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Israel’s threats to Hamas became reality when Israel bombed Hamas military
compounds over the Gaza Strip on 27 December 2008, in a military campaign called
‘Operation Cast Lead’. The campaign caused a high number of casualties amongst
Hamas supporters and civilians. Hamas had miscalculated and misread Israel’s refusal
to tolerate or accept any Palestinian entity that did not recognise Israel’s existence.
Israel would not tolerate Hamas, and saw it as a movement which fostered hatred.
Furthermore, Israel would not tolerate the link between Iran, Syria and Hamas, nor
support to the latter from the both countries.
The PA used the war against Hamas in Gaza to call for national unity and for people
to put aside political divisions and differences. However, Hamas understood the PA
and Fatah’s call for unity and reconciliation as pure political rhetoric. The PA could
not engage in any reconciliation with Hamas unless Hamas accepted international
demands; any compromises from the PA towards Hamas would jeopardise the PA’s
financial and political support from the EU and the USA.
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Despite the difficulties facing the Palestinian President, he did try to unify the different
Palestinian factions. President Abbas called for a dialogue to form a common strategy
to deal with Israeli aggression, but Hamas’ response was to reject the call for dialogue,
because the Palestinian President had implied that Hamas was responsible for Israel’s
attack on Gaza Strip. In reality, President Abbas did consider Hamas accountable for
rejecting the renewal of the tahdyia with Israel, which had then led to the Israeli war
on Gaza. From its side, Hamas had not anticipated the Israeli military campaign and
was taken by surprise; Hamas had no emergency plan with which to face the crisis and
was incapable of an immediate response to the calls of its rivals for national unity and
dialogue. Hamas had no vision or exit strategy to avoid more civilian casualties, the
loss of its members and the destruction of its institutions.
Hamas was concerned that Israeli military action would undermine its government,
which could prepare the ground for Hamas to be replaced by Fatah. Consequently,
Hamas put dozens of Fatah members under house arrest, worried that they would
exploit Israel’s attack to regain power in the Gaza Strip. In fact, the PA was unwilling
and insufficiently prepared to return to the Gaza Strip; Fatah was itself still divided
by different leaders and clans, and there was no charismatic leader able to unite the
Fatah movement. Fatah leaders would never be willing to ride into Gaza on the back of
an Israeli tank. Nonetheless, the Israeli military operation did not achieve a single one
of its goals, which were to prevent Hamas launching rockets, to ensure the release of
the Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit, and to topple the government of Hamas, in the context
of fighting a terrorist organisation as classified by the international community.

When Israel ended military operations in Gaza, more 1,300 people were dead, over
5,000 were wounded and 2,400 buildings had been destroyed. Palestinian casualties
significantly exceeded Israeli casualties. The political division within Palestine, the
impasse in Palestinian politics and the suffering of Palestinians in the Gaza Strip
continue.

Conclusion
The Palestinian elections propelled Hamas through a gradual transition from a
militarist movement to a political authority. However, the movement has not yet
fully transformed itself into a political authority, because it is concerned about losing
popular support. Hamas tried to manage its own brand of politics based on a combined
strategy of resistance and governance, however, it was unable to exercise this strategy
whilst being rejected by the international community, Israel and the PA. Hamas itself

Hamas: Between Militarism and Governance

At the beginning of the war, more than one possible scenario faced Hamas. Firstly,
the war might lead to a ceasefire that would enable Hamas to remain in power to
govern the Gaza Strip, separated from the West Bank. Secondly, there might be a
cease-fire leading to the end of Hamas’s governance, ejecting it from the Palestinian
political landscape and ending with the deployment of international forces to Gaza.
Thirdly, Hamas might enter into a new unity government with factions of the PLO and
other independent Palestinian ‘technocrats’ and professionals to end the Palestinian
deadlock. In the event, it was the first scenario that emerged.
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rejected international demands to be a full player in the peace process between Israel
and the PLO, a decision that created a genuine crisis for Hamas, from which it was
unable to engineer a peaceful exit strategy.
Instead, Hamas took the radical step of settling its political differences with Fatah by
using weapons and violence, which led to the collapse of the PA. The Hamas military
takeover divided Palestinian society into two distinct entities politically, geographically
and economically. Hamas aimed to impose on the PA a political vision that Hamas was
unable to realise after its electoral win. Hamas’ takeover neither unified the Palestinian
authority nor did it create peace and economic prosperity for the Palestinian people.
This division led to a war in the Gaza Strip that caused the lives of innocent people.
This war was a key element of Israel’s coercive policy; it served to maintain Hamas’
governance, for as long as Israel’s interests would continue to be served by the division
of the Palestinian people.

Hamas: Between Militarism and Governance

On 27 April 2011, Hamas and Fatah responded positively to these regional changes
in the Middle East and North Africa and to calls within Palestinian society, when they
signed in preliminary letters an historic achievement for the Palestinians; an agreement
of reconciliation.1 The agreement would put an end to the division between the
rivals in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank that has already weakened the Palestinian
people and been exploited by Israel when it refused to continue the peace process.
The agreement concluded to form an interim government of independents for a year
to avoid the international boycott. This future government also will be responsible for
organising general elections in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and implementing the
reconciliation agreement.
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Despite the challenges facing the reconciliation, there is still strong hope for success
this time, due to the regional changes, popular support by Palestinians, the need and
willingness of both parties, and the support of international civil society groups. In
addition, Arab financial support will strengthen and contribute to the sustainability of
the reconciliation process. The Palestinian people are still desperate to implement the
reconciliation agreement after five years of disastrous social and political consequences
for society at large. This agreement also represents new hope for political participation
and social change in the Occupied Palestinian Territories when Hamas will take part in
the political system based on democracy, non-violence, good governance and respect
for human rights.

1		

Guardian. April 27, 2011. London
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