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Hamas’s Victory and Israel’s Dilemma
Mark A. Heller

Dilemma: a situation necessitating a choice between two alternatives that are 
equally unfavorable.

The instinctive reaction to the unexpected victory of Hamas in the Palestinian Legis-
lative Council (PLC) elections – at least among most foreign observers – was to ask 
what this outcome means for the Israeli-Palestinian peace process. But for Israel, that 
is almost certainly the least relevant of the many questions raised by Hamas's polit-
ical breakthrough. Rather than speculating about a peace process in which it is no 
longer invested, Israel will instead focus on dealing with the dilemma that Hamas's 
victory ostensibly poses: either accepting (and thereby encouraging the region and 
the world to accept) an unreformed Hamas as a legitimate interlocutor or resorting to 
means that may undermine its own regional and international legitimacy.
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nothing.
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Israel: acknowledging that Hamas, 
by virtue of its election victory, might 
be able to function as a legitimate ac-
tor in the regional and international 
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abandon its declared objectives and 
methods. 

To preclude this alternative, Israel 
needs to force Hamas either to fail, 
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livery of public security and welfare. 
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ing Israel.
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some foreign observers were there-
fore tempted to hope that Hamas 
would itself help make the dilemma 
disappear by voluntarily moderating 
its position. That hope was grounded 
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sibility on political movements, no 
matter how radical their ideologi-
cal roots may be. Such an evolution 
cannot be categorically precluded in 
the case of Hamas and some of its 
spokesmen did indeed begin to ma-
neuver rhetorically after their victory 
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And even if such an evolution is hy-
pothetically possible, it will require 
considerable time before a real reori-
entation becomes discernible. Mean-
while, Israel will be neither willing 
nor able to sit idle until that process 
plays itself out. Lacking evidence to 
the contrary, the working assump-
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Given its limited ability to coerce 
Hamas directly, Israel might try to 
bring about such changes by indirect 
pressure, that is, by trying to per-
suade other elements in the Pales-
tinian body politic, including Pales-
tinian public opinion. Theoretically, 
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Palestinian prime minister Ismail Haniyeh (l) and 
president Mahmoud Abbas
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mally charged with overall responsi-
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in his capacity as elected president of 
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actions are inspired by a similar logic 
of indirect pressure. The PA is de-
pendent on foreign sources for about 
half of its annual budget of $3 billion, 
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salaries and provide a variety of oth-
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more, some international donors, es-
pecially the EU and the United States, 
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Secondly, even if economic coer-
cion is feasible, it might not work. 
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counter-action would more likely 
take the form of large scale military 
operations rather than deliberate eco-
nomic immiseration.
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