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THERE is an old adage that advises people to be cautious while making a wish, lest it come true. The United States regularly demonstrates, through its follies, the wisdom of this advice. It declares its support for democracy and democratic ideals, then moans the outcome of such an exercise, for the results are diametrically the opposite of those desired.

The US is, thereafter, constrained to ignore its own pledges, dismiss election results and demonstrate that its belief in democracy is acceptable only when convenient to its foreign policy interests.

This has happened time and again, especially in the developing countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America. On some occasions, election results have even triggered a violent reaction from the US which has not hesitated to engineer military coups, as happened when the Chilean military leader, General Pinochet, was encouraged to topple the popularly elected government of Salvador Allende.

The need to temper idealism with realism has to be recognized. But the contradictions between the American espousal of democracy, human rights and the rule of law, when challenged by the need for realism or realpolitik, as its best known practitioner, Dr Kissinger, would state, are altogether a different matter. US administrations have had no hesitation in opting for the latter, at the cost of the former. We are currently witnessing a similar situation emerging in the Palestinian territories.

For years Israel, with its American friends, spearheaded an international campaign against Fatah, and its then political head, Chairman Yasser Arafat who was accused of being authoritarian and corrupt. Even this was tolerable, but when perceived as unwilling to give in to Israeli demands, he was accused of being an obstacle to peace. Under pressure from Israel, the Bush administration cut off all contacts with Arafat, leading to his political isolation, and later, virtual imprisonment in his office. Thereafter, it was conveniently claimed that the US and Israel could not promote the Middle East peace process, for the Palestinians lacked a credible leader.

Of course, Fatah was inefficient and corrupt. But the primary reason for its inability to provide even basic municipal services in the occupied territories and failure to ensure law and order was due to the systematic destruction of its political, economic and security infrastructure by Israel.

The election of the moderate Abu Mazen (Mahmoud Abbas) made little difference. In fact, Israel continued to sabotage the Quartet’s roadmap and persisted in discrediting the newly elected Palestinian leader. With nothing to show for his moderation and willingness to enter into meaningful negotiation with Israel, it was inevitable that Fatah would lose support among the increasingly disillusioned populace of the occupied territory. In the meanwhile, the Israeli leadership was able to develop and execute its policy of unilateral disengagement, by agreeing to remove a handful of small, isolated settlements, while expanding and strengthening the larger colonial settlements, earmarked for permanent annexation. This provided the excuse that many authoritarian Muslim states had wanted: to offer their own certificate of Israel’s good intentions.

In fact, the building of new settlements in the Arab sectors continue at full steam. According to Israel’s own human rights organizations, from 1948 until today, some 700 Jewish communities have been established, but not a single Arab town has been founded within the state’s borders. Arab Israelis, who constitute 18 per cent of the state’s citizens, control only 2.4 per cent of its municipal areas.

In elections described by international observers as free and fair, Hamas won the majority in the Palestinian parliament. Instead of welcoming this credible outcome of a democratic process, the Bush administration reacted in an extremely negative manner. It claimed that Hamas was a terrorist organization that could not be entrusted with the responsibility of running the government in the occupied territories. American diplomats and officials were instructed to sever all contacts with Hamas-appointed ministers, even those that were not members of the militant group. This no-contact policy was more sweeping than many had expected because it was made applicable not just to Hamas members, but to independents and technocrats in the new government as well.

There was also a major effort to persuade other governments to refrain from extending any assistance to Hamas. Canada, under its conservative, pro-US government, was the first to fall in line, when it suspended all contacts and ended financial assistance to the Hamas-led government. Earlier, Israel had also frozen tax revenue transfer to the PA, an amount in excess of fifty million dollars.

Now, it has been announced that the European Union, too, has decided to suspend its funding to the Palestinian Authority. Since this amounts to 600 million dollars a year, its suspension will have a crippling effect on some of the most essential social sector programmes in the occupied territories. The EU based its decision on the ground that Hamas must meet the three key commitments set by the international community: renounce violence, recognize Israel and abide by previous commitments. But it is evident that the EU decision came about not of its own volition, but as the result of considerable pressure from the US.

Admittedly, these developments represent an important victory for the US campaign to pressure Hamas to accept the “reality” of Israel. But this can only be a pyrrhic victory for the Jewish state, for these punitive measures will drive Hamas even further into adopting hard-line policies. Hamas has already condemned the EU’s decision as “blackmail”, pointing out that the EU decision will not only punish the Palestinian government, but more importantly, the poor workers and peasants.

Given the reactions of the US and the EU, some observers are of the view that the Israeli leadership may be rather relieved at Hamas’s victory, for it has become convenient to tag this organization as terrorist and then demand that it be not only isolated, but ostracised as well. If so, it would be a very short-sighted policy that can bring only temporary benefits to Israel. The peace and security that it desires will remain an elusive goal.

It is clear that these pressures are being mounted by the West to force Hamas to explicitly recognize Israel and give up its resistance to Israeli occupation. This is an extremely shortsighted policy. To believe that Israel’s plan of unilateral disengagement can be anything more than an interim solution, or that this will bring it the peace and stability that it desperately seeks, is highly flawed. Instead, it will reinforce the Zionist character of Israel and destroy any prospect of the Arabs and Jews living side by side.

The reality is that Hamas had already given subtle but significant hints of its growing restraint and maturity. Its election manifesto had omitted the rejectionist formulation of its charter about the Zionist state. More importantly, Prime Minister Ismail Hania had reaffirmed his government’s readiness to enter into negotiations with the Quartet, declaring that Hamas would give talks between President Abbas and Israel a chance. No less significant was its offer of a long-term truce to Israel if it agreed to withdraw to its pre-1967 boundaries.

Instead of appreciating these steps, the UN, too, appears to have buckled under American pressure. It has announced a “restrictive policy” of dealing with the Hamas-led government, stating that political contacts would now be decided on a case by case basis. Since when has the UN arrogated to itself this right? Has it forgotten that it had no hesitation in dealing with the Soviet-installed Karmal regime?

The US had a wonderful opportunity of encouraging the Hamas to transform itself into a political entity. Instead, it chose to punish the democratically elected government. This can only lead to the sidelining of the saner voices in Hamas, giving credence to the views of those that are convinced that the US is under Israel’s strong influence and as such cannot play a useful role in the region.

The US may well be upset that Hamas should have transformed itself into a political party and won the election, thus denying Washington the excuse to allege that the PA lacks legitimacy. Lest we get confused by western propaganda, it is important to recall that the Palestinians voted for Hamas not because of its Islamic agenda, but because of its clean image, its anti-corruption platform and its stance on Palestinian rights. And, of course, because of its rejection of US support to Israel.

If this is a test for Hamas, it is a bigger test for Israel and its policies. Israel has for the first time, a strong, decisive, disciplined “partner” that is as legitimate as itself. Is it regretting the opportunity it had of dealing with the Palestinian “moderates”, who were ever ready with their compromises, for they never enjoyed the authority that only legitimacy confers?

Israel is admittedly a powerful state, it may appear invincible as well, but even the most powerful and invincible ones begin to rot, when they lose their moral authority. This is what is happening in Israel today. If it believes that peace can be secured by building a wall around itself and that too, on stolen land, it is living in a world of make-believe. Israel today is a cruel, occupying power. Resistance against it is getting stronger and more determined. As invariably happens, the occupation is corrupting the occupiers themselves.

If Israel’s leaders had the courage and vision, they would have seized Hamas’s offer of a long-term truce and prepared for genuine negotiations. If Israel fails to grasp this moment, it will later rue a missed opportunity. Instead of seeking to prevent the West from extending Hamas recognition and acceptance, Israel would do better to facilitate this recognition.

The election results reflect the frustration and anger of the Palestinian masses, who have lost faith in never-ending negotiations that have not brought liberation any closer. In asking Hamas to give up its position on Israel, the Jewish state is asking the Palestinians to give in even before the start of negotiations. Instead of Israel asking the Palestinians to recognize it, it should be the other way round. It is the Palestinian right to a sovereign, independent state, that has to be recognized. In fact, by its willingness to negotiate with Israel, Hamas has already conferred de facto recognition on the Jewish state. As regards the demand that Hamas renounce violence and disarm itself, this is frivolous. No national liberation movement, fighting against a foreign occupation force, has ever accepted these humiliating terms and the Palestinians are certainly not going to be the first to do so.

As regards the US, it must realize that the carte blanche that it has provided to Israel to perpetuate its occupation is slowly but surely destroying its credibility in the region. The invasion of Iraq had not helped matters. Now by its rejection of the election results in the occupied Palestinian territories, Washington is making a grave mistake. Has the West not learnt from the catastrophe that it engineered by denying the FIS its election victory in Algeria?

Palestine’s Arab neighbours face a dilemma. Having denied their own populations the opportunity to exercise their right to free and fair elections, they are hardly in a position to be critical of the US for its failure to respect a democratic outcome. The Arab League secretary-general has appealed to Arab governments and institutions to come to the aid of the Palestinians and has underscored the fear that the impoverished Palestinian territories might otherwise become a breeding ground for extremists.

There are also apprehensions that Iran would step in with aid, thereby increasing its influence in the region. The Arab response is, however, not expected to be prompt or meaningful. Most of these countries with unrepresentative regimes are unlikely to do anything to upset the Americans.
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