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Even before he was sworn in as president of the Palestinian Authority (PA) last Saturday, time was 
already running out for Mahmoud Abbas. Violence has been increasing since Abbas' election, and his 
appeals for a cease-fire have gone unheeded. However, a decision by him to blast away at 
Palestinian militant groups in response to their recent attacks against Israeli targets would be a 
disaster for Palestinians and, ultimately, Israelis alike. A clash while his leadership remains weak 
and the security forces are in disarray would be inviting failure. Further, it would ensure that 
Palestinian politics remain mired in violence and lawlessness. It seems a logical step to end 
terrorism, but in fact takes things in precisely the wrong direction.  

That said, if Abbas is unable to establish parameters for acceptable armed action and enforce the 
rule of law, he will soon prove himself irrelevant both in terms of Palestinian politics and in 
international diplomacy. Max Weber defined a state as an entity having a "monopoly on the 
legitimate use of force within a given territory." In this, the Palestinian proto-state has been an 
abject failure. Because the PA has failed to prevent militants - including some members of its own 
security apparatus - from attacking Israeli targets at their whim, Israel decided to crack down. After 
four years of war, the Palestinian security force is a shadow of its former self. The PA holds only 
marginal control over the territory under its jurisdiction, and anarchy reigns in places where 
warlords do not. Palestinian police forces are restricted from carrying weapons in many areas, while 
armed militants publicly brandish arms and disregard the PA's dictates. Without viable police 
capabilities, the newly elected Palestinian government will remain impotent. It will be unable to 
improve the lives of its citizens, effectively combat terrorism or renew negotiations with Israel. 
Rebuilding the police apparatus to form a legitimate and accountable security force is a vital first 
step in the long process of increasing Palestinian law-enforcement capacity. Such a capacity will 
ultimately enable the PA to fulfill its security requirements toward the Israelis as Abbas has recently 
pledged, and reduce attacks against Israel. The reforms outlined for the Palestinian security services 
in the past, such as their consolidation into three security branches under civilian authority, are vital 
steps that must be adopted. Training the security apparatus and re-establishing its credibility are 
equally important. An effective force could rebuff interference by Iran and Hizbullah, who are 
arming, financing and training Palestinian militants. Achieving this capacity will take time, but it is 
key to ensuring that the Palestinian government is strong enough to enforce its laws. This viability 
is also critical for engaging in any peace process with Israel. Yet, time is running out.  

Given the disarray in the security forces, Abbas cannot risk a total confrontation with militants. He 
is neither willing nor capable of doing so. Yet if he is to be even minimally effective in improving the 
daily lives of Palestinians by establishing the rule of law, he must lay down the law. And he needs to 
start small. One way would be to bar the launching of Qassam rockets and mortars against targets 
in Israel. The principal effect of such attacks is to demonstrate that those firing them can do so with 
impunity - they have no strategic value and they anger Israeli public opinion and provoke harsh 
Israeli reprisals. Abbas has repeatedly called for Qassam attacks to stop, but has yet to convey a 
strong and confident message, including anticipated - and achievable - payback for those militants 
who continue them. Effectively enforcing such a prohibition against missile attacks would not only 
help Abbas with the Israelis, it would also strengthen his hand domestically and help him overcome 
his image as someone malleable and weak. Abbas' strategy of national dialogue, which he continues 
to espouse, has thus far failed. Hamas has cleverly chosen to play a double game of "resistance" 
against Israel while entering mainstream Palestinian politics. Its strong showing in the December 
local elections in 26 West Bank municipalities demonstrated the movement's political prowess and 
future intentions. Though Hamas officially boycotted the presidential election, it shows every 
intention of competing in parliamentary and municipal elections later this year. The national 
agreement Abbas is pursing is important for Palestinian political stability, but cannot be achieved in 
the vacuum that he seeks. Instead, he has to pursue an internal Palestinian arrangement while 
laying down the law and enforcing the ban on rocket attacks against Israel. Pursuing a tougher and 
more confident position against such violations will strengthen his position in trying to reach a 
national accord with militant factions. 



The attacks against Israel this week were a direct challenge to Abbas. If he is to have any 
future, he must ensure that the price militants pay for admission to Palestinian politics is forgoing 
independent armed action. In the long run, Abbas needs to provoke a split within Hamas and other 
militant organizations, between people who can be co-opted and those who must be coerced. If he 
can point to an improvement in the lives of his citizens on the one hand, and the coercive power of 
his security forces on the other, the people will side with him. Some in Hamas will follow, but his 
security forces will need to crush the remainder. However, if he tries to make that deal with the 
militants now, with neither asset to rely on, he will certainly lose. 
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