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FOREWORD
Ambassador Dennis Ross
U.S. Envoy to the Middle East, 1988-2000

Who is Hamas? Where did they come from? How do they fund their activi-
ties? Why do they seem to have roots in Palestinian society? Can they ac-
cept anything but struggle and conflict with Israel? And, will they ever lash
out at the United States or will they always restrict their terror to Israel?

Matthew Levitt addresses these and other questions in his very timely
book on the Hamas. In Arabic, Hamas is an abbreviation for the Islamic
Resistance Movement. The word literally means “zeal,” and that certainly
describes those who have led this group.

As an organization, Hamas is much talked about, but poorly under-
stood. Given its stunning victory in the Palestinian Legislative Council
elections in early 2006, Hamas is no longer a fringe player in the Palestin-
ian political scene. While the champion of suicide bombing against Israelis,
Hamas has developed an appeal among Palestinians for several reasons: It
is not corrupt in the sea of corruption that has so characterized the Pales-
tinian Authority. It provides services—clinics, after-school programs, food
distribution centers—that the Palestinian Authority fails to offer. It has
demonstrated that it can hurt Israelis when, in the eyes of Palestinians, the
Israelis have been hurting them.

Notwithstanding the reasons for Hamas having a following among Pal-
estinians, its popularity throughout the 1990s never exceeded 30 percent of
the Palestinian population. And even that figure greatly exaggerated its
standing for most of the period when Palestinians were more hopeful about
the future. Support for Hamas has grown out of frustration and anger and
the ability of the organization to fill a vacuum of leadership.

If there is a secular alternative that is credible, most Palestinians would
support it, particularly because Palestinian society remains far more secu-
lar than religiously devout. If there was hope and belief again in the possi-
bility of peace, Hamas would again be reduced in terms of its political po-
tential. In reality, most Palestinians would like to have a normal life, and, as
long as Hamas is defined by its commitment to confrontation with Israel,
Hamas will not be able to deliver what most Palestinians seek. For that,
Hamas would have to change its credo and objectives.
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This book spells out in persuasive detail why Hamas is unlikely to
undergo such a transformation. Dr. Levitt shows that Hamas emerged from
the Muslim Brotherhood, founded in Egypt. He outlines the connection
and, indeed, dependency of Hamas on the dawa, the social support struc-
ture and services of the organization. He demonstrates clearly that there is
no separation between the so-called political and military wings of Hamas—
both being tied together in an organic whole, with the political wing pro-
viding the guidance and the religious justification for the suicidal attacks
against Israelis in buses, restaurants, and shops.

Dr. Levitt also exposes the use of charities to fund Hamas. While some
of the funds from charities certainly have gone to finance the services of
the dawa, they have also gone to support terror attacks. And, of course, even
the services are shaped to recruit and socialize new suicide bombers.

Finally, this book reveals the extent to which Hamas uses funding from
foreign sources to pursue its aims. Support has come from fronts in the
United States, Europe, and Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states.

This book would be of great value if it only provided this explanation
of Hamas, its roots, its character, its funding, and its operations. But it does
more, spelling out how the Palestinian Authority should have competed
with Hamas by replacing the dawa and by providing the critical social ser-
vices in its place.

Ultimately, it has been the corruption of the Palestinian Authority, the
failures within Palestinian society, and the loss of hope that have fueled
Hamas and its purposes. To be sure, Hamas is not passive in this regard. It
has consistently carried out acts of terror whenever there has been even a
hint of progress toward peace—not only because it does not believe in it,
but also because it is unlikely to be able to survive in circumstances where
peace, prosperity, and a sense of possibility characterize the Palestinian re-
ality and its future.

With Hamas having now catapulted itself into a position of potential
power, the prospects for peace between Israelis and Palestinians have never
been lower. Nonetheless, Hamas for its own reasons may seek a continuing
period of calm with Israel. Hamas in power needs to deliver reform and
change—the banner it ran under—and that gives it a strong reason to
avoid confrontation for the time being. After all, it can hardly remake Pales-
tinian society, end corruption, lawlessness, and chaos on the one hand and
produce economic renewal on the other if it is at war with Israel. Hamas is
bound to seek help from the international community to produce societal
renewal even while it resists all efforts to get it to give up its principles of re-
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jection of Israel and promotion of violence. The international community
should neither let it off the hook nor allow it to escape the dilemmas of ac-
tually having to govern. Hamas must be put in a position of having to
choose: govern successfully by transforming itself or fail and be discredited.

Will it transform itself? Unlikely, but if one wants to understand what
makes Hamas and its leaders tick and what may be the best ways to exert
leverage on it, a good place to start is with Matthew Levitt’s book. Policy
makers would be well advised to shape their strategy with his prescriptions
in mind.






introduction: hamas’ muddied waters

How does Hamas, a militant Islamist group in a relatively secular society
fatigued by conflict, attract and retain its base of operatives and supporters?
How does it radicalize, recruit, and dispatch Palestinian suicide bombers
and still woo Palestinian voters to vote it into power as the ruling political
party? While it may be the case that Hamas’ victory in Palestinian parlia-
mentary elections in January 2006 was in large part a protest vote against
the septuagenarian kleptocrats of Yasser Arafat’s Fatah party, the vote un-
deniably demonstrated that under the right conditions a majority of Pales-
tinians was willing to accept and support Hamas. But is this support a re-
sult of the group’s bold suicide bombings targeting Israelis, of its campaign
to Islamize Palestinian society, of its reputation for honesty in a sea of po-
litical corruption, of its grassroots social activism, or of some or all of the
above? How are the political, charitable, and terrorist activities of Hamas to
be understood and reconciled? Are these disparate activities carried out by
separate and unconnected wings of a larger movement, or is Hamas a uni-
tary organization that sees good works and murder as equally legitimate
means to achieve its non-negotiable ends?

Hamas leaders, for their part, are keen to stress that Hamas is “one
body.” The day before Hamas’ electoral victory, Hamas leader Mahmoud
al-Zahar vowed that the group’s military wing would never be disbanded.
Miriam Farhat, a Hamas candidate who won a seat in the Palestinian Leg-
islative Council, stressed that the group’s participation in politics would not
moderate its stance on continued terror attacks: “Those who say we have
changed our methods, we will never change.” Farhat entered the electoral
race with a measure of name recognition as the mother who appeared on

1



INTRODUCTION 2

her son’s martyrdom video blessing his decision to participate in a Hamas
suicide attack. Indeed, Hamas relies on its political and social activists and
organizations to build grassroots support for the movement, to spot and
recruit future operatives, to provide day jobs and cover to current operatives,
and to serve as the logistical and financial support network for the group’s
terror cells. Often the Hamas operatives running the group’s political and
charitable offices are closely tied to the group’s terror cells, or are them-
selves current or former terror-cell members. Muddying the waters be-
tween its political activism, good works, and terrorist attacks, Hamas is able
to use its overt political and charitable organizations as a financial and lo-
gistical support network for its terrorist operations.!

Some of the ways these institutions support Hamas terrorism are by
glorifying acts of violence, Islamizing Palestinian society, and providing a
social welfare safety net for Hamas activists and their families. As an Arab
commentator noted in the online edition of the Egyptian weekly al-Ahram,
“In Palestine, when young men and women who carry out suicide attacks
are known to the entire public [sic]. Their pictures adorn homes, their sto-
ries are told, and their families get financial help.” In the Palestinian con-
text, the commentator continued, “a young man or woman undergoes a
process of psychological preparation, a process captured on film which [is]
later released to the public. The bomber is promised paradise in the after-
life and glory in this one. Only God knows what goes on in paradise, but in
the life the bomber’s achievement is recorded and glorified.” The financial
assistance provided to martyrs’ families also comes through Hamas dawa
organizations under the banner of humanitarian aid.?

Little attention, however, is paid to the support Hamas terrorists receive
through a network of political leaders and charitable organizations one,
two, or several steps removed from terrorist attacks and operating under the
guise of legitimate political, humanitarian, social, and communal activities.
Understandably, analysts and pundits commenting on Hamas focus either
on the group’s surprise electoral victory in January 2006 or on its indis-
criminate suicide bombings and other attacks. But what these commenta-
tors miss by overlooking this network of political and charitable support is
the how and why behind Hamas’ dramatic electoral and operational success.

THE MYTH OF DISPARATE WINGS

As a result of the heightened focus on exposing terrorist networks in the
post-9/11 global environment, investigators have revealed how terrorist
groups systematically conceal their activities behind charitable, social, and
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political fronts. Indeed, many of these fronts have seen their officials ar-
rested, their assets seized, and their offices shut down by authorities. Still,
Hamas benefits from an ostensible distinction drawn by some analysts be-
tween its “military” and “political” or “social” wings. Analysts who make
such a distinction regularly dwell on the good works of Hamas, rarely look-
ing at the connections between these activities and the attacks on civilians
and the suicide bombings that are the organization’s trademark. Because of
the notion that Hamas has independent “wings,” its political and charitable
fronts are allowed to operate openly in many Western and Middle Eastern
capitals. In these cities, Islamic social welfare groups tied to Hamas are often
tolerated when their logistical and financial support for Hamas is conducted
under the rubric of charitable or humanitarian assistance.

While convenient for Hamas and its supporters, this distinction is con-
tradicted by the consistent if scattered findings of investigators, journalists,
and analysts. A review of the evidence regarding the integration of Hamas’
political activism, social services, and terrorism demonstrates the centrality
of the group’s overt activities to the organization’s ability to recruit, indoc-
trinate, train, fund, and dispatch suicide bombers to attack civilian targets.

The social welfare organizations of Hamas answer to the same political
leaders who play hands-on roles in Hamas terrorist attacks. In some cases,
the mere existence of these institutions is invoked to classify Hamas as a so-
cial welfare rather than a terrorist organization. To debunk these specious
assumptions, it is necessary to fully expose what Hamas calls the dawa (its
social welfare and proselytization network). This is sometimes difficult be-
cause, as one U.S. official explained, “Hamas is loosely structured, with some
elements working clandestinely and others working openly through mosques
and social service institutions to recruit members, raise money, organize
activities, and distribute propaganda.”

Nevertheless, there is ample evidence of the role Hamas social institu-
tions and political leaders play in the terror activities directed and author-
ized by Hamas leaders and commanders. Consider, for example, the case of
the Hamas suicide bombing at the Park Hotel in Netanya on Passover Eve,
March 27,2002.4

ANATOMY OF A SUICIDE BOMBING

Holocaust survivor Clara Rosenberger wanted to feel safe after a shooting
attack in Netanya a few weeks earlier, so she decided to celebrate the Pass-
over Seder in a communal setting at the Park Hotel. It was a decision she
and 154 other wounded victims would live to regret; 29 less fortunate vic-
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tims died when Hamas suicide bomber Abdel Aziz Basset Odeh, disguised
as a woman to hide the explosives-laden vest strapped to his torso, entered
the hotel dining hall and detonated the bomb sewn into his clothes in the
midst of some 250—mostly elderly—people.’

The attack, perpetrated on a major Jewish holiday and targeting elderly
civilians, was the most devastating one since the outbreak of the Intifada in
September 2000. Despite early setbacks like the capture or killing of two
bomb makers and the loss of one of two planned suicide bombers to the
common cold, the Nablus-Tulkarm cell responsible for the attack success-
fully executed the most severe in a string of suicide bombings. Coming on
the heels of this surge in Palestinian suicide bombings, the Park Hotel at-
tack led to the reinvasion of much of the West Bank by Israeli forces in Op-
eration Defensive Shield in March and April 2002. At the time of the attack
Arab leaders were meeting in Beirut at an Arab League summit where Saudi
officials proposed that Arab states agree to recognize Israel and establish
normal relations in the event of a just two-state solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Hamas leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin told Palestinian
television that the attack was a message rejecting the Arab League proposal,
adding, “the Palestinians will not surrender.”®

Beyond its timing and deadly effect, the attack also stands out as a par-
adigmatic example of how Hamas political and social activists play hands-
on roles in the group’s terror attacks. The mastermind of the attack, Abbas
al-Sayyid, served simultaneously as both the overt political Hamas leader
in Tulkarm and the covert head of the Qassam Brigades terrorist cell there.
Wearing these two hats, al-Sayyid gave public speeches and represented
Hamas at public functions even as he secretly recruited military operatives
and suicide bombers, received orders and funds from Hamas leaders in
Lebanon and Syria, and personally planned and oversaw the cell’s opera-
tions. Al-Sayyid openly acknowledged his contacts with Hamas leaders
abroad, but maintained these were purely political in nature. In fact, al-
Sayyid took active measures to hide the military nature of these contacts.
For example, while funds for Hamas political activity—$10,000—$13,000
a month—were overtly transferred from Hamas leaders abroad into al-
Sayyid’s personal bank account, Hamas leaders in Syria transferred funds
for Hamas terrorist operations to an account al-Sayyid opened under a fic-
titious American-sounding name.” At the operational level, almost all the
Hamas terrorists involved in the attack rose through the ranks of Hamas
through the group’s Islamic Bloc student movement. Al-Sayyid himself began
drifting toward Hamas while in high school after hearing the lectures of
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Sheikh Jamal Mansour, a prominent Hamas political and dawa leader.
Three of the operatives, including both intended suicide bombers, were
members of a singing troupe called al-Ansar that lauded Hamas and its sui-
cide bombers. Hamas dawa activists and institutions performed a variety
of key functions like helping fugitive cell members hide from authorities. In
one case female Hamas activists helped a cell member move around Tulkarm
disguised as a woman. Covert operatives also used mosques tied to Hamas
as meeting places and as dead-drops where messages and matériel—includ-
ing the suicide bombing vests—were left and retrieved by parties unknown
to one another. Long after the attack, the Hamas dawa would use the Park
Hotel bombing as a means to radicalize and recruit future operatives by
printing posters glorifying the attack and naming community events like a
soccer tournament after Abdel Aziz Basset Odeh, the suicide bomber.?

MUDDYING THE WATERS

Inside the Palestinian territories, the battery of mosques, schools, orphan-
ages, summer camps, and sports leagues sponsored by Hamas are integral
parts of an overarching apparatus of terror. These Hamas entities engage in
incitement and radicalize society, and undertake recruitment efforts to so-
cialize even the youngest children to aspire to die as martyrs. They provide
logistical and operational support for weapons smuggling, reconnaissance,
and suicide bombings. They provide day jobs for field commanders and
shelter fugitive operatives.

So why did Hamas surprise everyone, including itself, when it won
44.5 percent of the vote and became the majority party in the elec-
tion of January 2006? Because Hamas also provides desperately needed so-
cial services to needy Palestinians and—until Hamas’ stunning electoral
victory—served as a de facto Islamist opposition to the secular Palestinian
Authority (PA).°

It is a painful reality that Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza
have endured a deplorably low standard of living for years. Palestinians suf-
fer not only from living under occupation, but from the neglect of a cor-
rupt Palestinian leadership as well. As a result, the economic, social, and
health conditions in the West Bank and Gaza Strip are truly miserable, leav-
ing a void that groups like Hamas are all too eager to fill.

Palestinians suffer from extensive economic hardship. The West Bank
and Gaza economies are in crisis, as evidenced by an unemployment rate
as high as 33.5 percent in 2003. With a struggling economy and limited em-
ployment opportunities, it is not surprising that by 2004 approximately
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three-fourths of the Palestinian population living in the West Bank and
Gaza survived below the poverty line of $2 per day. Health conditions in
the West Bank, and especially Gaza, are very poor. As of 2003, 30 percent of
Palestinian children under age five suffered from chronic malnutrition and
21 percent from acute malnutrition. In 2001, Palestinian Ministry of
Health officials estimated that the infant mortality rate in Gaza was at 40
deaths per 1,000 live births.!°

Clearly, the vast majority of Palestinians are in desperate need of assis-
tance, ranging from unemployment compensation to food, childcare, and
access to proper medical care. Both the Israeli government and Palestinian
leadership have consistently failed to provide these essential services to the
Palestinian community. The situation is further complicated by Hamas’ ef-
forts to capitalize on this humanitarian crisis to further its own agenda.

Hamas has successfully blurred the lines between political and chari-
table activities and terrorism in large part because many governments, ex-
perts, and academics continue to subscribe to the shallow argument that
terrorist groups maintain distinct social, political, and militant wings. In
fact, Hamas political leaders are intimately involved in the group’s terrorist
activities, as are the group’s charities and social welfare organizations.
Hamas uses the mosques and hospitals it maintains as meeting places; buries
caches of arms and explosives under its own kindergarten playgrounds;
uses social-welfare operatives’ cars and homes to ferry and hide fugitives;
and transfers and launders funds for terrorist activity through local charity
committees.

The Hamas dawa serves several distinct functions in support of the
group’s objectives and through which it facilitates Hamas attacks. In many
cases, dawa operatives and organizations fund and participate in Hamas at-
tacks. Far more frequently, however, the dawa functions as Hamas’ logisti-
cal support network and provides day jobs to Hamas leaders and opera-
tives. Hamas dawa charities and social organizations radicalize Palestinian
society, and their activities are targeted to building grassroots support for
Hamas at the expense of more moderate Palestinian groups.

Hamas political offices, dawa organizations, and Qassam Brigades ter-
ror cells are funded through a combination of means. These include char-
itable giving, via both genuine Islamist charities and Hamas organizations
fronting as legitimate charities, by states like Iran and Saudi Arabia, by in-
dividual wealthy donors, through front companies and criminal enterprises,
and in cooperative relationships with other terrorist groups. Shutting off
the flow of funds from such sources to Hamas is absolutely critical, but
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must be accompanied by an international humanitarian aid effort—one
with strict oversight components at both the donor and recipient ends of
the aid spectrum—to fill the gap in desperately needed social services that
shutting Hamas fronts would create. The international support necessary
to crack down on Hamas, however, can be achieved only when govern-
ments, experts, and academics develop a fuller understanding of the role
the Hamas dawa plays in the group’s suicide and other terror attacks.

Moreover, while Hamas is not an al-Qaeda affiliate, the repercussions
of Hamas terror echo far beyond the borders of the West Bank and Gaza.
Not only does Hamas threaten peace and regional security in the Middle
East, but by fanning the flames of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and la-
boring to undermine peace initiatives, the group directly contributes to the
rabid anti-Americanism spreading throughout the region. To counter such
a multilayered threat, one must first expose the veil of legitimacy behind
which it hides. This book is the first open-source effort to do just that, and
employs evidence that is qualitatively and quantitatively unmatched on the
subject. It details the intimate ties between the political, social, and military
“wings” of Hamas, catalogues the means by which Hamas political leaders
and dawa organizations support Hamas terror, and offers concrete and de-
tailed examples of such support. To do so as comprehensively as possible,
and to offer the most concrete examples, the study makes use of previously
undisclosed intelligence material, including declassified reports from the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI),
Department of Homeland Security (DHS), Canadian Secret Intelligence
Service (CSIS), Israel Security Agency (ISA, or Shin Bet), Israel police, and
more. These sources are supplemented by open-source material, including
U.S. government affidavits and other court documents, seized Palestinian
intelligence documents, congressional testimonies, official press releases,
government and academic studies, press reports, and extensive personal
interviews in Israel, the West Bank and Gaza, Jordan, Europe, and the United
States. The book was in the final stages of completion when the elections of
2006 occurred, and minor revisions have been made to reflect the outcome
for the sake of clarification.



origins of the hamas dawa

A BRIEF HISTORY OF HAMAS

Hamas, both an acronym for Harakat al-Muqawama al-Islamiya (Islamic
Resistance Movement) and an Arabic word meaning “zeal,” is a Palestinian
Islamist group that emerged in 1987 as an outgrowth of the Palestinian
branch of the Egypt-based Muslim Brotherhood. Hamas was founded in
December of that year with the goal of eliminating the State of Israel and
establishing in its place an Islamist state in all of what was once British
Mandatory Palestine—a territory that today comprises Israel, the West Bank,
and the Gaza Strip. Hamas employs a three-pronged strategy to achieve this
goal: (1) social welfare activity that builds grassroots support for the or-
ganization, (2) political activity that competes with the secular Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO) and the Palestinian Authority (PA), and
(3) guerilla and terrorist attacks that target Israeli soldiers and civilians.
Hamas also seeks to counter what it perceives as the secularization and
westernization of Arab society, and to become internationally recognized
as the sole representative of the Palestinian people, a distinction held by the
PLO since the 1974 Arab League conference in Rabat, Morocco. Hamas’
slogan, as declared in Article 8 of the group’s charter, reflects the centrality
of violent jthad—religiously sanctioned resistance against perceived enemies
of Islam—to these strategies: “Allah is its target, the Prophet is its model,
the Koran its constitution: Jihad is its path and death for the sake of Allah
is the loftiest of its wishes.”!

The term jihad literally translates as “struggle,” and has two meanings—
only one of which is violent. The non-violent meaning of jihad refers to the
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personal struggle for virtue and morality, the striving to follow God’s will.
According to John Esposito, a leading scholar on Islam, jihad can also refer
to “fighting injustice and oppression, spreading and defending Islam, and
creating a just society through preaching, teaching, and, if necessary, armed
struggle or holy war” The two broad meanings of jihad, non-violent and
violent, are exemplified in a well-known Prophetic tradition: after return-
ing from a military expedition, the Prophet Mohammad said, “We have re-
turned from the lesser jihad (jihad al-asghar) to the greater jihad (jihad al-
akbar).” When asked, “O, Messenger of Allah, what is the greater jihad?”
Mohammad answered, “It is the jihad against one’s soul.” In the context of
Hamas’ calls for suicide bombings and other terrorist attacks, the term jihad
clearly refers to the violent struggle against perceived enemies of Islam.?

While the immediate goal of replacing Israel with an Islamist Palestin-
ian state is Hamas’ overarching priority, the group also sees itself as leading
a broader, pan-Islamist international movement. “Hamas is not a local or-
ganization,” explains Khaled Mishal, the head of the Hamas political bu-
reau, “but the spearhead of a national project, which has Arab, Islamic and
international ambitions as well.” It is for this reason, Mishal says, that the
group “must attain positions of control by ‘legal’ means, which will grant it
political legitimacy.” But even as it participates in the Palestinian political
system, insists Dr. Osama al-Mahmoudi, a Hamas ideologue, “the Palestin-
ian people have a right to have the opposition [i.e., Hamas] fulfill its role in
defending them, politically, socially, financially and in terms of security, as
it did in the conflict with the Zionist enemy.” In other words, Hamas sees
simultaneous participation in civil politics and acts of violence against civil-
ians as complementary, not mutually exclusive, concepts.’

Hamas is composed of three interrelated wings. The social welfare and
political wings are the public faces of the group’s social, administrative, po-
litical, and propaganda activities. The military wing is principally engaged
in covert activities such as executing suspected collaborators, surveilling
potential targets, procuring weapons, and carrying out guerilla and terror-
ist attacks. Overseeing all Hamas activities is a Majlis al-Shura, or consulta-
tive council, which is the group’s overarching political and decision-making
body in Damascus. Under this Shura council are committees responsible
for supervising a wide array of activities, from media relations to military
operations. At the grassroots level in the West Bank and Gaza sit corre-
sponding local Hamas committees that answer to the Shura council and its
committees and carry out the decisions on the ground. According to Sheikh
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Hassan Yusef, a Hamas founder and senior political leader in the West Bank,
the Shura council “includes representatives from the movement’s four cen-
ters—the Gaza Strip, the West Bank, abroad and representatives of the 300
Hamas members in Israeli jails.” Though it was founded as an underground
movement, Hamas’ public wings—its political and social branches—were
for many years able to operate openly in Gaza under license from Israeli au-
thorities. From the start, however, the military wing was divided into re-
gional networks and local cells which communicated covertly through
coded messages passed through internal communications channels, espe-
cially couriers.*

The so-called external leadership of Hamas—Ilocated outside the West
Bank and Gaza Strip—has traditionally played a more dominant decision-
making role than the group’s internal or local leaders. This management
trend began when the first head of the Hamas political bureau, Mousa Abu
Marzook, ran the organization from his home in the United States, and
continued as the group later established political headquarters in Amman,
Jordan, and then Damascus, Syria. The external leadership is divided into
two main groups, one of Gazans led by Marzook, and one composed mostly
of Hamas members from the West Bank who have studied or worked in
Kuwait. The so-called Kuwaidia, or Kuwaiti group, is led by Khaled Mishal.
The two factions work closely together, but there is some resentment of the
Kuwaiti group by Marzook’s faction, because Mishal’s Kuwaidia tend to
dominate key positions within the Hamas political bureau.’

The structure of Hamas was static for its first few years, largely because
Yasser Arafat’s secular Palestine Liberation Organization was still weak and
headquartered hundreds of miles away in Tunis. Israel was not yet a regu-
lar target of Hamas attacks, and was not therefore focusing on the group at
the time. Hamas activities were distributed into functional branches whose
operations were further broken down by region. These included:

e A social welfare and administrative branch (the dawa), responsible for
recruitment, funding, and social services;

e Al-Mujahideen al-Filastinun, an entity responsible for arms procurement
and military activities, containing a subgroup charged with overseeing
and coordinating demonstrations and other popular resistance, as well
as organized violence in the framework of the first Intifada (uprising);

e A security branch (the Jehaz Aman) responsible for collecting infor-
mation on suspected collaborators, and then apprehending, interrogat-
ing, and killing them; and,
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e A publications or media branch (the A’alam) responsible for producing
and distributing leaflets, staffing press offices, and addressing propa-
ganda issues.

Then and now it is the group’s political wing that oversees the activities
of the rest of the movement’s various component parts. Over time, how-
ever, the structure and responsibilities of Hamas” overt and covert wings
developed to accommodate the changing environment in which the group
found itself. In 1987, Hamas military cells began to carry out their first at-
tacks targeting Israelis. At this point, Israeli collaborators within Palestin-
ian society became a primary obstacle to Hamas’ operations, so the Majd
(an acronym for Majmouath Jihad u-Dawa, or the Holy War and Sermo-
nizing Group) was created to serve as the strike force of the one-year-old
Jehaz Aman security branch. Its role was to discover and deal with Pales-
tinians suspected of helping Israel. Founded in 1982, five years before the
official founding of Hamas, the al-Mujahideen al-Filastinun was entrusted
with the responsibility of procuring weapons. After the uprising broke out,
this group was in charge of executing shooting and bombing attacks
as well.”

By 1991, both the Majd and the Mujahideen al-Filastinun were incor-
porated into a reorganized Hamas military wing under the name Izz al-Din
al-Qassam Brigades. The first Qassam Brigades cell—named for a Muslim
Brotherhood leader killed in action against British forces in 1935—was es-
tablished by Zaccaria Walid Akel, then the head of the Hamas military wing
in Gaza. The Qassam Brigades continued the Majd duties of kidnapping
and murdering suspected collaborators, but soon branched out into tar-
geting Israeli civilians. In December 1991, it carried out the first terrorist
attack against an Israeli civilian, murdering Doron Shorshan, an Israeli
resident of the Kfar Darom settlement in Gaza. This attack marked a turn-
ing point in the modus operandi of Hamas and set the group on the road
toward the spectacular and indiscriminate suicide bombings and other at-
tacks for which it is now well known.®

Despite having rounded the terrorist corner and established a full-
fledged terrorist wing, it still took time for the group to develop capabili-
ties equal to its intent. The evolutionary development of Hamas’ terrorist
tactics led to the group’s first suicide car bomb attack on April 16, 1993,
when the Qassam Brigades claimed responsibility for a blast outside a road-
side cafeteria near the Mehola settlement in the West Bank. Though the car
bomb killed only the driver and an Arab worker, the bomber had pulled up
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alongside two Egged buses, specifically targeting Israeli civilians. Luckily
for them, most of the fifty or so passengers had left the buses and were
mingling around the service counter when the explosion detonated, rip-
ping through the two buses and setting them on fire. A year later, on April
6, 1994, Hamas carried out its first successful suicide car bomb attack in Is-
rael proper when a car packed with nearly 400 pounds of explosives deto-
nated beside a bus picking up students in the Israeli town of Afula, forty
miles northwest of Jerusalem. Eight people, mostly teenagers, were killed
and over forty others were wounded in the attack, which was perpetrated
by a Palestinian from the West Bank.’

Since its founding in 1987, Hamas has committed countless acts of vio-
lence against both military and civilian targets, including suicide and other
bombings and Qassam rocket, mortar fire, and shooting attacks. In its early
years Hamas conducted small-scale attacks, like the 1989 abductions and
murders of Israeli soldiers Avi Sasportas and Ilan Sa’adon. But the group is
best known for its suicide bombing attacks. Between February 1989 and
March 2000 Hamas carried out at least twenty-seven attacks, including
twelve suicide bombings and three failed bombings. These attacks caused
approximately 185 deaths and left over 1,200 people wounded.!?

With the onset of the second Intifada in September 2000, the pace of
Hamas attacks increased dramatically. From September 29, 2000, through
March 24, 2004, Hamas executed 52 suicide attacks, killing 288 people and
wounding 1,646 more. In total, Hamas conducted 425 terrorist attacks dur-
ing this period, killing 377 people and wounding 2,076.""!

Hamas attacks increased throughout this period. In 2003 alone, Hamas
was responsible for 218 acts of violence. That figure more than doubled
in 2004, in which Hamas carried out 555 terrorist attacks. Also in 2004,
Hamas mortar attacks increased by 500 percent and its Qassam rocket at-
tacks increased by 40 percent compared to the previous year.!?

Intended to terrorize not only the targeted individuals but the general
Israeli population, Hamas attacks are indiscriminate in nature. Hamas sui-
cide bombings may not target Westerners but the group’s shrapnel-studded
suicide vests do not discriminate among passengers on Israeli buses or pa-
trons at Israeli cafes. As such, innocent civilians from around the world
have been killed in Hamas attacks, including civilians from the United States,
the United Kingdom, Ukraine, Romania, China, the Philippines, and Swe-
den, among other nations. For example, on June 7, 2005, a Qassam rocket
fired by Hamas killed a Chinese laborer working in the Ganei Tal settle-
ment in the Gaza Strip. Goldie Taubenfeld, an American mother of thir-
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teen, was killed in a Hamas suicide bus bombing in Jerusalem on August
19, 2003, along with her three-month-old son. On September 19, 2002,
Jonathan Jesner, a Scottish medical student, was also murdered on a Tel Aviv
bus when a Hamas suicide bomber detonated the explosive device he was
wearing. Hamas has purposely targeted many busy civilian venues includ-
ing, buses, bus stops, discotheques, restaurants, markets, and universities.?

In early 2003, Hamas military commanders began recruiting support-
ers and forming them into a popular army, or standing militia, in Gaza. By
March 2004, Hamas’ new popular army (the Murabitun) had recruited and
trained members, and amassed weapons. According to Israeli intelligence,
the several hundred new recruits came from the pool of Hamas supporters,
not from within Hamas” Qassam Brigades. Indeed, Salah Shehadah, one of
the founders of the Qassam Brigades, envisioned the popular army as some-
thing that was to be distinct from the Qassam Brigades. As Sheikh Yassin
put it, “The popular defense operates within the Gaza Strip and is respon-
sible for resistance, defense and rescue operations. The al-Qassam brigades
act against the Zionist enemy, wherever it may be.”!*

Israeli political analyst Ehud Ya’ari has emphasized the potential threat
such a military force poses to regional security, in light of Israeli with-
drawal from the Gaza Strip in August 2005. “If the popular army is allowed
to develop it will turn into a parallel, highly-motivated armed force to rival
the puny security apparatuses of the Palestinian Authority,” says Ya’ari.
“From the moment that Hamas achieves its goal of a militia of thousands
of fighters, there will be no hope of stopping it from turning the Gaza Strip
into ‘Hamas-stan, like the ‘Hizballahstan’ that rose up in the wake of the Is-
raeli withdrawal from southern Lebanon.” In a sign of the importance Hamas
leaders accord the establishment of the group’s new militia, the popular
army is said by Israeli intelligence to be headed by seasoned Hamas opera-
tives Ahmed Jabr and Mohammad Deif.!>

JOINT OPERATIONS WITH OTHER GROUPS

While Hamas remains the foremost Palestinian militant group conducting
attacks against Israel, it is by no means the only such group. For many years,
secular—primarily Marxist—Palestinian groups operating under the um-
brella of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) dominated the stage
of Palestinian extremism. Known for hijacking airplanes and raiding Israeli
border communities, groups like the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine (PFLP), the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine—General
Command (PFLP-GC), the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Pales-
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tine (DFLP), the Palestine Liberation Front (PLF), the Abu Nidal Organi-
zation (ANO), and many others were household names in the 1970s and
1980s. In the wake of Israel’s 1967 defeat of Arab armies and its occupation
of the West Bank and Gaza, and then even more so following the Islamic
awakening that came with the Iranian revolution in 1979, theologically
based rejectionist groups like Islamic Jihad and Hamas began to develop
greater footprints in the Palestinian territories. In the 1990s some of these
groups—Tlike the Abu Nidal Organization—fell apart while others—Tlike
the PFLP-GC—shed their socialist ideology and developed an Islamist
identity more in line with the thinking of their Iranian patrons. Through-
out the period of the Oslo peace process, generally speaking 1994 to 2000,
these groups committed only sporadic and low-intensity attacks. In con-
trast, Islamic Jihad and, even more so, Hamas, executed increasingly lethal
and frequent suicide bombings and other attacks.

The establishment of the al-Agsa Martyrs Brigades, a recent addition
to the collection of Palestinian paramilitary groups and an offshoot of Arafat’s
more mainstream Fatah party, was a factor of Fatah’s perceived need to
establish its own credentials as a resistance organization following the col-
lapse of peace talks in 2000. Thus, West Bank Preventive Security Organi-
zation chief Jibril Rajoub described the group to the al-Ayyam newspaper
as “the noblest phenomenon in the history of Fatah, because they restored
the movement’s honor and bolstered the political and security echelons of
the Palestinian Authority.” Within a short period of time the al-Agsa Martyrs
Brigades began carrying out numerous roadside shootings, ambushes of
Israeli military personnel, attacks on civilian population centers, and sui-
cide bombings both in the West Bank and across the Green Line in Israel
proper.!¢

Palestinian groups would occasionally carry out joint attacks, but it
was not until the collapse of peace negotiations and the eruption of the al-
Agsa Intifada in September 2000 that several of these groups, especially
Hamas and Islamic Jihad, began to work together more regularly. Material
found in Israeli raids of the West Bank carried out in 2002 revealed this co-
operation was the product of Iranian prodding. For example, a seized
Palestinian General Intelligence Services document dated June 1, 2000, de-
scribes a meeting between Iranian ambassador to Syria Sheikh al-Islam and
Islamic Jihad secretary general Ramadan Abdullah Shallah, which took
place on the eve of Israel’s withdrawal from southern Lebanon. The Iran-
ian ambassador requested “that the PIJ and Hamas carry out terrorist at-

tacks ‘inside Palestine, without assuming responsibility for them.”!”
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The following year, in a document dated October 2001, Palestinian
Preventive Security chief Jibril Rajoub briefed Yasser Arafat on the activi-
ties of Palestinian terrorist groups in Syria, citing intelligence indicating
that “intensive meetings are being held in Damascus, in which leaders of the
Hamas, Islamic Jihad, the Popular Front [for the Liberation of Palestine]
and Hizballah take part, in an attempt to increase the joint activities ‘in-
side, with financial support from Iran.”'8

Iran’s coaxing—and consequent financial support—proved success-
ful. As early as October 2000, within weeks of the failed peace summit at
Camp David, Hamas leader Mahmoud Zahar announced that Hamas and
Islamic Jihad leaders were meeting with Fatah and Palestinian Authority
officials “at least once daily.” Meanwhile, Abdullah Shami, an Islamic Jihad
leader in Gaza, stated that “all are going to share in the clashes.” Six months
later, Hamas spokesman Ibrahim Ghosheh described the “harmony” that
quickly developed between “the Islamic forces represented in the Hamas
and [Islamic] Jihad movements and the national forces, especially the Fatah
movement.” Speaking at an April 2001 conference in Tehran in support of
the Intifada, Palestine National Council speaker Salim al-Zanun declared:
“Brothers, we are united with the national and Islamic forces. This means
all factions, including the Hamas movement and Islamic Jihad.”*”

Documents seized in Israel’s March 2002 raid of the Jenin refugee
camp revealed that Islamic Jihad, Hamas, and Fatah operatives had estab-
lished a joint framework for patrolling the camp, including a “combined
force” and a “joint operations room.” Internal Palestinian intelligence docu-
ments seized by Israel indicate senior Palestinian security officers “supplied
PIJ and Hamas in the Jenin area with most of the weapons in their posses-
sion.” With the help of Hamas, Islamic Jihad also gained technical expert-
ise in the manufacture of rockets, developing a homemade rocket similar
to Hamas’ Qassam rocket. On May 25, 2002, Islamic Jihad’s al-Quds Brigade
fired three of these rockets from Gaza toward the Israeli town of Sderot and
broadcast the attack on Hezbollah’s al-Manar television station.?

According to West Bank Hamas leader Adnan Asfour, successful Israeli
counterterrorism measures led Hamas and Islamic Jihad to coordinate op-
erations not only at the local, cellular level but also at the level of more sen-
ior leadership. “With the expansion of Israel’s circle of aggression, there
must be an expansion of the circle of resistance,” Asfour explained in an
October 2003 interview. To this end, Hamas and Islamic Jihad negotiated a
preliminary deal to merge their military wings in late 2003, reportedly
agreed upon (but in the end never implemented) by Hamas leader Khaled
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Mishal and Islamic Jihad leader Ramadan Shallah at a meeting of the
group’s leadership in Beirut.*!

But while Hamas will engage in joint operations with other groups to
achieve the common goal of attacking Israel, it jealously guards its grass-
roots network of dawa organizations. Among militant groups, only Hamas
focuses so heavily on social and political activism, albeit parallel to and in
support of its military activities. Hamas relies on its dawa organizations to
recruit for, fund, and facilitate terrorism, but it should be noted that the Is-
lamic principle of dawa is not intended to support violence.

DAWA IN ISLAM

According to Islamic tradition, all Muslims are obligated to submit them-
selves to God (ibadah) and preach or propagate (dawa, literally “a call to
God”) true Islam. The obligation to spread true Islam covers a wide spec-
trum of outreach activity, from outright proselytizing (which benefits the
soul) to charitable giving and social welfare activities (which benefit the
body). To fulfill these social welfare duties, the Islamic endowments (wagqf,
or awqafin the plural) that are responsible for the upkeep of mosques and
holy sites in contemporary Muslim societies also typically manage social
service institutions. Throughout the Muslim world, revenue derived from
the waqf’s endowed properties and individual donations typically fund “a
veritable network of welfare and charitable services (such as schools, or-
phanages, soup kitchens).” These not only provide for the temporal needs
of the population but are also a means of drawing in the people to whom
religious leaders want to preach.?

Within the more radical Salafi strain of Sunni Islam, dawa activities are
seen as protecting the umma (Islamic community, or nation) from insuffi-
ciently Islamic rulers and other perceived enemies of Islam, such as non-
Muslim infidels. Salafiyyais a school within Sunni Islam that spread through-
out the Arab world in the twentieth century. Its name comes from the Arabic
words al-salaf al-salih, “the venerable forefathers,” which refers to the gen-
eration of the Prophet Mohammad and his companions. Salafis believed
Islam had been corrupted by idolatry, and they sought to bring it back to
the purity of its earliest days as it was practiced in the time of the Prophet.
Accordingly, Salafis today reject modernizing tendencies, and believe that
the Koran and Hadith (traditions of the Prophet) should be interpreted as
they were during the first few generations after Mohammad’s death. Salafis
are sometimes considered extreme in belief; after 9/11 the term has been
used to describe various groups within Sunni Islamic ideology that practice
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purist or reactionary interpretations of Islam—especially the militant ex-
pressions of these ideologies.?

To promote their particular version of Islam, many Salafis use dawa ac-
tivities to promote a “pure” Islamic practice modeled after the lifestyle of
the Prophet Mohammed, emphasizing individual piety and self-purification.
When, as with Salafis, the goal is “the transformation of society through re-
ligious education, and moral and social reform,” the wide array of social
services that make up the dawa are ideally suited to complement religious
goals of reviving and propagating the faith in a population. This Salafist
ideological framework is common to the various modern militant Islamist
organizations that, like Hamas, grew out of the Muslim Brotherhood. As
the Congressional Research Service notes of the leader of another well-
known terrorist organization, “Bin Laden has identified Salafist thinkers
such as his former mentor Abdallah Azzam, Hamas founder Ahmed Yassin,
World Trade Center bombing conspirator Omar Abdel Rahman, Saudi dis-
sident clerics Salman al-Awdah and Safar al-Hawali, and thirteenth century
Islamic scholar Ibn Taymiyah as prominent ideological influences.”**

Dawa and Politics

The Islamist movement whose dawa tradition has most influenced Hamas,
the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, is notable for having a politically ac-
tivist nature. Academic scholars have noted that Brotherhood activists use
communal activities at the grassroots level to “reshape the political con-
sciousness of educated youth.” By focusing on impressionable youth and in
areas lacking social welfare services, the Brotherhood’s Islamic institutions
serve as “functional substitutes for the welfare apparatus of the state and
constitute a natural and familiar setting in which young activists can reach
out to uncommitted peers” In other words, social services institutions
function as an ideal tool used by Islamists to radicalize and recruit Muslim
youth.?

It should therefore not surprise that, in line with the Muslim Brother-
hood’s political tradition, the Hamas dawa was directly involved in pro-
moting Hamas candidates in the round of municipal elections held in May
2005. In Bethlehem, Hamas won five of the seven council seats allocated to
Muslims, and a sixth seat was won by Islamic Jihad. A Palestinian-Christian
from Bethlehem suggested that Hamas attempted to “buy” votes in the
election via dawa activity. “You’d wake up in the morning,” the woman ex-
plained, “and find a box of staples like oil and sugar here on the sidewalk.”
Considering that according to an exit poll conducted during the second
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round of Palestinian local elections on May 5, 2005, the most important
problem, as defined by 35 percent of the voters, was poverty and unem-
ployment, it is not hard to understand why Hamas dawa donating of food
in the period leading up to and during elections was an effective means of
garnering support for Hamas political candidates.?

Dawa and Violence

One of the ideological principles developed by Muslim Brotherhood theo-
retician Sayyid Qutb is that “the duty of the faithful Muslim is to revive
Islam to transform the jahili [immoral, pre-Islamic] society through prose-
lytization (dawah) and militant jihad.” Islam scholar Olivier Roy has noted
that militant behavior in Islamist groups appears to be motivated more by
a particularly aggressive style of religious preaching than by political train-
ing. For Roy, the word dawa is defined as “militant preaching” (he literally
translates the word as “call” or “invitation”) and is a more significant cause
of militant behavior than is strictly political training. Indeed, Muslim Broth-
erhood founder Hassan al-Banna wrote a tract titled Da’watuna (Our Mil-
itant Preaching). Among Muslim militants, Roy points out, “Preaching
(da’wa) is the instrument of the march to power.” Thus, while the Israeli
occupation contextualizes Hamas’ success, the group’s radical activists are
also part of a larger phenomenon.?”

Many open societies, particularly democratic ones, are concerned about
the preaching and social welfare activities of groups with militant ties, par-
ticularly because the dawa culture often promotes anti-democratic and anti-
Western undertones. The Dutch General Intelligence and Security Service
(AIVD) outlined these concerns in a report entitled “From Dawa to Jihad:
The Various Threats from Radical Islam to the Democratic Legal Order.”
Groups that focus on dawa activities, the report claimed, “follow a long-term
strategy of continuous influencing based on extreme puritanical, intoler-
ant and anti-Western ideas.” The report warned that “the choice of [some]
dawa-oriented groups for non-violent activities does not always imply that
they are non-violent on principle. Often they simply do not yet consider
armed Jihad expedient for practical reasons (Jihad can be counterproductive
or impossible because of the other side’s superiority) or for religious reasons
(the Jihad against non-believers is only possible when all Muslims have re-
turned to their ‘pure’ faith).”?

Tellingly, the Saudi-based Muslim World League (MWL), the largest
organization engaged in dawa activities across the globe, is also the subject



ORIGINS OF THE HAMAS DAWA 19

of several ongoing counterterrorism investigations in the United States
and elsewhere related to Hamas, al-Qaeda, and other terrorist groups. The
MWL lists as its main objectives: “to disseminate Islamic Dawah and ex-
pound the teachings of Islam. To defend Islamic causes in a manner that
safeguards the interests and aspirations of Muslims, solves their problems,
refutes false allegations against Islam, and repels inimical trends and dogma
which the enemies of Islam seek to exploit in order to destroy the unity of
Muslims and to sow seeds of doubt in our Muslim brethren.” The nature of
the MWTLs ties to terrorism is extensive and includes both senior officials
and branch offices. A senior MWL official in Pakistan, Wael Hamza al-
Jlaidan, is listed as a Specially Designated Terrorist by the U.S. Treasury De-
partment. And in March 2002, the northern Virginia offices of both the
MWL and one of its subsidiaries, the International Islamic Relief Organi-
zation (IIRO), were raided by a Treasury Department task force searching
for evidence that the groups were raising or laundering funds for al-Qaeda,
Hamas, or Palestinian Islamic Jihad.?’

Of course, there is nothing inherently violent or antisocial about dawa ac-
tivities, per se. Indeed, the opposite is true: dawa organizations—frequently
formed as local charities, non-governmental organizations, or private volun-
tary organizations—play an important communal role in Islamic history
and culture. Like their Salafi cousins, however, Muslim Brotherhood or-
ganizations like Hamas take advantage of the otherwise laudable Islamic
tradition of charity and good works not only to teach their particular ver-
sion of Islam but also to actively support terrorist operations. Not surpris-
ingly, many of the charities and NGOs tied to al-Qaeda in investigations
spawned by the September 11th attacks have significant ties to the Muslim
Brotherhood. By looking into this Brotherhood connection, investigators
have found that many al-Qaeda fronts and cells have also funded Hamas.*

MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD: THE ROOTS OF HAMAS DAWA

Though it was officially founded on December 14, 1987, a semi-official his-
tory of Hamas establishes 1967 as the year of the group’s genesis—as the
Muslim Brotherhood’s Palestinian wing. Hamas acknowledges its Brother-
hood roots in its April 1988 charter: “The Islamic Resistance Movement is
one of the wings of Moslem Brotherhood in Palestine.” Hamas’ roots actu-
ally extend further back than 1967. “The mother movement to which
Hamas belongs,” according to Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood leader Ziad
Abu Ghanima, “is the Muslim Brotherhood Society which has been digging
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its roots into Palestinian soil for decades before the establishment of the oc-
cupying Zionist entity.”?!

The Muslim Brotherhood (Jamiat al-Ikhwan al-Muslimeen) is a reli-
gious and political organization founded in 1928 in the Suez Canal town of
Ismailiya, Egypt, by an Egyptian schoolteacher named Hassan al-Banna.
The organization opposed the drift toward secularism perceived to be tak-
ing place in Egypt and other Arab countries, and sought to counter foreign
influence by encouraging a return to an Islamic society based on the origi-
nal precepts of the Koran. The Brotherhood’s activity in Palestinian areas
dates back to 1935, when Hassan al-Banna’s brother, Abdel Rahman al-
Banna, visited the Mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al-Husseini. As a conse-
quence of this meeting, Hassan al-Banna created and personally led the
General Central Committee to Aid Palestine, which protested the British
presence there and promoted the Palestinian national cause. In 1936, Mus-
lim Brotherhood volunteers participated in attacks on British and Jewish
interests, in what became known as the “1936 Revolt.” Brotherhood activist
Said Ramadan opened the first Muslim Brotherhood branch in Palestinian
areas in Jerusalem in 1945; by 1947, the Brotherhood was running some 25
branches throughout the British Mandate, with a membership ranging from
12,000 to 20,000. After Israel won independence in 1948, Muslim Broth-
erhood volunteers, both acting on their own and organized into Muslim
Brotherhood battalions, actively fought against the new state.’> Hamas
boasts of these deep anti-Zionist roots in its charter:

The Islamic Resistance Movement is one of the links in the chain of the
struggle against the Zionist invaders. It goes back to 1939, to the emer-
gence of the martyr Izz al-Din al-Kissam and his brethren the fighters,
members of Moslem Brotherhood. It goes on to reach out and become
one with another chain that includes the struggle of the Palestinians
and Moslem Brotherhood in the 1948 war and the Jihad operations of
the Moslem Brotherhood in 1968 and after.*?

After 1948, the Brotherhood branches in Gaza fell under Egyptian ju-
risdiction, while those in the West Bank were subject to Jordanian law. In
Egypt, the group was suppressed, and in Jordan the Islamists were both
tolerated and co-opted (to such an extent that, in the 1950s, the Brother-
hood sided with the Jordanian regime against secular Palestinian groups).
It was a fallow time for the Brotherhood, as one Israeli scholar notes: “Be-
tween 1948 and 1967 the Brothers were weak and kept a low profile. In the
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Gaza Strip the movement was under systematic repression by the Nasserist
regime, while in the West Bank it was effectively monitored by the Jordan-
ian authorities.”**

In the wake of the Israeli victory over Arab armies in the Six Day War—
the 1967 conflict in which Israel occupied the West Bank and Gaza Strip,
and which consequently bolstered Palestinian national and Islamic con-
sciousness—the Brotherhood dropped its low profile and reorganized into
a considerably more activist entity. According to Hamas leader Khaled
Mishal, “This pushed the Muslim Brotherhood to restructure their organi-
zation.” Following the war, Palestinian groups in the now-occupied West
Bank and Gaza were cut off from Egypt and (to a lesser extent) Jordan and
were thus forced to focus on their local communities and populations.
While the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, which included Islamists in Gaza,
evolved into a more openly oppositional movement, the Jordanian Muslim
Brotherhood, including branches on both the West and East banks of the
Jordan River, developed an equivocal relationship with the Hashemite
monarchy that ruled Jordan.?

This evolution of the Brotherhood as an increasingly open opposition
to secular Arab rulers, combined with Israeli tolerance of non-violent Is-
lamist activities, enabled the Brotherhood to regroup. During this period,
Israeli scholar Meir Hatina writes, “the movement [was able] to intensify
its activities, centered on mosques, charitable organizations, schools, stu-
dent councils and trade unions” which “operated [not only] as social and
cultural centers, but also as powerful bases for political activity.”*® A 1988
article in the Kuwaiti newspaper al-Anba offered an Arab perception of
the increasing importance of the Brotherhood’s dawa activities during this
period:

During the years 1967-1975 the role of the Islamic movement was
characterized by the building of mosques, bringing the [younger] gen-
eration into the fold, providing them with guidance and strengthening
their ideology. To this end, the movement utilized all means at its dis-
posal. The mosque, therefore, did not serve solely as a place of worship,
but also as school, kindergarten, or even library or venue for women’s
activities. Ideology and religion were preached at clubs, schools and
universities, where mosques were often built, and politics discussed. In
this fashion the [younger] generation opened its eyes and discovered
the Jewish plots against the nation.*”
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According to Palestinian scholar Ziad Abu-Amr, the Brotherhood began

to recognize the power of social and charitable organizations to spread its
message and influence:

The society founded Islamic charity associations, which supervised local
schools. It also managed nursery schools and kindergartens, which were
usually attached to mosques. The Brotherhood also established neigh-
borhood libraries and sports clubs. In subsequent years, the Muslim
Brotherhood and other Islamic elements formed several Islamic soci-
eties and organizations in Hebron, Nablus, Jenin, Jerusalem, the Gaza
Strip, and other Palestinian towns.*®

Such organizations, Abu-Amr notes, rallied support for the Islamic

movement, especially by using “alms money zakat to help thousands of
needy families. And thousands of students and children were enrolled in
schools and kindergartens run by the Islamic movement.”* The future
founder and spiritual leader of Hamas was deeply involved in this period

of dawa flowering, as its political bureau chief, Khaled Mishal, notes:

In the 1970s, the organizational structure of the Muslim Brotherhood
was rebuilt and the movement spread among young men and women
students, in mosques, which are the essential pillars of educating the
society and treating the defections the occupation caused. People were
attracted to the mosques where they were religiously and nationally
mobilized. Social institutions were established in order to develop
youth sports and cultural activities and improved social services for
poor people and orphans. One of the most important institutions is
the Islamic Center founded by Sheikh Ahmed Yassin.*

According to its own semi-official history, Hamas evolved over time

through four stages:

1. 1967-1976: Construction of the “hard core” of the Muslim Brother-
hood in the Gaza Strip in the face of oppressive Israeli rule.

2. 1976-1981: Geographical expansion through participation in profes-
sional associations in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, and institution-
building, notably al-Mujama al-Islamiya, al-Jamiya al-Islamiya, and
the Islamic University in Gaza.

3. 1981-1987: Political influence through establishment of the mecha-
nisms of action and preparation for armed struggle.

4. 1987: Founding of Hamas as the combatant arm of the Muslim Brother-

hood in Palestine and the launching of a continuing jihad.*!
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In a 1995 lecture, Sheikh Jamil Hamami, a party to the founding of
Hamas and a senior member of its West Bank leadership, expounded on
the importance of Hamas’ dawa infrastructure as the soil from which mili-
tancy would flower: “During the time before the outbreak of the Intifada
[i.e., before the official founding of Hamas in 1987],” he said, “we prepared
ourselves and this rebellious generation.” Having laid that groundwork,
Hamami insisted, “yes, now is the time for the explosion, the stage of prepa-
rations is over . .. we will not sleep, Palestine is in our hearts always, we
have not forgotten Jerusalem, Haifa, Gaza and Jericho, Zefad, Nazareth,
Umm al-Fahem and all Palestine even for a day. This [pre-Intifada period]
was the education and preparation stage.”*?

In a telling sign of Hamas’s self-identification with the Muslim Brother-
hood, the group’s banners and posters often depict the Hamas leaders
alongside Muslim Brotherhood founder Hassan al-Banna, or other Brother-
hood dignitaries such as Sheikh Abdallah Azzam. For example, the Hamas
student group at the American University in Jenin distributed posters of
Hamas founder Sheikh Yassin, the group’s Gaza leader Abdel Aziz al-Rantissi,
bomb maker Yihye Ayash, and al-Banna, among others. By advertising its
link to the Muslim Brotherhood, alongside claims of providing for needy
Palestinians and disdain for personal or organizational corruption, Hamas
leverages the appreciation (and indebtedness) it earns through social welfare
activities to garner support—nboth political and logistical—for its terrorist
activities. Indeed, the activities of the group’s political, social, and military
“wings” are so intertwined that Palestinian security officials themselves see
them as one and the same. In the words of Palestinian Brigadier General
Nizar Ammar, “the difference between the [political, social, and military]
wings of Hamas is often a fiction.”*?

THE HAMAS DAWA

Hamas’ original security branch, the Jehaz Aman, was founded by Sheikh
Ahmed Yassin and several of his closest associates, who together also headed
the group’s main social welfare organization, Mujama al-Islamiya (Islamic
Center) in Gaza. The Center remains one of the largest and most success-
ful Hamas institutions today. Just as the security wing of Hamas developed
into the Qassam Brigades, the social services infrastructure has blossomed
into an efficient network of grassroots service organizations across the
Gaza Strip and the West Bank. These institutions are crucial to Hamas’ ter-
rorist activity: they provide cover for raising, laundering, and transferring
funds, facilitate the group’s propaganda and recruitment efforts, provide
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employment to its operatives, and serve as a logistical support network for
its terrorist operations.

Hamas spiritual leader and cofounder Sheikh Ahmed Yassin set up the
Hamas dawa to mirror the structure he had helped perfect as a Muslim
Brotherhood activist. According to a pair of Israeli scholars, Yassin’s “focus
on da’wa was the result of a major lesson the MB [Muslim Brotherhood]
had learned from its experience in Egypt: as long as it confined its activity
to education and preaching, the regime would leave it alone.” Proceeding
from this premise, Yassin “embarked on a systematic penetration of [Pales-
tinian] society by creating cells of three members each through the [Gaza]
Strip, reaching even the neighborhood level.” On this point Arab analysts
sympathetic to Hamas’ ideological program agree with their Israeli counter-
parts, that the Hamas dawa infrastructure is a product of its parent organi-
zation, the Muslim Brotherhood. Scholars and historians on both sides also
agree that from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s the Brotherhood benefited
from the Israeli government’s support of non-violent Islamist Palestinian
factions, believing these groups would function as a useful counterweight
to the secular nationalist Palestinian groups then hijacking airplanes and
conducting commando raids into Israel from neighboring Arab states. As
Israeli scholar Meir Hatina describes it, “the Israeli Civil Administration [in
the West Bank and Gaza] displayed a relatively tolerant attitude toward re-
ligious activity, in part in order to undermine the influence of the PLO.” For
example, Israeli authorities permitted the number of mosques in the Gaza
Strip to double from 1967 to 1986. The civil administration also officially
sanctioned dawa organizations that would become central to the Hamas
infrastructure, such as the Islamic Center (al-Mujama al-Islamiya) in Gaza.
By 1987, al-Mujama controlled an estimated 40 percent of all mosques in
the Gaza Strip.**

Hamas political leader Ismail Abu Shanab told Harvard scholar Jessica
Stern that “even before Hamas came into being, in 1976, there were two or-
ganizations that were engaged in social welfare functions: al-Jamiya al-
Islamiya and al-Mujama. In those days the priority was to work on social,
education, and welfare programs. After 1980, there were three such organ-
izations, including the Islamic Benevolence Society.” But cognizant of the
implications of admitting his involvement in organizations that spawned
Hamas, Shanab hastened to downplay his involvement, saying these organ-
izations “had no connection with politics, even during the occupation. I
founded Jam’iya al-Islamiyah, but I cut my connection with them when
Hamas was first established” in December 1987. Despite Shanab’s disavowals,
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both al-Jamiya al-Islamiya and al-Mujama were founded by prominent
Hamas personalities, including Ahmed Yassin, Abdel Aziz al-Rantissi, Ibra-
him al-Yazuri, Mahmoud al-Zahar, Ahmed Ismail Bahr, and others.*®
Both Israeli scholar Mair Hatina and Palestinian scholar Ziad Abu-Amr
list the Islamic University in Gaza (IUG) as another Hamas precursor organ-
ization run and established by Brotherhood-cum-Hamas leaders. Hatina de-
scribes these as the three main institutions that “coordinated Brotherhood
activities in the Gaza Strip and later constituted a springboard for Hamas”;
Abu-Amr depicts al-Mujama as “a front organization for the Muslim Brother-
hood Society in Gaza” and the IUG as “the principal Muslim Brotherhood
stronghold. The university’s administration, most of the employees who
work there, and the majority of students are Brotherhood supporters.” Salah
Shehadah, founder of the Izz al-Din al-Qassam Brigades, features promi-
nently among the many political, social, and military Hamas leaders that
have been affiliated with TUG. In an indication of the depth of the relation-
ship between Hamas and the university, Hamas’ Khaled Mishal has boasted
of his group’s participation in the building of the campus in 1978.46

PALESTINIAN ISLAMIC JIHAD: VIOLENCE WITHOUT DAWA

Hamas’ main rival (and sometimes partner) within the Palestinian rejec-
tionist movement is the smaller but ruthlessly efficient Islamic Jihad. Is-
lamic Jihad (Al-Jihad Al-Islami fi Filastin) originated in the 1970s among
Palestinian students in Cairo, notably Fathi Shiqaqi, a former leftist who
grew disillusioned with the secular Palestinian movements and joined the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. By the mid-1970s, he had rejected the teach-
ings of the Brotherhood, which held that the destruction of Israel must
await an “internal jihad” to reform and unify the Islamic world, and em-
braced the 1979 revolution in Iran as a model of action. Hamas, in contrast,
remains committed to the Muslim Brotherhood and considers itself the
Palestinian wing of the Brotherhood. Although a number of other radical
Palestinian Islamists inspired by the Islamic Republic in Tehran adopted
the name Islamic Jihad as a cover for terrorist activity, the faction started by
Shiqaqi is the one that flourishes today.*’

Following the assassination of Egyptian president Anwar Sadat in 1981,
Shigaqi was expelled from the country and returned to Gaza, where he for-
mally established Islamic Jihad. Unlike Hamas, which grew out of the so-
cial welfare network it ran as the Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood even
prior to its founding under the name Hamas, Islamic Jihad made little ef-
fort to develop a social and educational infrastructure or attract a mass fol-
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lowing. Shiqaqi believed that a campaign of spectacular terrorist attacks
against Israel in the name of revolutionary Islam would inspire a popular
revolt. After securing funding from Iran’s mullahs, who had ended their
early flirtation with the PLO and were anxious to sponsor like-minded (if
Sunni) Palestinian revolutionaries, Shiqaqi began developing the group’s
military apparatus, the Jerusalem Brigades (Saraya al-Quds), which started
carrying out attacks against Israeli soldiers in the mid-1980s. The most no-
torious was the Gate of Moors operation in October 1986, when Islamic
Jihad operatives threw hand grenades at military recruits attending an in-
duction ceremony near the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem, wounding seventy
and killing the father of a soldier.

In 1988, after spending two years in an Israeli prison for smuggling
arms into Gaza, Shigaqi was deported to Lebanon and the following year
established a headquarters in Damascus, Syria. This transition brought Is-
lamic Jihad leaders into direct contact with Iranian officials for the first
time through the Islamic Republic’s embassies in Beirut and Damascus. Un-
like Hamas, which strove to spread its external political and military infra-
structure across several different countries in the 1990s and came to depend
primarily on Syria only after its activities were curtailed elsewhere, the Is-
lamic Jihad presence abroad has always been concentrated in Syria and
Syrian-occupied Lebanon. Islamic Jihad operatives soon began training at
Hezbollah camps in Lebanon, under the supervision of Iranian Revolu-
tionary Guards stationed in the country, and carried out some joint opera-
tions with Hezbollah against Israeli forces in south Lebanon during the 1990s.

Islamic Jihad and Hamas were fierce rivals in the late 1980s and early
1990s, largely a result of ideological differences relating to Islamic Jihad’s
affinity for—and Hamas’ rejection of—Iranian Khomeinism and the prin-
ciple of waliyat al-faqih, that is, rule by the jurisprudent (entrusting gover-
nance to clerics). Moreover, while both groups grew out of the Muslim
Brotherhood, Islamic Jihad marginalized the role of social activity in favor
of militant activity, while Hamas gave prominence to social welfare activity
and proselytizing (dawa), even as it too engaged in a simultaneous terror
campaign.

After the signing of the 1993 Oslo Accords, however, both Hamas and Is-
lamic Jihad joined the Damascus-based Alliance of Palestinian Forces (APF)
and—for the most part—set aside their differences. By 1995, Hamas joined
Islamic Jihad in establishing its operational headquarters in Damascus (its
political office was then still in Amman) and, at the behest of Iran and facil-
itation of Hezbollah, the two groups coordinated their terrorist activities.
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Competition between the groups largely arose over issues such as Is-
lamic Jihad’s perceived infringement on Hamas’ social welfare turf or on
Hamas reaching out to radicalized Israeli-Arabs (which had traditionally
been a constituency of Islamic Jihad). Periodically, Hamas’ ideologues
would take issue with the intimacy of Islamic Jihad’s relationship with
Shi’a Iran—especially during the rare cases when Islamic Jihad members
converted to Shi’ism.

One of the most visible periods of tension between Hamas and Islamic
Jihad occurred in 1994 and 1995 when, even as they continued to conduct
joint operations, the groups engaged in a mild but public competition over
Islamic Jihad leaders’ short-lived decision to establish a dawa social welfare
network of their own to compete with that of Hamas. Even then, however,
Hamas and Islamic Jihad sought to work through their differences. For ex-
ample, according to the indictment of several Islamic Jihad operatives in
the United States, it was around this period that “the members of the con-
spiracy would and did work with PIJ and its leaders in coordinating its ac-
tivities with Hamas, including the possibility of Hamas and PIJ reconciling
their differences and engaging in joint terrorism operations.” According to
U.S. prosecutors, in early 1995 Islamic Jihad members “continued to dis-
cuss PI]J recruitment, the interrelationship between PIJ and Hamas, and the
possibility of joining forces.”*8

While competition over dominance in the realm of social welfare ac-
tivity was short-lived, Islamic Jihad does run a small number of dawa or-
ganizations that fill logistical and financial support functions and build
grassroots support for the group. Most important among these are the al-
Ansar Charity Association and the al-Thsan Society (also known as the Birr
Elehssan Society) in Gaza. However, Islamic Jihad no longer aspires to
build the kind of widespread dawa infrastructure that would challenge the
Hamas dawa apparatus, thus removing a key bone of contention between
the two groups.®

Following the October 1995 assassination of Islamic Jihad leader Fathi
Shiqaqi in Malta, the group managed to execute only a brief spate of attacks
in early 1996 before its terror attacks dropped off so dramatically that in
1997 the Jerusalem Post reported “a void in the organization so deep that
the group barely functions today.”>°

With the beginning of the Palestinian uprising in September 2000,
however, Islamic Jihad sprang back to life. Since then, it has claimed re-
sponsibility for scores of terrorist attacks. In part, this has reflected the
group’s greater coordination with other Palestinian groups, especially
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Hamas. But lacking a social network and political activism on which to fall
back, Islamic Jihad shunned the idea of participating in Palestinian elec-
tions in late 2005 and early 2006 and rejected requests to honor a tahdiya,
or period of calm, in the period leading up to those elections. A critical fac-
tor in the group’s revival was a dramatic increase in Iranian funding. Ac-
cording to American officials, Tehran began paying Islamic Jihad millions
of dollars in cash bonuses for each attack against Israel. This was necessary
in large part because Islamic Jihad lacked the kind of grassroots institu-
tions established by Hamas through which it could launder and transfer
significant amounts of funds raised abroad to operatives in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip. In contrast, Hamas fundraisers in North America, Europe,
and the Persian Gulf have a large selection of Hamas-run charities, social
service organizations, and communal institutions through which they can
send funds to Hamas.”!

THE ORIGINS OF HAMAS IN THE UNITED STATES

The development of Hamas in the United States sheds additional light
on the metamorphosis of the Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood into the
paramilitary-political terrorist group we know today as Hamas. Moham-
mad Salah is a self-confessed Hamas member and military commander
from the Chicago suburb of Bridgeview, Illinois, who was indicted in Au-
gust 2002 in U.S. federal court on terrorism charges based on his Hamas ac-
tivities. In December of that year Salah and a group of co-defendants were
found liable for Hamas activity—specifically, the 1996 murder of U.S.-
Israeli dual national David Boim—in a civil case also tried in Chicago.
Salah was reportedly first recruited into the Muslim Brotherhood by
Sheikh Jamal Said, the imam of a mosque in Bridgeview and a leader of the
Palestinian wing of the Muslim Brotherhood in the United States. Shortly
after Salah joined the Brotherhood, Mousa Abu Marzook—who would later
become the overall head of Hamas’ political bureau—personally recruited
Salah into a Hamas precursor group based in the United States called the
“Palestine Organization.”>? An Israeli military indictment against Salah de-
scribes the Palestine Organization in more detail:

The defendant joined an organization called “Palestine,” which was an
independent organization connected with the Muslim Brotherhood
organization. The man in charge of this organization was Mussa Abu
Marzugq. The organization’s goal was the unification of all Palestinians
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in the United States in support of the Muslim Brotherhood organiza-
tion, particularly its military and political wings, for the escalation of
the struggle against Israeli rule in the Judea-Samaria regions [i.e., West
Bank].>?

Akram Harubi, a former professor at George Washington University in
Washington, D.C., would later serve as an official of the Holy Land Foun-
dation for Relief and Development, exposed as a Hamas-fundraising front
organization and shut by U.S. authorities in December 2001. Later still,
Harubi served as a member of the Hamas coordinating committee in the
West Bank. In a statement to Israeli police that would subsequently be ad-
mitted as evidence in a civil proceeding against Hamas activists in a U.S.
court, Harubi told of being recruited by Marzook’s personal secretary,
Nasser al-Khatib:

In the end of 1989 or beginning of 1990, while I was working at a uni-
versity in the United States, I was approached by a man named Nasser,
with whose details I am not familiar. He was about thirty years old,
involved in commerce and was usually appear [sic] in the company
of Mousa Abu Marzook. Nasser proposed to me to join the Moslem
Brothers in the U.S. T accepted his proposal and officially joined. I
asked Nasser what my job would be, and he said it would be to host
people from the Moslem Brothers (Organization) who came from out-
side the U.S.>*

When Hamas was officially founded in December 1987, the Palestin-
ian Muslim Brotherhood faction in the United States changed its name ac-
cordingly—though the membership remained largely unchanged. Over
time, they would build an extensive Hamas support network in the United
States responsible for financial, logistical, propaganda, and even military
activities. A key node in this network, Harubi returned to the West Bank
from the United States, and couriered funds for Hamas from Jordan to the
West Bank, maintaining direct contact with Hamas leaders abroad (includ-
ing Khaled Mishal and Mousa Abu Marzook) and coordinating meetings—
usually held in his own home—between regional Hamas committees across
the West Bank. In October 1993, as Hamas came under increased scrutiny
for its violent opposition to the peace process that was then gaining mo-
mentum, Hamas leaders in the United States met in Philadelphia to de-
velop a coordinated strategy to undermine the Israeli-Palestinian peace
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process, and to streamline Hamas fundraising and other activities in the
United States. To conceal their association with Hamas, the participants
would refer to Hamas as “Samah” (Hamas spelled backwards) or simply as
“The Movement.”>®

THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN HAMAS
AND THE MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD

Ideologically, the Muslim Brotherhood remains the primary self-identifying
affiliation for most Palestinian Islamists. An academic study based on in-
terviews of jailed terrorist operatives found that the “pre-recruitment” so-
cial environment for members of Islamist groups like Hamas “was dominated
by the mosque, religious organizations and religious instruction.” For the
Islamist groups, the study found, “almost 50 percent [of members] cite the
mosque, Moslem Brotherhood or other religious influence as central.”>

But there is a critical philosophical distinction between Hamas and the
Brotherhood. Hamas disputes the Brotherhood view that the Muslim na-
tion (umma) must first be brought back to the true path of Islam before it
can engage in a violent jihad against infidels, especially Israel. Indeed, it is
this divergence of opinion that explains why the founders of a great many
Sunni Muslim terrorist groups, including Egyptian Islamic Jihad, Gama’ah
al-Islamiyah (Islamic Group), Palestinian Islamic Jihad, and Hamas, have
separated from their shared Muslim Brotherhood roots.

Unlike the Gama’ah al-Islamiyah and the Egyptian and Palestinian vari-
ants of Islamic Jihad, however, Hamas never fully broke from the Brother-
hood. Hamas is not a splinter group; rather, it is the Palestinian branch of
the Muslim Brotherhood, but with an explicitly violent agenda. When
Hamas was established, former Muslim Brotherhood activists were simply
redirected from merely promoting Islamic observance to engaging in vio-
lent anti-Israel activities. Khaled Mishal acknowledges that “inside, we had
several names: the Islamic Movement [Hamas]; Muslim Brotherhood, Is-
lamic Front, the (Islamic) Youth Center and the Islamic Bloc. It was one or-
ganization with different names.””’

With the invention of the name “Hamas” in the winter of 1987, Yassin
and his associates created, as one scholar puts it, “a front group for the Mus-
lim Brethren, participating as that group’s proxy in the illegal and clandes-
tine activities of the uprising.” In so doing, Hamas sought to safeguard the
legal status of the Muslim Brotherhood, its parent organization. Despite its
divergence from the priorities of the Brotherhood, Hamas has always ex-
isted as a dependent of the Brotherhood hierarchy. Indeed, four years be-



ORIGINS OF THE HAMAS DAWA 31

fore Hamas was even established the Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood group
was already plotting terrorist attacks. Khaled Mishal recounts that “in 1983,
we carried out our first military experience under the leadership of Sheikh
Ahmed Yassin; the 1983 organization that sought to gather weapons to pre-
pare groups for military training and launch the jihad project” Mishal
adds, “It is no secret that the 1983 arms deal was funded from abroad;
Hamas was still forming.” Hamas has always maintained a fluid relation-
ship between its “internal” leadership in the Israel-occupied territories, and
Brotherhood and Hamas leaders on the “outside.” According to Mishal, “a
number of Hamas leaders,” including both “inside” and “outside” leaders,
attended a 1983 meeting at which “the decision to found the Palestinian
Islamic project for the cause and preparing the requirements for its success
was taken.” While the internal leadership recruits on campuses, in the
mosques, and among social service organizations, the outside leadership
plays, according to Mishal, “a political, media and financial role.”®

This leadership rejects peace with Israel on religious, nationalist, and
ideological grounds. As its covenant makes clear, “The Islamic Resistance
Movement believes that the land of Palestine is an Islamic Wagqf endow-
ment consecrated for future Moslem generations until Judgment Day. It, or
any part of it, should not be squandered: it, or any part of it, should not be
given up.” It follows logically, as the Hamas charter explains, that “there is
no solution for the Palestinian question except through Jihad.” In other
words, while Hamas engages in military, social, and political activities alike,
the strategic purpose of each of these tactics is the same jihadist principle
of destroying Israel under the ideological framework of confronting the
perceived enemies of Islam, and Islamizing Palestinian society. It should,
therefore, not surprise that even after its sweeping electoral victory in Par-
liamentary elections Hamas leaders did not soften their rhetoric. Instead of
allowing participation in the political process to co-opt them into modera-
tion, Hamas leaders underlined their intention to continue attacking Israel
and make Palestinian society more Islamic. Hamas leader Mahmoud Zahar
insisted the group’s Qassam Brigades “will remain, they will grow, they will
be armed more and more until the complete liberation of all Palestine.”
Under Hamas, Zahar predicted, the new Palestinian government would
promote “martyr tourism” to draw tourists interested in the history of
armed Palestinian resistance and the ministry of culture would produce lit-
erature about jihad. If elected, a Hamas candidate from Rafah promised,
Hamas would enact legislation consistent with Islamic Shariah (religious
law). “We would present to the ummah [Muslim nation] and the Palestin-
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ian people the laws and legislation compatible with the Islamic Shariah and
would do our best to nullify the non-Islamic ones.” This would come hand
in hand, the candidate promised, with enhanced social services courtesy of
the Hamas dawa.”®

THE CENTRALITY OF DAWA TO HAMAS PARAMILITARY ACTIVITIES

According to the statements of its own leadership, Hamas” dawa activities
have always been its most important tool for furthering the organization’s
goals of destroying Israel, undermining the Palestinian Authority, and re-
cruiting grassroots and operational support. It is no coincidence that the
first security body established by Hamas was referred to as “jihad and
dawa,” and officially called “Majd.” The dawa is the secret to Hamas’ suc-
cess, as it were. “We started getting involved in charity before Hezbollah
did,” says Ismail Abu Shanab. “Our obligation as Muslims is comprehen-
sive. This is the meaning of the phrase ‘Islam is the solution.’ The PA doesn’t
understand this. They don’t provide social welfare.”®°



terror and the hamas political leadership

Despite evidence to the contrary, there persists in the minds of many ob-
servers an ethical distinction between the social-political branches of
Hamas, popularly known for opposing peacemaking with Israel and for
welfare projects that aid needy Palestinians, and its military wing, known
for suicide bombers that target Israeli civilians. In fact, the links between
members of the Hamas political wing and terrorist activities are symbiotic
and have been intertwined since the founding of Hamas in 1987. The goal
of this chapter is to describe and provide evidence for links between Hamas’
political and military activities, with the aim of debunking the myth that
there are “good” and “bad” wings within Hamas. The relationship between
the social and military wings is the subject of subsequent chapters.

The relationship between Hamas political leadership and terrorism takes
many forms. Hamas political leaders—arrayed across the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, Israel, Syria, Jordan, elsewhere in the Middle East, and in Europe
and the United States—recruit terrorists, equip them with weapons, raise
money for operations, and function as outright military commanders. In
the following pages we will meet some of the Hamas political leadership
and explore their intimate involvement in terrorist activities. This is by no
means intended to be an exhaustive compendium of known Hamas politi-
cal leaders and their explicit terrorist activities; rather, these personalities
are chosen because, as a representative cross sample, they best illustrate the
myriad ways in which virtually every Hamas political and social activity is
inextricably bound up with its terrorist mission. We devote particular at-
tention to Hamas founder Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, because his 2003 assas-
sination by Israel aroused considerable sympathy for the spiritual leader

33
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and the organization he founded. While the killing of an aged, wheelchair-
bound religious figure might naturally stimulate a compassionate or out-
raged reaction, that reaction has also obscured Yassin’s significant military
role within Hamas.

The evidence presented here is gathered from a broad sample of intel-
ligence sources, including those from countries and analysts generally con-
sidered “anti-Israeli” and “pro-Palestinian.” By the end of the chapter, we
will have observed a broad consensus among Hamas-watchers of diverse
stripes that there is no meaningful distinction between the group’s politi-
cal, social, and terrorist leadership. As Hamas founder Sheikh Ahmed Yassin
himself said about making distinctions between the various wings of
Hamas: “We can not separate the wing from the body. If we do so, the body
will not be able to fly. Hamas is one body.”!

SHEIKH AHMED YASSIN

Ahmed Yassin was born in 1936, the second youngest of nine children, to a
middle-class farming family in the village of al-Jora near Ashqgelon, just
north of Gaza in what is today Israel but was then part of British Manda-
tory Palestine. When Israel was founded in 1948, Yassin and his family
moved to the Gaza Strip’s refugee camps.?

His early life was marked by personal tragedy. In 1952, at age sixteen,
Yassin was hurt while playing on the beach; the damage to his spinal col-
umn left him paralyzed and confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life.?
During his grade school and high school years in Gaza, Yassin spent a lot of
time at a mosque affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, where he was ex-
posed to the teachings of Hassan al-Banna and others. Yassin also frequented
a Muslim Brotherhood front organization called Jamiyat al-Tawhid. Dur-
ing his early adult years, Yassin focused on Islamic studies, and moved to
Cairo to study at al-Azhar University. It was there that Yassin first came into
contact with the Egyptian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. This associa-
tion continued back in Gaza, where Yassin and other Brotherhood members
were arrested by Egyptian authorities following an attempt by the Brother-
hood to seize power in Egypt. Yassin soon became known for his work as a
teacher and spiritual leader, and in 1973 he founded al-Mujama al-Islamiya,
the Islamic Center, an umbrella organization for many religious organiza-
tions in Gaza. When not under arrest, Yassin spent the remainder of his life
in Gaza City, where he raised eleven children with his wife, Halima.*

How did this supposedly moderate political and spiritual leader—
this blind, wizened, handicapped man who was wheeled to a mosque every
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morning—earn in 2003 the ignominious distinction of Specially Desig-
nated Global Terrorist (SDGT) by the United States? Why did Secretary of
State Condoleeza Rice feel compelled to remind a television reporter, who
had quite rationally questioned the political wisdom of assassinating a sixty-
seven-year-old paraplegic sheikh by helicopter rocket, that viewing audi-
ences ought to “remember that Hamas is a terrorist organization and that
Sheikh Yassin has himself, personally, we believe, been involved in terrorist
planning”?°

The answer emerges when we look beyond the sheikh’s religious per-
sona and examine the evidence of Ahmed Yassin’s connection to terrorist
activities. Before the Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood be-
came known as Hamas, it was already plotting and carrying out terrorist
attacks. And long before Sheikh Ahmed Yassin became a political threat to
secular Palestinian leaders, he was leading those attacks. As Hamas leader
Khaled Mishal recounted in a December 2003 media interview, “In 1983 we
carried out our first military experience under the leadership of Sheikh
Ahmed Yassin.” After the group was reborn in 1987 as Hamas, Yassin led the
establishment of the logistical and financial support network known as the
dawa, the charitable infrastructure that also served his need of identifying
and recruiting new members and military operatives. Once they were re-
cruited, Yassin himself organized these Hamas cadres into small cells—often
no more than three members each—throughout the Gaza Strip.®

Yassin’s multiple arrests by Israel have yielded personal admissions of
his own direct role in managing military operations, and of the ultimate
subordination of the military branch of Hamas to the “non-military” po-
litical wing he headed. Following an abortive attempt by the Brotherhood
to seize power in 1965, many Brotherhood members were arrested in Gaza,
including Yassin. He spent forty-five days in jail and was then released.
After his arrest in 1983, Yassin told Israeli authorities that the organization
he had founded was intent on “fighting non-religious [Palestinian] factions
in the territories and carrying out jihad operations against Israel.” Then,
following his release in a 1985 prisoner exchange, Yassin hatched a plot in
1989 to kidnap and murder Israeli soldiers with the plan of using their
bodies to bargain for the release of Hamas prisoners in Israeli jails. For his
role in the subsequent abduction and murder of Israeli soldiers Ilan Sa’adon
and Avi Sasportas, Yassin was again arrested in 1989. After this arrest, Yassin
told his interrogators that it was he who had personally tasked Salah She-
hadah with establishing the Izz al-Din al-Qassam Brigades—a point con-
firmed by Shehadah in his own interrogation—and also that he, Yassin,
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personally “approved the drafting of terrorists as well as the carrying out of
terrorist attacks.” Yassin was again released from prison in 1997 as part of a
deal with Jordan’s King Hussein in the wake of Israel’s botched attempt to
assassinate Hamas leader Khaled Mishal in Jordan. The sheikh played an
increasingly proactive role in coordinating and financing Hamas attacks
until his assassination in March 2004.”

A U.S. Treasury Department assessment of Yassin in the months before
his assassination described the cleric as “the head of Hamas in Gaza.” Ac-
cording to the August 2003 report, “[Yassin] maintains a direct line of com-
munication with other Hamas leaders on coordination of Hamas’s military
activities and openly admits that there is no distinguishing the political and
military wings of Hamas.” In addition to managing Hamas military opera-
tions, Yassin was also involved in coordinating military strategy with other
Palestinian terrorist organizations. Yassin’s primary means of issuing mili-
tary directives was through Abdel Aziz al-Rantissi (see below), but the cleric
also surrounded himself with a constant entourage of “bodyguards” and
personal assistants. In addition to attending to his physical needs as a para-
plegic, this entourage facilitated Yassin’s hands-on leadership of Hamas’ ter-
rorist activities, composed as it was of militants and military operatives.
Again, according to the U.S. report: “Surrounding Yassin is an entourage of
personal ‘bodyguards, including many implicated in providing informa-
tion and supplies to fugitives, recruiting personnel to undertake military
operations, planning terrorist cells, attacking settlements, and manufactur-
ing weapons and explosives.”®

Indeed, of the four people killed with Yassin, two were his sons and two
were bodyguards with long records as Hamas operatives involved in acts of
terrorism. Several years earlier, in March 2000, Palestinian security officials
arrested several people from Yassin’s entourage, including two bodyguards
who led PA authorities to explosives hidden in a Gaza kindergarten that
were intended for an attack against Israelis. Those Palestinian arrests were
carried out with information gathered in an Israeli raid on a Hamas safe
house in the Israeli-Arab town of Taibeh—a raid that had foiled a major
terrorist attack. Israeli authorities determined that one of Yassin’s body-
guards, Nasser al-Bughdadi, had dispatched the would-be bombers and
gave the go-ahead for the foiled attack.’

In addition to spearheading Hamas coordination with other Palestin-
ian militant groups, Yassin was also directly involved in the one documented
case of operational crossover between Hamas and al-Qaeda. In 1997 a group
of five Hamas dawa activists traveled to Pakistan for religious training. One
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of them, Nabil Awqil, was recruited there by a Palestinian jihadi for military
training, first in the Pakistani-controlled Kashmiri area and then in al-
Qaeda camps in Afghanistan. After completing his training in April 1998,
Awqil returned to Gaza, where he visited Sheikh Yassin and announced his
plans to establish a terrorist cell in Gaza. Yassin appointed Iyad al-Beihk, a
Hamas operative, to serve as an intermediary between himself and Awqil,
and then provided Awqil with $5,000 seed money to finance his cell. Later,
when Awgqil and one of his recruits planned to travel back to Pakistan and
Afghanistan for additional training and meetings, Yassin provided another
$5,000 and prepared a cover story for the militants that would disguise
their trip as a journey to Jordan for medical treatment. A month before his
August 2001 arrest in Israel, Awqil played host in Gaza to al-Qaeda recruit
Richard Reid. The following year, Reid would become known as the “shoe-
bomber” for his attempt to detonate a bomb hidden in the sole of his shoe
while flying from Paris to Miami.!°

The “internal” leadership of Hamas in Gaza (and, to a lesser extent, the
West Bank) often appears relatively moderate in tone when compared to
the “external” leadership based primarily in Syria (see section on Mousa
Abu Marzook, below). From the comfort of its Syrian safe haven, the
Damascus-based leadership can give full voice to its extremist ideology,
without fear of consequence. The internal leadership, however, must con-
sider the crackdowns Israel (and, periodically, the PA) imposes in the wake
of terrorist attacks, as well as the likely impact those attacks have on the
grassroots support of Palestinians forced to deal with closures, roadblocks,
and more. The relative moderation of Gaza-based leaders like Yassin, how-
ever, should not be interpreted as a disavowal of violence; rather it is pru-
dent tactical planning based on a strategic commitment to violence. Until
his death Yassin remained committed to the group’s terrorist agenda as ar-
ticulated in the Hamas charter, which declares, “There is no solution for the
Palestinian question except through Jihad.”!!

ABDEL AZIZ AL-RANTISSI

Abdel Aziz al-Rantissi was born in 1947 in a village near the present-day Is-
raeli city of Jaffa. A year later, after the establishment of Israel, al-Rantissi’s
family moved to a refugee camp in the Gaza Strip town of Khan Yunis. A
gifted student, al-Rantissi was top of his class at Egypt’s Alexandria Uni-
versity medical school, where he earned a medical degree. It was here that
he first made contact with the Muslim Brotherhood, already banned by
Egypt as a radical Islamist organization.!?
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Al-Rantissi returned to Gaza in 1973 and co-founded the Islamic
Center—a mosque, social service center, and charity—together with Yassin
and other Brotherhood leaders. He returned to Egypt to obtain an M.A. in
pediatrics, settling back in Gaza in 1976. When the Islamic University in
Gaza opened in 1978, al-Rantissi lectured there on general science, genet-
ics, and parasitology (the science of parasites). He later worked as head of
pediatrics at Nasser Hospital in Khan Yunis until 1983, when he was dis-
missed from his position by Israeli authorities for refusing to pay taxes—
one of his first overt political gestures. Al-Rantissi helped establish Hamas
during the first Intifada in 1987, but his name wasn’t widely known until
he became the spokesman for 418 suspected Hamas and other Palestinian
militants deported to Lebanon in 1992. Al-Rantissi and his fellow militants
were deported for supporting or participating in armed attacks on Israel.
After his return from Lebanon in 1993, al-Rantissi was briefly held by Is-
rael, and was subsequently arrested and detained multiple times by the
Palestinian Authority for facilitating Hamas military activity. He rose to
prominence after Sheikh Ahmed Yassin’s release from an Israeli prison in
1997, when the two Hamas founders worked closely together to direct the
organization’s military and other activities. According to the U.S. govern-
ment, Hamas leader al-Rantissi operated directly under Yassin and main-
tained “a direct line of communication for the coordination of military
operations” with the Hamas leader. For this role, the U.S. Treasury Depart-
ment designated al-Rantissi as a Specially Designated Global Terrorist en-
tity. After Yassin’s assassination by the Israeli Defense Forces in March 2004,
al-Rantissi assumed the reins of Hamas, a position he held for four weeks, until
he, too, was assassinated by the IDF on April 17,2004. He was married, with
two sons and four daughters."?

According to an Israeli report released in October 2003, al-Rantissi was
more than a Hamas mouthpiece. During interrogations, Hamas operatives
have said that al-Rantissi actually directed Hamas terrorist policy. His pub-
lic statements, according to the captured militants, were sometimes coded
“instructions for terrorists to carry out attacks.”'* Consider the following
examples in light of this conclusion:

In the fall of 2001, al-Rantissi participated in an online question-and-
answer session on an Islamist website, bahrainonline.org. A person using
the online handle “Ismahan” asked al-Rantissi how a person from Bahrain
might volunteer for a suicide mission in Palestine or otherwise contribute
to the Palestinian jihad. Al-Rantissi